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1


When Rosemarie Wunderlich Hermansson awoke on Sunday 18 December it was a few minutes to six and she had a very vivid image in her head.


She was standing in a doorway, looking out over an unfamiliar garden. It was summer, or early autumn. In particular, she was looking at two fat little birds; yellowy-green in colour, they were perched on a telephone wire ten to fifteen metres away and each had a speech bubble coming from its beak.


You’ve got to kill yourself, she read in one bubble.


You’ve got to kill Karl-Erik, she read in the other.


The messages were for her. She, Rosemarie Wunderlich Hermansson, was the one who had to kill herself. Or kill Karl-Erik. There was absolutely no doubt on that score.


Karl-Erik was her husband, and it took a few seconds for her to register that both of these absurd stipulations must of course have arisen from something she had dreamt – but it was a dream that swiftly faded, leaving only these two bizarre birds on a wire. Most peculiar.


For a little while she lay quite still on her right-hand side, stared out into the surrounding darkness in the direction of a fictitious dawn, which at that point had presumably progressed no further than the Urals, listened to Karl-Erik’s invariably calm breathing and realized that the analysis in the vision was entirely correct. The birds had spread their stubby wings and flown off, but their statements still hung there, impossible to misinterpret.


Her or Karl-Erik. That was how it had to be. There had been an or between the speech bubbles, not an and. One precluded the other, and it also felt like a . . . like an absolutely imperative necessity for her to choose one or the other of these alternatives. Jesus Christ, she thought, swinging her legs over the side of the bed and sitting up. How could it have come to this? As if this family hasn’t already had its fair share.


But as she straightened her back and felt the familiar morning aches around her third and fourth lumbar vertebrae, everyday thoughts came creeping in as well. A safe but rather tedious balm for the soul. She accepted them with a sort of listless gratitude, thrust her hands under her armpits and padded out to the bathroom. We’re so defenceless first thing in the morning, she thought. So thin-skinned and vulnerable. A sixty-three-year-old needlework teacher doesn’t murder her husband, it’s completely out of the question.


Admittedly she had taught German as well, but that didn’t appreciably alter their respective positions. Didn’t make it more acceptable in any way; what on earth was the distinction between needlework and German in that context?


So presumably it is my own time in this vale of tears I will have to cut short, thought Rosemarie Wunderlich Hermansson. She switched on the light, regarded her large, smooth face in the mirror and noted that someone had stuck a smile on it.


Why am I smiling, she thought. There’s nothing to smile about, is there? I’ve never felt worse in my life and Karl-Erik will be awake in half an hour. What was it the headmaster said? The deeply resonant ore that . . . that what? . . . that provided the rising generation with its moral and intellectual sounding board? Where the hell had he dredged that up from? What a chump. Age group after age group, generation after generation, for forty years. Amassing growth rings like a pedagogical pine tree.


Yes, Porky Bergson really had called Karl-Erik a pedagogical pine tree. Could there conceivably have been a hint of irony there?


Probably not, thought Rosemarie Wunderlich Hermansson, jabbing her electric toothbrush deep into her right cheek. Vera Ragnebjörk, her only teaching colleague in the almost extinct German language at Kymlingevik School, always used to say that Porky Bergson lacked the ironic dimension. That was why you could never talk to him as you did to other people, and it was presumably thanks to this unique deficiency that he had managed to remain the head of that school for more than thirty years.


Porky Bergson was only a year or two younger than Karl-Erik himself, but a good forty kilos heavier, and until that sad day nearly eight years ago, when his wife Berit died after falling out of a ski lift in Kitzbühel and breaking her neck, they had socialized quite a lot. All four of them. Bridge and so on. A trip to the theatre in Stockholm. A disastrous week in Crete. Rosemarie thought she missed Berit a bit, but she didn’t miss Porky Bergson. Social contact with him, that is.


Why am I wasting my precious morning minutes on thoughts of that dimensionally challenged nonentity? she asked herself. Why don’t I grab the chance of fifteen minutes’ peace and quiet with the morning paper instead? I’m definitely losing control.


But no positive thoughts surfaced over her coffee and newspaper either. There were no bright spots. When she raised her eyes and looked at the kitchen clock – bought on impulse at the Kungens Kurva branch of IKEA for forty-nine kronor fifty as far back as autumn 1979 and presumably indestructible – it said twenty past six, so it would be at least seventeen hours until she was again granted clemency and allowed to snuggle up in her bed, putting another dismal day aside. To sleep, just sleep.


Today was Sunday. It was her second day as a happy pensioner, the final significant rite of passage before death, as some kindly soul had pointed out, and she told herself that if only she’d had access to a gun she would have acted on that wakening thought without delay. Shot a bullet into her brain before Karl-Erik had time to get to the kitchen in his striped pyjamas, thrust out his chest and declare that he’d slept like a baby. If those near-death descriptions she’d read about were right, it would be interesting to perch up there by the ceiling and watch his face when he found her slumped over the table with her head in a big, warm pool of blood.


But that’s something you just don’t do, either. Especially if you don’t possess a decent gun and do have the children to think of. She took a gulp of coffee, burnt the tip of her tongue and put her everyday brain into gear. What was on the programme on this, her second day after a whole working life?


Clean the entire house. It was that simple. Children and grandchildren would be arriving in dribs and drabs tomorrow, and Tuesday was the big day.


The day that should have been the Day with a capital ‘D’, but had in some peculiar fashion shrunk into a kind of pompous anti-event because of Robert. That was exactly it. All through the autumn there had been talk of between 100 and 120 people; the only real upper limit had been imposed by the seating capacity of the Svea restaurant, but Karl-Erik had discussed the matter eight or possibly twelve times with Brundin – the manager – and if they went a little over the hundred it would be no problem at all.


Wouldn’t have been. Robert’s scandal had begun on 12 November. The venue had been booked for a very long time, but it hadn’t been too late to cancel. Seventy or so invitations had already gone out and a score of positive replies had come in, but people were very understanding when it was explained to them that circumstances had led to a change of plan and a smaller family occasion.


Altogether very understanding. The programme had had almost two million viewers, and those who had not been watching had read all about it in the tabloids the next day.


WANKER ROB. The headline on the news-stands was seared into Rosemarie’s maternal heart like the brand on a scabby sow, and she knew that ever after, for as long as she lived, she would never be able to think of Robert without adding that ghastly epithet. She had decided never again to read either Aftonbladet or Expressen, a promise she had not broken thus far, nor been remotely tempted to break.


So, it was to be a smallish family occasion. And it had been the same at school. The same discreet, charitable curtain had descended there, too. When Mr and Mrs Hermansson, with their combined total of sixty-six years’ service, both retired from the bloodstained tiltyard of teaching at the very same moment, as some wit – it could scarcely have been Porky Bergson – had put it, their presentation and leaving party amounted to nothing more than an extended staff meeting with cake, the appropriate number of red roses and a set of hammered-copper mulled wine cups – and Rosemarie, opening the parcel and catching a glimpse, could not help wondering whether Elonsson’s hopeless Year 8s had been obliged to knock them together in the metalwork room in order to avoid a fail mark. Elonsson, unlike Porky Bergson, was possessed of a highly developed sense of irony.


Sixty-five plus forty. That was December’s other big sum, and it came to 105. Rosemarie knew Karl-Erik was aggrieved that it hadn’t come to a round hundred, but there was no fiddling with facts of that kind. Karl-Erik never fiddled any kind of fact. She tentatively stretched her back a couple of times without getting up from her chair and thought back to that night, forty years before, when she had managed not to bear down through two contractions, and thus delayed things until after midnight. Karl-Erik’s poorly concealed joy had been unmistakable, and thank goodness, after all that effort. Their firstborn daughter had emerged from the womb on his own twenty-fifth birthday. There had always been an inordinately strong bond between Ebba and Karl-Erik, and Rosemarie knew that it had been forged at that moment. Right there in Örebro hospital at four minutes past midnight on 20 December 1965. The midwife was called Geraldine Tulpin, and that was a name that was hard to forget, too.


