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CHAPTER ONE


Enlarged Pores


Ulf Varg, of the Department of Sensitive Crimes, drove his silver-grey Saab through a landscape of short distances. He was heading for a psychotherapeutic day at a rural wellness centre, and the drive, he thought, was part of the therapy. Southern Sweden lay before him, parcelled out into farms that had been in the ownership of the same families for generations. Here and there, dots of white amidst the green, were the houses of the people who worked this land. They were settled people, of long memories and equally long jealousies, whose metaphorical horizons stopped where the sky met the land, which sometimes seemed only a stone’s throw away; who had never gone anywhere very much, and who had no desire to do so.


He thought of the life these people led, which was so different from his own in Malmö. Nothing was particularly urgent here; nobody had targets to meet, or reports to write. There would be no talk of inputs and outputs and communicative objectives. Most people worked for themselves and no other; they knew what their neighbours would say, about any subject, as they had heard it all before, time upon time, and it was all as familiar as the weather. They knew, too, exactly who liked, or disliked, whom; they knew who was not be trusted; who had done what, years back, and what the consequences had been. It would be simple to be a policeman here, thought Ulf, as there were no secrets to speak of. You would know about crimes almost before they were committed, although there would be few of those. People here were law-abiding and conformist, leading lives that ran narrowly and correctly to the grave – and they knew where that grave would be, right next to those of their parents and their parents’ parents.


Ulf opened his car window and took a deep breath: the country air bore notes of something floral – gorse, he thought, or the flowering trees of an orchard that ran beside the road. Trees were not his strong point, and Ulf could never remember which fruit tree was which, although he believed that he was now in apple-growing country – or was it peach? Whatever it might be, it was in blossom, a little later than usual, he had heard, because spring had been slow in Sweden that year. Everything had been slow, in fact, including promotion. Ulf had been told – unofficially – that he was in line for advancement within Malmö’s Department of Sensitive Crimes, but that had been months ago and nothing had come of it since then.


It had been a bad idea to spend the anticipated rise in salary on the purchase of a new living-room suite, especially one that was upholstered in soft Florentine leather. It had been ruinously expensive, and when his salary remained obstinately the same, he had been obliged to transfer funds out of his savings account into his current account in order to cover the cost. Ulf hated doing that, as he had vowed not to touch his savings account until his sixtieth birthday, which was exactly twenty years away. Yet twenty years seemed such a long time, and he wondered whether he would still be around then.


Ulf was not one to dwell on such melancholy reflections about our human situation. There was a limit to what one could take on in life; his job was to protect people from others who would harm them in some way – to fight crime, even if at a rather odd end of the criminal spectrum. He could not do everything, he decided, and take all the troubles of the world on his shoulders. Who could? It was not that he was an uninvolved and irresponsible citizen, one of those who do not care about plastic bags. He was as careful as anyone to keep his ecological footprint as small as possible – apart from the Saab, of course, that ran on fossil fuel rather than electricity. If you took the Saab out of the equation, though, Ulf could hold his head high in the company of conservationists, including that of his colleague, Erik, who went on and on about fishing stocks while at the same time doing his best every weekend to seek such fish as remained. Erik made much of his habit of returning to the water any fish he caught, but Ulf pointed out that these fish were traumatised and were possibly never the same again. ‘It’s a big thing for a fish to be caught,’ he said to Erik. ‘Even if you put him back, that fish is bound to feel insecure.’


Erik had simply dismissed his objection, although Ulf could tell that his remark had hit home. And that he immediately regretted, because it was only too easy to make somebody like Erik feel ill at ease. It was hard enough to be Erik, Ulf reflected, without having to fend off criticism from people like me. Ulf was a kind man, and even if Erik’s talk about fish was trying, he would take care not to show it. He would listen patiently, and might even learn something – although that, he thought, was rather unlikely.


