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      There’s a quarter landing halfway up, where the stairs change angle. Erik has fed one of his ropes round the banister upstairs, and is now standing on the ground floor, holding both ends.

      His mother watches him with a wine glass in her hand.

      ‘What are you doing?’

      She’s drunk and her tone is accusing.

      ‘You can’t climb here, the banister won’t hold you.’

      Erik doesn’t answer.

      ‘Did you hear what I said? You’re too heavy.’

      ‘I wasn’t intending to climb.’

      ‘Take the rope down then. Erik, darling, listen to me for once.’

      He ties a loop at one end.

      ‘Take it down immediately.’

      Erik looks up and then tests it with his body weight.

      ‘You’ll damage the banister.’

      His mother puts down her wine glass and comes towards him.

      ‘Do what I tell you,’ she snaps, and puts out her hand to take the rope.

      Erik grabs her arm and twists it up behind her back.

      ‘Ow, what are you doing? Let me go!’

      He puts the loop over his mother’s head and pulls her up into the air. She struggles to loosen the noose. When she doesn’t manage, she kicks and tries to get her feet on to the balustrade in order to take the weight off her body. Erik holds on to her calves and pulls her down while he holds the rope taut.

      ‘How old was I the first time?’ he demands.

      His mother can’t possibly answer. Her eyes are bulging out of their sockets and her face is swollen and red.

      ‘Fifteen,’ he tells her. ‘You’ve been doing this for ten years.’

      There’s a loud crack. It’s difficult to tell if it’s her neck or the banister that has given way.

      His mother’s arms and legs spasm as her body lets go. She hangs freely, swinging silently with no resistance, like a pendulum. Erik holds the rope taut as he goes up the stairs, where he ties the end round the banister. Then he sits down on the sofa and watches TV. When the programme has finished, he calls the police and says that his mother has hanged herself. He finds a knife and cuts her down. He sits down on the floor with her lifeless body in his arms. When the police arrive, he’s crying.
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      Anna looked at her daughter, who was sitting at the kitchen table, her nose buried in a book, a half-eaten slice of bread in her hand.

      ‘Please can you get a move on, sweetie? Daddy’s giving me a lift to Mölle and I don’t want to be late.’

      Hedda tore her eyes away from the book and looked over at the clock on the wall.

      ‘But then I’ll be too early.’

      ‘No, you won’t.’

      ‘Yes, I will.’

      ‘Max ten minutes,’ Anna insisted. ‘That’s not a problem, is it? You can look over your homework again.’

      ‘I’ve already done that,’ Hedda retorted.

      ‘Well, if you want a lift, you’ll have to fit in with us. That’s the way it is.’

      ‘I’d rather cycle then.’

      ‘Fair enough.’

      ‘Hello, I can’t cycle when there’s practically no air in my tyres.’

      Magnus came out of the bedroom. He was buttoning up a shirt that strained over his belly.

      ‘What’s up?’ he asked.

      Anna shook her head.

      ‘Nothing. But if Hedda wants a lift she’s going to have to move it.’

      ‘We’re not in so much of a rush. It only takes fifteen minutes.’

      ‘Exactly,’ agreed his daughter, who had no idea.

      ‘It takes half an hour, at least,’ Anna said.

      Magnus pulled his chin in.

      ‘Does it?’

      ‘It certainly does. It’s fifteen minutes just to Höganäs.’

      Magnus relented. In the mornings, he was the one who smoothed over the ruffles and backed down. In the evening, it was the other way round. Yet another reason why they worked so well together.

      ‘Okay,’ he said, turning to their daughter. ‘Poppet, listen to your mother.’

      ‘But…’

      Hedda gave a theatrical sigh and got down from the table with the slice of bread still in her hand. Ten minutes later they dropped her off outside school.

      ‘See you tomorrow then,’ Anna said.

      ‘What? Are you staying there overnight?’

      ‘Just the one night. I’ll be home again tomorrow. You and Daddy can do something nice together tonight.’

      ‘Okay. Bye then.’

      ‘I’ll phone to say good night.’

