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The towns of Kymlinge and Maardam do not exist in real life, unlike the Romanian writer Mircea Cǎrtǎrescu whose work is cited at several points in this book.







   

‘All my life I have longed to be alone in a place like this’


Per Petterson, Out Stealing Horses


(translated by Anne Born)
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The day before everything changed, Ante Valdemar Roos had a vision.


He was walking with his father in a forest. It was autumn and they were holding hands; the sunlight filtered through the lofty crowns of some tall pines; they went along a well-worn path that wound its way between mossy rocks and low, twiggy clumps of lingonberry. The air was clear and bright, with a scent of mushrooms as they passed some spots. He was probably five or six, and could hear birds calling and a dog barking in the distance.


Here’s Gråmyren, said his father. This is where we usually see the elk.


It was the 1950s. Father was in a leather waistcoat and a checked cap, which he now took off, letting go of his son’s hand to wipe his forehead with the arm of his shirt. He took out his pipe and tobacco and started the filling process.


Look around you, Valdemar my lad, he said. Life never gets any better than this.


Never any better than this.


He wasn’t sure if it had really happened. If it was a genuine memory or just an image floating to the surface of the enigmatic well of the past. A yearning back to something that possibly never existed.


On this particular day, more than fifty years later, sitting on a sun-warmed rock beside his car, he shut his eyes and turned his face to the sun, and it wasn’t easy to work out what was true and what just seemed to be real. It was August, there were thirty minutes of his lunch hour left. Valdemar’s father had died in 1961 when he was a boy of twelve, and his memories often had this sort of shimmer of a lost idyll. He tended to think it wouldn’t be so very odd if it had never happened. But his father’s words had a genuine ring, and didn’t feel like something he’d invented himself.


Life never gets any better than this.


And he remembered the cap and the waistcoat vividly. He was five years younger than I am now, when he died, he thought. He only reached fifty-four.


He drained his coffee and got back behind the wheel. He reclined the seat as far as it would go and closed his eyes again. Opened the side window so the warm breeze could reach him.


Sleep, he thought, I’ve got time for a fifteen-minute nap.


Perhaps I’ll get another glimpse of that moment in the forest. Or perhaps some other lovely vision.


Wrigman’s Electrical made thermos flasks. When the firm started in the late fifties and for a decade or so thereafter, its range had comprised a variety of electrical goods such as fans, food processors and hairdryers, but from the mid-seventies onwards it had produced only flasks. The change was made primarily because the founder, Wilgot Wrigman, as good as went up in smoke in a transformer fire in October 1971. That sort of thing can give an electrical company a bad name. People don’t easily forget.


But the name lived on; there were those who felt Wrigman’s Electrical had become a recognized brand. The factory was out in Svartö, about twenty kilometres north of Kymlinge, the company had around thirty employees and Ante Valdemar Roos had been its head of accounts since 1980.


Twenty-eight years, to date. Forty-four kilometres by car every day; and if you calculated on the basis of forty-four working weeks a year – for the sake of a pleasing balance if nothing else – and five days a week, that came to 271,040 kilometres, which was the equivalent of roughly seven times round the globe. The longest journey Valdemar had ever made in his life was to the Greek island of Samos, that second summer with Alice, twelve years ago now. Say what you liked about time, it certainly did have a way of passing.


But there was also another kind of time; in fact, Ante Valdemar Roos would sometimes imagine that two vastly differing concepts of time existed in parallel.


The time that rushed by – adding days to days, wrinkles to wrinkles and years to years – there wasn’t much you could do about that. You simply had to hang on in there as best you could, like young dogs chasing after a bitch in heat, or flies after a cow’s arse.


But the other time, the recurring kind, that was something different. It was slow and long-drawn-out, sometimes coming to a complete standstill, or at least that was how it seemed; like the sluggish seconds and minutes when you were seventeenth in the queue and waiting at the red light at the junction between Fabriksgatan and Ringvägen. Or when you woke up half an hour too early and couldn’t get back to sleep for the life of you – only lie there on your side, watching the alarm clock on the bedside table and slowly getting used to the idea of dawn.


It was worth its weight in gold, that uneventful time, and the older he grew, the more evident that became.


The pauses, he would think, it’s in the pauses between events – and as the ice forms on the lake on a November night, if you want to be a touch poetic – that I belong.


I and people like me.


He hadn’t always thought that way. Only for the last ten years or so. Maybe it had gradually crept up on him, but there had been one particular occasion when he became aware of it – and put it into words. It was one day in May, five years ago, when the car suddenly died halfway between Kymlinge and Svartö. It was morning, and a minute or so after he passed the crossroads at Kvartofta church. The car ground to a halt at the roadside and Valdemar tried to start it a few times but without even a hint of success. First he rang Red Cow to say he would be late, then he rang the roadside assistance firm, and they promised to be there with a replacement car within the half hour.


An hour and a half passed, and it was in the course of those ninety minutes, as Valdemar sat behind the wheel, watching the birds in flight beneath the clear skies of a May morning, with the light playing over the fields and over the veins on his hands, where his blood pumped round with the aid of his trusty old heart, that he realized it was at times like this his soul made a space for itself in the world and set up home there. At exactly these times.


He didn’t care how long it took the breakdown truck to arrive. He was unperturbed by Red Cow ringing to ask if he was making a bid for freedom or what. He felt no need to talk to his wife or to any other human being.


I should have been a cat instead, Ante Valdemar Roos had thought. Hell yes, a fat farm cat basking in the sun outside a cowshed, that really would have been something.


He thought of the cat again now, as he woke up and looked at his watch. The lunch hour would be over in four minutes, so it was high time to make his way back to Wrigman’s.


It would only take him two from this secluded clearing he had found, just off a disused forest track and a stone’s throw or two from the factory. Sometimes he came on foot, but he generally took the car. He liked a fifteen-minute nap and it was nice simply to recline the back of the seat and doze off. A man asleep on the ground in a forest glade could have aroused suspicion.


The staff room at Wrigman’s Electrical was a bare fifteen square metres in size and decked in dark-brown lino and mauve laminate, and after spending an eternity of lunch hours there, Ante Valdemar Roos had dreamt one night that he was dead and had gone to Hell. It was 2001 or 2002 and the Devil had received him personally, holding open the door for the new arrival with his characteristically sardonic smile, and the space inside had proved to be nothing more or less than the staff room at Wrigman’s. Red Cow was already sitting in her usual corner with her microwaved pasta and her horoscopes, and she hadn’t even looked up to give him a nod.


From the next day onwards, Valdemar had swapped over to having sandwiches, yogurt and coffee at his desk. A banana and a few ginger snaps that he kept in his top right desk drawer.


And now, at least if the weather was decent, he liked to take the car and get away completely for an hour or fifty minutes.


Red Cow thought he was odd, and she made no secret of the fact. But it wasn’t only on account of his lunch habits and he’d learnt to take no notice of her.


It was the same with the rest of them, actually. Nilsson and Tapanen and Walter Wrigman himself. The population of the office; he realized they found him a difficult type, and he’d heard Tapanen use that very phrase when he was on the phone to someone and thought nobody could hear.


Yes, you know that Valdemar Roos is a difficult type, thank goodness I’m not married to anyone like that.


Anyone like that? Valdemar parked in his usual place next to the rusty old container, the removal of which had been under discussion since the mid-nineties. Tapanen was only a couple of years younger than he was and had worked at Wrigman’s for almost as long. He had four children with the same woman but had got divorced a while back. He bet on the horses and had been claiming for the last 1800 weeks that it was only a matter of time until he hit the jackpot and bloody well said goodbye to that moth-eaten firm. He always took care to say it in earshot of Walter Wrigman, and the managing director would shift the wad of snus inside his cheek, run his hand over his balding head and declare that nothing would give him greater pleasure. Nothing.


