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Chapter One
Compulsory Bergman
When Ulf Varg, a senior member of Malmö’s Department of Sensitive Crimes, awoke that morning he was aware that he had been dreaming. Like most sound sleepers, he tended to remember only those dreams that visited in the final moments of sleep. There were scientific reasons for this, he believed, once explained to him by his long-term psychotherapist, Dr. Svensson. It had to do with sleep cycles and rapid-eye movements, Dr. Svensson had said, and although Ulf had listened attentively he had quickly forgotten what it was that dictated the memorability, or otherwise, of our nightly subconscious fantasies.
“How strange that I should forget what you told me about the process of forgetting,” Ulf mused.
To which Dr. Svensson, smiling enigmatically, had said, “Nothing is strange, Mr. Varg. Don’t forget that.”
That morning, though, as he was licked into wakefulness by his dog, Martin, who had leapt on to his bed and applied his tongue to his master’s still pillow-bound face, Ulf recalled very clearly the subject of his fading dream. And the setting, too, which was his uncle’s place on the outskirts of Stockholm, a rambling late-nineteenth-century house surrounded by a thick growth of birch trees. Such establishments, with their generous grounds and rus in urbe privacy, had become increasingly rare as Stockholm grew outwards from the centre; some of them had lost their gardens, sacrificed for the erection of smaller dwellings; others had become institutions of one sort or another—the homes of learned societies, private clinics, embassies. Ulf’s uncle Maksimilian, though, had possessed the means to keep his house exactly as it was when he bought it, even though, as a bachelor, he had no need of all five bedrooms that the house boasted on the ground floor, nor of the six on the floor above that.


Ulf did not come from a wealthy family. His own father, Ture Varg, had been a man of modest means, an autodidact who had spent much of his life working as the doorman of a Malmö hotel. Like his brother, Maksimilian Varg had also started in a humdrum job, but in his spare time had studied assiduously for a chemistry degree. A few years after graduating, and while still a young man, he had invented a chemical formula for a process that made the dyeing of cloth both cheaper and easier. He had the foresight and the persistence to patent this, and had soon been in a position to buy a substantial house and to equip it with a private cinema, a former billiard room, in which he installed a projector and a dozen luxurious theatre seats, upholstered in plush velvet. The sellers of the house, a couple of aristocratic background, had sneered when they heard what the new owner had done. “I had no idea,” said the husband, “that our house would become a cinema. Whatever next? A bordello, perhaps?”
From an early age, Ulf and his younger brother, Bjorn, arrived every summer from Malmö to spend three weeks with their uncle Maksimilian. They looked forward eagerly to these holidays, as Maksimilian always indulged them shamelessly, allowing the boys to gorge on sweet treats strictly rationed at home—elaborate ice cream sundaes, chocolate tarts and so on—and letting them ride their bicycles without supervision in the grounds of the house and in the neighbouring streets. Being with Uncle Maksimilian was a time of great freedom—a time of adventure and excitement that was marred by only one thing—the cinematography of Ingmar Bergman.


Maksimilian had many women friends, and the boys quite understandably became confused as to which of these friends were in favour at any particular time. But one or two seemed to be on especially close terms with their uncle, and were often mysteriously present at breakfast. These friends the boys were encouraged to address as Aunt. So there was Aunt Ingrid, Aunt Anneke, and Aunt Birgitte, all of whom they got to know quite well and who indulged them almost as much as did their generous uncle. Of these three, Aunt Birgitte seemed to enjoy particular status within the household. She was a good cook and would divide her time between the kitchen, from which enticing cooking smells would emanate for much of the day, and the sauna, where she spent long spells with Uncle Maksimilian. The boys were forbidden to use the sauna while the adults were in it, but they would sometimes stand outside and hear the laughter coming from within. It struck Ulf as strange that people could spend so long in that dry and rasping heat, with nothing else to do but talk.
“It’s because they’re in love,” said Bjorn. “Uncle Maksimilian is in love with Aunt Birgitte. That is why he likes to sit with her in the sauna.”
And when they went back to their parents in Malmö and told them that Uncle Maksimilian spent hours in the sauna with Aunt Birgitte, their mother raised an eyebrow while their father simply laughed, and said, “If you invent a chemical formula, then that’s what you can do.” Ulf did not understand that remark, and nor did Bjorn.


The one drawback to those halcyon days at Uncle Maksimilian’s house was the showing of the Bergman films in the private cinema. Uncle Maksimilian had purchased, at considerable expense, prints of the entire Bergman oeuvre, and these were shown every other day, immediately before dinner. He knew every frame of these films, every line of dialogue, and every flicker of light from those strange black-and-white scenes. And if he was aware that most of Bergman’s films were strikingly unsuitable for twelve-year-old boys, then he seemed indifferent to this fact, appearing to expect his two nephews to take these interminable showings as a treat. “We are very lucky, aren’t we, boys, to have this little cinema,” he said to the nephews. “What other boys can watch Bergman all by themselves? And without having to pay as well!”
Even if the boys survived Wild Strawberries and Autumn Sonata, then they were both deeply upset by The Hour of the Wolf, with its harrowing depiction of a descent into madness. That film gave both of them nightmares, although neither spoke to the other about his fear. “Bergman isn’t real,” said Ulf, with false bravado. “It’s all just acting, you know.” And Bjorn, determined not to be taken as less courageous than his older brother, agreed. “Ingmar Bergman doesn’t fool me,” he said. “Not for one moment.”
And it was of this cinema, and The Hour of the Wolf, that Ulf dreamed, all those years later, when their uncle was long dead, his house sold, and the prints of the Bergman films thrown out by Aunt Birgitte, to whom he had left everything, including the intellectual property rights to the chemical process. He had talked about leaving those to Ulf and Bjorn, but had not got around to making that provision, and they fell into the general estate destined for Aunt Birgitte.


“She earned it,” said Ulf. “Sitting in the sauna with Uncle Maksimilian for all those years. And watching all that Bergman with him. She earned it.”
In his dream, Ulf was once again twelve, or thereabouts, and was at Uncle Maksimilian’s house. Bjorn was there too, but only briefly, and there was a strange dog, a shy white creature that was lurking uninvited in the garden. Uncle Maksimilian was clearly amongst the dream’s dramatis personae, presiding over a meal in the dining room, pointing with exaggerated gestures at the Bergman film projected on the wall behind him. There was something disconcerting about the film, and Ulf suddenly realised what this was: he himself was in it. He was playing tennis while a small group of women, dressed in old-fashioned tennis dresses, looked on. Yet any feeling of disquiet was soon replaced by a feeling of relief, almost of triumph. The young women approved of his tennis; they were impressed. That was all that there was to the dream, and yet its effect was quite extraordinary. Ulf felt strangely peaceful—and privileged. It was as if he had been vouchsafed a vision of how the troubles and anxieties of this world might be resolved. But wakefulness dispelled all that; he had experienced no more than a run-of-the-mill dream, and nothing of significance should be read into such things.
Before breakfast, he took Martin out for his early morning walk. Not far from Ulf’s apartment, tucked away behind a tenement building, was a small park, popular at this hour with the neighbourhood’s dog owners. Both owners and their dogs knew one another here, and exchanged the greetings and messages appropriate to their respective species. It was here that Ulf would meet his near-neighbour, Anders Andersen, a journalist who shared with him an interest in Scandinavian art. Anders was the owner of an overweight terrier who had a cordial, if distant, relationship with Martin.


