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NOTES FROM MOUSERLIN


29 June 2002


I am not like other people.


And I do not want to be. If I ever find a group where I feel I belong, it will only mean that I am getting blunted. That I, too, have been ground down to the bedrock of custom and stupidity. This is just the way it is; nothing can alter these fundamental conditions.


Perhaps it was a mistake to stay here. Perhaps I should have obeyed my first impulse and said no. But the path of least resistance is compelling and Erik interested me in those first few days; he stands out from the crowd, at any rate. And I had no fixed plans, no strategy for my journey. To go south, the only important thing was to keep heading south.


But now it is night-time, I feel less certain. There is nothing to keep me here. I can pack my rucksack at any time and move on and this fact, if nothing else, provides insurance for the future. It strikes me that I could actually leave right now, at this very moment; it is two o’clock, and I can hear the monotonous voice of the sea in the darkness, a few hundred metres from the terrace where I am sitting to write this. I realize it will soon be high tide; I could go down to the beach and start walking east, nothing could be simpler.


But a level of inertia, combined with the fatigue and alcohol in my veins, holds me back. At least until tomorrow. Probably a few more days after that. The last thing I am is in a hurry, and perhaps I will find myself drawn into the role of observer. Perhaps there will be things to write about. When I told Dr L about my plans for quite a long trip, he did not show much enthusiasm at first, but when I explained that I needed time to think and write about what had happened in an unfamiliar environment – and that this was the whole point – he nodded in agreement; eventually he also wished me good luck and it seemed to me that this genuinely came from the heart. I had been under his care for more than a year, and it must naturally feel like a triumph on the rare occasions when a client can be allowed out to run free.


As regards Erik, it was generous of him to let me stay here at no cost, of course. He claimed to have rented the house jointly with a girlfriend, but then they broke up and it was too late to cancel. I initially thought he was lying, guessed he was gay and wanted me as his plaything, but apparently not. I don’t think he’s homosexual, but I’m far from sure. He could be bi, Erik, and he’s certainly a far from straightforward character. I assume that’s why I can put up with him: there are dark corners in him that appeal to me, at least for as long as they remain unexplored.


And he’s not short of money; the house is big enough for us not to get in each other’s way. We’ve agreed to share the food bills while I’m here, but we also share something else. A kind of respect, perhaps I’d call it. It’s almost four whole days now since he picked me up on the road out of Lille, and three since we got here. I normally tire of people in a fraction of that time.


But tonight – as I write this – I am starting to suffer my first real misgivings. It began with that extended lunch down by the harbour in Bénodet. I soon realized it would be a prelude to a trying evening. It’s impossible not to notice such things. A thought even ran through my mind – once we had finally found seats in that noisy restaurant, and finally made the waiter understand our orders.


Kill everybody at this table and leave.


It would have been the simplest thing for all concerned, and it would have been no skin off my nose.


If only I had had the means. A gun, at least, and an escape route.


Perhaps it was just an idea born of the fact that it was so hot. The distance between intense heat and madness is a short one. We had moved the tables around and dragged the big parasols into various positions to create some shade, but I still ended up in the sun – particularly whenever I leant against the back of my chair – and it was anything but comfortable. Existence felt like one big itch. Pulsating irritation ticking towards some implacable point.


The whole enterprise was of course an act of sheer folly. Perhaps it was not the result of any one person’s direct initiative, perhaps it was just a matter of general, misguided deference. A group of foreign fellow-countrymen happen across one another at a Saturday market in a small place in Brittany. It is entirely possible that convention demands certain sorts of behaviour in such a situation. Certain rituals. I loathe convention as much as I loathe the people who live by it.


It is also possible that I would not view a group of Hungarians round a restaurant table in Stockholm or Malmö in the same light; it is the internal dynamic of the group I find unbearable, while from outside it has no effect on me. Knowing and seeing through things is usually worse than being ignorant. Or pretending to be ignorant. It is easier to live in a country where one does not fully understand the language.


Take French, the language currently all around us, which appears at its most pregnant when one cannot fully comprehend what is being said.


But my thoughts never show from the outside, I let no devil cross my bridge. I curse inwardly but merely smile, and smile. That is how I have learnt to make my way through existence. Navigare necesse est. It could even be that others think me pleasant. Thoughts are not dangerous as long as they remain thoughts, that is of course a truth as good as any other.


And it is my principle never to say anything disagreeable.


So it was a question of two couples. I initially assumed that they already knew each other, that perhaps they were all on holiday together – but this turned out not to be the case. All six of us just happened to bump into each other amongst the market stalls in the square: home-produced cheese, home-produced jams and compotes, home-produced Muscadet, cider and crocheted shawls; it was quite possible that one of the women caught Erik’s eye. They are both young and fairly attractive, so perhaps he even fancied them both, and he undeniably turned on the charm as we sat there eating our seafood and emptying one bottle of wine after another.


Quite possibly I did, too.


And then there was the strange Kymlinge connection. Erik has lived in the town all his life; apparently, the woman in one of the couples grew up there and then moved to Gothenburg, and the other woman has lived in Kymlinge since the age of ten. None of the three knew each other even remotely, but they all found this geographical coincidence irresistibly fascinating. Even Erik.


For my part, I found it nauseating in equal measure. As if they had all arrived on a coach tour and could now sit in this French village, revelling in the natives’ customs and peculiarities and comparing them with people’s behaviour back home. In Kymlinge and elsewhere. I drank three glasses of chilled white wine before the main course, a familiar sense of desperation trying to take possession of me as I sweated in the sun. An itch, as I said.


Where my own relationship with Kymlinge was concerned, I chose to stay silent. And I am sure none of the others knows who I am; if they did, it would be impossible for me to stay here.


Henrik and Katarina Malmgren are one of the couples. She grew up in Kymlinge, but they live in Mölndal just outside Gothenburg now. They’re both around thirty, she works at Sahlgrenska hospital and he’s some kind of academic. They’re obviously married but haven’t any children. She looks like the kind of woman who could, and would like to, get pregnant, so if there’s some medical problem it no doubt lies with him. Dry and tense, slightly florid complexion, presumably burns fairly easily in the sun, perhaps he was enjoying the extended lunch as little as I was. He gave that sort of impression, at any rate. He probably feels more at ease in front of a computer screen or amongst dusty books than out with people; it’s debatable how the two of them got together at all.


The other couple are called Gunnar and Anna. They’re not married, don’t even live together, apparently. They both had to struggle rather with their natural superficiality, trying to give the appearance of having thought things through and reached some kind of attitude to life. It didn’t work very well, of course, and it would have been to both their advantages to keep their mouths shut, particularly her. He’s a teacher of some kind, I didn’t gather any more than that, and she works at an advertising agency. In some kind of client-facing role, I assume; her face and top half are undoubtedly her main assets. It also emerged that together they had just bought a horse to run in trotting races, or at any rate were in the process of doing so.


For some impenetrable reason, Katarina Malmgren speaks virtually fluent French, a capacity none of the rest of us round the table came anywhere near to possessing, and during our lunch she was accorded the undeserved status of some kind of oracle. We had at least eight different kinds of shellfish to eat, and she had detailed discussions with the waiter about every single one of them. Corks with pins in them for poking the reluctant inhabitants out of their shells; when you finally get the little muscular morsels in your mouth, you never know if they’re alive or dead. As I understand it, you’re supposed to bite through them and kill them before you swallow.


Erik took charge of the drinks; we started with ordinary dry white wine, but after three bottles we switched to the local cider, sweet and so lethally strong that we were all obliged to take a two-hour nap in the afternoon.


We accordingly went on to spend the evening at Gunnar and Anna’s. They’re staying about a hundred metres from here, along the beach towards Beg-Meil, another picturesque little house, nestling in the dunes. We sat on their terrace, all six of us, ate more shellfish and knocked back the wine and Calvados. Gunnar sang, too, and accompanied himself on the guitar. Evert Taube, the Beatles, Olle Adolphson. The rest of us joined in as the words came to us, and it was easy to start thinking of it as a slightly magical evening. Sometime around midnight, we were so drunk that there was talk of skinny-dipping in the sea. An enthusiastic quartet comprising the two ladies plus Erik and Gunnar set off with a bottle of sparkling wine and their arms round each other’s shoulders.


I sat there with dry-as-dust Henrik; I ought to have asked him what he actually does, exactly what his field of research is, but I didn’t feel like talking to him. It was more pleasant just to sit and sip the Calvados, smoke and stare out into the darkness. He made a few attempts to start a conversation about some characteristic or other of the people here in Finistère, but I didn’t encourage him. He pretty soon lapsed into silence, presumably as uninterested in my views on assorted topics as I am in his. He seems to have some kind of integrity embedded in that dry nature of his, after all. It felt as though we were both sitting listening to our friends out there in the water in the dark. He had more call to strain his ears, of course; it was his wife, not mine, who had taken all her clothes off in the company of three strangers.


It is five years since I had a wife. I miss her sometimes but mostly not.


When the party returned, they were at any event modestly draped in towels, and altogether more subdued than when they set off, and I could not help feeling that they were sharing a secret.


That something had happened and they were concealing it.


