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  NOTE


  


  Characteristic of the moor is that to all intents and purposes, it has no beginning and no end. I would like to mention three other things that are not to be found in this
  sublime landscape: cul-de-sacs, evasive excuses, and last but not least  words.


  Royston Jenkins (18661953), innkeeper in Culbone


  . . . the dispassionate fluids of an eye that tried so hard to forget one particular thing that it ended up forgetting everything else.


  Roberto Bolao, Amulet


  


  ONE


  


  1


  The day before yesterday I decided that I would outlive my dog. I owe him that. Two days later, in other words today, I decided to drink a glass of red wine in Wheddon
  Cross.


  That is how I intend to pass the time from now on. Make decisions, and stick to them. Its not all that difficult, but harder than it sounds, and, of course, everything depends on the
  circumstances.


  The rain had followed me all the way across the moor, ever since I turned off the A358 at Bishops Lydeard, and as dusk set in quickly it made tears well up in my eyes like cold lava. A falling
  movement, then a rising one; but those tears that were forming were perhaps a good sign. I have wept too seldom in my life  Ill come back to that.


  I had set off from London at about one, and after I had wriggled my way out through Notting Hill and Hammersmith the journey had exceeded my expectations. Driving westwards along the M4, through
  Hampshire, Gloucestershire and Wiltshire  at least, thats what I think the counties are called  and a few hours later southwards along the M5 after Bristol. It feels reassuring
  that all these roads have a number  and all the places a name  but the fact that it feels like that is less reassuring.


  Exceeded my expectations may well also be the wrong expression to use in the context, but my apprehensions about getting lost, taking the wrong turning and ending up in endless traffic
  jams on the motorway heading in the wrong direction, and not arriving on time, had kept me awake for a large part of the night. The rest of the night it was the old story about Martins
  sisters lover that kept me going. I dont know why he and she turned up in my thoughts, but they did. One is so defenceless in the early hours of the morning.


  Im not used to driving, thanks to the way things turned out. I remember that when I was young I used to think that it gave me a sense of freedom, sitting behind the wheel and being master
   or rather mistress  of my fate and the routes I chose. But it has been Martin who has done all the driving for the last fifteen or twenty years: its a long time since we even
  raised the question of who was going to sit in the driving seat when we went on our joint car trips. And he has always turned his nose up at anything to do with GPS.


  There are such things as maps, arent there? Whats wrong with good old maps all of a sudden?


  And then of course there was the problem of driving on the left in this stubborn old country, so the risk of something going haywire at any moment was quite considerable. But I managed it. I had
  overcome both the minefield of Londons obsolete traffic systems and the torture presented by the motorways. I had succeeded in filling up with petrol and paying cash without any problems,
  and it was only when I got as far as the narrow roller-coaster of roads over Exmoor that the feeling of melancholy caught up with me. But I never stopped in a lay-by in order to raise my depressed
  spirits, even though I maybe ought to have done. Besides, Im not at all sure that I saw a lay-by.


  But as the fact is that in this country nearly every place named on a map also has a pub, at shortly after half past four I parked next to a white van with the text Peters
  Plumbing on the door in a strikingly deserted car park next to a strikingly abandoned cricket field. I hurried indoors without giving myself time for remorse or second thoughts.


  So, Wheddon Cross it was. I had never set foot here before, and had never heard of it.


  Well, I did wonder for just a moment whether I ought to take Castor for a little walk first, before drinking that glass of wine  I must admit that I did. But he doesnt like rain,
  and he had been out when we stopped for petrol an hour and a half ago. I dont think he even raised his head when I opened and closed the car door. He enjoys having a rest, Castor does
   he sometimes sleeps fifteen or sixteen hours a day if he gets the chance.


  The place turned out to be called The Rest and Be Thankful Inn. Apart from the big-busted bleach-blonded woman behind the bar (about my own age, possibly slightly younger in fact), there were
  only two other living beings in sight that late November afternoon: a frail-looking old lady with a crossword puzzle, drinking tea, and an overweight man in his thirties wearing working-clothes and
  a dirty baseball cap with a fancy-looking PP just above the peak, with a mug of beer firmly grasped in his powerful hand. I assumed he must be the peripatetic plumber, but neither he nor the
  crossword-woman looked up when I entered the room.


  But Bar-Blondie did so. Mind you, she did so only after first carefully drying the wine glass she had in her hand and placing it on a shelf in front of her, but still.


  I ordered a glass of red, she asked if Merlot would be okay and I said that would be absolutely splendid.


  Large or small?


  Large, please.


  Its possible that PP and the crossword puzzle solver raised various eyebrows, but if so it was something I registered in the same way that one notices a butterfly behind ones
  back.


  Its raining, said Blondie as she poured out the wine.


  Yes, I replied. It certainly is.


  Rain, rain, rain.


  She said that in a singing tone of voice, and I assumed it must be the refrain in some hit or other. I dont know why I chose the word hit  Im only fifty-five
  after all. But there are certain words and phrases that my father used to use, and Ive noticed that lately Ive started using them as well. Top hole. Cuppa char. Brolly.


  I took my glass and sat down at a table where there was a little brochure featuring local walks. I pretended to begin studying it, in order to have something to do with my eyes. What I would
  really have liked to do was to drink my wine in three deep swigs and then carry on driving; but it was not my intention to make a lasting impression on those present. I might eventually return
   even though my reason for stopping at just this place was that I hoped never to return there. A solitary, unknown woman of mature years who pops in and drinks a large glass of wine in the
  afternoon would no doubt attract attention in a small village. Thats the way it is, nothing to get het up about unless you are a poet or an artist. Im not a poet or an artist.