It was in his conversation with Anders that the subject of Ulf’s brother, Bjorn, arose—his second appearance that day, the first having been his brief role in Ulf’s dream.
“I saw your brother, Bjorn, on the television the other night,” said Anders. “He’s quite the fellow, isn’t he?”
Ulf smiled. Was his brother quite the fellow? Perhaps.
“He was being interviewed by a friend of mine,” Anders continued. “Interesting.”
Bjorn Varg was a politician, and Ulf was used to hearing of his exploits from those who saw him on television or heard him on the radio.
“How did he come across?”
Anders made a noncommittal gesture. “Not too bad, really. Not that I necessarily agree with all of what he says, of course. Or any of it, for that matter.”
Ulf did not expect people to agree with Bjorn. For the last two years, his brother had been the leader of a political party, the Moderate Extremists. This was a small party, positioned somewhere on the right, but not so far along that spectrum as to be xenophobic, or worse. The main thrust of their argument was that Sweden had gone soft. What was required, in their view, was the tactical withdrawal of a large part of the welfare state, thus forcing people to adapt and retrain. They were also raucously in favour of spending more on the police and the army, while at the same time cutting the number of civil servants by fifty per cent. Where their extremism became vivid, though, was in their arts policy, under the terms of which they campaigned for the sale of a whole swathe of abstract art currently owned by the National Museum.


“Why single out conceptual artists?” Ulf once asked. “Don’t you think they have something to say?”
“No,” said Bjorn. “They have nothing to say to ordinary people. We are the party of ordinary people, you see.”
Ulf found this assertion highly questionable. “Everybody claims to speak for ordinary people,” he said. “Listen to them: Can you name one political party that doesn’t insist that they have the interests of ordinary people at heart? Name one—just one.”
Bjorn simply smiled. Ulf had noticed that this was his habitual technique of dealing with questions to which he did not know the answer, or which, if answered, would paint him in a bad light. It was highly effective, as an enigmatic smile somehow suggested that the answer to a question was so obvious that no answer could be required This worked very well on television for some reason, and the audience would be left thinking, “Ah, this man does have all the answers but is not going to waste our time going on about them. Good for him!”
On this occasion, Bjorn added, “It’s not that we want to sell everything in the National Museum. We’ll keep the Swedish art—the nonconceptual stuff, that is.”


Ulf sighed. He suspected that his brother knew next to nothing about art, and this campaign was no more than a crude crowd-pleaser. If there had been any chance of the Moderate Extremists ever getting anywhere near power, then he would have taken these threats more seriously, but as it was, with support for the party hovering at about one per cent of the electorate, there was little danger of that.
As their dogs renewed their acquaintanceship, passing on through body language all the canine information they sought to share, Ulf and Anders chatted about human affairs. Anders had recently reviewed an all-electric car. He was not an expert in these matters, but when his paper’s motoring journalist was away from work, he stood in, usually taking whole paragraphs from previous car reviews and merely changing certain words where necessary. After all, he said, all cars are basically much the same, and what one might say about car A could surely be said with equal relevance and accuracy about car B, mutatis mutandis, of course.
“I took this car for a spin along the coast,” said Anders. “It’s a very smooth ride, you know. And you don’t hear a thing—you really don’t.”
“That’s a bit of a problem,” Ulf pointed out. “People often rely on hearing what’s coming when they cross the road. Electric cars creep up on you.”
“Yes,” said Anders. “I suppose so. It must be a bit like that for Martin—all the time, though.”
Ulf’s dog was deaf. His hearing had been impaired during his puppyhood, and then it had disappeared altogether. Veterinary surgeons had done their best, but eventually had concluded that nothing could be done. And that was the point at which Ulf had resorted, with some success, to teaching Martin how to lip-read, making him Sweden’s first—and only—lip-reading dog.


They moved on to crime. Anders never expected Ulf to reveal anything confidential, nor pressed him to do so, but from time to time he was able to get some scrap of information that had escaped other journalists.
“Anything new at the office?” he asked.
Ulf looked thoughtful. “We’re raking through our cold cases at the moment—things that happened a long time ago. We try to keep on top of our housekeeping.” He paused. A memory made him smile. “But there are one or two current things. There was something that came in the other day: an offence at a cat show, believe it or not.”
This caught Anders’s attention. It was just the sort of thing that his readers liked to hear about; they relished a combination of animal interest and crime. And if one could add a sexual element, too, then their interest was guaranteed. And this story, as it happened, involved just that combination.
“There was a very important cat show a few months ago,” said Ulf. “One of the cats was destined for great things—a supreme champion Burmese, if I remember correctly. She was a very valuable animal, as you can imagine—for breeding purposes, that is. The kittens can reach a pretty high price.”
“Shockingly high,” said Anders. “Thousands for a cat. Who would believe it?”


“Exactly. Now, you know they take the cats to these shows in large cage-type carriers. They have every luxury, of course—they’re thoroughly spoiled. What happened at this show, though, was that somebody slipped a tomcat into this special Burmese’s cat carrier. And the inevitable occurred.”
Anders let out a whistle. “An unwelcome liaison?”
“Yes,” said Ulf. “This tom was pretty lowlife. A big ginger thug. Previous convictions, I imagine. No background. Not much to look at. Torn ear and so on.
The owner thought that she was pregnant by the regular, approved stud tom. So she had sold the litter in advance, all to people who wanted to breed from them. But the kittens, when they appeared, clearly came from the wrong side of the tracks. The ginger tom was the dad.”
“And that didn’t do anybody’s reputation any good?”
“Precisely. Word got out that the champion might not be quite as purebred as people thought and that she was, therefore, no good for breeding. That involved a big financial loss, of course, for the owner.”
Anders was puzzled. “But how did anybody find out what happened?”
“One of the assistants at the show though she saw someone putting the tom in. She thought that this was the owner of the Burmese, so she did nothing about it. She came forward much later, after the kittens had been born and when she read a report on the issue in some cat magazine.”
Anders wondered whether Ulf and his colleagues had any leads.
“No,” said Ulf. “Not at the moment. We’re about to start an investigation. I’ll keep you posted.”


“It’s a good story,” said Anders, chuckling as he envisaged the headline.
They exchanged a few more words before going their separate ways. Ulf walked back to his flat, where he showered, dressed for work, and then took Martin to Mrs. Hogfors next door. His neighbour was extremely fond of the dog, and was more than happy to look after him while Ulf was at work. She had already prepared Martin’s breakfast, and she fed this to the dog while she and Ulf spoke briefly about the day ahead.
“Martin and I shall be going to the supermarket,” she said. “Would you like us to get you anything?”
Ulf asked her if she could pick up a cauliflower. “I’ve got a sudden yearning for cauliflower cheese,” he said. “I’d like to make it tonight.”
She put cauliflower on the shopping list she kept on her fridge door.
“I saw that brother of yours on the television,” she remarked, adding, “Again.”
He could tell that she did not approve.
“He’s him and I’m me,” said Ulf. “I disagree with him on virtually everything, you know.”
She said that she understood. “It’s a pity when brothers don’t see eye to eye,” she said. “It must be difficult for you.”
“A bit,” said Ulf. “I try to keep off politics when I’m with him. But blood—”
“—is thicker than water,” Mrs. Hogfors interjected.
“He is, after all, my brother.”
She sighed. “Yes. And I have my sister—the one who’s so difficult.”