But maybe they were just drunk and tired. And chilled – the Atlantic in June is way below the twenty-degree mark. We only stayed half an hour after they came back. As Erik and I walked back along the beach towards the road to our house he had obvious difficulty staying on his feet, and he crashed out as soon as he got indoors and kicked off his sandals.


As for me, I feel surprisingly clear in the head. I’d almost say analytical. Words and thoughts have a clarity they can only possess at night. Some nights. I can sense the sea out there in the dark, and the air temperature must be twenty-five degrees. There are insects bouncing against the lamp as I light a Gauloises and slowly sip my last drink of the day. Erik is asleep with the window open and I can hear his snores; he must have at least two litres of wine in his veins. It is a few minutes past two, and it feels good to be alone at last.


The Malmgrens’ house is in the other direction, on the far side of the Pointe de Mousterlin. Along this coastal strip there must be about fifty holiday lets, all told; most of them are a kilometre or so inland, of course, and maybe it isn’t so odd that three of them should be rented by Swedes. As I understood it from Erik, they didn’t all go through the same agent, but the others are basically new arrivals, just as we are.


Three weeks of potential socializing lie ahead of us. I suddenly realize I am thinking of Anna. It happens against my will, but there was something about her naked face and wet hair when they got back from their swim. And that guilty look. In Katarina’s eyes there was something else, a kind of yearning.


I should have watched Henrik’s face too, of course, for some sense of counterpoint, but I didn’t. The observer role is not always that easy to maintain.


To live is not necessary, I find myself thinking. I don’t know why that thought occurs to me.


Husks, we are nothing but husks in eternity.


Commentary, July 2007


Five years have passed.


Sometimes it feels like fifteen years, sometimes like five months. The elasticity of time is remarkable, and everything depends on the starting point I choose to view things from. Sometimes I can see Anna’s face very clearly in front of me, as if she were sitting opposite me here in this room, and the next moment I can see those six people, including myself, from a great height; ants on the beach, milling around, performing their futile, meaningless gyrations. In the cold light of eternity – and in the trinity of the sea, the earth and the sky – our negligence seems almost laughable.


As if they really could have gone on living. As if not even their deaths would carry sufficient weight and meaning. But I have made up my mind and will carry out what has been decided. Actions must have consequences, otherwise creation goes off the rails. Decisions must be acted on, and once made they no longer need to be questioned. Carving these thin lines of order into the chaos is all we are capable of, and our whole duty as moral individuals resides there.


And they deserve it. The gods must know that they deserve it.


The first thing that strikes me, beyond that, is my own naivety. How little I understood that first evening. Those six people in their houses on the beach. I could have packed my rucksack and left that flat strip of coast the very next day; had I done so, everything would have been so different.


Or perhaps I never had a choice. It is interesting, of course, that I had that thought at the restaurant in Bénodet. Kill everybody at this table and leave. Even then, right at the start, there was something in me that realized what was going to happen many years later.


I have decided who has to be first. The order itself is not unimportant.
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Detective Inspector Gunnar Barbarotti hesitated for a moment. Then he engaged the seven-lever lock.


This was not routine. Sometimes he didn’t bother locking the door at all. If they want to get in, they’ll do it somehow, was his way of thinking, so there’s no point forcing them to do a lot of damage.


Perhaps thoughts of that kind bore witness to a kind of defeatism, perhaps they bore witness to a lack of faith in the group of professionals he himself represented; he fancied neither of those suggestions was particularly incompatible with his take on the world. Better a realist than a fundamentalist, after all, but there were no ready indications to point in either one direction or the other.


Such were his thoughts – and he wondered at the same time how the matter of locking a door could give rise to so much porous theorizing.


But perhaps there was no harm in having an active brain in the mornings? And in any case, since moving into his poky little flat on Baldersgatan in Kymlinge after his divorce five and a half years ago, he had never had any uninvited visitors – apart perhaps from a dodgy school friend or two brought home by his daughter Sara. We ought to think the best of our fellow human beings until they prove the opposite; this was the guiding principle that his optimist of a mother had tried to get into his head from when he first became amenable to persuasion, and as a rule to live by it was as good as any other.


And anyway, it would take a peculiarly dense burglar to think such a basic mahogany-laminate door as his could conceal anything worth stealing and selling. That was just being realistic.


But this time, he double-locked it. He had his reasons. The flat would be standing empty for ten days. Neither he nor his daughter would set foot there. Not that Sara had done so for over a month; with her school-leaving exams out of the way at the start of June, she had taken herself off to London and started a job in a boutique – or possibly a pub, but if so she was keeping it quiet so as not to worry her dad needlessly – and that was the way it was.


She was nineteen, and the sense of losing a limb when she departed was slowly starting to fade. Extremely slowly. The thought that in all likelihood they would never live under the same roof again was boring its way into his paternal heart at about the same pace.


But to everything there is a season, thought Gunnar Barbarotti stoically, shoving his keys into the pocket of his jeans. And a time for every purpose under the sun.


A time to live together, a time to part and a time to die.


He had started reading the Bible about six months before, on the advice of God the Father himself, and it was striking how often words and verses popped into his head. Even if You don’t actually exist, dear Lord, he would think, one has to admit that the Holy Scriptures make a damn good read. Parts of them, at any rate.


And our Lord would agree with him.


Barbarotti took his soft-sided suitcase in one hand and a bin bag in the other and started down the stairs. He felt a sudden happiness spreading through him. There was something about walking downstairs, he had often thought, making your way at a decent pace down a pleasantly curved staircase – on your way out into the swarming diversity of the world. The true core of life was movement, wasn’t that so? Just this sort of sweeping, effortless movement? Adventure waiting round the corner? And on this particular day, the windows on the stairs were open, high summer was streaming in, the scent of newly mown grass tickled his nostrils and the happy laughter of children could be heard from down in the courtyard.


A girl screaming like a stuck pig, too, but there was no need to listen to everything you heard.


The postman must have been a tango dancer in his spare time, for it was only an elegantly executed back step that preserved him from the swipe of the suitcase.


‘Oops. Off on your travels?’


‘Sorry,’ said Gunnar Barbarotti. ‘Going a bit too fast . . . yes I am, as it happens.’


‘Abroad?’


‘No, I’m making do with Gotland this time.’


‘No point leaving Sweden at this time of year,’ declared the unexpectedly chatty postman, waving towards the open window. ‘Do you want today’s haul or shall I put it through your door so you don’t have to worry about it for a while?’


Gunnar Barbarotti thought for a moment.


‘Let’s have it. But no junk mail.’


The postman nodded, leafed through his pile and handed over three letters. Barbarotti took them and jammed them into the outside pocket of his case. Wished the postman a good summer and carried on at a rather more sedate pace down to ground level.


‘Gotland’s a real gem,’ the postman called after him. ‘More hours of sunshine than anywhere in Sweden.’


Hours of sunshine, thought Gunnar Barbarotti once he had left Kymlinge behind him and got the temperature in the car down to twenty-five degrees. Well, I’ve nothing against sunshine, but if it rains for ten days solid, I shan’t be too upset about that, either.


Because it was a different kind of warmth he had in prospect, but the postman couldn’t know that of course . . . If two lie together, then they have heat: but how can one be warm alone?


Lots of Ecclesiastes today, noted Gunnar Barbarotti with a quick glance at the time. It was only twenty to eleven; the postman had come unusually early, so perhaps he was off for a dip that afternoon. Barbarotti liked the idea of him doing that. At Kymmen or Borgasjön. In fact, he wanted everybody to do whatever they felt like today. He really did. A sigh of pleasure escaped him. That was how sighs ought to be, he suddenly realized. No need to give them actively, they should simply escape. That ought to be in Ecclesiastes, too.


He looked at his face in the rear-view mirror and saw he was smiling. He looked unshaven and a bit tousled, but the smile split his face virtually from ear to ear.


And why shouldn’t he smile? The ferry from Nynäshamn was due to leave at five, the roads seemed as empty of cars as the sky was empty of clouds, and it was the first day of a long-anticipated trip. He put his foot on the gas, slotted a Lucilia do Carmo album into the CD player and thought what a joy it was to be alive.


Then he started thinking about Marianne.


Then he thought that really, these were one and the same thing.


They had known each other for almost a year. With a vague sense that time must be out of kilter, he reminded himself it really was no longer than that. They had met on the Greek island of Thasos last summer in optimally favourable circumstances – freedom, no responsibilities, an unfamiliar setting, velvet nights, the convenient time of the menstrual cycle, and a warm Mediterranean Sea – but it had gone further than a mere holiday romance. I’m not the type for holiday romances, Marianne had declared after their first evening. Nor me, he had admitted. Don’t even know how they work, because when I stare into a woman’s eyes I generally want to marry her, as well.


Marianne thought that sounded extremely solid and dependable. So they had carried on seeing each other once they were back on home ground. At regular intervals; two middle-aged, single-parent planets, that was how he visualized them, slowly and inexorably gravitating towards one another. Perhaps that was the way it had to look. The way you had to proceed, delicately but relentlessly building a bridge that was equal parts bravery and caution. Marianne lived in Helsingborg and had two teenage children, while he lived about 250 kilometres north of there – in Kymlinge – and had a daughter who had just flown the nest, plus two sons living beyond the borders of Sweden. So it could be contended that this was going to be quite a long bridge.


