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			Chapter One

			Compulsory Bergman

			When Ulf Varg, a senior member of Malmö’s Department of Sensitive Crimes, awoke that morning he was aware that he had been dreaming. Like most sound sleepers, he tended to remember only those dreams that visited in the final moments of sleep. There were scientific reasons for this, he believed, once explained to him by his long-term psychotherapist, Dr. Svensson. It had to do with sleep cycles and rapid-eye movements, Dr. Svensson had said, and although Ulf had listened attentively he had quickly forgotten what it was that dictated the memorability, or otherwise, of our nightly subconscious fantasies.

			“How strange that I should forget what you told me about the process of forgetting,” Ulf mused.

			To which Dr. Svensson, smiling enigmatically, had said, “Nothing is strange, Mr. Varg. Don’t forget that.”

			That morning, though, as he was licked into wakefulness by his dog, Martin, who had leapt on to his bed and applied his tongue to his master’s still pillow-bound face, Ulf recalled very clearly the subject of his fading dream. And the setting, too, which was his uncle’s place on the outskirts of Stockholm, a rambling late-nineteenth-century house surrounded by a thick growth of birch trees. Such establishments, with their generous grounds and rus in urbe privacy, had become increasingly rare as Stockholm grew outwards from the centre; some of them had lost their gardens, sacrificed for the erection of smaller dwellings; others had become institutions of one sort or another—the homes of learned societies, private clinics, embassies. Ulf’s uncle Maksimilian, though, had possessed the means to keep his house exactly as it was when he bought it, even though, as a bachelor, he had no need of all five bedrooms that the house boasted on the ground floor, nor of the six on the floor above that.

			
			Ulf did not come from a wealthy family. His own father, Ture Varg, had been a man of modest means, an autodidact who had spent much of his life working as the doorman of a Malmö hotel. Like his brother, Maksimilian Varg had also started in a humdrum job, but in his spare time had studied assiduously for a chemistry degree. A few years after graduating, and while still a young man, he had invented a chemical formula for a process that made the dyeing of cloth both cheaper and easier. He had the foresight and the persistence to patent this, and had soon been in a position to buy a substantial house and to equip it with a private cinema, a former billiard room, in which he installed a projector and a dozen luxurious theatre seats, upholstered in plush velvet. The sellers of the house, a couple of aristocratic background, had sneered when they heard what the new owner had done. “I had no idea,” said the husband, “that our house would become a cinema. Whatever next? A bordello, perhaps?”

			From an early age, Ulf and his younger brother, Bjorn, arrived every summer from Malmö to spend three weeks with their uncle Maksimilian. They looked forward eagerly to these holidays, as Maksimilian always indulged them shamelessly, allowing the boys to gorge on sweet treats strictly rationed at home—elaborate ice cream sundaes, chocolate tarts and so on—and letting them ride their bicycles without supervision in the grounds of the house and in the neighbouring streets. Being with Uncle Maksimilian was a time of great freedom—a time of adventure and excitement that was marred by only one thing—the cinematography of Ingmar Bergman.

			
			Maksimilian had many women friends, and the boys quite understandably became confused as to which of these friends were in favour at any particular time. But one or two seemed to be on especially close terms with their uncle, and were often mysteriously present at breakfast. These friends the boys were encouraged to address as Aunt. So there was Aunt Ingrid, Aunt Anneke, and Aunt Birgitte, all of whom they got to know quite well and who indulged them almost as much as did their generous uncle. Of these three, Aunt Birgitte seemed to enjoy particular status within the household. She was a good cook and would divide her time between the kitchen, from which enticing cooking smells would emanate for much of the day, and the sauna, where she spent long spells with Uncle Maksimilian. The boys were forbidden to use the sauna while the adults were in it, but they would sometimes stand outside and hear the laughter coming from within. It struck Ulf as strange that people could spend so long in that dry and rasping heat, with nothing else to do but talk.

			“It’s because they’re in love,” said Bjorn. “Uncle Maksimilian is in love with Aunt Birgitte. That is why he likes to sit with her in the sauna.”

			And when they went back to their parents in Malmö and told them that Uncle Maksimilian spent hours in the sauna with Aunt Birgitte, their mother raised an eyebrow while their father simply laughed, and said, “If you invent a chemical formula, then that’s what you can do.” Ulf did not understand that remark, and nor did Bjorn.

			
			The one drawback to those halcyon days at Uncle Maksimilian’s house was the showing of the Bergman films in the private cinema. Uncle Maksimilian had purchased, at considerable expense, prints of the entire Bergman oeuvre, and these were shown every other day, immediately before dinner. He knew every frame of these films, every line of dialogue, and every flicker of light from those strange black-and-white scenes. And if he was aware that most of Bergman’s films were strikingly unsuitable for twelve-year-old boys, then he seemed indifferent to this fact, appearing to expect his two nephews to take these interminable showings as a treat. “We are very lucky, aren’t we, boys, to have this little cinema,” he said to the nephews. “What other boys can watch Bergman all by themselves? And without having to pay as well!”

			Even if the boys survived Wild Strawberries and Autumn Sonata, then they were both deeply upset by The Hour of the Wolf, with its harrowing depiction of a descent into madness. That film gave both of them nightmares, although neither spoke to the other about his fear. “Bergman isn’t real,” said Ulf, with false bravado. “It’s all just acting, you know.” And Bjorn, determined not to be taken as less courageous than his older brother, agreed. “Ingmar Bergman doesn’t fool me,” he said. “Not for one moment.”