Ulf had met her, and agreed with the assessment.
“She tries, though,” said Mrs. Hogfors. “You have to give her that.”
“Most people try,” said Ulf. It was something that he reminded himself of regularly, as it made all the difference in your dealing with people. If you bore in mind that they were trying their best, it became that much easier to be tolerant. He thought of the office and of the wider police headquarters; there were people there who tried their best, even if they could be irritating, not to say sometimes downright maddening.
He looked down at Martin and patted him fondly on the head.
“He thinks the world of you,” said Mrs. Hogfors.
“I’d love to know what he really thinks,” mused Ulf. “Not just of me, but of everything.” He turned to Mrs. Hogfors. “What goes on in a dog’s mind, Mrs. Hogfors? Have you any idea?”
She shook her head. “Not the faintest, Mr. Varg. And I suspect that even the cleverest scientists in Sweden don’t know either. Even the professors at the Karolinska.”
“You’re probably right,” said Ulf.
He thanked her, said goodbye to Martin, and left for work. He drove his old silver-grey Saab, the one that had been given by an uncle—not Maksimilian—who had become too infirm to drive any longer. He loved the car, with its smell of old, cracked leather, and its chrome-framed instruments that ticked and clicked as instrumentation used to do before microchips took the magic out of machinery.
He parked at the back of the office, in one of the places reserved for officers of inspector’s rank and above. Somebody, some nameless wit, had scrawled in paint the message: No Norwegians to park here. Ulf had laughed the first time he saw the graffiti, and even now he smiled. The person who wrote that message did not dislike Norwegians—that was clear. He admired them—that was obvious—because we often say no to the people we would like to be. That was the sort of thing that a detective would know—especially if he worked in a Department of Sensitive Crimes.









Chapter Two
I’ll never learn salsa now
Ulf shared a large, open-plan office with three others, two of whom, Anna and Carl, were fellow detectives and one, Erik, was the records and filing officer. The four desks in this room amounted, in essence, to the Department of Sensitive Crimes. Ulf was the senior member of the team, although the department was run on collegial grounds and it was rare for seniority to be asserted. “Our approach is horizontal, rather than vertical,” Ulf was in the habit of asserting. “The modus is fundamentally different.”
He knew what he meant by this, as did Anna and Carl, but Anna was not entirely sure that outsiders within the wider force would grasp the nuances of the situation. “How do you approach something horizontally? In general, that is? Does it mean you look at things from the side rather than from the top?”
“It’s more to do with the chain of command,” explained Ulf. “Information flows sideways in a horizontal system. In a vertical system, it flows from the top down towards the bottom.”
Anna was not convinced. “If I tell you something now—that is, right now; if I say it’s ten o’clock, for instance. Is that information coming horizontally rather than vertically?”
Ulf smiled. “That depends on where you and I stand in the system. If you are the boss, and you tell me it’s ten o’clock, then it’s ten o’clock vertically. Provided I’m required to accept that it’s ten o’clock because you say it is.”


“And if I am junior to you,” said Anna. “What then?”
“Then it’s vertical, but the other way round.”
Anna thought for a moment. “What difference does it make? It’s either ten o’clock or it isn’t.”
Ulf thought it probably did not make much difference anyway. Most theories and ideologies claimed to explain the world, or some aspect of it, but did not in any real sense influence the world. Underneath everything, beneath the layers of explanation that we created, beneath all our elaborate protocols, people still did exactly as they wanted to do. In other words, you did not change human nature by inventing a theory of human nature. Ulf was convinced of that fundamental truth. Look at Russia, he thought: they spent seventy years of the twentieth century trying to button up human nature in clothes of theory, and at the end of the day what had happened? Human nature popped out of their conceptual straitjacket and asserted itself once more, in spite of everything done to subdue it.
When he arrived at the office that morning, his two male colleagues were already at their desks. Carl Holgersson was always first in, being widely regarded as one of the most hardworking and conscientious officers in the entire Malmö Police Department. Carl, who was the son of a well-known Lutheran theologian, was often in the office even before the cleaners made their rounds shortly after six.
“I’m surprised they haven’t swept Carl away,” Anna observed wryly. “You’d think the cleaners might just vacuum him up, along with all the dust and paper waste. Woosh. Carl gone.”


“That might happen one day,” said Ulf. “Who knows. And then we’d have to investigate, wouldn’t we? It would be a very sensitive matter and so it would be within our remit, I’d have thought.”
“Except it wouldn’t be a crime,” said Anna. “It would be a mistake, rather than a crime.”
Ulf thought about that. It depended, he thought, on one’s definition of mistake. There was a tendency, particularly amongst public figures, to confuse the categories of mistake and wrongdoing. People who had been caught out doing something egregiously wrong would often refer to having “made a mistake.” This made their actions seem less reprehensible; after all, mistakes are human, and usually pardonable.
Anna was right, though. If the cleaners did throw Carl out with the office detritus, then that would be a genuine mistake because they did not know what they were doing. But if they did it deliberately, then it would be a different matter altogether and it would do them no good at all to use the language of mistake rather than that of guilt.
But this was an odd line of enquiry, and Ulf pointed out that there was no point in engaging in utter fantasy. “Nobody is going to throw Carl out, either deliberately or by mistake,” he said. “I don’t think we need worry.”
Anna laughed. “Of all the worries I have, Ulf, that is probably the very last on the list. I’d rank it equally with the chance of being hit by a meteorite while walking in my garden.”
Their conversation had been overheard by Erik, whose desk at the end of the room, by virtue of an odd acoustic effect, allowed him to follow with great clarity anything that was said elsewhere in the room, even in the most hushed of tones.


Erik Nykvist was the oldest member of the department. His career on the Malmö force spanned decades and he was now within sight of retirement. In a few years he would be able to stop work on a decent pension and pursue the passion that had sustained him since boyhood—fishing.
Erik’s life revolved around fish. While the others often brought newspapers into the office, Erik never brought anything but fishing magazines, in particular a popular Swedish monthly called New Fisherman. This magazine claimed on its cover to be The best source of information about fish in the North. This interested Ulf, who would occasionally page through copies of New Fisherman left lying about by Erik.
“Listen to this,” he said to Anna one day. “Just listen to what this magazine says.”
Erik was out for lunch at the time, as was Carl, and only Ulf and Anna were in the room. Ulf had recovered the latest issue of New Fisherman from Erik’s desk, and had been smiling as he waded through page after page of advertisements for fishing rods and reels.
“You shouldn’t laugh,” said Anna. “It means so much to poor Erik, and heaven knows, he doesn’t have much else in his life.”
“I don’t know,” said Ulf. “He’s got his wife. They seem happy enough. And they have that cabin on an island somewhere or other. He’s always going about that. And he’s got fish, as we all know only too well. I think that sounds like quite a full life.”


