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The town of Kymlinge and its environs do not exist on the map and certain military and academic circumstances have been changed to fulfil the requirements of decency. That aside, this book is in many other respects a truthful story.







   

‘Can we speak of a human being’s innermost core?’


asked Regener. ‘Is there any point?’


‘I don’t know,’ replied Marr. ‘Perhaps.’


Erik Steinbeck, The Gardener’s Horizons









Prologue, September 1958


He awoke to the sound of voices arguing.


It wasn’t Mother or Father. They never argued. You don’t get arguments in the Holy Family, do you now? Father would say and laugh in that serious way that left you not knowing if he was joking or really meant it.


It wasn’t Vivianne arguing, either, or any other living person. No, the voices were inside his own head.


Do it, said one. It would serve them right. They’re not fair on you.


Don’t do it, said the other. You’ll get a thrashing. He’s bound to notice.


It was odd that you could be woken by voices that didn’t really exist, he thought. He looked at the clock. It was only half past six. Twenty minutes before he normally got up. That was odd, too. He hardly ever woke of his own accord. Mother generally had to wake him, and sometimes twice.


It was because it was a special morning, of course.


Yes, that was it. And because of what he’d been thinking last night. Before he went to sleep, that thing the voices were arguing about. He had no doubt dreamt about it, too – he must have, though he couldn’t remember having done so. He lay there for a while and tried to get back into the same sleep, but it didn’t work.


He sat up and swung his legs over the side of the bed. I’ll do it, he thought. It’s quite possible nothing at all will happen, but I’m so angry. It isn’t fair and, when something isn’t fair, you’ve got to do something about it, just as Father says.


Don’t do it, that other voice told him. He’s bound to notice, and how on earth will you be able to explain it then?


He won’t notice, said the first voice. Don’t be such a bloody coward. You’ll regret it and feel ashamed that you were too scared, if you don’t. It’s such a little thing, after all.


Far from it, said the other voice. You’ll regret it if you do it. And it’s not a little thing.


But it wasn’t so clearly audible any more, the voice that wanted to stop him. Not much more than a whisper, really. He got up and went over to the chair where his clothes were hanging. He put his hand in the pocket of the light-blue cardigan to check.


Yes, the box of pastilles was still there. As easy as pie, he thought. It would be as easy as pie, and the likelihood of him getting caught was less than a fart in a storm. That was another thing Father used to say. Other people said a needle in a haystack, but Father always said a fart in a storm.


The other voice tried to whimper something but it was so faint that he couldn’t hear it any longer. No more than you could hear – well, yes, and he couldn’t resist a giggle about it – a fart in a storm.


He went into the bathroom and realized his whole body was tingling. The decision felt like a warm ball inside his head.
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Rickard Berglund was in many respects a rational young man, but he had an unusual aversion to Tuesdays.


This hadn’t always been the case. The rationality had always been there, certainly, but in the closing years of the 1950s – before he had taken the step up from Stava School to junior secondary in Töreboda – Tuesdays had been just the opposite. They used to have a certain glow about them, at least in the late winter and the spring. The reason was a simple one, or a dual one really: Tuesday was the day his Donald Duck & Co. comic plopped into the mailbox, and it was also the day his mother served Shrove Tuesday buns in hot milk when he came home for his lunch break.


This combination, sitting down to a big bun, freshly dusted with icing sugar and just keeping afloat in a big bowl of milk with sugar and cinnamon, and with a still-unread comic – it seemed virtually untouched by human hand – placed to the left of his bowl on the red-and-white-checked oilcloth . . . well, the simple awareness of this impending delight often made him run the 400 metres between school and the white house in Fimbulgatan.


It was only later that Tuesdays assumed a different complexion. Above all in the years 1963 and 1964, when he had changed schools and grown out of Donald Duck, and his father Josef was in the sanatorium at Adolfshyttan before he died.


Because that was the day of the week he and his mum Ethel took the bus and went to visit him. The bus was blue, had worn seats and four times out of five it was driven by the vastly overweight father of Benny Persson – his tormentor at Stava School. It was dark by the time they got back to Fimbulgatan, he hadn’t done his homework and his mother’s eyes were red with the tears she had surreptitiously shed on the journey home.


But his father didn’t die on a Tuesday, it happened in the night between a Friday and a Saturday. The funeral was held quietly, about a week later. It was November 1964 and it rained all day long.


Perhaps it wasn’t even those sanatorium visits that lay at the heart of his antipathy to Tuesdays, but it was hard to know. From an early age Rickard Berglund had a very definite conception of how the various days of the week appeared. Their colours, for example, and their temperaments – even though it would take a number of years for him to understand what the word ‘temperament’ meant. So Saturdays were black but warm, Sundays red of course, just like on the calendar, Mondays were dark blue and safe . . . while Tuesdays always presented a hard surface, greyish-white, cold and dismissive, and working your way into them sometimes felt pretty much like biting down on the porcelain of a handbasin.


Then came Wednesday, a dark, dark blue, which especially towards evening often contained a promise of both prosperity and warmth, Thursday with its sky-blue sense of freedom and then white Friday – but the whiteness of Friday was of a completely different kind from the icy chill of Tuesdays.


He didn’t know where he had got this clear image of the week’s wheel – or how he could even know it was a wheel – and he had sometimes wondered if other people perceived it in the same way as he did. But he had never, at least not until his twentieth year, discussed the matter with anyone. Possibly for fear it would be interpreted as some defect in his own head.


The Tuesday phobia had persisted, at any event. In his years at upper secondary it was always with a sense of gloom that he awoke in his lodgings on Östra Järnvägsgatan on that day of the week, well aware that he could expect nothing good to come out of the next fifteen to sixteen hours. Neither in his school work nor in relations with his classmates. The nature of Tuesdays was hostile and as hard as enamel, and all you could do was try to get through it. Steel yourself and survive.


Perhaps in the long run it would prove useful in some way.


But today wasn’t Tuesday. It was Monday. The date was 9 June 1969 and the railbus from Enköping stopped with an extended screech and a jolt at platform four at Uppsala Central. It was twenty past eleven in the morning. Rickard Berglund picked up his green canvas bag and stepped out into the sunshine on the platform.


He stood stock still for a few seconds, as if trying to preserve the moment and imprint it on his mind – this long-anticipated moment when his feet first touched the ground of this oft-serenaded seat of learning. The student duets, the folk songs, the male-voice choir. It was all so grand.


Although, as he stared down at those feet and their immediate surroundings, he could unfortunately not detect anything particularly special. They could have been any old feet on a platform in Herrljunga or Eslöv or some other godforsaken backwater in the kingdom of Sweden. He gave a reluctant sigh. Then he shrugged, joined the flow of people heading straight through the station building and took possession of the city.


At least that was how he expressed it to himself. Here I am, taking possession of the city. It was a way of keeping his anxiety at bay; thinking in italics meant taking charge of reality. He knew it was something he’d got from a book he’d read sometime in upper secondary, but he couldn’t remember the title or the author’s name. But anyway, it was a simple and effective trick: thoughts in italics overcome the hostility of your surroundings.


Out on the station forecourt he stopped again. He looked at the overblown and slightly garish sculpture in the centre of the paved circle and thought it was probably famous. There were so many famous things in a university town like Uppsala. Buildings, monuments, historic places, and in good time he would discover them all, calmly and purposefully; there was no hurry.


He walked on, straight ahead, crossed one big, busy street and a couple of smaller ones, and a few minutes later he was down by the river. The Fyris. He crossed it via a wooden bridge, saw the cathedral reaching into the sky from the heart of the old town, rising away to his right, nodded happily to himself and set off towards them.


Everyone needs a big plan and a little one. The big one is for how you intend getting through life, the other one is for getting you through the day.


This wasn’t his own italicized phrase, unfortunately, but came from Dr Grundenius. Of all the teachers of varying degrees of oddity that Rickard Berglund had encountered in his three years at Vadsbog upper secondary, Grundenius was the one who had made the strongest impression on him. Domineering and unpredictable, he was sometimes downright moody, but always interesting to listen to. Often both surprising and keen-sighted in his observations and questions. Religion and philosophy. A reputation for being stingy with his marks, but Rickard had got a very good final grade in both subjects; it was hard to know if he had really been worth it. Hard to judge your own worth.


At any rate, he had a big plan and a little one. As he tramped along by the river towards the cathedral, its pointed spires appearing to brush the cloud-tufted sky, the big plan surfaced for inspection in his head. Life. Rickard Emmanuel Berglund’s time on earth, as envisaged and calculated.


Theology.


That was the foundation stone. The land he had been set to till, or something along those lines. It wasn’t a decision he had taken at any specific moment; it was more as if the conclusion had gradually seeped into him, inexorably and as if decreed by fate, over a long succession of years. Perhaps even with his mother’s milk; because there was a God, he had known that fact all his conscious life, but with the death of his father Josef he had also realized it wasn’t just a question of the safe and benevolent bedtime-prayer God of his childhood, but more complicated than that. Considerably more complicated.


Worth enquiring into.


Josef Berglund had been a pastor in the branch of the free church known as Aaron’s Brothers. It was an early offshoot of the Missionary Society, but the collective prayers of its parishioners in their shepherd’s last difficult days had not lessened his suffering one jot, nor that of his wife and son, and this was what had prompted Rickard Berglund’s reappraisal of his less-than-nuanced image of God.


Why doesn’t He hear our prayers?


Or if He does hear them, why doesn’t He grant our humble wishes? Why does He let the faithful suffer?