As he drove the Saab along that quiet country road, Ulf was not thinking about conservation and the long-term prospects of humanity so much as of an awkward issue that had arisen as a result of one of his recent cases. The Department of Sensitive Crimes usually steered clear of day-to-day offences, leaving those to the uniformed officers of the local police. From time to time, though, a particular political or social connotation to an otherwise mundane incident meant that it was diverted to the department. This was the case with a minor assault committed by a Lutheran clergyman, who had bloodied the nose of his victim one Saturday morning in full view of at least fifteen witnesses. That was unusual enough, as Lutheran ministers do not figure prominently in the criminal statistics, but what singled this out for the attentions of the Department of Sensitive Crimes was not so much the identity of the perpetrator of the assault, but that of the victim. The nose that had been the target of the assault belonged to the leader of a group of Rom travellers.


‘Protected species,’ observed Ulf’s colleague, Carl.


‘Tattare,’ mused Erik, only to be sharply corrected by their colleague, Anna, who rolled her eyes at the unfashionable, disparaging name. Anna, more than the others in the department, knew the contours of the permissible. ‘They are not Tartars, Erik,’ she said. ‘They are Resande, a travelling minority.’


Ulf had defused the situation. ‘Erik is only referring to the insensitivity of others,’ he said. ‘He’s drawing our attention to the sort of attitude that leads to incidents like this.’


‘Unless he deserved it,’ muttered Erik.


Ulf ignored this, looking instead at the photographs in the folder of the nose in question. These had been taken in the hospital emergency department, when the blood was still trickling out of the left nostril. In other respects, the nose appeared unexceptional, although Ulf noticed that the pores on either side of the curve of the nostril were slightly enlarged.


‘There are odd little holes here,’ he said, getting up from his desk to hand the file to Anna, whose desk, one of four in the room, was closest to his. ‘Look at this poor man’s skin.’


Anna examined the photograph. ‘Enlarged pores,’ she said. ‘An oily complexion.’


Carl looked up from a report he was writing. ‘Can anything be done about that?’ he asked. ‘Sometimes when I look in the mirror – I mean, look closely at my nose – I see little pinpricks. I’ve wondered about them.’


Anna nodded. ‘Same thing – and perfectly normal. You find them in places where the skin is naturally greasy. They act as a sort of drain.’


Carl seemed interested. His hand went up to touch the skin around his nose. ‘And can you do anything about them?’


Anna handed the file back to Ulf. ‘Wash your face,’ she said. ‘Use a cleanser. And then, for special occasions, you can put an ice cube on them. It tightens the skin and will make your pores look smaller.’


‘Oh,’ said Carl. ‘Ice?’


‘Yes,’ said Anna. ‘But the most important thing is to keep the skin clean. You don’t wear make-up, I take it …’


Carl smiled. ‘Not yet.’


Anna pointed out that some men did. ‘You can wear anything these days. There’s that man in the café over the road – have you noticed him? He wears blusher – quite a lot of it. He’ll have to be careful – he could get blocked pores if he doesn’t remove the make-up carefully enough.’


‘Why does he wear the stuff?’ asked Carl. ‘I can’t imagine caking my face with chemicals.’


‘Because he wants to look his best,’ said Anna. ‘Most people, you know, don’t look the way they’d like to. It’s a bit sad, I suppose, but that’s the way it is.’


Ulf said, ‘Very strange.’ He was thinking of the case, rather than cosmetics.


The assault on the traveller might have led to a swift and uncomplicated prosecution of the assailant were it not for the fact that not one of the fifteen witnesses was prepared to give evidence. Four of them said that they had been looking the other way at the time; five said that their eyes happened to be closed when the assault took place, one actually claiming to have been asleep; and the remainder said that they could not remember anything about the incident and that they very much doubted whether it had taken place at all. This left the victim and the Lutheran minister. The victim was clear as to what had happened: he had been attending to his own business in the town’s public square when a stranger in clerical garb had walked up to him and punched him in the nose. This was purely because he was a traveller, he said. ‘We’re used to the settled community treating us in this way. They resent our freedom.’