  And Wheddon Cross was not my village. My village is called Winsford, and according to the brochure on the table in front of me it is half a dozen miles to the south. The pub there is where I
  really must be careful not to put a foot wrong. That is where I am likely to become a regular customer, and exchange a few words and thoughts with my neighbour. That was in any case the way I had
  approached the situation, and after the first sip of wine I was pleased to note that the lava-like tears had subsided. There is a sumptuous, velvety quality about red wine that could turn me into
  an alcoholic, but that is not the path I intend to follow.


  In fact I have very vague ideas about the paths I ought to be following. Thats the way I have developed, and what things are going to look like in six months time is a matter of
  almost laughable unpredictability. As the Bible says, sufficient unto the day is the evil thereof.


  Very true.


  During the twenty minutes I had spent at The Rest and Be Thankful Inn, twilight had thickened into darkness, and it had stopped raining for now. I gave Castor a special treat
   dried liver: thats his secret passion  and consulted the map. I drove out of the car park and set off along the A396 in the direction of Dulverton. After a few tortuous,
  winding miles I came to a road turning off to the right, with a sign saying: Winsford 1. This new road led down into a narrow valley, presumably following the course of the River Exe  which
  as I understood it gave its name to the whole moor  but the stream was no more than a vague suspicion of trickling movement through the car window. Or perhaps a premonition, a hint of a
  living being: it was not difficult to succumb to mysterious illusions in this unfamiliar, almost invisible landscape as the mist began to swallow it up; and when the first buildings on the edge of
  the village were caught in the beam of my headlights I felt a sort of atavistic relief. I drove past the village shop, and the local post office, then turned left and  in accordance with the
  instructions I had been given  parked in front of a war memorial commemorating the fallen in the First and Second World Wars. Together with Castor I crossed a simple wooden bridge over a
  fast-flowing stream, noted a church steeple outlined against the patchy blue sky that had suddenly been washed clean of mist, and started walking along a village street called Ash Lane. Not a soul
  in sight. Just past the church I knocked on a blue door in a low pommer stone house, and ten seconds later that door was opened by Mr Tawking.


  Miss Anderson?


  That was the name I had given him. I dont know why I had hit upon my mothers maiden name  perhaps for the simple reason that I was hardly likely to forget it. Anderson with
  only one s, which is how they spell it in this country. By means of a simple hand gesture Mr Tawking indicated that I was welcome to step inside, and we each sat down in an armchair
  by a low, dark wooden table in front of an artificial gas fire. A teapot, two cups, a plate of biscuits, that was all. Apart from two keys on a ring lying on top of a sheet of paper, which I
  gathered was the rental contract. He served tea, stroked Castor and invited him to lie down in front of the warm fire. Castor did as he was bid, and it was obvious that Mr Tawking was used to
  dealing with dogs. But I could see no sign of one at the moment: Mr Tawking was old and hunched, certainly well over eighty  perhaps he had had a four-legged friend that died recently, and
  perhaps he had felt it was too late to acquire a new one. Dogs should not outlive their owners, that was a conclusion I had recently come round to.


  Six months from yesterday, said Mr Tawking. From the first of November until the end of April. So there we are  dont blame me!


  He attempted to smile, but his muscles were not quite able to follow his intentions. Maybe it was a long time since he had anything to feel pleased about: there was an ingrained sense of
  melancholy enveloping both him and the room in which we were sitting. Maybe it was not just a dog that had left him, I thought, but a wife as well. Wives ought usually to outlive their husbands,
  but that is quite a different matter and not something I had any desire to think about in the present circumstances, certainly not. Instead I noted that the fitted carpet was dirty and worn in
  places; there were patches of damp on the gaudily patterned wallpaper, and for some strange reason a piece of red tape was stuck to the top right-hand corner of the television screen. I felt an
  urge to get out of here as quickly as possible. My own feelings of impending twilight needed no further encouragement, and after less than a quarter of an hour I had signed the contract, paid the
  agreed price for six months rent  3,000 in cash (plus the 600 I had paid into his account two days ago)  and been given the keys. We had talked about nothing
  apart from the weather and the practical details.


  Youll find an instruction book on the draining board. Its intended for summer visitors, of course, but if theres anything else you want to know about just call in or
  give me a ring. My number is in that book. Be careful when you make a fire.


  Will my mobile phone work up there?


  That depends on which network you are with. You can always try from the mound on the other side of the road. You can usually get a signal there. The place where that woman is buried, and
  round about there. Elizabeth.


  We shook hands, he stroked Castor again, and we left him.


  The mistress and her dog returned along Ash Lane to the monument and the car. It was becoming windy, gusts lashed and buffeted the larch trees and telephone wires, but the rain
  held back. The mist meant that visibility was thirty metres at most. There was still no sign of any living creature apart from us. Castor jumped onto his seat in the car, and I gave him another
  liver treat. We exchanged a few reassuring thoughts, and I did my best to erase the questions in his worried eyes. Then we set off and proceeded carefully along the other road through the village.
  Halse Lane.


  After only fifty metres we passed the village pub. Its called The Royal Oak Inn, has an impressively thick thatched roof, and faint beams of light shone out of its windows onto the road.
  Just past it, but on the other side of the road, with gloomy-looking rectangular windows, was Karslake House, a hotel boarded up for the winter.


