
		
			[image: Cover for Mount Verity: A Novel, Author, Therese Bohman]
		

	
		
			PRAISE FOR ANDROMEDA

			“A confident, erudite novel, comfortable with developing at its own pace…Deeply provocative in its quiet contemplation.”

			—Kirkus Reviews

			“A beautifully written book about a publishing company undergoing massive changes, a questionable and yet somehow aching relationship between an intern and her boss, nostalgia, the feeling of being left behind, and the ideals we cling to when everything is falling apart around us…a breath of fresh air in the literary world.”

			—Booklist

			“Andromeda is the best kind of company—a book I kept longing to return to, full of ideas and emotion.”

			—Julia May Jonas, author of Vladimir

			PRAISE FOR THE OTHER WOMAN

			“Equally erotic and shrewd, the latest from Bohman (Drowned) reads like a confession, or diary…The author’s prose is breathtaking, oscillating between her narrator’s tumultuous feelings toward her lover and the narrator’s curiosity—and occasional disdain—for the world around her…An elegant, rich take on an age-old narrative.”

			—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

			“The Other Woman hooks the reader with a captivating voice and a dramatic spin on a story we’ve all heard before…This captivating, character-driven tell-all provides the reader with a unique insight…And [Bohman’s] bashfully charming leading lady keeps you hooked until the very last page.”

			—New York Daily News

			“A mesmerizing page-turner.”

			—New York Journal of Books

			PRAISE FOR DROWNED

			“A slim novel with a taut narrative line and a sense of impending disaster…A tale of identity and tense personal relationships, one that as a film property would have appealed to Hitchcock or De Palma.”

			—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)

			“The seasonal and structural changes are deliberately understated and carry emotional weight into the climax, which Bohman deftly makes both foregone and suspenseful, leaving the reader wondering if everyone was doomed from the start.”

			—Publishers Weekly

			“[Bohman] writes with simplicity and restraint, and each detail adds to the slowly building tension…This is an artful psychological thriller, and utterly riveting, as it delves into the dark side of lust, sex, and obsession.”

			—Herald Sun (Australia)
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			No one finds me,

			I find no one.

			—Carl Jonas Love Almqvist

			The highest is the most comprehensible, the next, the most indispensable.

			—Novalis

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			On Easter Saturday 1989 I recorded almost the whole of the Top 20. I had been given a cassette player for Christmas, and even though I had been interested in music before, my interest increased when I was suddenly able to record the chart for myself. That winter I spent Saturday afternoons in front of the cassette player: I recorded, recorded over a track, recorded again. It felt sophisticated, because I thought that what I was doing wasn’t something my contemporaries did until they went to high school. Knowing which songs were in the chart made me feel grown-up.

			There was plenty of drama in the spring of 1989. Debbie Gibson’s “Lost in Your Eyes” had been at number one for three Saturdays in a row, but was knocked off the top spot by Paula Abdul’s “Straight Up,” which went straight in at number one. Or “Straight up to the top,” as the radio personality Kaj Kindvall said. Genius.

			On this particular Saturday I had to leave with just under half the chart still to go, because it was time for our Easter lunch. I rewound the tape back to the beginning of side B when Mom called me down, then I pressed Record and left the machine to its own devices.

			I liked Easter, because it was peaceful and undemanding. Unlike Christmas and Midsummer, we celebrated at home without any visiting relatives, and without doing anything special. Four long days when everyone was free; Mom and Dad would be busy in the garden while I lay in my room reading, listening to music, and eating my Easter candy. I might go out on my bike at twilight, or watch a movie with Erik if he was home in the evening.

			We ate at the big dining table in the room we jokingly called the best room, which was really only used on special occasions or when we had guests. An inherited crystal chandelier hung from the ceiling, casting sparkling rainbow-colored reflections around the room when the sun’s rays caught it, but on this Saturday there was no sun. It was mild and overcast, but Mom had set the table beautifully, with lit yellow candles and napkins decorated with Easter chicks next to our plates.

			I don’t remember much about the meal, although I expect I thought the food was delicious. It was the same kind of perfectly ordinary celebratory food that was eaten at the same time in many Swedish homes: herring, meatballs, chipolatas, Jansson’s temptation, hard-boiled eggs cut in half and topped with a blob of mayonnaise, a prawn and a sprig of dill. I liked everything except the herring, and probably had several helpings.

