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‘It is important to distinguish between envy, jealousy and greed. Envy is the spiteful feeling that someone else owns and enjoys something desirable – the envious impulse is to take it away or destroy it [. . .] Jealousy is based on envy, but affects at least two other people; it concerns principally the love to which the subject believes he has a right, but which has been taken from him [. . .] Greed is a violent and insatiable desire to possess something, above and beyond what the subject needs and what the object can or wishes to give. On the unconscious plane, the main aim of greed is to hollow out the breast completely, to suck it dry and eat it up.’


Melanie Klein, Love, Guilt and Reparation
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Gothenburg


‘I didn’t plan it all in advance. Somewhere in my mind I had a picture of his new Volvo covered in bird shit. But I didn’t think it through: If I tip a bucket of prawn shells over the car, it will be worth significantly less in the morning. The paintwork will be scratched. The dried-on shit will be almost impossible to remove. I didn’t think like that. I just did it. I just tipped the shells over the car.’


‘The window on the driver’s side wasn’t properly closed.’


‘Sorry?’


‘You told me the window wasn’t completely—’


‘Yes, I pushed some prawn shells through the gap too. I’ve told you that already.’


Rebecca Nykvist fiddled irritably with a feather she had pulled out of the armchair. Birger Warberg followed her movements as she extended her arm and allowed the feather to drift slowly to the floor, where it disappeared into the carpet’s pattern.


‘You were the one who brought this up again, Rebecca.’


‘Of course I knew I wasn’t doing him a favour. The whole point was to make life difficult for him. But it wasn’t planned. I’d had a couple of girlfriends round. We’d eaten prawns. I’d been talking about Magnus and how he’d let me down, I’d drunk a fair amount of wine and . . . I was bloody furious. I did it on impulse, I’ve told you so. I’ve said it over and over again, and it was a long time ago. I don’t see the point in digging it all up now.’


‘I thought it sounded like something you’d described before, in some way.’


‘Something? In some way?’


‘Now you sound annoyed.’


‘Sorry. So what are you getting at?’


‘You behave impulsively when you feel under pressure. You’re jealous. I think it’s significant that you’ve brought up the business of Magnus’s car in relation to your fears about Henrik’s fidelity. And that you are possibly . . . how can I put this . . . underplaying your own part in the story.’


‘I am not underplaying anything!’


Rebecca raised her voice. ‘How could I? I had to spend hours going over the whole thing with the police; it was like a murder inquiry. And besides, the little bastard got the whole fucking car resprayed at my expense.’


‘I still believe I can see a connection. You talk about your fear of being treated badly by Henrik, just as you felt you were treated badly by Magnus . . .’


‘Was. Just as I was treated badly by Magnus.’


‘. . . and at the same time you are trying to work through your fear. To deal with your insecurities. But recently you have gone from acknowledging that your jealousy is a significant problem to questioning whether what you did to Magnus and Georg was in fact wrong. Whether Magnus and Georg had done something to deserve your rage.’


‘It’s cruel of you to bring up what happened with Georg. That was ten years ago, Birger. It’s old news. I’ll say it again: how could I underplay the situation? I was barely allowed to keep my job, and I had to give up everything I found fulfilling.’


‘Old news, then?’


‘Isn’t our time up soon?’


Rebecca glanced over her shoulder. A wry smile crossed her freckled face.


‘I see you still have that clock. I thought we’d agreed that it’s not healthy in a therapeutic environment. You know I find it distracting.’


‘I might be wrong, but I think you’re afraid of your own volatility. Of your impulsiveness. I think you’re afraid that your anger will bring destruction. Figuratively speaking.’


‘Oh, figuratively speaking. Thank you very much. I am a psychologist as well, you know.’


Rebecca got to her feet.


‘Three minutes left. I don’t think we’re going to make any more progress today.’


Rebecca ran her hand through her curly red hair and headed for the door, her high heels tapping loudly as she walked.
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She still hadn’t fitted a new lock on her mountain bike. Having lost the key and cut off the old lock, she didn’t dare leave the bike in front of her house. They were like magpies, whoever they were. Instead she pushed the bike into the passage between the wall and the tool shed; it was going to be fenced in, but at the moment it was cluttered with rubbish: broken kitchen chairs, a garden hose, old pots. The washing machine that had broken last year; nobody had got round to taking it to the tip.


Rebecca swore as she banged her shin on the rotting stepladder, which was hidden in tall grass.


Henrik was sitting at the computer in the study, concentrating hard. She could see his back through the window. A second later he got up and went into the kitchen.


Even though her shin was throbbing and walking was painful, she still took the longer route around the fence and garden path up to the porch. Having bought the house quite recently, she loved looking at its façade from the street. She imagined she was seeing it for the first time: the narrow, pale-green house in a row of equally lovely, pastel-coloured homes; a picture postcard street in the middle of the city She loved the expensive paving stones, the way the path cut through charmingly overgrown flowerbeds and led up to the red door.


The first thing they did when they moved in was to buy a red door and a knocker in the shape of a lion’s head. Rebecca knew she wanted to live in a house with a red door and a doorknocker; she had always thought of herself as a homemaker. She had grown up in a fairly large house, and had been spoiled by having so much space. Even though the apartments she used to rent had been airy and attractive, she was never at ease with the fact that other people were living and breathing under the same roof. Sometimes she would lie in bed at night imagining a stranger in the darkness, separated from her by just a thin wall. She had never been entirely comfortable with the thought.


Unsurprisingly, she was the driving force when they started talking about houses and they finally settled on the terraced property in Kungsladugård. The area lay to the west of the city; it was comparatively central and not far from the sea, just like the street in Billdal where she grew up.


She was pleased with how things had worked out. She could walk to work easily, through Slottsskogen Park and across Linnéstaden into the city centre. During their first year in the house she often went down to Röda Sten at the weekends, and would read on the jetties there before gathering her strength and taking the long way home via Nya Varvet and Kungsten. On a hot day she could cycle to the naturist beach at Saltholmen; they could manage perfectly well without a car and still enjoy the best the city had to offer.