The family’s Christmas celebrations had always suffered a certain distortion. Rosemarie had never put it into words – but a distortion was definitely the way to describe it. Ordinary people, Christian or otherwise, saw 24 December as the hub round which the winter darkness amassed, but for the Wunderlich Hermanssons, the twentieth was at least as important. Karl-Erik and Ebba’s birthday; the day after the shortest of the year, the heart of darkness, and in some strange way Karl-Erik – without fiddling the facts, though he had come pretty close – had succeeded in shifting things by a day, to achieve a sort of triumvirate. His own birthday. Ebba’s birthday. The return of light to the earth.


Ebba had always been her father’s darling, the apple of his eye; from the very beginning, and ever since, he had invested his greatest hopes in her. He had never even tried to hide it: some children are of a higher carat than others, that’s just the way it is in the genetic melting pot of biology, he had explained on one occasion when, unusually for him, he had enjoyed one cognac too many. Whether we like it or not. Rosemarie poured a second cup of coffee – a reliable cornerstone in stabilizing the wakeful state she relished so little – and thought, grimly and cynically, that the way things looked at the moment, he had undeniably backed the right horse.


Ebba was a rock. Robert had always been a black sheep and now he had put himself beyond the limits of acceptable behaviour; perhaps it came as less of a surprise than they were pretending. Kristina? Well, pretty much all you could say about Kristina was that she was the way she was; the baby had steadied her a bit and the last few years had brought slightly calmer sailing than those that went before, but Karl-Erik stubbornly insisted it was too soon to count their chickens, far too soon.


When did you last count any chickens, my wooden prince, Rosemarie had thought every time he said it, and she thought it again now in her dawn-less kitchen.


At that very moment, he came in.


‘Good morning,’ he said. ‘It’s odd. In spite of everything, I slept like a baby.’


‘It all feels rather panicky to me,’ she said.


‘What does?’ said Karl-Erik Hermansson, switching on the kettle. ‘Where did you put my new tea?’


‘Second shelf,’ said Rosemarie. ‘Selling the house and moving to that urbanization, of course. It feels . . . well, as though we’re panicking. Like I said. No, on the left.’


He clattered about with cups and caddies. ‘Ur-ba-ni-za-ción,’ he articulated, with genuine Spanish phonemes. ‘I know you feel a bit dubious at the moment, but one day you’ll thank me.’


‘I doubt it,’ said Rosemarie Wunderlich Hermansson. ‘I doubt it to the tips of my toes. You need to trim your nose hairs.’


‘Rosemarie,’ said Karl-Erik, thrusting out his chest. ‘I can’t look people in the eye any more, here at home. A man has to be able to keep a straight back and hold his head high.’


‘You have to be able to bend, too,’ she retorted. ‘This will pass. People will forget and get things back into reasonable proport—’


He interrupted her by slamming down his new tea caddy on the worktop. ‘I think we’ve discussed all this enough. Lundgren promised we’d be able to sign the papers on Wednesday. I’ve had it with this town. Basta. All that’s keeping us here is cowardice and inertia.’


‘We’ve lived here for thirty-eight years,’ said Rosemarie.


‘Long enough,’ said Karl-Erik. ‘Have you had two cups of coffee already? Remember what I told you.’


‘The idea of moving to a place that hasn’t even got a name. They could at least have called it something.’


‘It will get a name, as soon as the Spanish authorities decide on one. What’s wrong with Estepona?’


‘It’s seven kilometres to Estepona. Four kilometres to the sea.’


He didn’t answer. He poured boiling water on his health-promoting green tea leaves and got the sunflower loaf out of the bread bin. She sighed. They had discussed her breakfast habits for twenty-five years. They had discussed selling the house and moving to Spain for twenty-five days. Though discussed was hardly the right word, thought Rosemarie. Karl-Erik had made up his mind and then used his well-oiled democratic disposition to get her onto his side. That was the way it had always been. He never gave up. On any matter of importance, he was prepared to talk and talk and talk until she threw in the towel out of pure boredom and exhaustion. Classic filibustering. It could be the purchase of a car. It could be the wildly expensive bookshelves in the library – as he liked to call their shared study, where he spent forty hours a week and she four. It could be holidays to Ireland, Belarus or the Ruhr: this was expected, if you were the head of department for social sciences and geography.


And he had paid a deposit on that house between Estepona and Fuengirola without asking her. Entered into negotiations with Lundgren at the bank about selling their house without instituting the democratic process at home. He couldn’t deny it, nor did he try to.


Though perhaps she ought to be grateful, really. It could just as well have been Finland or the Wuppertal. I’ve lived with that man all my adult life, she suddenly thought. I believed things might gradually mature between us, but it never happened. The thing was rotten from the word go and just got more rotten as the years passed.


And why was she so hopelessly lacking in independence that she had to blame her wasted life on him? Surely that was the ultimate sign of weakness?


‘What are you brooding about, sitting there all quiet like that?’ he said.


‘Nothing,’ she said.


‘Within six months we’ll have forgotten all this,’ he said.


‘Forgotten what? Our lives? Our children?’


‘Don’t talk rubbish. You know what I mean.’


‘No, I don’t. And incidentally, wouldn’t it be better if Ebba and Leif stayed at the hotel? There are four of them. Four adults, it’ll be a tight squeeze.’


He glared at her as if she were a pupil who had forgotten to hand in her homework for the third lesson in a row, and she knew she had only suggested it to annoy him. Of course, she was right that Ebba and Leif and two teenage sons took up more space than they could provide here at home, but Ebba was Ebba and Karl-Erik would rather sell his last tie than accommodate his favourite daughter anywhere but in the house, and the room, where she had grown up. Especially as it was the last time, the last time ever.


She felt a lump in her throat and swallowed down the rest of her lukewarm coffee. And Robert? Well, poor Robert would of course have to be hidden away from the eyes of the world as much as possible; they couldn’t have him lounging about the hotel, where anybody at all could goggle and jeer at him. Wanker Rob from Fucking Island. The last time she spoke to him, the night before last, he had sounded almost on the verge of tears.


So it would be Kristina, Jakob and little Kelvin who had to check into the hotel. How could you christen a child Kelvin? The scientist associated with absolute zero, Karl-Erik had enlightened the new parents, but it had made no difference. Anyway, she was pretty sure they would see the hotel as a lucky draw; the emotional state Kristina had induced in Rosemarie ever since she grew up and left home was a triple-headed sensation of guilt, inferiority and failure. And for a brief but distinct moment, she became aware that the only one of her three children she really cared about and felt any compassion for was Robert. Was it because he was a boy? Was it that simple?


Though perhaps there would be some kind of opening with Kristina, sooner or later; for her, that is, hardly for Karl-Erik. He had always been the primary target of the girl’s obstinance. Was there such a word? Obstinance? It had been like that ever since the day she reached puberty, but the pedagogical pine had remained unbending and bark-bound through an eternity of quarrels and arguments and disputes – displaying just the qualities one would expect from that sort of upright specimen. Stand your ground and never budge an inch.


I’m being unfair on him, she thought. But I’m so bloody sick and tired I feel like throwing up over the whole wretched thing.


As the seven o’clock radio news approached, Karl-Erik held forth, presenting a series of weighty and irrefutable arguments for letting Ebba and family stay in the house – and Rosemarie found herself thinking that what she actually wanted to do was go over to him, yank his tongue towards her and cut it off.


He had made his pedagogical contribution, so now it was time.


Followed by the automatic thought that she was being unfair again.


‘All right, all right,’ she said. ‘It doesn’t matter.’


‘Fine,’ he said. ‘I’m glad we’re in agreement. We’ll have to try to treat Robert exactly as normal, that’s all. I don’t want us to mention that – thing. I’ll discuss it with him in private, that’ll have to do. What time did he say he was coming?’


‘Late afternoon or early evening. He’ll be driving. He didn’t say anything more specific.’


Karl-Erik Hermansson nodded thoughtfully, opened his mouth wide and loaded in a heaped spoonful of natural yogurt with chunky muesli, untouched by human hand and enriched with thirty-two beneficial vitamins plus selenium.