      Hedda closed the car door and walked towards the main building. They watched her with an amused look, until Magnus slipped into first gear and pulled out.

      There wasn’t much traffic. Most cars were going in the opposite direction, from the residential areas along the northern shore in towards Helsingborg. Anna changed the radio station and turned to look at the sea that opened out at Christinelund. The view was wasted today. A greyish-white sky, dull brown fields. The colourless Skåne winter in November, a month that seemed to last for ever.

      ‘Is the whole editorial team going?’ Magnus asked.

      ‘No, just Trude and Sissela.’

      ‘And how is she?’

      ‘Who? Sissela? Fine. Why?’

      ‘Is she still in love?’

      Anna had no idea what he was talking about.

      ‘Didn’t she meet someone new?’

      ‘That was actually a year ago. And it’s over now.’

      ‘Fancy that,’ Magnus said, ironically.

      He didn’t have much time for his wife’s boss, who he thought was disturbingly self-centred.

      ‘So she’s single again?’ he asked, trying not to sound disparaging.

      Anna shook her head.

      ‘No, she got back together with her husband.’

      ‘That was quick.’

      ‘A few slamming doors, but not much more.’

      ‘Jesus,’ Magnus sighed.

      Anna looked at him.

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Well, she could have kept quiet about it. I mean, if it was nothing, just a little something. Why upset her husband? All I’m saying is that the one who strays has to deal with the crap themselves. Why burden the poor sod who’s been betrayed with all that rubbish? It’s not fair.’

      ‘No,’ Anna hesitated. ‘Maybe not.’

      ‘Shameless,’ Magnus maintained. ‘But then she’s the boss.’

      ‘I think she’s just restless, has to have something happening all the time. She creates drama for the sake of it.’

      ‘If you decide to stray, I don’t want to know.’

      ‘No risk of that. It all seems so messy.’

      Magnus laughed.

      ‘Messy?’

      ‘So complicated and tedious. Yuck, no, not my thing. And in any case, you smell too good.’

      ‘Well, there you go, a quality as good as any other. I’ll have to update my CV.’

      ‘Oof, there’s this new guy in sales,’ Anna continued, with a shiver. ‘And his breath smells like a dog. Pure ammonia. And he always invades your personal space when he talks to you. Touching noses, almost, I swear. And he’s so happy and nice. All you can do really is smile and keep your distance.’

      ‘You should say something.’

      ‘Right,’ Anna said.

      They took the new road past Viken and didn’t have to slow down until they came to Höganäs, where they passed the old publishing house. The business had been bought out many years ago and the new owner soon realised that you couldn’t get the best people to relocate here, so he moved the whole operation to Malmö. Anna wondered whether it still existed.

      ‘The car,’ Magnus said, interrupting her thoughts.

      Anna gave him a blank look and he shrugged.

      ‘I don’t know, maybe it’s time to get a new one.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘This one’s driven over eight thousand kilometres. It’ll start needing repairs soon. I just think it might be wise.’

      ‘And the roof?’ Anna asked.

      Magnus moved in his seat.

      ‘There’s no rush.’

      ‘There isn’t?’

      ‘We patched it up. And it hasn’t rained since then.’

      ‘The felting is over twenty years old. Magnus, please don’t start.’

      ‘Our car is the oldest one on the street,’ he said, and sent her an accusing look.

      ‘So?’

      Anna looked at him with raised eyebrows.

      ‘Just saying,’ Magnus muttered.

      ‘Saying what? That you think we should forget about the roof so we don’t need to be ashamed of a car that’s only four years old?’

      ‘That’s not what I said.’

      ‘We can’t do both.’

      ‘I just said there wasn’t any rush. The roof is okay.’

      ‘For the moment.’

      ‘We repaired it last summer,’ Magnus reminded her. ‘It’s not likely to leak again.’

      Anna filled her lungs and closed her eyes.

      ‘What?’ Magnus said, sheepishly.

      ‘The car is working fine, there’s —’

      ‘For the moment.’

      ‘— absolutely no reason to get a new one just to keep up with the neighbours. I’m so sick and tired of all that nonsense.’