  Then both buildings and street lighting came to an end. The road became even narrower and was barely wide enough to accommodate a single vehicle: but during the seven or eight minutes it took us
  to reach Darne Lodge, through a series of convoluted and awkward bends, we didnt meet a single car. Visibility was restricted by high, grassy and stony banks that had evidently been flanking
  the road for centuries  apart from the final section when the moor suddenly stretched out on all sides, temporarily illuminated by a full moon that succeeded in piercing the clouds and mists
  for a few seconds. All at once the landscape looked ethereal, like an old painting  Gainsborough or Constable perhaps? Or why not Caspar David Friedrich? Friedrich has always been
  Martins favourite artist: a reproduction of Monk by the Sea was hanging on the wall of his office when we first met.


  I was struck by an ambivalent feeling of fear and relief when I got out of the car to open the gate. Or perhaps I had been flirting with this same unholy alliance as Friedrich, darkness and
  light, ever since what happened on that beach just outside Mi[ȩ]dzyzdroje.


  Mi[ȩ]dzyzdroje  I still cant pronounce it properly, but the spelling is correct (apart from the strange accent under the first e that I dont
  know how to produce): Ive checked it. Eleven days ago now. A very difficult period of time if ever there was one, but despite everything, the nerve-racking, choking feelings have become
  slightly less acute for every morning that has passed, and every decision made  at least, I like to think that has been the case.


  I have made up my mind to continue thinking that.


  And if only I could switch on the electricity, get a fire started and sink a glass or two of port, I would be faced with a sea of tranquillity. Six months of winter and spring on the moor. With
  no company apart from Castor, my own ageing body and my misguided soul. Each day like every other, every hour impossible to distinguish from the preceding or the subsequent one . . . Ah well, in so
  far as it was possible to begin to envisage the coming six months, that is more or less how things looked. A hermits life of redemption and reflection and God only knows what  but
  both Castor and I were well aware that we should spare no thought for the morrow, and an hour later, when he was on his sheepskin and I was in a rocking chair in front of the somewhat hesitantly
  crackling fire, we simply fell asleep, one after the other.


  It was the second of November, it is perhaps worth noting: we had travelled further than I could ever have dreamt of and as far as I could judge we had swept away all traces of our movements.
  Feeling confident and secure that this was the case, shortly before midnight we moved over to the bedroom with its sagging double bed. I lay awake for a while, drawing up a few preliminary and
  practical plans for the following day. Listening to the wind blowing over the moor, and to the refrigerator humming away in the combined kitchen and living room, and eventually deciding that the
  events of the last few months had now finally come to an end. Or of the last few years, to be more precise.


  And to be even more precise: of my life as it had turned out so far.


  


  2


  I can understand that you both need to get away from it all, Eugen Bergman had said, peering over the rim of his remarkably outdated spectacles. What with
  that mad woman and all the rest of it. And the literary timing is just about right as well. However it turns out, we shall be able to sell it.


  This is not going to be an account of what has happened in the past, these unstructured notes  no more than what is necessary in order to understand the present. In so far as I have any
  ambitions at all, that is just about as far as they go. You write  and read  in order to understand things, thats something Ive often tried to convince myself about.
  There is a lot that I shall never understand: recent happenings have proved that more conclusively than I might have wished, but surely one should try to throw a bit of light on things? Ive
  started to do that far too late  but you ought to do something while youre waiting for death to carry you off, as one of my colleagues used to say on particularly bleak Monday
  mornings at the Monkeyhouse. Although Im beginning to get confused already, words and times are becoming unclear. Back to Sveavgen in Stockholm, exactly one month ago. Eugen
  Bergman.


  However it turns out? said Martin, as if he had failed completely to understand the indulgent irony in what the publisher had said. Can I remind you that Ive been
  sitting on this material for thirty years. If your bean-counters cant grasp the value of that, there are bean-counters in other publishing houses who will.


  Ive already said that we shall publish it, said Bergman with one of his wry smiles. And youll get your advance. Whats the matter with you, old chap? I
  can assure you it will be translated into seven or eight languages without further ado. They might even put it up for auction in England. Get on your bike, for Gods sake  you have my
  blessing. And the deadline will be the end of April next year. Mind you, Id quite like to read bits of it before then, as you know.


  Fat chance, said Martin, then nodded at me: No bastard gets to read a single word until its finished.


  It was time to leave, that was obvious. Wed been no more than ten minutes in the room, but needless to say everything had been prepared meticulously in advance. Bergman has been
  Martins publisher for twenty years, and is one of those old-fashioned, solid-as-a-rock types. Thats what Martin always used to say, in any case. Every new contract  there
  havent been all that many, only six or seven if I remember rightly  has been confirmed in Bergmans office. Sign on the dotted line, shake hands, then sink a drop or two of
  amaro from one of the slightly worse-for-wear little glasses he keeps hidden away in one of his desk cupboards: that has always been the routine, and it was the routine that Friday afternoon at the
  beginning of October as well.


  The sixth, to be precise. An Indian summer day if ever there was one, at least in the Stockholm area. Im not quite sure why Martin had insisted on my being there, but presumably because
  it was a rather special occasion.


  If so, it wasnt difficult to understand why.


  To celebrate the fact that we were still together. That the turbulence of the last few months had not been able to undermine the solid base of our marriage. That I stood behind my husband, or
  wherever it was that an independent but good wife was expected to stand. By his side, perhaps?


  And I admit that insisted is not the right word. Martin had asked me to be present, that was all. Eugen Bergman has been a good friend of both of us for many years, even if we
  havent actually been socializing together very much since the death of his wife, Lydia, in 2007. So it was not the first time I had visited that messy office of his in Sveavgen. By no
  means, and on most of my visits we had drunk a few drops of amaro.