Valdemar had never liked Tapanen, not even back in the days when he still liked people. There was something petty and vindictive about him; Valdemar often thought Tapanen must be one of those people who would desert his comrades in the trenches. He didn’t entirely know what that meant or where the image had come from, but it seemed as intrinsic to the man as warts were to a warthog.


But he’d liked Nilsson. The round-shouldered Norrlander spent most of his time out on the road, admittedly, but every now and then he’d be sitting in his place to the right of Red Cow’s glass box. He was no more than forty now, and had been even younger when he started, of course; he was quiet and amiable, and married to an even more reticent woman from Byske, or was it Hörnefors? They had five or six children and were members of some free church, but Valdemar could never remember which one. Nilsson had started at Wrigman’s about six months before the millennium, taking over from Lasse with the leg, who had died in unlucky circumstances in a fishing accident out Rönninge way.


He had a solemnity to him, Nilsson, a greyish, lichen-like quality that less sympathetic souls, Tapanen for example, would have called dullness, and however much Valdemar would have liked him to, he couldn’t recall Nilsson coming out with anything that might have been called a joke, either. It was hard even to say if he had ever laughed in his almost ten years at Wrigman’s Electrical.


So it probably said something about Ante Valdemar Roos that he approved of someone like Nilsson. Used to approve of, that is. Before.


That image of the walk with his father still lingered, anyway. The tall, straight trunks of the spruces, the twiggy clumps of lingonberry, the damp hollows with their meadowsweet and bog myrtle. When he was back in his place behind the desk and switching his computer back on, it was as if his father’s words were going round on an endless sound loop in his head.


Life never gets any better than this.


Never any better than this.


The afternoon passed in an atmosphere of gloom. It was Friday. It was August. The dog days of summer were still hanging on, the first working week after the holidays would soon be over and the immediate future was set out like a hopelessly ill-laid stretch of railway track: a party at his wife Alice’s brother and sister-in-law’s in the old part of Kymlinge down by the church.


It was a tradition. The Friday after the second Thursday in August they went for a crayfish supper at Hans-Erik and Helga Hummelberg’s. They observed all the usual rituals, donning gaudy little party hats, drinking six different kinds of beer and home-spiced schnapps and slurping crayfish with all the trimmings. There were usually a dozen of them, plus or minus a couple, and for the past three years, Valdemar had fallen asleep on the sofa.


Not as a result of too much strong liquor, but rather from sheer boredom. He could just about bring himself to join in the conversation, produce a sufficient number of witty remarks and show an interest in all sorts of esoteric nonsense for two or three hours, but then it was as if all the air went out of him. He started to feel as out of place as a seal in the middle of a desert. He spent half an hour in the loo, and if nobody noticed he’d been missing he would generally allow himself another half hour a bit later, sitting on an unfamiliar brown-varnished toilet seat with his trousers and underpants round his ankles, wondering how he would go about it if he ever decided to kill himself one day. Or kill his wife. Or run away to Kathmandu. He had learnt to use the so-called children’s bathroom in the teenagers’ part of the house. They were never home for their parents’ parties anyway, and here he could sit undisturbed and unloved under a brooding cloud of pessimism for as long as he wanted.


But there must be something wrong, he’d thought the previous year, something seriously wrong with life itself, if in your sixtieth year or thereabouts you couldn’t think of any better solutions than going to a party and locking yourself in the toilet.


So what to do? he thought when the working week came to an abrupt end and he was once again seated at his steering wheel. What to do? Slam his fist on the table? Declare his opposition and explain politely but firmly that he wasn’t coming with her to Hans-Erik and Helga’s?


Why not? Why not tell Alice without further ado that he disliked her brother & co. as much as he disliked rap music and blogs and shouty headlines on newsstands, and that he had no intention of setting foot in their quasi-intellectual drinking club ever again?


As he drove the twenty-two kilometres back to Kymlinge, these questions bounced back and forth in the desolate vacuum inside his head. He knew they were fictional, not real; this was nothing more than the usual litany of cowardly protestations that droned pretty continuously inside him. Questions, formulations and venomous phrases, which never ever passed his bloodless lips and served no other purpose than to make him even more dispirited and melancholy.


I’m dead, he thought as he passed the new Co-op complex out in Billundsberg. In all essential respects there’s less life in me than in a plastic pot plant. There’s nothing wrong with the others, it’s me.


Seven hours later he actually was sitting on the toilet. His prediction had come true in every last detail, with the minor addition of his being drunk. Out of pure boredom and in an attempt to infuse life with some meaning he had downed four shots of schnapps, a large amount of beer and two or three glasses of white wine. He had also told the assembled company a long story about a whore from Odense, but when he reached the punchline he unfortunately found he had forgotten it. Such things happen in the best families, but the woman who was one half of a new couple – a bosomy, dyed-blonde psychotherapist with roots in Stora Tuna – had observed him with a professional smile, and he had seen Alice gritting her teeth so hard that she was white around the jaw.


He had no idea how long he had been sitting on the varnished brown ring, but his watch said quarter to one and he didn’t think he’d dozed off. In Ante Valdemar Roos’s experience it was well nigh impossible to sleep on a toilet. He pressed the flush as he got to his feet to adjust his clothes. He splashed his face with cold water a couple of times and tried to comb the thin strands of hair still growing sparsely on his uneven head into some kind of pattern. Helped himself to a blob of toothpaste and gargled.


Then he staggered cautiously out of the bathroom and headed for the big sitting room, where Spanish guitar music mingled with loud voices and smooth laughter. Unless anyone else had slipped away to hide, there ought to be eleven of them in there, thought Valdemar; a whole football team of people in various stages of middle age, successful, quick-witted and enjoying their well-earned inebriation.


Suddenly he hesitated. All at once he felt manifestly old, a genuine failure and not remotely quick-witted. His wife was eleven years younger than him, all the others in the gang were between forty and fifty and the psychotherapist could even still be in her thirties. As for him, it was only a few months until his sixtieth birthday.


I’ve nothing to say to a single one of them, he thought. None of them has anything to say to me.


I don’t want to be part of this any more, the best I can wish for is to be a cat.


He looked around the hall. The décor was entirely white and aluminium. There wasn’t a single object of interest to him. Not a single damn thing he’d have felt like pocketing if he were a burglar. It was just too pitiful.


He turned on his heel, let himself out quietly through the front door and was met by the cool, clarifying night air.


Never any worse than this.
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At half past twelve the following day, Ante Valdemar Roos was on the sofa in his living room, trying to read the newspaper. It wasn’t going unduly well. The text swam before his eyes. His head felt like something that had been left in the oven for too long. His stomach wasn’t in a much better state, and there seemed to be some kind of malignant yellow-flowered coltsfoot clogging the periphery of his field of vision.


His wife Alice hadn’t spoken to him all morning, but his younger daughter Wilma had told him – just before the two of them slunk out of the door – that they were going out shopping for a few hours. She was sixteen and maybe she felt a bit sorry for him.


His elder daughter Signe was out on the balcony smoking. Neither Wilma nor Signe was Valdemar’s own; they had come as part of the Alice package when they got married eleven years earlier. They’d been five and nine. Now they were sixteen and twenty. There was quite a difference, thought Valdemar. You couldn’t say things had grown easier with time. Hardly a day passed without him praying to the higher power in whom he didn’t really believe for Signe to stir her stumps and move out. She had been talking about it for three years, but still hadn’t got round to it.