Unfortunately they hadn’t been the only ones to see the advantages of the house. She had had palpitations all day while the bidding process was going on. Henrik had remained silent and tense. Since Rebecca already had a well-paid job as staff welfare coordinator at what was then one of Sweden’s largest companies, it was taken as read that she held the purse strings. Now, her post was restricted to an administrative role.


When Rebecca had met Henrik six years earlier, she had realised her ex-boyfriends were almost interchangeable. Like Rebecca, they had all grown up in well-off families and they had all followed in Daddy’s footsteps, training to become doctors or lawyers, with a sense of purpose but also a sense of anxiety. Some of them had been very easy to get on with. Some she had really liked. But when she met Henrik, she fell head over heels in love; he made every other man seem dull. He was proud and quick and excitingly charismatic; artistic and sensitive to a fault. She fell for him, and they moved in together.


They had a good life. Henrik was attuned to the feelings of others. He exuded love, warmth and positive energy. Women loved him for it, as did Rebecca, and a classic situation developed: the thing she loved most about Henrik quickly became one of their major stumbling blocks. His charm made her jealous and this, in turn, made him evasive.


Their friends usually claimed the gender divide didn’t kick in until children came along. The house had been Henrik and Rebecca’s child; it was only when they had an attic, a cellar and a garden on their hands that Rebecca realised Henrik didn’t match up to The Husband she had imagined since she was a child. Her father had always managed to look after both the large house in Billdal and the summer cottage in Mollösund while doing a responsible and well-paid job.


It was clear, she thought, as she gritted her teeth and avoided the loose third step, that the same rights and obligations should apply to both men and women, at work and behind closed doors. From that point of view she was a feminist. But, in recent years she had experienced a creeping irritation at Henrik’s way of shirking traditional male responsibilities.


‘Hello?’


Rebecca kicked off her boots in the hallway and went into the kitchen. An open packet of cheese and half a loaf caught her eye. From the shiny surface of the cheese, she guessed it was a while since he’d eaten.


‘Hello?’


Henrik appeared in the doorway with a smile on his lips which immediately made her suspicious. He looked irresolute for a moment but, she thought, obviously aware of her scrutiny. He blew his long fringe from his face, a gesture so well practised that he owned it. He was wearing a tight T-shirt, no doubt deliberately a little too short, which emphasised his muscular body; given that he never set foot in a gym, he clearly had good genes. Perhaps no one else would call Henrik vain, but Rebecca sometimes thought he had a coquettishness about him.


‘I thought you were going to study today?’


She immediately regretted the underlying reproach. She was still glad to see him. In theory, her criticisms were justified, which was why she still made them, but the feeling remained that she wanted to be with him. That, right now, she was happy to be the one he wrapped his arms around, and no one else. But that feeling didn’t last. As soon as they parted, doubt crept in.


In recent months she had thought he seemed more distant, physically and emotionally. He had been revising in the university library for a couple of evenings each week, and when they were together he either appeared distracted or overcompensated by being particularly nice. Sometimes he simply switched off his mobile when she rang.


He passed her on his way to the sink, where he quickly rinsed out his mug, filled it with water and took a couple of gulps before pouring the rest away.


‘I’m just off. Axel’s waiting, we’re going to work at his place.’


‘When’s the exam?’


‘Monday. But I’ve got an assignment to hand in as well.’


He cut a large piece of the rapidly drying out cheese and popped it in his mouth. She watched his jaws work, feeling her disappointment grow.


‘And I thought you might like a bit of time to yourself.’


His casualness seemed forced. The voice of her therapist echoed in Rebecca’s head. See if you can ignore the signals. Can you decide not to act on a particular feeling immediately?


‘Actually, I’ve had a bloody awful day.’


His eyes darted round the kitchen; he couldn’t meet her gaze.


Rebecca’s problem was that the signals were clear. They were real enough to fuel her jealousy. The other night she dreamt Henrik stubbed her out beneath his boot like a cigarette butt. Yet she knew she had overreacted many times before.


‘Is it method and theory, or whatever it’s called?’


‘Method and Theory in Classical Archaeology. It’s a doorstop of a book. I’d be lying if I said I’d read it from cover to cover, but it does go on. It tells you stuff that’s obvious. I’ll pass the exam, don’t you worry.’


It hadn’t taken long to work out that Henrik was good at starting things but not at following them through. But he had managed to complete half of his modules. Perhaps this was a sign that, after living a semi-adult life of casual jobs and daydreams, disorganised studies and half-hearted efforts to become a jazz musician, he had finally found his vocation. It was only natural that he couldn’t quite go the distance. Rebecca knew, more than anyone, that the road to hell was paved with good intentions.


You couldn’t live other people’s lives for them, but Henrik’s enthusiasm a couple of years ago had been infectious. It had given her hope that one day they would be financial equals.


‘That old saying that someone whispers in your ear before you’re even born and tells you what your role in life will be – I believe in that more than ever,’ Henrik had said after his first module in archaeology. ‘If you’re lucky you find out what it is early in life, but whenever it happens, it feels fantastic.’


Henrik could live by his wits, duping others into believing him. It wasn’t that he was stupid. Or lazy. He still devoured piles of books that weren’t on the reading list, which proved that his passion was real. Unfortunately this passion didn’t cure his deep-rooted problems with authority. He overslept, missed tutorials and seminars, handed in assignments answering different questions from the ones his tutor had set. He complained to Rebecca about the syllabus, the staff (with just a few exceptions), and the faculty as a whole. He made up excuses as though she were his mother, and his aim was to pull the wool over her eyes and not his own. She was all too familiar with the process. He was clearly beginning to tire of the whole thing.


Rebecca turned her back to him and started to put the food away in the fridge.


‘You’re meeting up this late?’ She deliberately kept her voice neutral.


‘I told you, I’m just leaving.’


Henrik fetched Rebecca’s big Marimekko bag from the bedroom. With deliberately purposeful gestures (or so she thought), he placed the book in the bag along with a couple of other reference books and a notepad.


‘I’ve bought a bottle of red,’ she couldn’t help saying. ‘If you’re not too late back, I mean.’


Was he avoiding her gaze?


He paused. ‘I’m not sure. I’ve still got loads to write. And Axel’s asked me to help him with a couple of things he doesn’t understand. I wouldn’t wait up if I were you. I think we’re really going to get stuck in tonight. Get everything out of the way.’