      Magnus didn’t say anything. Anna prayed that he wouldn’t, that he’d understand it wasn’t worth pushing it. She was hoping for too much.

      ‘It’s still working fine because it’s relatively new,’ he objected. ‘And that’s why we can still get a good price for it, if we trade it in. If we wait, it will lose value. So we’re losing money by keeping it.’

      ‘How come?’

      ‘What do you mean, how come? That’s the way it works. If you want to get anything for anything you trade in. It can’t be too old, that’s all.’

      ‘Would you just listen to yourself?’

      ‘You don’t get it,’ Magnus said, and changed gear with force. ‘You think it makes financial sense to fix and save. But sometimes it doesn’t. Sometimes you actually have to…’

      ‘The car is running fine. So please explain to me how we can save money by buying a new one, go on. Convince me that it’s smarter to trade in a car that works than to repair the roof over our heads, which, by the way, is over twenty years old.’

      Magnus shook his head.

      ‘You’re not listening,’ he snapped.

      ‘Magnus, I am listening. But I’m not going to let you…’

      They sat in silence.

      ‘So, how’s Trude then?’ Magnus tried, as they passed the Krapperup Estate.

      ‘She’s fine.’

      ‘She has to be the second most beautiful woman in the world.’

      Anna looked at her husband. Never mind that they argued sometimes, it didn’t take long before they made it up again.

      ‘Sweetie,’ she said, and put her hand between his legs. The second most beautiful.

      ‘Darling, not while I’m driving.’

      ‘Okay.’

      She studied him, amused.

      ‘Thought you liked it when I touched you.’

      ‘Yes, but there’s a time and a place for teenage groping. Now, if I was turn off and stop…’

      ‘Absolutely,’ Anna said, ‘if we had the time.’

      She looked out of the window to the side.

      ‘It’s strange with Trude, you know,’ she mused. ‘So beautiful and so smart, and yet she doesn’t believe it. I guess it’s like they say.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘The wrong people doubt their own abilities. The arrogant rule the world.’

      ‘Yes, maybe it is.’

      They sat in silence the rest of the way.

      ‘Nearly half an hour,’ Anna confirmed, looking at her watch, when Magnus pulled up outside the hotel.

      ‘Have fun then, darling.’

      She leaned forwards and kissed him on the lips.

      ‘You too. Speak to you this evening.’
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      Anna closed the car door and waved her thanks, then walked towards the entrance. Two men were struggling with unwieldy golf bags in the boot of a car. Sissela and Trude were standing by the reception and had just been given their keys.

      ‘See you in ten minutes,’ Sissela chirped, then disappeared with an extended ciao.

      Anna checked in and went up to her room. She had a clear view of the town and the water. She put her blouse for the evening on a hanger, changed her shoes, picked up a notebook and the printout of an article proposal that she’d put together the week before.

      ‘There’s coffee in the thermos,’ Trude said, when Anna came into the meeting room.

      ‘Thanks, think I’ll take a mineral water instead.’

      Anna helped herself and sat down at the table.

      ‘Isn’t it lovely?’ Sissela said, looking out.

      ‘I do like the Grand,’ Trude agreed. ‘There’s never any problems.’

      ‘You know how it all works,’ Anna chimed in.

      ‘Considering how many times we’ve been here, that’s not so strange,’ Sissela said, and straightened her back. ‘So, what do you say? Shall we just get started?’

      By half past twelve, the female management troika of Family Journal had planned every edition until Easter and could go to lunch with a clear conscience.

      Trude routinely inspected the men on offer. If anyone caught her attention she would get up immediately and go over to the sumptuous buffet, where she would spend ages helping herself. All the men in the dining room would stare until their eyes popped out. It was a performance, Trude couldn’t help it. It was deeply ingrained in her. All the attention she had received since puberty had done nothing to satisfy her need for confirmation. To the contrary, every longing glance simply dug deeper into her bottomless pit. Pit? It was an abyss, a black hole, a minor continental drift.

