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PART ONE




Mary

She struggles to hide her elation when the family leaves her and heads off for the mountains on the first morning of the winter holidays. A little sigh of relief when the door closes, but that’s all. From the kitchen window she smiles her warmest, most motherly of smiles, and waves to the children in the back seat. As the car moves off she continues to smile and wave. She keeps waving until the boot of the white Volvo disappears at the junction between Tallvägen and Eriksbergsvägen. Only then does she allow her arms to fall to her side and the muscles in her face to relax, as she feels a smile of a different kind spread across her face.

She makes herself a fresh pot of coffee. Clears away the crumbs and plates, the bowls and glasses. She rinses the chocolate dregs out of the cups before putting them in the dishwasher. When all signs of the children’s breakfast have disappeared, she assembles a new one for herself. She warms the frozen croissants in the oven and puts out the marmalade and butter, the cheese and ham. When she sits down at the kitchen table, she congratulates herself: it was a good idea to tell the children in advance that she wouldn’t be going with them this year.

She’d mentioned it for the first time quite casually at the end of the Christmas holidays.

‘It’s possible,’ she’d said, ‘that Mum won’t be going to the mountains with you for the winter holidays. It’s not definite, but maybe.’

The reaction from the children, particularly Fredrika, was almost instant. Her daughter had begun by weeping, then arguing with her habitual logic: but that’s the way it’s always been, we’ve always gone as the whole family, it won’t be the same if you’re not there, can’t you come, please?

John had weakened immediately, as he always does when Fredrika gets upset. It was obvious from the pleading look on his face, the worry line between his eyebrows, the way he glanced at Mary with an accusatory question mark in his eyes. Can’t you see what you’re stirring up? His entire countenance signalled that they’d need to revisit the subject.

After the children had gone to bed that night they had a row. Or rather, not a row as such, because she and John aren’t the kind of couple who row, but they’d talked it over. And reasoned with each other. They hadn’t quite seen eye to eye. John had insisted Mary should go to the mountains with them as usual, if only to make Fredrika happy. Mary was adamant this was a bad idea, partly because she was desperate to get out of the trip, and partly because it was high time their daughter realised, once and for all, how things actually stand. Everyone can’t always be together. It would be doing the girl a disservice to always let her set the agenda. With that, the discussion had evaporated, and John gave up. There had been no need for her to even mention the fact that it was John, and not Mary, who’d always enjoyed the weeks spent crammed together in the mountain cabin.

For the first few days of the winter holidays Mary does as she’d planned; in other words, nothing special. She savours the tranquillity that fills the house after it’s been cleaned from top to bottom. Now that none of the children’s toys lie strewn over the floor, there’s nothing to trip over and stub her toe on. She can balance her tray of cheese and wine with ease, without having to watch her step between the kitchen and the living room. There’s no hum from John’s television news to disturb her when she reads her books, no children’s voices from the neighbouring rooms to warn of fights breaking out, no one pulling at the door handle while she’s sitting on the toilet or taking a bath. She can finish knitting the Icelandic jumper she started in the Christmas holidays, can take an evening walk to the video shop in the Helenelund centre and rent whichever film she likes: a chick flick, the kind of film John would have spurned and the children wouldn’t have been allowed to watch. She takes the video player from the TV room in the basement up to the living room and she watches her film, even though it’s the middle of the night. She drinks wine on the sofa, even though it’s midweek. Smokes her cigarettes in any room she fancies. She smokes in all the rooms except the children’s.

When the telephone rings in the evenings it’s always Fredrika who wants to speak first and longest. This week Fredrika, who usually cares deeply about fairness, doesn’t seem to think it’s important for Victor to come to the phone. As though she thinks their telephone conversations are something private between herself and Mary, and the other members of the family should keep out.

Yet she has nothing in particular to say. After Mary has assured her she’s fine and asked what they’ve done that day, Fredrika is quiet, as if she’s waiting for her mother to say something else. But what’s she supposed to say? That she misses her daughter? She’s already said that, several times. But Fredrika hangs on to the receiver and in the end the strained silence makes Mary so nervous that she asks her daughter to fetch her little brother. Only when Victor comes to the telephone does she relax again.

