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AT NIGHT THE RABBITS emerged from the bushes. Grey and shaggy, as if they had just fought a battle deep among the pine trees. It didn’t take long before a falcon hovered silently in the sky, stretched its wings against the wind and waited for the opportunity to dive down towards its victims.

He saw so much from up here.

The scent of onions and rosemary rose through the air – the chef must have begun to prepare the evening’s meal – and mingled with a whiff of the lemon trees standing down in the grove.

From the sprinkler came a quiet hiss, slowly showering the palm lilies by the pool.

It had been three weeks and Tim Bergling had started taking in his surroundings again. He was sitting on the roof of the rehab clinic, in a deckchair that the care staff had helped him to hoist up on to the red tiles. Through the haze out in the Mediterranean, he could make out the island in the distance, the one that people went to by ferry to snorkel and forget their hangover for a while before they downed the first pills of the night and started all over again.

But now autumn had arrived. The partying tourists had flown home. Privilege, Space and Pacha had closed for the season. Even the crickets had begun to go quiet.

The summer of 2015 had flashed by in a single dark daze; he realised that now. He had been sitting in the white villa on the southern tip of Ibiza, stressed over the songs that were not mixed heavily enough and the fact that the record label wanted him to go to London to do interviews.

Stories was planned as the follow-up to the first album, which two years earlier had transformed Tim Bergling from a successful DJ in the clubs to a global pop phenomenon. The record had been delayed one year and Tim was having trouble focusing.

It had been a while since his body functioned like it was supposed to. And in the last year, after the surgery at the hospital, he had felt something new beginning to grow in his stomach. Tim had become obsessed with that lump. The more he thought about it, the clearer he felt it. Like a tumour that thrived inside him. And while that unknown thing had got bigger, he had played at summer festivals all around Europe and had sold out Ushuaïa, Ibiza’s most prominent house music club, every Sunday.

When he woke up in the afternoon after the last gig of the season, he had been convinced that he would fly home to Los Angeles. Instead, they all sat together downstairs in the house. His father Klas was there, his manager Arash had flown in from Stockholm, as well as his older brother David. The tour manager, the bodyguard. And the bros, of course: the childhood friends who for the last year had followed him wherever he went.

They had expressed how worried they were. How tired they were of lying when they got the question every day of what it was like to work for Avicii. They had cried, been devastated.

Tim had eventually agreed to go to the rehab clinic, mostly to stop them nagging about how he had become unreliable and careless.

The first days, during the initial detox, he had mostly slept. But then the treatment director Paul Tanner had advised him to start writing.

My first memory is taking a bath with my mother or when she sings me a lullaby, or my father coming in and turning around the old cassette tapes with various children’s stories on them from the A to the B side while I’m trying to sleep.

The words had come to him with sharp edges. He had lived in the soft deception of anaesthesia for so long that it was at first hard to write. But he understood the point: putting the experiences into words made them easier to talk about, helped him to see the life that had led him to this place in September 2015.

So when the sentences came, he naturally had trouble stopping them. Instead of sleeping, he sat at the computer and wrote himself through the nights. He told about his childhood, about his siblings, about how he discovered music and how his career gained speed. He wrote about the complicated relationship with his manager Arash and the time spent with his girlfriends Emily and Racquel.

The afternoons were devoted to long conversations with the treatment director. They discussed concepts like coping mechanisms and suppression. Tim analysed the new information systematically, as he always did.

He now realised how much he had pushed away. He had forced himself forward for so long that it had become the norm.

Suddenly he saw things in a totally new light. Even the difficult feelings that he really didn’t want to have, that he had wrestled with ever since his childhood – nervousness, anxiety, fear – maybe even they had a purpose. He began thinking of them like a compass, an instrument that could help him point out a new direction.

The emotion itself can be positive or negative in energy, but no emotion’s purpose is negative.

For so long he had gone past his limits, lived in pain. The physical from his stomach, but also the psychological. He had not only hit a wall, he had crashed through it, several times over. He had been on the brink of death, that’s how it really felt.

He wished that he had listened sooner.



THIS STORY BUILDS upon hundreds of interviews and countless hours of conversation with those who knew and worked with Tim Bergling. Through his family I’ve received access to mobile phone notes, conversations, drawings, photos and reading tablets full of the books Tim ploughed through with ever-growing intensity. I’ve been able to see video recordings, professional as well as private, and have gained insight into how Tim structured his songs in the software program he composed with.

I have visited clubs in Ibiza and in Miami, his former homes in Stockholm and Los Angeles, had conversations during road trips through the desert in Las Vegas, at house festivals in Amsterdam, over tea and cakes in London and salmon and potatoes in Skillinge in the south of Sweden. To the greatest extent possible, I’ve tried to capture Tim’s perspective on an often dense jumble of events and happenings. An invaluable source for this has been the over forty thousand emails that Tim received and sent over a ten-year period. There have also been personal notes, discussions on internet forums, as well as conversations over text, Messenger and WhatsApp to lean on.

When Tim himself typed he often did so on American keyboards where Swedish letters were missing – for the sake of readability, this has been corrected. In occasional cases spelling errors have been rectified and punctuation smoothed out, but with the original meaning maintained.

*

Tim Bergling celebrated his biggest successes as an artist during a time when mental health issues sharply increased among young people in large parts of the world. The reasons are many and complex, but that the figures have soared is measurable and indisputable. In Sweden mental health problems among young adults has risen by 70 per cent since 2006. The number of stress-related diagnoses only keep adding up: sleep deprivation, restlessness, depression, anxiety. The number of suicides in this age group is also rising in a concerning way – in many of the world’s affluent nations, suicide is one of the most common causes of death of people under thirty years old. In Sweden the number of young people who end their lives has steadily increased since the turn of the millennium; in the US the numbers have soared in the last ten years. According to the World Health Organization, there are more people who take their own lives than who die of stomach cancer, cirrhosis of the liver, breast cancer and Alzheimer’s. Suicide kills more people than war, assault, terrorism and domestic violence combined.