      Anna couldn’t understand it. The only thing that actually prevented Trude from being more unfaithful was her beauty. It frightened men. Only the dregs dared try their hand, the ones who had nothing to lose.

      The exception to the rule was Trude’s husband. Successful, attractive and a considerate husband as well as a fantastic father. As far as Anna could tell, he left nothing to be desired. And what’s more, he was neither grumpy nor felt sorry for himself, unlike most other men.

      ‘And what about the features page?’ Sissela asked, when they had retired to the veranda, full and happy. ‘How’s that early death series doing?’

      Sissela was talking about ‘And Then the Game Was Over’ articles, which were essentially extended obituaries of people who had died too young. Their nearest and dearest were given the opportunity to talk about their loss and grief, following a sudden and unexpected death. The Stockholm-based freelancer Calle Collin, who wrote most of the articles, used just the right combination of sentimentality and positivity, and the readership figures spoke for themselves.

      ‘It’s doing well,’ Anna said.

      ‘The last two were a bit too old.’

      ‘The people who died, you mean?’

      ‘Yes, and it was cancer in both cases, wasn’t it? Cancer is a bit like the flu these days. Are there no other interesting diseases?’

      ‘I’ll check with Calle.’

      ‘It doesn’t even need to be an illness,’ Sissela continued. ‘It could be an accident. Or a natural catastrophe. The main thing is that they died young, and preferably under dramatic circumstances.’

      ‘Okay.’

      ‘But the pitch is good, bloody good. He’s not interested in doing any celebrity stuff?’

      ‘He wasn’t the last time I spoke to him. But I can check again.’

      ‘Good. Do that. And what about our life stories…?’

      They finished at four o’clock. Trude went up to her room for a rest, Sissela declared that she intended to have a long soak in a warm bath, and Anna went for a walk.

      She followed the street closest to the water, out towards the cliffs, which were being gradually swallowed by the dark. The best houses stood empty after August. There were no cars or people. And yet the odd light shone here and there inside the houses. Anna guessed they were on timers and didn’t fool anyone, not least any local kids in search of a drink, who had the decency only to smash up the furniture of stingy townies who hadn’t had the sense to leave a couple of bottles in the cupboard. A kind of local tax that outsiders had to pay for the right to roam around in towelling robes in summer, to feel real and greet other similarly clad people from Stockholm with air kisses and falsetto voices.

      ‘Oh, hi! Fancy meeting you here!’

      Mölle was a summer place. Could never be anything else. It was too far from Helsingborg. You could buy the same sort of property for about the same price in Hittarp, Domsten and Viken, where the commute into town was less than half an hour, and people lived there all the year round, unlike Mölle.

      Anna decided that she’d had enough of an adventure and turned around. The southwest wind that had been on her back felt raw against her face and she pulled her coat in at the collar. By the time she got back to the hotel, she was totally windswept. She switched on the TV for company and stepped into the shower.
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      The waiter spent ages fussily garnishing the fish dish with some expensive drops that were supposed to be sauce. He drew a brief outline of the fish’s life, which had apparently been happy right up until its inevitable demise. And, as with all posh restaurants, it neither tasted particularly good nor was particularly filling. When they’d finished eating, Sissela disappeared out for a cigarette and Trude and Anna went to the bar to order Irish coffees. Two middle-aged men in golf gear burst in, drunk and happy. The ever-attentive Trude sent them furtive, doe-eyed glances over the top of her glass, which made them squirm.

      What was expected of them? An invitation should never be rejected out of hand. It would be unnatural and self-disqualifying as they were now in close company with a business card burning in their pocket.

      The bait was laid and Trude played the innocent.

      ‘Not again,’ Anna said.

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘You know very well what I mean.’

      ‘Ach.’

      Sissela came back, reeking of cigarettes.

      ‘What are you talking about?’

      ‘Trude,’ Anna sighed, exasperated. ‘She’s at it again.’

      ‘But there’s no one here,’ Sissela said, looking around.

      She spotted the men, deep in discussion as to the best strategy.

      Trude was too attractive, it made them uncertain. Sissela looked at her colleagues.