Victor. He’s so easy to have around, so…uncomplicated, somehow. When he was a baby, he was fat and looked like a little old man with all his cute wrinkles, but over time he grew tall and slender and very, very beautiful. His skin is a soft olive colour and his green eyes, which he seems to have inherited directly from Mary, are lined with thick dark lashes. You don’t have to be Victor’s mother to see that he is an exceptionally attractive boy. His voice is always slightly croaky, but the hoarseness is amplified over the phoneline between the cabin and Sollentuna. Several times during the week Mary has asked him if he’s caught a cold on the ski slopes. One evening she comes straight out and asks him if he misses her. That question appears to surprise him too.

‘Of course,’ he says, with no trace of sadness in his voice, ‘of course I do.’

His answer is simply a statement, not a reproach, and as soon as he’s confirmed that he misses her, he hands the receiver back to his sister, so that he can carry on playing with his cousins. And Fredrika comes back. With her long silences and reproving tones.

Every time Mary tries to remember when it was her daughter started to be this way, she comes to the conclusion that Fredrika must have emerged from the womb like this. When the nurses brought the newborns into the postnatal ward at breastfeeding time, Fredrika was the only one who was always crying, and the shrieking pierced through Mary’s ears. They stayed on the maternity ward for seven days, and for seven days Fredrika cried.

When they came home from hospital, John took over. He had a better touch with their daughter than Mary had, right from the start. He got Fredrika to take the bottle of formula, sang to her in the evenings, swung her over his shoulder, and walked from room to room for hours, rocking her to sleep. He soon took main responsibility for the nights too. The nursery, which Mary had spent months decorating during her pregnancy, stood unoccupied for many more months. The cot was carried out and placed on John’s side of the double bed and there it remained.

By the time Fredrika was six months old, he’d taken on the parental leave as well. He had nearly been given the sack in the process, his employer considering it totally inappropriate for a father to stay at home with his child for as long as John intended to. But, to Mary’s huge relief, John had stood his ground, and when he threatened to resign with immediate effect the dispute was resolved. John took over Fredrika’s daily care, Mary could return to work as a flight attendant, and on the whole everything improved. Two years later Victor arrived and it was never as difficult with him. It was as if he came out in a more flexible form. Less complicated, easier to love.

On the fourth day of the winter holiday Mary is having dinner with her colleagues from the office at Arlanda Airport. They’ve been planning it for over a month, but at the last moment they don’t know whether Hans will be able to come or not. One of his sons is in bed with flu and that means his wife wants him at home. Mary, on the other hand, would rather he went to the restaurant with them. He’s her favourite colleague; she’s liked him since the day he joined the accounts department. Apart from being good at his job, he’s always friendly, always positive and provides lots of laughs in their meetings and coffee breaks. He has beautiful hands, too. And a dark, sensuous voice, and curly hair that looks like a perpetual bed head. Not to mention the fact that whenever they drink wine together, they have fun. Several times over the years she’s laughed so much in Hans’ company her sides have ached. At the closing dinner of the conference last summer, he’d even rested his hand on her leg under the table. Her entire body had quivered. She’d pressed her leg against his to show she appreciated the gesture, and they’d stayed in that position for over an hour. The warmth from his hand had spread through her and when they finally stood up, she felt quite dizzy. It was as if the impression of his hand had been scalding, as if it had left burn marks on her skin, and she could still feel it throbbing on the way home in the taxi.

That night she woke John and made him have sex with her. There wasn’t even any need for foreplay. John had been so surprised that he suspected nothing, just woke up and let himself be seduced. It was the best sex they’d had for years, and she had Hans to thank for that. But on the Monday after the conference everything was as usual at work, and there were no more nights of passion with John, either.

After some back-and-forth on the phone with his wife, Hans tells them that he can come to the restaurant, or at least for a few hours. The news makes Mary happier than it should, but this she reveals only to her reflection in the cloakroom mirror when she adjusts her make-up before they leave.