“You’re mocking him, Ulf,” said Anna. “He’s an odd fish, poor Erik.”
Anna’s choice of metaphor had been accidental, but it made Ulf smile.
“Listen,” he said. “This is the main news item.” He cleared his throat before reading on. “Reports are reaching us of a marked drop in tuna catches. According to industry sources, it is becoming increasingly difficult for deep-sea anglers to find a good-sized tuna. Nobody knows why this is happening but there have been urgent calls for scientists to redouble their efforts to find out why tunas are becoming less common. Many anglers are bringing forward their plans to catch a tuna before this unfortunate situation makes it impossible to do so.”
Ulf put down the magazine and laughed. “Well, I could give them the answer to that,” he said. “The reason why there are fewer tuna is because too many of them being caught—that’s why. And who by? By these very people.” He poked the magazine with his forefinger. “It’s guys like Erik who are causing the problem in the first place. Stop killing tuna and—hey presto!—tuna survive. You don’t have to be Einstein to work that out.”
Anna was staring at the ceiling. “Do you think Einstein ever went fishing?”
Ulf burst out laughing. “What a question, Mrs. Bengstdottor!” He addressed her in these formal terms in a spirit of irony, and she, in turn, would call him Mr. Varg in return.
“But it’s a very relevant question, if I may say so, Mr. Varg.”
“Well, I suspect we’ll never know,” said Ulf. “And anyway, it’s time we got back to work.”


Erik had returned a few minutes later and noticed that his magazine was in a slightly different place on his desk.
“Have you been reading my magazine again?” he asked.
Ulf raised a hand. “Guilty,” he said. “I didn’t think you’d mind.”
“Oh, I don’t mind,” said Erik. “There’s nothing confidential in it.”
“No,” said Ulf. “So few magazines have confidential information in them. It’s incompatible, some say, with the very idea of publication. Don’t put private stuff in a magazine. Sound advice.”
Anna shot Ulf a glance. Erik was an easy target. Ulf, receiving the glance, looked apologetic. He was a kind man, and he understood that one should not make fun of a colleague—or anybody for that matter. He looked away, slightly ashamed. “It’s an interesting magazine, Erik. All that…all that…” He was floundering. “All that stuff about fish.”
“Exactly,” said Erik. “It’s all there. Everything.”
“I was reading that news item about tuna,” Ulf went on. “It’s not looking good, is it?”
Erik shook his head. “No, it’s certainly not. I expect I’ll never catch a tuna now.”
He spoke with sadness. I expect I’ll never catch a tuna now. What a tragic thing to say, Ulf thought: never to catch a tuna, when, presumably, you’ve wanted to catch one for so long. And you might apply that to so many different spheres of longing. I expect I’ll never learn salsa dancing now. Or, I expect I’ll never have coffee with the Pope now. Human longing—it took so many different forms.
“You’d like to catch one?” Ulf asked.
“Oh yes,” said Erik. “Although not as much as I’d like to catch a striped marlin.”


“Do you think you might be able to do that? How are striped marlin doing?”
Erik thought for a moment before replying. “I can’t give you an absolutely firm answer to that, but I think they’re not doing too badly. All fish are under pressure, though, and the big ones even more than the small ones.”
“I wonder why that should be,” mused Ulf.
Erik did not hesitate. “Because of overfishing,” he said.
“By other people?” asked Ulf.
“Yes, of course.”
Ulf glanced at Anna, who returned his glance with a look of her own. That look said: Don’t, Ulf. Just don’t.

—
That morning, then, hearing Anna’s remark about the chances of being struck by a meteorite, Erik said, “Don’t speak too soon. The likelihood of being struck by a meteorite is much higher than you imagine.”
“Are you sure?” asked Anna.
Erik was. “I’ve been reading about it.”
“In New Fisherman?” Ulf enquired.
Erik shook his head. “No. There’s a magazine called Future Watch. It had an article on meteors and the odds of one falling on earth. They say we should look out, because if one of these big ones came our way, that’d be the end for humanity.”
“And fish?” asked Ulf.
Erik was confident that fish would survive. He explained to Ulf that the dust cloud created by a large meteor strike would make life impossible for land-based creatures, but would not affect those who lived away from it all underwater.


“So, fish would survive,” said Ulf. “But there’d be nobody to catch them.”
Erik looked sad. “I suppose that’s true. Fishing conditions would be great, but you’re right: there would be nobody left to catch anything. Pity, really.”
It was at this point that Ulf’s telephone rang. On the other end of the line, a distant nasal voice, the voice of a receptionist, said, “Please hold the line for Mr. Varg.”
Ulf realised that it was his brother, Bjorn, and indeed it was Bjorn who came on the line a few seconds later. He skipped preliminaries. “I need to see you,” he said. “Can you do lunch today?”
Ulf glanced at his diary, open on the desk in front of him. “I could,” he said.
“Good,” said Bjorn. “I need your help, Ulf.”
Ulf’s heart sank. Every policeman dreads the call in which a friend or relative says, I’ve done something foolish. You had to stop the conversation right there; you had to say, as firmly as you could without sounding hard-hearted, “I’m sorry but if the law’s involved I can’t do anything—I just can’t.”
Now he said to his brother, “I hope you’re not in trouble, Bjorn.”
“No, of course not. Or, at least, not the sort of trouble that you people deal with.”
This brought a sigh of relief from Ulf. “Political trouble then?”


“Yes.”
“I’m not sure if there’ll be anything I can do. The world of politics is pretty much a closed book to me.”
“I know that,” said Bjorn. “But I still need to talk. One o’clock in the Ship’s Galley. You know that place?”
Ulf did. “I’ll be there,” he said.









Chapter Three
The criminal use of laxatives
Ulf knew the Ship’s Galley for professional, rather than personal reasons. Ulf’s department was concerned only with unusually sensitive crimes, and a crime that he had investigated in the restaurant had clearly met the criteria for their involvement. It had concerned Arvid Hellström, a chef who targeted politicians with whom he disagreed politically, by lacing their food with powerful laxatives. The case had been widely reported and had caused a great deal of mirth both in Sweden and abroad, but had not been all that amusing for the victims. Some of these had been obliged to leave the debating chamber in Parliament in mid-speech, or had brought public appearances to a premature end as the concentrated senna inserted in their lunchtime dishes took effect.
It had not been difficult to identify the Ship’s Galley as the source of the problem once the victims had been quizzed as to their whereabouts over the twenty-four hours preceding the attack. Time and again they revealed that they had lunched in the restaurant, which was popular with politicians from the Progressive Liberal Party. This party, which campaigned on a Stalinist platform of hard-left policies, was neither progressive nor liberal, and tended to attract the particular anger of those of an ultra-conservative persuasion. Arvid Hellström was one such person: he had, since his teenage years, been particularly hostile to left-wing causes, and felt a special antipathy for the Progressive Liberals and all associated with them.