      ‘Bagsy the one with the hair,’ she said, and waved over the waiter so she could order.

      Anna gasped like a fish, Sissela gave a crooked smile.

      ‘I get no attention at home. A glass of red wine, please.’

      Sissela put her hand on Anna’s shoulder and burst out laughing.

      ‘You should see your face. We’re having you on, didn’t you realise? Oops, look smart, they’re coming over.’

      ‘Hi, can we join you?’

      ‘Absolutely.’

      ‘My name’s Sven, and this is Olof.’

      ‘Hello.’

      They shook hands and said their names.

      ‘So,’ the man ventured. ‘Are you here with work?’

      ‘Yes, we’re having a scheduling day. We usually come here.’

      ‘Scheduling?’

      ‘We work for Family Journal.’

      ‘The magazine?’

      Sissela nodded.

      ‘Excellent magazine,’ the man said, spontaneously.

      Sissela straightened her back.

      ‘Thank you,’ she said, as if the magazine were all her own work.

      ‘Just the right mix, lots to read. My mother gets it.’

      Sissela deflated. The man noticed and adjusted his tactic.

      ‘I’ve thought about subscribing myself, but my wife only reads fashion and interior design magazines. It’s a shame really, because Family Journal beats them all hands down.’

      He looked like he genuinely meant what he said.

      ‘Lots of people think it’s just for mumsies,’ Sissela sighed.

      ‘But you have male readers as well, don’t you?’

      Sissela shrugged. ‘Men flick through it,’ she said. ‘But generally they’re most interested in the crossword. What about yourselves? What do you do? It was Sven, wasn’t it?’

      He nodded.

      ‘We run an advertising company, a small one. It’s just the two of us and another colleague.’

      ‘Any good clients?’

      ‘Yes, actually.’

      He mentioned a clothes chain and a travel agency.

      ‘We’re here to celebrate our first anniversary, play a little golf, calling it a meeting.’

      Sissela laughed.

      ‘Might have guessed that you worked in advertising,’ she said. ‘It’s hard to tell you apart.’

      ‘That’s easy enough. I’m Sven, S as in suave, and he’s Olof, O as in ordinary.’

      ‘But you’re wearing quite an ordinary suit,’ Sissela joked.

      ‘You’re right, it’s not easy.’

      Ten minutes later, Anna had discovered that the men weren’t as pathetic as drunk men in hotels usually are. They actually listened. One of them was quite funny. But it did follow the usual pattern. Anna and Sissela got most of the attention, Trude stood beside them, unobtainable in her beauty. Men seldom knew how to behave in her presence. But everything changed when the third man turned up.

      ‘Aha, here he is. This is Erik, Erik Månsson, our new star.’

      Even Trude was taken aback. Erik, the advertising company’s new copywriter, had gone up to his room to try to remove a red-wine stain from his shirt, without much success. So he was now dressed in jeans and a T-shirt, an outfit that accentuated his muscles and showed that, more than anything, he was fit. Trude’s beauty had no effect on him: she probably looked like all the women he went out with. And what was more, he was far younger than the others.

      Anna sighed to herself. She could image the next couple of hours. Sissela would giggle like a studio audience at jokes that weren’t funny, wind her hair round her finger and lick the bottom of her front teeth with tip of her tongue, she would do all she could to spark his interest and then, if she did succeed, against all odds, she would pull out at the last moment like the prick-teaser she was. While Trude wouldn’t hesitate for a moment if the opportunity arose.

      Anna was wrong. It turned out to be a good evening. The flirting wore thin after a while and instead wallets and purses were pulled out and photos of children and spouses passed around. Erik, who was single and didn’t have any children, rolled his eyes at all this, but they were beyond conference flings, they were mature men enjoying themselves and were good company.

      ‘So you’re from Stockholm?’ Sissela asked Erik.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Which agencies did you work for there?’ she continued, knowledgeably.

      ‘None,’ Erik replied.

      ‘Oh, so you’re completely wet behind the ears?’

      ‘Yep.’

      ‘What did you do before?’