For the minister’s part, he claimed that he had been suddenly confronted by a complete stranger who became so animated in some unfathomable diatribe that he had banged his nose on a lamp-post. He had been so concerned about this unfortunate’s injury that he had offered him his own handkerchief to mop up the blood. This offer had been spurned in a most ungracious way. Any allegation that he had assaulted this man was abhorrent and patently false. ‘Some people are terrible liars,’ the minister concluded. ‘Bless them, but they really have no shame at all. Not that I’m picking on any particular group, you’ll understand.’


Ulf suggested to the victim and the assailant that it might be best to let the whole thing be resolved through the extraction of a mutual apology. ‘When it’s impossible for us to tell what actually happened,’ he explained, ‘then it is sometimes best to move on. There are different understandings of conflict – as in this case – and if both sides can see their way to patching things up …’


The victim’s body language made it apparent that this suggestion was not going down well. He appeared to swell, his neck inflating in what looked like a dangerous build-up of pressure, and his eyes narrowing in fury. ‘So, a Rom nose counts for less than anybody else’s,’ he hissed. ‘Is that what you’re telling me?’


‘I am not passing judgement on your nose,’ said Ulf calmly. ‘And all noses are equal as far as we’re concerned – let me assure you of that.’


‘That’s what you say,’ snapped the victim. ‘But when it comes to the crunch, it’s a rather different story, isn’t it?’ His voice rose petulantly. He glared at Ulf, then he went on, ‘My nose is as Swedish as yours.’


Ulf stared back. He was always irritated by aggression, and this man, he thought, was needlessly confrontational. At the same time, he was aware that he was dealing with a member of a minority disliked by so many. That must change your attitude. His reply was placatory. ‘Of course it is. I didn’t say otherwise.’


‘But you want to let him off, don’t you? Justified assault? Is that it?’


This stung Ulf. ‘Vili …’ He trailed off, realising that he did not know the complainant’s name. It was recorded in the file, but he did not have that to hand. It was a particularly unfortunate lapsus memoriae, given that he was being accused of discrimination. He remembered the name of the minister, but not of this man. ‘Vili …’


‘See!’ hissed the victim. ‘You can’t even be bothered to learn my name.’


Ulf swallowed hard. ‘I’m sorry.’ He remembered now, and wondered how he could have forgotten. Viligot Danior. ‘I’m sorry, Viligot. I’m very busy with all sorts of problems. Things come at me from every direction, and I sometimes find it difficult to master the details. What I want to say to you is this: I am not going to let this go. I understand how you feel and I am determined that the minister should be held to account.’


Viligot visibly relaxed. ‘Good. That is very good.’


‘And so I’m going to propose that we charge him. It will then be up to the magistrate to decide whom to believe. It will be one word against another, but we’ll just have to hope that the court can work out who’s telling the truth.’


‘Which is me,’ said Viligot hurriedly.


‘If that’s what you say,’ said Ulf, ‘then I shall believe you unless otherwise persuaded to the contrary. After all, you don’t get a bloody nose from nowhere.’


‘Especially when there are no lamp-posts in the square in question,’ said Viligot.


Ulf thought for a moment. Then he smiled. ‘I think you have just convinced me,’ he said.


The court was similarly convinced, much to the annoyance of the defence when confronted with a photograph of the locus of the incident. Where, the minister was asked, was the lamp-post into which Viligot might have walked? After that, the minister’s conviction was assured. He was fined and given a stern warning. ‘A man of the cloth has a particular duty of probity,’ the judge said. ‘And you have singularly failed in that duty.’


Ulf felt that justice had been done. Viligot had been the victim of an unprovoked attack because he was a member of an unpopular section of the community. Ministers might be expected to be more tolerant than the average person, but presumably there were those amongst them who harboured vulgar prejudice and resentment. Still, it was a strange case, and Ulf was not entirely satisfied that he had got to the bottom of the matter.


