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CHAPTER ONE


Free Association, Charged at Normal Rates


‘Søren,’ said Dr Svensson, gravely, but with a smile behind his horn-rimmed glasses; and then waited for the response. There would be an answer to this one-word sentence, but he would have to wait to see what it was.


Ulf Varg, born in Malmö, Sweden, the son of Ture and Liv Varg, only too briefly married, now single again; thirty-eight, and therefore fast approaching what he thought of as a watershed – ‘After forty, Ulf,’ said his friend, Lars, ‘where does one go?’ – that same Ulf Varg raised his eyes to the ceiling when his therapist said, ‘Søren.’ And then Ulf himself, almost without thinking, replied: ‘Søren?’


The therapist, kind Dr Svensson, as so many of his patients described him, shook his head. He knew that a therapist should not shake his head, and he had tried to stop himself from doing it too often, but it happened automatically, in the same way as we make so many gestures without really thinking about them – twitches, sniffs, movements of the eyebrow, the folding and unfolding of legs. Although many of these acts are meaningless, mere concomitants of being alive, shaking one’s head implies disapprobation. And kind Dr Svensson did not disapprove. He understood, which is quite different from disapproving.


But now he disapproved, and he shook his head before he reminded himself not to disapprove, and not to shake his head. ‘Are you asking me or telling me?’ he said. ‘Because you shouldn’t be asking, you know. The whole point of free association, Mr Varg, is to bring to the surface – to outward expression – the things that are below the surface.’


To bring to the surface the things that are below the surface . . . Ulf liked that. That, he thought, is what I do every time I go into the office. I get out of bed in the morning to bring to the surface the things that are below the surface. If I had a mission statement, then I suppose that is more or less what it would be. It would be far better than the one foisted on his department by Headquarters: We serve the public. How bland, how anodyne that was – like all the communications they received from Headquarters. Those grey men and women with their talk of targets and sensitivity and more or less everything except the one thing that mattered: finding those who broke the law.


‘Mr Varg?’


Ulf let his gaze fall from the ceiling. Now he was staring at the carpet, and at Dr Svensson’s brown suede shoes. They were brogues, with that curious holed pattern that somebody had once explained to him was all to do with letting the shoes breathe, and was not just a matter of English aesthetics. They were expensive, he imagined. When he first saw them, he had decided that they were English shoes, because they had that look about them, and that was precisely the sort of thing that a good detective noticed. Italian shoes were thinner, and more elegant, presumably because the Italians had thinner, more elegant feet than the English. The Dutch, of course, had even bigger feet than the English; Dutchmen, Ulf reflected, were tall, big-boned people. They were large – which was odd, in a way, because Holland was such a small country . . . and so prone to flooding, as that story he had been read as a child made so clear – the little Dutch boy with his finger in the dyke . . .


‘Mr Varg?’ There was a slight note of impatience in Dr Svensson’s tone. It was all very well for patients to go off into some reverie of their own, but the whole point of these sessions was to disclose, not conceal, and they should articulate what they were thinking, rather than just think it.


‘I’m sorry, Dr Svensson. I was thinking.’


‘Ah!’ said the therapist. ‘That’s precisely what you’re meant to do, you know. Thinking precedes verbalisation, and verbalisation precedes resolution. And much as I approve of that, what we’re trying to do here is to find out what you think without thinking. In other words, we want to find out what’s going on in your mind. Because that’s what—’


Ulf nodded. ‘Yes, I know. I understand. I just said Søren because I wasn’t quite sure what you meant. I wanted to be sure.’


‘I meant Søren. The name. Søren.’


Ulf thought. Søren triggered nothing. Had Dr Svensson said Harald, or Per, he would have been able to respond bully or teeth because that was what he thought of. They had been boys in his class, so had Dr Svensson said Harald, he might have replied bully, because that was what Harald was. And if he had said Per he would have replied teeth because Per had a gap in his front teeth that his parents were too poor to have attended to by an orthodontist.


Then it came to him, quite suddenly, and he replied, ‘Kierkegaard.’


This seemed to please Dr Svensson. ‘Kierkegaard?’ the therapist repeated.


‘Yes, Søren Kierkegaard.’


Dr Svensson smiled. It was almost time to bring the session to a close, and he liked to end on a thoughtful note. ‘Would you mind my asking, why Kierkegaard? Have you read him?’