She vacuumed upstairs. In a spirit of domestic solidarity, Karl-Erik had taken the shopping list and the car and gone off to the palatial Co-op superstore – which had opened a year before on the Billundsberg industrial estate – to buy five hundred kilos of birthday essentials and a Christmas tree. As Rosemarie dragged round the ancient Volta, bought at Eriksson Bros. Electric Machines, Home & Household back in the late winter of 1983 and presumably indestructible, she thought about the number of important decisions she had actually taken in her sixty-three years of life.


To marry Karl-Erik Pedagogue-Pine? Scarcely. They had met in their upper-secondary years at the Karolinska Grammar School (she an unassuming first year, he a stylish, besuited, ramrod-straight third year) and he had worn down her resistance in the same way he had continued to wear her down throughout the remainder of their life together. When he proposed, her initial no had been diluted via a second maybe, but let’s at least leave it until we’ve taken our exams to a third OK then, but we’ll need somewhere to live first. They had married in 1963, she had completed the textiles course at the Domestic Science College in June 1965 and Ebba had come into the world six months later. This, too, was not the result of any decision she had made.


She opted for a career as a needlework teacher because her best (and only) friend at upper-secondary school, Bodil Rönn, had already done so. They graduated together and Bodil got a permanent job in a school way up north in Boden, less than 500 metres from her boyfriend Sune’s parental home, and as far as Rosemarie knew they still lived there. They had written each other letters and kept in touch for about fifteen years, but the last Christmas card had been seven or eight years ago.


Zero important decisions so far, she thought, dragging the monstrous Volta across the hall to start on the guest bedrooms. Or the former children’s rooms, or whatever you wanted to call them. Ebba’s room, Robert’s room and Kristina’s cramped little hole that wasn’t really any bigger than a cupboard – but then it had never been their intention to have more than two children, especially in view of the fact that they had achieved one of each sex after only two attempts, but things had turned out the way they had. Life went its own sweet way and didn’t always stick to the plan; Kristina was born in 1974, Rosemarie having come off the pill ten months earlier on her gynaecologist’s advice, and if the disastrous Greek holiday with the Porky Bergsons had not given rise to any happier memories, it had at any rate begotten an unplanned daughter. Karl-Erik had forgotten to buy condoms and didn’t get out in time. That was just the way it was, shit happens in this best of all possible worlds as it does everywhere else. What was this language in which her thoughts were clothing themselves, this bleak winter morning? God knows, something was out of kilter, that was for sure. What was the weather playing at? They still hadn’t had so much as a centimetre of snow in this westerly part of Sweden and when she looked out of the window it seemed to her that the daylight, too, had given up and thrown in the towel. The air looked like porridge.


It was only when she had rolled up the long mat in the hall and started on the skirting boards with the vacuum-cleaner nozzle that she finally recalled one crucial decision. Hell, yes.


He was called Göran, went round in sandals without socks, and had been the stand-in school counsellor one autumn term. It was her third term at the school, five years after she had Kristina, and she simply couldn’t get her head round the idea that a thirty-six-year-old mother-of-three really was what this beardy charmer needed, so as a consequence she had said no. And in all probability, it was this no that comprised the most important decision of her life. Turning down a broad-shouldered, freshly divorced school counsellor who had the hots for her. It had all happened on a staff training course held in the conference suite on board a ferry to Finland; the pedagogue pine had been ill for only the third time in his life (if you didn’t count the congenital umbilical hernia), and the counsellor had sat in her cabin half the night, pouring out his passion. He had pleaded, he had begged. Offered her duty-free Wolf’s Paw cocktails. But no. Offered her duty-free cloudberry liqueur. But no.


She wondered what had happened to him; he had suntanned toes with interesting little tufts of hair and had presented an opportunity to change her life – but she had let him slip through her fingers. Just as well, perhaps; only one man had ever gained access to her most private regions, now desiccated and closed forever – but to be fair, as far as she knew, Karl-Erik’s dick had never once strayed in their forty-two years, either. Before they got married he confessed that he was once together with a girl called Katarina at an all-night Saint Lucia party in the second year of upper secondary, but she wasn’t really his type, a fact underlined a few years into the 1980s when she enjoyed brief notoriety as a hostage taker in the course of a bank raid in Säffle. Though why anyone would raid a bank in Säffle, of all insignificant places . . .


Anyway: the number of important decisions taken remained at the uncomfortable total of one. Rosemarie decided she’d done enough sucking up for now and wondered whether there was any justification for the optimistic thought that she might be strong enough for decision number two. The house was in both their names, she knew that. Without her signature on the documents on Wednesday, the whole sale would fall through. The buyers were a couple called Singlöv, currently living out in Rimminge; all she knew about them was that he was an electrician and they had two children.


But there was absolutely nothing she could do about the fact that a non-refundable down payment of a hundred thousand kronor had been made on a small house in Spain. Costa Geriatrica, wasn’t that what they called it? For a painful second, another potential headline flashed into her mind’s eye: WANKER ROB’S PARENTS FLEE TO COSTA GERIATRICA!


If only I weren’t so dispirited, she thought, switching on the coffee machine again. If only everything didn’t feel so horribly pointless. Where can I find strength to draw on?


A Needlework Teacher’s Demise, she thought a minute later as she sank down at the kitchen table with her third cup of the day. That would make a pretty passable title for a book or a play, in her judgement, but being stuck in the middle of the action herself was no fun at all.


Humph, came a protest from some as yet unordered corner of her brain, I don’t normally let myself get this overwhelmed by so many disconsolate thoughts. Could I possibly have had a little stroke this morning? If only I were a smoker, I would at least have the option of a quick drag.


What on earth is up with my brain today, thought Rosemarie Wunderlich Hermansson. It was only ten o’clock. There were still a good twelve hours to go before bedtime, and tomorrow children and grandchildren would come streaming in like . . . well, like what?


Press-ganged soldiers for a cancelled war?


O life, where is thy sting?




2


Kristoffer Grundt lay in his bed, wrestling with a curious wish.


He wanted to skip the next four days of his life.


Perhaps it wasn’t such a curious wish for other people, he didn’t know, but for him it was a first. He was fourteen years old, and he wondered if it was a sign that he was starting to grow up.


Of course, there were things he dreaded. Maths tests. PE lessons at the pool. Finding himself stuck in a quiet corner of the school with Oscar Sommarlath and Kenny Lythén from 9C.


But above all, the hardest thing of all to bear: his mother’s look when she saw right into him and exposed what miserable stuff he was made of.


Not the same stuff as Henrik. Not by a long way. Something had gone wrong when it came to Kristoffer. They had the same genes, the same parents, the same brilliant inbuilt advantages; no, the problem was the tiny detail that was himself. Kristoffer Tobias Grundt and his backbone. No, wrong, Kristoffer Tobias Grundt and his lack of backbone. The hole he carried about with him at the centre of his soul where normal people had their character.


That was exactly it. That was how bad it was when you took a really close look.


But skipping four days? Deliberately shortening your life by ninety-six hours? Wasn’t that an affront to the whole . . . concept?


The time was half past nine. It was Sunday. If it were Thursday tomorrow instead, it would be the twenty-second and two days to Christmas Eve. If he ever reached that point, he promised himself to break off and send a grateful thought back to now. To think backwards and remind himself that time, whatever else you might imagine, does move forward in spite of everything.


The problem was that it often passed so horribly slowly, and never skipped anything.


It wouldn’t skip the unbearable car journey to Kymlinge.


It wouldn’t skip Granny and Granddad and the other clueless relations.


It wouldn’t skip the hundred-and-fifth birthday party and the equally unbearable car journey home.


And, thought Kristoffer, closing his eyes, above all it wouldn’t skip the conversation with Mum.


‘I realize,’ she had said from the dark depths of the living-room sofa last night, just when he thought he’d crept in unseen and unheard. ‘I realize that to you, this seems about the right time to get back. It’s two in the morning. Come here and breathe on me.’


He’d gone over to her and blown a thin jet of air over her face. He hadn’t been able to see her eyes in the dark, and she had offered no immediate comment. But he was under no illusion.


‘Tomorrow morning,’ she said. ‘I expect an explanation. I’m tired, Kristoffer.’


He sighed, turned over in bed and transferred his thoughts to Linda Granberg.