That came later – barely half an hour after the end of the trial. As he left the courtroom to buy himself a cappuccino in a nearby coffee bar, Ulf was approached by one of the recalcitrant witnesses who had failed to see anything: the postman who had been passing, but looking the other way, at the time of the fracas.


‘Ulf Varg,’ the postman said. ‘I hope you’re satisfied.’


Ulf gave the man a warning look. ‘And what do you mean by that?’


The postman was uncowed. ‘That man back there,’ he said, tossing his head contemptuously in the direction of the court building. ‘That Danior person …’ The word person was spat out. ‘Do you know anything about him? Do you know what he does?’


Ulf shrugged. ‘I know he’s a traveller, if that’s what you mean. But those people have exactly the same rights as you and I, er …’


‘Johansson.’


‘Well, Johansson, the law doesn’t discriminate.’


Johansson smiled. ‘Oh, I know that, Ulf. You don’t have to tell me that. But do you know what Viligot Danior was doing? Do you know why the minister did what he did?’


Ulf stared at the postman, thinking of the reluctance of the witnesses – fifteen people who must have seen something. Fifteen! ‘I thought you didn’t see anything.’


‘It’s nothing to do with what I saw or didn’t see,’ retorted the postman. ‘I’m talking about what Danior was up to. He and those sons of his. There are three of them. Nasty pieces of work, every one of them. Covered in tattoos.’


Ulf waited.


‘They steal tyres,’ said the postman. ‘We’re a small town out there, Ulf, and we’ve all had tyres stolen from our cars. They arrived in our area, and next thing – surprise surprise – we started to lose our tyres. They just remove them – the wheels as well, some of the time.’


‘Danior does this, you say?’


The postman nodded.


Ulf frowned. ‘And the local police? What do they say about this?’


This brought a laugh from the postman. ‘They’ve been told not to lean on them. It’s something to do with community sensitivity. They look the other way.’


Like you, thought Ulf. And yet …


‘So, Danior and his sons stole the minister’s wheels. He has a Volvo – a nice car. But two of his wheels were removed, along with one other tyre, and the spare.’


Ulf sighed. ‘And how did he know it was Danior?’


‘Because he saw one of the sons doing it. He chased after him, but the boy jumped into a car and made himself scarce. So next time he came across Danior in the town, he lost his self-control and took a swing at him.’ The postman paused. ‘It could happen to anybody. Even you, you know – if you don’t mind my saying it.’


Ulf was silent. He imagined how he would feel if somebody stole the tyres of his Saab. And yet the whole point of having a system of justice was to prevent people from taking matters into their own hands and assaulting those who wronged them. That was the whole point. And yet …


He sighed again. Suddenly he felt tired, as if burdened by the whole edifice of the state and its rationale. ‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ he said. ‘But we can’t have people assaulting others because of something they’ve done. We just can’t.’


The postman looked down at the ground. ‘I sometimes wonder what’s happened to this country,’ he said.


Ulf looked at him. ‘I understand what you’re saying.’


‘Do you?’


Ulf nodded. ‘It’s not as simple as you think, Johansson. It just isn’t.’


And then it had become even more complicated. Three days previously, Ulf had returned home one evening to discover a note from his neighbour, Agnes Högfors. A large package had been left for him, she said, and she had taken delivery of it. It would be waiting for him when he came to collect Martin. Martin was Ulf’s dog, who was looked after during the day by Agnes. She was particularly fond of him, as Martin was of her.


The package was crudely wrapped in plain brown paper. Ulf took it back to his flat where he discovered that it was a silver Saab grille, of the exact vintage and style for which he had been searching. His own grille had been damaged and needed replacing, and here was the exact part he needed.


There was a note. Ulf Varg, it read. Thank you for standing up for me. You’re an honest man, Ulf, and I thought you might like this. I noticed your car needed it. With thanks, Viligot.