Behind a suicide lies almost always some form of mental disorder such as depression or anxiety. These are still topics surrounded by shame and silence. It can easily feel overwhelming to talk to someone who is feeling unwell. The worry of saying something clumsy, and thus perhaps even worsening the situation, can hinder the conversation. But research shows that those fears are unfounded: you do not need to have nice and perfect answers. The most important thing is to dare to ask, and be prepared to listen to the answer. It is through conversation, not silence, that we can save lives.

There are certain limitations when one writes about famous people who have taken their own lives. To avoid the risk that the depiction of such events triggers similar actions, one should avoid describing in detail both the physical location and the act itself. What is important in this story is not the specific details that surrounded Tim’s final hours, but what led to them and what we can potentially learn from his passing.

If you feel that your situation seems unbearable or if you have active plans to take your own life, you should immediately call the emergency services.

If you’ve had thoughts of hurting yourself, or if you think someone close to you needs support, there is always help available. You can speak with someone you can confide in, or call one of these support lines:



	UK:

	Mind (mind.org.uk)
The Samaritans (Samaritans.org)




	US:

	National Alliance on Mental Illness (Nami.org)




	Australia:

	Sane Australia (sane.org)




	New Zealand:

	Mental Health Foundation of New Zealand (mentalhealth.org.nz)




	South Africa:

	SA Federation for Mental Health (safmh.org)







___________

I was born 1989 in Stockholm to two very loving parents, Klas and Anki. My father used to call himself a paper merchant (with a grin), a good testament to the humble values of the Swedish community. He actually owned several office department stores and was well off. My mother was a successful actor, as was my brother when I was growing up.

___________



THE SMOKE ROSE UP towards the heavy chandeliers that hung from the ceiling of the hall. The hunters’ arrows pierced the air and the magicians threw fireballs at the dragon’s double heads, but this boss was a really tough bastard. His sharp teeth shone in the dark as he chased each one in the guild who dared approach him.

Together with druids, priests and magicians, the knight Important had fought for hours to get here, to the penultimate beast to be destroyed before the battle would be won. Their guild had been tactical and clever – sometimes all forty of them had joined into a united troop, sometimes they had split up to destroy enough dragon eggs without expiring.

Now Important was hidden behind one of the stone walls of the castle, which lay cut into a mountain in the Eastern Kingdoms. In his fiery yellow armour, he moved resiliently and swiftly. He was a paladin, a knight with magical properties, who came to the rescue when someone else in the guild was losing their vitality.

On the whole, Important was a character who justified his name. He had knives in both shoulder plates of his armour, flexible iron gloves and his belt was the most coveted. Between the helmet’s visor and the dark cowl, his eyes shone an intense white. Sometimes the knight rode around the alliance’s capital Stormwind, only to feel the envious glances of others when they saw the mighty horns of his horse’s armour – a clear sign of what a devoted soldier he was.

The sixteen-year-old Tim Bergling was sitting in his bed with his back leaned up against the wall and steered Important exactly where he wanted. His fingers slammed against the keyboard in his lap as the knight ran to save yet another warlock in distress.

His friend Fredrik Boberg, who everyone called Fricko, was sitting beside him on the bed and looking on. It was evident that the guys had been playing for several hours – between glasses of stale Coca-Cola lay half-chewed sweets, crisp crumbs and spat-out packets of tobacco.

Fricko and the other friends had come to Tim’s parents’ apartment on the street of Linnégatan straight after school, dragged up their computers and monitors to the fifth floor and set them up in Tim’s room. The clock had now reached long past midnight but the raid in World of Warcraft was still not over. One of the other friends had nearly fallen asleep on his keyboard.

In this little room Tim Bergling had grown up. Here he had drawn portraits of his parents and friends, written poems about the leaves of autumn and the girl in class he was most fond of. From his parents he had got a subscription to the magazine Science Illustrated and he ploughed through everything he came across about satellites and archaeological excavations and robots. Tim was especially fascinated by outer space. When he was a little boy, a telescope had been launched into orbit outside Earth’s atmosphere. Hubble, as this dustbin-like machine was called, was equipped with cameras that, from their high position, could take sharp photos of everything from dying stars to luminous galaxies. Tim flipped through the close-ups of a giant gas cloud that seemed to be taken from a scary fairy-tale book – huge pillars of dust and gas lit up in ultraviolet light, reminiscent of monsters howling into the cosmos. It was probably in a similarly remote place that our own solar system had been created once upon a time, impossibly long ago. With the fastest spacecraft man had ever invented, it would take over a hundred million years to get there, to the incomprehensibly eternal.

As Tim was sitting engrossed in his thoughts, his mother Anki busied herself in the kitchen, where she would cook meatballs and spaghetti for her son on the other side of the closed door to the right of the stove.

Her beloved little Tim-a-lim, who was so longed for when he was born in September in the last autumn of the 1980s.

When she reflected on it, Anki remembered how intensely she had wanted to have a child with Klas, even though they had both just experienced broken marriages and were already a little over forty.

By the time Tim arrived his other three siblings were well into their teens. Linda and David, his half-siblings from the father’s previous relationship, had moved out first, Anki’s son Anton left home not long after. There had only been three of them left in the household – Anki thought that that might have been one of the reasons why Tim was a little restrained and hesitant.