Those feelings might never have found expression had it not been for the proximity of the Ship’s Galley to the headquarters of the Progressive Liberals and to those of another, less influential party of similar views. This meant that at any lunchtime a fair proportion of diners would be hard-left politicians, a source of constant affront, it transpired, to Chef Hellström.
“I cannot bear the thought of these people eating my creations,” he was heard to mutter. “They sit there as bold as brass, eating away, while all the time they are plotting the destruction of our cherished institutions. Do these people have no shame? Do they not care for His Majesty and all he does for our country? Does that mean nothing to these idle rabble-rousers?”
Junior members of the kitchen staff listened to these tirades and nodded their agreement. They might not have shared the chef’s views, but they had learned that a nod of agreement was all that he expected, and anything for a quiet life.
“There goes chef again,” they whispered to one another. “Blah, blah, blah! Same old, same old!”
Eventually it was the evidence of a kitchen porter that resulted in the chef’s conviction. This man, who was himself a paid-up member of the Progressive Liberals, noticed the chef sprinkling something over selected dishes shortly before passing them on to a waiter. He noticed that the chef seemed to pay particular attention to the destination of the dishes in question, asking the waiters to confirm that they would be served to particular customers.


His suspicions aroused, the porter found the container from which the chef appeared to extract the savouring in question. Taking a sample, he passed this on to a friend who worked in a lab around the corner. This friend obtained a free chemical analysis that revealed the true nature of the seasoning.
“Senna,” he explained, “is a powerful natural laxative. It has no known culinary application.”
The porter had gone to a cousin who worked as a police driver. This man had then made enquiries of some of the senior police officers whom he drove, and had been referred to Ulf’s department at exactly the time they were investigating a complaint from a politician who was convinced that his recent appearance at a party congress had been sabotaged. From then on, the fate of Arvid Hellström had been settled; after a short trial, conducted in the full glare of media interest, he had been sentenced to a year’s imprisonment.
“We will not tolerate this sort of thing,” the trial judge pronounced. “This goes to the heart of our system of representative democracy. You cannot poison those with whom you disagree. This will simply not be allowed in Sweden.”
One or two journalists had questioned whether this meant that it might be allowed elsewhere, or whether this was yet another example of the enforced consensus of Swedish society, but such questions were rightly treated as juvenile and irreverent. For his part, Arvid Hellström was unrepentant. The politicians he had targeted deserved what they got, he maintained, and they were lucky that it was not arsenic, or worse, that he had put in their food. In general, he was treated sympathetically by the right-wing press, the view being taken in that quarter that this was a relatively harmless protest by a man who was a patriot and upholder of Swedish values.


The Ship’s Galley now had another chef, carefully vetted for political extremism. This one had no strong views on anything, as far as the restaurant’s proprietor could ascertain. His only hobby, it appeared, was membership in a Western reenactment club, the members of which dressed as cowboys and strutted about in a mock-up saloon. This, although eccentric and vaguely un-Swedish, was thought not to pose any security issues, even if it meant the appearance on the menu of various Mexican bean-based dishes that had previously not been a feature of the Ship’s Galley’s offerings. With the new chef in place, the fortunes of the restaurant, dented by the publicity of the previous chef’s conviction, soon recovered. The politicians returned reassured, and it was not unusual to see well-known figures from national politics huddled at a table with local friends and allies.
Bjorn was already at his table when Ulf arrived. As Ulf approached, he stood up and extended his hand to his brother. They shook hands and sat down, Ulf immediately picking up the menu and scanning it.
“You do know that I had a case here?” he said to his brother. “Remember that business with the chef?”
Bjorn smiled. “Not exactly something one would forget. He’ll have served his sentence by now, I imagine.”
Ulf nodded. “I heard that he joined the merchant navy.”
“As a cook?”
Ulf raised an eyebrow. “I imagine so. But I did hear that he’d learned his lesson. Somebody told me he’d become very religious in prison. That sometimes happens, you know.”


“If it keeps him on the straight and narrow,” said Bjorn.
Ulf pointed to an item on the menu. “Have you had any of this Mexican food?” he asked.
Bjorn sighed. “I don’t see what’s wrong with Swedish dishes,” he said. “If we come to power, I’ll be tempted to put a stop to all this ethnic food.”
Ulf looked at his brother. Where did this come from, he wondered. They had had the same childhood—more or less—and yet he had none of his brother’s strange ideas.
“It would be a bit extreme to tell people what they’re to eat,” Ulf said mildly. “Even in Sweden. There wouldn’t be many votes in that, I’d have thought.”
Bjorn shrugged. “You don’t have to put things in your manifesto. There are all sorts of things you can do once you’ve been elected. You can reveal the programme then.”
Ulf was silent for a moment. Sometimes he thought that his brother was joking—that he did not actually believe half of what he said. At other times he asked himself whether he was merely cynical, and would say anything that he thought might attract newspaper attention. “You can never get enough exposure,” Bjorn had once said to him. “It doesn’t matter what the cause is, as long as your name ends up in the press. You could assault Santa Claus at a children’s party, and the publicity would still be worth it.”
Now Ulf simply said, “Isn’t that a bit dishonest? Aren’t you meant to tell people what you’re going to do?”


Bjorn’s response was to wave a hand in the air in a gesture of insouciance. “People don’t pay attention to what you say,” he said. “There’s no point in telling them things if they’re not listening.”
Ulf changed the subject; an argument with his brother could quickly deteriorate into mutual haranguing. “These Mexican dishes look a bit spicy. I’m going to go for fish stew.”
“Very wise,” said Bjorn. “Me too.”
Their order placed, Ulf looked across the table at his brother. Bjorn had been a bit fleshy, but seemed to have lost weight. He quizzed him about this.
Bjorn patted his reduced stomach. “It’s for television,” he explained. “Kitty thought I’d look better on television if I were a bit thinner.”
Kitty was Bjorn’s wife. She was Colombian, and taught Spanish in a local high school. Ulf liked her, but had always wondered what she could possibly have seen in his brother.
“How is Kitty?” asked Ulf.
“Busy,” replied Bjorn. “She’s doing a degree part-time. Classics. Keeps her at her books more or less every night.”
“So she can’t go to all your party functions,” said Ulf. “I assume you have dinners and so on.”
Bjorn made another dismissive gesture. ‘They aren’t really her scene,” he said. “In fact, Kitty doesn’t entirely see eye to eye with party objectives.”
This did not surprise Ulf. He was interested, though, in how a marriage would work if the two parties had radically differing political views. Surely there would be tensions.