He felt suddenly downcast at the thought of Lars and Martin. His boys. They lived with their mother outside Copenhagen these days. He had spent two weeks with them at the start of the summer and possibly had one more to look forward to in August – but he could not escape his sense of gradually losing them. Their second replacement father was called Torben or something like that and he ran a yoga institute on Vesterbro; Barbarotti had never met him, but the indications were that he was a slight improvement on his predecessor. The latter had been a paragon of manly virtues until the day he became seriously unhinged and made off with a belly-dancing bombshell from the Ivory Coast.


What did I tell you, Barbarotti had thought at the time, but even then it had felt like a stale sort of satisfaction, well past its sell-by date.


And Lars and Martin had not seemed particularly upset by the prospect of living in Denmark, with the best will in the world he couldn’t claim that. The question was, rather, why occasionally – in one of the most sordid recesses of his brain – he even wanted them to be unhappy there. Would his Cold War with Helena never end? Would he be hoisting faded, deranged ‘I told you so’ banners for all eternity?


It’s my responsibility to make them happy, she was always insisting, not you. That’s a thing of the past.


In another recess of his mind, he knew she was right. After the divorce, Sara had elected to live with him, and she was the one he was missing now. Not his ex-wife, nor his sons, either, if he was honest. Sara had saved him from the demons of loneliness for five years; it made it all the harder now, when she had left him and launched herself out into the world.


Instead, Marianne had come along. Gunnar Barbarotti was well aware that he had his lucky stars to thank for this – or possibly the potentially existent God, with whom he was in the habit of striking gentlemanly bargains.


I hope she understands what a void she’s got to fill, he thought. Or maybe it would be best for her not to understand, he corrected himself a few moments later. Not all women were wildly enthusiastic about pandering to needy middle-aged men. Not in the long term, at any rate.


He realized his spirits were sinking – and that it was going to be bloody hard to keep his nose above water – and so, seeing a red light start to wink on the dashboard at that moment, he turned into the Statoil garage which presented itself so opportunely.


Petrol and coffee. To everything there is a season.


The ferry to Gotland was not as packed as he had feared.


Perhaps it was because it was Tuesday. Midweek. The wretched summer holiday invasion from the capital was concentrated at the weekends, presumably. Gunnar Barbarotti was grateful not to be spending his ten days with Marianne in Visby itself. He remembered with some distaste a week at the end of his marriage, when he and Helena had rented a shockingly expensive holiday apartment within the old town walls, at about this time of year. It had felt like staying in the middle of a malfunctioning amusement park. Yelling and puking and copulating young people in every little alleyway, impossible to get a wink of sleep before three in the morning. Christ Almighty, had been Gunnar Barbarotti’s reaction at the time, if this is what they call vital tourist business they might just as well convert the royal palace in Stockholm into a bierkeller and brothel. Then they won’t have to bother catching the ferry.


Their feeling of powerlessness had naturally been compounded by having three children to look after, and by the fact that the marriage was on its last legs. He remembered they had each given the other an evening to go out and do their own thing; Helena had gone first and come back at four in the morning, looking pretty pleased with herself. Not wanting to be outdone, he had spent the following night sitting alone on the beach down at Norderstrand with a carrier bag of beer, staying out until half past four.


But to be fair, as he walked home through the ruins and roses that morning, the town had looked beautiful, even he could see that. Bloody beautiful.


When Marianne had asked if he knew Gotland, he had limited himself to telling her about a couple of visits in his youth – Fårö island and Katthammarsvik – and not mentioned that awful week in Visby.


But this time he was going to Hogrän. The name meant ‘tall fir tree’, she had told him; it was a tiny village in the middle of Gotland, not much more than a crossroads and a church, but that was where Marianne and her sisters had a house. They had inherited it from the previous generation; a rather difficult brother had been bought out and the place was guaranteed to be free of any kind of troublesome tourism.


Because it was over ten kilometres from the sea, she had explained, the nearest bathing beach was at Tofta; the children generally cycled there a couple of times a week, but she didn’t often go with them. And for the next few days, he was guaranteed an entirely child-free zone.


Peaceful is such an over-used expression, she said. That’s a shame, because peacefulness is the very essence of Gustabo.


Gustaf, after whom the place was named, had built the whitewashed house some time in the mid-nineteenth century – and when Marianne’s father bought it in the early fifties, the thing that apparently appealed to him most of all was its name. He had been a Gustaf, too, and the last five years of his life – after his wife died – had largely been spent there. Gustaf at Gustabo, Gustaf’s Rest.


The bare necessities of life were all provided. Water, electricity and radio. But no TV and no telephone. You’re not to bring your mobile, Marianne had instructed him. Give your children my neighbour’s number, the farmer next door, that’ll do fine. You’re not meant to have the roar of the world in your ears when you’re at Gustabo. Even my kids have learnt to accept that.


We usually listen to the shipping forecast and Poem of the Day, she added, they like that. Johan even drew his own map of Sweden with all the lighthouses marked on it.


He had done as she asked. Switched off his mobile phone and left it under a pile of papers in the glove compartment. If they were going to steal the car they might just as well have the phone too, he thought, and there was no seven-lever lock on either of them.


As the ferry drew close to the island, he went up on deck and watched the well-known silhouette of the historic town glowing in the final rays of the setting sun. Roofs, turrets and towers. It was so beautiful it almost hurt. He thought of something a good friend had once said: Gotland isn’t just an island, it’s another country.


I hope she’s waiting there like she promised, he thought next. Wouldn’t be much fun having to hunt for a telephone box and ring that farmer.


Did telephone boxes still exist?


She was waiting.


Suntanned and gorgeous. A woman like that can’t be waiting for a man like me, he thought. There must be some mistake.


But she threw her arms round his neck and kissed him, so presumably he was part of the plan, after all.


‘God, you’re beautiful,’ he said. ‘You mustn’t kiss me again or I might faint.’


‘I’ll have to see if I can restrain myself,’ she replied with a laugh. ‘There’s a kind of . . .’


‘Yes?’


‘A kind of . . . grandeur to all this. Coming to meet a man you love on a glorious summer evening. A man arriving by boat.’


‘Mmm,’ mumbled Gunnar Barbarotti. ‘Though I know something even better.’


‘And what’s that?’


‘Coming by boat and being met by a woman I love. Yes, you’re right, it’s pretty grand. We ought to do it every evening.’


‘And how nice to have reached an age where one has time to stop and appreciate it, too.’


‘Exactly.’


Gunnar Barbarotti laughed. Marianne laughed. Then they lapsed into silence and just looked at each other for a while, and he felt a lump start to form at the back of his throat. He dispelled it with a cough and blinked a couple of times.


‘Bloody hell, I’m so glad I met you. Here, I’ve brought you a present.’


He fished out the little box that held the item of jewellery he had bought. Nothing special, a small orangey-red stone on a gold chain, that was all, but she immediately opened the clasp with eager fingers and put it round her neck.


‘Thank you. I’ve got something for you as well, but that can wait until we get home.’


Home, eh? thought Gunnar Barbarotti. She sounded as if she meant it.


‘Shall we go then?’


‘Where’s your car?’


‘Out here in the car park, of course.’


‘Right. Take me to the end of the world.’


And let me stay there until the end of time, he added silently to himself. Evenings like this could make poets out of pig dealers.


Gustabo was in the middle of nowhere. That was how it felt, at any rate, when you arrived as it began to get dark. Gunnar Barbarotti knew he would not have been able to find the way by himself. Possibly back to Visby, but not in this direction. As Marianne turned in through an opening in a stone wall after barely half an hour’s drive, he experienced the pleasant sensation of not having a clue where in the world he was. She stopped beside a hedge of lilacs and they got out of the car. An outdoor wall lamp lit up the gable end of the white stone house, translucent summer darkness had started to fall on the stretch of grass with its few gnarled fruit trees and cluster of currant bushes, and the silence was almost as tangible as a living creature.


‘Welcome to Gustabo,’ said Marianne. ‘Well, this is it.’


At that moment, a church bell struck, twice. Gunnar Barbarotti glanced at his watch. Half past nine. Then he turned his head in the direction in which Marianne was pointing.


‘The church in the middle of the village. And we’re next door to the churchyard. That doesn’t bother you, I hope?’


Gunnar Barbarotti put his arm round her shoulder.


‘And there are the cows.’


She pointed again and he noticed them, just a few metres away. Heavy, ruminating silhouettes on the other side of the garden wall.


‘They’re out in the field night and day at this time of year. The farmer goes out there to milk them rather than bringing them in. We’ve got our four points of the compass here. The church is to the east and the cows graze to the north. To the west we’ve got the yellowest field of rape in the whole world, and to the south there’s the forest.


‘Forest?’ said Gunnar Barbarotti, looking round. ‘You call that a forest?’


‘Sixty-eight broadleaf trees,’ clarified Marianne. ‘Oak and beech and Norway maple. Finest hardwood, and most of them over a century old. Right, we’d better go in. I hope you kept your promise.’


‘What promise?’