At the same time, he was stubborn, determined. In preschool he had eaten neither pasta nor potato buns, neither fruit salad nor rhubarb cream. All the food that the other children snacked on, Tim rejected – he had stubbornly insisted on a diet consisting only of crispbread and butter. During the pre-school’s annual Christmas show one of the teachers had to carry Tim into the hall because he did not dare to walk on the floor, and when they were on an excursion to a circus, Tim had wanted to stay outside.

‘I don’t know that clown,’ he had stated and quite simply refused to go inside.

He needed to be at peace sometimes, to have his own space, he was clear about that. If he and Anki had been arguing about something, Tim would shut himself in his room. They would then communicate by pushing notes back and forth through the gap under the bedroom door.

‘Okay! I admit it,’ Tim wrote after one of those quarrels. ‘I was wrong. And I apologise for that. But I think it was mean to call me a “couch potato”. Do you understand that?’

‘I agree with you, sorry,’ Anki replied, pushing the note back into Tim’s room.

And so they were friends again, and Tim came back out.

Maybe the careful and thoughtful family trait came from her side, Anki thought. She worked as an actress, had throughout her career been praised for the intensity of her acting – a few years before Tim was born, she had played one of the lead roles in the Oscar-nominated film My Life as a Dog. Now she commuted back and forth to a recording studio in Hallstahammar to portray a mother in the soap opera Friends and Foes. Like many others on the stage, Anki had been insecure about herself for much of her life. She felt too tall, too self-conscious and clumsy. When she laughed, she looked like a stuck Christmas pig, she thought, it was just the shiny apple in her mouth that was missing.

There was also a before and an after in Anki Lidén’s life.

When she was a teenager, a stranger had dragged her into the woods and tried to strangle her. The incident had stayed with her for ever, making her sensitive and scared of the dark. She couldn’t wear a scarf without feeling her airways tighten. Maybe this trauma had also affected her children, although indirectly?

In any case, Tim had a wait-and-see attitude that she recognised. At family dinners, when all six gathered, the other three siblings could shout at each other without interruption and have a hell of a time. Tim would sit quietly out of the way and suddenly throw in a particularly drastic and apt comment. And then he would smile his wonderfully crooked smile and return to his room to carry on with his schoolwork.

Tim’s father owned and operated Skottes, a business that sold office supplies to companies. At first glance, Klas Bergling could seem prim and proper, especially when he discussed purchase prices for pencils or perforators. If you scratched the surface, however, Klas also had an artistic vein, a creativity that wanted to be freed. He had grown up with the scent of white spirit, in the studio at the Royal Opera, where his father was head of decoration. At family gatherings, he could improvise small sketches in which he portrayed a zealous film director or a tipsy salesman. And on a free Saturday morning, it was not uncommon for Klas to turn up the volume on the stereo over by the bedroom. He rolled around in a bathrobe while the house god Ray Charles’s powerful voice thumped against the stucco. The blind soul singer from the American South had an unsurpassed verve in his piano playing, could roar and whisper in front of the microphone so that he alone sounded like a whole orchestra. Otherwise, there was a lot of blues in the vinyl collection, often from Chicago, often guitarists like Buddy Guy or Freddie King, battered and bruised men who narrated stories of infidelity and jealousy, violence and misery.

Tim’s older siblings had also listened to a lot of music, and had done their best to pass on their taste to their little brother. Linda had introduced the whole gang to the glam rockers in Kiss; David had listened to most things that went on MTV, from hip-hop to grunge; in high school Anton had started playing drums in a rock band.

In the summers, the family used to drive down to Skillinge on Skåne’s Österlen. In the old fishing village, they had bought a brick house that was worn and damp, but which had a view of the sea. As Klas played electric guitar without a shirt, Tim carved huts and learned to sail an Optimist dinghy down in the harbour. When he and a friend organised a flea market at a crossroads, Anki came over with burgers and soft drinks for her son.

The family were neighbours of the prominent trombonist Nils Landgren, who one day cleared out his studio and lined up assorted instruments for sale in the square. Tim bought a discarded synth, a Yamaha from the late 70s, which he put in the room next to the hall. Much of that summer was spent trying to understand the new instrument.

Tim plucked and pressed, never really finding the logic, but somehow it still felt right. He knew very little about what he was going to spend his life doing, but he knew he was creative. Anki’s ex-husband, the popular singer Tommy Körberg, was somewhere in Tim’s head – his artistic career was proof that it was possible to shape his own life.

Back in Stockholm, Tim got a six-string Fender in mahogany from his father. Compared to the synth, the guitar felt easier to handle. Tim trained on classics such as Eric Clapton’s ‘Tears In Heaven’ and The Animals’ ‘House Of The Rising Sun’. With his lungs filled to the brim with air, he tried to sing the national anthem ‘Du gamla du fria’ (‘Thou Ancient, Thou Free’) and Nordman’s ‘Vandraren’ (‘The Wanderer’).

The singing was swaying and skewed, but the guitar playing became more and more confident.

When his mother offered to arrange lessons for him, Tim thought it was an almost absurd thought.

He would, of course, teach himself.



___________

I was a somewhat shy kid – not to the extent that it interfered with much, but there was a shyness in me for sure, most possibly inherited from my mother, who’s always been very sensitive in general.


We used to watch movies every weekend and buy loads of candy and every now and again we’d party.

___________



ONE BY ONE, the friends woke up in the living room. They must have fallen asleep in the early hours of the morning, when the dragons of World of Warcraft were killed and it was no longer possible to stay awake.