He went into the hallway and opened the cloakroom door. Rebecca hated herself for following him.


‘By the way, have you heard back about your student loan? I can barely afford to pay the mortgage on top of everything else. And I’m sure it’s going to cost a fortune to get the boiler fixed, or whatever we have to do . . . I thought I might watch that film you rented yesterday.’


She was saying anything just to keep him there. Instead of answering, he leant over and planted a cool kiss on her lips, then put his hands on her shoulders and held her away from him.


‘Rebecca . . .’


She sighed.


‘Do we have to talk about this now? Everything will turn out just fine. Trust me.’


‘What are you talking about?’


‘I’ve got to go. But if the worst comes to the worst, I can always earn a bit extra a couple of nights a week. A couple of gigs now and then and we’ll be fine. No problemo, baby!’


The door closed behind him.


Fuck. She walked upstairs slowly, flopped onto the bed and switched on the TV. The window was ajar, and she could hear noise from the street below. Voices and laughter rose and fell; there were footsteps on the pavement. Suddenly she heard the front door open.


She rolled onto her side and put one foot on the floor. ‘Hello?’


‘Sorry, only me. Forgot something.’


She heard Henrik rummaging around in the hallway, then he swore loudly as something fell on the floor and smashed.


‘I hope that wasn’t my grandmother’s vase,’ she shouted, just as she caught sight of her reflection in the mirror. The sinews in her neck were fully extended, making her look grotesque.


‘No . . . fuck. No, it was just a glass some idiot had left on the stairs. Me no doubt. Shit . . . Listen, sweetheart, I’m horribly late, I’m going to leave you to clean this up. I’ll wash up for the rest of the week, promise. Love you!’


He left for the second time. Rebecca turned up the volume so she wouldn’t have to hear him setting off towards Mariaplan, where Axel lived alone. She pulled a blanket over her legs and made a nest of pillows. In the ad break she would go down and fetch a glass of wine.
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Henrik was in a hurry. He almost came off his bike outside the ICA supermarket when his wheel got stuck in a tram line. Luckily, he managed to put one foot on the ground, suffering a severe blow in the solar plexus but emerging otherwise unscathed. He reflected on the fact that he was the only person who cycled without a helmet these days, the last rebel in a circle of acquaintances who were mostly the weary parents of small children. Even Rebecca had fallen in line. When she was in a rush in the mornings, she would slip her contact lenses into her pocket and put on her thick glasses and shiny red helmet. He didn’t even recognise her then.


He carried on along the cycle track at a more measured pace, down Bragebacken to the car park on the edge of Slottsskogen Park. In the past this spot had been rumoured to be a haunt of rent boys, and all manner of shady dealings were supposed to go on. He hurried on when he saw a black van parked behind the deserted ice-cream kiosk.


But the kiosk would be opening up soon. The long winter was over. The demonstration that had taken place the previous day was usually the first sign of spring. The weather was always good on May Day.


Henrik was in his usual state: hungover but content.


Today outdoor types were hunting for the best spot for a barbecue. The May evening was the warmest of the year so far – no doubt the festivities would continue well into the small hours. Just as he was passing the Domen College of Art, his mobile beeped: c u wknd 4 revision. nd 2 wrk hrd.


Axel. Should he tell him the official version of events? Axel wouldn’t ask questions; Henrik’s relationship with Ann-Marie Karpov was hardly news to him.


Sometimes Henrik had the feeling that the knowledge bothered his friend. Perhaps it had something to do with the firm convictions Axel held, even though he rarely made a big deal of them. Axel had only brought the affair up once, and had been blunt: And what the hell does she see in you? Even if that sort of comment wasn’t good for Henrik’s self-confidence, at least it was honest. Henrik valued directness.


They hadn’t been friends for very long, although they had passed in and out of each other’s circles for several years now. They first met at the Nefertiti, back in the good old days; Henrik played regularly at the jazz club and Axel seemed out of place – but then again he did everywhere. Henrik took pity and bought him a couple of beers out of his fee. Later, they had kept on choosing the same courses. When they both enrolled for archaeology, they couldn’t help exchanging a wry smile: ‘Fancy seeing you here . . .’


But it had taken a week in the creative chaos of Istanbul for Henrik and Axel to become close. Before the study visit they had never spent time together one on one. Axel was regarded by fellow students as the slightly eccentric country bumpkin, whose defining feature was his fanatical opposition to computers. He and Henrik were both independent when it came to their work, and in any case it was rare to strike up close friendships in adulthood. But it just so happened that on the trip to Istanbul they both wanted to experience the feeling of being in one of the world’s most fascinating cities; they weren’t interested in downing shots, going to noisy bars or even to the techno clubs with belly dancers at the top of the Galata Tower, where the dry air was dotted with nesting swallows. And, as a result, they unexpectedly found each other.


Axel had become the person Henrik spent most time with, apart from Rebecca.


And Ann-Marie.


Because it was during this trip that Henrik and Ann-Marie Karpov, researcher and tutor in the Department of Archaeology and Ancient Civilisations, had also found each other.


Afterwards, Henrik found it difficult to understand how it had all happened. The triumphant scale of the city, the bewitching blend of the past and the future – Henrik at least was overwhelmed by the countless museums he visited, by the hustle and bustle of Beyoglu at night. Everyday life had begun to seem distant, irrelevant.


Their hotel lay between the historic Sultanahmet Mosque and the point at which the waters of the Bosphorus flowed into the Golden Horn and Lake Marmara. In its salons the raki and sweet Turkish wine had flowed in a most un-Swedish manner during the trip’s spontaneous seminars. He remembered Ann-Marie watching him through the curtains of mist. His sense of reality had diminished; he had thought: Go with the flow.


What she had thought was less clear, but so far he had chosen not to speculate on her reasons. She was an authority in the subject he wanted to master more than any other. Her self-confidence made her attractive, in fact she was positively beautiful for a woman in her fifties, with a steel-grey bob exposing her long neck and defined facial features.


She saw something in him that he sometimes, though not often, doubted was really there. Admittedly he wasn’t bad-looking, even if he had to admit in moments of self-doubt that a shaggy pageboy haircut was more charming on the twenty-four-year-old musician he had once been than the rather too mature student he had become. And his leather jacket, which he alternated with 1950s jackets, had been around since his youth and was threatening to fall apart.