      ‘Served behind the fish counter in a supermarket.’

      Sissela threw back her head and laughed.

      ‘Seriously?’

      Erik nodded. Sissela couldn’t hide the smile playing on her lips.

      ‘I’ll bet you smelt good on a Saturday night,’ she said, smoothly.

      ‘Haha, I’ve never heard that one before,’ Erik said, wearily, dismissing her as yet another witty Gothenburger.

      The atmosphere changed and Anna slipped out to the toilet. When she came out, Erik was standing there, waiting for his turn. There wasn’t much room and just as she was about to squeeze past, he kissed her. She barely had time to register it.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, and slipped into the toilet.

      Anna went back to the others and sat down. The atmosphere was relaxed again. Erik came back and sat down opposite her. A quick questioning look, but otherwise nothing. Sissela went out to smoke, and the older men decided to keep her company. Social smokers, cigarillos, to be on the safe side. Trude had to go to the ladies’ room. Anna was left on her own with Erik. He looked at her.

      ‘I’m in room eighteen,’ he said. ‘You’re welcome later, if you’d like company.’

      ‘I’m married,’ Anna replied. ‘I’ve got a ten-year-old daughter.’

      ‘I know,’ Erik said. ‘You showed us the pictures.’

      The smokers came back. Erik stood up.

      ‘Well, I’m think I’m going to go to bed.’

      Trude came back from the toilet. She had fixed her make-up, fluffed up her hair, tightened her bra and, just to be sure, opened another button on her shirt.

      ‘Where’s Erik?’

      Maybe it was the feeling of being the chosen one, the power had gone to her head. Anna wasn’t used to that kind of attention. Or maybe a reaction to the fact that her colleagues always said she was so proper. Or perhaps it was pure lust, a momentary aberration.

      ‘God, you’re so lame,’ Sissela said, when Anna got up to leave a quarter of an hour later.

      Neither she nor Trude would ever have guessed.

      Anna went up to her room, brushed her teeth and stared at herself in the mirror.

      ‘Go to bed,’ she said to herself.

      She took out her phone. Magnus had called. She looked at the clock – quarter past eleven – and phoned him. He answered, half asleep.

      ‘Sorry, did I wake you?’

      ‘No problem.’

      ‘We were sitting in the bar,’ Anna told him. ‘Met some golfers. They bought us a drink.’

      ‘That’s nice.’

      ‘Is Hedda asleep?’

      ‘What do you think?’

      ‘Sorry I didn’t ring earlier.’

      ‘Darling, I was asleep.’

      ‘Okay, okay. Sorry. Just wanted to call and say I love you.’

      ‘And me you. Sleep well. See you tomorrow.’

      ‘Yes.’

      She hung up and took the charger out of her bag. The telephone buzzed when she plugged it in. A summer snap of her husband and daughter flashed up before the screen went dark and the phone switched to idle mode.

      Anna looked around. The room was like any other hotel room. Bed, wall-mounted TV, a desk where no one sat on the chair, which was only used as a dumping ground for clothes. On the table, a faux leather file of information about WiFi and breakfast times, and some local tourist brochures. A small bathroom with an extra roll of toilet paper, and a full soap container on the wall.

      He tasted like strawberries. Or something. Early teenage lipgloss. Maybe she was imagining it, making the association because he was so much younger, a kind of cerebral red light. She wasn’t damn well going to do anything she’d regret later. She wasn’t even drunk, certainly not enough for it to be used in her defence.

      She breathed into her hand and sniffed, picked up the key and went to room eighteen. She glanced quickly in both directions and knocked on the door. He opened it.

      ‘I thought you weren’t going to come,’ he said.

      His voice made it sound like a nice surprise. He stepped to one side and held open the door. Anna went in, she didn’t want to stand in the corridor and risk anyone seeing her.

      ‘Well, I just wanted to say that I’m not coming,’ she said.

      ‘Okay.’

      ‘I don’t do things like this, I’m happily married. We have a daughter. But I’ve told you already.’

      ‘Would you like something to drink? Wine?’

      ‘No thank you. I’m going to go. I am.’