Ante Valdemar Roos did have a child of his own flesh and blood, however. A son by the name of Greger, who was the product of a bewildering first marriage to a woman called Lisen. It wasn’t a standard name even then, and he didn’t think she had been a particularly standard sort of woman, either. Neither in general nor at any given point in time.


She was dead now. She had died on a mountaineering expedition in the Himalayas two years before the millennium. The idea had been, if he had understood correctly, to reach some summit or other exactly on her fiftieth birthday.


They’d been married for seven years when she admitted having had another man on the side almost the whole time, and they had divorced without much fuss. She took Greger with her when she moved to Berlin, but Valdemar had some contact with the boy when he was growing up.


Not much, but some. School half terms and summer holidays. Some fell-walking and a couple of trips away: a rainy week in Scotland, amongst other things, and four days at the Skara Summerland theme park. Now Greger was entering middle age and lived in Maardam, where he worked at a bank and lived with a dark-skinned woman from Surinam. Valdemar had never met her but he had seen a photo. They had two children and he generally emailed Greger every three or four months. The last time he had seen him was at Lisen’s funeral in a windswept cemetery in Berlin. Ten years had passed since that day.


Signe came in from the balcony.


‘How are you doing?’ she asked.


‘Fine,’ said Valdemar.


‘You look rough.’


‘Do I?’


‘Mum said you let things get a bit out of hand last night.’


‘Pfft,’ said Valdemar, and dropped the paper on the floor.


She sat down in the armchair opposite him. Adjusted the towel that was wound round her hair. She was wearing her big yellow bathrobe, which he took as a sign that she had managed a shower before her first fag of the day.


‘She says you went missing from the crayfish party.’


‘Went missing?’


‘Yes.’


He picked up the paper and felt the throbbing in his temples as he bent forwards. The coltsfoot seemed to be spreading luxuriantly.


‘I . . . took a walk.’


‘All the way from Old Kymlinge?’


‘Yes. It was a nice evening.’


She yawned. ‘I heard you come in.’


‘Oh yes?’


‘Only ten minutes after I did, actually. Half past four.’


Half past four? He thought, and a wave of nausea swept over him. Surely that couldn’t be possible?


‘It takes a while from Old Kymlinge,’ he said. ‘As discussed.’


‘Yeah right,’ sneered Signe. ‘And then you dropped in at Prince for a few beers. Expect that took a while, too.’


He realized it was true. Signe was as well informed as ever. He had passed a bar on Drottninggatan, seen it was open and nipped inside. He didn’t know it was called Prince, but he suddenly remembered sitting at a shiny bar counter, drinking beer. He’d chatted to some woman too, with lots of red hair and a Yasser Arafat scarf, or at least, some kind of check-patterned headgear, and he might have bought her a drink as well. Or two. If his memory wasn’t playing tricks, she’d had a man’s name tattooed on her forearm. Hans? No, Hugo, wasn’t it? Ante Valdemar Roos groaned inwardly.


‘Cilla, my mate, saw you. You were pretty pissed, she said.’


He chose not to comment, leafing through the paper instead and pretending he had no interest in the conversation. Pretending he wasn’t bothered.


‘And she said you were fifteen years older than anyone else in the place. The hag you were with came in at number two.’


He found the sports pages and started reading the results. Signe went quiet for a moment and sat staring at her nails.


‘Mum’s a bit fed up, isn’t she?’ she said, and whisked off into her room without waiting for an answer.


A day like any other, thought Ante Valdemar Roos, and shut his eyes.


In the early afternoon he grabbed the chance of a nap, and when he woke up around four he was surprised to discover that he was alone in the house. Wilma and Signe could be anywhere in time and space, but Alice had left a note on the kitchen table.


Gone to Olga’s. Back late. A


Valdemar scrunched up the piece of paper and threw it in the rubbish. He took two painkillers and drank a glass of water. His thoughts went momentarily to Olga, who was Russian and one of his wife’s innumerable friends. She was dark-eyed and spoke slowly and mysteriously in a deep voice that was almost a baritone, and he had once dreamt that he had had sex with her. It was a very vivid dream in which they’d been lying on a bed of ferns; she had been sitting astride him and her long black hair had danced in the wind. He had woken just before he climaxed, startled from sleep by Alice turning on the vacuum cleaner half a metre from the bed and then asking him if he was ill or what.


He opened the fridge and wondered if he was expected to make dinner for the girls. Maybe, maybe not. There were certainly the ingredients for some kind of basic pasta dish. He decided to wait and see. One or the other would presumably turn up in due course, and maybe they’d prefer him to give them some cash so they could stuff their faces in town instead. You never could tell.


He found his pools coupon and sank into a chair in front of the TV.


Little did Ante Valdemar Roos think at that moment that his life was about to undergo a radical and fateful change of direction.


This idiotic phrase was to keep popping into his head in the weeks that followed, and every time it did so he would laugh at it, and with every justification.


It was his father who had started with that line of numbers. Before he hanged himself he’d been going to the tobacconist on Gartzvägen in K– and playing the same single line of numbers for eight years. Every Wednesday before 6 p.m., and sometimes Valdemar was allowed to go with him.


Same line? the phlegmatic tobacconist Mr Pohlgren would ask.


Same line, his father would reply.


Most of the people who played, Valdemar had come to understand, liked to try their luck with five or eight lines, or with some little system they’d developed, but Eugen Roos stuck to his single line.


Sooner or later, my boy, he explained, sooner or later it’ll win. When we least expect it – all it takes is patience.


Patience.


After his father’s death, Valdemar had taken over, and the very first Wednesday after this misfortune he had gone into Pohlgren’s, filled in the one line on the coupon and paid the forty öre it cost in those days.


And he had carried on, week after week, year after year. When the pools organizers expanded from twelve to thirteen matches, Valdemar expanded too. From one to three lines. He always hedged his bets on the thirteenth number.


The same line ever since 1953, in other words. Sometimes he wondered if it was some kind of world record. It had been over fifty years now, a considerable chunk of time however you looked at it.


The remarkable thing was that neither he nor his father had ever won so much as a krona. Twenty times he’d got nine right; three times it was ten, but there had been nothing paid out for ten on any of those occasions.


Patience, he would tell himself. If I leave the line to Greger when I die, he’ll be a millionaire one of these days.


He dozed off in his armchair for a while, he just couldn’t help it. From the twentieth to the forty-fourth minute of the second half, more or less, but he was wide awake for the results round-up at the end. He was still alone in the flat, and as he reached for his pen he thought that if he couldn’t be a cat in his next life, at least he could ask to be a bachelor.


And then, as the world went on as usual, as innumerable winds blew from all corners and nothing or everything happened or didn’t, the miracle ticked into life.


Match after match, result after result, tick after tick; Valdemar’s first thought when it was all over was that he’d been the one supervising the whole procedure. That it was all thanks to him – and his careful supervision. He wasn’t in the habit of doing it, and very rarely watched the show these days; he usually made do with checking the winning line on teletext or in Sunday’s or Monday’s paper. Noting that he’d got four or five or six right as usual, and there was nothing to do but try again.


Thirteen.


He tasted the word. Said it out loud to himself. Thirteen right.


He suddenly started to doubt he was awake. Or even alive. The dusky light in the room and in the flat suddenly didn’t feel real, but more like a shroud, so perhaps he was actually dead; apart from the TV there was not a single source of light and for the first time he also noticed that it was raining outside in the world and that the sky over Kymlinge was as dark as freshly laid tarmac.