He was definitely one of the more gifted students in the class. Their first conversation had arisen from his studies, which was only to be expected. Karpov had admired the way he challenged the limitations of the syllabus and asked for advice on the areas he wanted to pursue further. She had given him encouragement, and on one occasion they had conducted a long and remarkably relaxed conversation over coffee.


She intrigued him. Those who knew Henrik could have seen it in the very first week: he wanted Ann-Marie Karpov. And Ann-Marie Karpov had fallen for him – not immediately, but later, in Istanbul. Since then they had been a couple, albeit only to a limited group within the thick stone walls of the archaeology department. Their relationship was a secret from the rest of the world.


He just had to take the chance. Not to seize the opportunity when Ann-Marie Karpov offered him the post as her lover would have been just as absurd as Alice deliberately ignoring the key to Wonderland, just as stupid as those cowards on game shows who answer quits when they should have said double. You had to believe that double is better than quits. Perhaps this was what all those who were unfaithful claimed, but surely there was a kind of logic there that balanced out his guilt.


OK was his only response to Axel’s message. There were limits to how dishonest a person could be. Forcing others to lie for him was definitely overstepping the mark. If Rebecca should ring Axel, against all the odds, and if Axel was stupid enough not to realise what was going on, then the entire house of cards would come tumbling down. In which case, so be it. At least it would mean an end to all the lies. Inshallah.


He thought about Rebecca with a pang of conscience as he cycled out of the park and down Rosengatan; his guilt was partly genuine, partly liberating. Rebecca’s pathological jealousy had been a constant source of problems in their relationship. She had started seeing a therapist again, ironically after an ultimatum on his part. This might seem particularly heartless, given that he was now acting out her worst fears. But he still wasn’t ready to end the affair.


He needed it.


He tried to rationalise the situation. Rebecca had driven him to infidelity with her constant suspicions; we become as others see us and so on. Qualified nonsense, but it was still true. He had enjoyed feeling appreciated and acknowledged by a woman who didn’t use him only to vent her displeasure. He was sick and tired of hearing that he disappointed Rebecca on every level – sexually, emotionally, and not least financially. For several years now he had been forced to constantly justify himself, insisting that his finances would soon take a turn for the better.


He had decided to put his jazz career on the back burner and go back to his studies. Get a proper job – it was impossible to make a living as a musician in Gothenburg. Rebecca had been happy with that idea until she realised that his student loan would hardly cover his share of their outgoings, and that was when she had resigned herself to her fate. She had thrown in her lot with a pauper. These days she hardly seemed to have the energy to talk about the injustice of it all; their arguments had given way to a muted air of discontent which came to a head at the end of each month when the bills had to be paid. It was a time neither of them looked forward to.


Their relationship wasn’t sustainable in the long term; there weren’t enough reasons to stay with Rebecca, and he’d been thinking that way for a while.


But Henrik had major plans for himself and Ann-Marie. All he had to do was set the ball rolling. Things had gone wrong lately, he couldn’t deny that, but today they would talk. Ann-Marie would listen and she would understand.


Because he needed her.


He braked outside the house on Linnégatan, then stood there for a while catching his breath. He took out his phone and called Axel.


‘We’re revising tonight,’ he informed his friend, and as he said that he made his decision once and for all. ‘Sorry to drag you into this, but soon there’ll be no more lies. I want to be with Ann-Marie, and the whole world is going to know that. I’ve got a plan, but I have to carry it out in my own time. And I want to tell Rebecca myself. If she calls you, I want you to lie for me.’


Axel said he understood.


After their conversation Henrik felt more exhilarated than he had done for a long time.


The city centre was full of life and movement. He loved how the streets were lined with restaurants. When he met up with his old friends they would usually stay around Järntorget: Jazzåor Solrosen, Pusterviks Theatre. He particularly liked the cosmopolitan atmosphere surrounding Andra Långgatan, where the porn shops and adult cinemas rubbed shoulders with Asian restaurants, cellar bars and specialist music shops. And yet he was usually glad to leave the party at the end of the evening. The group would disperse, as they had dispersed a few years ago because of career choices or the decision to start a family. Some would get in a taxi and head off to Munkebäck or Fiskebäck. One would take the night bus into the centre to wait for the first train to Lerum. Henrik would cycle home through the park as dawn broke.


But now he was pushing his bike along the short path that led from the street to the main door; slender trees trimmed into topiary spheres and chunky, low wrought-iron fences lined the path. Suddenly he felt like a man in his prime again, on his way to a passionate encounter with a fiercely intelligent, sexy woman, having an affair that was a secret for the moment, but would soon be clear for all the world to see, instead of a cowardly, lying little shit who was not only sponging off his girlfriend but also two-timing her; that thought had passed through his head without really registering. But now the winds of change were blowing.


He walked into the courtyard which never ceased to leave him dumbstruck. It was the result of ambition on a large scale in days gone by, but the secret was time. Only time could give a city garden such authority and dignity: enormous shrubs and roses scrambling around arches and up the hundred-year-old stone walls.


Karpov enforced a strict smoking ban in her six-room apartment, so Henrik rolled a cigarette before he went upstairs. His hands fumbled, and he realised he was nervous. It had been a while since they had seen each other one on one, after their last disastrous encounter. A series of tiresome conversations about their future together had inevitably culminated in conflict. A shabby, grudge-filled quarrel, as if they were a married couple. And that wasn’t right. Their relationship wasn’t meant to be like that. They should be above that kind of destructive sniping. Otherwise, what was the point?


Tonight he had decided that if Ann-Marie wanted to talk and sort things out, he would hold up his hands and take his share of the blame. He would accept that he had been pretty bad-tempered lately. He would explain why: everything at home. Constantly being told that he was irresponsible, incapable of acting his age. But it had still been wrong of him to flare up. Wrong of him to hurl an ornament onto the floor, that was a pathetic thing to do. Raising his voice, that was wrong too. Perhaps it was because he was stressed. There was a great deal at stake, and more than anything he wanted her with him.


And she would be his, as soon as she’d calmed down.