Ulf replied that he had.


‘I’m impressed,’ said Dr Svensson. ‘One doesn’t imagine that a . . . ’ He stopped.


Ulf looked at him expectantly.


Dr Svensson tried to cover his embarrassment, but failed. ‘I didn’t mean, well, I didn’t mean it to sound like that.’


‘Your unconscious?’ said Ulf mildly. ‘Your unconscious mind speaking.’


The therapist smiled. ‘What I was going to say – but stopped myself just in time – was that I didn’t expect a policeman to have read Kierkegaard. I know that there’s no earthly reason why a policeman should not read Kierkegaard, but it is unusual, would you not agree?’


‘I’m actually a detective.’


Dr Svensson was again embarrassed. ‘Of course you are.’


‘Although detectives are policemen in essence.’


Dr Svensson nodded. ‘As are judges and public health officials and politicians too, I suppose. Anybody who tells us how to behave is a policeman in a sense.’


‘But not therapists?’


Dr Svensson laughed. ‘A therapist shouldn’t tell you how to behave. A therapist should help you to see why you do what you do, and should help you to stop doing it – if that’s what you want. So, no, a therapist is certainly not a policeman.’ He paused. ‘But why Kierkegaard? What appeals to you about Kierkegaard?’


‘I didn’t say he appealed. I said I had read him. That’s not the same thing as saying he appealed.’


Dr Svensson glanced at his watch again. ‘I think perhaps we should leave it at that,’ he said. ‘We’ve covered a fair amount of ground today.’


Ulf rose to his feet.


‘Now what?’ asked Dr Svensson.


‘Now what, what?’


‘I was wondering what you were going to do next. You see, my patients come into this room, they talk – or, rather, we talk – and then they go out into the world and continue with their lives. And I remain here and think – not always, but sometimes – I think: What are they going outside to do? Do they go back to their houses and sit in a chair? Do they go into some office somewhere and move pieces of paper from one side of the desk to another? Or stare at a screen again until it’s time to go home to a house where the children are all staring at screens? Is that what they do? Is that why they bother?’


Ulf hesitated. ‘Those are very profound questions. Very. But since you ask, I can tell you that I’m going back to my office. I shall sit at my desk and write a report on a case that we have just closed.’


‘You close cases,’ muttered Dr Svensson. ‘Mine remain open. They are unresolved, for the most part.’


‘Yes, we close cases. We’re under great pressure to close cases.’


Dr Svensson sighed. ‘How fortunate.’ He moved to the window. I look out of the window, he thought. The patients go off to do significant things, such as closing cases, and I look out of my window. Then he said, ‘I don’t suppose you could tell me what this case involved.’


‘I can’t give you names, or other details,’ replied Ulf. ‘But I can tell you it involved the infliction of a very unusual injury.’


Dr Svensson turned round to face his patient.


‘To the back of somebody’s knee,’ said Ulf.


‘How strange. To the back of the knee?’


‘Yes,’ said Ulf. ‘But I can’t really say much more than that.’


‘Odd.’


Ulf frowned. ‘That I should not explain further? Is that odd?’


‘No, that somebody should injure another person in the back of the knee. Of course, the choice of a target is hardly random. We injure what we love, what we desire, every bit as much as that which we hate. But it is odd, isn’t it? The back of a knee . . . ’


Ulf began to walk towards the door. ‘You’d be very surprised, Dr Svensson, at how odd people can be. Yes, even in your profession – where you hear all sorts of dark secrets from your patients, day in, day out. Even then. You’d be surprised.’


‘Would I?’


‘Yes,’ said Ulf. ‘If you stood in my shoes for a few days, your jaw would hit the table in astonishment. Regularly.’


Dr Svensson smiled. ‘Well, well.’ His smile faded. The jaw. Freud, he remembered, died of a disease that affected his jaw. Alone in London, with enemies circling, that illuminating intelligence, liberating in its perspicacity, flickered and died, leaving us to face the darkness and the creatures that inhabited it.