He pinched his nostrils, cleared his throat loudly, wiggled his toes and said his name and date of birth in a clear, firm voice, after which he cautiously drew the conclusion that he was neither sleeping nor dead.


Then they announced the payout.


One million . . .


His headache gave a kick as he opened his eyes wide and leant closer to the TV set.


One million nine hundred and fifty . . .


The telephone rang. Alexander Graham Bell, go and play with yourself, thought Ante Valdemar Roos, and wondered why such a phrase, and in English to boot, should suddenly pop into his convalescent brain, but it did, only to be blown away and forgotten the next moment.


One million, nine hundred and fifty-four thousand, one hundred and twenty kronor.


He found the remote control, switched off the TV and sat stock still in his armchair for ten minutes. If my heart doesn’t stop I’ll live to a hundred now, he thought.


It was half past nine in the evening by the time Alice got back from her friend Olga’s, and Valdemar had totally recovered.


‘I’m sorry about yesterday,’ he said. ‘I somehow had a few shots too many.’


‘Somehow?’ said Alice ‘It’s pretty simple, you just downed them.’


‘You could be right,’ said Valdemar. ‘I drank too much, anyway.’


‘Are the girls home?’


He shrugged. ‘No.’


‘Wilma called my mobile and promised to be home by nine.’


‘Did she?’ said Valdemar. ‘No, they’ve both been out all evening.’


‘Did you deal with the washing?’


‘No,’ said Valdemar.


‘Water the plants?’


‘No, not that either,’ admitted Valedemar. ‘I haven’t been feeling great, as I said.’


‘I presume you didn’t ring Hans-Erik and Helga to apologize, either?’


‘You’re right,’ said Valdemar. ‘Another thing I failed to do.’


Alice went out into the kitchen and he followed her because he could see the way things were going.


‘I didn’t mean to,’ he said. ‘Not to just walk out like that. But it was such a fine evening and I thought—’


‘That story you told, did you think it was appropriate for the occasion?’


‘I know I forgot the punchline,’ he acknowledged. ‘But it is quite funny. It’s come back to me now, so if you like—’


‘That’s enough, Valdemar,’ she interrupted. ‘I can’t take any more right now. Do you really want to stay married to me?’


He subsided onto a chair but she stayed on her feet, staring out of the window. Nothing happened for a long time. He sat there with his elbows chafing the table, his eyes fixed on the pot plant, a droopy little mind-your-own-business, and the diminutive salt cellars they had bought in Stockholm Old Town on a rainy weekend break seven or eight years before. Well it was a cruet set, of course, one salt, one pepper. Alice stood there with her broad fundament turned his way, and it occurred to him that this generously proportioned part of her anatomy was what their whole marriage rested on. It truly was. Admittedly she was only forty-eight, but it wasn’t easy to find a new partner when you were twenty kilos overweight, not in these times so obsessed with appearance, superficiality and slimness – and possibly not in any other time, either. He knew nothing frightened her more than the prospect of having to live alone.


The equation had already been written and calculated when they married. Valdemar had been ten years too old but Alice, in return, had been twenty-five kilos too heavy; neither of them had ever voiced this sad truth, but he was convinced she was as conscious of it as he was.


In the cheerless name of this same truth – he had time to note while wearing out his elbows as he waited – Alice had actually shed a few kilos since their wedding, whereas Valdemar had not grown any younger in recompense.


‘We haven’t made love for over a year,’ she said now. ‘Do you find me so disgusting, Valdemar?’


‘No,’ he said. ‘But I find myself disgusting, that’s the problem.’


He briefly wondered if that was true or just a clever answer, and presumably Alice was doing the same, because she turned round and looked at him with a slightly sad and quizzical expression. She seemed to be weighing up whether to say more but then gave a deep sigh and went out to the laundry room.


Two million, thought Ante Valdemar Roos. If I add on the winnings for the twelve out of thirteens, it must come to over two million. What the hell shall I do?


And suddenly that image of his father in the forest popped into his perforated mind. There he was again, pipe in hand, his face seeming to loom closer, and when Valdemar closed his eyes he could see his father’s lips moving. As if he had a message for his son.


What? he thought. What are you trying to tell me, Dad?


And then, at the very moment he heard his wife set the tumble dryer going, he could also hear his father’s voice. It sounded faint and distant as it found its way through the noise of past decades, but it was still unmistakable – and clear enough for him to understand without difficulty.


You needn’t play that line next week lad, he said.


And you needn’t be patient any more.
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After three weeks at the home in Elvafors, Anna Gambowska knew she would have to run away.


There was no way round it.


She had spent the first week crying from dawn till dusk. Sometimes all night, as well; there was something in her soul that needed the lubrication of these tears to soften it and bring it back to life. That was exactly how it felt. It was therapeutic weeping, designed to heal, even if it had its source in great sorrow.


It was the first time she had thought about her soul in that way. Like a pitiful little plant that had to be watered and nourished before it could cope with life. Before it could grow and take its rightful place in this bare and inhospitable world. But when life grew too hard it was better to let it stay hidden deep down in the frozen ground and pretend it didn’t even exist.


A soul deep-frozen in the ground. Or a soul in the deep-frozen ground. It sounded like a grammar exercise from school.


Things had been like this for a while now. All through the spring and summer at least, maybe even longer. Her soul had lain forgotten at the bottom of the frozen pit inside her, and if she hadn’t got into the home at Elvafors in time, it could easily have perished entirely.


Thinking that thought made her cry even more. It was as if her soul could wring nourishment from its own sadness. Yes, that really was how it seemed to be.


It was her mother who realized the state she was in. Anna stole money from her to buy heroin to smoke. It was her mother, too, who saw to it that the authorities were called in.


She stole four thousand kronor. It was beyond Anna why her mother had so much cash at home, and in her first few days at Elvafors, as she thought back over what she had done – referred to in the twelve-step programme as the ethical collapse – her soul knotted painfully and demanded a retreat down to the depths. Her mother worked at a daycare centre, four thousand was more than she earned in a week, and she had been saving up so she could buy Marek a new bike.


Marek was eight and Anna’s little brother. Instead of a bike it went on heroin for his big sister.


She cried over that, as well. Cried over her shame and her wretchedness and her ingratitude. But her mother loved her, she knew that. Loved her anyway, in spite of everything. Even though she had her own problems to tussle with. When she discovered the money was gone she was livid, but it didn’t last. She took Anna in her arms, comforted her and told her she loved her.


Without her mother she would never be able to turn her life around, Anna Gambowska knew that.


Maybe not even with her, but absolutely not without.


She arrived at Elvafors on the first of August. That was eight days after her mother found her out, and it happened to be her twenty-first birthday. They stopped at a cafe on the way and celebrated with coffee and cake. Her mother held her hands, they both shed some tears and promised each other this was the start of a new life. Enough was enough.


I had a huge burden of pain to bear when I was your age, too, her mother had told her. But we can get over those things.


How did you get over yours? Anna asked.


Her mother hesitated. I had you, she said eventually.


So you think I should make sure to get pregnant, on top of everything else? Anna wanted to know.


Just you dare, her mother said, and the two of them laughed so loudly that the serving staff exchanged looks.


It had felt good sitting there in that anonymous cafe, laughing at life in general, thought Anna. It had been a good moment. Simply giving all her troubles and the whole wretched state of affairs a big kick up the backside. Maybe that was the way to get one over on life for fucking things up? Maybe there was no better method than that?