It was Linda Granberg’s fault he’d had six beers and a glass of red wine and smoked ten cigarettes last night. It was Linda Granberg’s fault he’d decided to go to Jens&Måns’s party at all. Jens&Måns were twins, fellow Year 8s but in a parallel class, and they had parents who were lax about their responsibilities. Who, just to take one example, went out to a party of their own in town and promised not to be back before three. Who admittedly wouldn’t buy alcohol for their offspring, but who had quite generous supplies down in the basement and didn’t do much stocktaking.


There were supposed to be eight of them, but Kristoffer counted at least fifteen. People came and went. He downed four beers within the first hour; Erik told him it had more effect if you got well stoked up to start with, and it had worked reasonably well. Linda looked to be keeping pace with him, and he had been bold enough to squeeze in beside her on the sofa and chat to her in a way he’d never brought himself to try before. She laughed at him and with him, and just before eleven she took his hand and said she liked him. Half an hour later, after another beer each, they started kissing, the very first time in his case, and she tasted so gloriously of beer and crisps and fresh tobacco and something soft and warm and delicious that was simply her. The very . . . what was it called? . . . essence? . . . of Linda Granberg. Lying there in bed ten hours later, he could still run his tongue round the inside of his mouth and detect lingering traces of the taste.


But it was a sad and swiftly evaporating memory. Mainly sad. After the kissing, they’d eaten pizza straight out of the box with their hands, one of the twins brought round acidic wine-box wine in plastic cups and then Linda started feeling sick. She stood up, swayed around a bit, and promised to be back soon. Staggered out in the direction of where you’d expect the toilet to be, and half an hour later he’d found her in a completely different room, sleeping in the arms of Krille Lundin from 9B. He’d begged a beer off Erik, smoked another three cigarettes and gone home. When he came to think of it, it wasn’t just the next four days he felt like erasing from history, he rather wanted to include yesterday as well.


Linda Granberg, fuck you, he thought, but they were just empty words, because in the most literal sense that was exactly what he wanted to do. If he was being honest. And if he’d just played his cards a bit better, it could have been him and not Hockey-Krille Lundin lying there with his arms around her, he knew that. What a bloody lottery life could be, but of course a fifteen-year-old TV hockey jock had odds a thousand times better than a . . . well, what? Doughball? Mega-loser? Zero, nerd, nada? There were plenty of names to choose from.


He gave a start as he saw his mother at the door.


‘We’re just off to the shops. Perhaps you could make sure you get up and eat breakfast, and we’ll have that talk when we get back.’


‘Sure,’ he said. He meant it to sound bright and accommodating, but the sound that issued from his throat had more in common with the cry of a very small animal that happens to get in the way of a lawnmower.


‘Perhaps we could start by establishing who this conversation is going to be about?’


‘It’s about me,’ said Kristoffer, trying to return his mother’s steely blue gaze with a green-flecked one of his own. It didn’t seem to go all that well.


‘You Kristoffer, yes,’ she said slowly, folding her hands in front of her on the kitchen table. It was just the two of them. The time was half past eleven. His father Leif had gone out on fresh commissions. Henrik had got home late yesterday evening after a demanding first term at university in Uppsala. Both doors were shut, and the dishwasher was grumbling to itself.


‘Go ahead,’ she said.


‘We had an agreement,’ said Kristoffer. ‘I broke it.’


‘Uh huh?’


‘I should have been home at twelve. I didn’t get back until two.’


‘Ten minutes past.’


‘Ten minutes past two.’


She leaned a little closer to him. Imagine if she gave me a hug, he thought. Right now. But he knew that he wouldn’t get one until all this had been looked into. And it hadn’t been looked into yet. Far from it.


‘I don’t like having to keep asking questions, Kristoffer. Is there anything else you want to tell me?’


He took a deep breath. ‘I lied. Before, I mean.’


‘I don’t follow.’


‘Before. I never planned to go to Jonas’s.’


She indicated her surprise by raising one eyebrow by a couple of millimetres. But she didn’t say anything.


‘I said, didn’t I, that Jonas and I were going to watch some films round at his place, but that was a lie.’


‘Ah?’


‘I was at the twins’.’


‘Which twins?’


Why do you keep interrupting me with questions if you don’t like asking them? he thought.


‘Måns and Jens Pettersson.’


‘I see. And why did you need to lie about that?’


‘If I’d told the truth, you and Dad wouldn’t have let me go.’


‘Why wouldn’t we have let you go?’


‘Because it isn’t . . . a good place to be on a Saturday night.’


‘What would be wrong with going to the Petterssons’ on a Saturday night?’


‘They drink . . . we were drinking. There were ten or fifteen of us and we were drinking beer and smoking. I don’t know why I went there, it was rubbish.’


She nodded and he could see he had caused her great pain. ‘I don’t really understand. Why did you go there, then? You must have had some reason.’


‘I don’t know.’


‘So you’re telling me you don’t know why you do things, Kristoffer? That really worries me.’ She looked concerned now, genuinely concerned. Give me a hug then, for Christ’s sake, he thought. I’ll never be good enough for you, whatever happens. Give me a hug and then let’s forget this.


‘I just wanted to see . . . I suppose.’


‘See what?’


‘What it was like.’


‘What what was like?’


‘Smoking and boozing, for heaven’s sake! Can’t you stop now, you can see I’m not up to it . . .’


The tears and feeling of hopelessness came welling up all of a sudden and much sooner than he had expected, and in a way he was grateful for that. It felt good to just give up. His head slumped to the table and he hid his face in his armpit and let the sobs come. But she didn’t move, or say a word. The sobbing ebbed away after a minute or two and then he got up, went over to the draining board and tore off a generous length of kitchen towel. He blew his nose and came back to the table.


They sat in silence for a while longer, and it gradually dawned on him that she had no intention of hugging him.


‘I want you to tell Dad about this as well, Kristoffer,’ she said. ‘And I want to know if you are planning to lie to us again, or if I can rely on you. Perhaps you’ll decide to spend more time with the Pettersson twins in future? We’re your family, Dad and I, and Henrik, but if you’d rather—’


‘No, I—’ he interrupted, but she interrupted him back.


‘Choosing whether to go down the path of truth or lies is an important decision. You’d better spend a few days thinking it over.’


Then she got to her feet and left him sitting there.


Nope, not a single touch, he thought. She didn’t even run her hand across my back.


And a feeling of mute rigidity, as new as it was paralysing, spread rapidly through his body. He left it a moment and then rushed out of the kitchen, upstairs and into his room. He could hear that Henrik was awake on the other side of the thin wall, and threw himself on the bed with a silent prayer that his big brother would decide to have a shower before he came in to say hello.


They’d swap me if they could, thought Kristoffer Grundt to himself. In fact, they would have swapped me for a different son long ago.


Leif Grundt gave his son a rather half-hearted hug after the short conversation he had with him before they sat down to dinner, noting not for the first time how different he and his wife were.


And that was putting it mildly. Ebba was a force to be reckoned with, but also a puzzle, that was exactly how he generally defined her, and what was more, a puzzle he had long since given up any prospect of solving. Ever. In the case of Kristoffer’s debut with alcohol and tobacco – assuming it really was his debut, as he steadfastly maintained – the important thing, as far as his wife was concerned, was the lie. The betrayal inherent in not telling the truth, the conscious breach of their agreement.


For his part, Leif thought exactly the opposite. If the boy wanted to smoke and drink he sure as heck couldn’t go round telling his parents about it in advance, could he? In the long term, he ran the risk of cirrhosis of the liver from the booze and lung cancer from the fags, but surely no one had ever died of a little lie?


Sooner a teetotal liar than a truthful alcoholic, in Leif Grundt’s view. If one were to choose a future for one’s children – not something that he imagined for a second would fall to his lot.


He couldn’t deny that he did have a slightly dubious relationship with lies per se. If you really wanted to press the point – something else he would never contemplate doing, especially where his wife was concerned – you could say that the Grundt family’s entire existence rested on a lie. Well, yes, it was only as a result of a crude and blatant bluff that the boys had been born at all.


