

February

Faye contemplated the snowy yard. She leaned her forehead against the latticed window, her gaze fixed on the high fence that separated the inmates of Stenakull prison from the rest of society. A huge bird circled above the forest before disappearing from her field of vision.

Everything had gone wrong. Soon both her mother Ingrid and her daughter Julienne would be dead, despite all her efforts to protect them. She had to get out, but she had no idea how. Nothing in her life – not her childhood in Fjällbacka, her life as an upper-class wife in Östermalm nor her career as a successful entrepreneur – had prepared her for this. How would she connect to the others and make them trust her – make them follow her?

Did she have it in her to start over again? Did she have it in her to break free one more time?

Faye had never felt so alone. She was further away from Julienne than ever before. She already missed her liberty, although she had only arrived at the prison a few hours before.

Voices in the corridor made her straighten up.

She swallowed.

Closed her eyes.

It couldn’t end like this. She wouldn’t let it.




PART I

Eight Months Earlier




From her suite in Stockholm’s Grand Hôtel Faye had a view across the waters of Strömmen. There were clusters of lightly dressed people moving about on the quayside on the far side, below the walls of the Royal Palace. She put a hand to her chest and felt her pounding heart. Had it ever beat that fast before?

A knock at the door made her start.

‘Who is it?’ she called out. Her voice sounded much too weak; she barely recognised it.

The fact that she had to ask the question at all only increased her anxiety.

‘Alice,’ said a familiar voice, and Faye exhaled. She was so relieved she almost let out a sob.

Her hand was trembling as she opened the door.

Her friend, who was a key partner in Faye’s company Revenge, entered and immediately began to wander around the suite.

‘So this is how the other half live.’

‘You’re not exactly stuck in the slums yourself, Alice.’

Faye managed to muster a laugh even though her heart was still racing.

‘Is this the suite they usually put Madonna and Beyoncé in?’ Alice said, sitting down on one of the big sofas. ‘Or do they have another one that’s even more gorgeous?’

‘It’s this one.’

Faye reached out for the silver coffee pot on the tray filled with delicious breakfast items.

‘So right now I’m inhaling their residual DNA …’ Alice said reverently.

Faye managed another laugh.

‘I dare say they aired it out of here a while ago. Hopefully they erased all trace of bodily fluids too. You’ll have to make do with my spores.’

She held out a porcelain cup of coffee to Alice and pointed towards the milk jug with an implied question mark.

Alice shook her head.

‘No thanks. I’ll take it black – like my lover.’ 

Faye grinned and poured a cup for herself. Then she sat down in the armchair opposite Alice.

‘I don’t think that’s very politically correct …’ she said.

Alice shrugged. Since her ugly divorce from Henrik, she’d exhibited a liberating lack of fucks about what anyone thought of how she lived her life.

‘Why did you want to meet here rather than at the office? And how come you’re here rather than at home?’

As usual, Alice had cut to the chase.

Faye looked down at her hands. She didn’t want to get the people she loved mixed up in her troubles, but she also knew from past experience that being alone was not a position of strength.

‘I saw my dad last night when we were at Riche. He stopped outside the window and stared straight through it at me. Then he disappeared.’

She shivered as she recalled her father’s ferocious gaze. It was the one that had made her feel small and weak throughout her childhood because she knew that when he gave her or her mother that look, it wouldn’t be long before they were punished.

Alice set down the coffee cup with a hard clatter on the saucer.

‘Are you sure?’

Faye nodded.

‘Yes. I’m sure.’

‘I knew there was something up. You went all quiet and left early. Ylva noticed too.’

‘Yes, I’ve got to talk to her as well.’

Faye fixed her gaze on Alice’s.

‘When I got home, I found marks on the front door of the apartment – as if someone had tried to break in. So I came straight here and checked in.’

‘Oh my God.’ Alice reached out and squeezed Faye’s hand. ‘So what are you going to do about Italy then?’

Faye’s throat constricted at the mere thought of the beautiful home in Ravi where her daughter and mother were waiting for her.

‘I’m going to cancel the trip. I can’t risk leading him there. He knows they’re alive, because yesterday he held up a photo of them that I gave to Jack before he … died. They must have stayed in touch after they escaped from the prisoner transport, and Jack must have given the picture to Dad and now … I don’t know. But I’ve got to find a new place in town to live. A house. Apart from when I was Kerstin’s lodger, I haven’t lived in a house since I came to Stockholm. Hopefully that’s not something Dad will be expecting.’

‘Isn’t it safer in the city centre – in a flat?’ 