CHAPTER TWO


A Very Low Crime


Ulf’s office was in a high-gabled building in the old town of Malmö, the Gamla Staden. The visitors who flocked to the area had no idea that behind the unmarked doorway, halfway down the winding lane that led to the Malmö Konstmuseum, was the home of the Sensitive Crimes Department of the Malmö Criminal Investigation Authority. Those visitors who sat for any length of time in the café directly opposite this entrance would, if observant, notice that this was an unusually busy office, judging by the number of people who went in and out of the otherwise unexceptional doorway. Had they lingered for any length of time, such visitors would also have noticed that many of these people walked directly across the street and into the café itself, where they conversed, either at the bar or at a table, in hushed tones, as people do who are discussing, in a public place, those matters that are not to be talked about openly.


Ulf’s desk was in Room 5 of this office. He shared the room with three others: two colleagues, Anna Bengtsdotter and Carl Holgersson, and a clerical assistant, Erik Nykvist. Anna and Carl were rough contemporaries of Ulf’s, although Carl was a few years older. Erik, though, was in his late fifties, and was talking about retirement. His career had hardly been stellar: after thirty-eight years in the department he had progressed from postal clerk to clerical assistant – a progression of three steps on a ladder with seventeen well-defined rungs. He did not particularly care: his passion was fishing, and the need to earn a living was nothing more than a minor distraction in the battle between man and fish that dominated his waking thoughts. Retirement would be bliss, he believed, as his wife had inherited a modest cabin on an island in the Stockholm archipelago, a stone’s throw from the sea. His pension was generous enough and they would have few expenses in such a place. The cabin had a small patch of land attached to it – enough to grow sufficient vegetables for their needs – and they would eat fish five days a week, just as they currently did. ‘What could be a better prospect than that?’ he once remarked to Ulf. And Ulf replied that he found it difficult to imagine a more ideal existence than the one that Erik would almost certainly be leading once his retirement began.


Anna Bengtsdotter, whose desk faced Ulf’s, was from Stockholm, where her father was the proprietor of a small travelling circus. This circus had been in the family for three generations, and Anna had been under pressure to join several cousins who fielded a highly popular musical ride. She refused, and insisted instead on taking a college course in human resource management. This had led to a job in the police, in the personnel department, from which she had transferred, by dint of persistent and determined application, to the Criminal Investigation Authority. Anna was married to an anaesthetist, Jo Dahlman, a quiet person whose abiding passion was philately. She had twin daughters who were keen swimmers, and already making their mark in Malmö swimming circles.


Although both Anna and Ulf were conscientious in their approach to their work, they freely admitted that Carl was the hard worker of the team. He was always first in each morning and last out in the evening, in spite of having a young family. It was Carl who willingly – and remarkably cheerfully – took on the extra shifts when the exigencies of the department’s under-manning required somebody to stand in for a sick colleague. It was Carl who volunteered for assignments that were either extremely tedious or exceptionally distressing. ‘If I don’t do these things,’ he said, ‘then somebody else has to. He or she won’t like it any more than I will, and so I might as well do it, don’t you think?’


This was a distributive logic that Ulf felt was somehow flawed, unless altruism was the central value that underpinned one’s universe. And for most people, Ulf thought, this was not the case. ‘You have to look after yourself, Carl,’ was his reply.


To which Carl responded, ‘Not if you’re Immanuel Kant, Ulf.’ And quickly added – for Carl was always somewhat diffident, ‘Not that I am, of course.’


Erik, who had overheard this exchange from the other side of the room, interjected, ‘Which section is he in?’


Carl might have laughed, but did not, and nor did Ulf. ‘He retired a long time ago,’ Carl said. There was no point, he thought, in explaining Kant to somebody like Erik, whose universe seemed restricted to fish, and ferry timetables, and island weather.


Ulf had wondered where Carl’s sense of duty came from, and had concluded that it was probably attributable to his father, a Lutheran theologian who made regular appearances on a television programme, What You Should Think. This dealt with practical moral issues of the day, such as vegetarianism, the reception of refugees, environmental protection – all the dilemmas and headaches that could make life a moral minefield. Professor Holgersson spoke in a slow, grave way that made for compulsive television. People could not take their eyes off him as he made his contribution to the debates, nor could they stop listening to his sonorous, measured tones. He had become well known – even to people who would otherwise have no interest in such issues – and there was now a radio advertisement in which an actor, imitating the professor’s voice with that mimetic genius that some actors seem to possess, exhorted the listener to buy a particular brand of pre-packed, home-assembly furniture.