She’d been fifteen when she tried hash for the first time. For the past three years, once she’d decided to ditch upper secondary and found work in a kiosk, a cafe and a filling station instead, she’d been smoking it at least three times a week. And pretty much every day since she left home in February. In April she’d met Steffo and started dealing. He had contacts, he was six years older than her and had moved in with her in May. He’d also got hold of some of the harder stuff: amphetamines and morphine and ecstasy a couple of times. The smoking heroin was the last step, in a way. She’d used it four times and when the intensity of the trips made her cry, it was as if her tears were of pure blood.


Or impure blood, to be more accurate.


Her mother didn’t know much about Steffo, only that he existed. Anna had protected him from social services, and from the police, and she wondered where he’d got to since her mother went in and emptied the flat.


But there was no shortage of places for someone like Steffo, she was sure. Beds for the night, as well, it was nothing she needed to worry about.


And she hoped he had found another girl. Hoped it for her own sake. There were things about Steffo that scared her, scared her a lot, which was presumably why she had protected him.


You’re mine, he had said. Never forget you’re Steffo’s now.


He’d also said she ought to get his name tattooed on her leg, the inside of her thigh for preference, but she’d managed to talk him out of that bit. It’s a present, he declared, a present from me to you. Oh yes, she really hoped he’d found another girl.


Thinking of Steffo reminded her of all the other questions, too. They were floating around just under her tears and she knew they were looking for answers the way a missing calf looks for its mother.


Why? Why did you want to destroy my life? Why are you deliberately heading straight down to Hell? What’s the point, Anna?


She asked herself, and everyone else asked too. Her mother. Social services. Auntie Majka. She had no answer. If there had been an answer, there’d have been no need for a question, she would think.


It was a darkness. A darkness with an enormous force of attraction.


Yes, a force stronger than herself, just like they talked about in their group therapy sessions.


The first time she saw Elvafors she thought it looked like a picture out of a book of fairy tales. It stood beside a round lake with a carpet of lily pads. A grassy slope dotted with gnarled fruit trees ran up to the house, and around it the forest extended in all directions. The building was a charming old wooden place, yellow and white; eight small rooms upstairs, a kitchen and four larger ones downstairs. At right angles to it a smaller building used for the office and overnight accommodation for staff. Up on the forest margins another building: a little red house known as the first gate with a kitchen and combined bedroom and sitting room, for the two patients who had progressed furthest in their treatment. Patients who would soon move on to the last gate in Dalby and from there back into everyday life again.


There were only women here. A supervisor named Sonja Svensson, half a dozen staff, several of them former addicts, and then the patients: young women who were to be saved from the shameful squalor and corruption of alcohol and drugs. Anna was admitted on the same day as an eighteen-year-old girl from Karlstad.


They had come from all over the country, but mainly from central and western Sweden. By the end of the first morning she had learnt their names; it was a fundamental step in the therapeutic process, Sonia had explained, laughing her dry little laugh.


How can we respect each other if we don’t know each other’s names?


It was all about respect at Elvafors.


At least on paper.


Yet it was the lack of respect that eventually made Anna Gambowska decide to run away.


Surely it was precisely that? she asked herself.


Yes, it was. Precisely that.


There was a set of simple rules at Elvafors. When she was admitted, Anna had to sign a piece of paper to confirm that she accepted these rules. The treatment was voluntary but it was paid for out of the social budgets of the local government authorities where they lived. If the centre proved unsuitable, it was of course better to give your place up to someone else in need.


There was no shortage of people in need, heaven knows. The treatment normally lasted for between six months and a year, and the home welcomed continued contact after the patient was discharged. It wasn’t unusual for grateful clients to pay visits, Sonja Svensson told them on the very first day. Not unusual at all.


The most important rule apart from that was to have as little contact with the outside world as possible. It was in the outside world that the girls – none of them older than twenty-three, so Anna found it hard to think of them as women – had taken their knocks, it was out there they had their dubious contacts and destructive networks. It was important to break the patterns, both internal and external. No mobile phones were permitted at Elvafors, but everyone was allowed a weekly telephone call – to a family number agreed in advance, usually to a parent. Relatives were welcome to get in touch, but were urged to take a fairly restrictive approach in the number of times they did so. In return, so-called family days were held twice a year.


There were no computers or Internet at Elvafors, except in an inner room of the office, to which the patients had no access.


Radio and TV were provided though, at least some of the channels.


In the first two months, no leave of absence was granted, and if it was agreed to later, the patient and at least one family member took joint responsibility.


All the cooking, washing-up, cleaning and other household chores were done by the patients themselves. At least twice a week they were taken on outings together, usually to the nearest town of Dalby, eighteen kilometres away. Bowling, swimming or cafe visits were usually on the programme.


Elvafors was remote, and that was no coincidence. When Sonja Svensson set up the home thirteen years earlier, the geographical location had been her top priority.


No disruptive civilization. No dangers. No connections.


As for the actual treatment, it rested on four cornerstones: openness, good comradeship, help to self-help and the twelve-step programme. After breakfast they all gathered in the big room, sat on chairs in a circle and basically talked about how they were feeling. It took the time it took. Then it was time for individual analysis tasks and then they spent a bit of time on the twelve-step programme.


After lunch there would be activities, either an outing or something at the home. On Tuesdays and Fridays a psychologist visited for one-to-one sessions. Sometimes Sonja Svensson also called in her flock for private conversations.


Then dinner, with the work it took to prepare and clear up afterwards, and finally another circle session around ten to discuss negative and positive experiences of the day.


But there was still plenty of time for other things. For being yourself. Reading or writing or watching TV. There was a piano, and Anna had brought her guitar. There was never any question of communal singing, though. None of the other girls seemed particularly musical, but a number of them liked hearing Anna play and she usually had one or two of them sitting in her room for a while.


At least in the early days.


Once her week of weeping was over, a sort of calm initially descended. She liked the regular, stress-free pace of the home. Comparing notes with the other girls also seemed worthwhile, if a little intimidating. She soon realized that when it came to harsh and horrible experiences in life, she was something of a novice. Four of them, so half the group, had been through this kind of therapy before. Marit from Gothenburg, already on her fourth course of treatment, was in the habit of saying she couldn’t cry any more. That did seem to be the case; she liked laughing and had a loud, boisterous laugh, but it never reached her eyes. It wasn’t at all like the laugh Anna and her mother had enjoyed in that cafe.


Two of the others, Turid and Ebba, had been prostitutes, even though they weren’t yet twenty, and Marit had been regularly and secretly abused by her stepfather ever since she was twelve.


But, as Sonja Svensson and the rest of the staff were at pains to emphasize, looking back was easy, the trick was to look forward.


While Anna was preparing the salad for dinner one evening, she also heard a more cynical view of the home from Maria, the eldest and most hardened of them all.


They make money out of us, you know that, don’t you? she said, glancing over her shoulder to check they couldn’t be overheard. Social services pay a thousand a day for each one of us! Sonja and her fella have got over a million stashed in the bank.


Could that really be the case? Maria wasn’t known for saying nice things, but perhaps she was right on this subject? This is my last bit of rest, she would declare when none of the staff were listening. When I get out of here I’m going to drug myself up and be dead in two weeks flat, it’ll be fucking lovely.


She was twenty-three.


Anna made various other observations too, it was unavoidable.


That she seemed to be an odd fish in this world, too, for example. As she always had been. None of the other girls read books. And when she told Ludmilla, who was twenty and from Borås, that she wrote poems, Ludmilla suddenly lost it and called her a fucking cow, just trying to make herself seem special.