  When we left the publishers Martin announced that he had several other meetings booked in, and suggested that we should meet at Sturehof about six oclock. Although if I preferred
  to go straight home I could have the car, as taking the commuter train was no problem as far as he was concerned. I said that I had already arranged to meet this Violetta di Parma who was going to
  stay in our house while we were away  something he ought to have known as I had mentioned it in the car on the way to town that morning  and that Sturehof at six oclock would
  be fine for me.


  He nodded somewhat absent-mindedly, gave me a quick hug then continued walking along Sveavgen in the direction of Sergels Torg. For some reason I remained standing there on the pavement,
  watching him weaving his way through the crowds of unknown people, and I remember thinking that if I hadnt happened to get pregnant when we spent Christmas with his awful parents
  thirty-three years ago, my life would have turned out differently from the way it did. So would his.


  But that was a thought about as banal as an itchy finger, and it lacked significance or comfort.


  I enrolled in the Department of Literary History in the autumn term of 1976. I was nineteen, and my boyfriend and first love Rolf enrolled at the same time. I studied
  literature for two terms, and I might have continued longer if Rolf hadnt been killed in an accident the following summer, although I cant be certain of that. I kept feeling at
  regular intervals that studying literary texts through a magnifying glass was not my true calling, and although I passed the exams without much difficulty  albeit without achieving top marks
   I convinced myself that there were alternative arenas in which my life could take place. Or however you might like to express it.


  Rolfs death was naturally a crucial factor. He was the one of us who had been a bookworm enthralled by literature. He was the one who would recite Rilke and Larkin at night after six
  glasses of wine, he was the one who took me to seminars organized by the Arbetarnas Bildningsfrbund  the Workers Educational Association, or the ABF as it was called  and
  the Asynja book club, and he was the one who would spend the last few kronor he possessed on half a dozen second-hand copies of Ahlin, Dagerman and Sandemose at Rnnells antiquarian
  bookshop rather than ensuring that we had enough to eat over the weekend. We never got as far as pooling our financial resources  and if we had done it would certainly not have been without
  its problems.


  But in the middle of August 1977, Rolf fell to his death fifty metres down a cliff in Switzerland, and so we never got round to considering such a venture. I abandoned my literary studies and
  after a few months of mourning, during which I spent part of the time living with my parents and the rest working as a night receptionist at a hotel in Kungsholmen, I signed up for a sort of media
  studies course at Grdet in January, and that was the direction my career took. I was given a job by Swedish Television eighteen months later, and that was my workplace until three months ago
   apart from two sessions of maternity leave and an occasional project at some other institution.


  It feels odd, being able to sum up ones life so simply; but if you miss out your childhood and all the things you thought were so important at the time, its straightforward.


  Barely a year after Rolfs death I went to a garden party in the Old Town. It was the middle of July 1978. I somewhat reluctantly accompanied one of my fellow students on
  the media studies course, and that was the evening when I met Martin. I was the one who was reluctant, not my fellow student, and that had been the way of things throughout the year. I was not in
  mourning for just one death, but for two. An old one and a new one  I shall come back to that later  and dealing with ones sorrow is by no means a simple matter.


  It turned out that I had actually met Martin before.


  Dont you recognize me? asked a young man who came up to me, carrying a large plastic mug of red-coloured punch. He had long, dark hair and Che Guevara on his chest. And was
  smoking a pipe.


  I didnt. Didnt recognize him, that is.


  Try erasing the long hair and Ernesto, he said. Lit studies a year ago. Where did you go to?


  Then it dawned on me that it was Martin Holinek. An assistant lecturer in the department  or at least, he had been while I was studying there. We hadnt exchanged many words, and he
  hadnt taught any of the courses I had attended, but I certainly did recognize him once the penny had dropped. He was reputed to be a young genius, and I think Rolf had talked to him quite a
  lot.


  That business of your boyfriend, he said now. That was absolutely awful.


  Yes, it was, I said. It was too much for me. I just couldnt carry on studying as planned.


  Im very sorry, he said. Have you managed to get back on your feet again by now, more or less?


  That was not a matter I wanted to start going into, even if it seemed to me his sympathetic tone of voice was genuine, and so I asked instead about his links with the garden party crowd. He
  explained that he actually lived in the same block and knew most of those present, and so we started talking about the Old Town, and about the advantages and disadvantages of various districts in
  Stockholm. The suburbs versus the town centre, that kind of thing. We somehow managed to skirt round the fact that it was a matter of class and nothing else  or at least, thats how I
  remember it. Then when we sat down to eat at the long table, we ended up next to each other, and I noticed to my surprise that I was enjoying it. Not just Martin, but the whole party. Everybody was
  happy and unassuming, there were lots of young children and dogs around, and the early summer weather was at its absolute best. I had been rather antisocial ever since the accident, kept myself to
  myself and wallowed in my gloomy thoughts  and I think this was the first time since the previous August that I laughed spontaneously at something. It was probably something Martin said, but
  I dont remember.


  But I do recall what he said about Greece, of course. As soon as the following week he was going to board a flight to Athens, and then continue by boat from Piraeus to Samos. Western Samos, on
  the southern side. He would spend at least a month there in a sort of writers collective: he had done the same thing last summer, and when he spoke about it I realized that it had been a
  stunning experience. Needless to say they were all high for much of the time, and all kinds of weed were smoked, he admitted that readily  quite a few of those present had their roots in
  California  but nevertheless everything was devoted to literary creation. A writers factory, if you like. He wasnt able to explain exactly what happened in detail that first
  evening, but everything was concentrated in or around a large house owned by the English poet Tom Herold and his young American wife Bessie Hyatt. I knew who they were: Herold had published several
  collections of poetry despite the fact that he couldnt be more than thirty, and Bessie Hyatts debut novel, Before I Collapse, had been one of the previous years most
  talked-about books. Not just in the USA, but all over the world. The fact that it was considered to contain various keys to the complicated relationship between her and Herold did its reputation no
  harm.