      Erik looked at her, nodded.

      ‘Okay.’

      He didn’t say anything else, didn’t try to get her to stay. Anna was restless, shifted the weight on her feet, looked around. The room was identical to her own.

      ‘Can I just ask something?’ she finally blurted out.

      ‘Of course.’

      ‘Why did you kiss me?’

      ‘Because I wanted to.’

      ‘So you think it’s okay just to kiss anyone you feel like?’

      ‘And because I thought you wanted it too.’

      Anna nodded, tried to fill her lungs with air. Her breathing was uneven, almost agitated. Erik took a step towards her.

      ‘No obligations.’

      She turned her head, looked down at the floor, felt his hand on her hip.
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      He snored on the in-breath, which meant he was asleep. Which meant that Anna could get up and slip out. She had put one hand on the mattress to push herself up when his arm landed over her stomach.

      A strange man’s arm lay across Anna’s stomach. Proof of her waywardness. She had been unfaithful to her husband, slept with someone else. What had been unthinkable only five hours ago, something she could never have dreamed of, was now an inescapable fact. She looked at the arm. Like the rest of his body, it was taut and muscular.

      The sex. God, the sex was powerful and naked, and not least, natural. Physical encounters with a stranger often amounted to nothing more than awkward fumblings, flavoured with reassurances and misunderstandings and incompetence and pretending to be interested. At least, that was how Anna remembered her teenage years. Good sex was something you had to work on. It required intimacy and security and trust. It had never occurred to her before that two bodies could be a perfect fit, like pieces of a puzzle.

      She carefully lifted Erik’s arm and got out of bed. It was still dark. Anna looked around the room for her pants and found them at the foot of the bed. Her blouse had been thrown on the floor, as had her bra. She could roll her tights up in a ball in her hand, but she didn’t want to go out into the corridor without her bra on. God help her if she ran into anyone, if Sissela was out there. The sun wouldn’t even be up before the rest of the world knew then. Trude would be bad enough, but Sissela was something else.

      Anna bent down to pick up her bra and heard a click behind her. She turned around. Erik was lying in bed with his hand stretched out, pointing a mobile phone at her. He smiled.

      ‘Did you take a picture?’ Anna asked.

      She walked towards him and reached for the phone in his hand. He snatched it away, obviously amused by the possibility of a fight.

      ‘Give it to me.’

      ‘You have to let me have a memory to keep,’ he said, and ducked away from her hands.

      ‘Don’t you believe it. Can I have the phone?’

      ‘No, it’s mine.’

      ‘Stop messing around. Give it to me.’

      Erik laughed when she wrestled with him, but in the end he gave up and handed her the phone. She opened the album and studied the picture.

      ‘Ugh, is that what I look like?’

      ‘What do you mean, ugh? You’re a hot milf.’

      ‘Hot? More like fat. There, gone. Would’ve been fun if that went live, wouldn’t it?’

      ‘Then I’d have had something to wank to.’

      ‘Wank? How old did you say you were?’

      ‘Fourteen.’

      ‘As old as that?’

      He put out his hand and stroked her arm, let the back of his fingers glide down over her soft skin, the curve of her breast. She closed her eyes.

      ‘I have to go,’ she said.

      He gave an understanding nod.

      ‘Are you okay?’

      ‘Yes. Absolutely. It was…’

      Anna tried to find the right word and felt her eyes fill with emotion and guilt. Erik sat up, lifted the hair that had fallen over her face and pulled her to him. She held her arms up in front of her in a half-hearted attempt to fend off any more intimacy.

      ‘Wait,’ he said, and disappeared into the bathroom.

      He came back with some tissues and a glass of water. Anna blew her nose and drank the water.

      ‘Sorry,’ she said, with an embarrassed laugh.

      ‘Don’t apologise.’

      ‘I’ve never…’

      She was about to start crying again, but managed to stop herself.

      ‘So,’ she said, and patted him on the knee, ‘I should go.’

      Erik nodded.

      ‘Have to.’

      ‘What time is it?’