If Leif Grundt had stuck to the truth, getting intimate with their mother would have been out of the question. Naturally. The idea of Ebba Hermansson allowing a butcher at the Co-op to pluck her cherished virginity was as unthinkable as . . . as the idea of Leif’s stuttering half-brother Henry pulling off marriage to Pamela Anderson. Leif knew it and Ebba knew it, and Leif knew she would never admit this psychological fact even if faced with a firing squad. When he decided to pose as law student Leif von Grundt at the spring ball at the Östgöta student club in Uppsala in 1985 (having gatecrashed with a fake student ID), it was precisely that upgraded identity – not his utterly prosaic Co-op cock – that gained him access in her student lodgings at two the next morning to the wetlands of her virginity. Precisely that.


‘You lied,’ she observed two months later, when the resulting pregnancy could no longer be ignored.


‘Yes,’ he admitted. ‘I wanted you and it was the only way to get you.’


‘You’re so prejudiced,’ she said. ‘I would have appreciated your honesty.’


‘Quite possibly,’ he said, ‘but it wasn’t your appreciation I was after.’


‘I would have given myself to you anyway.’


‘I doubt that,’ said Leif Grundt. ‘I doubt that very much indeed. So what are you going to do now?’


‘Do?’ said Ebba Hermansson. ‘I’m going to marry you and have the baby, of course.’


And so she did.


It had cost her a year’s interruption to her medical studies, but that was all. Pushing the limits of your paternity leave entitlement was pretty much obligatory if you were a Co-op employee in the mid-1980s, and when Kristoffer came into the world five years later it was a carefully planned step, just before Ebba embarked on her compulsory period as a junior doctor. Right on cue, their expected jackpot arrived: at Sundsvall Hospital further north, along with a tailor-made post as the manager of the Co-op store in Ymergatan in the same town. In due course, she was also able to complete her specialist training – and Ebba Hermansson Grundt became the living embodiment of having your cake and eating it when, as a thirty-eight-year-old mother of two, she took up her post as senior consultant in vascular surgery at the same hospital. The devil looks after his own, and in two days’ time she would turn forty.


Thus ran Leif’s thoughts, and he gave a wry inner smile. And the little matter of honesty versus dishonesty being a far more complicated story than people generally imagined, well, that was a truth he made sure to keep deep within himself. In a special store of worldly wisdom, you could say, into which he admittedly took a peek from time to time, but which he increasingly seldom invited his wife to visit. There was no reason to, somehow.


But the bloody boy had started smoking and drinking, and of course he would have to be rebuked. He needed to be shamed, to be made to feel wretched and worthless, that was the basic fact of the matter.


Content with his simple conclusion, Leif Grundt sat down at the table with his sons and wife. It was Sunday evening, and on the whole, the world was treating him well. Tomorrow they were off on their trip to Kymlinge and three days of real hell, he knew that, but tomorrow was tomorrow, and sufficient unto the day is the evil thereof.
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At their very first, somewhat bewildered meeting a week after the scandal broke, Robert Hermansson had explained to his therapist that he felt suicidal.


But that was in answer to a direct question; he sensed it was the answer expected of him by the timid, slightly mouse-like man with the tinted glasses. He was expected to be suicidal and had therefore answered yes, and indeed, after what happened, he had found himself thinking along those lines several times.


Even to himself he could admit it would be a pretty logical conclusion to the whole sorry mess, and it would be lovely not to lie tossing and turning in his bed every single night, remembering his pathetic, wasted life. Lovely not to wake up in broad, mid-morning daylight in a cold sweat of anguish to face yet another meaningless day.


To finally give his self-contempt a kick up the arse, he thought, to step over the edge and vanish. Nobody, not one single person, would think it remotely strange for Robert Hermansson to take his own life.


And yet he sensed it wasn’t going to happen. As per usual, he would lack the right resilience and resolve. As for how he would spend the remaining years of his life, he had no idea, but presumably it was a matter of getting through the next month and then moving abroad. He was signed off sick until the 26th; his temporary job at the newspaper ran until the end of the year and he was under no illusion that they would want him back in January.


A publishing company of the less serious kind had been in touch and offered to publish ‘his version of events’ as a book, promising an advance of 50,000 and a well-qualified ghostwriter. He told them he was not in need of a ghostwriter in any circumstances, and said he’d get back to them. Perhaps he should accept the offer? Why not? He could take the money, go to the Canaries or Thailand or any damn place he wanted. No, not Thailand again. Relax in a deckchair for two months, at any rate, with the typescript of his old novel, and give it a final tidy-up. Man Without Dog. Perhaps they’d take it on? Maybe it wasn’t strictly speaking his version of events on the island that the shitty little publishing house was after, but just his name. Wanker Rob Hermansson.


And even if they then said no, wasn’t it exactly what he needed, an escape? Concentrated work. Isolation and good weather. It was seven years since the last time he went through Man Without Dog, and maybe that period of time and his present situation were exactly what were needed for him to put a careful finishing touch to the text and get the novel published? Finally. The four biggest publishers in the country had had it for consideration – Bonniers twice – he had read three different readers’ reports and had discussions with two editors. The man from Albert Bonniers Förlag had given grounds for hope. He had asked him almost insistently to go through the final six hundred and fifty pages one more time, try to cut out at least a hundred and fifty and then get back to them. In principle, they were willing to publish the book, there was no question about it.


But then, in September 1999, just when Seikka had clarified her intentions with regard to him, he had run out of steam. Run out of the steam to apply himself to his metaphors all over again, and who wouldn’t have? He had two published volumes of poetry behind him. The Stone Tree, 1991, and The Fruiterer’s Example, 1993. Both had had decent reviews; he was considered to be on a quest to find his own voice, and had taken part in a total of four readings and one poetry festival.


No, why should Robert Hermansson go hang himself? There was still hope.


Or at any rate, there were escape routes. The aforementioned. He asked no more.


He had never asked much of life, when he thought about it more intently. Life demanded more of him than he did of life, wasn’t that right? By noon on Sunday 18 December he still had not got out of bed, but he had completed half the crossword in Friday’s Svenska Dagbladet and gone back to sleep three times. The escape route, he thought. The symbol of my entire life?


That was certainly one way of seeing it. He had never been any good at sticking with anything, and anything he might possibly have learnt to stick with had not stuck with him. He was thirty-five years old and the only real activity in his life to date had been the search for something else. No bloody surprise, he thought, turning his pillow, that if you’ve grown up in the shadow of Ebba, you long to get out into the sunlight.


He had repeatedly chewed over that thought and it had long since lost its sweetness. There were certain things you could blame your family and big sister for, but not forever. You could be a victim of external circumstances, but scarcely for all eternity. Not in the Swedish middle class of the late twentieth century. However much you delved into history and geography, it was hard to find people with prospects as good as Ebba, Robert and Kristina Hermansson. That was – as their father Karl-Erik would have put it – an incontrovertible fact.


And strictly speaking, it was only after he branched out on his own that things started to go awry. Robert had duly taken his final exams at his upper-secondary school back home in Kymlinge. It was 1988, and although he did not come top of the class, his marks were indisputably creditable. Not on a par with those achieved by Ebba a few years earlier, but then nobody had expected that. He was called up for his military service the same autumn, to be forged and hammered into a man over the course of ten months as a squad leader in the armoured infantry at Strängnäs. He detested every single day. Every single minute. In 1989, he moved to Lund and started his university course.


Humanities. His father advised against it and his big sister did the same, but he held his ground. He met Madeleine, who was beautiful and brave and on his side. They read philosophy and fucked. They read history of science and ideas and fucked. They drank red wine, smoked a bit of hash, read literary history and fucked. Sampled amphetamines, but stopped in time, read art history, fucked, published two collections of poetry (Robert) and had one refused (Madeleine). Read film studies, had a 650-page novel refused (Robert), fucked, got pregnant (Madeleine), gave up the hash but still had a miscarriage before twelve weeks, started getting a) panic attacks (Madeleine) and b) sick of Robert (Madeleine), and wasted no time moving back to her parents’ in Växjö (Madeleine). Just sat there watching everything collapse around him (Robert).


Somehow, he had been able to maintain the illusion that he was taking his studies seriously, convincing both the student finance board and his family. But Madeleine’s departure meant finito. He was twenty-four, miles from taking any exam, had an accumulated student debt of 350,000 kronor and some very bad drinking habits. His brave and beautiful fiancée had deserted him and his two well-received poetry collections had sold one hundred and twelve copies combined. It was high time for his family to intervene.