The workmates are in high spirits on the airport bus from Arlanda Airport to Stockholm Central Station. They choose an Italian restaurant, close to the metro for Hans’ sake, and lose no time in ordering their wine. Mary relishes the feeling of being pretty and free. Her colleagues laugh at the jokes she makes; the more they drink, the louder they become. Across the table she can see Hans’ eyes light up admiringly when he looks at her. At least, that’s how she reads it. He’s sitting slightly too far away for any physical acknowledgement.

It’s a pity he has to leave early, she thinks, that his only son should be ill on the very night she has the house to herself. Not that she would be unfaithful even if she did have the chance, but still. He would probably have accepted if she’d invited him into the house on Tallvägen for one last drink. And maybe, if they had taken that last drink and Hans had tried to kiss her, she would have let it happen. Just one little kiss. Just to get it over with. Does it even count as cheating if you’ve almost decided to get a divorce? If you hardly ever have sex with your husband? She’s not sure. But now it’s not going to happen, because at nine o’clock on the dot Hans stands up and excuses himself. He really has to go. Less than thirty minutes later Mary is on her train home too.

When she reaches Tallvägen the house seems emptier than normal. She puts a pair of woolly socks on top of her tights and wanders aimlessly from one room to another, switching lights on and off, unable to decide where to sit down or what to do. She tiptoes into each of the children’s rooms. In Victor’s room she sniffs his pillow, before fluffing it up and putting it back neatly in its place. In Fredrika’s, she smooths out a crease in the bedspread, and then rearranges the pens on her desk. When she’s finished, she goes back to the kitchen.

The answering machine on the worktop next to the oven is flashing. The red light informs her the family has rung and left three messages in the time she took to have dinner with her friends. Despite her telling John that she was going out this evening before she left work. She sighs at the answering machine. She feels like poking her tongue out at it, but doesn’t, feels like sticking her middle finger up at it, but she doesn’t do that either. Instead, she turns her back on it to see what’s in the fridge. There are only two nights left after tonight and she won’t let the answering machine spoil everything. Without pressing the flashing button, she lights a cigarette under the kitchen fan. Tonight she doesn’t want to think about John and the children.

Instead, she thinks about Hans. While she stands there smoking, she imagines it’s Hans who rang, Hans who left all three messages, Hans who at this very moment is in a telephone box on the square in the centre telling her he misses her, that he can’t stop thinking about her. In her fantasy, Hans takes the initiative, he suggests he should come over to her, he wants to come right now, he simply can’t wait any longer. And she’s the one saying yes, opening the door to him as he runs down the path, letting him tear off all her clothes, right there in the hall.

Afterwards they lie in silence, no need for words. They both know how complicated it all is, with families, and places in the country, and in-laws, but they don’t need to speak about that tonight. It’s enough that they’re lying half undressed on the floor, in each other’s arms. For her it would have been more than enough.

Her fantasy ends the minute she finishes the cigarette. She stubs it out in the ashtray, pours a little water into the bottom and empties the butt into the bin under the sink. She pours the wine away, doesn’t want to drink any more tonight. Instead, she drinks a glass of water. Then another. She forces herself to drink one glass of water for every glass of wine she drank at the restaurant. After the third the waistband on her skirt feels tight and she looks down at her stomach, noticing how big and ugly it’s become, like the belly of an old woman. She tenses her muscles and pulls in her stomach. The bulge disappears at once. She relaxes and it comes back. She gives in and pulls down the zip at the side of the skirt. Then she gives in a second time and presses the button on the answerphone.

She knew before she played them back that the three messages would be from the mountains. In the first message John files a brief report of the day on the slopes, and in the two that follow first Fredrika and then Victor says goodnight. See you on Sunday, John says. Love you, Mum, Fredrika says. Bye, Victor says.

After the last message the answering machine gives a long final beep. Then it falls silent, the red light stops flashing, and the only sound in the kitchen is the faint tick of the clock on the wall above the dresser. The clock tells her it’s eighteen minutes past twelve. It’s Friday already.

It’s not the same having Friday night dinner with the neighbours without John and the children, but she does it anyway. She has nothing better to do, and it would seem odd to call it off just because they’re not all at home. They always eat with the neighbours on Fridays, after all, and both Anki and Sören know she’s been at home. Presumably they’ve seen her walking around inside all week. So they behave as normal. They come over just after six, nothing strange about that; except it does all feel rather strange.