			After lunch Erik and I each received an Easter egg, filled with small candies and a rolled-up hundred-kronor note. It was a surprisingly large sum of money, and I immediately started fantasizing about what I could spend it on. Then I fetched a pile of Donald Duck comic books and lay down on the living-room sofa. After a little while Erik came in, grabbed one of the books, and settled down at the other end of the sofa. And so we lay there with our feet side by side, enjoying our candy. I liked those times when there was still a sense of balance and equality between us now and again, when he stopped trying to emphasize the age difference and lowered himself to my level. Like during the Christmas holiday when we did a jigsaw together, one with lots of pieces depicting the map of Sweden. And it was Erik who had taught me to use my new cassette player. One day when I was sitting drawing and listening to a tape, I suddenly felt terrified when I heard a whispering voice between two tracks. “Hanna…Hanna…” it said slowly and eerily, then Erik called out in his normal voice: “Happy name day, you old mudskipper!” That was what he used to call me when we were younger, and I thought the whole thing was so funny that I played it to my friends. I was so proud of having a big brother who not only remembered my name day but also came up with a surprise for me.

			Easter felt kind of heavy, somehow; we were full of food and lacking energy. It was an early Easter, the end of March, but the whole of the spring so far had been unusually warm. It was damp and mild and breezy, and as we lay there reading, the room went dark, the sky was suddenly filled with thick gray clouds.

			“I hope it isn’t going to snow!” I heard Mom say. She was worried about the crocuses that were in flower all over the garden. She and Dad were still sitting at the dining table, chatting and tucking into the small cheeseboard that always appeared at special dinners. Neither Erik nor I were interested in cheese.

			“This one’s cool,” Erik said, holding up the comic book. I knew exactly what he meant. It was a long adventure where Mickey Mouse and Goofy were in London, and the reader could decide how the story developed by choosing between two options, then turning to a particular page. “Is it new?”

			“Kind of. It’s not one of your old ones anyway.”

			“I know that.”

			He was going out with his friends later, and disappeared up to his room for a while before shouting “See you later!” from the hallway. When I’d finished my book I went upstairs and rewound the tape to find out what had happened on the chart. It turned out that Paula Abdul had hung on to the top spot, but a new track had come straight in at number two—“This week’s shooting star!” as the jingle informed me. It was Madonna’s “Like a Prayer.”

			I’d seen the video the week before and it had made a strong impression on me, even though I didn’t really understand what it was about. However, it was incredibly dramatic, with a burning cross and a black saint, beautiful scenes from inside a church with atmospheric lighting and a huge choir. There was something dark and ceremonial about it that appealed to me. I thought it was on a completely different level from other music videos.

			I turned the tape over and went back to the beginning of side A, which meant I didn’t have to listen to Kaj Kindvall babbling away. The first few tracks followed on straight after one another without a break, then I had decided that a brief silence between tracks might be good, like on a bought tape. However, when I pushed down the record button for a few seconds between recordings I didn’t get the silence I was after, but a loud rushing sound that was most unpleasant.

			I wondered if there was a proper way of recording music from the radio, what older and more experienced listeners did when they were taping the chart. I thought I would ask Erik when he got home.
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			The forest went on forever, but there was a small part of it that was mine, and I knew it inside out. It reached from the residential area all the way up to the railway, where the tracks sliced deep into the landscape and divided it into “home” and “beyond.”

			The forest continued on the other side of the railway, beyond the high sandy banks covered in heather and fireweed and wild strawberries, but I wasn’t allowed to cross the tracks, and until Marcus moved over there I did as I was told. When my parents realized that the battle was lost, I was given clear instructions on how to look and listen at the crossing point. You could hear the approaching trains like a faint singing in the tracks long before they arrived. If the tracks were singing, you had to wait. If the tracks were singing, you could help yourself to the wild strawberries, which were bigger and more plentiful by the crossing than anywhere else.

			Often when I was playing by myself in the forest I got the feeling that I wasn’t actually alone at all. I couldn’t put it into words back then, but it was a sense that something invisible was lingering among the trees, something that might suddenly appear, pick me out to reveal itself to. I got that feeling on those winter days when the snow was wet and the tree trunks were the deepest black, almost spongy, and if you scraped them you got damp, porous bark beneath your fingernails. Or when it began to freeze late in the afternoon, when the snow developed a crust, glowing orange in the setting sun and it was time to go home. Something within me wanted both to hurry home and to stay in the forest. Or on those hot summer days when the trolley by the railway crossing smelled of tar and warm wood, and I would seek out a patch of bracken where the soil was cool and moist and smelled like the root cellar. It was shady there even in the middle of the day, it was hard to see what might be hiding among the bracken’s huge leaves.