“She doesn’t approve?” he asked.
Bjorn shook his head. “No. But it doesn’t matter too much. I don’t bring work home with me, so to speak. I don’t talk to her about it.”
“Is she a member of another party?” asked Ulf.
Bjorn hesitated. “I don’t think so.”
“You don’t know for sure?”
“No, I don’t, and look, I don’t open her letters. Nor do I question her as to where she’s going when she goes out. She’s an adult; I’m an adult. We have our separate lives to lead.”
“And that works?”
Bjorn nodded. “It seems to. We keep off certain topics. That’s the way to do it.”
Ulf looked at his watch. “I have to keep a slight eye on the time,” he said. “We’re coming up for a departmental audit. There’s an awful lot of paperwork to do.”
“When we come in,” said Bjorn, “we’ll stop that straightaway. Police will be out on the street, not filling in forms. And with vastly increased powers, I can tell you. You see somebody you don’t like the look of—pick him up. For ten days if necessary. And you’ll be able to question him properly in that time. Not just talk about the weather and what he has for breakfast.”
Ulf said nothing. His brother knew nothing about policing—or anything else very much, he thought.
Bjorn leaned forward. “But I didn’t want to talk to you about policy,” he said, his voice lowered. “I wanted to ask your advice on a rather tricky security issue.”


It occurred to Ulf that his brother might be the recipient of threats. Politicians seemed to attract them, and it must be disturbing, even if most of them were not intended seriously.
“You’ve been threatened?”
Bjorn shook his head. “No, not me. Or not recently. But it’s nothing to do with that.” He paused, lowering his voice still further so that Ulf had trouble in hearing what he had to say. “We have a leak in the party. Somebody’s talking to the press.”
Ulf waited.
“You see,” Bjorn continued, “we take our decisions at what we call National Council level. We don’t always make those public, because, well, you don’t give ammunition to your enemies. So, many of these decisions are kept in reserve, so to speak, until the time is right for us to announce them.”
“And somebody’s revealing them prematurely? Stealing your thunder?”
“Yes,” said Bjorn. “And in some cases, passing them on to the Extreme Moderates.” He made a face. “Those people are utterly unscrupulous. They’ve taken a number of our best ideas, turned them round a bit, and then announced them as their own. It’s theft—pure and simple theft.”
Ulf sighed. “But that’s what politics is all about,” he said. “It’s a battle, isn’t it?”
Bjorn agreed. “Yes, it is. And battles have spies, don’t they? And traitors. We have one right at the heart of our party. Right up there among the thirty-two members of the National Council. One of them is a spy—a traitor, even—but how can we find out who that is?”


Ulf drummed his fingers on the table. “I don’t know if I can help you, Bjorn. This is private business. There’s nothing criminal going on.”
Bjorn protested that he did not want Ulf to get involved personally. “All I want is some advice as to how to deal with a situation like this. You’re the detective, aren’t you? Can’t you just tell me what to do?”
Ulf looked up at the ceiling. It was difficult to say an outright no to your own brother. He had no sympathy for the Moderate Extremists, but Bjorn was his flesh and blood and he could not turn him away. “Can you let me have a think about it?” he said at last.
Bjorn was clearly relieved. “I knew I could count on you,” he said.
Ulf looked up at the specials board. “What are bean enchiladas?” he asked.
“Un-Swedish,” answered Bjorn.









Chapter Four
Four o’clock—in your Saab
Ulf returned to the office in an unsettled state. He did not see Bjorn regularly and it annoyed him that so many of their meetings should be awkward ones. There was more often than not a certain tension in the air on such occasions—an atmosphere that Ulf suspected went back to unresolved issues of childhood. It seemed to him that Bjorn was overly keen to explain his political views—as if he might somehow convert his brother to his opinions. Yet surely he must know that Ulf had no intention whatsoever of joining the Moderate Extremists—or even voting for them. He had always been at pains to make that clear, and still Bjorn would go on about policies that he knew Ulf either deplored or about which, at best, he was unenthusiastic. There was some lingering urge at work here, Ulf thought; this was an old competitiveness that had its origin way back in their shared boyhood, but that had a long reach, as had so many of the feelings of childhood. You had to make a conscious effort to give up on these things—to clear out the psychological cupboards of those early years. How much easier it would be if Bjorn simply steered clear of politics—and possibly art too; there were plenty of other subjects on which they might have engaged without disagreement or rancour.
Anna sensed Ulf’s disquiet. She was good that way, having unusually fine antennae for the detection of unhappiness. From her desk, where she was occupied with the filling in of a frustrating form, she cast an eye over her colleague. His body language told her everything: what she saw was reluctant acceptance, mixed with irritation, and she guessed that this was something to do with some demand made by his brother. He had told her that he was going off to see him for lunch, and she knew that he inevitably came home from such meetings angered over some imposition sprung on him. It could not be easy, she thought, to have a brother who was the leader of the Moderate Extremists and, over and above all that, a demanding and emotionally insecure sibling.


“Brother?” she asked.
Ulf sighed. “Yes. My brother.” He paused, and then spoke with real regret. “Why is it that relatives have such claims on us? I never asked to have a brother.”
Anna nodded sympathetically. “I know what you mean, but…But, I suppose the claims of family are the most basic ones, don’t you think? It goes back to…”
Ulf stopped her. “Please don’t go sociobiological on me. I can’t face any sociobiology right now.”
Anna laughed. “All right. But sociobiology lies at the heart of everything. We are sociobiological, after all. Family bonds were the route to survival. You had to be close to your brother when you were hunting reindeer together.”
Ulf closed his eyes. He saw himself with Bjorn on some snowy plateau up north, following reindeer tracks. And Bjorn would be going on about something or other while the reindeer watched them from afar; and they were both hungry and needed to kill a reindeer if they were to survive the winter.


“I know, I know.” Ulf sighed. “So, I have my brother. And I’m doing my best, you know. It’s just that…”
Anna smiled. “If it’s any consolation,” she said, “I have brother issues too. My brother, Rasmus, is frankly impossible. Probably every bit as bad as yours. He’s incapable of sticking to one woman. He has girlfriend after girlfriend. There’s a new one every six months.”
Ulf had heard of Rasmus, even though Anna found it embarrassing to talk about him. “He can’t be easy,” he said.
“No, he isn’t. And each time he breaks up with one of these women he comes around to our place and wants to discuss it for hours on end. Days sometimes. Where did he go wrong? Was it something he’d said? Were they on different wavelengths all along? Is it better to end something that wasn’t going well rather than persist with it in the hope that things would improve?”
“Very tedious,” said Ulf.
“Jo gets fed up with it,” said Anna. “He comes home after a day in the operating theatre and there’s Rasmus talking about his failed relationships.”
Jo was Anna’s anaesthetist husband. He was a mild and inoffensive man, somewhat mousy in his manner, Ulf felt; but then Ulf was half in love with Anna—or even more than half, he sometimes felt—and he understood that no matter how hard he tried to be dispassionate about her emotional situation, he felt envious of this man who played such a privileged and intimate part in her life. The inescapable truth was that Anna was married, that her marriage appeared to be a stable one, and that her loyalties were with Jo and their two school-age daughters. Ulf had been brought up to know right from wrong, and everything told him that this was an impossible attachment on his part—and a wrongful one at that. You did not break up a marriage that was still functional and, as far as he could see, contented enough. You did not do that. And yet, and yet…


“What can we do?” He was talking about brothers, but he realised that the question could have been interpreted as a much broader one than that—if Anna were thinking along those lines, which of course she was not.
“About our brothers?”
“Yes.”
Anna shrugged. “Nothing. I suppose that all we can do is be patient.”
“And understanding?”
Anna laughed. “All the virtues. And then sit back and let the sun of righteousness shine upon us.”
Ulf felt considerably better. “He wants me to investigate a leak in their Grand Council, or whatever they call it. Somebody’s going to the press.”
“I know who that’ll be,” she said.
Ulf was puzzled. “How so? Do you know these people?”
“Not at all,” said Anna. “But then we never need to know the details. People act according to type. Work out who plays which role in any given situation, and there’s your answer.”
Ulf waited for her to explain further.
“Grand councils have issues,” Anna said. “There will be rivalries. No grand council is without its ambitious members.”