The teenage boys rubbed their gravelly eyes. Last night it was Johannes Lönnå and Fricko Boberg who had crowded on to the Bergling family’s corner sofa, while Jakob Lilliemarck had spread out the green back cushions into a makeshift mattress on the floor. The friends stretched their stiff bodies and wandered out to the kitchen.

The door to Tim’s room was closed as usual, which meant that their host was still asleep and did not want to be disturbed. Tim could get grumpy if they woke him up before lunch, they knew this. Instead, Fricko took out the toasted sandwiches and reached for the sausage in the fridge. Each friend mixed a glass of chocolate milk, said good morning to Klas and Anki and sat down in the living room again to watch a movie.

‘Damn, I’ve found a way to get even more experience,’ Tim exclaimed when he finally got out of bed and came out to the couch.

As usual, he had remained in front of the screen when the others went to bed, jumped on a griffin and flew to Kalimdor, the continent of the night elves and trolls, to look for black lotus flowers until six in the morning. The plants would make Important even more powerful and helpful in the guild’s next raid.

‘But you understand what this means,’ he said and smiled. ‘Fucking awesome!’

‘We should go outside for a bit,’ replied Fricko, who admittedly also cared about the computer game, but not to the same extent as his friend. Tim was unstoppably stubborn; once he had decided on something there were no other alternatives. But he also liked the sun.

The teenagers rushed down the stairs and turned right down Linnégatan.

Fricko had also grown up here, among the large stone houses in Östermalm. He lived by Gärdet, the large field that lay beyond the Radio House, and was an artistic person just like Tim. Fricko’s father was a successful TV producer and he himself studied at the Adolf Fredrik music school. Fricko wanted to be an actor one day. He had got to know Tim a couple of years earlier, in the beginning of junior high, and they had found each other through their common interest in film. They now purposefully ploughed through classics such as The Godfather movies and everything by Quentin Tarantino and the Coen brothers. They could sit for hours and analyse the symbolism and plot of Twin Peaks or just relax with a musical like Jesus Christ Superstar or Phantom of the Opera. Tim liked Fricko’s kindness and open mind. He was forgetful and absent-minded in a way that was impossible not to be charmed by. They were bros, brothers.

The neighbourhood around the square Karlaplan was the backdrop for the group of friends. In between Tim’s home and Gärdesskolan, the junior high school he attended, was Fältöversten, a shopping centre where the corridors between sports shops and patisseries functioned as their leisure centre. In the grocery store Sabis, there were almost always sample tastings of aged cheese or slices of cold-cut ham that the boys could eat to their hearts’ content. On the roof of the mall was a residential building – it was possible to get to the upper level via an escalator. Amongst the flowerbeds in the gardens up there, they ran around, smoked in secret, and made plans about who would buy from the kiosk near the Maxim Theatre next time. The old man there charged almost two hundred crowns for a six-pack of beer but never checked ID. Those who knew the code words even got to buy smuggled Russian vodka.

In the years just after the turn of the millennium, the boys’ district had come into the spotlight in a new way. The rest of Sweden had certainly always related to Östermalm – for at least a hundred years, the district had been a symbol of prosperity and contentment. The houses from the turn of the last century that stood along the esplanade on Karlavägen radiated money and power. Here, business leaders, diplomats and friends of the royal family lived in interiors as magnificent as the façades, enjoying the sort of lives that gossip journalists loved to describe.

But in step with the growth of the internet, Östermalm also got its own kind of correspondents in the mid-2000s. Bloggers named Katrin and Alex and Sofi and Bella sat in the Hotel Anglais or Café Mocco and reported who hung out at which clubs, who was together and who had broken up. The clubs where all this drama took place were situated around Stureplan, the few blocks that lay between sleepy Karlavägen and the clamouring city.

During the day, Stureplan was the country’s financial centre, where fund managers steamed forward with loud ties and leather briefcases under their arms. In the evening, the area became a noisy entertainment hub, where people shivered from the cold in the queues outside clubs and restaurants such as Sturecompagniet, Grodan, Berns and Spy Bar. The bloggers online kept a close eye on this nightlife. Here hierarchies were established, quarrels were started and peace mediated.

Tim’s big brother Anton had become a part of this world. Like his mother Anki, he had played a leading role in a soap opera and now he was dating a celebrity photographer who took pictures of the gala premieres at Rigoletto or Grand. Sometimes Tim accompanied Anton to those events, but he thought of them as rather strange spectacles. Fashion bloggers, actors, politicians and reality-show celebrities who had received movie tickets in exchange for smiling professionally into the cameras.

Tim stood next to his big brother on the red carpet, looking a little sullen. As if on the periphery of everything, or perhaps rather hovering over it. It was as if the celebrity noise did not concern him.

He preferred to go to the video store at Östermalmstorg and buy sweets with his friends. Back in Tim’s bedroom, they could watch the entire Lord of the Rings trilogy in one go, or action movies with Denzel Washington and Tom Cruise. On a family trip to Thailand, Tim had bought a whole bunch of pirated DVDs that they watched over and over. While they drank even more Coke and crushed crisps into the bed sheets they binge-watched the series The Office with Tim’s favourite comedian Ricky Gervais. Tim loved the Brit’s timing and clever humour. The friends watched the animated series South Park for the same reason: it was hysterically silly, but at the same time smart. Eric Cartman and the other major characters were utilised to heckle US President George W. Bush, hypocritical Hollywood celebrities, and basically anything else that was discussed at the time.

In the latest season, to the delight of the boys, there was an entire episode about World of Warcraft. Cartman had become obsessed with trying to destroy a particularly evil opponent and tried to persuade his friends to come and help him in battle.