On the rare occasions when he had raised these points with his mother Ethel, she had unerringly declared that it was not for mortals to have any conception of His deeper purposes and motivations. Not at all. For mortals’ simplistic interpretations of good and evil were always doomed to come to naught in the broader perspective of the hereafter. Not even such an eventuality as the suffering and death of a simple, God-fearing free-church pastor are we able to weigh and evaluate with any certainty.


Something like that, and more in the same vein. But Rickard Berglund wanted to have some conception. He demanded comprehension, even as his mother insisted that such an ambition amounted to spiritual arrogance, and this was generally where their conversations ended. He couldn’t challenge her on that point; if what was needed was a battle and a wrestling match with God, then that was an enterprise he would have to undertake on his own. Rickard and Our Lord? The meaning of his life?


He came up in front of the dark doorway. The open space before the cathedral was liberally bathed in sunshine, but the heavy doors into the sanctuary were carefully closed and lay in shadow. He decided not to go in – or, rather, had already decided on the train, when he was drawing up his plan for the day. It was too early; he wanted to study the exterior first, its majestic, slightly threatening architecture, and locate the Deanery that apparently housed the Faculty of Theology – it must be that big square building to the south of the cathedral . . . or was it west? He was already unsure of the points of the compass . . . and the much more unassuming church building beyond it must be Holy Trinity, of course. The ‘peasants’ church’, as the local people once named it. Rickard Berglund had studied the most important landmarks of the city in the illustrated volume Uppsala Then and Now, which his mother had given him for his twentieth birthday in April. She was as keen on his plan for life as he was, and he sometimes started to wonder about the way these future prospects were accepted unopposed, as a matter of course. Was it really that simple? Oughtn’t there to have been some alternatives available for him to discount, at least?


He went on past the Deanery, round the peasants’ church and took a short flight of steps down to Drottninggatan. Up to his right he could see the imposing university library, and higher up on the ridge there were glimpses of the castle between the leafy trees. On the slope up to the castle the bird-cherry and lilac were still in bloom after a late and hesitant spring, and he thought how lovely it looked. He crossed Drottninggatan, continued along a lower road, Nedre Slottsgatan, and ended up at a cafe that looked out over a rectangular artificial pond. Mallards, a pair of swans and a few other indeterminate water fowl were floating around in languid, early-summer mood, or that was the impression they conveyed, anyway. You couldn’t really tell, of course. He ordered a pot of coffee and a cheese-and-salami sandwich – this, too, was part of the plan, he remembered, and felt a sense of satisfaction at having completed these opening steps so simply and elegantly. He hadn’t needed to ask the way even once, and he’d managed to incorporate almost everything he had set himself: the River Fyris. The cathedral and the Faculty of Theology. The old university building Gustavianum, and its successor. The university library, Carolina Rediviva, the castle from a distance, and a cafe with outdoor seating. Incorporated.


It was still only a quarter past twelve. He had a bite of sandwich, savoured his coffee and fished his call-up papers out of the inner pocket of his bag. He hesitated for a second before pulling out the thick book, too, and setting it gently on the table, once he had carefully checked the surface was clean. Selected Works. Søren Kierkegaard. He had read about forty pages on the train, and found himself engaging in the same reflective process as at the bus stop back home in Hova. He assumed that in Hova there was not a single person who had read Kierkegaard; in Uppsala how many could there be? A hundred? A thousand?


And the rest of them? Schopenhauer. Nietzsche. Kant. Not forgetting those new philosophers . . . Althusser, Marcuse and those other names that escaped him. It was a pleasing thought that in this city it could very well happen that someone at a neighbouring table in a cafe just like this one, or in the queue at the grocer’s, would be familiar with both Hegel and Sartre.


Rickard Berglund had a canon, a reading list of all the authors he was intending to acquaint himself with over the coming year, before devoting himself to theology in earnest. Maybe he would even dip into Marx and Lenin, just to orientate himself a little. Nothing human should be alien to you, Grundenius had tried to impress on him . . . nor a good deal that is inhuman, either. If you don’t study your opponent, you’ll never be able to defeat him.


Rickard didn’t believe in communism. America’s war in Vietnam was no doubt unjust in many ways, but that wasn’t the whole truth of it. Stalin had more lives on his conscience than Hitler, you only had to look in the history books; and Rickard had an almost physical aversion to protest marches. Frenzied crowds, slogans and simplistic demagoguery. It was the same with the hippie movement and pop music and all the long-haired freedom fighters. All this somehow wasn’t his concern. Rickard Berglund hoped, or rather presumed, that he would find the antidote to this scourge of the age, in an environment that lived and breathed classical education and tradition. Alma Mater, jerum jerum jerum, o quae mutatio rerum . . . All in good time, he thought, all in good time I shall get a foothold in this town.


He read the curt command on his call-up papers for the hundredth time.


Location: ACNO. Army College for Non-Commissioned Officers. Dag Hammarskjölds väg 36, report to the duty guard.


Time: Monday 9 June 1969 between 13.00 and 21.00.


Duration of training: Fifteen months. Discharge date: 28 August 1970.


When Rickard Berglund tried to imagine all this time, all these days of totally unknown content and unknown conditions, something started to constrict his throat. If he didn’t concentrate on fighting it down, he could very well give way – that was how it felt.


Perhaps he wouldn’t be able to stick it?


Perhaps he would be sent home to Hova with an exemption warrant after a few weeks? How could you know if you’d be up to it?


Or would he be transferred to some entirely different posting with some entirely different regiment somewhere else in the country? That would be even more ignominious. It said in the accompanying information he’d received that this could happen. This was the fate that awaited 10–15 per cent of those who’d been selected for General Staff training. What if he ended up in Boden? Or Karlsborg? Uppsala had been his winning ticket in the enlistment lottery, and it was vital not to squander it . . . He sighed, and realized these were just the kind of sombre strains he had promised himself not to heed.


Because his plan was firmly in place. Fifteen months’ military service at the Staff and Liaison College, then four years studying theology, maybe five, he’d have to see how it went. Then ordination and out into Sweden to preach the Word.


Simply that.


And if you’d been able to get through eleven months at Lapidus Concrete Co. Ltd, you could probably cope with most things. It was his uncle Torsten who had arranged the job for him in the reinforcing-steel section, starting three days after his university matriculation exams, and you could say what you liked about education levels in the rest of Hova-Gullspång, but he was certainly the only one who read Hjalmar Bergman and Bunyan in the coffee breaks at Lapidus.


It had earnt him a jibe or two, but that was all in the past now. He had left the concrete industry and his home on Fimbulgatan behind him. And the boyhood bedroom that had been his for as long as he could remember. His mother Ethel had done her best to fight back her tears in the kitchen that morning but hadn’t really succeeded.


You’re leaving me alone, she had sobbed. But that’s how it has to be, and do remember there’s always a way back to home’s door.


This was something she had thought out in advance, of course, and it had sounded like an old motto on an embroidered wall hanging above a rib-backed settee. She had started talking like that more and more, after the pastor’s death, and deep inside he felt ashamed of the feeling of freedom that bubbled up in him as soon as he was out of the door.


A feeling of freedom when you were about to embark on your military service? That definitely wasn’t something you could say out loud, but it was exactly the sensation he was experiencing. Life started in earnest today, that was the truth. He had been looking forward to this date all spring, and as he sat watching those unfamiliar ducks and unfamiliar swans, and those unfamiliar people strolling along the footpath, he thought that he – whatever happened in his life, however his big plan turned out – would never forget this moment. Cafe Fågelsången in Uppsala in the middle of the day on 9 June 1969. It occurred to him that he could return to this spot on this date every year, just to sit and philosophize a little, think back and think forward and—


But his train of thought was abruptly cut off by a shadow falling across the table, and its owner announcing his presence with a discreet cough.


‘Kierkegaard, eh? Not bad.’


Rickard Berglund looked up. A tall young man in jeans, T-shirt and an open flannel shirt stood there watching him. A dark, uneven fringe of hair flopping over half his face, and a broad smile. He gestured to the empty chair by the wall.


‘Sorry. But there are a few things I can’t stop myself commenting on. OK if I sit down?’


Rickard nodded and put away his call-up letter.


‘I saw that, too.’


‘What? My call-up . . .?’


‘Exactly. And I’m guessing you’re not on your way to S1?’


He pulled out the chair and sat down, crossing one leg over the other before he took a packet of cigarettes out of his breast pocket.


‘Want one?’


‘No, thanks. I don’t smoke.’


‘Sensible.’


Rickard ventured a smile. ‘What made you guess I wouldn’t be going to S1.’


His new acquaintance lit a cigarette with a Zippo lighter and blew out a cloud of smoke. ‘You don’t look like a cable monkey.’


‘Cable monkey?’


‘That’s what they call them. The seventh company of S1. Cable layers. Not many Nobel Prize-winners there. No, I’m assuming you’re in for ACNO or Gen Staff?’


‘Gen Staff,’ said Rickard, and swallowed.


‘Same here. Oh, sorry, I haven’t introduced myself. Tomas Winckler.’


He held out his hand across the table and Rickard took it.


‘Rickard Berglund.’


‘Good to meet you. I hope we end up together. I thrive on a bit of educated company.’


He indicated the book and Rickard felt himself blush.


‘So you . . . I mean, are you reporting for military service today as well?’


Tomas Winckler nodded. ‘Sure am. We can trot along there together if you like. Or maybe you’ve other plans?’


Rickard nodded and shook his head in a single, confused movement. A waitress came up and put a cup of coffee and a cinnamon bun in front of Tomas Winckler. He stubbed out his cigarette and laughed.