By the autumn of 1994, it was all sorted (except for the study debts that would presumably pursue him to the grave). With the help of his big sister’s dry stick of a Co-operative husband up in the northern county of Medelpad, a relatively well-paid job at a district office in Jönköping was conjured up for him. Office work and three to four trips a month to Co-op stores in the region, i.e. northern Småland and Västergötland. Robert submitted to his fate and accepted. Make the best of a bad job, inner exile for his artist’s soul, he simply had no choice. In the first week of September, he moved into a smallish flat with a bit of a view over Lake Vättern, and on his third Saturday night at the third (and last) pub in town, he met Seikka. She worked at a day nursery and was taking evening classes in creativity at assorted adult education centres. Various sorts of creativity, from aromatherapy to feminist life drawing classes and transcendental self-defence. They moved in together in December and in November 1995 their daughter, Lena-Sofie, was born. Robert took up running at much the same time, in an attempt not to be blown apart by the pressure building up inside him. Initially ten to twelve kilometres every other evening, then working up to longer distances. In the course of 1996 he ran three marathons with times sub 2.50 (except the last one, which he had to abandon less than two kilometres from the finish because of acute stomach problems, but everything pointed to somewhere in the region of 2.46 and a half). He joined Vindarnas IF athletics club and found he had a real talent for track running. He ran his first 5K in an internal club competition and won with a 300-metre lead over the second-place runner. He then wrote to a well-known sports physiologist, who told him that long-distance runners often peaked after thirty and could benefit from postponing formal training until they were about twenty-five. Robert was then twenty-six, and could remember long-distance runner Evy Palm competing for Sweden when she was forty-six.


He enjoyed his heyday in the three seasons that followed. In 1997, he became district champion in both the 5K and the 10K, but it was when he decided, with no technical training, to enter a 3,000m steeplechase at Malmö stadium, that he found his true discipline. He came in third, after someone who ran for the national team and a renowned Polish athlete, in an impressive time of 8.58.6.


Lena-Sofie grew, and started at day nursery, while Seikka found new courses to attend. He neglected them, and went down to part-time at work so he could focus on his training. They made love once a month. They went to Finland over Christmas, to visit her parents in Lappenranta. Robert got into a fight with a brother-in-law and was left with a four-centimetre scar below his left ear. In 1998, he took part in his first Finland–Sweden athletics international. Fourth place, and second out of all the Swedish runners with 8.42.5. He improved on his personal best at the national championships in Umeå with 8.33.2 and won a silver medal. Seikka and Robert made love once a quarter. His parents-in-law came to visit them in Jönköping for a week, while they were in Sweden on holiday. No fights or irregularities occurred. While they were spending Christmas with Rosemarie and Karl-Erik at Allvädersgatan in Kymlinge, Lena-Sofie bit her grandfather on the lip, so there was a little bloodshed on that occasion. The next year turned out to be Robert’s last in athletics. He found he couldn’t improve on his personal best, and had to contend with a dodgy Achilles tendon that flared up from time to time, but still managed a fourth place in the Finland–Sweden athletics international, this time an away fixture in the Helsinki Olympic Stadium. His parents-in-law came to watch. All the way round the last bend and along the finishing straight, Robert battled step for step with a Finnish runner for third place, but had to concede in the final few metres. The Finns took first, second and third place. The tournament was held in August; he and Seikka had not made love since April and when he got home to his smallish flat with a bit of a view over Lake Vättern, she had emptied it of herself, her daughter and all their female possessions. On the kitchen table, he found a note in which she said that she didn’t love him any more, that he didn’t care in the slightest about either her or Lena-Sofie, and that she was now moving back to Finland and never wanted to see him again.


Robert realized that every word was totally true and decided once again to concede. But he still dialled his parents-in-law’s number three times, though he hung up each time it started to ring.


This occurred late one Sunday evening, on 29 August 1999, and it was on Monday, 30 August that the accommodating editor from Albert Bonniers called and encouraged him to really get to grips with Man Without Dog. Robert did indeed put in a few hours on the voluminous manuscript on the Monday and Tuesday evenings, but he became increasingly aware of an inner void paralysing all artistic endeavour. He thrust the 650 pages into the claret-coloured, metal-edged box file where they were to remain untouched until December 2005.


Then he did another fortnight at the Co-op district office, and at the end of September he put his belongings into storage except for what he could fit into a rucksack, and moved to Australia.


The telephone rang, interrupting Robert’s analysis of his life. It was his mother, informing him that his father wanted to know when to expect him.


‘Don’t you want to know?’ he asked.


‘Of course I do, Robert. Don’t split hairs,’ said Rosemarie Wunderlich Hermansson.


‘All right, Mum. Tomorrow evening. Got a few things to do first, but I’ll leave here between two and three.’


‘Robert?’


‘Yes.’


‘How are you doing, honestly?’


‘It is what it is.’


‘I really wasn’t trying to . . .’


She didn’t complete the sentence and he didn’t fill the silence for her.


‘I know, Mum. See you tomorrow then.’


‘It’ll be really nice to see you, Robert. Drive carefully. You’ve got studded tyres, I hope?’


‘Yes Mum. Bye Mum.’


‘Bye love.’


He got out of bed. It was quarter past twelve. He went to the window and looked out over the city. It had started to snow for the first time that winter.


He thought about his mother.


Thought about Jeanette. No, didn’t think. Tried to imagine her.


She’d called a week before. The previous Saturday.


‘You don’t remember me, of course,’ she said.


‘Not really,’ Robert agreed.


‘I’m a bit younger than you. But we went to the same schools. Malmen and upper secondary. Though I was a couple of years below you.’


‘Right,’ said Robert.


‘Anyway, you must wonder why I’m ringing.’


‘Kind of,’ said Robert.


‘I saw that TV programme.’


‘A lot of people did.’


‘I bet. But the thing is . . . er, I don’t quite know how to put this. I like you, Robert.’


‘Thanks.’


He thought of hanging up at that point, but there was something in her voice that appealed to him. A little bit gruff and earnest, somehow. She didn’t sound like a stupid bimbo, even though what she had said so far might possibly indicate that she was one.


‘The fact is, I’ve always liked you. You were part of that little gang of boys, there was always something special about them. If you only knew how often I went round thinking about you when I was in my teens. And . . .’


‘Yes?’


‘And you don’t even know who I am. It’s not very fair.’


‘I’m sorry.’


‘No need for you to be. Kids generally stick to their own year group at that age. They, like, don’t look below them, it’s only natural.’


Another pause, which he could very well have used to thank her and ring off. As if she were actually offering him that option, or that was how it seemed.


‘Errm, so why are you ringing?’


‘Sorry. Yes, well, I saw that programme and I realize the shit must really have hit the fan for you afterwards.’


‘You’re not wrong.’


‘So I thought maybe you ought to know that there are people who still like you. Self-confidence and all that.’


‘Thanks, but . . .’


‘And then I heard you might be coming home, back here. For your father and sister’s birthdays, I mean. Your dad was my form teacher, you know. So I thought, if you were going to be around for a few days . . .’


‘Hmm,’ said Robert.


‘Yes, well, it was just a suggestion. But I haven’t been in a relationship these last six months. I’d enjoy sharing a bottle of wine with you, and a chat about life. I live in Fabriksgatan, if you remember where that is?’


‘I think so,’ said Robert.


‘No kids, not even a cat. Can’t I give you my phone number, then you can ring if you feel like it. It might be quite nice to get away from the family for a little while?’


‘Hang on, I’ll get a pen,’ said Robert Hermansson.


Her other name was Andersson, she told him before they ended the call.


Jeanette Andersson?


It was no good, he couldn’t dredge her up from his memory. If he’d been able to look at a school photograph he would presumably have recognized her, but he hadn’t kept any of the old school photo catalogues. Robert Hermansson wasn’t the kind of person who hung on to that kind of relic.


But when his mother rang a few days later and nagged him again about coming to the 105th birthday party, it was Jeanette Andersson who tipped the balance. And he was honest enough to admit it.