Tim and the others sat laughing on the bed while Cartman hissed in his most mature voice that it was far more important to play computer games than to be out in the sun playing around.



___________

Acne was introduced into my life for the first time, huge impact on self-esteem. Skipping classes on bad acne days. Kept me from going out during weekends, still did so but only when my skin was ‘clear’ enough.

Felt lack of interest from girls.

___________



HIS FRIENDS OFTEN had to nag Tim to go out with them in the evenings.

‘I’m just going to fix my hair,’ he shouted from inside the bathroom in the hall.

‘But you’ve already fixed it!’

‘I promise, two minutes. Then we’ll go!’

Tim examined his nose in the mirror. He had never liked it; he thought that the end protruded in a way that made it look like the snout of a pig. Now it had also become the epicentre of the craters that climbed over his cheeks and up to his forehead. He cursed the damn spots because they always found ways back.

Together with his parents, he had gone to a doctor in Aspudden, another in Östermalm. He had tried cortisone ointments, tested concealers and creams, but nothing seemed to help.

He himself thought it was lame to get so obsessed about the spots. It was a quality he disliked, that he sort of wound himself up and started thinking catastrophic thoughts. Throughout his upbringing, he had been worried about getting cancer. During game nights, it hadn’t been unusual for one of his friends to have to feel around to confirm that he didn’t have a malignant lump in his chest. But now? After all, he was in his final year of junior high, should be able to relax more. Still, those thoughts swirled in his head. When he imagined all the glances that would judge him as soon as he stepped outside the door, he was almost paralysed.

Like he said, lame.

‘Come on, Tim!’

His friends were still waiting in the kitchen, annoyed that it was always like this. Tim seemed to have no sense of time, lived in his own little world. Did he even know what a watch was?

In the end, he gave in, he almost always did, going out with the guys in spite of it all. They followed the promenade towards the fiery yellow military buildings a couple of blocks away. At the edge of the park area, a rock formation shot up like a wall towards the street of Linnégatan and behind it lay a spacious depression. In the dry grass of this cauldron there were natural slopes and ledges to sit on and the teenagers became practically invisible to the adults who strolled by on the street. No one could have guessed that in the middle of the rock formation a party had started.

Someone had brought a portable speaker blasting out Swedish hip-hop artists like Snook or Fronda, or melodious Italian dance music by producers like Gigi D’Agostino or DJ Satomi. This style was called tween techno among the friends – they knew that it was considered a bit cheesy, but the snappy tunes were hard to resist.

If the boys were lucky, someone would have brought a bottle of coconut liqueur or a half of vodka, and if they were even more fortunate, some girls from the French school would come by, sitting and laughing in the grass between the crevices.

Tim had drunk alcohol for the first time a couple of years earlier, when he had managed to sneak a half-drunk bottle of gin from his parents’ pantry. Now he was getting used to the tingle in his stomach and the heat that made his cheeks flare up more with each sip. He liked the person he became when the intoxication spread through his body. He settled into himself more naturally, became self-assured and quick in his replies. Above all, alcohol helped him stop pondering so damn much. The nervousness was cut off and his head opened up. The girls and boys in the ravine who were more superficially acquainted with Tim would have had a hard time believing that only a moment before he had been fretting in front of the mirror – now the guy in the hoodie showed a completely different side.

Tim picked up a couple of sticks from the dry grass and held the cigarette between them so that his parents would not smell the smoke on his hands when he got home. Then he took a drag from the cig and exploded in an intense guffaw, unexpectedly loud.

A couple of blocks north-west of the secret rock crevice towered the majestic Östra Real. The high school in the middle of Östermalm was one with a storied history: here they had raised editors-in-chief, business leaders and even a Swedish prime minister.

Seventeen-year-old Filip Åkesson sat on the stone staircase that led up to the school’s entrance and brushed some dirt from his Prada boat shoes. Åkesson knew how you should look – he was aware that Lacoste didn’t cut it any more, for example. The poor guys that walked around with the crocodile on their chests probably thought it was snazzy, but in fact their polo shirts were more like something a parent had bought at the airport during their latest business trip. Filip, on the other hand, had combed back hair and a belt from Gucci. His trousers and shirt were just as tight as they should be.

The boys at school were ranked by where they lived and what their fathers did. Someone’s dad was a finance man and they lived on a top floor on Strandvägen facing the harbour – they had it all. Another guy’s father was the chief financial officer at an airline, another managed a hotel chain – also nice.

Filip Åkesson’s dad was an architect, and they lived in Bromma on the western side of Stockholm. It could have been better. Nonetheless, Filip felt that he frequented the upper reaches at school. He was invited to all the house parties and had once taped up a kid in the school’s stairwell and shot him with paintballs, something that had been well appreciated among his friends. Filip was loud-mouthed and definitely wanted something from life. Exactly what that was was still unclear, but it didn’t matter so much. The important thing was that he showed he had some guts and energy.

From his parents he had got an iPod that could hold nearly four thousand songs. Like most of the guys in Östermalm, Filip had previously listened to Swedish hip-hop, but during the summer of 2006 he had discovered two Frenchmen who were making irresistibly bubbly dance music. Bob Sinclar’s ‘World, Hold On (Children of the Sky)’ and David Guetta’s ‘The World is Mine’ were on repeat on the MP3 player.

It had begun in Chicago some decades before Filip Åkesson was born, when Frankie Knuckles was spinning records at the club The Warehouse at the end of the 1970s. Knuckles was skilled at blending the disco songs of the time into a single unbroken flow, so that all sense of time and space disappeared on the dance floor. He used the very latest devices, like samplers and drum machines, to make his own versions of his favourite songs. He gradually peeled away the grand gestures and sweeping melodies of disco – the machines made the rhythms straighter, the drums harder, the bass more prominent. The vocals were reduced to suggestive moans and sounds, which were there mostly to reinforce the track’s rhythm.