			I had to walk through the forest to meet up with Marcus.

			

			—

			Marcus and I got to know each other at the church’s children’s group when we were five years old. Even then there was a kind of mutual understanding between us, our personalities fit together seamlessly in a way that I immediately recognized as something special. Both of us had other friends, but I often felt ill at ease with the games the girls played. I didn’t like the dolls’ corner where they usually hung out, there was something cloying and unpleasant about all those frills and the pretend bottles and the plastic dolls with their creepy, staring eyes.

			I knew that Marcus had the same intuitive distaste for the soft playroom that was the boys’ territory—a room characterized by an explosive male violence that already existed within five-year-olds. On Thursday it was given over to the girls for a while, an early example of the struggle for equality, or maybe just a pragmatic childminder’s sense of justice, and I enjoyed being in there, jumping around on the thick, soft mattresses. The rest of the time I would never have ventured in there, the boys turned into a pack of wild animals, chasing one another, yelling, fighting with cushions, wrestling on the mattresses.

			Marcus would sometimes spend time in the soft playroom while I sat in the communal area weaving brightly colored strips of plastic, but it always felt as if he went because of a perceived sense of obligation to the male gender. He actually preferred more sophisticated activities than jumping and shouting, and after a while he would come padding across the floor, pick up his loom, and join me. And so we would sit there in silence, totally at ease in each other’s company.

			Every day we all gathered together. We each fetched a green corduroy-covered cushion from a pile and sat down on the floor in a circle to listen to a story from the Bible. Then everyone was given a piece of paper illustrating the story of the day to stick into a yellow exercise book. The idea was that eventually the book would become a little Children’s Bible.

			Most of our group seemed to regard this session as an unwelcome interruption to their play, but Marcus and I enjoyed the stories. The burning bush had a great impact on both of us, and one day we talked about it as we stood side by side picking hips from a rosebush beside the sandbox.

			“Burning bushes don’t really exist,” I said.

			“If you believe in them, they exist,” he said.

			Even then I knew I wanted to have him around me for a long time.

			

			—

			At first Marcus lived with his mother in a terraced house in Krokek. Her name was Kristina but everyone called her Kicki. She was a hairdresser at a salon in the town center. She was a warm, pleasant person and it felt good to visit them. They had exotic things like cable TV and store-bought buns in the freezer, and a special banter that was fast and funny. No one ever mentioned Marcus’s father, and it never felt as if there was a father missing in the house. Marcus and Kicki were their very own self-sufficient unit.

			After a few years they moved to the other side of the railway. Kicki had met a guy, and they had a new house built, a big single-story place that was painted pale pink. They put up a cabin in the garden that was meant to be used for guests, but as time went by Marcus took it over. By that stage two little half-siblings had arrived and Kicki was still young—there might be more babies to come.

			Marcus seemed to accept his new siblings with equanimity, but he was happiest when he was left in peace. There was a TV and a sofa bed in the cabin, intended for visiting relatives who rarely came, and a few years later the sofa bed was replaced by Marcus’s own bed, along with a small desk and a chest of drawers where he kept his clothes. His stereo sat on top, and the walls were lined with shelves crammed with books. It was almost as if he’d left home.

			I realized that he and his mom’s new partner, Bengt, didn’t get along particularly well, and I could understand why. Bengt was always jolly, waving his hands around when he talked, laughing loudly and often. He was nice, although there was a cheeriness about him that fit with Kicki’s temperament, but not with Marcus’s. Whenever we went into the main house to make a sandwich or get a drink Bengt was always pleasant to me, but there was something confrontational, almost aggressive about his positivity, and I often thought that if he lived with me, I too would have preferred to sleep in a cabin in the garden.