There were procedures for such things, and Ulf knew that he should immediately return the gift. He intended to do this, and the following day he drove out to the site where he had first interviewed Viligot: a caravan park outside the town in which the original offence had taken place. But there was no sign of Viligot, his sons, or indeed of anybody else.


‘They’ve decamped, thank God,’ said a woman in the town when Ulf made enquiries. ‘Good riddance, we think.’ Then she added, ‘They’ve taken most of our tyres – and other bits and pieces from our cars.’


Ulf felt himself blushing. The Saab grille had been stolen – and now it was in his car, sitting on the back seat, in full view of anybody who might walk past and glance through the window. He thanked the woman and drove back to his flat in Malmö. Once parked, he took the grille from the back seat and carried it into his flat. There was nobody about, but he felt that he was being watched from more than one window. He glanced upwards, and saw a movement at one of the neighbours’ windows. There was now at least one witness to his handling of stolen goods.


He knew what he had to do. The manual of proper police conduct stated quite clearly that gifts from those with whom one had professional dealings were to be returned to the donor. In certain circumstances – such as where the gift was from a grateful member of the public who would be offended by its return – it could be kept, but only with the official permission of the Commissioner’s department. When a gift was thought to be stolen property, then it should be handed in to a superior officer along with a report on the grounds for concluding that it was stolen. This had to be done within twenty-four hours of receiving the gift. Ulf had intended to do this, but it had slipped his mind. Now three days had elapsed and it was too late to do anything, unless his report falsified the time of his receiving the gift. And Ulf would not tell a deliberate lie, least of all on an official form.




CHAPTER TWO


In Defence of Stereotypes


From the roadside, the sign reading The Inner You, this way was barely visible. Ulf recognised his destination, though, from the photograph he had seen on the leaflet given to him by Dr Svensson. This publication set out the activities of the centre, including the Saturday group session on ‘Untying your Past’ that Dr Svensson recommended.


‘We’ve made undoubted progress,’ the therapist said, ‘but sometimes it’s useful to get a different perspective on things, and Untying your Past is conducted by a very good friend of mine, a German, Hans Ebke. He’s practising in Stockholm now, but was highly thought of by the Max Planck Institute people down in Leipzig. Very highly.’


Ulf was not sure whether they really had made much progress.


This uncertainty as to the benefits of the expensive sessions with the psychoanalyst might have prompted him to end his treatment, but an almost superstitious reluctance to sever the relationship had meant that it continued. And it was undoubtedly interesting, he had to admit, to delve into the depths of the subconscious mind – at least, he sometimes thought this was interesting. At other times he felt that the subconscious mind was capable of such a degree of banality that it might be best to leave it undisturbed, as one did with the other detritus of one’s life. Ulf did not disclose these unsettling thoughts to Dr Svensson; perhaps they would emerge, in due course, when dredged up on the psychoanalytical couch.


His colleague, Anna, was very dubious about Ulf’s therapy. ‘Frankly, Ulf,’ she said, ‘I don’t know why you bother with all that. You are the best-adjusted, most resolved person I know. And that includes me and Jo.’


Jo was Anna’s husband, a mild-mannered and largely unobtrusive anaesthetist. Dr Svensson had identified him as Ulf’s rival, but as far as Ulf was concerned – at least, as far as his conscious mind and super-ego were concerned – there were no grounds for rivalry because Ulf had decided that he could never do anything about his attraction to Anna. She was a colleague and a married woman, and both of these considerations precluded any emotional entanglements between them. How could he even contemplate, he asked himself, doing anything to disturb Anna’s settled life with her husband and her two daughters, both breaststroke champions and tipped for great things in the swimming world? How could he?


But here was Anna implicitly suggesting that she and her husband were less well adjusted and resolved than he was. Ulf doubted that: they were the progenitors of a perfect, two-child family; he, by contrast, was a single detective, living by himself, undergoing therapy and with a hearing-impaired dog.