It feels strange to set the round dining table in the living room and not the table in the kitchen, where the children usually sit. Mary has made a chicken casserole and rice for dinner. She serves a beer for Sören, a Fanta for Moa, and white wine for Anki and herself. Moa looks fed up with trying to follow the adults’ dinner table talk, and Mary can sympathise: there isn’t any decent conversation. It’s stilted and slightly awkward asking Moa what she’s been up to during the holiday and attempting to chat with Sören about the sorts of things he usually discusses with John, like football. Mary knows nothing about football. She doesn’t find politics particularly thrilling either. However, she makes an effort and does her best to include everyone, steering the conversation unsteadily between Sören’s interests and Anki’s. When Moa asks if she may leave the table and put on a film in the basement, Mary practically bounces out of her seat to go and help her. When she comes back up Anki has cleared the table and Sören is out on the terrace smoking. This Friday evening is going to have an early finish. It’s not even nine o’clock when the neighbours take the shortcut back home through the bushes in the corner of the garden.

Mary spends Saturday in town. The buzz of activity is as vibrant as ever. The throngs on Drottninggatan give no hint that this is the week when hundreds, possibly thousands of families have left the city to jam themselves into their mountain cabins. In the NK department store she drifts between the floors. She sniffs at a row of perfumes, tests some on her wrists, tells the shop assistants she needs to think about it, and moves on. At the make-up counter she tries a bronzer on the back of one hand and a green shimmer eyeshadow on the back of the other. She hurries past the children’s department, no reason to stop there today, and finds herself in the sport and leisure section. She considers a pair of running shoes, thinking about the bulge of her stomach. But there’s no salesperson around, and that’s just as well, because in reality she has no desire at all to start jogging.

On the ladies’ fashion floor she falls for a silk dress she can neither afford nor will ever have use for. The dress looks as though it belongs in a bygone age, a more gregarious age, an age when it would have been worn to a dance several times a week. Perhaps that’s why she buys it in the end. She tries it on twice, once for fun and once rather more in earnest, and pays at the till with her credit card. As soon as she’s done it, she knows she will have to ring her mother and ask for money this month as well. She could have purchased three pairs of trainers for the same sum, but that wasn’t going to happen. This happened instead. On the train home she puts her hand into the bag and strokes the smooth tissue paper. She wonders what Hans would say if he saw her in the dress.

When the family returns on Sunday evening it’s as though they’ve never been away. Mary waves from the kitchen window again, as if she hasn’t stirred from the spot, and greets them in the hall in their tumult of bags and smells and noise. Fredrika tells her she was travel sick for the last bit in the car. Victor mutters about it not being fair that his sister could sit in the front and he couldn’t. John carries all the luggage in, complaining he has a sore back. He always has a sore back when he drives long distances, because he’s so tall. Mary gives him a pat and says, ‘Poor you.’ She hugs the children and tells them she’s missed them. Then she carries the cases down the stairs, one after the other, along the lengthy corridor in the basement, all the way to the laundry room. She takes her time sorting the dirty clothes. Whites in one pile, coloureds in another, ski suits in a third. She can hear feet charging around upstairs, the toilet flushing, something hard being dropped on the floor. One of the children screams. John’s weary voice asks them to stop fighting. Mary pours detergent into the dosing ball and tries to feel happy that they’re back home, that everything’s normal, that they’re all in the same place at last.

After dinner, and after the children’s baths, and after the first machine load has been hung up in the airing cupboard, they have sex. John takes the lead, but she doesn’t protest, allows him in without objecting or wriggling free. He pushes gently, stops and turns when he’s deep inside, eventually comes with one long sigh. When he rolls off he says it’s so nice to be home. She doesn’t answer and he doesn’t ask her why.