‘I saw you through the window when I was ordering,’ he explained. ‘And your book and call-up paper. And since they don’t read Danish philosophers in the seventh, I assumed we might well end up as comrades in arms. Where are you from? Not Uppsala, I take it?’


‘No.’


As ever, Rickard found it hard to admit he’d lived all his life in Hova, but he realized this was no time for easily uncovered lies. ‘Hova, if you know where that is. And Mariestad. I was at upper secondary in Mariestad.’


Tomas Winckler nodded. ‘I’d have guessed as much from your accent. And where would you place me in our long, thin country?’


Rickard considered this. ‘Somewhere up north?’


‘Correct.’


‘But not way, way up?’


‘Depends how you look at it.’


‘Sundsvall?’


‘Bloody hell. Now I’m impressed. There I am, trying out my best standard Swedish, and you pin me down to exactly the right spot. Bloody hell, like I said.’


Rickard laughed and gave an apologetic shrug.


‘Just luck,’ he assured him. ‘Have you been to Uppsala before?’


‘A few times. My family has a flat here in town. And you?’


‘No,’ Rickard admitted. ‘I set foot here for the very first time today in fact. But I expect I shall stay on for the university . . . afterwards. It’s a good place, isn’t it?’


‘It’s brilliant,’ confirmed Tomas Winckler, pushing his fringe out of his eyes. ‘At least it is as long as you’re still under thirty. Which we definitely are. What are you hoping to study?’


‘Haven’t decided.’


‘Is that right? Well, nor have I, really. But I’m sure I’ll be here for a good few more years.’


My God, thought Rickard with a sudden flash of insight. Here I am, chatting to someone I shall know for the rest of my life. Though I barely say ‘Hi’ to my schoolmates any more, only a year after we finished.


Tomas Winckler picked up the book and studied the blurb on the back. ‘I’ve only read excerpts from his work,’ he declared, ‘but he’s pretty damn sharp, this Dane.’


‘I’ve just started it,’ admitted Rickard. ‘What are you reading at the moment?’


Tomas Winckler avoided the question. He leant back in his seat instead, re-lighting his half-smoked cigarette. ‘If I asked you to describe yourself in just one sentence,’ he said, ‘what would you say?’


‘One sentence?’


‘Yes.’


Rickard Berglund thought for a second. ‘I’m a young man with an aversion to Tuesdays,’ he said.


Tomas Winckler gave him a look of surprise. And they both burst out laughing.
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Damn dog, thought Elis Bengtsson.


Then he cupped his hands to his mouth like a megaphone and shouted at the top of his voice:


‘Luther!’


He repeated the operation. To all four points of the compass.


Then he sat down on a tree stump and waited. No point wandering about looking for that wretched cur, he thought. Better to sit still and let the cur do the looking.


He had learnt that over the years. Dogs have a sharper sense of smell than humans and, if they want to, they can always find their way back to their master.


Luther was his ninth dog, no more and no less, and he had named them all after famous people: Galileo, Napoleon, Madame Curie, Stalin, Voltaire, Dr Crippen, Nebuchadnezzar and all-round champion sportsman Putte Kock.


And now Luther. Four years old, half German pointer, half scent hound and normally a very intelligent creature. But he had clearly picked up a trail, even though Elis Bengtsson had never used him for hunting. Sometimes even the best training didn’t work, that was the plain fact of the matter.


He had run off somewhere in the boggy bit at Alkärret and now, half an hour later, up on the crag at Gåsaklinten where they usually stopped for a breather and a little treat, there was still no sign of him.


Elis Bengtsson checked his watch. Five to two. He’d promised to be home by half past two to drive Märta to the health centre.


Damn woman, he thought. Why couldn’t she take the car herself?


But, on second thoughts, it would be much safer for her not to get behind the wheel. She’d passed her test back in 1955, but hadn’t driven any kind of motor vehicle since 1969, when she backed into a litter bin in Nora torg square in Kymlinge town centre. Elis himself had been between the bin and the rear bumper until the very last instant and he’d made sure she didn’t forget it in a hurry.


For his own part, he had fifty-seven years behind him without a single point on his licence and, health permitting, he planned to carry on driving until his own funeral.


There was no reason to fear that his own health wouldn’t permit it, either; Märta was the one with multiple ailments, not him. Osteoporosis, angina, dizzy spells and Lord knows what else. He had already forgotten what today’s appointment at the doctor’s was about. If he’d ever known, that was.


He sighed, hauled himself up from the tree stump and tried to focus. He went a little way up the slope before he called out again.


‘Luther!’


Round the four points of the compass again, that was the plan, but he had only reached the second when he heard barking from down in Gåsaklyftan.


He called in that direction once more, and again received an answer.


Gåsaklyftan, he thought. What the hell is going on?


Talking about it afterwards – with Märta, with nosy, one-legged Olle Märdback from the house next door and with the police – he was keen to claim he’d had a premonition.


He said that as soon as he’d heard Luther barking the first time, he’d realized what was waiting for him down at the bottom of the sheer drop.


Gåsaklyftan – Goose Gorge. He wasn’t even sure it was really called that, but it was the name they’d given it last time. Goose Hill and Goose Drop were well-established local names, but Goose Gorge? He didn’t know.


Last time. How many years ago was it? 1975.


Thirty-five years, in other words. A generation, you might say.


But he probably hadn’t had a premonition, not really. It wasn’t until he was up on the hill at the edge of the drop, staring down at Luther and at the body lying there – both of them a good twenty-five metres below him – that the previous experience resurfaced.


But once it did, Elis Bengtsson’s mind was in a whirl. I must be dreaming, he thought. It’s just not possible for the same thing to happen again.


He felt suddenly light-headed, and it was a good job there was a little birch sapling growing right on the edge, because if Elis Bengtsson hadn’t been able to grab hold of that, he could easily have ended his days in Gåsaklyftan, too.


‘What did you say?’


‘I said, you’ve got to ring the police. There’s a dead body in Gåsaklyftan.’


‘Another one?’ said Märta.


‘Another one,’ said Elis. ‘But the other time was thirty-five years ago.’


‘Oh my God,’ said Märta.


‘Ring the police and get them out here,’ said Elis. ‘And hurry up. Luther and I will stay here and stand guard. You’ll have to forget the medical centre for today.’


‘But, Elis, my appointment’s tomorrow. It’s Sunday today.’


‘Sunday?’


‘Yes.’


‘Well, it doesn’t bloody matter what day it is. Do as I say, for once, and ring the police.’


‘Yes, yes,’ said Märta. ‘But tell me one thing: if it’s so urgent, why didn’t you ring the police yourself?’


‘Because I’ve only got this mobile phone,’ said Elis angrily. ‘You can’t talk to the police on a mobile phone.’


‘Oh. I see,’ said Märta, and then he cut her off.


Women, he thought.


‘Shut up, Luther!’ he shouted the next moment. ‘I’m coming down.’


And, for whatever reason, the dog stopped barking.
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Once she had covered the first twenty kilometres on the E18 between Örebro and Karlstad, Gunilla Rysth pulled into a parking area and sat there behind the wheel for a long time. It was absolutely necessary.


If she had gone on, it would have ended in disaster; it simply wasn’t possible to drive and be convulsed with tears at the same time.


Not unless you wanted to crash the car and kill yourself, and she didn’t actually want to go that far.


In spite of everything.


Though until she found this little lay-by – just short of Kristinehamn, it was – she had been toying with the thought, she couldn’t deny it. But only toying, in some sort of desperate effort to escape her conscience and the dreadful sense of guilt that comes from crushing another human being.


For Lennart had been crushed – there was no other way of describing it. In the last five minutes of their conversation he hadn’t uttered a word, just sat there looking at her with an expression in his eyes that put her in mind of a dying animal. An animal she had just shot, which, as its life bled into the ground, stared at its executioner with an unspoken Why? in its gaze.


That was the way he’d looked, wasn’t it? she thought. Yes, exactly like that.


Why? What harm have I done you?


I love you, you know that. We love each other. We two were going to live together.


Just over four years. They had been together for almost exactly fifty months; for the first twenty – or was it thirty? – he had given her a rose to mark each month. They had started in the second year of upper secondary, so that was one-fifth of her life, and one-fifth of his.


He was the first one she had kissed, the first one she had been to bed with. But not the only one. And she was the first and only he had kissed and loved. There was no doubt about that. No doubt at all.


He’s going to kill himself.


That was the thought thudding away beneath all those tears. He’s not going to get through this.


He’ll opt for death.


And there she sat in the parking place outside Kristinehamn, crying and crying.


She’d been putting off the decision for three months.


Ever since Easter. That was when she’d met Tomas, at that fateful choir camp in Östersund. Blithely unsuspecting, she had gone up there with her friend Kristina, whom she’d known since childhood. By the evening of the second day Tomas had kissed her and said they had no choice. They were made for each other. It was written in stone and he had never been as sure of anything in all his life.


It was like some cheesy story. If she’d come across it in Women’s Weekly or Teen Dreams, instead of in real life, she would have snorted with derision, turned the page and not read another line.


The following night they’d broken into a summer cottage nearby and made love for four hours.


What’s happening to me? she’d thought.


What the hell is happening?


That was just like a teen magazine, too. I’m behaving like a total featherbrain, she’d told herself. An infatuated bimbo. In the first days after getting back from the camp, she hoped it would prove to be just a fling with a charming bastard. Hoped he wouldn’t call, and she’d be able to bury what had happened deep in her heart and go back to Lennart. Safety and Lennart. Friday-evening beer and pizza at The Stork with the rest of the gang. Kids and a nice little property in Sommarvägen in three years’ time.