‘Not to stuff yourself with food on the ferry. I’ve put something in the oven and opened a bottle of wine to let it breathe.’


‘I didn’t have so much as a jelly baby,’ Gunnar Barbarotti assured her.


He awoke to see soft dawn light filtering through the thin curtains. They were moving gently in a slight breeze and a concentrated scent of summer morning wafted in through the open window. He turned his head and looked at Marianne, who was fast asleep on her stomach at his side, her naked back bare and her mass of chestnut-brown hair spreading across the pillow as if a fan had been casually opened and thrown down. He felt around on the bedside table until he found his watch.


Half past four.


He remembered looking at it when they had finished making love. Quarter past three.


So it was hardly time to get up and tackle the new day.


But nor was it a moment for just closing his eyes again, he thought. He turned back the sheet, got carefully out of bed and made his way to the kitchen. Took a couple of gulps of water straight from the tap.


Might as well pee while he was up and about, he decided, and continued into the garden. He stopped for a moment and happily wiggled his toes in the dewy grass. So here I am now, he thought. Stark naked, here and now. In the summer night at Gustabo. Things will never be better than this.


It had that grandeur to it. Even more so than arriving on the boat, and he determined never to forget this moment. He watched the pink dawn over the churchyard for a while, then ambled over to the broadleaved woods to relieve himself. He ducked his head as a bat zipped past. He was surprised; surely bats only flew at dusk?


He followed the stone wall and paused at the other points of the compass.


The cows. The field of rape.


He gave a shiver and went back indoors. Looked about him at the stylish simplicity of the place. Whitewash and brown wood, nothing more. His eye fell on his case, standing behind the kitchen settle, still not unpacked. There was something white protruding from the side pocket. He went round the kitchen table and saw that it was the three letters he had taken from the chatty postman as he was leaving home yesterday. He pulled them out and inspected them. Two looked like bills, one from the phone company, the other from his insurance firm. He stuffed them back in the pocket.


The third letter was handwritten. His name and address in black, written in scruffy, angular capital letters. There was no sender address. A stamp with a sailing boat.


He hesitated for a second. Then he took a knife from the knife block on the draining board and slit open the envelope. He took out a folded sheet of paper, opened it and read.


GOING TO KILL ERIK BERGMAN.


LET’S SEE IF YOU CAN STOP ME.


From the bedroom he heard Marianne mutter something in her sleep. He stared at the message.


The serpent in Paradise, he thought.
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‘What do you mean?’ said Marianne.


‘Exactly what I say,’ replied Gunnar Barbarotti. ‘I’ve had a letter.’


‘Here? A letter came here?’


It was the morning of the second day. They were sitting in deckchairs under a sun umbrella looking out over the field of yellow rape. The sky was blue. Swallows were darting and bumblebees were buzzing; they had just finished breakfast, refilled their cups, and the only thing happening was digestion.


Plus this conversation. He wondered why he had brought it up. He was already regretting it.


‘No, it came just as I was leaving home yesterday. I shoved it in the side pocket of my case. But then I opened it, this morning.’


‘A threat, you say?’


‘In a way.’


‘Can I see?’


He pondered the fingerprint aspect for a moment but decided he was on holiday and went inside to get the letter.


She read it with one eyebrow raised, the other lowered; he had never seen her with that expression before, but realized it signalled a combination of surprise and concentration. It looked really rather elegant, he couldn’t help noticing. She looked elegant in every way, when he came to think about it; apart from a battered old straw hat with a wide brim, she was wearing only a thin, almost transparent garment that hid little more than the glass in an aquarium.


Linen, if he was not mistaken.


‘Do you often get letters like this?’


‘No, never.’


‘So it’s not routine for a police officer?’


‘Not in my experience, at any rate.’


‘And who’s Erik Bergman?’


‘No idea.’


‘You’re sure?’


He shrugged. ‘Nobody I can bring to mind, anyway. But it isn’t a particularly uncommon name.’


‘And you don’t know who could have sent it?’


‘No.’


She picked up the envelope and studied it. ‘The postmark’s illegible.’


‘More or less. I think it ends in “org” but it’s not at all clear.’


She nodded. ‘Why send it to you, then? I mean, this must be some kind of lunatic, but why would he send it to you in particular?’


Gunnar Barbarotti sighed. ‘Marianne, it’s like I said. I really have no idea.’


He waved away a fly, regretting again that he had ever mentioned the letter. It was idiotic having to sit here on such a perfect morning and talk about police business.


But it wasn’t police business, hadn’t he just decided? Merely a momentary source of irritation . . . not worthy of any more attention than the fly he had just batted away.


‘But you must have some kind of . . . what’s it called? . . . intuition? How long have you been a policeman? Twenty years?’


‘Nineteen.’


‘Oh yes, that’s right, we talked about it, the same length of time as I’ve been a midwife. But there is a kind of instinctive sense you develop over the years, isn’t there? I think I have, anyway.’


Barbarotti drank some of his coffee and thought about it. ‘Sometimes, perhaps. But not where this is concerned, I’m afraid. It’s been going round in my head all morning and not the least little idea has occurred to me.’


‘But it’s addressed to you. To your home address.’


‘Yes.’


‘Not to the police station. But surely that must mean he . . . or she . . . has some particular relationship to you?’


‘Relationship is taking it a bit far. It only means he knows who I am . . . or she. Now let’s talk about something else, I’m sorry I brought it up.’


Marianne put the envelope down on the table and leant back in her chair. ‘What do you think, then?’


She evidently did not give up that easily.


‘About what?’


‘The letter, of course. The threat. Is it serious?’


‘Presumably not.’


She pushed the straw hat right back and raised both eyebrows. ‘How can you say that?’


He sighed again. ‘Because we get a lot of anonymous letters. They’re nearly all fakes.’


‘I thought the police had a duty to treat everything seriously. If there’s a bomb threat to a school, say, then I assume you have to . . .?’


‘We do treat everything seriously. There really isn’t much we leave to chance. But you asked me if I thought this was meant seriously. That’s another matter.’


‘OK, sheriff. See your point. So you think this one is just a hoax?’


‘Yes.’


‘Why?’


Good question, thought Gunnar Barbarotti. Bloody good question. Because . . . because I want it to be a hoax, of course. Here I am in the paradise of Gustabo with a woman I’m pretty sure I love, and I don’t want to be disturbed by some cretin who’s planning to kill some other cretin. And if it does turn out to be genuine, then I . . . well, I want to be able to say I didn’t open the letter until I got home from my stay in paradise.


‘You’re not answering,’ she observed.


‘Ahem,’ said Gunnar Barbarotti. ‘The fact is, I don’t know. You can never say never, of course. Let’s leave this for now.’


She leant forward and glared at him. ‘What rubbish is that? Leave it? You’ve surely got to take some kind of action? Are you a detective inspector, or aren’t you?’


‘I’m on holiday in seventh heaven,’ Gunnar Barbarotti reminded her.


‘Me too,’ countered Marianne. ‘But if a pregnant woman arrived in seventh heaven and wanted to give birth to her baby, I would deliver it. You get me?’


‘Smart,’ said Gunnar Barbarotti.


‘One–nil to the midwife,’ said Marianne with a broad smile. ‘Thanks for last night, by the way. I love making love with you.’


‘There were a few seconds when I really thought I could fly,’ admitted Gunnar Barbarotti. ‘But what an idiot I was to open this letter. Can’t we agree to forget it, and I’ll pretend to find it when I get home?’


‘Not on your life. What if Erik Bergman’s been murdered when you get back to Kymlinge, how could you live with that? I thought I’d met a man with morals and a heart.’


Gunnar Barbarotti gave in. He took off his sunglasses and regarded her gravely. ‘All right,’ he said. ‘So what do you suggest?’


‘You want me to suggest something?’


‘Why not? Why shouldn’t we have a bit of a job swap while we’re on holiday?’


She laughed. ‘So you’ll look after all the pregnant women in seventh heaven?’


‘Of course.’


‘Were you there when your children were born?’


‘All three.’


‘She nodded. ‘OK then. I only wanted to be sure no babies’ lives would be put at risk. As I see it, there are two alternatives.’


‘And they are?’


‘Either we take this to the police in Visby . . .’


‘I don’t want to go to Visby. What’s the alternative?’


‘We ring your colleagues in Kymlinge.’


‘Not a bad idea,’ said Gunnar Barbarotti. ‘But there’s just one catch.’


‘Oh yes?’


‘We haven’t got a phone.’


‘We can get round that. We’ll go and see the farmer and I’ll introduce you. His name’s Jonsson, by the way. Hagmund Jonsson.’


‘Hagmund?’


‘Yes. His father was called Hagmund too. And his grandfather.’


Gunnar Barbarotti nodded and scratched his stubble. ‘Can I suggest something, in that case?’ he said.


‘What?’


‘That you put on something a bit more substantial than that see-through handkerchief, otherwise Hagmund the Third’s going to have a fit.’


She laughed. ‘But you like it?’


‘I like it very much. It somehow makes you look more than naked.’


‘Grr,’ said Marianne, forty-two-year-old midwife from Helsingborg. ‘I suggest we go in for a while first. I’ve a feeling Hagmund won’t be home for an hour or so.’