It was no surprise to Ulf, then, that Carl should be so hardworking, methodical, and utterly reliable. Nor that he should be bookish – professors’ sons, surely, could be expected to be bookish. This meant that at odd moments, perhaps during a coffee break in the café over the road, or travelling in a car to the scene of some crime, Carl would regale Ulf and Anna with unexpected facts about some issue he had encountered in a book or article that his father happened to have mentioned to him. On occasion these had to do with philosophy, or even theology, but it seemed that the professor’s reading was much broader than that, and included books and magazines dealing with subjects as diverse as primatology, civil engineering and medicine. An auto-didact in any of these fields might not be the ideal work companion, but Carl was never boring, and there had been many occasions on which one of his passing remarks had sent Ulf off to the library to read up on some abstruse subject or other.


‘Carl is very clever,’ observed Erik one day. ‘Why isn’t he a professor somewhere – like that dad of his – rather than a detective?’


‘He’s here because he believes in justice,’ said Ulf. ‘And because he thinks it’s the right thing to help others.’


Erik looked thoughtful. ‘What does he do in his spare time?’


Ulf replied that he thought that Erik had very little spare time, what with the demands of his young family and the long hours he worked in the department. Yet he clearly found time to read, and so that must be what he did.


‘Just read?’ said Erik. ‘Just read books and so on?’


A Very Low Crime ‘Yes. I think so.’


Erik shook his head in wonderment. ‘I should ask him whether he wants to come fishing some day.’


‘You could,’ said Ulf. ‘But I doubt if he could find the time.’


Erik shrugged. ‘If you can’t find the time to go fishing, then . . . well, what’s the point?’


Ulf did not feel that further discussion would be profitable. So he simply said, ‘True, Erik,’ and left it at that.


The case that Ulf had mentioned to Dr Svensson at the end of his last therapy session had started, as many of the department’s cases did, with a simple report from the local police. Their resources were strained, and if anything happened that looked as if it might require complicated investigation, they referred it to the Department of Sensitive Crimes. These cases could go to the normal Criminal Investigation Authority, but the local police enjoyed a close relationship with the authority and tried to avoid burdening them excessively. The fact that these referrals were often made rather hastily inevitably meant that some of the issues with which Ulf’s department was landed were not all that sensitive, but by and large the system worked. Only occasionally did they have to protest that the routine disappearance of a teenager, or the theft of a laptop computer, was not really the sort of issue for which they had been set up.


The report that came in one morning stated simply: ‘Market stabbing. No severe injury, but unusual locus. No witnesses, and the victim himself saw nothing. Please investigate.’


Ulf read the report out to Anna. ‘Unusual locus? What does that mean?’


‘Strange place, I imagine.’


‘But the locus could be the locus of the crime or the locus of the injury.’


Anna laughed. ‘Hardly the latter, surely. No, I think it’s probably a stabbing that took place in the back of a puppet theatre, or under a table laden with peace movement literature – the anti-war people have a stall down there most days. Something of that sort.’


Ulf sighed. ‘I suppose we’d better go and ask around. The local police say somebody will be there to fill us in with such information as they have. I don’t think that’ll be much – no witnesses, they say.’


Anna closed her laptop and reached for her handbag. ‘I was hoping to do some shopping anyway,’ she said. ‘Count me in on this one. I need to buy broccoli. And free range eggs.’


They travelled to the market in Ulf’s ancient light grey Saab. It had once been silver in colour, the pride of Ulf’s uncle from Gothenburg, but it had faded with age. ‘It’s the Kattegatt air,’ the uncle explained. ‘Salinity is bad for certain paints, and I think silver is especially vulnerable. But inside, Ulf, the car is perfect. Real leather. Everything works. Everything.’


The uncle’s eyesight had deteriorated and he had reluctantly given up driving. ‘It’ll give me great pleasure to know you’re looking after it, Ulf. And I hope it gives you as much pleasure as it’s given me.’