But she only had a couple of days’ grace. He rang on the third evening, just as he’d said he would. She lay in bed in her pathetic rented room and they talked half the night; a romantic, whispering rain pattered its constant accompaniment on the windowpanes and sill, and by the time she put down the receiver in the light of the early dawn, she knew. Goodbye, Lennart Martinsson, she thought. Thanks for the four years.


Then she had put it off and put it off, until today. How cowardly can anyone be? How cruel? How much hurt can they inflict on another person?


She emerged from the parking area twenty minutes later. The well of tears was not bottomless after all, but although her weeping had abated, she felt no better. Not a bit.


Because this wasn’t only about Lennart. It was about life, and all sorts of other people. Her parents: her father the staff sergeant, and her mother the office clerk. Her sister. Lennart’s family: her future father-in-law the major, and her future mother-in-law the handicraft teacher. She and Lennart were engaged and the expectation was that they would shortly be married. Get a house, have children and do all the other usual things; become proper grown-ups, in other words. Martin, Kristina, Sigge and Naomi – everybody they knew was counting on it all happening. Lennart Martinsson and Gunilla Rysth had been . . . what was the phrase? Rock-solid.


What would they say? Why hadn’t she come out with it sooner? Why wait until the very last second before she went to Uppsala to visit Birgitta? And then just drive off without sorting out the mess she’d created.


Was there somebody else?


No, she’d said dismissively. Of course there wasn’t. What did he think? It was just that it wasn’t working any more; there was no one else involved. She had to follow her heart.


Only Birgitta knew about it. Knew about the choir camp and knew about Tomas. She’d said the shit was bound to splash her, too, when it hit the fan, but she didn’t care. She’d already been studying in Uppsala for a year and had developed a broader outlook on life. And when people rang her from home she’d say yes, Gunilla was staying with her, in her student room in Rackarberget, sleeping on a mattress on the floor. And yes, she’d just found out how things stood with Lennart. They were both very sad about it. But that was life, feelings weren’t always something you could control, time’s a great healer . . . blah-blah-blah.


She realized thinking about Birgitta helped a bit, and perhaps it really was the case, she noted in slight surprise, that the further she went from Karlstad, and the closer she got to Uppsala, the easier it felt to be alive. Between Örebro and Arboga she even switched on the car radio, but felt suddenly ashamed of her own frivolity and the tears started again.


Swimming, perhaps drowning, in a sea of emotions: that was an expression she’d come across somewhere and it was a pretty fair description of the state she was in. But she wasn’t planning to drown. The hell I will, she told herself, and blew her nose fiercely on the last paper tissue in the packet. She was going to start living, wasn’t she, not stop?


It seemed a safe bet, at any event, that it would be some time before she made the trip in the other direction. Months, or even years, if it was up to her. Staff sergeant and office clerk and sister could say what they liked.


At least I have my Sigurd, she thought when she stopped to fill up in Hummelsta. That was his name – the Volkswagen she had bought from Lennart’s cousin last summer. Red and a bit the worse for wear, with more than 100,000 kilometres on the clock. But as reliable as a grandfather clock, touch wood.


There actually was a mattress waiting on the floor in Birgitta Enander’s student room, but only for a few nights. From 1 July, on Tuesday, something completely different lay ahead. Gunilla hardly dared think the thought, but it wasn’t easy to keep at bay: a two-room flat on Sibyllegatan in Luthagen. She had found the district and the street on a map in the library in Karlstad, but it hadn’t given her any clear picture of the surroundings. Naturally not.


The flat belonged to an aunt of Tomas’s but seemed to be a sort of general family perk. When it was clear that Tomas would be doing his military service in Uppsala, it went without saying that he was offered the chance to rent it. Because wasn’t he going to stay on afterwards and study? Of course, and family always came first. The aunt herself lived in Spain all year round; Sibyllegatan was just an insurance policy in case her third marriage hit the rocks.


That was how Tomas put it, anyway. Gunilla had seen pictures of the flat; he’d sent her a set of photos and whenever she looked at them, or even just thought of them, she could feel her body tingle. Once she got so turned on that she had to find relief in masturbating in the shower. She was going to live there with Tomas! They had met three times altogether (apart from the days in Östersund; once in a borrowed room in Sundsvall, and once – when they’d met halfway – at a motorway hotel outside Västerås), and now they were going to live together. She and Lennart had never moved in together in the four years of their relationship.


If I’d told Mum she would have had a fainting fit, thought Gunilla. She didn’t care to imagine what her father would have said and done, and she knew this was her best means of self-preservation. Whoever she told the truth to, or asked for advice, they would have told her she was out of her mind. Her sister. All her friends. Everyone.


So don’t think about it. Silence is golden. Breaking it off was one thing. But breaking it off and moving in with another guy was simply unthinkable. They would have condemned her actions.


They were going to condemn her actions.


Everyone except Birgitta. I’m not saying you’re doing the right thing, she’d told her. But I’m pretty sure I’d have done the same. If that’s any comfort.


And then she’d roared with laughter in that typical way of hers.


The key was in a plastic bag under her bike saddle, just as they’d arranged. Birgitta was working all summer in a restaurant outside town and wouldn’t be home until after nine.


It was now two-thirty. Gunilla dragged her heavy luggage upstairs, one bag at a time, and unlocked the front door of the student flat. Five rooms and a shared kitchen, Birgitta had explained, but over the summer it’s just me and Jukka there.


Perhaps Jukka had a job to go to, as well. He wasn’t home anyway, and Gunilla was left to look round in peace. Not only Birgitta’s room, but also the shared areas. Kitchen, WC and bathroom. It looked pretty untidy, despite three-fifths of the tenants not being in residence, and she was struck again by how fortunate she was to be moving into a flat of her own with the prince of her dreams before the start of her very first term. She remembered Birgitta had had to take a room with a family for the first few months and was over the moon when she got a flat share in the student quarter at Rackarberget.


Prince of her dreams? Wherever had that come from? It had an ironic undertone that Gunilla didn’t like the sound of. The prince of your dreams inevitably proved a fraud when you got to the heart of the matter, and Tomas Winckler wasn’t a fraud.


She would have found it hard to explain to anyone else how she could be so completely sure about that, but then she didn’t plan to try. To repeat: silence is golden.


I could marry him, she thought. Just like that, he’d only have to ask.


Jesus Christ, she thought immediately. Calm down, don’t be such an idiot, and don’t forget your pills! You’re twenty years old; weren’t you going to get that degree first?


She opened the fridge door and decided she needed to get some shopping in. There were a shelf and a section in the door marked with Birgitta’s name, but all the fridge had to offer was a litre of milk, a tube of salted cod roe and three yellow onions. Birgitta had told her she got meals at the restaurant, breakfast, lunch and dinner, but if Gunilla was ravenous, all she had to do was go to the shops and stock up. There was no need for either of them to worry about what Jukka ate.


On the ‘Birgitta’ shelf in the cupboard she found a box of cornflakes, a packet of crispbread and a bottle of ketchup. Oh well, Gunilla thought, I’m only going to be here for three days. By Saturday I shall have a kitchen of my own, and it won’t look like this one.


She checked her watch. It was three hours until she would be meeting Tomas on Nybron bridge. Her body sang at the thought of him, but she stuck firmly to her resolve to go food shopping rather than taking another shower.


She was ten minutes early. She’d been worried about not finding the way, but it was just as he’d said. The bridge really was right in the middle of town.


It was a warm evening but the streets were pretty quiet. He had told her it would be like that. Before the students came back at the end of August, Uppsala was a typical example of small-town Sweden, dozing away the summer. Attractively green, to be sure, especially west of the river, but the majority of its population was elsewhere.


She didn’t mind that. Quite the opposite; slowly growing into the place, absorbing all those new impressions for a couple of months before getting down to serious work in the English department – wherever it was – what could be better than that?


Well, maybe Tomas having as much free time as she did, but you couldn’t have everything. He was doing his military service over at a place they called Polackbacken, and would be tied up with that until next autumn, but he was off most evenings. Saturdays and Sundays, too, and in mid-July – that was only two weeks away – he had a week’s so-called harvest leave.


She leant her elbows on the stone balustrade of the bridge and looked down to watch the turbid water swirling rapidly past. My life, she thought, my life can’t get any better than it is right now.


And how a thought like that could come into her mind so soon after she had wept uncontrollably at her own wretchedness in a Värmland car park was a matter she decided not to examine too closely.


Certainly not right now, because she spotted him striding towards her from under the big trees on the west side of the river.


He had a bunch of flowers in one hand, and a bottle of wine in the other, and half an hour later they were on a rug behind a protective screen of bushes on the slope at the base of the castle. She laughed out loud when he told her he had pinched it from a military store and laid it out ready on his way down to Nybron. He hoped she wouldn’t find it too itchy.
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The distance between the house and the flat was exactly 1,100 metres, but only if you took the direct route.


Eva Backman shunned the direct route. She made a detour that took her round the whole town, more or less: Oktober Park, straight through Rocksta and the woods, past the new fire station, past the cemetery, the sports ground and Hessle school, and as she came in through the front door, she realized it had taken her an hour and a half.


That was roughly what she needed, she’d come to understand. The detached house in Haga, where she’d lived with Ville and their three boys for fourteen years, and the flat on the top floor of one of the newly built blocks in Pampas were two different worlds. Eleven hundred metres, a fifteen-minute walk, it was way too short. She needed some kind of transitional space, and that was why she went the long way round on Sundays.