  Of course I was impressed, and of course I could see that Martin Holinek was proud of being a part of such an illustrious gathering. For a specialist in literary history it would mean that, for
  once, he could hear things straight from the horses mouth  instead of having to plough his way through endless masses of discourses, analyses and essays that attach themselves to
  every writers output, like mould in a badly ventilated cellar. I didnt know what Martins academic research was concentrated on, but if he was working on a doctorate it was more
  likely that he would be devoting his studies to something Swedish, or at least Nordic.


  But I never asked him about that, and a few years later when we were married and living in our first shared flat in Folkungagaten, that collective in Samos was the only thing I could remember
  clearly from our first conversation.


  Looking back, I doubt if we actually discussed much else.


  I was employed by Swedish Television because I was good-looking and could speak clearly.


  One of my male bosses  in worn-out jeans, a black jacket and with the makings of a dapper little beard  summarized the appointment procedure in those words a few months later.
  Several of us had gone to one of Stockholms pubs after work  I dont remember which  and since he had been involved in that procedure he suggested that I might like to
  accompany him afterwards to his five-roomed flat in upmarket stermalm, and listen to some of his unique Coltrane recordings. I declined the offer on the grounds that I was not only happily
  married but also pregnant, and if Im not much mistaken my place was taken by a jolly, red-haired colleague who had presumably been awarded her contract on the same well-established grounds
  as me.


  Be that as it may, the Monkeyhouse became my workplace. That was what Martin and I used to call the television centre all the years I worked there  just as our name for the university he
  worked at was Intensive Care, or sometimes the Sandpit. I read the news for several years, was hostess for various unmissable discussion programmes, and then shortly after the turn of the century
  started working as a producer. I could still speak clearly, but my looks had undergone the subtle change that maturity brings and were no longer considered to be ideal for the screen. As another
  male boss with a dapper beard explained to me on one occasion.


  However, for the whole of my adult life I have grown used to being greeted by people completely unknown to me. In the supermarket, in the street, on the underground. The harsh truth is that half
  of Sweden recognizes me; and even if it was Martin who dominated those headlines in May and June  I have no wish to take that distinction away from him  no doubt my name and my face
  played a significant role when it came to assessing the news value.


  But I didnt resign from the Monkeyhouse. I merely applied for a years leave of absence  a request that was granted in two minutes without specific comment
  by Alexander Skarman, who was temporarily in charge of such matters during the summer holidays. It was the middle of July, and hotter than it ought to have been in a house occupied by renowned
  primates. He stinks of Riesling after his lunch, and comes from an established and loyal media family, although he is by no means a mogul or even especially gifted. He was wearing a linen
  tunic-shirt and shorts. How times have changed . . . Sandals and filthy feet.


  I had not given any motive for my application, nor was that necessary given the circumstances.


  From the first of September? was all he said.


  Im on holiday in August, I reminded him.


  You are a very well-known name, you know that.


  I didnt respond. He suppressed a belch, and signed the form.


  Our children, Gunvald and Synn, rang a few times during the summer  not several times, just a few  but it was not until well into August that
  either of them came to visit us. It was Synn, who flew in for a three-night stay from New York. Are you going to leave Dad now? was the first thing she asked me, and in among the mass
  of repressed emotions in her voice it was the expectation that I heard most clearly. She and Martin had never really got on well together, and I assume that what had happened seemed to her a
  positive step forward in the hopes she had been harbouring ever since puberty.


  But I informed her that I would not be leaving him. I tried not to sound too definite, said something to the effect that time would have to take its course, and then we would see what happened.
  I think she accepted that. I dont know if a private conversation took place between father and daughter during the twenty-four hours she spent in our house. Martin said nothing about that in
  any case, and Im sure he thought it was a good thing that she didnt stay any longer.


  I havent seen Gunvald since last Christmas. The intention was that we would stop over in Copenhagen on our way south and call in on him, but after the Poland business happened that was
  out of the question. Or perhaps it was not really the intention that we would do that: perhaps there was some sort of agreement between Martin and Gunvald, I sometimes think that is the case. A
  gentlemans agreement not to meet face to face, and no doubt that wouldnt be a bad idea. I have the feeling that in the circumstances it would be in the best interests of our children
  for us to leave them in peace.


  I write us, but I suppose I ought to reduce that to me.


  Perhaps leave them in peace for good, come to that  I must admit that is a thought that has become more pressing during the autumn. But quite a lot of thoughts have behaved like that. The
  difference between a day, a year and a life has shrunk very noticeably.
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  The first morning was grey and chilly.


  Or at least, it was chilly inside the house. The smell of ingrained mould was very noticeable in the bedroom, but I told myself I was going to learn how to live with it. The house has only two
  rooms, but they are quite large and the windows in both of them face in the same direction: southwards. That is where the moor begins, and on the other side is a rough and moss-covered stone wall
  that encloses the plot on three sides. Out on the moor the ground slopes gently down towards a valley that I assume continues all the way to the village  but the dense mist that has settled
  over the countryside this morning makes it difficult to work out the topography.


  Especially when viewed from my pillow. Dawn had barely broken, and neither Castor nor I were particularly keen to fold back the duvet and leave behind the comparative warmth that had built up
  inside the bed during the night.