‘Grrr,’ said Gunnar Barbarotti, forty-seven-year-old detective inspector from Kymlinge. ‘I think this rape field must be some kind of aphro . . . what’s the word? . . . aphrodisiac.’


‘Yes, that’s the word,’ confirmed the midwife. ‘But it’s not the field, you dolt, it’s me.’


‘Yup, you’re totally right there,’ said Gunnar Barbarotti.


Although an hour and a half went by before they made it across the road to the Jonssons’, Hagmund turned out not to be at home. But his wife was there. She was around sixty-five, a stout little woman by the name of Jolanda. Gunnar Barbarotti wondered whether her mother and grandmother could possibly also have been called Jolanda, but he didn’t dare ask.


At any event, the cheery woman refused to let them use the phone before she had plied them with coffee, saffron pancakes and eleven kinds of cake and biscuit – so it was not until after two that Barbarotti finally got through to Kymlinge police station.


As luck would have it, Detective Inspector Eva Backman was nesting on a ton of paper in her office. He was put through to her and set out his business in scarcely over thirty seconds.


‘Fuck,’ said Eva Backman. ‘I’ll take this through to the chief inspector and propose you break off your holiday and get straight back to work. It sounds serious.’


‘You can consider our friendship terminated,’ said Barbarotti. ‘Holidays are no joking matter.’


Eva Backman roared with laughter. ‘Fair enough. What do you want me to do, then?’


‘I’ve no idea,’ said Gunnar Barbarotti. ‘I’m on leave. Just wanted to report a threatening anonymous letter like the responsible citizen I am.’


‘Bravo, inspector,’ said Eva Backman. ‘I give in. Can you read out what it says again?’


‘Going to kill Erik Bergman,’ Barbarotti said obediently. ‘Let’s see if you can stop me.’


‘So it’s “you”, singular?’


‘Yes.’


‘Handwritten?’


‘Yes.’


‘Addressed to you in person?’


‘Yes.’


‘Hmm, can you fax it over?’


‘I’m at Gustabo,’ said Gunnar Barbarotti. ‘There’s no fax here.’


‘Go to Visby then.’


Gunnar Barbarotti hastily conferred with himself. ‘Tomorrow, maybe.’


‘OK,’ said Eva Backman. ‘So what’s it all about, does he mean any particular Erik Bergman?’


‘Search me. I don’t know any Erik Bergman. Do you?’


‘Don’t think so,’ said Eva Backman. ‘Well I suppose I can check how many there are here in Kymlinge, for starters. Does it tell us anything about where in town the prospective corpse might happen to live?’


‘All it tells us is what I read out just now.’


‘I see,’ said Eva Backman. ‘All right then, if you fax it over tomorrow – including the address on the envelope – we’ll see what we can do.’


‘Fine.’


‘In the meantime, you can put the original in a plastic bag and send it to us . . . I’ll sort out this bit of unpleasantness for you, Mister Responsible Citizen. How’s Marianne?’


‘She’s great. She’s here with me now.’


Eva Backman laughed again. ‘Glad to hear the two of you are enjoying yourselves. It’s raining here. How is it . . .?’


‘Not a cloud in the sky,’ said Gunnar Barbarotti. ‘Right, I’ll leave this in your capable hands and see you in a fortnight.’


‘I wouldn’t bank on it,’ said Eva Backman. ‘I’ll be on holiday by then.’


‘Bother.’


‘These things happen. Incidentally, if I find there’s a whole gang of Erik Bergmans, it wouldn’t actually be a bad idea for you to look through them. Just in case you know any of them after all . . . would that be OK?’


‘If it’s not too long a list.’


‘Thank you, constable. Where shall I send it?’


‘Hang on.’


He put down the receiver on a bureau that boasted several framed photographs and silver pots and returned to Jolanda and Marianne on the terrace. ‘Excuse me, what’s Gustabo’s postal address?’


‘Gustabo, Hogrän, Gotland, usually works fine,’ said Marianne. Barbarotti thanked her and went back to the phone.


‘You can fax the list to the police in Visby,’ he said. ‘And I’ll do my faxing from there as well. I’m going to count this as eight hours’ overtime.’


‘You do that,’ said Eva Backman. ‘Kiss kiss, inspector, and regards to Marianne.’


Good, thought Gunnar Barbarotti, and felt the stirrings of indigestion from all the biscuits. That’s that out of the way.


On their way out they bumped into Hagmund Jonsson. He was a man of around seventy, as tall and spare as his wife was small and roly-poly.


‘Well well, so Marianne has got herself a man,’ he said. ‘And not a day too soon. So now you’ll be living in the time of expectations as yet unfulfilled?’


This last sentence, delivered in a broad Gotland accent, had the ring of a Biblical quotation, thought Gunnar Barbarotti. The time of expectations as yet unfulfilled? They shook hands.


‘It’s like being back in childhood, isn’t it?’ Hagmund went on without pausing for an answer. ‘The world and our lives are full of imprecise promises, of scents and premonitions we still haven’t fully explored. Once we do, it leaves us empty. Omne animal post coitum triste est. So then we have to invent new expectations. And take our time in fulfilling them.’


‘Never a truer word spoken,’ said Marianne, pulling Gunnar Barbarotti out through the gate.


‘Hagmund’s a philosopher,’ she explained once they were out in the road. ‘If you get caught in one of his conversations it can take several hours to wriggle free. What was that bit in Latin?’


‘I’m not sure,’ Gunnar Barbarotti had to admit. ‘Something about feeling melancholy after making love, I think.’


Marianne frowned. ‘I think that applies mainly to men,’ she said. ‘But they’re happy people, Hagmund and Jolanda Jonsson. They’ve signed up for the first package holiday in space.’


Gunnar Barbarotti nodded.


‘To prolong the sense of expectation?’


‘I assume so. He’s built his own telescope, too, out in the barn. It’s a world-class one, apparently, but nobody’s seen it since the newspaper sent someone round a few years ago. He doesn’t let anybody in.’


‘And how do you know they’re happy?’


She sighed. ‘You’re right,’ she said. ‘I can’t really know, of course. But it’s important for me to imagine that they are.’


‘In that case I’ll agree with you,’ said Gunnar Barbarotti. ‘What shall we do now?’


‘Are you already tired of sitting still in Paradise?’


‘We can’t make love more than two or three times a day. Not at our age.’


She laughed. ‘No, you’re right. I don’t want you to get too melancholy. How about a longish cycle ride?’


Gunnar Barbarotti looked up at the clear blue sky and sniffed the wind. ‘Why not?’ he said. ‘I’d sooner that than a space trip, at any rate.’







   

3


‘What made you join the police? I don’t think you’ve ever told me.’


‘That’s because you’ve never asked.’


‘Fair enough. But I’m asking now. What made you join the police?’


‘I don’t really know.’


‘Thanks. That’s about what I thought.’


‘What makes you say that?’


‘Because men have this way of never knowing why things happen in their lives.’


‘Damn cheek. How many men did you study to deduce that?’


‘You’re number two. Or perhaps number two and a half, though I never quite knew what to make of that physics teacher. But you’ve got to admit I’m right.’


They were lying on their backs under an oak by an old limestone church. It was four in the afternoon. The air temperature was about twenty-five degrees and they had been on their bikes for around two hours. Along pastoral highways and byways through the verdant countryside of high summer. Dry-stone walls, cornflowers and poppies. Low whitewashed buildings with climbing roses and Virginia creeper rambling over them. Black-and-white cows, larks high in the sky, indolent summer Gotlanders snoring in hammocks, and little shops and stalls selling saffron ice cream and coffee to passing cyclists. Gunnar Barbarotti had no idea where they were in relation to Gustabo. And nothing could have worried him less.


‘Things were more or less as they are now,’ he said.


‘Pardon?’


‘When I decided to join the police.’


‘How do you mean?’


‘I had a sore bum. But not saddle sore in that instance. I’d been sitting on it for five years while I was studying.’


‘Law at Lund?’


‘Yes. I realized I’d have to sit on it for another forty years if I became a lawyer. A police job sounded a bit more mobile.’


‘Fresh air and comradeship?’


‘Exactly. A decent pension if you happen to get prematurely shot.’


‘But were you right then? About being more mobile, I mean.’


Gunnar Barbarotti took a drink from his bottle of Loka mineral water and thought about it.


‘Well, there’s a fair amount of moving from chair to chair.’


She laughed and stretched her feet up towards the leafy crown of the oak. She wiggled her toes pleasurably. ‘You could do what I do,’ she suggested.


‘And what’s that?’


‘Take away the chairs. I spend nearly all day on my feet.’


‘Hmm,’ said Gunnar Barbarotti. ‘And you knew you wanted to be a midwife before you even left upper secondary, you say?’


‘Earlier than that,’ Marianne corrected him. ‘We had a midwife from the hospital come to tell us about her job. I made up my mind the very same day.’


‘And you’ve never regretted it?’


‘Sometimes, when things go wrong. But it passes, and we know it’s all part of the deal. No, I’ve never had serious regrets. It feels such a privilege to be there when life starts, and it never feels routine. They generally let me off the abortions, I’m glad to say. They’re the hardest thing.’