Ulf thought and nodded his agreement. “What politician doesn’t want to be somewhere other than where he already is? Further up the tree?”
“Precisely,” said Anna. “So if you want to identify a leak, look for who will gain by the compromising of the existing leadership.”
Ulf wondered whether it could be that simple. Perhaps it was.
“His deputy?” he asked.
“Possibly,” said Anna. She thought for a few moments, and then added, “Of course, it could be somebody who wants him out of office, but not for reasons of personal ambition.” She paused. “Do you see where this is going?”
Ulf looked puzzled. “Not really.”
“You once mentioned his wife. Bjorn’s wife. What’s she called?”
“Kitty.”
“Yes, her. I seem to remember that you said she was less than enthusiastic about his political career.”
Ulf nodded. “She’s tried once or twice to get him to leave politics. She’s not very keen on the Moderate Extremists and all they stand for.”
Ulf found it difficult to work out exactly what the Moderate Extremists stood for. There was a rag-bag of policies, the only uniting factor amongst which was a marked disapproval and distaste for various bêtes-noires. That was the extremism—but it was not clear how the moderation expressed itself.
Anna looked smug. “Well, there you are. That’s suspect number one. Kitty herself. The motive is clear enough, and who better to know what’s going on at meetings than the leader’s wife?”


For a few moments, Ulf said nothing. Then he inclined his head in agreement. “Possibly,” he said. Yet it all seemed too neat, too quickly-arrived-at. If there was one thing you learned in the Department of Sensitive Crimes it was that the obvious solution was often misleading. Life was obvious, yes, but behind the obvious, the self-evident, there lay any number of other lively possibilities. So he said, “Do you really think so?”
“I do,” said Anna.
“I’ll look into it,” said Ulf. Kitty Varg, he thought, and then said, “Cats.”
Anna had resumed filling in her form, but now she looked up. “I’m going to see the complainant later this afternoon. Would you like to come?”
“The cat breeder?”
Ana nodded. “I could do with reinforcements on that case. Are you interested?”
Ulf was.
“Four o’clock,” said Anna. “In your Saab?”
Ulf nodded. Anna loved his car, his old Saab; she said it reminded her of what Sweden used to be, and he knew what she meant. If you wanted to understand a country, he thought, perhaps you should look at its cars. And cars told you a lot about people too, he mused. Look at a car and you can tell, at a glance, what sort of person drives it—knowledge that might be very useful to a detective.
What sort of cars did Bjorn and Kitty drive? Would incompatibility in their cars point to incompatibility in their marriage? He smiled at the thought. The problem with such simple propositions was exactly that: they were far too simple. And they certainly were of limited use, he suspected, when it came to disentangling the sort of affairs with which the Department of Sensitive Crimes was concerned. Now that he came to think of it, he knew what sort of cars both Bjorn and Kitty drove. His brother drove a large red car of indeterminate origin—certainly it was not Swedish—that boasted, in chrome lettering at the back, of its extremely large engine capacity. Extremely large…that perhaps proved the proposition, at least as far as Bjorn’s character was concerned. And as for Kitty, she drove a modest green Italian car, a Fiat Cinquecento, so-named after its tiny engine. Five hundred cubic centimetres of engine may not be enough for the leader of the Moderate Extremists, but for his wife it was perfectly adequate. She was not the type to aspire to go from nought to one hundred in fifteen seconds. And therein, Ulf decided, lay a potential matrimonial problem; and if Anna was right, then that matrimonial problem may be a political one as well.


He would have to speak to Kitty—but feline affairs first.









Chapter Five
He hates me
The cattery was on the outskirts of the city, in an area where the urban reached out tentatively into the rural, where small tentacles of development bifurcated field and pasture, where cows were indifferent to cars, where small, scruffy businesses advertised themselves with crudely painted roadside signs: Eggs and Fresh Produce; Artisan Cheese; Fencing Contractors; Perfect Driveway Construction. It was just the place for a business such as Julia’s Cattery, Oriental Breeds.
It was a large plot of land—at least two hectares, Ulf thought. An unpaved drive led up to a house, planted squarely in the middle, and to a cluster of outbuildings, one of which was surrounded by a high-fenced chicken-wire run. What attracted Ulf’s attention, though, was the car parked beside the house: a Saab of exactly the same vintage as his own, though in better condition, at least when it came to bodywork. Ulf’s Saab, given to him by his uncle from Göteburg, had suffered from being kept too close to the sea, with the result that its paintwork had thinned and undergone some change in colour. This Saab had been more fortunate, was polished and shiny, with none of the down-at-heel look of Ulf’s own car.
Anna pointed at the vehicle. “Do you see what I see?”
“I do,” said Ulf. “Reassuring, isn’t it?”
“I liked her when I met her,” said Anna. “She came into the office to make a statement. I liked her then, and now that I see her car I like her all the more.”


“Don’t let Saabs cloud your judgement,” said Ulf.
“They don’t cloud,” answered Anna. “They confirm.”
They parked Ulf’s car beside its more well-preserved coeval and made their way to the front door. Julia answered quickly, appearing before them in a beige housecoat. She was carrying a cat. The cat looked unblinkingly at the visitors, suspicion glowing in its pale green eyes. Was this, Ulf wondered, the feline victim of the outrage—the debased aristocrat, the compromised matron?
“We’re a little early,” said Anna. “I hope you don’t mind.”
Ulf was not prepared for the voice that answered. He imagined that Julia would speak in a homely manner and not in the highly formal and scrupulously correct Swedish with which she now addressed them.
“There is not the slightest inconvenience,” she said. “A difference of ten minutes is insignificant, I think.”
She ushered them in.
Ulf noticed the smell. It was not as pronounced as it sometimes was when you went into a house or flat colonised by cats, but it was there none the less. You would know this was a cat-oriented household even if you had not seen the sign outside.
Before she did anything else, Julia introduced them to the cat. “This,” she said, “is Duchess IV, daughter of Duchess III.”
Ulf smiled at the cat, but was rewarded with an even more intense glare of disapproval.
“Duchess’s father,” explained Julia, “was Grand Champion Burmese of all Sweden three years in a row. Three years.”