  Sooner or later, of course, one needs to relieve oneself, and this morning was no exception. Castor normally seems able to last for an eternity without emptying his bladder, but I let him out
  even so while I crouched shivering on the icy-cold toilet seat. When I had finished and went to let him in, he was standing outside the door looking reproachful, as he does for much of most days. I
  dried his paws and provided him with food and water in the two pastel-coloured plastic bowls I had found the previous evening under the sink. His usual bowls were still in the car  I
  hadnt bothered to unpack in the dark.


  Then I put on the kettle with tea in mind, and managed to get a fire burning. The uneasiness that had been bubbling away inside my head gradually dispersed, thanks to the heat and the underlying
  feeling of well-being that was trying to establish itself, no matter what. A truth much deeper than conventional civilization and modern fads presented itself: if you can keep a fire going, you can
  keep your life going.


  In other respects the house is as devoid of charm as its owner. It provides the rudimentary basics, nothing more. Refrigerator and stove. A sofa, an armchair, a table with three chairs and an
  old-fashioned desk in front of the window. A rocking chair. Nothing matches. Quite a large picture of ponies out on the moor hangs just to the side of the sofa. A smaller embroidered tapestry with
  six lop-sided trees looks as if it has been made by a child.


  Plus an effective fireplace. Thank God for that. Castor was stretched out on the sheepskin in front of the fire as if it was the most natural place for him to be in the world. I assume he is
  still wondering what has happened to Martin, but he shows no sign of doing so. None at all.


  In the built-in wardrobe in the bedroom I found the two electric fires  which I have to pay Mr Tawking extra for if I use them  and plugged in one in each room. I turned them both
  up to maximum heat output, in the hope of creating a reasonable temperature inside the house without having to keep a fire going. And perhaps also get rid of some of the mould.


  I drank my tea without sugar or milk, and ate half a dozen rusks and an apple  all that was left of my emergency rations. Then I made a superficial survey of the cooking utensils in all
  the cupboards and drawers, and started writing a list of what I needed to buy. A grater, for instance, a frying pan and a pasta saucepan, a decent bread knife; and by the time the clock said half
  past nine  we had woken up shortly after seven  I had also carried in everything from the car. And crammed stuff into wardrobes and drawers.


  Its going to work, I made so bold as to tell myself. I do one thing at a time, and it works. Castor was still stretched out in front of the fire, completely at ease as far as I could
  tell, and I thought how interesting it would be to get inside his head for a short while. So interesting to be a dog instead of a person, even if only for a few moments.


  When I had finished unpacking and the other chores, I stood out in the yard for a while and tried to sum up the situation. The mist had not dispersed much, despite a fresh wind blowing in from
  the higher parts of the moor to the north. Visibility was still not much more than a hundred metres in any direction, and instead of going out for a walk, which is what I had intended at first, we
  got in the car and drove down to the village to do some shopping.



  Only a small part of what I reckoned I needed was available in the local shop  Winsford Stores. However, the owner, a chubby lady about sixty-five years of age, was very helpful and
  explained that if I drove to Dulverton I would definitely be able to acquire most things. She was probably longing to ask me who I was and what I hoped to do in her little Winsford; I had an
  equally unspoken response at the ready, but we didnt get that far this first morning. Instead she gave me detailed instructions about how to get to Dulverton. There were two possibilities:
  either take the A396 alongside the River Exe, through Bridgetown and Chilly Bridge; or the B3223 up into the moor, then down into Dulverton alongside the River Barle, the other main waterway over
  Exmoor. We consulted a map, which I bought from her, and agreed that it would be a good idea to take the former route there, and the latter back. Especially if I was living here on the moor 
  something I didnt really admit to doing, for whatever reason. I paid for the various goods I had chosen, including a dozen speckled eggs supplied that very morning by Fowley Farm, which was
  only a stones throw away from the shop: according to all sensible judges they were the most delicious and nutritious in the whole of the kingdom. I thanked her for her help and wished her a
  very good day. She wished me the same, and I bore with me her warmth and helpfulness most of the way to Dulverton.


  Half an hour later I parked outside The Bridge Inn next to an old stone bridge over the Barle. Without doubt Dulverton is a market town that can supply everything a modern
  person can possibly need  or an unmodern one, come to that. After strolling around the town for ten minutes  under a greyish white sky with no trace left of the mist, and even a
  suggestion that the sun was about to break through the clouds  Castor and I were able to establish that the place had not only restaurants, but also a police station, a fire station, a
  pharmacy, a library, and a variety of shops, pubs and teashops. There was even an old antiquarian bookshop, which we couldnt resist paying a visit to, as a notice pinned to the rickety door
  announced that four-footed friends were especially welcome.


  We did the shopping at a leisurely pace, then went for a little stroll by the cheerfully babbling brook that was the Barle  oh, I am so pleased to be able to write cheerfully
  babbling brook, I think it enables me to redress matters somewhat  and I found it difficult to understand where all the water was coming from. To round things off we ate some venison
  pie with a large helping of peas at The Bridge Inn  well, Castor had to be satisfied with a handful of doggy treats produced willingly from a store under the counter.


  I noted that there is a considerable difference between being a single middle-aged woman and a single middle-aged woman with a dog. Castors company, as he lies there under my table in the
  pub, gives me some sort of natural dignity and legitimacy that I find difficult to explain. A sort of undeserved blessing that one can make the most of. I would not be able to cope with the
  situation I find myself in were it not for his reassuring presence and support  certainly not. Nevertheless I am of course very unsure if everything will end up happily, whatever that
  clich might mean, even with this formidable companion by my side. But at least it helps me to get by in the short term. Minutes, hours, perhaps even days. Presumably that is also how a dog
  thinks and makes its way through life. One step at a time. They obviously have an advantage on that score.