It did. Ulf loved the car, and on occasion, when feeling low for whatever reason, he would take it for a drive – not to anywhere in particular, but simply to be out on the road, comforted by the smell of the old leather upholstery and surrounded by the sounds of a perfectly functioning mechanical creation: the tick of the clock on the dashboard, the smooth hum of the engine, the well-lubricated munching sound that accompanied the changing of gear. Inevitably, he returned from such outings feeling vastly better, making him wonder whether the money he spent on his sessions with Dr Svensson would not be better expended on fuel for more aimless, but clearly therapeutic, journeys in the Saab.


Anna, too, enjoyed travelling in Ulf’s car, and as they drove the short distance to the old market she sat back, closed her eyes, and caressed the cracked leather of the seat. ‘The best part of any investigation with you, Ulf,’ she said dreamily, ‘is being in your car.’


Ulf smiled. ‘I’m sorry my company rates so lowly, Anna.’


She opened her eyes. ‘Oh, I didn’t mean that, Ulf.’ She paused. ‘You know what I mean? Being in your car is like being in the old Sweden.’


‘You mean it’s a social democratic experience?’


Anna grinned. ‘Something like that. A return to a time of innocence. Everybody wants that, don’t they?’


Ulf said that he thought some did. They could be misunderstood, though: nostalgia and reactionary sentiment could come perilously close.


The conversation drifted. Anna told Ulf about a row at her daughters’ school. A strident parent had accused one of the teachers of making her child feel undervalued. ‘The truth of the matter, though, is that the child in question is actually a bit of a dead loss. I don’t mean to be unkind, but it would be hard to undervalue that kid.’


‘We have to pretend,’ said Ulf. ‘We have to pretend about so much these days. We have to pretend to like things we don’t like. We have to try so very hard to be non-judgemental.’


‘I suppose so,’ said Anna. ‘I suppose teachers have to pretend that every child is some sort of genius.’


‘Yes.’


‘Especially when talking to the parent.’


‘Yes,’ agreed Ulf. ‘Especially then.’


‘Perhaps it’s for the best,’ mused Anna. ‘Perhaps if we pretend hard enough about these things, we’ll end up believing the things they want us to believe, and everybody will be happy.’


‘Nirvana,’ said Ulf. ‘We could change Sweden’s name to Nirvana – officially.’


The conversation switched again – this time to an internal office memo that had everybody up in arms – and then they were there, arriving at the edge of the sprawling market. Anna got out to guide Ulf into a tight parking spot, and then the two of them made their way towards the place where they had arranged to meet the local policeman who had first investigated the stabbing.


He was called Blomquist, and Ulf and Anna had worked with him once before, on an investigation into fake whisky that had briefly appeared in the market a year or two earlier. Blomquist remembered them, and greeted them warmly at the top of one of the lanes along which the market stalls were pitched.


‘I remember that whisky business,’ he said. ‘That was strange, but this one!’ He whistled. ‘This is a real puzzler.’


Ulf shrugged. ‘That’s why we’re here, I suppose.’


Blomquist nodded. ‘Oh, I know that you people have a reputation for sorting these things out, but I think this one is going to test you.’


Anna glanced at Ulf. ‘We’ll see,’ she said, assuming a businesslike manner. ‘Tell us what you know.’


Blomquist pointed to a stall further down the lane. ‘You see that stall over there? The one where that man is showing that woman a scarf?’


Ulf looked in the direction Blomquist was pointing. A stout man in a leather jacket was concluding the sale of a scarf to a young woman in jeans and a vivid red top.


‘That’ll be cashmere,’ said Anna. ‘I know those people.’


‘That’s the brother of the victim,’ said Blomquist. ‘He’s looking after the business while his brother is in hospital. We can go and talk to him, if you like. You’ll see where it happened.’


‘How long will this man be in hospital?’ asked Anna.


Blomquist made a dismissive gesture. ‘Only a day or two, I think. It’s not a serious injury, but it’s in a difficult place apparently. The back of the knee. Apparently there are all sorts of cables that run down there . . . ’


Anna interrupted him. ‘Cables?’


‘I think you mean tendons,’ said Ulf. ‘We have tendons at the back of our knees.’ He paused. ‘And I think in the front as well. Or certainly the sides.’


‘I play tennis,’ said Blomquist. ‘I know all about that. If you twist your knee, you know all about it.’ He looked at Ulf. ‘Do you play, Mr Varg?’


‘I used to,’ said Ulf. ‘I was never much good, but I enjoyed it.’