But only every other time. Only in this direction. On the Sundays when she went the other way – from life as a single person to being a mother of three – no such transition was needed, for whatever reason.


She also wondered whether this arrangement was as brilliant as she had first thought. It was two years since the divorce, eighteen months since she moved into Grimsgatan. All five people involved had thought it an excellent solution, especially the boys, who hadn’t had to move or be subjected to too much upheaval. They had a dad one week, and a mum the next. Changeover on Sunday, and variety is the spice of life.


Well, it wouldn’t go on forever, Eva Backman was in the habit of consoling herself. Jörgen would be twenty in January; in two or three years he and Kalle would both have flown the nest, so they could sell the house and get their finances on a better footing.


A five-year waiting room, she thought, registering that the fridge was as empty as when she left it, a week before. Is this any way to be living, with the menopause just around the corner?


She was forty-six. What was the alternative? Find a new man? And if so, how? How the hell would she set about it?


Go back to Ville?


Not on your life, she thought. She took a cup of coffee with her and went out to sit on the balcony. She knew he would leap at the chance, if she so much as hinted at it. That was almost the worst thing. He wanted her back; he had stopped saying it out loud every time they met, but she could see it in him. It was that sort of feeble, pleading look he had – he sounded that way on the phone, too, and she was finding it harder and harder to bear. Pull yourself together! She wanted to say. Do something – find yourself another woman at least, there must be loads of them in the sports club, sighing for you. But for you and me it’s all over, finito.


Yes, anything at all but getting back into the old rut. Though why she was sitting in the afternoon sun on the balcony of her own property and thinking about her former husband was a valid question, of course. Weren’t the ninety minutes of transition enough?


Fuck it, thought Eva Backman. Life sucks.


But as she sat in front of her laptop paying bills, she thought back to the previous evening. That was considerably more pleasant.


She had been for dinner at Barbarotti and Marianne’s, at Villa Pickford. It wasn’t the first time, far from it, but it was the first time there had been ten of them round the table.


Three adults, seven teenagers. Marianne had said that this must surely be absolutely unique, and perhaps she was right. Three typical products of the 1960s, who’d had kids with three others of the same vintage but not currently present, she had pointed out, spurring on Barbarotti to propose a toast.


Sweden’s youth is its future!


He’d told them that was the motto on the medals you were awarded for sports at school in his day. Nobody had believed him. He had even left the table to go and rummage in drawers and shoeboxes so he could prove it to them, but returned empty-handed. He’d claimed his first wife must have purloined his medal stash and taken it to be melted down for sordid financial gain. They would have made her a very decent profit, if he did say so himself. But in a quick informal survey of those round the table, he lost the credibility match 9–1.


That was the first time Jörgen, Kalle and Viktor had spent time with Gunnar and Marianne’s children, and she’d felt a few butterflies in her stomach as they got into the car for the drive out to Kymlingenäs.


You’re nervous, Mum, I can tell, Kalle had said. You don’t need to be, you know, we can come up with the goods when we have to.


And he was right. There hadn’t even been that much effort required; there were moments round the big table when she’d had to dab at the corner of her eye. Why did life so seldom look like this? A big group of people eating together round a table. Kids and parents. Conversation and laughter. Why did it have to be so bloody difficult? Why have we forgotten the time-honoured social function of sharing meals in this country?


Or maybe it was the long intervals – the very fact that it happened so rarely – that made it so special? Would she tire of it if it happened every day?


She interrupted her own train of thought. Clicked to make her payment and looked at the clock.


Half past five. Time to pop out and get some food in for breakfast. Tomorrow was Monday.


She was at the cheese counter when Barbarotti rang.


‘Thanks for yesterday,’ she said. ‘Everyone on our team had a great time.’


‘Ours, too,’ said Gunnar Barbarotti. ‘We’ll definitely be doing that again.’


‘Is that why you’re ringing?’ asked Backman, ‘to invite us to breakfast tomorrow? If so, I won’t bother with this shopping. I’m in ICA Express, laying in supplies.’


‘No, it isn’t a breakfast invitation,’ said Barbarotti, ‘though if you’re really keen, you’d certainly be welcome. I’m out in Rönninge. In the forest, that is.’


‘In the forest?’


‘Yes. There’s been an incident. Asunander called me, and now he’s decided it would be just as well for the two of us to look at it together. You and me, that is.’


‘What’s happened?’ asked Backman.


‘A death,’ said Barbarotti.


‘A death?’


‘Yup. Well, more of a death plummet, to be precise; a fatal fall.’


‘What are you raving about?’


‘A body, found at the bottom of a sheer drop,’ Barbarotti elaborated. ‘A fall of twenty to twenty-five metres, I’d say. Most things seem to point to it being an accident, but there are certain aspects.’


‘Oh, and what are they?’ asked Backman.


‘Well, only one really,’ said Barbarotti. ‘Hang on a minute.’


He was gone for a few seconds; she could hear him talking to someone else. Then he came back on the line.


‘Sorry, yes, just the one strange aspect, to be precise. Thirty-five years ago they found another body in exactly the same place.’


‘Thirty-five years?’


‘Yes. On 28 September 1975.’


Eva Backman accepted the half kilo of Gruyère that was being passed across the counter as she processed the information.


‘An accident?’ she asked. ‘That other time, too?’


‘Well, that was how they classified it in the end,’ said Barbarotti. ‘But it took them a while to decide.’


‘You sound as if you’ve been briefed,’ said Backman.


‘I’ve been here for three hours,’ admitted Gunnar Barbarotti. ‘And I think it sounds a bit fishy.’


‘Fishy?’


‘Yes.’


‘Has the body got a name? Today’s, I mean.’


‘Not yet,’ said Barbarotti. ‘He didn’t have any form of ID on him.’


‘He?’


‘Male of about sixty.’


Eva Backman moved off towards the dairy section, thinking as she went. ‘Is there anything else that seems fishy?’ she asked. ‘Apart from the fact that he’s in exactly the same place?’


‘It just feels that way.’


‘Is that a fact?’ said Eva Backman.


‘I know you haven’t got my razor-sharp instincts for these things,’ said Barbarotti. ‘We can hardly expect that.’


‘Don’t talk crap,’ said Eva Backman.


‘All right,’ said Barbarotti. ‘I only called for a bit of a chat, really. I’ve got Wennergren-Olofsson here with me.’


‘Ah,’ said Backman. ‘I see. So this is something we’ll be tackling tomorrow morning in fact?’


‘Exactly,’ said Barbarotti.


‘Death by plummet.’


‘You’ve got it,’ said Barbarotti. ‘Right, I’ll let you get on. But we liked your kids. See you tomorrow.’


‘Liked yours, too,’ said Backman. ‘Sweden’s youth is its future. And thanks for the briefing.’


‘Don’t mention it,’ said Barbarotti.
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I am Maria, also known as the sparrow.


I’m Super Tomas’s little sister and people think I’m mental.


I’ve got no problem with them thinking that. Just the opposite. For me it’s ideal to have them under that impression. Because I know that this is nothing to do with mental illness. It’s to do with evil.


Or if not evil, then certainly egoism. I think of myself. Other people will have to mind themselves.


I’m no Hamlet, not by any means. People don’t think you can be evil nowadays. Particularly not if you’re a young woman, nineteen and pretty. One might even say stunning.


And clever. It surprises them that I’m so clever, with matriculation grades that are actually just as good as the ones Super Tomas left school with, two years ahead of me. Although they changed the grading system from letters to numbers in the interim. The teachers were surprised, at any event, as indeed were my parents. I wasn’t; I know my own worth.


I was pretty when I was eight, too. That was when I fell off a swing, landed on my head and underwent a personality change. I don’t relate to other people the way you’re meant to. That’s what my psychiatrist says anyway. His name is Douglas Dinesen, I’ve had the same shrink the whole way through. My dad and mum trust him, everyone trusts him except me. I know he’s starting to get the hots for me and I’m not going to see him any more.


Because I’m off to Uppsala now. As I say, I’m clever but I have a personality disorder. I’m going to read French, initially. They assumed I’d be sharing Auntie Becka’s flat with Tomas, started going on about it back in the spring, but I said no thanks. Having grown up in the shadow of that golden boy, I know it’s high time to move out into the sunlight.


I might go for law eventually, but I’m starting with French. It sounds suitably irresponsible and I have no set plans for my life. I’m going to take a room in a house in Norrtäljegatan. I’ve put a cross on the map; it’s only ten minutes’ walk from the station. I’m taking the train tomorrow, so this is my last evening up here. My bags are packed. Dad wanted to drive me the whole way, but I said not on your life. I’m leaving the nest and I’m going to do it on my own wings. Don’t they get it?


Mum’s been crying all evening. Well, maybe not the whole time but the tears well up at regular intervals. They won’t know what to do with that big house, she says. Once Tomas and I have both gone. Didn’t they think we’d ever grow up? Sell the damn thing, I think to myself, and if she doesn’t stop blubbing I shall say it out loud, too.


Sell the damn thing and move to Spain like Auntie Becka. And like those fucking Friesmans you’re always going on about. Nobody rolling in money like you two has any reason to stay in Sundsvall, do they? In Spain you can play golf and lie by the pool, drinking sweet wine from morning till night.


I couldn’t care less about them. And that’s my problem. I couldn’t care less about other people. Especially boys. If I’m ever going to meet anybody, something that goes beyond a one-night stand, it’ll have to be somebody as twisted as I am. As twisted and as clever, then we could really make it work.


