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WOMEN WITHOUT MERCY





PART 1




1. Ingrid Steen

When her husband Tommy came into the living room, Ingrid Steen cupped her hand around the object she was holding, placing it in the crack between the sofa cushions.

He walked past her.

He flashed her a quick, mechanical smile before continuing into the kitchen. She could hear him as he opened the fridge and rifled inside it, humming Bruce Springsteen’s ‘The River’ to himself.

Ingrid left the object where it was and got up from the sofa. She drifted over to the window. The street lighting was struggling against the Scandinavian darkness. The bushes and trees were bare and contorted. There was a TV flickering in the house opposite.

Behind her, Tommy cleared his throat and Ingrid spun around.

‘How was your day?’

She contemplated him without answering. He was holding a half-eaten, cold meatball in one hand. In the other he had a glass of milk. His hair was thinning on the top – it always had been, but in his thirties he’d had the good taste to shave his head. The bottom of his shirt was wrinkled after being tucked into his trousers all day.

‘Good.’

Tommy smiled.

‘Great.’

She watched as he left. Tommy. A working-class name. Bruce Springsteen. A working-class hero. Nevertheless, as soon as he’d been made editor-in-chief of Sweden’s biggest tabloid, Aftonpressen, they’d moved out to Bromma – a neighbourhood for the upper middle classes in general, and the Swedish media elite in particular.

The sound of fingers pattering away on a keyboard resumed in the study. Ingrid returned to the sofa, groping about between the cushions. She found one of her daughter Lovisa’s old toys. She pulled it out, taking in the little green dinosaur with its oversized, staring eyes before placing it on the coffee table. She bent over the sofa again, found the small device and took it with her into the hallway.

The sound of fingers writing, issuing orders, amending headlines increased in intensity. She took Tommy’s coat off the hanger. The rectangular sewing kit in her back jeans pocket pressed into her buttock. Upstairs, she opened the door to the bathroom. After placing the sewing kit on the side of the basin, she locked the door and shut the toilet lid. She quickly picked open part of the inner lining of the coat, inserted the small device and checked that it worked. Using her index finger, she switched it on, and then sewed the shiny fabric together again with a couple of stitches.




2. Victoria Brunberg

Three years ago, Victoria’s last name had been Volkova, she had lived in the modern Russian city of Ekaterinburg and she had vaguely remembered something about the country of Sweden from her history classes. Now her name was Victoria Brunberg, and she lived in the village of Sillbo a few miles outside of Heby, somewhere in the middle of the country. She spoke Swedish with a thick accent, and had no job or friends. She sighed as she poured the steaming hot tea into a mug emblazoned with the words Sweden Rock.

She could hear the wind through the cracks at the bottom of the window. Outside the window there were fields, forests and grey sky. She shaped her hand into a screen so that she wouldn’t have to look at that when she took the tea over to the kitchen table. Victoria sighed and put her feet up on the table. Everything about this place – this country – was detestable. She cupped the mug of tea in her hands and closed her eyes.

‘Yuri,’ she whispered.

The gangster princess, that was what her friends in Ekaterinburg had jokingly called her. She had liked it. She had loved the diamonds, the drugs, the dinners, the clothes and the apartment they had lived in.

On the day of her twentieth birthday, it had all disappeared. Yuri had been murdered. By now, his body had probably decayed beyond recognition. The hairy back, the big hands, the heavy cheeks – they were all gone.

Bang, bang, bang.

Yuri had been gunned down on her birthday. The blood had spattered onto her white fur coat, which had been lying on the nightclub sofa. They had wanted to kill her too, but the murderer’s third shot had missed and then he had been shot dead by Yuri’s bodyguards.

She had fled to her mother’s, about an hour’s drive outside of town.

It had been her mother who had told her about the site where Swedish men went looking for Russian women.

‘Swedish men are kind and also soft,’ she’d said.

Victoria did as she was told by her mother, just as she always had done. She posted a couple of photos, received hundreds of replies in the space of a few days and picked Malte. He’d looked good in his photos – like a big baby with kind eyes. He was her age, overweight, seemed shy. He’d sent her money to buy the plane ticket and two weeks later she’d stepped across the threshold of the yellow house in Sillbo for the first time.

Outside in the courtyard, she could hear the sound of Malte’s motorbike. Victoria took her feet off the table and looked out through the window. His body made the motorcycle seem small, like Godzilla on a pony. Coming along the road behind Malte was a white van. It swung in through the gate and pulled up beside the motorbike. The driver, Malte’s friend Lars, opened the passenger-side door, heaved out a crate of beer and lugged it towards the front door. Malte grabbed a can, popped it open and drank from it greedily. The layers of fat on his neck undulated. Both men disappeared out of Victoria’s sight and a second later she heard the key slide into the lock and turn.