‘Sport is for enjoyment,’ said Blomquist. ‘And the wonderful thing about tennis is that you can enjoy it even if you aren’t very good.’


‘As long as your opponent is roughly the same standard,’ Ulf cautioned. ‘If you’re up against a power serve and you aren’t much good, the game gets pretty one-sided.’


‘That’s true,’ said Anna. ‘But should we go and speak to this man? What’s his name, by the way?’


‘Oscar Gustafsson,’ replied Blomquist. ‘And his brother, the victim, is Malte. Malte Gustafsson.’


‘I was here at the time,’ said Oscar. ‘I didn’t see it happen, but I was here, helping my brother out. He owns the stall, you see – I work on the railways but I’m on shifts and in my time off I come here and help Malte.’


Ulf looked about him. The market was quiet, and it did not look as if there were many people who would be interested in the display of scarves and sweaters that fronted the Gustafsson stall. He reached out and fingered one of the scarves. Oscar was a stocky, thickset man with short-cropped hair; he was not someone with whom one would readily associate cashmere.


‘Cashmere?’ Ulf asked.


For a moment Oscar hesitated. Then he said, ‘Close enough. It depends on what you mean by cashmere.’


Anna stared at him. ‘I know this is just a personal view, but when I say cashmere, I tend to mean cashmere.’


Ulf made a placatory gesture. ‘That’s not why we’re here,’ he said. ‘Tell me about your brother, Mr Gustafsson.’


Oscar looked relieved. ‘He’s been a market trader for about ten years. He was a mechanic before that, you know – quite a good one. He looked after motorcycles mostly. Harley-Davidsons. Then he had enough of that because he developed eczema and his skin reacted to soap. Working can be a problem if your hands get greasy every day and you can’t tolerate soap.’


Blomquist nodded his assent. ‘Definitely,’ he said. ‘Eczema is a difficult condition. And some of those creams they give you thin the skin, you know. You have to be careful about using them.’


‘Only the stronger ones,’ said Anna. ‘If you use the less powerful steroids, it’s better.’


‘Malte’s had trouble with all that,’ said Oscar. ‘Even after he stopped fixing motorcycles. He uses a soap substitute now, but he still gets patches of dry skin.’


‘Hydration,’ said Anna. ‘You have to watch hydration, particularly in cold weather. I suppose being a market trader means that you’re out in the open a lot.’


‘He should be careful,’ said Blomquist. ‘Cold weather and wind are a really bad idea if you have dry skin.’


Ulf tapped the toe of a shoe on the pavement. ‘But Malte – tell me more about him.’


‘Malte,’ began Oscar, ‘is a very mild guy.’


Victims, thought Ulf, so often are.


‘He’s a few years older than I am,’ Oscar continued. ‘I always looked up to him. You know how it is with brothers: you think your older brother can do anything. You want to be him, I suppose. And with Malte, it was very much like that because he was so good with machinery. I tried to be, but never really made much progress. I joined the railways, hoping to get a mechanical apprenticeship, but I never made it. I went into line maintenance, which is what I do today. It has its compensations.’


Ulf nodded. ‘Many of us have to settle for something,’ he said. ‘And then we find the thing we’ve settled for is as good as the thing we wanted to do in the first place.’


‘True,’ said Oscar. ‘And that was the case for Malte as well, I think. He had to settle for market trading after his problems with his skin, and then he discovered that he liked it very much. He never looked back.’


Ulf thought for a moment. ‘You said that Malte fixed Harley-Davidsons. Does he still ride?’


Oscar replied that his brother still had two Harleys, one a 1965 model, the other a mishmash he had put together from various spare parts. ‘He calls the one he made from various bits and pieces a Davidson-Harley – because it’s the wrong way round.’


Anna laughed. ‘Very funny.’


Oscar looked pleased that his brother’s joke had been well received. ‘Some people don’t get it,’ he said. ‘At least, some of the bikers don’t.’


‘Ah, well,’ said Ulf. ‘Humour’s an odd thing. But tell me: does he belong to a bikers’ group? A Harley-Davidson club, or something like that?’


‘You mean a gang?’ asked Oscar. And then, smiling, he explained that although Malte did belong to a bikers’ group, the membership was very atypical of a bikers’ gang. ‘There are about twelve of them,’ he said. ‘Ten of them are retired – only Malte, who’s the youngest, and one of the others are under fifty. Malte’s forty-eight, you see.’