She brought it up at the morning meeting the next day. Explained that she’d been upset by what Ludmilla said, after which they all sat there on their hard chairs trading insults for nearly an hour. Sonja Svensson wasn’t with them; instead they were in the hands of a woman called Karin, who tried ineffectually to calm things down.


Afterwards it didn’t feel as if anything much had been resolved and the next day she was called in for a private chat with Sonja Svensson.


There’s no need to bury your nose in a book all day, Sonja said. You’ve got to make an effort to fit in.


But I like reading, Anna had explained.


That’s part of your wider set of problems, came the answer. You withdraw. Guitar and poetry and all that stuff. Tomorrow we’re playing football in the sports hall at Dalby school, you need more of that kind of thing in your life.


She’d laughed her dry laugh and sent Anna out of her office.


What did she mean by that, Anna had wondered. Was she serious? What was wrong with music? Poetry and books couldn’t be any kind of problem, surely?


From that day on she was always careful to shut the door of her room. When she was playing the guitar or writing or lying on the bed to read. So she didn’t disturb anybody or come across as stuck-up. But clearly that wasn’t the right approach because one evening when they got back from swimming in Dalby Sonja informed her she had taken the guitar and locked it in the office.


You can manage without it for a week, she said. It’ll do you good.


At the meeting the next morning, Anna said having her guitar confiscated made her feel really upset and indignant. Sonja Svensson didn’t give any of the other girls a chance to comment; she just said this wasn’t the time to discuss the matter and moved on to the other girls and how they were feeling.


That evening she had a phone call from her mother. So as not to worry her, Anna didn’t bring up the guitar incident. She just said everything was OK, she was feeling better and better, and she was in the middle of writing a long letter to Marek. Her mother said her brother had got his bike after all, but that she wasn’t feeling great because her knees had started playing up again. She might have to go off sick, and if there was one thing she hated it was having to take time off sick.


That night Anna lay awake for several hours and cried a new sort of tears. At first she couldn’t work out what was new about them, other than that they didn’t feel the same as usual.


But then she understood.


She wasn’t crying for herself and her poor ragged soul, she was weeping for the world.


For the state of things generally. For life itself, the blinkered outlooks, the stupidity and lack of compassion – and for guitars that were shut up against their wills in rank-smelling offices because they were part of someone’s wider set of problems.


Not everything about Elvafors was bad, and Sonja Svensson had no doubt set the whole thing up with good intentions, Anna could see that. But the more distance she put between herself and the drugs, the more obviously the cracks showed. No one on the staff had any professional training; they were all former addicts or friends of Sonja’s. Two of them were even related to her in some way. No dissent was tolerated; on issues of treatment it was always Sonja who knew best. Of course she always made things sound as if they were in your own best interests and as if everyone was part of the decision-making process. But that was far from the case; it was Sonja who decided and everything had to be done as a group. If you didn’t want to join in – didn’t feel like watching that reality TV show or playing that game of ludo – it was considered abnormal behaviour and an indication of relapse. Not into addiction, perhaps, but into the patterns that could lead to it, which consequently had to be broken. It was terrorization by majority, thought Anna, but presumably that couldn’t have been the original intention.


And a thousand kronor per person per day? Eight thousand every twenty-four hours, which would grow into an enormous sum in just a few weeks. The programme couldn’t possibly cost the home that much, so maybe there was some truth in what Maria had said, after all?


In August, Ludmilla absconded while on weekend leave of absence. A few days later Sonja reported that she had been found naked and unconscious in a ditch on the southern outskirts of Stockholm. She had been raped and had taken an overdose, and her condition was critical.


Sonja told them this at the meeting after dinner. There was something in her voice as she said it. In the details. Anna looked round at the other speechless girls and wondered if they had detected it too.


That little hint of . . . well, what was it? Satisfaction?


But the others just looked shocked and scared.


She felt the same way herself, and that was presumably the point.


The point? she asked herself as she lay in her bed fifteen minutes later. What was the damn point?


And that was the evening when it first came home to her that she didn’t want to be there any more.
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Coming out of the branch of Swedbank on Södra torg in Kymlinge late on Thursday afternoon, Ante Valdemar Roos was momentarily blinded by the sun, and he took this as a sign. He was in synch with the powers above, his life was bubbling like a newly opened bottle of champagne, and he felt he could have danced across the square.


Or at the very least made one of those elegant leaps into the air and clicked his heels together, like that woman on TV whose name he had forgotten. Bloody hell, he thought. I haven’t felt this full of life since . . . well, since when? He did not know.


Since he had proposed to Lisen and she had accepted, maybe? Though she was already pregnant so her answer wasn’t that surprising when it came down to it.


But when he counted newborn Greger’s toes, found that there were ten and that the boy was in all likelihood completely healthy, well, that had been a great and powerful moment. He had felt that same fizzing sensation in his body back then.


The same zest for life. The same urge to steam ahead and get things done.


It had all gone without a hitch. He now had 2,100,000 kronor in a brand new account. On the twenty-fifth of every month there would be an automatic transfer from there to his ordinary current account of 18,270 kronor, the exact sum that normally came in from Wrigman’s Electrical after tax at source had been taken off. If he just let it run, it would last for 120 months, not counting the interest that would accrue.


Ten years. Christ almighty.


But he wasn’t intending to let it run for that long. Not really. In a few years’ time he would start to draw his rightful and hard-earned pension. Alice wouldn’t suspect a thing. Wouldn’t have the foggiest idea. She had her own card for his account, and as long as the money flowed in at its usual pace, there wouldn’t be the least call for her to check on anything. She didn’t know any of his work colleagues and he couldn’t remember ever being on the phone to any of them from home. Not in all the time he and Alice had had the same number, which was maybe a bit odd.


And he never rang from work, nor did she call him there. Possibly one or other of the daughters had on occasion needed to reach him in work time, but always on his mobile. He had once shown Alice where the factory was, when they happened to be passing, but that was all. The girls would never find their way there, even with map in hand. He smiled and strode straight past the shop that had sold him his pools coupon without going in. Good luck, you poor sods, he thought. It’s all about being patient.


So the way he’d planned it, one of his millions would stay untouched. It ought to last until he started drawing his pension. At sixty-three or sixty-four, that would be about right. Or maybe sixty-five if the fancy took him; he was feeling so alive at this moment that he could easily reach a hundred.


But as for the other million, he was going to splash out. Very quietly, discretion guaranteed.


And he knew how he was going to use it; it hadn’t taken much soul-searching before he came to that decision. Scarcely any, but there would be time for that in due course. First he had to deal with Walter Wrigman.


As he crossed the Oktober footbridge over Kymlinge river, he noticed to his dismay that he was whistling.


I’ve got to calm down, thought Ante Valdemar Roos. Make sure I keep a low profile. Lie doggo. What is it they say these days – eat crow? No, that can’t be right.


It was all the same to him, anyway, and haste was a concept the good Lord hadn’t seen fit to create. He put his face into neutral and turned his steps heavily for home.


‘What do you mean?’ asked Walter Wrigman the next morning, pushing his glasses up onto his bald head. ‘What the hell are you saying?’


‘I quit,’ said Valdemar. ‘I’ve had enough.’


Walter Wrigman’s jaws ground on empty for a few moments, but no words emerged from his mouth. His glasses slipped back down and landed with a smack on the bridge of his nose, where there was a deep, mauvish notch expressly for that purpose.