Faye shook her head.

‘Too many people coming and going. I can be in control of a house. I can monitor it.’

‘Let me know if there’s anything I can do,’ Alice said, getting to her feet. She refilled her coffee cup.

‘I’m sure I’ll need your help, but first there’s stuff I have to sort out myself.’ 

‘Would he really risk attacking you? Evidently he managed to escape. Maybe he just wants to keep his head down? And leave you all alone?’

Faye shook her head.

‘No. I know him. He’s coming for me. Why else would he have shown the photo? I’ve got to be ready for him.’

Her arms were covered in goosebumps, as if there were a draught in the elegant hotel room.

‘So what do you want to do about the launch? Should we postpone?’

‘No. I’ll sort this out. We’ve worked way too hard to risk it all by postponing. You and I both know that if we make it in the American market then we’ll be taking Revenge into the beauty brand elite. I’m not going to let Dad stand in the way of that.’

Faye hugged herself; it was even draughtier now. Was it the air conditioning?

‘But can you enhance our security at the office right away? I’ll have to come in – maybe later today,’ she added.

‘I’ll see to it immediately.’

Alice stood up and hugged her tightly.

Faye inhaled the familiar scent of Chanel no. 5. Alice had always been one for classics.

Once the door had slammed shut behind her friend, Faye went into the bedroom and picked up her phone with some hesitation. This wasn’t a call she was looking forward to. She hated lying to her daughter. She’d have to tell her mother the truth. Her mother was perfectly aware of the danger her ex-husband posed and it wouldn’t be right to leave her in the dark.

Faye sighed and called them on FaceTime. Her heart ached when she saw her daughter’s beautiful face on the display.

‘Mum! When are you coming home? I’ve done a drawing to give you when you get here!’

‘That’s so sweet of you, darling. I miss you so much, but it’s going to be a while before Mum is back. I’ve got some work things that I have to stay here and deal with first.’

Julienne’s disappointed look was all too familiar. Once again, Faye had broken a promise. It stung even more when she saw her daughter struggling to look nonchalant.

Julienne shrugged.

‘K.’

‘So how are you?’

‘Fine, but I guess you want to talk to Grandma like usual?’

‘Oh, Julienne. Right now it’s really important that I talk to Grandma, but next time we can …’

‘Sure.’

Julienne’s face disappeared, to be replaced by glimpses of bright walls and dark furnishings as she walked through the house.

‘Grandma!’ she shouted.

Faye’s mother’s face appeared.

‘Can you make sure you’re on your own?’ Faye said in a low voice.

Her mother nodded and Faye watched as she went upstairs.

‘What is it?’ she said, a little breathlessly after rapidly climbing the stairs. ‘You’re scaring me.’

Faye took a deep breath.

‘I saw Dad yesterday. And I think he tried to break into my apartment.’

Her mother gasped sharply.

‘Gösta? Are you sure?’

It was the same question Alice had asked, and Faye had to give the same reply.

‘Yes. I’m absolutely sure. And he knows you’re alive. So I’ve cancelled my trip to see you – there’s no way he can know about the house in Ravi, but I don’t want to lead him there if he’s watching me.’

She felt the tears pricking the backs of her eyelids, but forced them away.

‘Be extra careful from now on. I’ll arrange more security right away. I’m not going to take any risks.’

‘Where are you now?’

Her mother’s voice was trembling slightly and the phone was shaking in her hand.

That was her father’s doing; he could awaken a deep, primitive fear within them. They both knew what he was capable of and the evil that resided within him.

‘I’ve checked into the Grand. But I’m going to sort out a new, safer place to live.’

‘Take care of yourself,’ her mother said quietly. Faye merely nodded.

She couldn’t let the fear take over. She didn’t want to give her father that power. And she needed to keep a cool head to plan her next step. He was on the run and a wanted man, which meant she had a certain advantage.

‘Take care of Julienne. Love you,’ she said, hanging up.

Faye sat on the bed. After everything that had happened in the last few years, she was sick of fighting. But that was just what she would have to do now. She’d have to fight for her life and her family’s too. She thought about the photo she’d shown to Jack and that he’d taken with him. It was the one picture there was of her mother and Julienne, and she missed being able to look at it. She’d taken their photo on a Sicilian beach and she could still picture Julienne curled up in her grandmother’s arms with her long blonde hair tangled after swimming in the sea, gazing into the camera. Now her father had that photo.

She would fight for them to the bitter end.