But only just, and only to himself. Perhaps that was exactly how she had calculated it would be. He couldn’t resist the temptation of going round to the house of an unknown woman, ringing at her door and being admitted.


Of course, Mummy dear. In that case, I’ll come.


Studded tyres? Robert Hermansson?


His years in Australia had been both good and bad. He’d spent his first summer season on the move, up and down the east coast, working in an endless succession of tourist resorts. Waiter, cook, receptionist, steward, animal keeper (sick pandas who slept eighteen hours a day, and ate and crapped for the remaining six). Byron Bay. Noosa Heads. Airlie Beach. Bowling alley manager in Melbourne. None of the jobs lasted more than a couple of weeks. He celebrated the turn of the millennium at an Irish pub in Sydney, and it was in Sydney, too, that he met Paula and embarked on the third (and final?) substantial love affair of his life. Paula was from England and, like Robert, a refugee of sorts. She had run away from a brutal, alcoholic husband in Birmingham, had been in Sydney for two months when Robert met her, and was temporarily lodging with her sister and brother-in-law, both doctors. She had brought with her from England her four-and-a-half-year-old daughter, Judith. Paula, Judith and Robert moved in together in May 2000, after an acquaintance of less than six months. At the same time, they moved to the far side of the mighty continent and settled in Perth.


He loved her. He was hazier on the subject when he looked back on Madeleine and Seikka, but even in the rear-view mirror of hindsight he swore he had loved Paula. She possessed precisely the sort of gentle and forgiving temperament required for a woman to live with an alcoholic for six years, and Robert had the sense not to abuse that temperament. It felt as though they were growing together, and what was more, she was beautiful. Especially for an Englishwoman. Yes, he had loved Paula.


And Judith. As for his own daughter Lena-Sofie, who was five when he met Paula, he hadn’t seen her for quite a few years. Seikka generally sent an email once every two or three months, which he answered in a friendly fashion, and he kept two photographs in his wallet. On some level, of course, Judith became a kind of surrogate and consolation.


It should have lasted, Robert thought, switching on the espresso machine. With Paula and Judith, it should have lasted.


Nor had his third (and final?) relatively serious attempt at living with a woman foundered on his own shortcomings. No, it was a double-edged sword of sudden violent death and sudden violent religiosity that had made Paula and Judith leave him. A ghastly concatenation of unfortunate circumstances, to be precise. Thus, in April 2003, after three happy years (he thought of them in exactly those terms, and with capital letters: My Happy Years), news arrived from England that Paula’s father had been knocked down by an articulated lorry and killed. Paula travelled back to Birmingham with her sister and Judith for the funeral and to support her mother for a few weeks. Robert expected them home on 28 April. Next, he expected them on 5 May, and then on the twelfth. But on the eleventh, a long email arrived, in which Paula explained the improbable thing that had happened: the former wife beater and drinker had found God and been transformed into a good and responsible human being. Geoffrey was Judith’s actual father, after all, and in the weeks she had spent in her old home country she had rediscovered her feelings for him. Besides which, her mother was shattered by her father’s sudden death, and it didn’t seem right to leave her all alone in life.


Robert resigned from the computer company where he had been working for the past eighteen months, crossed the continent again and spent just over six months on Manly Beach outside Sydney. As the antipodean summer slowly waned into autumn, he flew back home to Sweden. He landed at Stockholm’s Arlanda airport on 15 March 2004, called his younger sister and asked if he could come and stay with her.


‘Why don’t you ring Ebba?’ Kristina wanted to know.


‘Don’t be silly,’ said Robert.


‘For how long?’


‘Just until I find a place of my own. A couple of weeks at most.’


‘You do realize I’m about to have a baby?’


‘If it’s too awkward for you I’ll find somewhere else.’


‘All right, you bastard,’ said Kristina.


He lived with Kristina and Jakob (and Kelvin, born in the first week of May) in their house at Old Enskede in south Stockholm until mid-June, when he was able to move into the more central, sublet apartment on Kungsholmen where he still lived today. At that point, he took a job as a barman in a trendy restaurant, reflecting that his life resembled nothing so much as a reed in the wind.


Or an insect buzzing round a light bulb. Coming too close and being pushed away, coming too close and being pushed away.


Coming too close and burning up? Too close to what?


Things were still pretty much as they’d been then – though in a different trendy restaurant and with a part-time job at the free newspaper Metro – when in May 2005 he read an advertisement in Aftonbladet and put himself forward for the TV programme Prisoners of Koh Fuk, the worst decision of his life, and ever to remain so.


Well, at least I’ve got an espresso machine, he thought, putting in the ground coffee for another cup. Most people on this planet haven’t got an espresso machine.


He was spared further analysis of the traumatic maelstrom of October and November by the ring of the telephone. It was Kristina.


‘How are you doing. Honestly?’


It was exactly the same question his mother had asked him and he gave exactly the same answer.


‘It is what it is.’


‘Sure you don’t want to come with us? You know we’ve got room.’


‘No thanks. I’ll drive myself. Got a few things to do before I head off.’


‘I can imagine.’


What did she mean by that? Were there things he ought to be getting down to? Things everyone else realized he needed to get done, but to which he was blind?


‘Right then,’ he said to round off the call. ‘See you this evening.’


‘Robert?’


‘Yes?’


‘Never mind, I’ll tell you when we meet.’


‘OK. See you.’


‘See you. Bye.’


‘Bye.’


It’s what they’re expecting, he suddenly thought as he ended the call. That I’ll kill myself. The whole lot of them: Max at the paper; my therapist, that’s why he wants me to pay after each session; even my sister.
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Jakob Willnius pulled up the shutter of his cocktail cabinet and took out the Laphroaig.


‘Want one?’


‘Is Kelvin asleep?’


‘Sleeping like a log.’


‘Just a finger. What was that about Jefferson?’


Kristina leant back in the big Fogia sofa that curved like a banana and tried to work out if she was annoyed or just tired.


Or perhaps it was just a kind of anticipation of the major annoyance to come. Mentally charging up for the silent conflict that would inevitably colour the next few days. I’ve got to ignore it, she thought. It’s ridiculous and unworthy of me, I’ll leave my soul here and dance along. I’m a grown woman and it is just a one-off.


Jakob brought two glasses over to the table and sat down beside her.


‘He rang from Oslo.’


‘Jefferson?’


‘Yes. He’s going to make it to Stockholm after all. It’d be really useful if I could manage a couple of hours with him before Christmas.’


Her annoyance became actual, just for a second.


‘What are you trying to tell me?’


Jakob regarded her as he twirled his glass in his hand. As inscrutable as a cat watching teletext, she thought. As usual. There was no detectable irony in his smile, which curved at exactly the same angle as the sofa, and no calculation in his pale-green eyes, in which she had wanted to walk barefoot, once upon a time, and of course it was the apparent lack of resistance that made it so hard to get the better of him. And that meant . . . she shifted her gaze from him and pondered . . . that meant the playing field for the imminent conflict was entirely within herself. It was unfair, deeply unfair: four years ago, she had fallen for this primitive elasticity of his, or whatever the hell you wanted to call it, and the paradoxical thought flashed through her mind that it was this very same quality which would make her leave him one day. It wasn’t the first time. You’d work better in a film, Jakob Willnius, she thought. Much better.


‘Cheers Kristina,’ he said. ‘What I’m trying to tell you is that if the Americans are willing to invest ten million in the Samson project, it would be pretty stupid to let it slip through my fingers just because I happen to be stuck at some abominable family dinner in Kymlinge. Abominable is a quotation from a well-informed and rational authority, maybe I didn’t—’


‘I get it. And exactly when is this Jefferson due to arrive?’


‘Tuesday evening. And then he flies to Paris Wednesday lunchtime. But a breakfast meeting on Wednesday is within the realm of possibility.’


‘Realm of possibility? We won’t be home until Wednesday evening.’


‘Quite right.’ He was no longer looking her in the eye, but studying his nails instead, counting them or something? ‘Kristina, you know I’ve agreed to make myself available for this extravaganza, but as far as I can see, I could drive up on Tuesday evening. Or overnight. You and Kelvin can either take the train home, or get a lift with Robert. He’ll be driving back sometime on Wednesday in any case . . . great that he’s coming, in spite of everything.’