‘So these bikers are pretty tame?’ asked Anna.


‘Yes,’ Oscar replied. ‘Their rides are very sedate. Those big Harleys can be like armchairs, you know. You sit back and take the corners carefully. They don’t go far, those guys – they like to get back home early.’


‘Back to the old ladies,’ quipped Anna. ‘That’s what they call them, don’t they?’


‘These guys call them their wives,’ said Oscar. ‘I told you – they’re very respectable.’


‘So you don’t think that this could have anything to do with biker issues,’ said Ulf. He knew that one did not normally discuss theories with witnesses, but the question slipped out.


Oscar’s lip curled. ‘Them? No chance. They’re a bunch of kitty-cats.’


‘Appearances can be deceptive,’ said Anna.


Oscar shook his head vehemently. ‘It’s nothing like that,’ he said. ‘Oscar was on very good terms with all of them. He helped them with their bikes – as long as it was something he could do wearing gloves. Gloves protected his skin. They all liked him.’


‘So,’ said Ulf, ‘if it wasn’t a biker feud, what do you think it could be? You don’t get stabbed for nothing. Was there anybody who had a grudge against him?’


Once again Oscar was adamant. ‘Listen,’ he said, ‘nobody – and I mean nobody – dislikes Malte. He’s the sweetest guy imaginable. He’d never—’


‘A dissatisfied customer?’ interjected Anna, gesturing to the stock. ‘An argument over rejected goods?’


Oscar gave her a contemptuous look. ‘Malte’s honest,’ he said. ‘He never cheats. And his prices are fair, too.’


Ulf asked about Malte’s home life. Was he married? Was the marriage a happy one?


‘Malte got married at twenty-eight,’ Oscar replied. ‘He and Mona recently celebrated their twentieth anniversary. She’s a kindergarten teacher. She trained late – just ten years ago – after their own kids got a bit bigger. She comes from a dairy farm about forty kilometres outside town. They make their own cheese – it’s quite a successful business.’


‘Is Mona involved in it?’ asked Anna.


Oscar sighed. ‘She should be. There were two of them – her and her brother. The old man still runs the place and Mona’s brother, Edvin, helps him, and does more and more these days. Mona would like to be more hands-on herself, or at least have a proper say – after all, it’s a family business – but Edvin doesn’t seem to want her. He’s got round the old man, and so Mona is never consulted. They recently built a whole new milking parlour – state-of-the-art stuff – and they didn’t even tell her about it. Not a word. Yet she’s technically an equal partner with her brother in the business – along with the old man, of course.’


‘What does Malte think about that?’ asked Ulf.


‘He was furious. He told Mona she should stand up to her brother.’


Ulf and Anna exchanged glances. ‘So there’s bad blood between Malte and his brother-in-law,’ he said.


‘Yes, there is. Not that it’s Malte’s fault. He took it up with the family lawyer. He complained that if the business is a company – which it is – they should run it like a proper company, with shareholder meetings and properly minuted decisions – all of that stuff. Edvin did not like that, I can tell you. He threatened Malte . . . ’ Oscar stopped himself. ‘I mean, he told him that he was the one who did the work on the farm and he would run it as he pleased.’


‘You said he threatened him,’ Anna pointed out. ‘What exactly did he threaten to do?’


Oscar’s expression was sulky. ‘Edvin didn’t stab Malte. I can tell you that for nothing. Edvin wasn’t anywhere near this place when it happened.’


‘How do you know that?’ said Ulf. ‘The market can get pretty crowded.’


Blomquist had been silent throughout these exchanges. Now he spoke. ‘It was certainly busy at the time of the incident. I arrived ten minutes afterwards, and there were big crowds.’


‘Remember I was here too,’ retorted Oscar. ‘If Edvin had been hanging around, I would have seen him. He wasn’t. And anyway, there’s a reason why he wasn’t here. A good reason.’


They waited for him to explain. And when he did, he did so with a certain air of triumph. ‘Because he was in Canada. Some cousin was getting married in Winnipeg, and both Mona and Edvin had been invited. Mona didn’t want to go, but Edvin and his wife did. They left at the beginning of last week and don’t return until next Tuesday. Malte told me about it. He wouldn’t have minded going, but Mona said she couldn’t stand Edvin’s company for a whole wedding. She’s the one who decides what they do, generally.’