It was only natural really that tensions should arise between them. The situation was difficult. There was Rebecca, their different stations in life. The secrecy. The gossip that sometimes reached them by a circuitous route. But no relationship was static, after all; that was a well-known fact.


He could see a light in the fourth-floor window. Ann-Marie was waiting for him. She had probably cooked a meal which they would eat at the big dining table before withdrawing to the bedroom.


Henrik would be lying if he said he didn’t feel a frisson when he stepped into this unfamiliar world of chandeliers and red carpets. Compared with a wordly, middle-aged woman, he was like a chimney sweep’s lad. He smiled and decided to share the thought with Ann-Marie; it would probably amuse her. Or, with a bit of luck, it might inspire them to try some entertaining role-play later on.


The image made him laugh out loud as he ran a hand over his slicked-back hair, stubbed out his cigarette and pulled open the door.


‘Henrik?’ Ann-Marie Karpov’s voice echoed between the stone walls. ‘Is that you?’


He set off up the stairs.


‘Yes,’ he called back. ‘I’m just wondering whether to step into your minuscule, rattling cage of a lift, which stopped the last time, or risk a heart attack walking up eight flights of stairs. I think I’ll go for the heart attack. Call the ambulance!’


The syllables bounced off one another; a discordant muddle of echoes which fell silent only when he reached her door.
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It had been the perfect bag: large and practical, with compartments that could hold everything from files to spare clothes and make-up. And it looked good. Rebecca had a soft spot for simple but assured design. She had used the bag day after day for several years; now the fabric was beginning to fray and the seams were ragged. Since she didn’t feel she could go to work looking scruffy – it was the kind of workplace that demanded a certain standard of dress – Henrik had taken over the dark-green bag to carry his books.


Rebecca’s resolve had weakened after that first glass of wine. The TV programme came to an end and she crept down to the hallway and started rifling through Henrik’s pockets. It had been a while; the therapy must have done some good. But now endorphins were coursing through her blood as if she were about to start a race as she examined his receipts and flicked through college notebooks, searching for unfamiliar phone numbers, women’s names, coded messages concealed in dry lecture notes. Searching for anything that might reveal something. Anything at all.


She found the bag right at the back of the hallway cupboard, underneath a jacket which had fallen or been yanked from the hanger above. It was heavy. Inside she found Method and Theory in Classical Archaeology, a couple of reference books and two notepads. Before the realisation hit home, she weighed her find in her hands as if she sensed that it would have an important role to play in how her life panned out.


He hadn’t taken his books. She turned towards the door and dropped what she was holding; it landed at her feet with a thud. And he hadn’t come back to pick them up. He should have realised long ago that he’d left them behind. Which meant he hadn’t forgotten them, he’d left them on purpose. Which in turn meant that he’d lied. People don’t lie without a reason, so the question was: why had he lied? The answer was obvious: Henrik had not been going to Axel’s flat to revise.


She took a few tentative steps; she needed to sit down and think. The leather seat creaked as she sank down numbly; the sound of the television upstairs faded away. Selective deafness, she thought. It affects people in shock. Then she pulled herself together and tried to look at the situation rationally.


Henrik hadn’t even gone to the trouble of fully concealing his lies. Packing the bag right in front of her, that was good. But he hadn’t been able to follow his plan to its pathetic conclusion. Presumably the bag had been too heavy. Too heavy to drag around unnecessarily, so he’d hidden it in the cupboard, where he thought she would never look. All a bit slapdash, which was just typical; he couldn’t do anything properly. He wasn’t all that clever, really. Particularly given that he knew she went through his pockets, knew that she was sometimes unable to resist the urge, even if she gave in less frequently these days. They had discussed the matter countless times, they’d even gone for relationship counselling. Nowadays her snooping wasn’t generally the result of anger. It was more of an eccentric hobby, something that she did to calm herself down, and she always felt significantly better once the endorphin rush had subsided, and she had established that there was nothing suspicious among Henrik’s things.


Her condition had improved so much that she no longer seriously expected to find anything. It was just nice to cover herself. To keep the possibility in mind, and so be ready for the worst.


And now the worst had happened.


She tried to think logically. She had to admit that on every previous occasion when jealousy had overcome her, the signs had seemed obvious, the signals impossible to misinterpret. There always seemed to be evidence that the man in question was letting her down, was betraying her. And a number of men really had.


She tried to push that thought from her mind.


She thought of her therapist, and wondered whether she could be exaggerating the signs in her mind. Had she been under too much stress lately? The sound of the television returned at full volume, adverts booming down the stairs, and she covered her ears with her hands.


The first time she rang Axel it was getting on for half-past ten, by which time she had spent over two hours pacing the room. Two voices were arguing in her head, the first alternating between a measured, conciliatory approach and a more severe tone: It doesn’t necessarily mean anything, there could be an innocent explanation, there always is, Rebecca! Don’t treat Henrik the way you’ve treated the others. Don’t crush him with your suspicions!


The second voice was manic, and determined to wind her up: There’s still time to prevent the ultimate humiliation.


She had the upper hand: Henrik didn’t know that she knew. She clung to this fact like a drowning man to a lifebelt.


There was no reply from Axel. They might have switched off their phones so they wouldn’t be disturbed. The conciliatory voice. Obviously nobody’s studying round at Axel’s this evening, said the manic voice.


After listening to Axel’s answering machine three times without leaving a message, Rebecca just couldn’t help herself. She found a list of telephone numbers for the University of Gothenburg and started ringing around. It was bordering on insanity, given the lateness of the hour. But if anyone was annoyed, they didn’t mention it. Rebecca said she was Henrik’s sister, and explained that they were supposed to be picking up their parents from the airport in the early hours of the morning. She was beginning to worry that he’d forgotten the whole thing – he was so distracted these days, poor soul.


Nobody had seen him.


‘Maybe he’s with Ann-Marie?’ one of the women ventured. She had a shrill, slightly breathless voice. She sounded secretly triumphant, as if she knew everything.


Rebecca froze.


‘Ann-Marie?’


‘She’s one of our tutors. She—’


‘Yes, I know. Henrik’s mentioned her. Karpov, isn’t it?’