She pulled out her phone again and searched for ‘estate agent in Stockholm’. The first hit made it clear in their advertising that they were primarily focused on exclusive homes. She tapped on the number on the website to call it and, before long, a man’s voice answered.

‘Hello, I’d like to buy a house,’ Faye said succinctly.

‘Okay! Putting you through to one of our realtors now.’

As she waited, she reached out for the bottle of mineral water standing on the nightstand and took a sip to wash away the bitter aftertaste of the coffee.

‘Peter Bladh speaking. How can I help you?’ Judging by the sound of the man’s surroundings, he was in a car.

‘My name is Faye Adelheim and I’d like to buy a house. Fast. It needs to be on a waterfront plot and it can’t be more than half an hour from Stockholm city centre. Price is no object.’

There ensued a brief and confused silence.

‘Hmm … I do have one house that might fit the bill,’ he said. ‘It’s out on Lidingö Island, by the water. The starting price is—’

‘Like I said,’ Faye interrupted, ‘price is no object. When can I see it?’

‘Where are you?’ the man asked.

She had to act normal; she couldn’t show fear. The attack would come soon enough, and when it did she would have to be ready.

‘I’m staying at the Grand Hôtel.’

‘I can pick you up from there in twenty minutes. I just have to swing by the office to get the codes and keys for the house first.’

‘Perfect.’

After she’d rung off, Faye got up and headed for the shower. She had a lot to do now. She was going to protect her family. At all costs.




The house had been built some five years ago by a Swedish billionaire. Now he’d started a family, sold his stake in a certain well-known finance company and relocated to New York. He had good taste in interior design for a finance bro, Faye reflected as she looked around. Assuming he’d had anything to do with it … The interior alone was worth millions of kronor but it wasn’t ostentatiously vulgar. She had no great difficulty picturing herself living there.

A high wall surrounded the plot and a massive electric gate had silently glided aside when they pulled up to it in the realtor’s convertible. The house was three storeys high and at the far tip of Lidingö Island. It was positioned to afford views of the water through the huge panoramic window in the rear wall. Below them was a well-kept lawn, a big pool and a sandy beach.

Peter, the realtor, was standing by one of the huge windows. He had stayed in the background while Faye had hastily inspected the house. Outside, there was an archipelago steamer puffing past, sending small waves towards the shore.

‘There’s no transparency. The windows have been designed to let you see out but no one can see in.’

‘Like an interrogation room?’

Peter laughed. He had an attractive, symmetrical smile spread across his face. His teeth were white and even.

‘Just like an interrogation room, yes.’

As she stood next to him she could detect the scent of his cologne. He was in his thirties and tall with wavy brown hair combed in a side parting. It was apparent that the man worked out a lot. He was treating her politely without swaggering, and had self-confidence without being pushy. Faye had immediately been attracted to him and the drive out here in the car had been good-humoured and pleasant.

She had the definite impression he was single. At any rate, there wasn’t a ring on his finger and he was well dressed in an authentic and deliberate man’s way, rather than based on a woman’s taste.

‘The place has a top-notch security system. CCTV, electronic alarms with a direct connection through to Wadling Security. The seller is very security conscious. Stockholm isn’t what it once was. I’m sure you’re aware there are gangs who specialise in robbing houses like this one. They’re completely ruthless. So it’s important to protect yourself.’

Faye nodded, glancing at the chest muscles visible beneath the close-fitting shirt. She had to make an effort not to lick her lips.

It wasn’t robbers she was worried about; it was her father. If he made up his mind to try to get at her, there wasn’t an alarm system in the world that would stop him. On one of the few occasions when her mother had tried to leave him and had gone to a youth hostel together with Faye and Sebastian, their father had come knocking on the door the very next morning. He was like a bloodhound; he always found them. But a good security system could buy her time.

‘What do you think?’ Peter said, when there had been thirty seconds of silence.

Faye nodded curtly.

‘Are there any other interested parties?’

‘I showed Martin Lorentzon around yesterday.’

She knew the Spotify co-founder had deep pockets given his huge success, so she’d have to pull her finger out. 

The house was perfect. She’d be as safe as could be here, not far from the city centre but maintaining the sphere of privacy around her that she needed. No nosy neighbours to interfere – that had only got worse and worse in her years in Östermalm. Previously, she’d thought that she’d never be able to live on the impersonal, discreet island of Lidingö. Now that was just what she wanted. And she’d be able to arrange rigorous security around the property in a way that would be impossible while she remained in town.

‘I’ll pay a premium of five million kronor on top of the starting price on condition that I can move in right away.’ 