Great, she thought. What the hell was there about Robert that was great? She knocked back her drink and regretted not having asked for two fingers. Or four.


‘If I understand this right,’ Jakob went on, ‘there’s no plan to make a night of it. We’re staying at a hotel, after all, so they don’t even have to know I’m pushing off a bit early. Don’t you think?’


She took a deep breath and launched in. ‘If Jefferson’s that important, and you’ve already made up your mind, there’s no need for you to discuss it with me, Jakob.’


She gave him a second in which to protest, but he merely sipped his whisky and gave an interested nod.


‘How should I know what they’ve got planned? It’s my sister’s fortieth and my father’s sixty-fifth. It’s the first time you’re meeting the family when they’re all gathered together, and presumably the last, too, now they’re selling the house and moving to the Costa Senilica. The family’s scandalized; Dad’s been striving all his life to be some kind of petit bourgeois pillar of the community and figure of respect, and then his only son decides to have a wank on television . . . so I’ve no idea what they’ve got in store for us down there, but if you’ve got to have breakfast with an American mogul, don’t let this get in your way.’


He chose the easiest way out. Took her at her word, pretending not to pick up on the chasm of irony beneath. ‘Good,’ was his short, neutral response. ‘I’d suggested nine on Wednesday, so I’ll ring and confirm that.’


‘And if the party doesn’t end until midnight?’


‘I’ll drive straight there, however it turns out. It only takes three hours at night. Four or five hours’ sleep, that’s all I need.’


‘Do as you like,’ said Kristina. ‘Who knows, perhaps Kelvin and I will come with you.’


‘Nothing would give me greater pleasure,’ said Jakob with another of his vapid smiles. ‘Don’t you want another finger? Delicious, this asses’ milk.’


She woke at half past two in the morning and it took her an hour to get back to sleep. It wasn’t usually a good time for positive reflections, and nor was it on this occasion.


This isn’t going to work, she thought. There’s no way Jakob and I can stick it out together. We’re not acting in the same sort of play.


Our instruments aren’t in tune . . . slowly and unresistingly, the arguments came streaming up to the surface . . . we’re not in the same room, we don’t speak the same language, oil and water, he never has a single thought that resembles what’s going on in my mind. In five years’ time . . . in five years’ time I shall be a single mum at my first school parents’ evening. And why on earth should I even bother to start looking for a new man? I give up.


I’m demanding too much, she thought, a minute later.


That’s what Ebba would say. Marvellous sister Ebba. Don’t be so bloody self-important, little sis. Be glad of what you’ve got; you could easily have ended up with much worse.


Not that Kristina would ever have taken it into her head to discuss the matter with Ebba.


But if she did. Unrealistic demands, you’re asking too much. Why do you imagine that any human being – especially a man – would have anything to gain from wandering round in your confused feminist soul? Just look at those scripts you struggle with! Everyone else in the team just gets on with it and does the work according to the contract; it’s only you who complicates everything and takes twice as long over the revisions. Rewriting and rewriting and rewriting. Your job is to produce rubbish, so learn to do what you’re asked and then leave it! The world will never understand your genius anyway.


So Ebba could have said. If she’d had any idea how things stood.


A minute later came the inevitable weakness. When she imagined being on Ebba’s side and subjected herself to punishing scrutiny. There’s no genius lurking beneath that brow of yours, Kristina Hermansson! You haven’t an ounce of originality. No genuine creative power. You’re just a dissatisfied little bitch with delusions of grandeur. Always have been, and the only qualitative changes in your life will be turning first into a middle-aged bitch, then an old one.


She got up and drank some apple juice. Ate some crispbread and cheese. Stood in front of the bathroom mirror and looked at her body. It was the same old body as ever, which had been younger, but the breasts were of even size, the stomach was flat and the hips of the right fullness. No cellulite. She did actually look like a woman, and had she been a man she would presumably have appreciated what she saw.


But now she had signed herself up to the same male for the rest of her life, wasn’t that true? And he preferred making love in the dark. Presumably because he didn’t want her to see his bit of flab. So she was the only one who would occasionally look at this body, relatively well preserved so far. Thirty-one years old. Jakob was forty-three. If the twelve-year gap were applied in the other direction, it would mean she could get herself a nineteen-year-old. She felt a slight tingle between her thighs, but nothing more. Not yet.


Ludicrous, she thought. Good God, what ludicrous creatures we humans are. Why expend all this time and effort on contemplating ourselves and our supposed lives? Our self-obsessed course towards the grave.


I should find religion, she suddenly thought. At least start cultivating an interest in something. Whales or Afghan women or other oppressed species. My husband and my son? Surely that’s the least that can be asked of me?


Maybe Robert, too. She knew she’d find it hard to forgive herself if he really did go off and kill himself.


But Jakob?


How could she induce herself?


He had flattered her from the word go. Said her manuscript really stood out amongst the twenty-four submissions, giving her feminine vanity a good old polish. He had promptly hired her, and although she was twenty-seven she had fallen like a teenager yearning for affirmation.


That was May 2001, in August they made love for the first time, and about ten minutes before they started he told her he was married and had twin fifteen-year-old daughters.


She fell for that frankness, too. And when he filed for divorce less than six months later, her friend Karen’s gloomy predictions were disproved. (They’ll never get divorced! How the hell can you be so stupid, haven’t you ever read a psychology book? Amoebas like you should be sterilized!) It was only when she was pregnant, and their own marriage imminent, that she found out that Annica, the twins’ mother, had been a year ahead of him in the new-partner game. It wasn’t Jakob who revealed this but Liza, one of the two panther-like daughters. (Just so you don’t think you cut our mum out of the picture in any way. She was waiting for someone like you to turn up!)


Under the leadership of the new alpha male, Jakob’s former family moved to London around the time little Kelvin came into the world, and the memory of them seemed to fade like old photographs in bright sunlight. It was all very strange in fact, and something must have been seriously awry, but why go digging around in the compost of the past?


The house in Old Enskede cost a fortune. But Jakob Willnius had the money and the position; he was a senior commissioning editor, and also a sort of golden boy at the depersonalized, all-digital television centre, having outlived two notoriously difficult female bosses in a way no mere mortal had ever achieved. (Yes, there’s something awfully special about him, I agree, Karen had admitted, but whether it’s for the good in the long run, I couldn’t possibly say.) He’s acquired a woman twelve years his junior, Kristina thought in her more cynical moments. I’m his winning ticket in life and he’ll never leave me of his own accord for as long as I let him fuck me twice a week. If I die of starvation one of these days, I’ve only myself to blame.


But the implacable gnawing of her everyday dissatisfaction had increased in recent months, it was undeniable. Her need to . . . well, what? She mulled it over as she left the bathroom. To punish him? That, too, was ludicrous, because what on earth did she have to gain from punishing Jakob? What were these treacherous words, lending themselves out to her thoughts?


But thought and feeling refused to align themselves with each other. They stabbed each other in the throat, and this was where it lay, she knew. The problem. This was its precise location.


I’m primitive, she thought as she slipped back into the double bed at a reassuring distance from him. But it’s good that I understand my own motives. And there really is no more to life than this. Bonjour tristesse.


So what the hell shall I do? was her next thought. Or rather: What do I want to do?


What is it about my life that has suddenly become pretty much unbearable to me?


But before she had had time to try to straighten out those stubborn question marks, sleep finally claimed her. High time too, because in all likelihood she had less than three hours before Kelvin started making demands on her, in his understated way.


When the scandal was no more than a day old, her mother had phoned to ask whether Jakob could conceivably have had a finger in the pie when Robert was selected for that programme.


Kristina had dismissed the idea as absurd, but couldn’t stop herself asking him about it that evening.


This, unusually, caused him to display signs of something reminiscent of anger. ‘Kristina, what kind of insinuation is that? Christ, you know better than that. And you know what I think of Lindmanner and Krantze.’


‘Sorry, it was my mother who asked. They seem pretty shaken at home, you know.’


‘I’m not surprised,’ Jakob observed. ‘To be honest, I’m glad it happened. They’re going to find it pretty hard to justify investments like that in the future.’
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