I can’t stand all that wimpy, positive stuff. Hopeful, enthusiastic drivel. Life is an arsehole. I am evil.


I am nineteen years old and stunning and I think only of myself – keep that in mind, people. Tomorrow I shall write a few words from my new life on Norrtäljegatan in Uppsala. Maybe.


I am Maria, also known as the sparrow.
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‘Who was it who realized the same thing had happened in the same place thirty-five years ago?’


‘Elis Bengtsson.’


‘Elis Bengtsson?’


‘The chap who found him. He was here last time, too.’


‘Wha-at? The same guy who . . .’


Barbarotti’s phone rang and Eva Backman stopped. Barbarotti dismissed the call.


‘Sorry. Yes, he was in the vicinity last time. This time he found the body. He lives near there and was out with his dog . . . both times.’


Backman eyed him sceptically.


‘How likely does that sound, do you reckon?’ she said. ‘For the same person to happen to be – how did you put it? – in the vicinity? On two different occasions, I mean.’


‘Not particularly likely,’ said Barbarotti, with a glance at his watch. ‘But we’ll be seeing him in ten minutes, so perhaps we can reserve judgement until then.’


‘And we still don’t know the name of the new corpse?’


Barbarotti shook his head. ‘Afraid not.’


‘What was its name in 1975?’


Barbarotti consulted a piece of paper on the desk. ‘Maria Winckler,’ he told her. ‘Aged twenty-five. On a short-term teaching contract at Kymlingevik School. English and French, and she’d only been working there just over a month when it happened.’


‘Was she local? Did she live in Kymlinge?’


‘She’d moved here,’ said Barbarotti. ‘And only a short time beforehand.’


‘I see,’ said Eva Backman, wondering what it was she saw.


‘There was a group of people out in the forest looking for mushrooms, apparently,’ Barbarotti elaborated. ‘Or lingonberries. She fell down a sheer drop; there’s a fault scarp out there. A fall of at least twenty metres. It’s known locally as Gåsastupan – Goose Drop.’


‘Goose Drop?’


‘Yes. It’s supposedly one of those clifftops that old folk were meant to have thrown themselves off in the old days, so they wouldn’t be a burden.’


‘That’s just a legend,’ said Eva Backman. ‘That sort of thing never really happened.’


‘Is that right?’ said Gunnar Barbarotti. ‘Well, be that as it may, it’s now happened twice within a space of thirty-five years.’


‘But they decided to classify it as an accident in the end?’


‘Yes.’


‘Could she have jumped?’


‘I assume so.’


‘Could she have been pushed?’


‘I assume so.’


Eva Backman thought for a moment. ‘Do you remember this?’ she asked. ‘Or weren’t you living in Kymlinge at the time?’


‘I arrived the year after,’ said Barbarotti. ‘When I started at upper secondary. No, I hadn’t heard anything about it. Not until now. Shall we go and talk to Mr Bengtsson, then?’


‘I’ll say,’ said Eva Backman.


Mr Bengtsson had a white shirt and a tie. According to their information he was seventy-seven but Eva Backman would have guessed at sixty-seven. He seemed full of vim and vigour, and she imagined it must be the dog-walking that kept him in good shape. His choice of outfit pointed to the fact that he viewed a visit to the police station as a delicate operation.


Barbarotti switched on the tape recorder and went through the formalities.


‘I think we’ll take things chronologically,’ he said, once this was completed. ‘If you don’t mind. Can you tell us what happened in 1975, as far as you can remember it?’


‘It’s in your files,’ said Elis Bengtsson.


‘I know that,’ said Gunnar Barbarotti. ‘We’re busy going through them. But perhaps you could give us a potted version, even so. Neither I nor Inspector Backman was here back then.’


‘It was thirty-five years ago,’ said Elis Bengtsson.


‘Almost to the day,’ said Barbarotti. ‘A young woman had died. How did you come to be involved?’


Elis Bengtsson shrugged. ‘I was out with the dog. Just like this time.’


‘Go on,’ Barbarotti instructed him.


‘Though it was a different dog.’


‘I had a feeling it must have been,’ said Barbarotti.


‘Madame Curie. A scent hound.’


Younger in body than in mind, thought Eva Backman.


‘Go on,’ said Barbarotti.


‘I got there earlier last time.’ He slid two fingers between his neck and his shirt collar and tried to create some space; perhaps the shirt was new and digging into him. Perhaps his brain wasn’t getting enough oxygen. ‘Just after it had happened. This body definitely looked as if it had been lying there longer.’


‘How do you know?’


‘You could kind of tell by looking. I think the doctor confirmed it, too. The one who came out.’


‘Was it you who found the body in 1975, too?’


‘No,’ said Elis Bengtsson. ‘There was already a group of people staring at it when I arrived. I got there last. It had just happened.’


‘How many people were there?’


‘Including the one who died, there were seven of them.’


‘Seven?’


‘Yes. They’d been out looking for mushrooms. They hadn’t found a single one, as far as I could see. And it was hardly surprising; there aren’t any, not just round here. You have to go to the damper places, over towards Rödmyren.’


‘What had happened?’


‘Well, she’d fallen. Twenty-five metres, straight down into Gåsaklyftan. Died instantly, poor little thing.’


Eva Backman cleared her throat.


‘Why was there a police investigation, do you know?’


Elis Bengtsson stretched his neck. ‘Because they suspected someone had pushed her.’


‘And why was that?’ said Barbarotti. ‘What gave rise to those suspicions?’


Elis Bengtsson pursed his lips and kept his answer to himself for a few moments. ‘I suppose it was because of what she cried out,’ he said.


‘She cried out?’ said Backman.


‘Oh yes,’ said Elis Bengtsson. ‘She shouted something before she hit the ground and died. Some of the others heard it, and I heard it, too. I was a fair distance away but I had good ears in those days.’


‘What did she shout?’ asked Barbarotti. ‘I mean to say, isn’t it pretty natural for someone to cry out, if they’re falling off a cliff?’


‘That was the point,’ said Elis Bengtsson.


‘What was?’ asked Backman.


‘What she shouted,’ said Elis Bengtsson. ‘Some people thought it was some kind of message.’


‘Message?’ said Barbarotti with a frown. ‘So what did she shout . . . or cry?’


Something with a long aahh or uuhh sound,’ said Elis Bengtsson. ‘I heard that much, I was about a hundred metres away. Those who were closer had their own ideas.’


‘Like what?’ asked Backman.


Elis Bengtsson allowed himself another pause for effect.


‘Some of them thought it was just one long syllable, an aahh, a kind of groan.’


‘Right?’


‘But a couple of them claimed she’d cried out “Murderer!” or “Murderers!”’


‘Murderer?’ said Barbarotti.


‘Murderer, yes,’ said Elis Bengtsson, and ran his tongue over his lips to moisten them. ‘They thought she’d shouted it to let people know she’d been murdered. The last thing she did.’


Barbarotti and Backman exchanged looks and said nothing for a moment. Elis Bengtsson managed to undo his top shirt button.


‘But she didn’t shout the murderer’s name?’ asked Barbarotti.


Elis Bengtsson shook his head. ‘No, she didn’t. That would have been more sensible, but I don’t suppose you think about being sensible in a situation like that.’


‘Presumably not,’ said Barbarotti. ‘Do you know if there was anything else to indicate she’d been pushed?’


‘Not that I know of,’ said Elis Bengtsson. ‘You’ll have to look in your files. There was a Detective Inspector Sandlin; I talked to him several times . . . we both had the same breed of dog, as well. Scent hounds.’


‘We’ll be going through every word,’ Barbarotti assured him. ‘I’m afraid Sandlin has passed away.’


‘I know. His pooch was called Birger, I remember. What a stupid name for a dog. Mine was called Madame Curie. I always name them after famous people.’


‘Not a bad idea,’ said Eva Backman. ‘Right, shall we move on to what happened yesterday?’


It took Elis Bengtsson ten minutes to give an account of his macabre find in Gåsaklyftan.


He had been out on his daily circuit with Luther. They’d set out from home – Källviksgård farmhouse in Rönninge – after lunch and the radio news, at around five past one. Luther had disappeared after twenty minutes, when they were level with the power lines, and he heard him barking about half an hour later, while he, Elis, was sitting down for a few minutes’ rest on the way to the top of Gåsaklinten. The dog turned out to be standing at the bottom of the sheer drop, guarding the dead body but not touching it. Elis Bengtsson had immediately called home to his wife, who had alerted the police. He, meanwhile, had climbed down and stayed there until the police – in the form of a patrol car containing Olsén and Widerberg – plus a doctor and the ambulance staff arrived, just after three. It had taken a while to get them to the right location, and without a mobile phone it would have taken even longer. After he’d spoken to the police and the doctor, Dr Rislund, Elis Bengtsson had left Gåsaklyftan. By then it was around a quarter past four.


‘Have you anything else to add, for the time being?’ Barbarotti had asked when they had listened to his account. ‘I’m sure we’ll need to contact you again in due course.’


‘Well, there is, in fact,’ Elis Bengtsson had replied. ‘This isn’t only the second time things have happened in that place, you know. A hundred and fifty years ago a mother and child lost their lives up there. And further back still, the old folk threw themselves off that crag to help their families. Gåsaklyftan is a grim place, you all need to know that.’


‘Thank you for that insight, too,’ said Barbarotti, and switched off the tape recorder. ‘And now Inspector Backman will show you out.’


‘No need,’ said Elis Bengtsson. ‘I know the way.’
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Rickard Berglund stopped at the florist’s in Kyrkogårdsgatan and bought three yellow roses.