Gunnar Barbarotti clasped his hands behind his neck. ‘If a police officer had come to my school and told us what the job entailed, I’d definitely have chosen something else instead,’ he declared. ‘But you’re right about it being a good thing that questions of life and death never become routine.’


‘So what would you really like to do, then?’


He lay there for a while, listening to the drone of the bees. Gave the question due consideration.


‘Don’t know. I suspect I’m too old to train for anything else. So they’ll have to put up with me. Though I could imagine myself as a country bus driver in these parts.’


‘Bus driver?’


‘Yes. In my very own yellow country bus with about eleven passengers a day on average. One morning service and one in the afternoon. Coffee from a thermos flask at the end of the route, in a ditch full of meadow flowers . . . well, something along those lines.’


Marianne stroked his cheek with her fingertips. ‘You poor, worn-out middle-aged man,’ she said. ‘Perhaps you ought to apprentice yourself to Hagmund for a few days?’


‘Not a bad idea,’ mumbled Gunnar Barbarotti. ‘Do you know if they need a farm hand?’


He was suddenly aware of how tired he actually felt. All at once it was virtually impossible to keep his eyes open; the deep green foliage of the oak, whispering in the light breeze, was clearly trying to lull him to sleep.


And Marianne’s hand, which had now come to rest on his chest, was encouraging him gently but relentlessly in the same direction. He had not had much sleep last night, he realized, so it wasn’t . . . it really wasn’t anything to do with middle age, just to make that quite clear before he dozed off.


‘That letter,’ was the last thing he heard her say. ‘You’ve got to admit it’s rather horrible? Are you asleep?’


He dreamt about Chief Inspector Asunander.


As far as he could recall, he had never done that before, and he didn’t really see why he was doing so now. Asunander looked exactly the same as usual. His eyes were close-set, he was small, dapper and bloody-minded, and the only slightly odd thing was that he had a riding crop in one hand and a torch in the other. He was angry, too, and walking round inside a big house, which at times seemed utterly strange to Barbarotti, at others entirely familiar – and in the latter case bore more than a passing resemblance to the police headquarters at Kymlinge. At any event, Asunander was clearly searching for something; there were plenty of dark nooks and crannies, which must be why he was equipped with the torch. It cast thin beams of light at distorted angles in the corridors that echoed to his footsteps, up grotesquely winding spiral staircases and through basement culverts dripping with moisture. Wasn’t I lying under an oak tree in Gotland just now? The question ran through Barbarotti’s head, and at that very instant he realized he was on his back in the dream, too, not in a peaceful country churchyard but under a bed in a dark room, a creaky old tubular metal bed with a horsehair mattress, and he . . . he was the one the chief inspector was hunting down. If he held his breath and strained his ears, he could hear the characteristic click of Asunander’s dentures; he was very close now and Barbarotti knew the reason he himself was lurking under the bed was that he was guilty of gross neglect, having evaded his responsibilities, to put it simply, and now it was time for him to be held to account. Bloody hell, thought Gunnar Barbarotti, may the old git keel over with a blood clot or burn in . . . but then he changed tactics and sent up a hasty existence prayer to the other authority instead.


He was in the habit of doing this, though normally when he was awake. He had a so-called deal with Our Lord, in which Our Lord had to show his existence by heeding at least a reasonable proportion of the prayers his humble servant, Detective Inspector Barbarotti, sent up to him. Then points were awarded: plus points for Our Lord if Barbarotti’s prayers were answered, minus if they were not. Just now, in this dream, at this moment beneath an oak in a Gotland churchyard in July 2007, God’s existence was assured by an eleven-point margin, and that was the why and wherefore of the sudden offer of two points for not on any account letting the chief inspector discover his trembling subordinate under the bed, or under the oak, or wherever reality was currently being played out.


Dear God, it was only a little letter and I am on holiday, he quickly formulated his entreaty. After all, it can’t really be that serious . . .


‘I once knew a boy called Erik Bergman, in fact. It’s coming back to me now.’


‘What?’


He woke up. Opened his eyes and stared in surprise – and relief – at the shimmering green canopy of leaves. There was no Chief Inspector Asunander here. Just a midwife Marianne, lying there with her head on his chest. And the aforementioned oak, which was a distinct improvement. How long had he been asleep? Ten minutes? Or only one? Had she even noticed that he had dropped off? It didn’t seem like it, she was still talking about that letter. No, perhaps he was just imagining he’d had a dream?


‘I said I once knew a boy called Erik Bergman. What if he’s the one who’s going to die?’


Gunnar Barbarotti coughed to clear the sleep out of his throat and stretched his arms above his head.


‘Of course it isn’t. Was he a boyfriend of yours?’


‘No, but we were in the same form at upper secondary. Not that he’s at all likely to live in Kymlinge. That was it, wasn’t it . . . this person whose life is in danger lives in Kymlinge?’


‘Good grief, Marianne, how am I supposed to know? And nobody’s going to lose their life at all. Let’s not worry about this any more.’


She did not reply.


‘It’s only some nutcase. I’ll go into Visby tomorrow and do my duty, but now I think my bum might fancy trying that saddle again. How about yours?’


‘Never better. D’you want to have a feel?’


He glanced hastily round the churchyard, then did as invited. Just as she had said, it seemed to be in fine form. Phenomenally fine form, to be precise. It was enough to make a man lose his head.


‘Right then,’ she said, gently pushing away his hand. ‘Let’s go home and make some dinner.’


There were five individuals in Kymlinge who went by the name of Erik Bergman.


This could be seen from the list Gunnar Barbarotti received at the police station in Visby on the Thursday morning. The eldest of them was seventy-seven and the youngest three-and-a-half.


An acceptable name in every possible generation, it seemed. As he sat on a bench at the south gate of the old city walls, waiting for Marianne to finish shopping for some fresh vegetables, he went through all the potential murder victims.


The seventy-seven year old was a widower and lived at 6 Linderödsvägen. He had been a railway employee all his working life and had lived at the same address for the last forty years. He had no police record.


The second oldest was fifty-four and a relative newcomer to Kymlinge. He worked as a market analyst at Handelsbanken, and had been living at 10 Grenadjärsgatan with his second wife for the past two years. He had no criminal record either.


Barbarotti wondered if it was the wife or the address that was two years old. It wasn’t entirely clear, but perhaps it was both.


Number three was a thirty-six year old living at 11 Hedeniusgatan. A single man, he owned and ran his own computer business, and had no skeletons in his cupboard as far as one could tell. Born and bred in Kymlinge, he had been active in the Kymlinge Badminton Club for several seasons, until a knee injury forced him to stop playing ten years ago, almost to the day.


Who the heck compiled this list, wondered Barbarotti. A ten-year-old knee injury? It must be Backman, having a laugh.


Erik Bergman number four was thirty-two years old. Like number two, he had recently moved to the town. A father of three with an address in Lyckebogatan, and a job at Kymlingevik school as one of the leaders at the after-school club. He did actually feature in police records, a single entry – the offence being an attack on an officer on the occasion of a football international at Råsunda stadium in 1996. In a state of extreme inebriation, he had shoved a hot dog complete with mustard, ketchup and gherkin into a policeman’s face. He received a fine, which was only right.


Which left Erik Bergman aged three-and-a-half. No profession yet and no criminal record, but living with his single mother at 15 Molngatan.


Well there we have it, thought Gunnar Barbarotti, and yawned. So one of you is going to die, eh?


He had had a five-minute phone conversation with Backman while he was at the police station, too. Asked if they had taken any precautions.


Of course they had, Backman assured him. Asunander had taken the decision to have a radio patrol car drive past the various addresses twice a day to make sure there was no funny business going on. And incidentally, as far as they could gather, at least two of the Eriks were away on holiday. Numbers two and five.


But no warnings to those potentially at risk, Barbarotti had wanted to know.


No, Asunander had not judged it necessary. Just because you had a letter-writing numbskull to deal with, it didn’t mean the police had to conduct themselves like numbskulls, he had pointed out. The cost of round-the-clock police protection was well known.


Once they had the actual letter in their hands, they would of course look into it more closely. And possibly arrive at a different judgement. Barbarotti had presumably put it in a plastic bag and sent it off as promised?


Gunnar Barbarotti confirmed this, then wished Backman a good week’s work and hung up.


He folded up the list. Put it in his back pocket and thought he would probably have reached the same conclusion. He would not have taken more comprehensive steps either, if it had been his decision to make.


The fact that they were obliged to treat all threats as genuine was one thing. But it didn’t mean you constantly had to pour in resources. Of course not. It was considerably cheaper in the long run to take all developments seriously, as politicians and diplomats had done since time immemorial. Internally, though never officially, the justification for this was that twenty out of twenty threats were false. The problem was when you got to the twenty-first.


That brought him to Marianne, the least and loveliest of all his problems. He hastily put all police matters out of his mind and went to meet her; it wasn’t quite the same seeing her come out of the ICA supermarket with carrier bags as it was being met by her down at the harbour at sunset – but it was good enough. He felt his heart beating a little faster in his breast as she came into view.