‘I’m handing in my notice,’ elaborated Valdemar. ‘I’d like to leave right away, if that’s all right, but I could stay another week if you think it’s necessary. No need for any severance payment.’


‘What . . . what are you going to do?’ asked Walter Wrigman, his voice squeaky with surprise.


‘I’ve got a few plans,’ said Valdemar.


‘How long have you been considering this?’


‘A while,’ said Valdemar. ‘I should have thought Tapanen could take over my responsibilities.’


‘It’s a very awkward time,’ said Wrigman.


‘I wouldn’t say so,’ said Valdemar. ‘We haven’t got many orders in the book. I suppose you’ll have to appoint somebody younger in due course.’


‘Well I’ll be damned,’ said Wrigman.


‘I don’t want cake or flowers or any of that crap,’ said Valdemar. ‘I thought I’d stick around this afternoon and pack up my stuff, if that’s all right with you.’


‘Well I’ll be damned,’ Wrigman said again.


You’re no bloody charmer yourself, thought Valdemar, extending his hand.


‘Thanks for the past twenty-eight years. It could have been worse.’


Walter Wrigman shook his head but did not take the outstretched hand. He just sat there in silence, chewing his lower lip.


‘Go to hell,’ he said eventually.


Thought as much, Ante Valdemar Roos observed to himself. You bastard.


Before leaving Wrigman’s Electrical for the last time, he took his car and went up to his lunchtime glade in the woods. He switched off his engine, wound down the side window and reclined the back of his seat.


He surveyed the scene. The fields, the stony, juniper-clad slope, the edge of the forest. The light was different now, it was nearly five in the afternoon, and he realized he had never seen it at this time before. He had always been here in the middle of the day, between twelve and one, and it suddenly seemed to him to be a different place entirely.


The spruces weren’t in sunlight as they usually were, the field had a deeper hue and the junipers looked almost black.


That’s how it is, thought Ante Valdemar Roos. Time and space only intersect at the same point once a day. An hour one way or the other means a completely new intersection, that’s just the way it is.


Yes, that’s how it works, this relationship between time and objects, he continued his philosophical train of thought. The world about us and the thing that cuts clean across it. So there’s no need to move for life to change around you, life takes care of that all by itself. All you have to do is sit there on the spot. That’s the fact of the matter.


And he realized that this truth in some obscure way – which he still didn’t fully understand, but one day would – was bound up with what his father had said in the forest.


Life never gets any better than this.


That day and that moment which quite possibly hadn’t happened at all.


As he stepped through the door he could immediately tell that both his stepdaughters were at home.


Their rooms were off the hall, one on either side; both had left their doors ajar, and from Signe’s side boomed a kind of music he had an idea might be called techno. It sounded like something electronic that had got stuck in spite of its sluggish tempo; she played it loud because that was how it was meant to be; they had discussed the finer points of this on more than one occasion. From Wilma’s room came gales of laughter from some kind of talk show. Like Lennart Hyland’s classic show but louder and more vulgar, in Valdemar’s opinion. Body weight and incest and a whole lot more besides.


He dodged through the crossfire and reached the living room. Here, too, the television was on, but no one was watching so he retrieved the remote from the floor and switched it off.


Alice was in red tracksuit bottoms, lying on a yellow rubber mat in the bedroom, doing sit-ups. She put him vaguely in mind of a tortoise that had ended up on its back and was trying to lever itself up with its back legs. Unsuccessfully. He saw she had earphones in and didn’t try to engage her in conversation. In the kitchen there was a pile of ingredients that were presumably destined for a wok: vegetable stir-fry with chicken and rice, he surmised. He wondered for a moment whether to start chopping, but decided to await further instructions.


So he sat down at the computer instead. It was on; clearly one or both of the girls had been chatrooming this Friday evening, or skyping or facebooking or whatever it was, because a message with a border of red hearts was flashing at him from the screen – I’ve got the hots for you, sweetie pie, you’re so cute!!! – and he was pretty sure it wasn’t for him. He closed five or six programs and opened his email. He had no new messages, that made it ten days now, and he momentarily asked himself why he’d bothered getting an email address. Maybe he could ask to get some of that spam everybody talked about? Signe came into the room behind his back.


‘I need five hundred kronor.’


‘What for?’ replied Valdemar.


‘I’m going out tonight and I’m broke.’


‘You’d better stay at home then,’ suggested Valdemar.


‘What the hell is up with you?’ said Signe. ‘Are you crazy?’


He took out his wallet and handed her a five hundred kronor note. ‘What happened to your wages?’


‘I’ve left that stupid boutique.’


Aha, thought Valdemar. You didn’t last more than a month there, either.


‘So you’re looking for another job at the moment?’


She pulled a face.


‘Will I see you at Prince tonight?’


She tucked the banknote inside her bra and left him. He switched off the computer and decided to take a shower.


‘There’s nothing wrong with Signe,’ said Alice four hours later, when the house had subsided into relative calm. Both daughters had gone out, and the only sound came from the dishwasher and the washing machine, grumbling away in their usual keys from their usual places. ‘It’s just her age.’


Högerberg next door, too, helping his six-year-old with her piano practice, he noted. That was something else he could hear. Shouldn’t six-year-olds be asleep by this time? he wondered. Alice was on the sofa, browsing through a book on GI foods, whatever they were. He was in one of the two armchairs, doing his best to stay awake while he waited for the start of the film they’d decided to watch. The programme guide described it as an American action comedy. TV3, so he wondered how many commercial breaks there would be, but realized he would never know the answer, because his aim was to nod off as soon as the wretched thing started.


‘You’re right there,’ he said, the second before he would have forgotten what they were talking about. ‘I expect she just needs a bloke and a job.’


‘What do you mean by that?’ said Alice. ‘A bloke and a job?’


‘Well,’ said Valdemar, ‘I suppose I mean more or less that . . . a bloke and a job. A job, at any rate.’


‘It isn’t easy being young these days,’ said Alice.


‘It’s never been easier to live today than in the whole history of the world,’ said Valdemar. ‘Not in this country, anyway.’


‘I don’t know what’s got into you,’ said Alice. ‘The girls say the same thing. You’ve got so snotty recently. Wilma told me today she barely recognized you.’


‘She said that?’


‘Yes.’


‘But I’ve always been like this,’ said Valdemar with a sigh. ‘I’m just a grumpy old man. That’s what we’re like.’


‘It’s nothing to laugh about, Valdemar.’


‘I’m not laughing.’


‘They’re at a sensitive age, Valdemar.’


‘I thought they were different ages?’


‘It’s time for the film now. Can you put the TV on and stop being so mean, Valdemar?’


‘Sorry, Alice love, I honestly wasn’t trying to be.’


‘Well forget that now and put the telly on so we don’t miss the beginning. And help me eat up this chocolate, it really isn’t very nice.’


He pressed the button and sank deeper into his armchair. Glad she’s started talking again, he thought. Because that was how it was: it didn’t matter what she said, as long as she didn’t punish him with silence. He yawned, felt stirrings of heartburn from the stir-fry and wondered if he could be bothered to get up for a glass of water.


But it was after ten and fatigue overcame him before they were even halfway to the first advert break.


If you wanted to count optimistically you could say Ante Valdemar Roos had one good friend.


His name was Espen Lund, he was the same age as Valdemar and he worked as an estate agent for Lindgren, Larsson & Lund on Vårgårdavägen in Kymlinge.