			And it was of this cinema, and The Hour of the Wolf, that Ulf dreamed, all those years later, when their uncle was long dead, his house sold, and the prints of the Bergman films thrown out by Aunt Birgitte, to whom he had left everything, including the intellectual property rights to the chemical process. He had talked about leaving those to Ulf and Bjorn, but had not got around to making that provision, and they fell into the general estate destined for Aunt Birgitte.

			
			“She earned it,” said Ulf. “Sitting in the sauna with Uncle Maksimilian for all those years. And watching all that Bergman with him. She earned it.”

			In his dream, Ulf was once again twelve, or thereabouts, and was at Uncle Maksimilian’s house. Bjorn was there too, but only briefly, and there was a strange dog, a shy white creature that was lurking uninvited in the garden. Uncle Maksimilian was clearly amongst the dream’s dramatis personae, presiding over a meal in the dining room, pointing with exaggerated gestures at the Bergman film projected on the wall behind him. There was something disconcerting about the film, and Ulf suddenly realised what this was: he himself was in it. He was playing tennis while a small group of women, dressed in old-fashioned tennis dresses, looked on. Yet any feeling of disquiet was soon replaced by a feeling of relief, almost of triumph. The young women approved of his tennis; they were impressed. That was all that there was to the dream, and yet its effect was quite extraordinary. Ulf felt strangely peaceful—and privileged. It was as if he had been vouchsafed a vision of how the troubles and anxieties of this world might be resolved. But wakefulness dispelled all that; he had experienced no more than a run-of-the-mill dream, and nothing of significance should be read into such things.

			Before breakfast, he took Martin out for his early morning walk. Not far from Ulf’s apartment, tucked away behind a tenement building, was a small park, popular at this hour with the neighbourhood’s dog owners. Both owners and their dogs knew one another here, and exchanged the greetings and messages appropriate to their respective species. It was here that Ulf would meet his near-neighbour, Anders Andersen, a journalist who shared with him an interest in Scandinavian art. Anders was the owner of an overweight terrier who had a cordial, if distant, relationship with Martin.

			
			It was in his conversation with Anders that the subject of Ulf’s brother, Bjorn, arose—his second appearance that day, the first having been his brief role in Ulf’s dream.

			“I saw your brother, Bjorn, on the television the other night,” said Anders. “He’s quite the fellow, isn’t he?”

			Ulf smiled. Was his brother quite the fellow? Perhaps.

			“He was being interviewed by a friend of mine,” Anders continued. “Interesting.”

			Bjorn Varg was a politician, and Ulf was used to hearing of his exploits from those who saw him on television or heard him on the radio.

			“How did he come across?”

			Anders made a noncommittal gesture. “Not too bad, really. Not that I necessarily agree with all of what he says, of course. Or any of it, for that matter.”

			Ulf did not expect people to agree with Bjorn. For the last two years, his brother had been the leader of a political party, the Moderate Extremists. This was a small party, positioned somewhere on the right, but not so far along that spectrum as to be xenophobic, or worse. The main thrust of their argument was that Sweden had gone soft. What was required, in their view, was the tactical withdrawal of a large part of the welfare state, thus forcing people to adapt and retrain. They were also raucously in favour of spending more on the police and the army, while at the same time cutting the number of civil servants by fifty per cent. Where their extremism became vivid, though, was in their arts policy, under the terms of which they campaigned for the sale of a whole swathe of abstract art currently owned by the National Museum.

			
			“Why single out conceptual artists?” Ulf once asked. “Don’t you think they have something to say?”

			“No,” said Bjorn. “They have nothing to say to ordinary people. We are the party of ordinary people, you see.”

			Ulf found this assertion highly questionable. “Everybody claims to speak for ordinary people,” he said. “Listen to them: Can you name one political party that doesn’t insist that they have the interests of ordinary people at heart? Name one—just one.”

			Bjorn simply smiled. Ulf had noticed that this was his habitual technique of dealing with questions to which he did not know the answer, or which, if answered, would paint him in a bad light. It was highly effective, as an enigmatic smile somehow suggested that the answer to a question was so obvious that no answer could be required This worked very well on television for some reason, and the audience would be left thinking, “Ah, this man does have all the answers but is not going to waste our time going on about them. Good for him!”

			On this occasion, Bjorn added, “It’s not that we want to sell everything in the National Museum. We’ll keep the Swedish art—the nonconceptual stuff, that is.”

			
			Ulf sighed. He suspected that his brother knew next to nothing about art, and this campaign was no more than a crude crowd-pleaser. If there had been any chance of the Moderate Extremists ever getting anywhere near power, then he would have taken these threats more seriously, but as it was, with support for the party hovering at about one per cent of the electorate, there was little danger of that.

			As their dogs renewed their acquaintanceship, passing on through body language all the canine information they sought to share, Ulf and Anders chatted about human affairs. Anders had recently reviewed an all-electric car. He was not an expert in these matters, but when his paper’s motoring journalist was away from work, he stood in, usually taking whole paragraphs from previous car reviews and merely changing certain words where necessary. After all, he said, all cars are basically much the same, and what one might say about car A could surely be said with equal relevance and accuracy about car B, mutatis mutandis, of course.

			“I took this car for a spin along the coast,” said Anders. “It’s a very smooth ride, you know. And you don’t hear a thing—you really don’t.”

			“That’s a bit of a problem,” Ulf pointed out. “People often rely on hearing what’s coming when they cross the road. Electric cars creep up on you.”

			“Yes,” said Anders. “I suppose so. It must be a bit like that for Martin—all the time, though.”

			Ulf’s dog was deaf. His hearing had been impaired during his puppyhood, and then it had disappeared altogether. Veterinary surgeons had done their best, but eventually had concluded that nothing could be done. And that was the point at which Ulf had resorted, with some success, to teaching Martin how to lip-read, making him Sweden’s first—and only—lip-reading dog.
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