The style was baptised after the club in which it was created and would soon simply be called house music.

When Åkesson listened to those old tracks now they sounded ancient. It was possible to sense the editing of the magnetic tape and the mechanical scrapes and rattles of the drum machine. Almost three decades later it was instead software that ruled. The files in Åkesson’s headphones were the first truly digital music, songs built of ones and zeros, with sounds so manipulated and warped that they no longer had any counterpoint in the physical world. It was music from the future. Filip downloaded the MP3 files from blogs with names like House Heaven, Project 1048, Face the Music and Living Electro, where whoever was first to put up a new remix of the Italian Benny Benassi became king.

Just like the others on the economics programme, Filip Åkesson had his locker on the second floor, under the mural where Thor, one of the Norse gods, swung his hammer to subdue the evil of the world. The footsteps echoed in the stairwell as Åkesson ran to yet another boring class on the first floor, where the social studies students had their lockers.

At the black wooden tables on the left was where Tim Bergling and his gang always sat. Filip Åkesson knew of Tim because rumour had it that his mother was an actor; it was said that she had even done a nude scene in one of her films. There were certainly other celebrity children at the school who were higher in rank – one was the son of the TV host Martin Timell, another of the singer Tomas Ledin. Compared to that, Tim’s mum fared quite poorly; and in any case she did not seem to have imbued her son with any particular star quality. Quite the opposite. In Åkesson’s eyes Tim and his friends were just nerds who sat and discussed Dota or World of Warcraft or something equally dorky.

It was enough to look at his appearance – Tim had spots, wore floral three-quarter trousers and a long-sleeved shirt with wooden buttons at the neck. The soles of his Adidas shoes had dried and turned yellow.

Tim Bergling didn’t exactly give off the aura of Hollywood.



DURING THE SUMMER break before the second year in high school, Tim, Fricko and a few other friends went to Juan-les-Pins on the French Riviera.

One night they partied at Le Village, or maybe it was Whisky à Gogo – whatever it was, on the way home one of them had bought weed from some guy by the beach promenade. The gang went down to the water’s edge, where Tim, under cover of darkness, took two or three drags of the joint.

At first nothing happened. And then still nothing. Then Tim’s throat suddenly and completely dried up. He felt his heart beginning to race. A rumble intensified in his head, like a jet engine speeding up before take-off. Each heartbeat throbbed violently against his forehead, but when he checked his heart rate, it turned out that everything was in order, his pulse normal.

The knowledge that he might really just be fighting against his own thoughts did not help much. Maybe he would die now?

The feeling passed, Tim came home to Stockholm and forgot about the experience, until one day when he had sat in front of the computer for eleven hours straight. Tired and exhausted, he got up from his chair and his head started spinning again.

When he regained composure, he looked at the tobacco boxes in a high pile on a shelf above the head of his bed. Next to them hung a framed picture of himself; on the shelf above the desk stood the line of pirated DVDs. Wherever Tim looked, the objects suddenly felt distant, as if he couldn’t reach them.

He thought it would be better if he slept for a while, but the next day it was the same. He was somehow encapsulated, no longer belonging to the real world. This was a different feeling from the fear of cancer. That discomfort he felt physically in his chest; this was something more elusive. Had he become mentally ill? Tim had heard that cannabis could trigger psychosis: a condition in which one found it difficult to interpret reality and in the worst case began to feel persecuted or hear voices, or got ideas about ruling the world.

After a few days of worry, Tim decided to tell his mother everything. He had smoked and now there was something wrong with his head. Maybe he had gone insane.

‘It’s as if I’m standing outside of everything,’ Tim said to Anki. ‘I’ve, like, lost contact with myself.’

His parents thought it was good that Tim had the confidence and courage to dare to tell them what had happened in France. This would all work out. Klas tried to reassure his son by telling him that he had had similar feelings when he was Tim’s age: a kind of confusion and uncertainty. Terrifying nights when he felt as though reality was failing. He himself had handled it by writing down his thoughts. When he put his thoughts into words, the knots untied, life became steady again. Tim did not have to be afraid of that feeling of discomfort, it was just a matter of finding out what was haunting him.

They got in contact with professionals in child and adolescent psychiatry and accompanied Tim to the hospital in Sabbatsberg, where he was seen by a psychologist who specialised in talking to young people.

Tim left with mixed feelings. It was nice to talk about it, but the fact that he had needed to seek care strengthened his conviction that something was seriously wrong with him.

Anki was impressed with her son. She thought about how she herself had been as a teenager – she had never revealed a single bit about her inner life to her parents.

‘There is one good thing about this,’ she told her husband. ‘We never have to worry about Tim falling for drugs.’

On the surface, Tim was almost back to normal in the following weeks. In the corridor at Östra Real there were other things that caught his attention; he laughed as he sat at the table next to the lockers, talked about documentaries and games with his classmates.

The anxiety crept in in the evenings, when he was alone and going to sleep. He was afraid that his thoughts would start up again when he turned off the light. After three weeks, the discomfort was still not gone. On the contrary, it was almost worse. Now the thoughts no longer revolved around the actual bad trip in France, but around everything it had put in motion. Tim was worried about the fact that he was worried, and that he did not understand where the feeling came from. He lived a good life in every way, was lucky, even spoiled. A safe and secure upbringing in one of Sweden’s richest areas, a childhood free of any major traumas.