Henrik had mentioned Ann-Marie Karpov; she was one of the tutors he thought highly of. In the beginning Rebecca had got irritated with Henrik’s obvious hero-worship; he talked about the woman the way a teenage girl talks about her favourite pop star; the way a five-year-old boy talks about his father. Rebecca had learnt to switch off when Henrik talked about what Karpov thought of this or that, what she had written and which debates she had been involved in. Now it struck her that, after the first year, Henrik had spoken less and less about Karpov. For Rebecca it had been something of a relief not to have to listen to his drivel, and if she had given it any thought, she had probably assumed the honeymoon was over, just as Henrik’s enthusiasm for every project had a beginning and an end.


She had never, ever imagined that Henrik would have an affair with his tutor. The age difference had blinded Rebecca to the possibility. As if it were the first time a powerful woman had snared a younger man.


‘They’ve been hanging out together quite a bit lately – there’s a chance he might be with her.’


Everything went black. Rebecca heard herself say, ‘Ann-Marie Karpov. You don’t happen to know how I can get in touch . . .?’


She glanced at the telephone list in her hand, then hung up on the gossiping bitch. Her hands were shaking. She needed to calm down.


She took a sleeping tablet from the bathroom cabinet. She lay on top of the sheets, clasping the list to her body and just had time to think: This is pointless, I won’t be able to get to sleep anyway. Her heart was beating in time with the rise and fall of her chest and she could hear her heart pounding in her ears as she drifted into a state which had very little to do with sleep. When she awoke two and a half hours later, she had the feeling she had dreamt something nasty but couldn’t remember what. The pillow was wet with sweat or saliva or both. She swung her legs over the edge of the bed and poured herself another glass of wine from the open bottle. With the glass in her hand, she wandered around the house several times before picking up the phone again.


‘Oh . . . hello . . .’


Axel answered this time; he sounded as if she’d woken him up.


‘Sorry, Axel, it’s Rebecca. I know what time it is, but I’m just so worried about Henrik. He hasn’t come home yet. I’m afraid something might have happened to him.’


‘Er . . . I . . .’


‘Come on, Axel. There’s no point in lying. You’re too tired to come up with anything good.’


At first she thought he’d hung up in sheer terror. Then he cleared his throat, sounding troubled.


‘Sorry, Rebecca. I don’t know anything.’


She gave up, put her coat on and went out.


Linnégatan was never completely deserted at night. Several bars had just closed and small clusters of people were still chatting in the street as reggae music poured from a restaurant kitchen. Occasionally, a nocturnal dog-walker would wander past.


The entrance Rebecca was looking for was tucked between the bar and a small English-language bookshop. She saw a courtyard that resembled a park. Wrought-iron benches were arranged around a disused fountain, with tall street lamps glowing between them. Along the sides of the courtyard she could make out roses and lilac. Rebecca had walked up and down this street ever since she was a child, and she had never known there was a garden behind the old stone buildings. She almost forgot why she was there. Then it struck her with full force.


She chose a door at random and tugged on it, but wasn’t surprised to find it locked; of course the outside doors would be locked. And it was the middle of the night so there was little chance of following someone in.


She stood absolutely still, allowing her gaze to roam over the buildings’ façades. They really were beautiful, and curiously silent. Were the buildings just as reluctant to let in strangers as the people who inhabited them? How the other half live, she thought uncharitably. Lights were on in a small number of apartments. At one window, she caught sight of a figure behind a curtain. Rebecca allowed the shadows to swallow her up.


That was when she spotted his navy-blue mountain bike. It was almost invisible in a stand among several others. At least, she was sure that it was his at the time, even if it didn’t have any particular distinguishing features. After a moment’s hesitation she picked up a sharp stone and made a scratch along the frame. If she couldn’t catch him red-handed, the scratch would provide proof when he rolled home in a few hours. She realised with growing frustration that she couldn’t do much more. But if there was one thing that amazed Rebecca, it was how God had a tendency to hear the prayers of desperate people. She walked up to Karpov’s door and found that it wasn’t properly closed, or perhaps the lock was broken.


She let herself in, and tiptoed quickly up the stairs.


The turn-of-the-century panelled door was beautiful, but it was also thin; breaking it open would be a piece of cake.


She could hear footsteps from the apartment on the other side of the landing; she pulled up her hood over her red hair and slowly pushed the letterbox inwards. The hallway was dark and silent. She could smell food: curry, cumin and something else, something sweet.
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Ann-Marie was lying in the bath. He was sure she’d gone in there simply to avoid him, even though their time together was precious. He could hear the sound of rushing water behind the door. Henrik sat on the sofa as the TV flickered silently a few metres away. He leafed through a magazine, but was too agitated to read.


She had turned off the tap; she must just be lying there now. A small green alarm clock, which looked totally out of place, ticked away on the mantelpiece, as if to remind him that every minute was a minute they would not get back. It was the middle of the night. He had covered himself by mentioning Axel, and telling her it would be a late one, but you never knew with Rebecca. She might suddenly get an idea in her head. He ought to go home.


Henrik had outlined his plans for a shared future to Ann-Marie; in the end he had talked himself into a dead end, and he ought to go home before he made the situation worse. But he didn’t want to leave just yet. This was no note to leave things on.


Henrik really wished Ann-Marie hadn’t gone into the bathroom with such an air of weary resignation. He wished she hadn’t been so distant, as if her mind were not on the two of them, but on something else entirely. What she was going to do at the weekend, when Henrik and Rebecca were visiting mutual friends outside Kungsbacka, eating shrimps and tiramisu.


She seemed distracted, but was she actually afraid?


Earlier that evening he had been appalled by how much he had upset her. He had been frightened by the fact that he had scared her when he raised his voice and shouted in frustration: I don’t see what we have to gain by keeping our relationship a secret! I have no intention of doing so any longer! When she accused him of threatening and blackmailing her, he had thought: I shouldn’t be upsetting and frightening her.


He had apologised.


He had stopped laying out their future. Realised that he had to take a different tack, talk about love. Of course! She was a woman, after all. Like other women, she needed to feel wanted. She needed to know what he had always assumed was understood: that he was choosing her. He wanted her. He couldn’t offer her much in the way of financial security or social standing, but then she was pretty well off anyway.


He had to be tender now and rational later. Henrik wasn’t a calculating person, but this was what his relationship with Rebecca had done to him.