They clomped in wearing their shoes. Lars hesitated when he saw the dark, mucky footprints being left by the mud on the parquet.

‘Fuck it. The bitch’ll be glad to have something to do. She just spends her days sitting at home,’ Malte said, without looking at her.

Lars smiled sheepishly, meeting her gaze for half a second. He mumbled hello and set the crate of beer down on the table. Malte went over to the cooker.

‘Let’s see what sludge you’ve cooked up today,’ he said, raising the lid. The steam made him recoil and blink his eyes. He fanned with his hand a few times and squinted into the pot. Standing beside Victoria, Lars cracked open a beer.

‘Potatoes. Good. Very good.’ Malte looked around the kitchen and spread out his hands.

‘Is that it?’

‘I didn’t know when you were coming. I’ll fry the sausages now,’ Victoria said. Malte tittered, looking past her at his friend. He repeated her words in an exaggerated falsetto with a Russian accent. Lars snorted, beer running down his chin. ‘She’s a looker, but fuck me, she’s not the sharpest tool in the box,’ Malte said. More beer ran down Lars’s chin.

Her clothes smelled of cooking. Malte had promised to fix the extractor, but he hadn’t got round to it. She put the dirty plates in the dishwasher. The men were ensconced on the sofa. The coffee table was littered with empty beer cans. Before long, they would fall asleep, which was when her day began. Properly. She glanced at the sofa to see where Malte’s mobile was. She was reassured when she spotted it between two beer cans.

‘Should have got myself a Thai like you did. Better food. Better head,’ Malte said with a burp.

‘Well, send her back then?’ suggested Lars with a guffaw.

‘Why not? Wonder what the return policy is on mail-order bitches,’ Malte said between gasps of laughter.

‘No refunds. Maybe a credit note?’ Lars managed to cough out.

‘Yes, the product’s been used. Second hand.’

Another explosion of laughter at the same moment as the water began to flow inside the dishwasher.




3. Ingrid Steen

Ingrid parked up outside Höglandsskolan Primary School, switched off the engine and sat there with her hands on the wheel. She was an hour early.

Fourteen years as a journalist, including two as an American correspondent, and more prizes than she could count. Before, the newspaper cuttings, certificates and some of the photos had been on the walls of their home. When Tommy had been made editor-in-chief, the couple had mutually agreed that it would be for the best if Ingrid stayed at home with their daughter. Being editor-in-chief for Aftonpressen was more than a job, it was a lifestyle. Well, that was how Tommy put it. He assured her that had it been the other way round – her being asked – then he would have made the same sacrifice.

Ingrid had made do. She had packed her career highlights into an IKEA cardboard box and put it in the furthermost corner of the attic, assuming the role of a supportive wife. Lately, her thoughts kept returning to those years she’d spent as a journalist. Sometimes, when the house was empty, she would retrieve the box and bring it into the living room and pore over her mementoes. Today had been one of those days; she had put the box back in its place just before it was time to pick up Lovisa and Tommy was due home.

Ingrid jumped when there was a knock on the window, deploying her parents’ association smile before she had even turned her head and seen that it was Birgitta Nilsson, Lovisa’s teacher. She checked the time involuntarily before rolling down the window.

‘Doctor’s appointment,’ Birgitta said with a smile. ‘Nothing serious, just a routine check-up.’

Ingrid liked her. She was approaching retirement age – Lovisa’s class was going to be her last one.

‘Good luck,’ Ingrid managed to say.

‘I saw Tommy on the box in last night’s episode of Agenda – wasn’t he good?’ Birgitta clapped her hands together. ‘So wise, so eloquent. You must be proud.’

‘Very.’

‘Not to mention that last autumn he took the time to come here and tell the class about his work, in spite of everything he has on his plate. When the other teachers heard he was coming, they were so beside themselves that we booked the main hall. Lovisa was so happy. Me too.’

‘That’s great. Yes, Tommy makes the time.’

The teacher reached in with her hand, patting Ingrid’s shoulder before turning on her heel and disappearing towards the metro station.

Ingrid turned up the music.

She didn’t really need confirmation of Tommy’s infidelity. She already knew. He had been different since last summer. Placing greater emphasis on his appearance, suddenly hiring a personal trainer. Before, he’d felt able to discuss every single editorial decision with Ingrid in the room – he knew she’d never pass anything on and that she knew the rules. Now he was always making excuses and vanishing into the study or out into the garden.

‘New policy from the owners,’ he’d said by way of explanation when she had asked. ‘And surely you’re not interested in that stuff any longer anyway?’

But Ingrid wanted to know who the woman fucking her husband was. Probably someone on the paper – that was how they had met themselves. It was how journalists usually met.