It must mean that there was something wrong with him himself? That the toxic feelings were simply there in his interior, as steady as the stone houses in Östermalm? Maybe he was doomed to this, equipped with a brain that was damaged, already screwed up.

As he made an effort to analyse his situation, his thoughts bounced around in his head without ever gaining a foothold. Tim read online about the concept of derealisation, a condition in which one’s environment felt unreal. It was reminiscent of the mother in Requiem for a Dream, a film he had been particularly taken by. A middle-aged woman dreamed of one day being able to take part in a game show on television. She started taking pills to lose weight and fit into her favourite dress. The madness escalated and after a while she nibbled on pills like sweets as her apartment closed in around her. Eventually, the entire living room was distorted and threatening, and when the paramedics came for her, she asked in a daze if they would drive her to the TV studio.

Derealisation. It sounded so frightening. Could this be something similar? Either way, Tim had lost the urge to go out and party. If he got drunk anything could happen, he thought.

In order to get advice from others who had experienced something similar, he started a thread on Flashback, Sweden’s largest online discussion forum, where people from all over the country exchanged thoughts on everything from gardening to drug addiction to celebrity gossip.

Tim wrote:

Feels like I can’t really think clearly like I could three weeks ago, feels like everything is meaningless when the feeling is at its worst.

I’m also worried about losing control of myself when I’m tipsy. Have never had these kinds of problems before but I’m worried that my anxiety will increase when I get drunk and that I’ll feel like nothing matters and take my life or something :P.

As the weeks went on Tim worked out a strategy for managing his anxiety. He would simply turn off. Stop thinking so damn much. If he kept busy with other things, it would surely fade away.



IN THE AUTUMN OF 2006 Tim had other things to think about, anyway. There was a song that had dominated the radio the whole summer. Irritating, but still somehow irresistible. The bouncing synth bass, clattering drums, and lyrics that no adult in all of Stockholm seemed to understand. Those who didn’t know anything about computers thought the song was about a boat. In fact, ‘Boten Anna’ (‘Now You’re Gone’) was a digital love story about a moderator in a chat room; it was sung by a guy who called himself Basshunter. Only a few months earlier he had been a bullied computer nerd who posted his gimmicky song online as a joke for his mates. Within a few months the single had become the most downloaded song ever in Scandinavia.

It was a lame song in every way, Tim knew as much. It might have worked for the tweens in middle school, but hardly for someone who had begun second year in high school. But there was something about that melody. Once it got in your head it wouldn’t disappear.

One evening at the beginning of the autumn term in 2006 Tim got an MSN message from Jakob, who had found a video on YouTube, a newly launched site where anyone could upload film clips.

Tim pressed play and saw a grey computer screen covered in chequered patterns. Furthest to the left ran a black-and-white keyboard, digital keys laid out just like on a real piano. The voice that spoke belonged to Basshunter himself, who was showing how he created his hits. With the help of the mouse, he dragged mint-green bricks across the screen – within seven minutes he had the skeleton of the song.

It looked simple, and fun. Tim immediately downloaded a pirated version of FL Studio, the program that Basshunter used. This Belgian software had previously been called Fruity Loops and was one of the programs that had revolutionised the way music was created. Only ten years earlier, a musician would have had to rent a studio or spend tens of thousands of dollars on machines and instruments. Now you could do it all from your bedroom.

Tim tried to get a grasp of the software bricks; he’d plucked the guitar strings enough to understand the basics. If the green bricks were placed in the upper part of the grid, the notes got higher, further down were the lower octaves. What the program allowed Tim to do was to devise chords. He moved one block up, another down, then listened again. When he broadened the brick, the tone sounded longer.

To the left was a column of pre-recorded sounds: synthetic guitars, cymbals and violins. Some sounded like shy raindrops on a windowpane, some sizzled like bacon in a pan. The tones could scream like a gunfight between spaceships or be eerie like an unpleasant horror movie. An entire orchestra – no, hundreds of them – conveniently packaged in digital form.

Impatiently, Tim tried everything out, staying up all night, mixing and matching and moving. Failing and trying again.

Soon he understood that the same chords could have a completely different feel to them depending on what sound he chose from the column on the left. Something that pulsed calmly in one digital synth could become a sharp cry in another. He had discovered a synth that was called Z3ta+, where he could choose between sounds with names like Trance Delivery, Foreign Attack, Space Bell and Fusion Poly. Now he found a whiny tone that made the melody almost stressfully nasal.

It was perfect. He knew that Jakob and Fricko and the others would think it was cool if he made a song that was as irritating as possible. In the sound library Vengeance Essential Clubsounds Volume 2 there was a fervently whipping hi-hat which he sprinkled in quick succession. There was also a recorded voice that screamed: The beat, the bass and the party – let’s go!

Now it started to resemble something. To really emphasise that this was a parody, he added yet another voice that, without interruption, said, BASS! BASS! BASS! BASS! BASS!

Maybe it wasn’t good, but it was annoying and fun.

Filip Åkesson climbed in through the loading dock and followed the pulse that vibrated through the concrete walls. When he and his friend got further into the shabby warehouse in the industrial district in Nacka the whole space opened up and Åkesson looked around through the fog coming from the smoke machine.

It was something totally different from the boring classes at Östra Real.

The green laser beams hovering over the dance floor in swirling cobwebs, girls with blonde hair in tight dresses, guys from the suburbs in expensive jackets and shoes with shiny buckles. The hard banging electro that pounded against his eardrums.

For so long Filip had dreamed about getting to see this for real that he intuitively recognised the scene.