I hope I shall be married to her, two years from now, he suddenly thought, and he wondered if it really was a thought or if it was just one of those constellations of words that the brain generated when it happened to be in action and the weather was good.


‘How did it go?’ she asked.


‘Oh, splendidly,’ he said. ‘I’ve delegated the responsibility, so now I’m all yours.’


‘Hah,’ said Marianne. ‘Do you want to carry both bags or just one?’


‘Both, of course,’ said Gunnar Barbarotti. ‘Who do you take me for?’
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‘Are you reading the Bible?’


‘Oh. I thought you were asleep.’


‘I was. But when I sensed the bed was empty, I woke up.’


‘Ah, I see. Yes, I read the Bible now and then.’


She closed the wine-coloured bible and put it down next to her teacup on the table. Leant back in her deckchair and squinted at him through half-closed eyes. It was Tuesday, the morning of the eighth day – that is, if you counted last Tuesday as the first day even though it was evening by the time they met up. But that was academic hair-splitting. Measuring time at Gustabo did not feel particularly important, thought Gunnar Barbarotti with a yawn, particularly time that had already passed.


Now, however, it was morning. The sky had started to clear after overnight rain and a thunderstorm they had watched and admired from the living room window. It had lasted from just after midnight until quarter past one, just over an hour, and the flashes of lightning across the rape field had been spectacular.


‘So you . . . I mean, you believe there’s a God?’


She nodded.


‘You didn’t tell me that.’


She laughed. Slightly uncomfortably, he felt.


‘Well yes, I think of myself as a believer,’ she said. ‘But I don’t exactly advertise the fact.’


‘Why’s that?’


‘Because . . . because it embarrasses people. And I’m not a churchgoer. I don’t like churches at all . . . not the actual buildings, that is, but the organized element. For me it’s a private matter, if you see what I mean. A connection.’


He sat down in the deckchair opposite her.


‘I understand. And I don’t find it particularly embarrassing.’


‘Are you sure?’


He thought about it.


‘Yes, I really am.’


‘But you don’t believe in a god, I assume?’


‘I wouldn’t exactly say that.’


It was momentarily on the tip of his tongue to tell her the precise nature of his own relationship with God, but he decided to keep it to himself. They had known each other for nearly a year now – he and Marianne, that is, whereas he and Our Lord went back much further than that – but the time did not seem ripe for that kind of confidence. He was pretty sure God felt the same. They had a kind of . . . well, a kind of gentleman’s agreement, to put it bluntly. A private matter, like she said.


‘What does that mean?’


‘What does what mean?’


‘You said, “I wouldn’t say that.” What did you mean?’


‘Just that I don’t know. But I think about it now and then.’


She took off her sunglasses and gave him a look of slight concern.


‘You think about it from time to time?’


‘Hrrm, yes, that may not exactly sound . . . doesn’t matter, anyway. But what about your own faith, then? Is it something you grew up with?’


She shook her head.


‘Oh no. I’d probably have been kicked out of the house if I’d started on about religion. They were sort of Marxists, my parents, right into the eighties. My mother’s dead now of course, but I’m blessed if Dad doesn’t vote for the Left Party even now. Especially since Schyman bowed out, he rants on about her every time I see him.’


‘And your faith?’


‘Well, it kind of crept up on me, I suppose you could say. There’s an old Persian poem that goes, “The victorious God treads gently in soft sandals of donkey skin”, and that fits pretty well with my image of Him.’


‘Soft sandals of donkey skin . . .?’ said Barbarotti.


‘Yes. And it’s to do with my job, of course . . . I need a centre of gravity. But it’s a matter between Him and me, you see. I don’t care about the facade, and sometimes I think . . .’


‘Yes?’


‘Sometimes I think it must be the Devil who invented religion, so it can put itself between human beings and God.’


‘Did you think of that yourself?’


‘No, I’m pretty sure I read it somewhere. But it doesn’t make any difference, does it?’


‘No. And the Quran and Buddha and Kabbalah?’


‘A rose by any other name . . . Are you sure it doesn’t bother you?’


‘Doesn’t bother me in the slightest,’ Gunnar Barbarotti assured her. ‘I detect some preconceptions about the spiritual qualifications of the Swedish police force. Anyway, you certainly don’t need to read your Bible surreptitiously. I take the odd gander at it myself sometimes, too.’


She laughed and stretched her hands into the air. Palms upward. ‘Take the odd gander at the Bible! Did you hear that, O Lord? What do You say to that?’


‘I’m sure of one thing, though,’ continued Barbarotti, in the grip of inspiration. ‘And it’s this: if He does exist, Our Lord, then he’s a gentleman with a fine sense of humour. Anything else is out of the question. And he isn’t all-powerful.’


Marianne grew serious again. She gave him a look that made him feel unaccountably breathless. Am I fourteen again, or what, he asked himself.


‘You know something?’ she said. ‘When you say things like that, I almost think I love you.’


‘It . . . it’s a good job I’m sitting down,’ he managed to croak, his tongue sticking to the roof of his mouth. ‘Otherwise . . . well, otherwise I’d faint.’


At that moment they heard a cough and became aware of Hagmund Jonsson sauntering across the grass. He had a scythe over his shoulder and a dead rabbit in his hand.


‘It never occurred to me that you’d netted a detective, Marianne. Congratulations. I never understand why they don’t have the sense to jump out of the way of the scythe. Do you want it for your dinner?’


He waved the bloody rabbit.


‘Thanks, but I don’t think so,’ said Marianne, averting her eyes.


‘That wasn’t my main reason for coming over,’ Hagmund went on. ‘My main reason is the detective. There’s a telephone call for him. It sounded urgent.’


‘Telephone?’ said Gunnar Barbarotti.


Hagmund nodded and scratched the back of his neck. ‘The lady and gentleman clearly decided to leave their mobile appliances on the mainland. That does you credit, without a doubt. But as I say, there’s a rather eager female inspector on the line in my kitchen, and it might be an idea for him to come with me and talk to her. Sure you don’t want this little chap?’


He dangled the rabbit in front of their eyes again. Marianne shook her head and Barbarotti got to his feet.


‘I’m coming,’ he said. ‘Did they tell you what it was about?’


‘Top secret,’ declared Hagmund Jonsson. ‘State security, most likely. I can’t see them daring to shatter this idyll for anything less.’


He gave a knowing wink. Marianne wrapped her dressing gown more tightly round her and Gunnar Barbarotti followed the farmer out to the road.


‘It seems your penfriend was serious after all.’


He didn’t reply immediately. Fuck, he thought, I feared as much.


He gestured to Jolanda Jonsson to leave him on his own and close the kitchen door. And waited until she had done so. If they wanted to eavesdrop, then at least let them have the inconvenience of picking up a receiver in another room, thought Barbarotti.


‘Are you still there?’ Eva Backman asked.


‘I’m still here,’ Barbarotti confirmed. ‘What did you say?’


‘I assume you haven’t forgotten the letter you got before you bunked off to Paradise?’


‘No,’ said Gunnar Barbarotti. ‘How could I forget that? So tell me what’s happened.’


She turned her head away to say something to a colleague, he couldn’t make out what.


‘Sorry. Yes, it’s murder. A jogger found Erik Bergman’s body out at Brönnsvik a couple of hours ago. The jogging track along by the river and up over the ridge, you know. He was out jogging too, it seems . . . Bergman, that is.’


‘Are you having me on?’ asked Barbarotti.


‘No,’ said Eva Backman. ‘I’m not, unfortunately. There’s a right old fuss here at the moment. What’s more, the jogger who discovered the body happens to be a journalist by profession. Johannes Virtanen, if that name rings a bell?’


‘I know who he is. But presumably the press don’t know anything about the letter?’


‘No, we’ve managed to keep that detail quiet for now.’


‘Good. And which Erik Bergman are we talking about? I mean . . .’


‘Oh yes, sorry,’ said Eva Backman. ‘Number three. The one with the knee injury and the IT company.’


‘I see,’ said Gunnar Barbarotti.


Which wasn’t entirely true. He was keenly aware of a chugging in his brain, but it was more reminiscent of the engine of an old banger that was about to breathe its last than of any kind of thought process.


‘Tell me everything,’ he said, sinking down on a kitchen settle under a wall hanging bearing the artistically embroidered motto Sufficient Unto the Day is the Evil Thereof. Quite right, thought Gunnar Barbarotti. That’s the way it is. And this day has scarcely even started.


‘Found at 6.55 a.m.,’ said Eva Backman. ‘He was single, of course, but we talked to a guy who evidently knows him quite well. Andreas Grimle, he works at Bergman’s company. Some kind of part-owner too, it seems. Anyway, he claims Bergman was in the habit of running that circuit two or three mornings a week. In summer, that is, before breakfast, between six and seven, roughly.’


‘MO?’ queried Barbarotti.


‘Stabbing,’ said Eva Backman. ‘Sorry, didn’t I say? Once in the back, a couple of times in the stomach plus a slash to the throat. He can’t have survived for long. He was swimming in a pool of his own blood, more or less.’


‘Sounds nice.’


‘Certainly does.’


‘Have you been there to take a look yourself?’