      They both turned and looked at the blue digits on the radio-clock. Nearly five. Erik looked at her.

      ‘I’ve got an idea,’ he said.

       

      ‘Is this your car?’

      ‘No, I’ve got something smaller. Somewhere in town. This is Olof’s.’

      ‘And you’ve got the keys?’

      ‘They had some beers down at the clubhouse, so I drove back.’

      ‘You don’t drink at all?’

      ‘Rarely. I work out quite a lot.’

      ‘You can tell.’

      ‘I guess the right response is thank you.’

      Anna nodded to herself.

      ‘Small car, big…’ she said, surprised at herself.

      ‘What kind of car do you have?’ Erik asked.

      ‘Volvo.’

      They drove past the unmanned ranger’s hut towards the cliffs. Erik put the headlamps on full beam and started up the steep, narrow road. He stopped at the viewpoint and they looked out over the town. The damp air smudged the glare of the streetlights and made everything look like a dark bluey-grey watercolour painted on wet paper.

      ‘I love Kullaberg,’ he said, and drove on through the bare beech woods. ‘I come here as often as I can.’

      They passed the golf course and carried on up towards the lighthouse, from where the beam swept majestically over the white morning mist. Erik turned off the engine and opened the door.

      ‘Come,’ he said, and got out.

      He took her by the hand and led her over towards the cliffs.

      ‘Careful. It’s steep here.’

      He stopped by the edge. The beam from the lighthouse swept over them rhythmically, the sea lay like a carpet below, frightening and full of promise. She breathed deeply, listened to the space between the waves that crashed against the rock at regular intervals, glimpsed the white foam against the black water.

      ‘One wrong foot here and it’s the end,’ Erik said. ‘We’re standing on an overhanging headland. When you go climbing here, you hang upside down like a spider.’

      ‘You go climbing?’

      ‘As often as I can.’

      ‘Let’s hope the granite holds then,’ Anna said. ‘Always some Dane or another who falls down and gets killed.’

      ‘Is there?’

      ‘Every year,’ Anna said. ‘And in return, there’s always some drunken Swede who falls off the rollercoaster at Bakken. I think it’s an agreement, a kind of annual death exchange.’

      Erik laughed.

      ‘You’re funny,’ he said. ‘Hold on, I’m going to scream now.’

      ‘Okay.’

      ‘Thought it might be best to warn you in case you got a fright and fell.’

      ‘I’ll try to stay on my feet.’

      ‘Ready?’

      ‘Ready.’

      ‘I’m serious, I scream loud.’

      He screamed, a primal roar into the night. His voice echoed both high and low and Anna didn’t hear her own laughter until he stopped.

      ‘What?’ he said.

      ‘Nothing.’

      Anna dried her eyes.

      ‘You sound like a teenager at a rock concert.’

      ‘Come on then, your turn.’

      ‘No, no, no, I’m far too reserved.’

      ‘Come on, it’s feels so good.’

      ‘Not my thing, not my thing at all.’

      ‘How do you know, when you haven’t even tried?’

      ‘Okay, what should I shout?’

      ‘Just scream. Let’s change places, you have to stand right on the edge with only the sea in front of you.’

      ‘I don’t dare.’

      ‘Come on. It’s not dangerous. I’m not thinking of pushing you over.’

      They swapped places.

      ‘Scream.’

      ‘Aaah.’

      ‘You can do better than that. Scream properly. Scream out all your shit, all your disappointments, everything that hasn’t happened, everything that’s gone against you. The pleasure, the cherry on the cake that you’re scared you’ll lose.’

      Anna screamed.

      ‘A good warm-up. Now again.’

      She screamed. Screamed from the pit of her stomach, pressed everything up and out of her mouth, over the water. When there was nothing left, when she had emptied it all, she filled her lungs with fresh, salty air, gasping as if she’d been for a long run, and then realised she was crying. Crying with relief, joy and renewal. Because it felt good and because it was the complete opposite of the controlled person that she normally was.

      He took her hand. They walked back down to the car, where they kissed each other openly and wordlessly as she rode him in the driver’s seat until they came.
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