After its birth in Chicago, house music – and its more edgy cousin techno – had been picked up by curious Brits, who brought the sound from the US to Europe. And with the music came the parties. Filip Åkesson had heard about the mythological summer of 1988, when dance-craving Englishmen had organised illegal raves in the fields by the motorway surrounding London. He knew about Love Parade, which soon after had flooded the streets of Berlin with people celebrating equality and the new-found freedom of the early 90s.

Since then, the festivities had continued in derelict factories and solitary forest edges across the continent and turned dance music into a modern European folk music, a patchwork of different styles that occasionally cross-fertilised each other but just as often sounded essentially unique.

In 2007 the French built their house music on filtered disco samples that hovered over blurred bass lines. In England choppy bass rumbled over pirate radio in a sticky style called dubstep. The biggest and most powerful scene was in the Netherlands, where Tiësto filled arenas with his trance, built on grand string arrangements over blaring drums.

The scene in Sweden was not nearly as big, at least not numerically speaking. But there were tremors in the ground, signs that were noticed by those who, like Filip Åkesson, considered themselves as belonging to the vanguard. In Stockholm, a unique musical expression was growing, one that was as bombastic as it was euphoric, and could be heard not least on this night in the warehouse south of the city.

Filip Åkesson wove his way in among people who moved instinctively to the bass lines. Only a few weeks earlier he had tried Ecstasy for the first time and felt how the little pill made the music tingle and swell in each muscle. The melodies became wonderful, the snare drums were like an extra body part. Tonight as well they had started partying on the terrace at the house of a mate’s dad, and the music now pulsed through Åkesson’s body in pleasant convulsions. There was something magical in the way this music slowly grew.

Those who didn’t understand may have seen the songs as repetitive, but that was part of the point. The monotony made the music suggestive and prodding, teasing each and every sense. The night was a sea where it slowly blew up into a storm.

Up towards the small ledge that served as a stage came a guy in worn jeans, a T-shirt, and a backwards baseball cap with the LA Dodgers logo. He slowly pulled up the fader to play a new tune, threw off his cap, baring a tightly tied tuft of hair.

There he was. Steve Angello. Of all the house producers in Stockholm, this twenty-four-year-old was by far the coolest in Filip Åkesson’s eyes. You just needed to look at him: how Angello’s body language radiated that he couldn’t care less what people thought. His back held straight and his chest protruding through any and all difficulties.

The Swedish press had of course yet to grasp what was happening – what a lively scene had been created in the capital over the last few years – but what did it matter when Angello’s girlfriend had her own blog? Among pictures of high heels and skincare pointers, she talked about when her boyfriend spun in the booths at the clubs at Stureplan – the nightlife centre of Östermalm – at the venues that Filip Åkesson dreamed of one day getting into. She gossiped about the drinks at Grodan, F12 and Laroy, and posted pictures of Axwell and Sebastian Ingrosso, two other producers with whom Steve Angello was increasingly collaborating.

A bit playful and a little ironic – as if to emphasise how small yet prominent the Swedish scene was – they had started calling their trio Swedish House Mafia. In the summer they travelled to Ibiza, the party island in the Mediterranean that Filip already knew was the kingdom of heaven and played the clubs there. The pictures on the blog showed Sebastian Ingrosso with a sizeable drink in his hand at the legendary spot Pacha, where they performed with the star David Guetta. Steve Angello sat with a sunhat on the beach and read about himself in the music magazine Mixmag.

The dream life.

As the bass was bouncing between the walls, Åkesson started to box with his hands in the air to yet another one of the hard synth riffs.

This was his world, everything he was looking for.

Tim Bergling didn’t go to any clubs, he was totally uninterested in them. Instead, he had sat in front of his computer for four months, engrossed, but still hadn’t got any real depth into his songs.

When he described what genre he was working in, he hesitated. What even was this kind of music? ‘Don’t actually know,’ he wrote in the forum Studio, a venue on the internet where beginners got on with seasoned professional producers. ‘Tween-simple-Eurodance techno possibly,’ he decided. At the end of January 2007 he posted a question about how he should approach FL Studio:

I just wanted to ask if a FL veteran with a little extra time and energy would be able to help finalise a song I’m kinda happy with. I’ve basically been sitting for DAYS trying to fiddle with compressor and bass boost and vocoder etc. to make the voice and bass drum etc. sound good but haven’t gotten anywhere :/. I don’t understand the compressor and the song distorts like crazy at a 30% gain . . .

Tim absorbed all the tips he got. He watched even more clips on YouTube, where other producers clarified the finesses and the settings.

The usual thing was obviously to start by looking for drums and a bass line that played nicely together. There was the bottom itself, the backbone of a song, that seemed to be the consensus. The recipe could certainly be spiced up with some sampling or a little moaning, but it was the drums and the bass that drove the production forward.

Tim’s instincts led him to think differently.

He began with a melody.

If he didn’t already hear it in his head, then it usually came to him when he played around with the chord bricks.

Once the right melody was in place then the next challenge began. Tim started looking for a fitting software synth and began to tweak, push and pull. The fun thing with FL Studio was that each and every sound could be twisted and distorted until it was unrecognisable. In the software program the instruments were freed from their classical roles – sweet strings could become blunt rhythmic instruments; a short and aggressive trumpet blast could be filtered so that it was perceived as a smooth bass tone.

Only once the chords sounded right sonically did Tim start building the rest of the song. Then he heard what kind of drums were needed, and what other effects he would use.

On YouTube the video to ‘Feel The Vibe (Til The Morning Comes)’, a song by Axwell of Swedish House Mafia, played on repeat. Tim studied the forward-leaning, soft production, the rolling bass that was as fat as cream. He noticed how the bass line interacted with
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