‘That shouldn’t be a problem. I’ll call the vendor.’

He went downstairs, leaving her alone. A few moments later he appeared on the lawn running down to the shoreline, phone to his cheek. Faye stayed where she was, safe in the knowledge that he couldn’t see her through the window.

Once again, she shuddered. Her father’s reappearance had forced her to change her plans. She was not the mistress of her own existence and that was something she would have to change; she needed to take back control. To do that, she needed to relax.

She placed a palm against the glass and slid her other hand into her panties. She was already wet. She caressed herself, keeping her gaze fixed on Peter with his toned body and confident posture. She imagined his sculpted pectoral muscles. They were probably clean-shaven. With small, hard nipples. It didn’t take her long to come. She bit her lip, stifled the moan trying to escape from her throat and closed her eyes as her whole body trembled.

After a while, she adjusted her clothes and sat down on one of the cream sofas. Her pulse slowed. She pulled her Revenge powder compact from her Hermès Birkin and touched up her make-up using the small mirror. Then she undid the zip on the inside pocket in her handbag and pulled out the necklace with the silver locket that she had taken to keeping there now she no longer had the photo. She opened the locket and looked at the tiny, beautiful picture of her and Julienne from when her daughter was very little. It had been taken by the photographer Kate Gabor and it had always been her favourite picture.

After a while, she heard Peter’s footsteps coming back up the stairs, so she quickly snapped the locket shut and returned the necklace to her bag.

He stopped in front of her.

‘Sorry to keep you waiting.’

Faye smiled.

‘No worries. I was enjoying the view.’

She allowed her gaze to wander across Peter’s body.

He cleared his throat, his tanned cheeks visibly flushed.

‘I spoke to the vendor and your offer has been accepted. When his wife heard you were the buyer, she was over the moon. She asked me to tell you that she’s a big fan of you and your products. She always uses Revenge.’

‘A woman with taste.’

Faye stood up and Peter indicated with an outstretched arm that she should lead the way out. While he keyed in the code to lock the house and arm the security system, she made her way to the car, got in and pulled the sunglasses down off her head. He got in behind the wheel and used a remote control key fob to noiselessly open the gate.

As they drove away, Faye looked at the house she had just bought in the wing mirror. In another reality, Julienne would one day be able to move in there with her, but in truth it was impossible. As far as the world at large was concerned, Julienne was dead. Sometimes it seemed so real to Faye too; she played the role so well that the thought made her sad.

She’d had no choice. The pictures she’d seen on Jack’s computer had been so terrible. He’d subjected Julienne to the most awful things. She’d been forced to get Julienne away from her father and make sure that he never saw her again.

The lifelong deception was a prerequisite for her daughter’s entire existence. Faye hoped she would be able to continue it, but sometimes the weight of it felt overwhelming.




After a final flirtatious glance at Peter, Faye exited the realtor’s office on Humlegårdsgatan on foot. The papers relating to the purchase of the house in Lidingö had been signed. In Humlegårdsgaten Park Stockholmers enjoying their lunch breaks had spread out picnic blankets or were lying on their backs in the grass. The sun was shining, warming the dark asphalt while small streaks of white cloud were visible in the sky.

Ever since she’d first come to this city to study at the Stockholm School of Economics, she’d loved it. Back then it had seemed enormous to her. Now it suddenly felt suffocatingly small. It was as if every person she encountered was an emissary of her father.

Faye’s mood changed so quickly she felt dizzy. One minute everything felt pretty much as normal, and the next she remembered that he was out to get her and worry would claw at her.

She took a left heading for Stureplan and Revenge’s offices. Alice had called to reassure her that they had implemented maximum security, but going there still felt like a risk. Her father doubtless knew where it was. But she couldn’t hide all of the time.

The receptionist smiled cheerfully and waved as Faye swept past her. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw two guards standing at either side of the lobby looking forbidding and dangerous. The visitors sitting there waiting to be let in raised their eyebrows curiously as she walked by. She was used to the glances. By now, she was a well-known personality both in Sweden and abroad.

Sometimes she loved her celebrity status, but sometimes it was oppressive. Right now, it was not to her advantage to be recognised everywhere she went. At the same time, it was the basis of her success. Faye the legend. The woman who had been cheated on but fought back. That truth was part of her, but the image was one she had carefully created herself.

Faye swiped her access card and passed through the security barriers, then moved quickly towards the lifts, relieved to escape the attention of those around her. This was her fortress; her sanctuary. She had created all this – out of nothing. 