‘People do not want their friends to be successful,’ Dr Svensson had once pointed out. ‘The success of a friend underlines our own failures. We don’t want our friends to have more money than we do; nor more friends, for that matter. Envy, you see, Ulf, lies deep-rooted in our psyche.’


‘But if this envy is so pervasive,’ Ulf asked, ‘then does it mean we can never take satisfaction in the good fortune of anybody?’


‘At one level we can experience such pleasure,’ replied Dr Svensson. ‘But it will be superficial. Deep down, in the profundities, we do not welcome the advent of good fortune in the lives of others.’


The profundities … Ulf pondered the expression. Dr Svensson occasionally referred to profundities, but never fully explained where the profundities were. Ulf did not doubt, though, that they existed. He was aware of his profundities when he encountered some egregious instance of human cruelty; he felt a revulsion so intense that it sickened him to the stomach, and the stomach, he imagined, must be close to the profundities, if not their actual seat.


Did his profundities have anything to do with his attitude towards Anna’s marriage? If he did not want her to be happy in that marriage, that might be simply a question of self-interest and a rational calculation as to what was best for him. Or was it because of the prompting of blind envy – because he himself had been widowed after so short a time? One part of him, he realised – his id – would very much welcome a rift between Anna and Jo, as it would open the way for it to succeed in its undoubted desire to start an affair with Anna. That was typical id – always concerned with animal satisfaction, with sexual drives, with hunger, with grasping and consuming. How much stronger, thought Ulf, was the position of those who denied the id its ambitions; who rose above the carnal, soared above it with their lofty high-mindedness. Of course, that was illusory. The ascetic, the saint, the self-denier, usually had their grubby secrets, their hidden appetites, their failures. The id was not to be put off so easily; it demanded attention and usually got it.


Hans Ebke might be able to throw some light on these matters, thought Ulf as he advanced up the long driveway that led to the Wholeness Centre. Yet Dr Svensson had warned him that the day would involve group work, and Ulf was not sure that he wanted to share his feelings about Anna with a whole group of strangers. He had not even confided these feelings to Dr Svensson, who was bound by a strict code of confidentiality, and was certainly unwilling to do so with people bound by no such obligation. And so, if envy came up, as it might well do, he could hardly admit to being afflicted by it because the obvious question that the other participants would wish to ask was: what are you envious about? He could hardly say, ‘I experience envy when I think about my attractive colleague who has two daughters and a husband who keeps putting people to sleep.’ Poor Jo, with his gases and masks and so on, and his terribly earnest manner, which some might call soporific; Ulf felt a certain sadness at the thought.


He parked the Saab in the small car park to the side of the house. Others had arrived before him, as there were already six cars parked there. Ulf surveyed the other vehicles, his detective’s mind already trying to establish which was Dr Ebke’s car and which belonged to the patients. That assumed, of course, that Dr Ebke would already have arrived – which he would have, beyond all shadow of a doubt. Dr Ebke was German, Ulf had been told, and Ulf had yet to meet an unpunctual German. He himself was late – arriving about fifteen minutes after the time that had been stipulated in the letter from the Wholeness Centre secretariat. So Dr Ebke would definitely be there. That left five cars, and according to the letter Ulf had received, there were four other participants. One of the cars, then, must belong to the centre’s administrator – the person who had written the letter to Ulf confirming his registration. The names of the patients had been listed in an appendix to the letter, along with the short biographical notes they had all been asked to provide. These would be shared with the other participants, the letter had warned, and as a result people were told not to include any confidential matters that they did not want to be disclosed. Permission had been given to use a pseudonym, if one felt more comfortable with that, and when Ulf turned to the list, he saw that three of the others had taken up that offer.


Ulf had read the biographical notes with interest. There were two women and two men. The first woman on the list was called Henrietta. An asterisk next to the name indicated that this was a pseudonym.