‘I want you, Ann-Marie. I’m ready to make a commitment. I’m by no means perfect, but . . . Blah, blah, blah . . .’


He’d really gone for it tonight, cut straight to the chase. In his mind it had sounded honest. Disarming. Like someone who has learnt what he wants and is ready to fight for it. In Henrik’s mind, his words had sounded really good, almost like a film script.


As the words ‘I’m by no means perfect’ came out, it did indeed sound like a film. A film with a banal, clichéd script, dashed off on a Monday morning. A script written by a spotty intern. He was suddenly painfully aware of how he must have looked in her eyes. The charming, scatty boy was beginning to look pathetic. He was trapped. Trapped in his relationship with Rebecca. Trapped in the person he had gradually become: the person who, compared with the oh-so-capable Rebecca . . .


‘What’s to say you wouldn’t feel the same about me?’ Ann-Marie had broken in, her voice thin, already weak. ‘What’s to say that you wouldn’t start comparing yourself to me and my achievements, and that you’d end up feeling inferior again? What if you didn’t like that either?’


And he had forced himself to laugh, as if to suggest that her comment had been meant as a joke. Said that of course he had no interest whatsoever in measuring achievements within a relationship. It was Rebecca who weighed every success and failure along the way, to his detriment.


‘I’m not afraid of strong women,’ he had said firmly. ‘In fact, I’m clearly drawn to them.’


And this might have been demonstrably true, but it was wrong, and it was doubly wrong to start talking about Rebecca, even if it was Ann-Marie who brought her up. What’s Rebecca got to do with this? He’d fallen, head-first, into the trap with his sad clichés. My partner doesn’t understand me, boohoo, she’s so perfect, she castrates me with her perfection . . .


He wasn’t pleased with how his declaration had gone. And, on this occasion, Ann-Marie hadn’t really argued with him, in spite of the fact that he was taking her for granted in what he was saying. And he didn’t believe for a moment that it was because she accepted him as he was, warts and all.


No. She was withdrawing from him; when he touched her she flinched.


He thought it had a lot to do with all the gossip, the talk. It didn’t particularly bother him. In some twisted way it made him feel important. And it was something of a turn-on, forbidden fruit and so on. But Ann-Marie worried about what people thought. Whispers and giggles had given way to frowns and moral outrage. He could see that she was beginning to wonder whether it was worth it. Whether he was worth it.


Well, he would just have to make sure that it was worth it for Ann-Marie.


He had to turn the situation around. He needed her, after all.


The bathroom lock clicked – why the hell had she locked it? OK. He stretched his legs out in front of him. It was time to win or to disappear. He would round things off, tidy things up before he went home. Make everything right for their next meeting; he would play his trump card. The only thing his relative youth enabled him to offer that her successful academic contemporaries couldn’t: better sex.


‘I thought you were leaving,’ said Ann-Marie.


She wouldn’t meet his eye. Her body must still have been wet when she pulled on her T-shirt; there were darker patches and her short, straight hair was still dripping. She put on a dressing gown as if she wanted to cover herself up. She rubbed a towel over her hair half-heartedly.


‘Let me help you with that.’


‘No.’


Ann-Marie hesitated, or at least that was how it seemed to him, before squatting down with her back resting against the sofa. Henrik wrapped the towel around her hair and pressed against the fabric with his palms and fingertips, then he removed the towel and continued to stroke her wet head.


She sighed heavily, her body trembling. He gently pulled her head backwards. She let it happen, but he could feel that her neck was stiff and reluctant.


‘Listen,’ she said after a while. ‘I . . .’


He was surprised to hear a sob as her body contracted and convulsed beneath his hands, her shoulders quivering and tense. He didn’t know what to do as the storm of weeping passed, but it only lasted a few seconds.


‘We need to talk,’ she said eventually, as if her tears had given her a sense of resolve. ‘Everything has to come to an end.’


We need to talk. Words that seldom boded well; frustration was making his jaw muscles clench. He would have liked to be able to see the expression on her face. Suddenly every utterance, every action seemed horribly crucial. He would have liked more time, but realised that maybe that was just the way things were, and that their time had come.


A second later, the doorbell rang.


The doorbell?


‘Is that my doorbell?’


Henrik shrugged, even though she couldn’t see him. They waited for a moment in silence. Henrik had an unpleasant feeling in his throat. It was rare, perhaps unheard of, for Ann-Marie to have unexpected visitors.


He should have cycled home a long time ago. Every thought he had entertained about Rebecca soured the taste in his mouth.


The doorbell rang again, and Ann-Marie got to her feet. She wiped her eyes with a corner of her dressing gown and quickly cleared her throat. She didn’t look at him.


‘Yes, it’s definitely my door.’


‘Are you expecting anyone?’


‘No, but . . .’


If she had opened the door between the living room and the hallway, Henrik would have been able to see down the darkened hallway, and he would have been visible to the person standing at the door, silhouetted agains the light pouring in from the stairwell.


Instead she went through the kitchen.


She was already in the hallway.


Henrik felt distinctly uneasy; he began to feel afraid. He wanted to call out as he imagined the safety catch being flicked up, perhaps he tried, but his words didn’t come out. She wouldn’t hear him anyway. Or didn’t he want to make himself heard? Did he want to remain invisible to the unknown for as long as possible, coward that he was? All he really knew was that something was about to kick off, and that he was afraid of the consequences.


‘Oh . . . hello?’


The tiny muscles in Henrik’s body, which had been as taut as piano strings for the past two minutes, relaxed slightly as he waited for what came next. Ann-Marie hadn’t sounded panic-stricken. But nor had she sounded completely normal. Surprised, more than anything.


He lowered his eyes, still listening. The door closed with a loud bang.
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The car was being taken to the garage via Linnéplatsen to have its gearbox looked at; the officer at the wheel had reported that first and second were difficult to engage. But first it was redirected to an apartment block occupied by one Anna-Klara Stenius. The call had come in during the night.


‘Ann-Marie Karpov. Noise reported by a neighbour in the early hours of the morning,’ Granberg explained to Andersson. ‘There was a scream and the sound of something heavy falling on the floor, then loud bangs, and a while later nobody answered when she rang the doorbell although she knew someone was in. A patrol was sent out, but of course it was as silent as the grave when they got there. For goodness sake, it could have been anything!’