She pressed the button to take her to the top floor and let the lift carry her lightly and gently upwards. When the doors glided open, she turned right. Ylva’s office was in the corner and had staggering views of the city through its huge floor-to-ceiling windows.

‘Oh my God, Faye,’ Ylva said when she entered.

She stood up and gave Faye a hug that was as warm and long as the one Alice had given her a few hours earlier in the hotel suite. This time it was the scent of Chloé that wafted up her nostrils. Chanel no. 5 was for old ladies, as Ylva was wont to affectionately tell Alice.

‘We’ve amped up security to the max,’ Ylva said as they sat down on the hard, uncomfortable sofa in the corner of the large office.

‘I’ve no idea why you keep this thing,’ Faye said, grimacing. ‘Sitting on it is such a pain in the backside. And it’s prickly.’

She ran a hand across the upholstery and it felt as if she was being stung.

‘It’s a family heirloom. It reminds me of where I come from,’ Ylva said. ‘It’s dangerous to get too comfortable.’

‘My backside begs to differ.’

She smiled at Ylva. Sisterhood. These women she had got to know along the way, who had stood side by side with her through it all: they weren’t just friends – they were family.

The road to friendship for her and Ylva had been odd to say the least. It had all started when she’d found her husband, Jack, in bed with Ylva. And they’d then had a daughter together. But there was no anger left between Ylva and Faye. Jack had strung both of them along, and they’d had their revenge. 

Ylva leaned in towards Faye.

‘What are you going to do?’

‘Well, for starters I’ve just bought a house. I don’t feel safe in the apartment. I haven’t spoken to Kerstin yet, so I don’t know whether she’ll want to stay in her apartment or move into the house with me.’

‘How much do you need?’

Ylva was tasked with overseeing both Faye’s personal finances and those of Revenge. She was a numbers whizz with a brilliance that Faye had never managed to acquire despite her successful studies at the Stockholm School of Economics. Admittedly, she hadn’t actually graduated. That was something she’d learned over the years as she’d built her company: to surround herself with people who complemented her.

‘Eighty million.’

‘Oh, so it’s just a small cottage then?’

‘More or less.’

Faye smiled. Revenge’s success had endowed her with a fortune beyond anything she could ever have dreamed of when she was growing up in Fjällbacka. But money couldn’t buy everything. Right now, she would happily have given away every penny to obtain security for her nearest and dearest.

‘I’ll make the arrangements. Have you got the paperwork with you?’

Faye handed over the glossy-looking realtor’s folder and Ylva stood up and deposited it on her desk. She sat back down next to Faye and took her hands in hers.

‘How are you feeling?’

Her gaze was insistent, refusing to waver.

A sob began to form in Faye’s throat, and she had to swallow several times. She couldn’t give in now. There was no time and she couldn’t afford to.

‘Shit, if I’m being totally honest. Shit. I’ve cancelled my trip to Ravi and I had to lie to Julienne and tell her that I had to work. Her face when I said it …’ Faye cleared her
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The truth is that Faye’s life is far from what it seems. The truth is that Faye isn’t even her real name. And now she’s been caught out. There’s no way she’s going to go down without a fight. The only question is – who will escape with their life?
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‘Couldn’t she just be injured?’ Faye said.

She looked down at the table, unable to meet their gaze.

A brief moment of hesitation. Then a sympathetic voice.

‘There’s an awful lot of blood. From such a small body. But I don’t want to speculate until a medical officer has made an evaluation.’

Faye nodded. Someone gave her a transparent plastic mug of water, she was shaking so much as she raised it to her lips that a few drops ran down her chin and dripped onto her blouse. The blonde policewoman with the kind blue eyes leaned forward and gave her a tissue to dry herself with.

She wiped herself slowly. The water was going to leave nasty blotches on the silk blouse. Not that it mattered any more.

‘There’s no doubt, then? None at all?’

The female police officer glanced at her colleague, then shook her head. She chose her words carefully:

‘Like I said, a doctor needs to reach a verdict based on the evidence at the crime scene. But as things stand, everything points towards the same explanation: that your ex-husband Jack has killed your daughter.’

Faye closed her eyes and stifled a sob.



   
Julienne was asleep at last. Her hair was spread out across the pink pillow. Her breathing was calm. Faye stroked her cheek, gently, so she wouldn’t wake her.

Jack was coming home from his business trip to London that evening. Or was it Hamburg? Faye couldn’t remember. He’d be tired and stressed when he got home, but she’d make sure he managed to relax properly.