John

It’s really embarrassing, he thinks when he drops the children off outside school on Monday and continues his car journey to work, that sex has this effect on him. That he’s such a predictable human being. He and Mary only need to make love for him to spend the whole of the following day filled with the sense that life is good and the future full of promise. He whistles in the traffic queues on the Essingeleden motorway; smiles like an idiot, a grateful idiot, at a motorist who pushes in from the outside lane to get into the Fredhäll tunnel. No one can ruffle his good mood today. He’s looking forward to getting to work, having a chat with Kerstin in reception, joking with Uffe on the way to his office, talking to the guys about what their families did over the school holiday. Then it’ll be time to get down to the day’s work. The weekly start-up meetings have to be held, he has to catch up on what he’s missed while he was off, he has to get up to speed. None of it seems onerous today. Quite the reverse, he’s happy to be back. It’s good to be in Stockholm again.

The week in the mountains wasn’t quite the success he’d hoped it would be. He should have realised it would be a mistake to invite his sister and her boys. Two adults and five children sharing forty-six square metres. Three unruly lads plus Victor, who’s always rowdier than normal when he’s with his older cousins. And then there was Fredrika, who was invariably excluded from the boys’ games and stuck close to John and Anneli the whole time with a pained expression on her face. Seven people squashed into a poky wooden cabin with an outside toilet and nowhere for anyone to have their own space.

On the very first day he was reminded of one of his sister’s most irritating habits. She literally can’t stop talking. It would be one thing if what she said was remotely interesting to him, but it seldom is. Time after time he caught himself wishing, all the more keenly as the week wore on, that Mary was there. She’s always had a moderating effect on Anneli. Probably because, say what you like about her background, Mary is socially skilled. She mixes with all sorts of people and manages to make every one of them believe they’re telling her something fascinating, and then she contrives to end the conversation at exactly the right moment. If anything, John does the opposite, at least with his sister. He shows all too clearly that he’s not interested, and that makes her carry on indefinitely, as if to prove what she’s saying is actually important.

It’s not like him to speed, but on the way home from the mountains he couldn’t help it. He covered the six- hundred-odd kilometres in less than eight hours, with only a brief stop for a hot dog at a grill just outside Mora. Fredrika had gone green by the time they reached Tallvägen. When he pulled into the drive he saw Mary open the door and wave to them from the step. She must have been looking out for them from the kitchen window while she was preparing dinner. It made him think she’d probably missed them as much as they’d missed her. The children were so excited they raced across the lawn before he’d even parked up properly.

When he finally made it into the hall, the children had already disappeared into the house. Mary was still there and welcomed him home with a kiss on the cheek. He could smell the perfume he’d given her for Christmas, and up close he could see the eye make-up she’d carefully applied. It struck him just after the kiss that there might be traces of glittery lip gloss where her lips had touched his skin. It was a tantalising thought, and he quite fancied leaning in for another go, on the mouth this time, but he stopped in the nick of time. Mary has never been the physical sort. You have to wait for the right moment with her.

Sometimes his wife reminds him of a skittish cat, one that only approaches you when you’re busy with something else or feigning indifference. They’ve joked about it loads of times. When he calls her a cat, her defence is to call him a dog; a harmless mutt with a wagging tail and pleading eyes, but he encourages it. It’s one of their many private jokes, part of what cements their relationship.

He is just telling Kerstin in reception how radiant she’s looking, when she interrupts him and tells him there’s a message waiting for him in his office.

‘From Maud Forsblom.’ Kerstin doesn’t have time to register John’s compliments before launching into business-briefing mode. ‘She wants you to ring no later than ten o’clock, so you’d better hurry up.’ With that she shoos him out of reception.

He ambles off, disappointed that his flattery fell flat and didn’t generate the delighted laughter he’d imagined in the car on the way to work. Duty comes first, he thinks as he turns down the corridor to the CEO’s office on the far left; that’s how it’s always been with Kerstin. That was why he appointed her in the first place.

Sure enough, on his desk is a note in Kerstin’s familiar handwriting.

Mtg. with Maud Forsblom cxl. d/t sick child. Pl. ring before 10 to conf. info. rec’d. K.

Why Kerstin couldn’t just have told him that in reception, he doesn’t really understand. But this is how Kerstin likes to work. She likes her handwritten notes
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