Every day she would buy a copy of Aftonpressen and leaf through it at home. She barely recognised the byline photos any longer. Lots of her former colleagues had left the paper since her day, while others had left behind the toil of life as a reporter for management roles.

Did her old colleagues know that Tommy was betraying her? Did they feel sorry for her? Did they have his back – were they helping him conceal the affair? Ingrid had a plan for how to find out who he was cheating with, but she had no idea what she was going to do about it.




4. Victoria Brunberg

Malte and Lars were snoring. Their obese bodies secreted the smell of sweat and alcohol. Victoria took her husband’s mobile phone down to the basement. She went into the box room where he kept his home still, grabbed a bottle of the transparent liquid and settled down on the plush couch in front of the switched-off TV. On the stand underneath it was his pornography collection, all lined up and in plain sight. She had watched every single one of them multiple times – that was how she had learnt Swedish. Malte was keeping her in isolation. The house had no internet.

Victoria had her own phone with a pay-as-you-go SIM. The hundred kronor that Malte topped it up with every month wasn’t enough to call Russia. Victoria’s only way to stay in touch with her mother was to hotspot the internet on Malte’s phone to her own.

In the first few months, she had still imagined that life in Sweden might become passable. Not like the years with Yuri, but tolerable. Malte had been kind. Dull but kind. He’d brought home semi-wilted flowers, praised her for the food she had cooked, called her ‘my little wife’. While it had been unappealing to sleep with him, have him close and feel his fumbling hands on her body, he had at least treated her like a human being.

She felt gratitude towards him for bringing her here from Russia. But after six months, he had begun to change. He’d become evil. He’d stopped showering. He smelled even worse. Instead of sleeping with her, he would yell ‘blow job’, pull his trousers down around his knees and sit on the sofa. And she obeyed and sucked his tiny penis. She was scared of him. While he might never have touched her physically, she was completely vulnerable to him. Malte could make her life even worse than it already was.

She had nowhere to go. The farm was a prison. If only she had a friend, someone who was actually kind to her and treated her like a person rather than a sex doll with added cleaning and cooking features …

She took a swig of the moonshine and grimaced. Her mother hadn’t replied to her last email. Victoria was hiding her present situation from her. Lying and saying that she was fine, had loads of girlfriends and was happy. She said that Malte was spoiling her rotten; just like her mother had said Swedish men were, he was mild-mannered and kind and was a manager at a large IT company. She wrote evocatively about the splendid dinners, the trips to the Mediterranean, their powerful friends and the happy couple’s plans to have children.

She thanked her mother for being so wise and considerate in suggesting a marriage in Sweden.




5. Birgitta Nilsson

In the waiting room at the small GP’s surgery in the city centre, Birgitta Nilsson was still thinking about Tommy and Ingrid Steen. Wonderful people – both of them. Intellectual and full of humour. Their daughter, Lovisa, was so beautiful, the very image of her mother, while she had inherited her father’s sparkling eloquence.

Birgitta tugged up the sleeve of her blouse and allowed her fingers to get to work on the eczema that had appeared on her elbow. Then she ran the palm of her hand over the tender rib on her left side. She had two years left until retirement. Her husband, Jacob, ought really to have retired already, but since he owned his own accountancy practice he wanted to carry on working. Sometimes Birgitta pretended that they were going to buy a house in Spain and live a peaceful, wonderful life of retirement together. That their twenty-year-old sons – twins Max and Jesper – would come down sometimes with their girlfriends to visit. She didn’t really need a house in Spain. All she wanted in this life was love from the people she loved most on earth. She was so wrapped up in her own thoughts that she didn’t even notice that there was a nurse standing in front of her saying her name.

‘Birgitta Nilsson.’

‘Good grief, please excuse me. I was a million miles away.’

Birgitta got up and followed the nurse down a corridor. At the end there was a door ajar. The nurse indicated with her hand that Birgitta should go inside.

‘Thank you so much. And sorry, I’m getting old and confused,’ she said apologetically before stepping inside the room.

The doctor was a handsome man in his mid-thirties. Black, combed-back hair, chiselled jawline and sumptuous lips. Birgitta proffered her hand and the man asked her to sit down. He cleared his throat, but Birgitta wasn’t listening. She was looking at the framed photo on his desk. A beautiful, dark-haired wife, two small children with long thick eyelashes and mops of hair lying on a sandy beach and laughing into the camera lens.

‘What a beautiful family!’ she exclaimed in the middle of the doctor’s exposition.

He fell silent and switched his gaze to the photograph.

‘You must be so happy and proud. What angels – what an enchanting wife.’

‘Thank you. Yes, truly. But if we could …’

The doctor pointed at the paper in his hand. Only now did Birgitta notice that he seemed troubled.

‘Here I am, going on about trivialities. You’re probably short on time, more patients waiting. You’ll have to excuse me, I just babble on. Please, do go on.’