She carefully closed the bedroom door, crept into the hall and checked that the front door was locked. Back in the kitchen she ran her hand along the worktop. Three metres of marble. Carrera, naturally. Unfortunately it was ridiculously impractical, the porous marble absorbed everything like a sponge and already had some ugly stains. But Jack had never even considered choosing something more practical. The kitchen in the apartment on Narvavägen had cost just shy of a million kronor, and absolutely no expense had been spared.

Faye reached for a bottle of Amarone and put a wineglass on the counter. The glass touching the marble, the glug as the wine poured – these sounds were the essence of her evenings at home when Jack was away. She poured the wine carefully so there wouldn’t be another red-wine spatter on the white marble, and closed her eyes as she raised the glass to her lips.

She dimmed the lighting, then went out into the hall where the black-and-white portraits of her, Julienne and Jack hung. They had been taken by Kate Gabor, the Crown Princess’s unofficial court photographer, who every year took a fresh set of enchanting photographs of the royal children playing in the autumn leaves in crisp white outfits. She and Jack had chosen to have their pictures taken in summer. They were standing by the shore in a relaxed, playful pose. Julienne between them, her fair hair lifted by the breeze. White clothes, obviously. She was wearing a simple cotton Armani dress, Jack a shirt and rolled-up trousers from Hugo Boss, and Julienne a lace dress from Stella McCartney’s children’s collection. They had had a row minutes before the pictures were taken. She couldn’t remember what it had been about, only that it had been her fault. But none of that was evident in the pictures.

Faye went up the stairs. She hesitated outside the door to Jack’s study, then pushed it open. The room was situated in a tower, with views in every direction. A unique layout in a unique property, as the estate agent had put it when he showed them the apartment five years ago. She had been pregnant with Julienne at the time, her head full of bright hopes for the future.

She loved the tower room. The space and all the light from the windows made her feel like she was flying. And now that it was dark outside, the arched walls enveloped her like a warm cocoon.

She had chosen the décor herself, as she had with the rest of the apartment. She had picked the wallpaper, the bookcases, desk, the photographs and artworks on the walls. And Jack loved what she’d done. He never questioned her taste, and was always incredibly proud whenever guests asked for the number of their interior designer.

In those moments, he let her shine.

While all the other rooms were furnished in a contemporary style, light and airy, Jack’s study was more masculine. Heavier. She had put more effort into this room than Julienne’s nursery and the rest of the apartment together. Jack was going to spend so much time in here, taking important decisions that would affect their family’s future. The least she could do was to give him a refuge of his own up here, almost in the clouds.

Faye ran her hand across Jack’s desk with satisfaction. It was a Russian desk, she had bought it at an auction at Bukowski’s, and it had once belonged to Ingmar Bergman. Jack wasn’t much of a Bergman aficionado – action films with Jackie Chan or comedies starring Ben Stiller were more to his taste – but like her he preferred it when furniture came with a bit of history.

When they showed guests round the apartment he always patted the top of the desk with the palm of his hand twice and said, as if in passing, that the fine piece of furniture had once stood in the world-famous director’s home. Faye smiled every time he did that, because their eyes usually met as he said it. It was one of the thousand things they shared in their lives. Those covert glances, all the meaningful and meaningless gestures that went to make up a relationship.

She sank onto the chair behind the desk and spun it until she was facing the window. Snow was falling outside, turning to slush as it hit the street far below. When she leaned forward and looked down she saw a car struggling through the dark February evening. The driver turned into Banérgatan, towards the city centre. For a moment she forgot what she was doing there, why she was sitting in Jack’s study. It was far too easy to drift away in the darkness and become hypnotized by the snowflakes pushing slowly through the blackness.

Faye blinked, sat up straight and rotated the chair so she was facing the large screen of the Mac, then nudged the mouse and the screen came to life. She wondered what Jack had done with the mouse-mat she had given him at Christmas, the one with a photograph of her and Julienne. Instead he was using an ugly blue one from Nordea Bank, a Christmas gift to their private banking clients.

She knew the password: Julienne2010. At least he didn’t have anything from Nordea as his background, and was still using the picture he had taken of her and Julienne in Marbella. They were lying at the water’s edge, Faye holding her daughter up towards the sky. They were both laughing, but Faye’s laughter was more sensed than seen as she lay on her back with her hair floating in the water. Julienne’s bright blue eyes were looking straight into the camera, right through the lens. Into Jack’s eyes, just as blue.