‘Of course. Suppose we’ll have to see what the crime scene investigators find, but we mustn’t get our hopes up. The ground was dry and we know what that means. No footprints, no signs of a struggle, the murderer presumably leapt on him suddenly from behind.’


‘But I thought he was running? Isn’t it a bit hard to . . .?’


‘I don’t know,’ said Eva Backman. ‘We’ll have to think about that one. But he could have stopped him first . . . asked for help or something.’


‘Could be,’ said Gunnar Barbarotti. ‘And who’s been put in charge of the case?’


‘Sylvenius is leading the preliminary investigation.’


‘I mean the lead detective.’


‘Who do you think?’


He didn’t reply. He hardly felt he needed to.


‘All right,’ said Eva Backman. ‘This is how things look. Asunander has left it in my competent hands for now. Though we’ve got everyone involved for the moment. Maximum show of strength. And I have a distinct feeling he’s expecting you to step in tomorrow.’


‘I’m on holiday.’


‘If you resume your duties tomorrow instead of on Monday, you’ve got a week until the elk-hunting season.’


‘I don’t hunt.’


‘I only meant it metaphorically.’


‘I see. Was that the way Asunander put it?’


‘No, it was just me, distilling the essence.’


‘Thanks,’ sighed Gunnar Barbarotti.


Eva Backman cleared her throat. ‘I don’t always agree with our dear chief inspector,’ she said. ‘You know that. But in this case I actually do. That was a personal letter to you. Not to me or Sorrysen or anybody else. It wasn’t even addressed to police HQ. So it does . . . well, it does seem to be your pigeon. Though of course it’ll be the whole group of us really. Like I said.’


Gunnar Barbarotti thought about this.


‘Perhaps that’s what he wants?’


‘What?’


‘The murderer. Wants it to be me taking charge of the investigation.’


‘I’ve thought about that,’ said Backman. ‘Could be somebody you know, then?’


‘Yes, but why?’ said Barbarotti. ‘Why should anyone be so bloody stupid that they’d expose themselves to the risk?’


‘Stupid?’ said Backman. ‘I’m not so sure about that. More like cocky, I’d say. In any case, you’d probably better accept the challenge.’


Barbarotti thought about it for three seconds. He felt he had no choice.


‘OK,’ he said. ‘You can tell Asunander I’ll be there tomorrow morning. I think there’s a ferry at five this afternoon, but if anybody pops up with a confession before that, I want you to let me know.’


‘I’ve got a feeling that won’t happen,’ said Eva Backman. ‘Unfortunately. And I’m sorry I had to break off your summer of love like this.’


‘I shall be taking the other days I’m owed at a later date,’ declared Inspector Barbarotti, and hung up.


In time for some elk hunting, maybe, he supplied silently.


What a morning, he thought, once he had left the Jonssons’ farm and come back up to the road. It starts with Bible study and questions about the essential nature of God, then she says she almost loves me and I round off the whole thing with a bit of murder and elk hunting.


Marianne had few reproaches. Nor had he expected many from her.


‘We had eight of our ten days,’ she said when she had switched off the car engine in the car park at the ferry terminal. ‘Perhaps that’s all I can ask now I’ve fallen for a detective?’


‘I shouldn’t have opened that letter,’ said Gunnar Barbarotti. ‘If I hadn’t found it until Friday, they couldn’t have called me in.’


But he didn’t know if he really meant that. It felt paradoxical, somehow; the notion that he was playing into the perpetrator’s hands was hard to shake off. By opening the letter, reading its warning and passing it on. And then, by in-stantly leaping into the investigation? Wasn’t that exactly what he – or she – wanted?


Why send a letter to say you intended killing somebody in the first place? Before you actually committed the act? Was there any significance to it? Or were they just dealing with a nutcase, someone it was a waste of time trying to understand in rational terms?


Impossible to know, thought Gunnar Barbarotti. No point speculating, not this early on.


But he knew one thing for certain: he had never experienced a case like this before. Come to think of it, he didn’t think he had read about anything like it, either. The very fact of the perpetrator planning his deed was a rarity; the usual pattern was for one booze-fuelled party to lose his temper and make a fatal lunge at some other booze-fuelled party.


Or his wife or some other person who happened to have displeased him. But that wasn’t what had happened in this case, he felt he could afford to assume that much.


‘These days with you have been wonderful, anyway,’ Marianne interrupted his thoughts. ‘Shame you didn’t get a day with those reprobate children of mine, too, though.’


It had been decided that they would come on the Thursday, giving the four of them an afternoon, an evening and a morning together. He had met them a couple of times before and it had all gone surprisingly smoothly. He liked Johan and Jenny, and if it had not seemed presumptuous to claim it, he would have said they seemed content to put up with him, too.


‘Things are as they are,’ he said. ‘You’ll have to explain that their new friend the policeman has got to get home to catch a scary murderer, that’s the unvarnished truth of it, I’m afraid.’


‘I think they’ll accept an excuse like that,’ concluded Marianne.


Then she kissed him and gave him a little push towards the car door.


The sensation of standing on deck and waving goodbye as the ferry put out from the shore was not a high point, noted Gunnar Barbarotti. Particularly not with his arrival a week earlier fresh in his mind. He found himself wishing he were a fourteen-year-old girl rather than a forty-seven-year-old detective – then he could have shed a few tears without suffering acute embarrassment.


But he wasn’t. And being an airheaded teenage girl could prove rather a drag in the long run, too.


I hope there are going to be more weeks like this in my rudderless life, he thought when he could no longer make out the waving figure on the quay outside the terminal building. But I can bloody well do without the partings.


Then he went down to the cafeteria and bought himself a large plate of meat and potato hash with beetroot, and a beer to go with it.
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It was quarter past nine and the sun had set by the time he climbed into his Citroën in the long-stay car park at Nynäshamn. For some reason he hadn’t really understood, the ferry had gone at reduced speed, and the crossing had taken forty-five minutes longer than normal.


A dark drive home, he thought as he started the car. Three and a half hours’ splendid isolation. He was not unaccustomed to solitude, but now it suddenly felt like a predatory animal, a shaggy beast that had been starving for a whole week and would now delight in sinking its teeth into him.


Before long, however, he had managed to make contact on his mobile with Inspector Backman. That was something, at least.


‘You’re my voice in the night,’ he explained. ‘The eagle has landed and requests an update.’


‘I thought I felt the earth move,’ said Eva Backman. ‘Must have been that quake in the underworld. Well, I’m still at work, actually.’


‘Congratulations,’ said Gunnar Barbarotti. ‘How many suspects have you identified? Am I ringing in the middle of the crucial interrogation? In that case . . .’


‘We haven’t really got that far yet,’ Inspector Backman admitted. ‘But we’ve started to narrow it down. We think we’re dealing with a right-handed man between seventeen and seventy.’


‘Great,’ said Gunnar Barbarotti. ‘We’ll have him any day now. Are you sure it isn’t a woman?’


‘Could be a woman,’ conceded Backman. ‘But the knife went in with some force, so she must be strong and fit, if so.’


‘And probably not seventy,’ suggested Barbarotti.


‘Fifty-five at most.’


‘Tell me the rest,’ asked Barbarotti.


Eva Backman sighed and launched in. ‘Well if we start with forensics, the technicians have basically hoovered an area the size of a football pitch round the crime scene. I daresay they’ll present us with their analysis sometime between Christmas and New Year. We’ll have the pathologist’s report tomorrow morning, but there won’t be any sensational revelations in it. He died of those knife wounds, presumably within a minute or two. DNA doesn’t seem to be an option. And then, well, we’ve started mapping out his family and his circle of friends, of course. We’ve got about fifty people to talk to, that’s what I’m doing now. Deciding priorities. Which ones we’re going to talk to, and in what order; he seems to have got about a bit, Erik Bergman . . .’


‘What do you mean by that?’


‘Nothing out of the ordinary. Bachelor with plenty of money, that’s all. Liked going to the pub. Knew a lot of people . . . not a computer nerd, if that’s what you were thinking.’


‘I get the picture. What else?’


‘We’ve got an expert profiler coming from Gothenburg tomorrow. There’s something of a tradition of this sort of letter writing in the US, apparently. And a number of studies of that kind of murderer. It’s pretty unusual here, of course, but this chap might have something useful to tell us. We’d better listen to what he has to say, at least. He’s coming tomorrow afternoon, so you’ll get to meet him.’


‘Is there anything about Bergman having felt under threat or suchlike? Enemies?’


‘No, nothing like that has emerged as yet. We’ve mainly been talking to this Grimle, the business partner I told you about . . . plus a few other good friends and the victim’s sister. She lives at Lysekil, and I talked to her for an hour, but they don’t seem to have kept that closely in touch. She’s five years older.’


‘Children?’


‘Nix.’


‘Parents?’


‘On holiday in Croatia. But they’ve been informed. They live in Gothenburg, in Långedrag to be precise. They expect to touch down at Landvetter tomorrow afternoon. Well off, as you’ll already have worked out; they wouldn’t be living in Långedrag otherwise. Sold a big technology company two years ago and retired.’


‘Ah, like that, is it?’ said Gunnar Barbarotti. ‘Any girlfriends? He must have had the occasional longer-lasting relationship? How old was he, in fact? Thirty-six?’
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