  In fact he was Martins dog to start with. Martin was the one who insisted that we needed a pet when the children had flown the nest  and by a pet, he meant of course a dog, nothing
  else. He grew up with lots of pooches around the house; in my well-organized childhood there was no room for such extravagances, I dont really know why. I had to make do with unreliable cats
  and a handful of aquarium fish that soon died off, that was all. Oh, and a brother as well. Not to mention a younger sister  I would prefer to write my way around her, giving her as wide a
  berth as possible, but I can see that it wouldnt work.


  Hes seven years old, getting on for eight, Castor. A Rhodesian ridgeback. I had never heard of them when Martin first brought him home. I think he had a vague dream of the dog lying at
  his feet in his study at the university, and perhaps also accompanying him when he delivered his lectures. But of course, that never happened. I was the one who took Castor on courses, and to the
  vets. I was the one who looked after all the practical details involved in owning a dog, and I was the one who took him for long walks every day.


  Because I was the one who had time.


  Or to be frank, who made the time: but there was never any argument about it. I enjoyed doing it, it was as simple as that. To go wandering through woods and fields for a few hours every day
  with a silent and loyal companion, with no other aim than doing just that  walking through the countryside in silence  well, after only a few weeks that was an occupation I came to
  regard as the most important and meaningful aspect of my life.


  Perhaps that says something about my life.


  When I drove back to Darne Lodge  following the elevated route over the moor  the mist had dispersed altogether and the views extended for miles. I wound down the
  side window and thought I could just about make out the sea in the distance, or the Bristol Channel at least, and I was overcome by a feeling of being very solitary, totally insignificant and
  passed over. In many ways it is easier to live somewhere without horizons, in the mist and in a confined space. At least I am well aware that I need to stick to simple and practical activities, to
  make decisions and stick to them, as I said before  otherwise everything can go to pot. When everything, every step and every action and every undertaking has no broader significance, when
  you might just as well be doing something else rather than what you are actually doing at the moment, and when you cant help but think about that  and when the only thing that might
  possibly have some point seems to be linked with the mistakes and misdeeds one was guilty of in the past  well, then madness is lying in wait just round the corner.


  Living on the moor involves an attractive but dangerous freedom, Im beginning to understand that already. I stopped in a lay-by and let Castor move from the poky back seat to the front
  passenger seat. He loves being there, puts his nose over the air intake and thus creates for himself an ethereal range of scents.


  Or he pokes his whole head out through the side window, like dogs do in the countryside. There is nobody in the whole world who knows that we are here.


  Ill say that again: there is nobody in the whole world who knows that we are here.


  


  4


  Early in the morning of the tenth of April my husband raped a young woman in a hotel in Gothenburg. Her name was Magdalena Svensson, twenty-three years old, and she had been
  working at the hotel as a waitress since the beginning of the year. She reported the incident to the police after about three weeks mulling it over, on the second of May.


  Or perhaps he didnt actually rape her. I dont know for sure, because I wasnt there.


  Martin was interrogated, spent a night and a day in police custody and was then released on bail.


  Just over two weeks later, on the eighteenth of May, a tabloid newspaper became aware of the situation  the fact that the well-known polemicist, author and professor of literature, Martin
  Holinek, had been charged with rape  and by the following week the whole of Sweden knew about it. Magdalena Svensson talked about what had happened that night to a large number of media
  outlets, and for five days running it made the headlines in the evening tabloids Expressen and Aftonbladet. My husband refused to comment and was given sick leave by the
  university; but it was widely discussed on the radio and television and in the press. But above all it was a hot topic on social media: in one blog, for instance, another woman claimed she had also
  been raped by that sleazy professor  in a hotel in Ume almost a year ago. He was alleged to have been as randy as a bloody chimpanzee  an expression
  she had obviously borrowed from an earlier case involving a French banker and politician  but she had not got round to reporting the incident because she was afraid. Two other women wrote in
  their blogs that they had also been raped by different professors, and comments were as numerous as grasshoppers in Egypt.


  To crown it all one of the commercial television channels offered me and Martin 50,000 kronor if all three of us would agree to take part in one of their evening discussion programmes. By
  all three they meant the rape victim, the rapist and the rapists wife. They considered it to be a matter of considerable public interest. We declined the offer. We never
  discovered whether or not Magdalena Svensson accepted. Or at least, I didnt.


  On the tenth of June Miss Svensson withdrew her rape accusation, and for a few days the incident had new wind in its sails in the media. There was speculation about her having been threatened,
  about the rapist having bought himself free in accordance with time-honoured practice, and various other theories similar in nature. A demonstration against men who hate women attracted two
  thousand people to Sergels Torg in Stockholm. Somebody posted a condom full of shit through our letter box.


  To be fair, a handful of voices made themselves heard in Martins defence  the usual ones. But he held fast to his decision to make no comment. So did his lawyer, despite the fact
  that he is one of the leading members of his fraternity in Sweden and normally cant keep his mouth shut.


  The preliminary investigation was abandoned, and the whole matter shelved.


  I didnt have much to say about the matter either, but when the uproar was at its height I counted more than twenty photographers and journalists camped outside our house in
  Nynshamn. Late one evening Martin fired two shots of his elk-hunting rifle through the window, straight up into the heavens over the forest. The press mob had something to report now, and
  promptly disappeared in the direction of Stockholm to leave us in peace for a while. Being a star reporter and having to hang around outside a house in Nynshamn is no sinecure.


  I recall Martin trying to look pleased with himself as he put his gun away. So there! he said. Shall we have a glass of wine?


  But he sounded anything but upbeat, and I declined the offer. For some reason he was never prosecuted for shooting a gun inside a built-up area.