‘Bit nervous?’ asked the sales assistant as Rickard fumbled his change and dropped a couple of coins on the floor.


He picked them up and felt himself blush. The insinuation was obvious. The assistant assumed the roses were for a girl. And why shouldn’t he? It was Saturday afternoon and Rickard was dressed up – or looking a bit smarter than usual, at any rate; he’d even splashed on a bit of aftershave, which was far from usual for him.


‘Yes, just a touch.’ He laughed, trying to play along. ‘You never know.’


‘First date?’


‘Sort of.’


He nodded goodbye and beat a hasty retreat from the shop. Sort of? he thought. What on earth was that supposed to mean?


He looked at his watch and registered that he was early. He decided to take a stroll round the English Park and through the cemetery first. Five, Tomas had said. Come at about five. We thought we’d start off outside, sit in the garden for a couple of hours.


It was only 4.30. Rickard had paid one brief visit to Sibyllegatan previously and knew the way; it wouldn’t take him more than fifteen minutes to get there, twenty at most. Arriving too early was simply wet; Rickard’s foremost priority was not to come across as a drip. Not today, and not any other day, either.


He set off diagonally across the park towards the building that housed the philology department. The grass beneath the old elms and larches had grown almost half a metre tall; presumably they didn’t bother cutting it over the summer. A lot of things came to a standstill in Uppsala over the summer months, he’d come to realize. It was still two weeks until the students would be back to take over the place; today was 16 August, a beautiful, warm Saturday in late summer, and as he opened the old iron gate into the cemetery he felt as if life couldn’t get much better than this. At least not if you were happy to make do with the more superficial aspects.


Twenty years old, on your way to a crayfish party in the company of good friends. Three roses in your hand. What else could you wish for?


But they weren’t red, and the assistant had doubtless noted the fact. If they’d been flowers for a meeting with a girl, they wouldn’t have been yellow. Would they? thought Rickard Berglund. Yellow roses had nothing to do with romance.


He sighed. The girl problem waxed and waned. There were times when he didn’t care, and other times when it felt suffocating. Still being a virgin at twenty wasn’t normal; two months at the Army College for Non-Commissioned Officers had taught him all sorts of things, including this. Of course there were a few others among the new intake who were in the same predicament as he was, he knew that. But they were in a minority, a glaringly small, covert and embarrassing minority. Most of his comrades had girlfriends back home, others had met new young women in Uppsala – at the nurses’ home on the other side of Dag Hammarsköldsväg, for example; it offered a smooth and convenient solution for all parties. Some did a bit of both. And they all seemed to be looking forward to the day when 10,000 female students would hit town.


Girls? Women? Ten thousand!


Temptations?


Sweden, the country of free love. Staffan, one of the boys at the barracks, had been in London for a month before the call-up, and claimed that was what they called good old Sweden out in the wider world of Europe. The country of free love? My God, thought Rickard Berglund, who hadn’t seen any of those notorious Swedish sex films of recent years. Am I part of reality or not?


He pushed these gnawing doubts aside, stopped in front of an unassuming little grave and read the inscription on the stone.


Henrik Aurelius


Born 1851


Died 1874


That was all.


Twenty-three, thought Rickard. A young man who died nearly a hundred years ago. He was only three years older than I am right now.


He stood there trying to interpret the minimal information. A name and two dates, nothing more. Who were you, Henrik Aurelius? Why didn’t you get beyond twenty-three?


And more: What did you die of? Did you get the chance to be with a woman before your time ran out? Did you have a God?


Did you have a God?


If I knew I was going to die in three years’ time, thought Rickard Berglund, would I dare to make an approach to a girl? When it clearly wouldn’t really matter, and the Reaper’s scythe would slash away any responsibility?


Conceivably, but he wasn’t at all sure.


Or should he make a virtue of his ambivalence? Behave the way they used to in the old days: study for ordination first, like an old-fashioned cleric, then get married, and then tackle the matter? Wasn’t that what he really wished, in fact: that his future wife would be untouched? A virgin, just as he was? Was he that unmodern at heart? Wasn’t it just extreme cowardice – making a virtue of necessity, as he’d put it – and a shameful way of evading the actual problem?


What ought I to do, as a Christian?


Maybe the question was justified after all? Was there – in this closing year of the overwhelming and revolutionary Sixties – a moral stance for young people with a Christian faith? Hand on heart?


Rickard Berglund didn’t think so. He had read Camus and Sartre, which presumably wasn’t the best choice of literature to put in the hands of a future priest. Though Dostoevsky was classed as an existentialist. Existentialist and Christian.


Somewhere inside himself he also understood that the route to women didn’t go via books and thinking. Neither Dostoevsky nor Kierkegaard, nor any of the rest. There was no help to be had from literature, only distractions and prevarications, when it came to this particular matter. The delectable itch, that’s how he had seen it described somewhere; it was an expression he couldn’t really push away, however hard he tried, and when he sought advice from Our Lord, he didn’t feel any clear guidance was forthcoming. Almost as if it wasn’t His subject. And it was true, wasn’t it, thought Rickard Berglund glumly, it was true that the only thing Christianity had concerned itself with, these past 200 years, was injecting a sense of guilt into the itch?


So, what to do? Get a skinful and let it happen in an intoxicated blur? While the sense of shame and disgrace was deactivated? Wouldn’t that be a radical way of getting to grips with the problem?


How did you approach it, Henrik Aurelius?


But there was no answer from the rough moss-encrusted stone, either. Sterile questions, he concluded. Thoughts running on empty. I’m a total moral coward. He left the cemetery and carried on in the direction of Luthagen.


But that last thought stayed with him. Get drunk and let it happen. There were no guarantees even with that method, of course. Hope it would happen was presumably closer to the truth. Rickard had been drunk twice in his life. The first time was over a year ago, a couple of weeks before his matriculation exams in Mariestad, and that was the night he twigged that the world presents itself in a different way, in another guise, to those in that much-lauded state. Seductive and irresponsible. Tempting?


Henrietta, a girl in his year at upper secondary, had kissed him, and he had somehow managed to kiss her back. He had held her in his arms, too, clasped her to him; the whole thing hadn’t lasted more than a minute, but the memory of it, of the way her tongue had played with his, the feel of her body against his, well, that was precisely what this was all about, of course. The ecstasy. The giddiness in the blood.


The second time he’d been rather less than sober was this summer, on a week’s manoeuvres in Marma, in the north of Uppsala county. Accommodation was in tents in the forest, he’d drunk five or six strong beers with his comrades and there hadn’t been a girl for miles around. No ecstasy, no giddiness, just light-heartedness and a very full bladder.


He went past the cathedral school and totted it up in his head. Ten weeks, they’d made it through ten weeks now. It was three weeks since the harvest leave and it struck him that, personally speaking, he could have managed very well without those days off. He’d spent them at home in Hova with his mother, lying in bed in his old room upstairs, reading Freud and Jung while she stayed down in the kitchen, cooking him meals. In some paradoxical way, the gulf between them had felt twice as wide when they were both under the same roof. It was duty, nothing more than duty. And, deep inside, he was afraid she felt the same.


So he avoided going home at weekends. Apart from that harvest week, he had only been back once since his call-up. There were a few of them who stayed in the barracks over the weekends instead of going home to their mates, girlfriends and so on. Rickard enjoyed those free Saturdays and Sundays. Three meals a day, no duties or clock-watching, no uniforms; they provided the ideal opportunity for discovering the town.


In the company of Helge, a shy and reserved boy from Gäddede – a place in such a distant part of Norrland province that he literally couldn’t get up there and back in a weekend – Rickard would take leisurely strolls around the town, map in hand, acquainting himself with the landmarks. The marketplace. The big Lundequist bookshop. The city park and the surging waters of the Islandsfallet weir on the river. The old heart of the town, of course: the cathedral, the little square at St Erik’s torg, the indoor market and the Dom-trappskällaren restaurant on the steps winding down from the cathedral. The canonry Skytteaneum with its arch over the road beneath, the Gustavianum and the individual buildings of the student clubs: Norrlands, Söderman-Nerikes, V-dala, Gothenburg, Småland and little Västgöta. All the bridges over the River Fyris, and a cup of coffee with a slice of cake at Ofvandahls or Güntherska.


Sometimes he went to church, but never with Helge. He tried a variety of them: the cathedral, of course, and Holy Trinity, but also the smaller ones like Johannes, the mission church, the Baptists and even the good old Salvation Army on St Persgatan, hard up against the railway tracks. But no matter where he went, no matter which congregation he joined, he always came away dissatisfied. Unrelieved of his burden, somehow. He would think of his mother at such times, wondering what sort of life she was actually living and whether she really was simply waiting to be reunited with her pastor up in Heaven. She was only fifty-two, and had worked at the post office in Mariestad for the past twelve years, and sometimes – well aware that she could quite easily get to seventy or eighty – Rickard would feel a great heaviness of heart descend on him.


Was there any meaning to her life? Widow of a free-church pastor in Hova?


And what about my own? He would inevitably go on to ask himself. What is it about my own life that makes it any more meaningful?


They were dismal and difficult questions, and he had got in the habit of referring them on to God when he prayed. Sometimes he thought he could detect some dim and vaguely consoling answer, but usually not. Usually it was just silence. There was something deeply unsettling about the fact that he scarcely ever registered anything but silence from that quarter. However hard he strained to listen.


Because these were exactly the things – these weighty and vital questions – that he would have to get to grips with, after his military service. A year from now, basically.


When the serious stuff started. The big plan. There was no immediate hurry about it.