			Bengt owned two burger restaurants, one in Norrköping and one in Linköping, and planned to expand. He would talk with enthusiasm and conviction about his desire to open a restaurant in every town in Sweden. Maybe it wasn’t completely crazy, the one in Norrköping was very popular. The décor was 1950s-style and the staff wore turquoise uniforms with little hats and white aprons. There was a jukebox in one corner, and a striking neon sign flashing away outside with “The Burger King” written in ornate lettering. The food wasn’t much better than McDonald’s, and it was more expensive, but going to The Burger King was almost like going to a proper restaurant.

			Bengt was something of a celebrity in both Krokek and Norrköping. According to the rumors, he came on to the waitresses, and whenever my parents mentioned him there was a certain skepticism in their tone, an attitude they adopted when talking about a certain type of person: those who talked too much, those who felt in some way superior. There was also something provocative about the pink house, a tasteless color everyone agreed, and an equally tasteless ready-built style of house. It had a huge bay window and two wings, the garden was flat with a perfect lawn that had arrived as great big rolls of turf, with a few spindly fruit trees that looked completely lost. At the front there was an extensive deck area with a white picket fence.

			It was a strange location to build, up in the forest near the sand quarry. Someone like Bengt should have been living down in Sandviken with a sea view, and the fact that he rejected that possibility even though he should have been able to afford it was seen as further evidence of his general lack of taste and judgment.

			Marcus was completely different from everything around him. He looked nothing like his mother, it was hard to believe they were even related. He once showed me a photograph of his father, a tall man with a serious expression and dark hair, and immediately Marcus seemed more firmly anchored in the world. His father lived in Malmö, and when we were older Marcus would go and visit him sometimes. He would come back with Danish candy, later with beer, and with a breath of the continent, a feeling that he was linked to the big wide world out there.

			

			—

			Sofia Samuelsson and I were sitting in her basement watching a video. We didn’t have a video player at home, but Sofia’s dad was interested in technology, and he was one of the first people I knew to get one. They had top-of-the-line speakers in the living room, and when her dad put on a record—often a dance band, sometimes Bruce Springsteen—the bass line pulsated gently through the entire house, like a heartbeat.

			We were watching Turner & Hooch, a movie where Tom Hanks plays a cop who has a huge drooling dog, it was Sofia’s mom who had rented it for the weekend, along with two other movies that we would probably end up watching too. I liked watching movies, it was a pleasantly undemanding pastime. We paid attention even to movies that didn’t really interest us, because movies were a scarce commodity that shouldn’t be wasted with idle chat. We could chat when the movie was over.

			

			—

			
				Sofia’s mom had made us a big pan of popcorn and tipped it into a mixing bowl, sometimes our hands would touch in the bowl while our eyes were fixed on the screen. As usual when the movie ended I would say that I had to go home for dinner, and I would see a faint look of disappointment in Sofia’s eyes and ignore it. I didn’t want to go up to her room, because I knew what would happen: I would have to fend off all her questions by talking about something else, preferably identifying them before she was able to put them into words.

			It was different with Marcus, his company was restful, almost passive, like when we used to sit side by side at the church children’s group, undemanding in a way that hardly anything was undemanding, because even adults’ supposedly undemanding care carried with it certain demands, or at least expectations.

			Marcus and I didn’t hang out much in school, even though we were still in the same classroom all day long. He spent recess with the boys and did whatever boys do when they are eleven, twelve, what was I doing, standing around talking about something meaningless, trying to avoid any questions about myself and about Erik, occasionally I would accept an invitation to someone’s house, mainly because I couldn’t keep coming up with excuses: if it wasn’t Sofia Samuelsson it would be Sandra, who lived in the new development down by the stream in a light, airy apartment that smelled of cat litter, or Jenny, who lived in a terraced house near the school with a loom in the basement and earnest parents who belonged to the Pentecostal church. They all wanted me as their number one, a privilege I handled carelessly, because they always came second as far as I was concerned, second after Marcus. Maybe they saw me as I saw Marcus, unattainable in my lack of interest in fitting in, making myself dependent on others. They tempted me with candy and confidences, but with everyone except Marcus it always ended the same way, sooner or later: “Tell us about when Erik disappeared.”

			

			—

			Erik had been determined to get confirmed long before it was time to do so. The fact that there would be lots of presents involved didn’t seem to be his main motivation, as far as I could tell confirmation was really important to him, and even though I was a child back then, with only a vague idea of what the ritual meant, I thought I understood why. I enjoyed our end-of-semester celebrations in the church, the organ and the hymns, they were atmospheric and ceremonial in a way that hardly anything else was. When
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