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PART I




1

‘Walk Like an Egyptian’ is on the radio. Liv Andreasson likes the song. The taxi driver, who smells of sweat and has microscopic red pimples along the hairline on his neck, is bopping to the music. Every once in a while, he glances at her in the rear-view mirror and each time she averts her eyes.

It’s OK, Liv thinks to herself. I forgive you for smelling of sweat and for licking your lips when you saw me coming out of the building, even though I must be at least thirty years younger than you.

Four years ago a Taxi Stockholm driver saved her life, which is why she is loyal to the firm. Unlike her friends, she never takes an Uber.

The driver’s gaze seeks out hers again.

She turns her head and takes in the city.

A dark, snowy Stockholm is flickering past outside the window.

Winter streets, winter land.

The people out there are well and truly wrapped up, with thick down jackets covering their smart clothes, while their breath rises in plumes of steam in the gleam of the streetlights.

‘Walk Like an Egyptian’ fades out and a breathy DJ says that there are just over six hours of the year left. She began applying her make-up in the afternoon in the studio apartment on Valhallavägen. Liv actually lives at home with her parents. She’s rented the flat secretly via an ad on Blocket. It’s been hers for three months and she’s got it for another three to come. The woman who owns the flat has gone to Bali to find herself. Liv spends as much time there as she can. She goes straight there from school. She lies to her parents, telling them she’s sleeping over with friends. And that she’s got homework to do and needs to study. After all, she is graduating from sixth form this summer.

She’s never felt tempted to show off her hiding place. Well, there is one person she’d like to invite there. But she knows it’ll never happen.

The taxi rounds the corner, drives through the tunnel and a moment later the expanse of the Söderström River opens before her. Across the water she sees the glitter of the city’s tens of thousands of lights. The car makes a thudding sound as the tyres carry it onto the Danviksbron Bridge. Liv reaches for her handbag, gets out the vodka-filled Sprite bottle and raises it to her lips. She rummages in the bag. She finds the tablet loose in the inside pocket and pops it into her mouth. It lingers on her tongue and the familiar, bitter taste spreads through her mouth.

‘You had a good day then?’ the driver asks her.

‘So so. My mum died two weeks ago.’

The lies come so naturally nowadays. The first time she lied about her mother was at a party around a year ago. All of a sudden, the words left her mouth and when she noticed how shocked the guy she was talking to was, the feeling was liberating. Almost intoxicating. In Liv’s eyes, it was as if she didn’t exist. If her mother didn’t exist, then she couldn’t let her down.

The man’s eyes widen. Liv feels the sense of satisfaction warming her from within. He’s off balance. Fumbling. Looking for the right words, trying to say something comforting, but in the end he settles for mumbling, ‘I’m sorry.’

‘We weren’t really that close.’

The scenery is becoming increasingly familiar. It’s here, in Skurusundet just outside Stockholm, that she grew up. Liv and her family moved here from Örebro when she was four. The houses are big, overlooking the narrow strait. The finest among them look directly out onto the water, naturally. If you happen to be on a boat, the panoramic windows are transformed into aquariums, inside which wealthy people live their lives. Liv knows. Her family lives in one of the aquariums. Only taxis are moving up and down the quiet street now; the SUVs and sports cars are parked on driveways or at rest in garages. Most of the houses are in darkness. The residents of Skurusundet usually celebrate New Year abroad. In Chamonix, the Seychelles, St Anton or the Maldives. Liv’s Instagram is a round-the-world-trip at this time of year.

The driver pulls over and Liv hands over her card, taps in the PIN and pays in silence. She climbs out and adjusts her short dress.

A cold wind makes her shiver. Her heels are four and a half inches high and make her legs look thinner and longer. Hopefully even thinner and longer than Martina’s. While they might be best friends, everything is still a competition between them. They’ve always competed, while at the same time providing unerring support for one another. Their relationship is anything but uncomplicated.

Her foot goes through the ice into a frozen puddle on the driveway, and she staggers and swears. Bloody typical of her. She immediately looks up towards the house to make sure that no one saw her, while grabbing hold of the handrail to steady herself as she climbs the three slippery steps. She rings the bell.

The door opens immediately.

‘You’re early,’ says Max, who is wearing dress trousers and a shirt, his bow tie hanging undone around his neck. It’s unusual seeing him like that. He usually wears a leather jacket and T-shirt. His jeans are often tatty. Somehow he gets away with it among all the pullovers and pastel shirts worn by their classmates each and every day.

‘I was just changing,’ he adds, stepping to one side.

She tries to interpret his voice. Is he happy or would he have preferred to be alone for a little while longer? Max is a strange one. Sometimes she can see right through him, as if she understands every single cell in his body. Other times, he’s a stranger – it can be as if they don’t even speak the same language. Despite the fact they’ve known each other since they were kids. He runs his gaze over her short, black dress but says nothing. His expression doesn’t give anything away either. All it does is take it in.

She follows him inside. At three storeys, the house is one of the biggest and most luxurious in the neighbourhood. The bottom floor is one massive open-plan space with views across the dark strait of water, and that’s where they’re going to see in the New Year. A kitchen area with a huge island and dining table for at least twelve dominates one half of the room, while the other half is occupied by two enormous Svenskt Tenn sofas upholstered in a classic Josef Frank fabric. It’s like a large drawing room, decorated with a mixture of the priciest design classics and valuable heirlooms that doubtless made the auctioneers at Christie’s pale with envy. It’s clearly intended to impress visitors.

Max’s dad is a senior executive at a bank; his mum is a housewife. Although in her case the word housewife is misleading. She doesn’t actually look after the household. Nor did she look after the kids when they were younger and everyone still lived at home. They have servants to take care of all that. Max is the youngest of four siblings and the only one still at home.

The dining room with its large panorama window is adorned with small explosions of glitter and gold. A banner suspended from the diamond chandelier above the table says Happy New Year! Set on the marble-topped kitchen island are four ice buckets with bottle necks peeking out. Although there are only four of them coming, there must be at least forty wine glasses and champagne flutes lined up.

‘You’ve made it so pretty!’ Liv says with a laugh. ‘But why so many glasses?’

‘So you don’t have to drink out of one more than once.’

‘There’s going to be a lot of washing up tomorrow.’

‘Not my problem,’ says Max with a shrug. Liv positions herself with her back to the kitchen island. She runs her fingertips along one of her arms, her skin reacting and a shiver running through her body. At first she thinks she’s cold, but then she realises that it must be the tablet beginning to have an impact.

‘Let’s have a shot while we wait for the others,’ says Max, heading over to a glass cabinet with built-in lighting. He takes out two shot glasses, puts them down on the marble countertop beside Liv, retrieves a bottle of Absolut vodka covered in condensation from an ice bucket and fills the small glasses. He runs his finger across the stray drops and then puts it in his mouth. Grimaces. Then
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