No, there was no hurry about anything. He turned left into Geijersgatan and saw it was just after five. Time to shake off all those gloomy thoughts. Time to carpe diem and banish all those cares!


Time for a crayfish party at Tomas and Gunilla’s.


‘Here’s Rickard, the brightest brain in the barracks!’


‘Rubbish.’


It wasn’t clear whether anyone registered Rickard’s protest, because he was being gathered into a bear hug by Tomas as he said it.


A long table was laid on the grass between the flats, which were a couple of brown-plastered three-storey blocks, vintage thirties or forties. There were blocks of exactly the same design in Mariestad and Töreboda, too; it seemed to Rickard that there was something prototypically Swedish about these small-scale housing developments. Something decent and honest, but at the same time slightly depressing. Like a little Co-op store in the rain, say.


It wasn’t raining, though, and the table was decked out in style: a paper tablecloth and paper plates, of course, and two loaded platters of red crayfish. Cans of beer and bottles of wine, a generous array. Brightly coloured serviettes; cheeses, baguettes and a big bowl of salad. Half a dozen people were already sitting down and the table was laid for at least as many again. We’ll pick up the bill for the shopping and you can all pay your share afterwards, Tomas had told him. Rickard had no idea what the party would cost, but it was all the same to him. He still had plenty of savings from his year at Lapidus Concrete. Maybe he wouldn’t have quite enough cash in his pocket right now, which would be tiresome, but it didn’t really matter. If we’re all going to chip in the same amount, I might as well make sure to have a few drinks, he decided at the same moment as Gunilla handed him a plastic cup of something bubbly.


‘Hello, Rickard. Skål and welcome!’


‘Skål,’ responded Rickard. ‘Good to see you again. You’re looking lovelier than ever.’


This was bold and he had no idea how he’d dared say it, when she belonged to Tomas. There was no way it could lead anywhere. They had met twice before, and Rickard thought that if he could ever be together with a girl who came anywhere near Gunilla, he could ask for nothing better in this world.


And it wasn’t only her, for that matter. Tomas Winckler was an enviable young man in every way. Rickard felt sure he wasn’t the only one to think so. And yet he never felt the envy, somehow, that was the great and remarkable thing. Ever since their first encounter at the outdoor cafe table there had been a sort of bond between them; between Berglund and Winckler – it was hard to get out of the military habit of only using surnames – but Tomas got on with everyone else in such an easy, uncomplicated way, too. Even with his commanding officers. More than once Rickard had thanked his lucky stars that they had run into each other; if you were a good friend of Winckler’s, no one questioned your worth or your right to exist.


For some reason. Rickard would reflect on this sometimes, but rarely came to any conclusion beyond the fact that general optimism and friendliness are good, practical tools in any social context.


Talent and humour did no harm, either, and Tomas had both of those. He’d read a bit of Kierkegaard, too, Rickard had checked. So even that; and maybe there was an arena where only they, Berglund and Winckler, came together. Rickard liked to imagine so, anyway. A slightly higher plane, or something along those lines.


‘You could give Tomas a lesson or two in compliments,’ Gunilla observed. ‘But aren’t those flowers for me?’


He handed them over and gave an embarrassed laugh. ‘Of course. What a drip I am.’


‘This is Maria,’ said Gunilla, introducing a thin girl with dark hair, cut short. ‘She’s Tomas’s sister.’


They shook hands and said hello. Tomas had told him his sister was coming, though he hadn’t said much more. Clever but complicated was the way he described her.


‘Why did he say you’ve got the brightest brain?’ she asked with a little smile that was hard to read. ‘He generally claims that honour for himself.’


‘No idea,’ Rickard defended himself. ‘Must be a misapprehension.’


‘That’s a word I never trust myself to say,’ put in a long-haired young man with a Småland accent and John Lennon glasses. ‘It always comes out wrong.’


‘How do you mean?’ asked a girl in a straw hat who was strumming cautiously on a guitar. ‘You’ve lost me again.’


‘Oh, you know, messuprehension,’ said Mr Lennon Glasses.


He laughed and took a swig of beer. All the others laughed too, except Maria, who contented herself with a slight twitch of the mouth. She’s heard it before, thought Rickard. She’s smart.


Tomas went round the table introducing the rest of them. The Lennon boy was called Bertil, the guitar girl with the hat was Susanna, and her boyfriend, tall and stringy as a beanpole and boasting a full, bushy beard, answered to the name of Boff.


‘Well?’ persisted Maria, once Rickard had sat down on a folding chair beside her. ‘What makes you so clever then?’


Tomas came to the rescue before he could reply. ‘It’s possible I’m wrong,’ he said, ‘but he’s streets ahead in our Army College chess tournament. And they don’t let just any idiot enter that, I assure you, Sister dear.’


This was in fact the truth. Rickard laughed and swigged his bubbly. ‘It’ll pass,’ he said. ‘Your brother’s in a sulk because I checkmated him the other day, that’s all.’


‘Anyone who puts him in his place deserves a medal,’ said Maria. ‘It’s exactly what he needs.’


She lit a cigarette and smiled at them both and Rickard had a sudden glimpse of Tomas in her smile. The idea of a chess tournament had been mooted on the Monday after they returned from their harvest leave. They’d swiftly assembled sixteen players and drawn up the basic rules. Everyone would play everyone and they’d know the winner by Christmas. Five-kronor entry fee, and the prize would be a bottle of whisky.


Rickard had played four matches since then and, to his surprise, had scraped together three wins and a draw. Three and a half points; it was absolutely true that he was currently in the lead. He had never thought of himself as particularly good at chess. He really only had the one tactic, something his father had taught him when he introduced him to the noble game: be cautious! Wait for your opponent to make mistakes, rather than making your own. But in any case, there was no way he would retain the lead all the way through the tournament, he was convinced of that, and nothing could have worried him less.


Other people turned up, and he chatted some more to Maria, who had just come to Uppsala to start a degree in French, and to Boff, who was an old friend of Tomas’s who happened to be visiting. By just after half past five all the seats at the table were taken, the hosts handed out duplicated sheets with the words of the first song and, after the rendition, it was finally time to attack the red beauties.


This is going really well, thought Rickard Berglund.


Six hours later the party was still in full swing indoors. It was almost midnight but the supply of beer and wine seemed inexhaustible. Rickard didn’t know how much he’d had to drink, but he was pretty sure it must be a personal record. His perceptions were blunted, to say the least, and it wasn’t at all easy to work out what people were saying, although of course the volume of the music might be partly to blame. The Doors, the Rolling Stones and Creedence Clearwater Revival, he recognized those. Beyond that, it was all unfamiliar to him. Pop music had never really grabbed him; it was . . . it was as if this particular period was not the era in which Rickard Berglund belonged. He had thought about this before: he ought to have come into the world a hundred years earlier. Or later maybe, you never knew. But at this moment he didn’t have much to complain of. He was squeezed onto a sofa between Susanna and a boy called Germund. Susanna was pretty clearly drunker than he was himself, and alternated between helpless giggles and falling asleep. Rickard hadn’t been properly introduced to the boy, but if he’d understood correctly, Germund had been in Uppsala for a few years, reading theoretical physics or something like that – or was he about to start? He gave a slightly mournful impression, had a black suit and a short haircut and didn’t look as though he really belonged in the Sixties, either. For the past half hour, or it could have been an hour, he had been deep in conversation with Maria, Tomas’s younger sister. Their heads were together, only a few centimetres apart, and their expressions were permanently earnest.


No one else was taking anything very seriously; people sat around drinking, smoking and talking. Vietnam, apartheid, Martin Luther King and the state of the Swedish monarchy. A few of the guests had gone home but most were still there; Gunilla and Tomas were dancing, or at any rate were propped against one another in the middle of the room, swaying together. There was a small group out on the balcony; Rickard could hear them laughing and chatting because the door was open to let out the tobacco smoke. Everyone was smoking, and more or less continually. He himself had a cigarette between his fingers and was wondering how many he’d smoked that night. Probably more than in all the rest of his life put together, but he didn’t inhale and what the heck did it matter anyway? From time to time another sort of smoky smell pervaded the room, sort of sweetish, and he wondered if it could possibly be hash or marijuana.


He drank some more wine and felt his head swim. Oh God, he thought, I oughtn’t to . . . I really oughtn’t . . . My mother would die if she saw me right now.


The realization that he was going to be sick came very suddenly, and it was only by sheer good luck that he avoided disgracing himself. He managed to stand up and get out to the hall and, incredibly, the bathroom wasn’t occupied. He staggered in, closed the door behind him and lifted the lid at the last second. He stayed in there for some time, throwing up three times, though by the end it was mostly just bile. He drank some cold water, washed his face and hands, sat on the closed toilet lid to compose himself and by the time he emerged into the din, he had taken the mature decision to go home.


Or, rather, to the barracks, which was the only home currently available to him. But that was good enough. He located Gunilla out in the kitchen, gave her a quick thank-you hug and said he was well fed and happy and would be on his way now.


‘How are you, Rickard?’ she asked, and he detected a hint of maternal concern in her voice. ‘Are you going to walk the whole way?’


‘A bit of fresh air ishn’t going to do me any harm,’ replied Rickard Berglund, realizing to his horror that his voice was slurred. ‘Thanksho much. Shay goodbye to Tomash for me!’


He slunk out of the flat, made his way as fast as he could down the three flights of stairs and came out into the warm August night. Lord God, help me to at least stay upright, he prayed as he noticed, to his dismay, that his mind and his body seemed to be speaking different languages. I’m drunk, but I really didn’t mean to get that way.
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