Faye leaned closer, her eyes looking along her own tanned body, shiny with salt and water. Though only a few months had passed since she had given birth, she had been in better shape then than she was now. Her stomach was flat. Her arms thin. Her thighs slim and taut. Now, almost three years later, she weighed at least ten kilos more than she had done in Spain. Fifteen, maybe. She hadn’t dared weigh herself for a long time.

She tore her eyes from her own image on the screen and opened the browser, clicked to bring up the history, and typed ‘porn’. Link after link appeared, sorted by date. She had no difficulty at all tracing Jack’s sexual fantasies in recent months. It was like a reference book covering his libido. Sexual Fantasies for Dummies.

On 26 October he had watched two clips. ‘Russian teen gets slammed by big cock’ and ‘Skinny teen brutally hammered’. You could say what you liked about the porn branch, but the titles of the films were at least direct and to the point. No attempts to prettify or embellish, to lie about what was coming and what the person in front of the screen wanted to see. A straightforward dialogue, open and honest communication.

Jack had looked at porn for as long as she had known him, and sometimes she looked herself, when she was on her own. She was scornful of friends who declared that their husbands would never dream of looking at porn. Talk about repression!

Jack never used to let his consumption of porn influence their sex life. It had never been a matter of either/or. But now he no longer sought comfort from her, despite seeking satisfaction from ‘Skinny teen brutally hammered’.

The knot in her stomach grew bigger with each clip she watched. The girls were young, skinny, submissive. Jack had always liked his women thin and young. It wasn’t him who had changed, it was her. And wasn’t that how most men wanted their women? In Östermalm there was no room for ageing and weight gain. At least not for women.

In the past month Jack had watched one particular video seven or eight times. ‘Young petite schoolgirl brutally fucked by her teacher.’ Faye clicked play. A young schoolgirl in a short, checked skirt, white shirt, tie, socks and Pippi Longstocking pigtails appeared; it seemed she was struggling with her lessons, particularly biology. Informing her that they have arranged for extra tuition, her conscientious parents go out for the evening, leaving their daughter at home alone. The doorbell rings. A man in his forties, wearing a jacket with patches on the elbows and clutching a briefcase, is at the door. They go into a brightly lit kitchen. The girl gets her homework and opens her books. They go through the muscles of the body.

‘When I say a muscle, I want you to show me where on your body it is. Can you do that?’ the teacher asks in a deep voice.

The girl opens her eyes wide, nods and pouts. She manages two muscles. When he says gluteus maximus, the buttock muscle, she pulls up her skirt, revealing the hem of her under-pants, and points at the outside of her thigh. The teacher shakes his head with a smile.

‘Stand up and I’ll show you,’ he says.

She pushes her chair back and stands up. He places his large hand behind her knee and moves it up her leg, under her skirt. He lifts her skirt higher and pulls her underwear aside. Pushes a finger inside. The girl groans. A perfect porn-groan. But with a trace of astonished innocence and guilt. An acknowledgement to the viewer that she knows she shouldn’t be doing this. That this is naughty. But she can’t help it. The temptation is too great for her to resist.

He pushes his finger in and out a few times. Then bends her over the table and fucks her. She screams, groans, claws at the table. Begs for more. The whole thing reaches a climax when he tells her to put on her glasses – they have fallen off somewhere along the way – before he ejaculates in her face. Her face contorted with pleasure, her mouth half-open, the schoolgirl receives his semen.

Porn films had to be the clearest indication of just how highly men valued their semen. It was bestowed upon breathless, reverential women with their mouths half-open, always half-open, as if it were a precious gift.

Faye put the computer back in sleep-mode with a couple of clicks of the mouse on the ugly Nordea mat. If that was what Jack wanted, that was what he would get.

She pushed the chair back from the desk, and it creaked reluctantly as she stood up. It was pitch-black outside now. The light snow had stopped falling. She picked up her wineglass and left the room.

Faye had everything she needed in her walk-in closet. She looked at the time. Half past nine. Jack’s plane was about to land, soon he’d be sitting in a taxi. Naturally, he used Arlanda’s VIP service, so it wouldn’t take him long to get out of the airport.

She had a quick shower and shaved off the light stubble that had grown out above her genitals. She washed herself thoroughly, then put make-up on, not the way she usually did, but a bit carelessly, like someone with less experience. She rubbed in plenty of blusher, used far too much mascara, and, as the icing on the cake, applied some bubblegum-pink lipstick she found at the bottom of her make-up box – probably given to her in a goodie-bag at some event.

Jack wouldn’t be getting her – not Faye, his wife, the mother of his child – but someone younger and more innocent, someone untouched. That was what he needed.