The doctor brushed back a dark lock of hair that had strayed onto his brow, and scratched his cheek. His kind eyes looked straight into hers.

‘I’m afraid it’s what we feared – you’ve got breast cancer.’

The doctor awaited her reaction, but it didn’t come.

‘Did you hear what I said, Birgitta?’

‘Yes, yes.’

He leaned forward and covered her hand with his, looking her in the eyes. ‘I can understand that you’re shocked, frightened and worried. But the survival chances are good. We’ll be in touch as soon as we’ve found a slot for the operation.’

Birgitta smiled at him.

‘It’ll be fine, my dear.’

She got up. Her chair scraped against the floor.

‘Do you want me to call someone to give you a lift home?’

Birgitta shook her head.

‘No, best not to bother them with this. I’ll manage.’

The doctor muttered something, and Birgitta proffered her hand by way of parting.

‘You had lots of letters telling you to come for a mammogram, but you didn’t come?’

He looked at her searchingly. Birgitta smiled. She couldn’t tell him the truth.

‘I’ve had so much on, you know.’

She let go of his hand and left the room.




6. Ingrid Steen

Tommy was snoring heavily. Ingrid put her bare feet on the wooden floor, straightened her nightie and stood up. Taking slow steps, she left the bedroom and went downstairs. She picked up Tommy’s coat, then the sewing kit, and headed for the bathroom, where she locked the door behind her. She quickly undid the stitching she had put in the evening before and put her hand inside. She removed the dictaphone. The light on it was still green; it was still recording. She stopped the recording and checked the light had gone off before emitting a sigh.

Ingrid stifled the impulse to play the content back right away. Instead, she sewed the fabric back together, unlocked the door and put the coat back in its place.

She put the dictaphone in the pocket of her own coat, headed into the kitchen and drank a glass of water. In a few hours’ time, Tommy would be appearing on the breakfast news, while Lovisa was due at a friend’s house for a playdate. She would have time to listen then. When she laid her head down on the pillow, she remembered how much she had hated listening to recordings as a journalist. Now she could hardly contain herself.




7. Victoria Brunberg

Malte was hung-over, his small eyes bloodshot and hostile. He was looking for faults, looking for something to correct or comment on. Victoria was making scrambled eggs. She set the frying pan down on the table beside the salt cellar and poured a glass of juice. He shook his head.

‘Beer. Need to get rid of this hangover.’

She didn’t reply, turning instead to the fridge where she retrieved one of the remaining beer cans from the day before.

‘Anything else?’

Malte grunted. Victoria left the kitchen, put on one of Malte’s jackets and a pair of wellies and opened the front door. The air was cold and sharp. She lit a cigarette. The field was grey, the sky was grey, everything was grey in this fucking country. There was a car driving along the road five hundred metres away.

She wished she had a driver’s licence – or at least that she could drive a car. Then she’d be able to steal Malte’s Saab and escape. Leave it all, go to Stockholm. That was where she had landed when she arrived from Moscow. She and Malte had stayed at a hotel, and he had taken her out for dinner in a fancy restaurant. Afterwards, at the hotel, she had realised that, as of then, she was his possession. She lived on his terms: she was a walk-on in his life. She was expected to manage the household and part her legs in return for him providing for her.

The day after, they had gone to Heby and then into the forest before ending up in Sillbo. She had met Malte’s parents. Over lunch at a pizzeria in Heby, they had stared at her as if she were an animal of some kind.

She had done her best to be polite; she’d asked questions in her broken English, but they had sat there in silence, staring. In the car on the way back, Malte had said that Swedes didn’t like talking much.

Even if she had been able to escape, Malte had ensured by other means that she obeyed him. Without Victoria’s knowledge, he had consistently filmed their sexual encounters over the first few months. He had said that if she disappeared, the films would be uploaded to porn sites. Including Russian porn sites. Victoria stubbed out the cigarette in a flowerpot and took off the jacket. The kitchen was deserted. Malte had gone down to the basement. She could hear the hum of the TV. Malte was shouting, unrestrainedly. Victoria cleaned up in the kitchen, washed up the frying pan, emptied the dregs of the beer down the sink and wondered what to do for the rest of the day. The fridge was almost empty. She would be forced to ask Malte to drive her to Heby to shop.

‘Come here,’ Malte yelled from downstairs.

Victoria closed her eyes. She knew what he wanted. She went downstairs.

‘Blow job,’ Malte said, his eyes glued to the TV as he pulled down his joggers and underpants. She knelt in front of the sofa and took his slack penis in her mouth.

He placed the beer can on her head and giggled.

‘Fuck, why didn’t I think of this before? Those feminist whores are right – women really can do two things at once,’ he said, leaning back on the sofa.
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