‘Karpov, that sounds Russian. Domestic violence?’ said Andersson, turning left up by Sveaplan.


Granberg shrugged irritably. Sometimes it was best to ignore such comments, even if the prejudice behind them still perturbed him. Besides, he’d just got used to the idea of an unexpected break in the garage – he had landed badly during a squash game the night before, and could feel his foot swelling by the hour. He might have to sign himself off for a few days.


‘I don’t understand why we have to go back,’ said Andersson.


‘Because now the old woman’s insisting she’s seen something in her neighbour’s hallway. She’s in a state.’


‘I thought the door was locked?’


‘She’s seen something that looks like blood . . . and something that looks like a person’s foot.’


‘Seriously?’


‘That’s what she said.’


Andersson parked in a loading bay outside the building. ‘It’ll only take a couple of minutes. Stay in the car if you like, give your foot a rest. I’ll be back in no time.’


Granberg tried putting his foot on the ground. He grimaced as the pain shot up his leg.


That decided the matter. Andersson slammed her door. ‘You’re no use at the moment, anyway. You’re a hindrance, in fact.’


She slipped the radio into her pocket. ‘If the worst comes to the worst, I’ll call you.’


Granberg looked at his colleague with gratitude as she keyed in the entry code fru Stenius had given her, pushed open the heavy wooden door and disappeared into the courtyard.


Only a moment later, he was regretting the decision. They weren’t supposed to respond to calls alone; if anything happened, however unlikely that might be, it wouldn’t look good. He gritted his teeth and gathered his things before limping after Andersson, but he hadn’t even got to the doorway when he picked up her call on his radio.


Her voice sounded faint, and he could sense immediately that something was wrong.


‘We need to go in.’


He half ran the remaining few steps to the doorway. Afterwards, Andersson would describe the smell seeping out through the letterbox: the sickly smell of blood suddenly hitting her nostrils. And what she’d seen through the gap.
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Christian Tell could just as easily have not bothered going into work. Since the department was quiet for once, and the crisis was over for now, there was no reason to sit there twiddling his thumbs. Besides, when he was at his desk there was always the risk that something would come up, a case that would swallow him whole and refuse to spit him out for days on end.


On the insistence of his girlfriend, Seja Lundberg, he had written one and a half day’s leave into his diary. Tell suspected she was keeping note of how long it had been since they’d done anything together that could be described as fun. It had been about six weeks, a period of neglect that required a decent level of compensation, which was why he had requested a few days’ leave later in the summer.


This time they were planning a full day in the southern archipelago. The boat from Saltholmen left at twenty to two; they would sit for a while in the garden at Café Öbergska on Styrsö. Perhaps they would go for a walk. Seja would no doubt want to swim; she swam all year round in every kind of weather. That evening they would go for dinner with Tell’s former colleague, Josef Palmlöf, and his new girlfriend. Tell had started looking forward to the trip once he managed to get over his first, instinctive reluctance to break from his routine. When it came down to it, his routine consisted more or less entirely of work and the diffuse state that followed: the magical magnetic pull of the sofa in front of the TV.


He shut down his computer and glanced at the clock. He had plenty of time. Perhaps he would stroll down through Haga and buy something for Seja: absurdly expensive olive oil, gift-wrapped and placed in a rustling paper bag. Loose-leaf tea in a little retro tin from the health food shop. Almond butter face cream. Jewellery? There were endless possibilities, so many things she loved to receive but would never buy for herself.


He also wanted to make up for the previous day’s exchange of words, which had ended in strained silence, even if he didn’t really understand why.


They had been on the way home from his father’s birthday celebration. Seja’s first meeting with her future father-in-law had gone more or less as Christian had expected; she had charmed him by being sharp and funny and appearing to be perfectly relaxed, unlike his elder sister Ingrid who, true to form, fussed and tried to act as hostess when none was needed. It was unlikely that anyone apart from Christian had noticed the slight twitch at the corner of Seja’s mouth that appeared when she was nervous.


On the way home they had joked about his father’s not particularly discreet flirting with the staff. When they had almost reached Seja’s cottage, Christian had asked, on the subject of family gatherings, why she hardly ever saw her parents. If his eyes hadn’t been on the road he would no doubt have seen her body language change, her arms folding across her chest, as she glanced restlessly through the window.


‘I do see them,’ she answered curtly. ‘But not very often, that’s all.’


‘You’ve only seen them once since we got together, as far as I know.’


‘You don’t know everything.’


At which point, when he really should have withdrawn, he decided to smooth things over with a jokey remark about how she always said he was the one who set boundaries. Now she was the one who . . .


It had ended with Seja slinging her rucksack over her shoulder and marching down the slope towards the cottage on her own. He waited until she had crossed the footbridge and was heading up the other side. In the autumn and winter it was possible to see the house from the lay-by on the track, but yesterday she had been quickly swallowed up by the trees and was gone. He sat there sulking for a while with the engine idling, wondering if he ought to run after her and try to make amends. He decided to let things be.


They hadn’t actually discussed whether he would spend the night with her; he had just taken it for granted. And if there was one thing he had learnt in his dealings with women, it was not to take anything for granted.


When Seja rang later in the evening, it was with a casual request to bring her trainers the following day; she’d left them in his apartment. The matter was resolved.


They had been a couple since falling for each other eighteen months earlier in an unholy mess of mixed-up roles: she had been a witness in a murder inquiry, and a journalist into the bargain, while he was a police officer. He had resisted and tried to behave professionally. She had stuck it out and waited. In the end, he had given in and admitted that he was hopelessly in love. He couldn’t really claim any credit for that; he hadn’t had any choice. And it was probably this realisation that made the times when he imagined he missed his uncomplicated bachelor life both short-lived and rare: he needed her.


For reasons which completely escaped him, the feeling seemed to be mutual.


Christian Tell was dazzled by a bright light when he looked out of the window. Behind him someone tapped on the doorframe.


The figure spoke before Tell had time to blink away his sun-blindness. ‘Thinking of leaving, were you?’


Detective Inspector Bengt Bärneflod was stroking his bald head with an unmistakable expression of schadenfreude as he leaned his corpulent frame against the wall.
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