She picked out one of Jack’s thin grey ties and knotted it carelessly round her neck. She put on a pair of the reading glasses he was ashamed to wear in public and always hid when they had visitors. Rectangular, black, Dolce & Gabbana. Faye looked at the result in the mirror. She looked ten years younger. Almost like the person she had been when she left Fjällbacka.

She was no one’s wife. No one’s mother. It was perfect.

Faye crept into Julienne’s room to get one of her exercise books and a pink pencil. She froze when Julienne murmured in her sleep. Was she going to wake up? No, she was soon breathing calmly again.

She went into the kitchen to pour herself some more wine but stopped and pulled out a box of Julienne’s plastic mugs instead. She filled a large Hello Kitty beaker with red wine, one with a lid and a straw. Perfect.

When the key turned in the front door she was sitting looking through The Economist, which Jack insisted on leaving out on the coffee table. She was the only person in the family who actually read it.

Jack put his case on the floor, took off his shoes and inserted the cedar-wood blocks that kept his soft, handmade Italian leather shoes in shape. Faye sat still. Unlike her usual discreet lip-gloss from Lancôme, the pink lipstick felt sticky and smelled faintly synthetic.

Jack opened the fridge carefully. He hadn’t spotted her yet. He was moving quietly, probably thought she and Julienne were both asleep.

She watched him from the gloom of the living room. Like a stranger looking through a window, she was able to observe her husband without his knowledge. Jack was always on the alert otherwise. Now, when he thought no one could see him, he moved differently. He was relaxed, almost careless. His usually upright frame was slouching, only slightly, but enough for someone who knew him as well as she did to appreciate the difference. His face was smoother, without the permanent worry line that was always there these days, even on the social occasions that were closely intertwined with his career, with their life, where the laughter and chink of glasses could be transformed into a multimillion-kronor deal the following day.

She remembered what Jack was like as a young man, when they first met. That cheeky look in his eyes, his happy laugh, hands that couldn’t stop touching her, that couldn’t get enough of her.

The light in the fridge lit up his face and she couldn’t take her eyes off him. She loved him. Loved his broad back. Loved his big hands, which were raising a carton of juice to his lips. Soon they would be on her, in her. Dear God, how she longed for that.

Maybe that longing made her body move, because he suddenly turned his face towards the polished oven door and saw her reflection. He started and spun round, his hand clutching the carton of juice, halfway to his mouth.

He put it down on the island unit.

‘Are you still up?’ he said, surprised. The line between his neatly shaped eyebrows was back.

Faye didn’t answer, she just got to her feet and took a few steps towards him. His eyes roamed across her body. It had been a long time since he had looked at her that way.

‘Come here,’ she said softly, in a high voice.

Jack closed the fridge door and the kitchen receded into darkness again. But the lights of the city outside were bright enough for them to see each other. He walked round the island unit, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and leaned forward to kiss her. But she turned her face aside and pushed him down onto a chair. She was in charge now. When he reached out one hand towards her skirt she batted it away, only to place it behind her knee a moment later. She pulled her skirt up so that he could see her lace underwear, hoping he would recognize it, hoping he would see how similar it was. To hers. The young girl. The innocent student.

His hand wandered upward and she couldn’t help letting out a groan. Instead of pulling her pants aside like in the film, he tore them apart. She groaned again, louder, bent over the table, swaying gently as he unbuttoned his trousers and tugged them down along with his underpants. He grabbed hold of her hair and forced her lower on the table. He leaned over her with all his weight, nipping the back of her neck with his teeth, and she caught the smell of orange juice mixed with whisky from the flight. He kicked her legs apart forcefully, stood behind her and pushed his way into her.

Jack fucked her hard and aggressively, and with each thrust the tabletop pressed against her midriff. He was hurting her a bit, but the pain was a liberation, it made her forget everything else so that she could concentrate wholly on the pleasure.

She was his. Her pleasure was his. Her body was his.

‘Tell me when you’re about to cum,’ she groaned with her cheek against the cold tabletop, now smeared with sticky lipstick.

‘Now,’ Jack gasped.

She got down on her knees in front of him. He was breathing heavily as he pushed his cock into her open mouth. He grabbed the back of her head with both hands and forced it further in. She fought against her gag-reflex and tried not to twist her head away. Just take it. Always, just take it.

The porn scene was playing in Faye’s mind, and when Jack ejaculated she took pleasure in seeing the same look on his face as the teacher when he took possession of the innocent young student.

‘Welcome home, darling,’ she said with a forced smile.

That was one of the last times they had sex as a married couple.
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