  We spoke about what had happened  or perhaps hadnt happened  only once, and never again. That was my choice, on both counts.


  Did you have sex with that woman? I asked.


  Yes, I had sex with her, said Martin.


  Did you rape her?


  Most certainly not, said Martin.


  That was the day it was first written about in the newspaper: I hadnt been able to bring myself to ask before then, even though I knew about it. Neither of our children was in touch that
  evening. None of our friends either. I thought the telephones were remarkably quiet.


  Apart from calls from unknown numbers, of course; but we didnt answer those.


  That woman up in Ume, I did get round to asking a few days later when it was being widely discussed. Did you?


  Surely you dont believe what she says? said Martin.


  One of the things that felt remarkable throughout the summer  much more remarkable than difficult, I ought to stress  was that I couldnt make up my mind
  what the truth was. I suppose it was somehow outside my range of comprehension, I couldnt really grasp it, and what you dont understand is not something you can pin down. At least,
  thats what I tell myself was the situation. I used to wake up in the morning and after the first few seconds of blankness the situation I found myself in would hit me. I would realize why I
  was feeling so tired and melancholy  and then as I tottered to the bathroom on unsteady feet I would feel like an actress who had ended up in the wrong film. The wrong film altogether, and
  twenty-five years too late.


  Both Martin and I had been unfaithful once before, and on each occasion we had managed to hold our marriage together. He was first, and then it was me as a sort of revenge. It was while the
  children were still at home, and its possible that we might have reached different decisions if they had flown the nest. But I dont know, and its difficult to speculate about
  it. In any case neither of us would have continued the relationship with the new partner if such a possibility had presented itself. That is something we have convinced both ourselves and each
  other about during the years that have passed since it happened. Sixteen years and fourteen, to be precise. Good Lord, I blush in embarrassment when I recall that I was forty-one years old when I
  went to bed with that young recording technician. He could have been a mate of Gunvalds, if Gunvald had knocked around with types like him.


  After the worst was over, from about the middle of June or thereabouts, I noticed that I really did want to know what had happened. I needed to know exactly what my husband had been doing with
  that waitress in the hotel.


  That night.


  The problem was that it was too late to ask Martin. An invisible borderline had been passed, a sort of ceasefire had been proclaimed, and I felt I had no right to tear it up. I am not all that
  interested in sex any longer: somewhat lazily I had assumed it would be sufficient for Martin to masturbate in the shower and imagine he was penetrating some willing accomplices pussy. But
  in fact it wasnt quite as easy as that.


  Ask for a divorce? I would be fully entitled to do that, of course. But it didnt appeal to me. There was something basically banal about such a reaction: after all, we had been married
  for thirty years, we had been living parallel lives with a sort of shared mutual understanding, and we had booked a shared grave at Skogskyrkogrden cemetery.


  But in the end I phoned her. Magdalena Svensson. I found her details on the Eniro website. She was at home in Guldheden, Gothenburg, and answered on her mobile.


  We met three days later, on the twentieth of August, in a cafe in the Haga district. It was an exceptionally warm day, and I had taken a morning train from Stockholm. As I arrived a bit early, I
  decided to walk all the way from the central station, and felt unpleasantly sweaty when I reached the cafe. Moreover a vague feeling of disgust had grown up inside me; I doubted whether what I was
  about to do was sensible, and very nearly turned back as I approached Haga. I had my mobile in my hand, was ready to ring her number and explain that I had changed my mind. That I didnt in
  fact want to speak to her, and that it was best if we both forgot all about the whole business.


  But I didnt. I pulled myself together.


  She was sitting at an outside table under a parasol, waiting for me. She was wearing a light green dress and a thin, white linen scarf, and even though I recognized her from the pictures in the
  newspapers, it was as if I were meeting a quite different person. She was young and pretty, but not especially sexy. She looked shy and uneasy  but considering the circumstances that was
  perhaps not so odd.


  She stood up when she saw me. She obviously belonged to the fifty per cent of the Swedish population who recognized me. I nodded to her to indicate that I had identified her, but it was only
  when we shook hands and introduced ourselves that I was struck by the paradoxical hopelessness of the situation. Either this cautious little creature had been raped by the man I had been living
  with for the whole of my adult life, in which case one had to feel sorry for her. Or she had voluntarily agreed to have sex with my husband, in which case there was no need to feel sorry for her in
  the slightest.


  Im so sorry, she said.


  Apart from saying her name, those were the first words she spoke: I thought she was going to continue, but she said nothing more. It seemed to me that if she had been sitting there waiting for
  me  the older woman who had been betrayed  she ought to have had time to think of something more pregnant to say than that she was sorry. That television programme that never happened
  would have been a bit of a disaster.


  So am I, I said. But


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
  


  A ripping yarn . . . One of the pleasures of The Living and the Dead in Winsford is the drip feed of vital information that hurtles you through its 471 pages
  as it probes deeper into its heroines demons . . . If atmosphere was Nessers strength as a writer before, its gloriously to the forefront here


  The Times


  The smooth, silky prose holds the readers attention from start to finish, and its no surprise to discover that this book won the Palle Rosenkrantz Prize
  for Best Thriller of the Year


  Literary Review


  The Living and the Dead in Winsford is a tense, psychological exploration of betrayal and revenge


  Sydney Morning Herald


  An intense chiller from an award-winning writer


  My Weekly


  This terrific novel raises compelling questions about self-deception, betrayal and guilt


  Sunday Times


  Utterly intriguing. Told in the first person, this is a superb evocation of a woman in the grip of a major emotional and moral crisis, set against a well-evoked moorland
  landscape


  Guardian
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