‘I am a wool buyer,’ wrote Henrietta in her note. ‘I am unmarried. I buy wool for textile companies. Sometimes I travel to Australia. I like tapestry, needlework, and salsa dancing.’ There was then a brief paragraph about her reasons for seeking psychotherapy. ‘I feel I owe it to myself,’ she wrote.


Ulf turned to the second entry. This was from Ebba, who, like Ulf, was not using a pseudonym but who did not give her second name. ‘I am Ebba,’ she wrote. ‘I have a job in a creative agency. I write advertising copy and also come up with marketing ideas – when these come to me! My problem is indecision, but I am working on it. This is the first time I will have been to a group encounter and I am really looking forward to it. Or am I?’


Ulf smiled.


Then there was Olaf, who confessed that he had been treated for some years for what he called ‘troubling impulses’, and Peter, a pilot, who revealed that he had mild OCD, which he hoped to conquer before he embarked on further training to fly a new generation of jets. Would Peter ever be satisfied with pre-flight checks, or would he have to repeat them time and time again, until the control tower asked him if he ever intended to take off?


Ulf looked at the parked cars. None of them was a recent model, and, with the exception of one, they all looked sensible and unostentatious. The single car that stood out was a Porsche – and that had clearly seen better days. That obviously belonged to Peter, Ulf decided; a Porsche would not match the aesthetic sense of a wool buyer and appreciator of textiles, nor was it a car for an indecisive person. Ebba would drive the slowest of the cars, Ulf thought, as that would give her plenty of time to decide whether to turn left or right – no such deliberative time would be permitted by a Porsche. That meant that the small, underpowered Fiat, the car previously known by the affectionate soubriquet of the Fiat Bambino, would be Ebba’s.


Besides the Porsche, there was one other German car, a Mercedes-Benz, and Ulf decided that this belonged to Dr Ebke. If pressed, he would acknowledge that this might be considered a lazy assumption, based on stereotypes, but he had seen it so many times before and should one sacrifice the defensible results of empirical observation on the altar of open-mindedness? Germans liked German cars. They just did. And they, in turn, used empirical observation to justify what might be seen by others as no more than shallow nationalistic preferences. German cars were well made and did not go wrong. The Germans knew that, and chose their cars on that basis.


So, the mid-range Mercedes-Benz parked second closest to the entrance would be Dr Ebke’s, the car parked closest to the entrance being that of the administrator, who would, of course, have arrived first in order to open up the building. That left two cars, one of which had tinted windows in the rear. That car belonged to one who had something to hide, and was therefore the car driven by Olaf, who had troubling impulses. Shame, it seemed, could dictate the choice of a car every bit as much as could pride. The final car could now be allocated to Henrietta. It was a Spanish car, a Seat … Salsa dancing, thought Ulf, which confirmed his diagnosis.


Inside, he found the participants gathered around Dr Ebke, drinking a cup of coffee in the meeting room.


‘A preliminary meet and greet,’ said Dr Ebke, shaking Ulf’s hand. ‘I thought we might get to know one another a bit before our first session.’ He paused. ‘Your bio, by the way, was very brief. There’s nothing wrong with that, of course, but it was rather short, don’t you think?’


‘One doesn’t want to burden people,’ said Ulf.


‘No, of course not,’ said Dr Ebke hurriedly. ‘But you didn’t tell us what you do, did you?’


‘Is that necessary?’ asked Ulf.


Dr Ebke took a sip of his coffee, fixing Ulf with an intense stare. ‘Our work defines us, don’t you think?’


Ulf shrugged. ‘If we choose our work, yes. But don’t you think many people are doing things they didn’t choose to do? Don’t you think that many people fall into their occupation because … well, by chance, or even by heredity? Farmers are like that, I think. Farmers are farmers because their parents were farmers before them.’