Espen Lund was a bachelor and they’d known each other since upper secondary. They didn’t meet socially any more, not since Valdemar had gone and married Alice, but there had been a period between Lisen and Alice – fifteen or twenty years, in fact – when they had quite a lot to do with each other. Mainly sessions in the pub, but also a few trips to football matches and trotting races. Espen was an inveterate sports fan, both as a spectator and a betting man. He could name all the male gold medal winners from the Melbourne summer Olympics onwards, and had always laughed at Valdemar’s ridiculous three-line system – but that wasn’t why Valdemar rang his number on the Sunday night.


He had waited until he was alone in the flat. Alice and Wilma had just gone off to the Zeta to see a Hugh Grant film. Valdemar loathed Hugh Grant. Signe, meanwhile, was exhibiting all the signs of having found a new boyfriend on Saturday night and there’d been no word of her for twenty-four hours.


‘Can I trust you?’ said Valdemar.


‘No,’ said Aspen Lund. ‘I’d sell my own granny for a tin of snus.’


That was a typical Espen Lund joke. Or Valdemar hoped so, at any rate. Espen generally said the exact opposite of what was expected of him – in his private life, that was, not his professional one, where he was always obliged to say exactly what was expected of him. He claimed that this dull fact explained the phenomenon. If you said it was nice weather, Espen Lund would retort that he was fed up with all this damn rain and wind. If you said he was looking well, he would spin you some tale of just having been diagnosed with a brain tumour and given two months to live.


‘I could do with your help,’ explained Valdemar.


‘That’s bad luck for you,’ said Espen.


‘I want it dealt with smoothly and no one else is to know.’


There was the sound of coughing on the line and Valdemar could hear Espen lighting a cigarette as an antidote. ‘All right,’ he said at last. ‘Let’s hear it.’


Good, thought Valdemar. We’re past the joking stage.


‘I’m hunting for a new house.’


‘Thinking of getting divorced?’


‘Of course not. But I need a little house where I can go to keep out of the way . . . for a project.’


That last bit came to him out of thin air. Project? he thought. Well, why not? That could mean any damn thing at all. Even sitting on a chair and observing changes in space and time.


‘What sort of thing did you have in mind?’ said Espen Lund.


‘A place out in the woods,’ said Valdemar. ‘As far off the beaten track as possible. But not too far from town.’


‘How far from town exactly?’ asked Espen.


‘Twenty kilometres maybe,’ said Valdemar. ‘No more than thirty, I’d say.’


‘Size?’ said Espen.


Valdemar thought about it. ‘Small,’ he said. ‘I only need some little shack. A crofter’s cottage or something along those lines. No home comforts required, though I wouldn’t object to electricity and water.


‘Mains drainage?’ asked Espen.


‘Wouldn’t hurt.’


‘Price bracket?’


Valdemar could hear him starting to chew on something. A throat pastille, probably. Espen Lund got through two boxes a day on average.


‘Hmm,’ he said. ‘I’ll pay whatever it costs. But nothing too exorbitant, of course.’


‘Have you come into some money?’


‘I had a bit put by,’ said Valdemar. ‘But it’s important, see, that Alice doesn’t find out about this. Or anybody else. Is there a way of making sure of that?’


‘The purchase has to be formally registered in the normal way,’ said Espen. ‘But that’s all, there’s no need to advertise the fact. Oh, and you’ll eventually have to declare it on your tax return, of course.’


‘I’ll cross that bridge when I get to it,’ said Valdemar.


‘Hmm,’ said Espen. ‘Tell me, is there a woman in the picture?’


‘Not at all,’ said Valdemar. ‘I’m too old for women.’


‘Don’t say that. Have you got Internet access?’


‘Yes. Why do you ask?’


‘You can go onto our website and have a look for yourself. Everything’s on there and I think there might be a couple of properties of interest. Smart idea to buy in the autumn, too, it’s a hell of a lot cheaper.’


‘Yeah, that doesn’t surprise me.’


‘Well you have a browse on the web and if you find anything you can give me a ring. Then we’ll go out and take a look. Or maybe you’d rather go on your own? How does that sound?’


‘Great,’ said Valdemar. ‘And not a word. Behave yourself.’


‘Nothing could be further from my mind,’ said Espen Lund. He gave him the website address, and then they ended the call.


Once in bed he found it hard to sleep.


Alice was lying on her back beside him, breathing in her usual slightly laboured way. She had mastered the difficult art of falling asleep as soon as her head hit the pillow. Valdemar, on the other hand, found it easy enough to drop off almost anywhere – and at any time of day – but when it came to the crunch, when he finally got under the covers and put out the light after a long and futile day, he quite often found himself having trouble.


Like a cork that wants to sink but can’t, he would think, because that was more or less how it felt. Sleep was down there in the depths, a good invigorating sleep, but up on the bright and wakeful surface, Ante Valdemar Roos floated around at a loss.


On this particular evening he had every excuse, of course. Tomorrow would be the first day of the rest of his life, just as that daft sticker had said back in, when was it now, the eighties? The rest of my life, he thought. How would all those days turn out? He remembered Alexander Mutti, their stoical philosophy teacher in upper secondary, trying to hammer his golden rule into their long-haired heads.


You are the only one who can create meaning in your life. If you put the decisions in other people’s hands, that’s still your decision.


Espen? he unexpectedly found himself thinking. Has he got his life in his own hands?


Maybe, maybe not. Going to the pub, watching football, losing money on gambling. Reading Hemingway, because he did that, too, the same books year out and year in. Trekking round showing houses and flats to pernickety prospective buyers forty to fifty hours a week.


Was that worth having?


Possibly to Espen, in spite of everything, thought Valdemar. To him, but not to me.


So what do I want to do?


What the devil is it you want to wring out of your remaining years here on earth, Ante Valdemar Roos?


The question spooked him a bit, he had to admit. Or perhaps it was the answer that was causing this pressure in his chest.


Because there was no answer. Or none that sounded remotely sane, anyway.


I want to sit on a chair outside my house in the forest and look about me. Maybe take a walk now and then. Go inside if it gets cold.


Light a fire.


Could that be the point of it all? But how the hell would it look if everybody just sat on chairs gawping around and then lighting a fire?


Oh well, thought Valdemar, that’s not my problem. I’m definitely not like other people, but I hope all the same that I have a hint of goodness to me, somewhere deep inside.


Just a few grains.


He didn’t know where that bit about goodness had popped up from, but after this summing up of the situation it only took a few minutes for him to fall into a deep and merciful sleep.
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Monday started with a few light showers; both Alice and Wilma had their jackets on as they left the building and trudged off, but by the time Valdemar crossed the street to the parking area at the back of Lily’s Bakery, the sky had stabilized. A uniformly pale-grey paste stretched from horizon to horizon, the temperature seemed to be around the twenty mark and he was pretty sure he wouldn’t need the thick jumper he’d brought with him in his bag.


It didn’t look as though there would be any more rain, either, and the mild breeze was blowing lightly from the south-west. As he unlocked the car he felt that flutter run through him again, like the one that had hit him as he came out of the bank and made him want to dance in the square. Something’s happened to me, he thought. What were they called, those plants whose seeds could only start to grow after an allconsuming forest fire? Pyrophytes, wasn’t that the name?


Well I’m a pyrophyte, a human one, thought Ante Valdemar Roos, that’s where the problem lies. I only wake up every hundred years or so.


He drove north to the Rocksta roundabout, the same old road he had been taking for twenty-eight years, but instead of going straight on, he turned left, to the west, and this insignificant little novelty made him shout ‘Whoopee!’ out of the half-open window. He just couldn’t contain himself, the sense of well-being was simply overflowing from inside him.
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