Accompanied by Blomquist, they were taken by Oscar to the scene of the incident. This was behind the stall, in a small canvas enclosure, a sort of lean-to tent that seemed to serve as an office. There was a desk, a folding chair of the sort used by campers, and a pile of cardboard boxes.


‘I came in here when I heard Malte shout,’ said Oscar. ‘I was dealing with a customer when I heard him yell. I thought he was just calling me to tell me something, but I soon realised that something was wrong. Malte was standing over there, bent over, holding his knee. He was in considerable pain.’


‘And was there anybody else in here with him?’ asked Ulf.


Oscar shook his head. ‘Not a soul. And Malte said he didn’t see anyone.’


Ulf frowned. ‘Could somebody have been in and then left in a hurry?’


Oscar looked perplexed. ‘I just don’t see how anybody could have done that.’


Ulf asked if there was any way in and out, other than the gap in the canvas through which they had walked. There was not, said Oscar, apart from a small split in the canvas at the back. ‘A small child could get through that,’ he said, pointing to the split. ‘But not an adult.’


Ulf bent down to examine the split. Parting the canvas, he saw that behind it there was an alleyway of sorts stretching down the back of the stalls. It would have been possible for somebody to walk along that, he thought, although there were many obstructions: a petrol can, an abandoned spare wheel, a few wooden crates upended and rotting.


He turned back to face Oscar. ‘Which way was Malte looking when you came in?’ he asked.


‘Towards me,’ said Oscar.


‘Away from the split in the canvas?’


‘Yes, I think so.’


Ulf bent down again to examine the canvas where it split. ‘There is blood on the canvas here,’ he said quietly. ‘Look.’


Blomquist peered over his shoulder; Anna bent down and looked from the side.


‘This is where it happened,’ said Ulf. ‘Somebody reached in from outside – with a knife – and plunged it into the first thing that came to hand. That was the back of your brother’s knee.’


‘So that’s why he never saw him,’ muttered Oscar.


‘I assume so,’ said Ulf. ‘Anna, what do you think?’


‘It’s a credible hypothesis,’ said Anna. ‘But it’s a hypothesis that answers no questions. Any hypothesis that uses the word somebody takes us no nearer a solution.’


Ulf disagreed. ‘It answers the how question, though. It leaves open the why question, and the who question, but to have answered one of three questions is better, surely, than to have answered none at all.’


‘Marginally,’ said Anna.


She left to buy her broccoli and eggs while Ulf and Blomquist, who seemed to have attached himself to their investigation, searched the narrow space behind the tent for any piece of evidence that might shed light on the case. They found nothing, of course, but the detritus of urban existence: the cellophane wrappings of instant food; an abandoned, exhausted ballpoint pen; a crumpled shopping list, dropped by some passer-by, a memo-to-self that listed purchases: potatoes, vitamin pills, kitchen towels, French chalk; a ticket for a rock concert that had taken place months earlier – a Danish group that everybody had heard of, even Ulf, who did not like rock music.


‘Nothing significant,’ said Blomquist, at the end of their search, and added, ‘People are such litterbugs, aren’t they?’


‘They are,’ agreed Ulf. He pushed at a collapsed cardboard box, left by some trader to disintegrate in the rain. A beetle, disturbed in its sodden home, scurried off in search of shelter.




CHAPTER THREE


The Singing Tree


There had not been much to do at the office when Ulf and Anna returned from the market. In their absence, Carl had been hard at work: a routine report, one that they were all due to have contributed to, had been completed, Carl having sacrificed his lunch hour to get it finished. All the report required now was signatures, after which Ulf had at his disposal what he called thinking time, an opportunity to let the mind mull over the details of the investigation so far. Something missed? Something suggested by the circumstances that had yet to dawn on him? The obvious, Ulf once observed, is rarely the obvious until the passage of time has proved it so. This was the wisdom of hindsight, which claims that anyone could have foreseen what eventually happened, and was not something that Ulf had ever supported. ‘We are usually in the dark,’ he once said to Anna. ‘All of us – you, me, Carl – three people in the dark, fumbling around, trying to find our way out of the woods.’
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