Dr Ebke laughed. ‘I can see that you’re going to keep me on my toes,’ he said. ‘But tell me, what do you do?’


Ulf did not reply immediately. There was something about Dr Ebke’s manner that irritated him. And what right had he to information that Ulf might choose not to impart?


‘I’m an engineer.’ He had no idea why he said this, other than in an attempt to protect his privacy. It was childish, of course, but now that he had said it, he could hardly correct himself.


But that was not needed. ‘An engineer?’ echoed Dr Ebke. ‘How strange. I thought you were a detective.’


Ulf stared at the therapist. ‘Then why did you ask? If you already knew, why did you ask me?’


The direct retort appeared to fluster Dr Ebke, who suddenly looked pointedly at his watch. ‘My goodness,’ he said. ‘Look at the time. We must start.’ He rose to his feet. ‘We shall have plenty of time to talk later, Ulf.’


Ulf watched as Dr Ebke mustered the participants. A set of easy chairs had been arranged in a circle near the meeting-room window, and it was here that they all sat down and were formally introduced to one another by Dr Ebke.


‘Ulf will no doubt tell us more about himself later on,’ Dr Ebke said when he got to Ulf. The therapist gave him a sideways glance as he said this, and Ulf looked away. He had decided that he was not going to like Dr Ebke, but he would stick it out in deference to Dr Svensson. It was a waste of a Saturday, he thought, but then what else would he have had to do? There was nothing, really – other than a longer than usual walk with Martin, perhaps, or a visit to his cousin, who had just had her second baby and was keen to show him off because he had been named after him. ‘Ulf is such a lovely name,’ said the cousin. ‘Both Otto and I thought it perfect.’ He would have to find a present for the young Ulf. What did one give a baby? He would choose something silver, he thought, and would have it inscribed: Ulf from Ulf, with the date. Mind you, silver was expensive – and there had been those costly new chairs. So perhaps young Ulf would get something made of pewter rather than silver – and a baby would never be able to tell the difference. Even the expense of the engraving could be cut down if he were to decide on U from U, or even just U.


Olaf said: ‘I want to share something with you. I’ve never talked to other people about this – never.’


Dr Ebke nodded encouragingly. ‘Well, Olaf,’ he said, ‘this is why we’re here. The whole point of a group approach is to share the burden. That’s what we call it: sharing the burden.’


Henrietta said, ‘Yes. Yes. I’ve always believed that sharing the burden makes it lighter. It really does. That’s been my experience, at least.’


This appeared to please Dr Ebke. ‘Henrietta is quite right, you know. It’s always easier to carry something if you have others helping you. This applies to anything – a parcel, a rucksack … anything.’


Ulf frowned. How exactly could more than one person carry a rucksack? The whole point of a rucksack was that you strapped it onto your back. That was the way they were designed and it would be impossible, surely, to get two people into those straps. They would end up facing away from one another, with the rucksack suspended in between them, the straps entangled in their arms.


Olaf had more to say. ‘I know I should say what I have to say quickly – I mean now, as opposed to later.’


Henrietta leaned forward. ‘Yes, Olaf. I want to hear. I really want to hear.’


Olaf looked at her with concern. ‘Why?’ he asked. ‘Why should you be so keen?’


Henrietta gave him a look of injured innocence. ‘Because we want to help you,’ she said. ‘That’s why we’re here – to help you with these improper impulses of yours.’


Olaf turned to Dr Ebke. ‘Improper? Who said anything about improper?’


Although the question had been addressed to Dr Ebke, it was answered by Henrietta. ‘You did, Olaf. You told us about them in your bio.’


‘I didn’t,’ protested Olaf. ‘I said I was troubled. I said: troublesome thoughts.’


‘No, you didn’t,’ interjected Peter. ‘Look, it’s here.’ He extracted the administrator’s letter from his pocket and unfolded it. ‘Yes, it says troubling impulses. See? Impulses, not thoughts.’
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