Ulf expressed admiration. “That’s very impressive.”
“Very,” said Anna.
“Thank you,” said Julia, lowering Duchess to the floor. “And now—may I offer you something? Coffee?”
They took their places about a low table in the living room. On the table were piles of well-thumbed magazines—The International Cat Fancy, The Burmese Breeder’s Journal, and, to balance the feline emphasis, an equine newspaper with a picture of a gymkhana meeting on the cover.
There were a few moments of small talk—about the traffic, the weather and a report in that day’s paper of a fire on a Stockholm ferry. Then Anna moved on to what she described as the “act of sabotage.” “You said you were going to give me a list of people who might have a grudge against you,” she said. “Or against your cats, too, although I suppose that amounts to the same thing.”
“It certainly does,” said Julia. “For most of us, the best way to hurt us would be through our family.”
Ulf realised that she meant through her family of cats.
As if to confirm, Julia went on, “Our boys and girls are so vulnerable.”
Anna was sympathetic. “Of course they are.”
“I try to keep an eye on them all the time,” said Julia. “But you know how it is.”
“Oh, I do,” said Anna.
“You have cats?” Julia asked, with interest.


“No, I meant children.”
Julia smiled. “I wouldn’t know about that. Nils and I don’t have children. Our hands are full, though…” She gestured towards the window and its view of the outbuildings.
Anna focused on the matter in hand. “Have you made a list?”
Julia fished a piece of paper from the pocket of her jeans. “Here it is. Three names.”
Anna took the list, read it silently and then passed it on to Ulf. Ulf looked at the pencilled names and the brief note beneath each one.
“Oscar Ström,” he read. “Father of Passivity William.”
He looked up. “I take it that Passivity William is a cat.”
Julia nodded. “He is. A very highly regarded sire. He swept the board in Copenhagen. They have a particularly good show over there.”
Ulf read on. “Hates me,” the note continued.
“This Oscar Ström,” he said. “Why does he hate you?”
Julia’s reply came quickly. “Because I was the judge at a local show some years ago. I obviously didn’t enter any of my cats—judges can’t, you know—not in a show you’re judging.”
“Of course not,” said Ulf. “And you marked him down?”
“Yes,” said Julia. “He had one of his secondary cats on show. He really wasn’t very good. I gave him fourth place. Oscar was not pleased—not one little bit. If you’re the great Oscar Ström, you don’t get fourth place. You just don’t.”
Ulf went on to the next name on the list. “Linda Pahl,” he read. “Also hates me.”
“Why would that be?” asked Ulf. “Another judging issue?”


“No,” said Julia. She hesitated. “It’s a personal matter, as it happens. My husband and Linda were close—in the past. She’s never forgiven me for marrying him.”
Ulf nodded. “Jealousy?”
“Yes. She never gave up. She’d love to get him—even now, she’d take him from me if she had the chance.”
Ulf looked thoughtful. “How would damaging your reputation help her chances?”
Julia shrugged. “Anything to destabilise our life would suit her. How do they put it—sow the seed of discord and…There’s something else that follows, but I’ve forgotten what it is.”
Ulf moved to the third name. “Karen Olafsson,” he read out loud. “Drinks. Will do anything spiteful when she’s had a few. Ashamed of her cats.”
“And they of her?” asked Anna.
Julia looked puzzled.
“Nothing,” said Anna.
Ulf was silent. There were two suspects here, he thought. Karen, the inebriate, did not seem to have a motive, unless sheer mischievousness would count. He was intrigued, though, by the connection between Linda and Nils. In Ulf’s experience, sex lay at the bottom of so many issues: jealousy might play its role, but it was nothing when compared with the dark, anarchic power of sex. And when Julia left the room briefly to fetch coffee, he leaned over towards Anna and whispered: “Linda?”
Anna nodded. “Ask to talk to Nils,” she said. “I’ll have coffee with Julia.”


When Julia returned, Ulf made his request.
“Of course,” said Julia. “Nils would love to meet you. His father served in the Malmö Police, you know. It was a long time ago, but Nils still knows one or two people there. He’d enjoy talking to you.”
Nils was working in one of the sheds, said Julia; Ulf was welcome to go out directly and introduce himself.
Ulf left the two women and made his way out through the kitchen. On the other side of a cobble-stoned yard stood a large shed with an open door. The inside of the windowless shed looked gloomy, lit only by a couple of bare bulbs suspended from the ceiling.
Nils heard Ulf coming and came to the door to greet him. “You’re the detective?” he said. “Julia said you were coming.”
Ulf reached for his identity card, but Nils made it clear that he did not want to see it. “I can tell you’re the real thing,” he said. “No need to prove it.”
Ulf laughed. “I’m that obvious?”
Nils shook his head. “No, just to me, I suppose. My father, you see…”
“Your wife said he was in the force.”
“Yes. Malmö. You wouldn’t have met him, I imagine—he retired a long time ago. Twenty years, more or less. He was on the forensic side of things. He knew a lot about paint marks—that was his speciality. The police from all over the country consulted him.”
“Paint tells us a lot,” said Ulf.
Nils extended a hand. “Thank you for taking the time,” he said. “Julia has been very upset by this…” His expression showed his distaste. “…This unsavoury business. It makes a difference to her that you people are bothering to investigate.”


“That’s our job,” said Ulf. “I’m from the Department of Sensitive Crimes, and that’s what we do. Unusual offences like this.”
Nils pointed to two ancient dining-room chairs just inside the barn. “We can sit on those. They’re not exactly comfortable, but if you don’t mind.”
“We put up with worse,” said Ulf.
Once seated, Nils took out a packet of cigarettes and offered one to Ulf, who shook his head.
“I smoke only two a day,” said Nils. “I know people don’t believe me, but it’s true. Next month I’m going down to one, and then, Deo volente, it’ll be none.”
“You clearly have willpower,” said Ulf. “You’re fortunate.”
“It’s a nasty drug this stuff,” said Nils, lighting his cigarette. “Its grip is as bad as heroin’s, I think. It can nail you down for life.”
“Unless you’re strong,” said Ulf. “And you obviously are.”
“No more than the next man,” Nils said. “Maybe even less. But this time, I’m going to do it. I’ll be free.”
Ulf looked about him. There was a selection of harnesses hanging on the walls of the barn, a horse blanket, too. “I didn’t see any horses when I came in,” he said.
Nils pointed vaguely in the direction of the fields. “They’re being ridden at the moment. Our neighbours over that way have teenage kids who love taking them out. It suits us—the horses get a good workout.”


Ulf asked whether Nils was responsible for the horses while his wife looked after the cats.
“More or less,” replied Nils. “But she likes the horses too, and I’m very fond of the cats. Very different creatures, of course, but that’s nature for you.” He paused. “You know something, Mr….”
“Varg.”
“Yes, you know something Mr. Varg: I can’t believe how anybody can mistreat an animal. I just can’t understand it. It’s beyond me.”
Ulf looked at him. There was no doubt in his mind that this was an entirely heartfelt comment. He studied the face. Gentleness: this man was gentle.
“No,” agreed Ulf. “It’s awful, isn’t it? I remember once when I was doing a spell in the uniformed branch we had an animal cruelty case. There was a man who had, believe it or not, a camel. He kept this camel in a shed quite a bit smaller than this one. It was filthy, and the animal had all sorts of sores on its legs. It was a horrible sight.”
“What was he doing with a camel?” asked Nils.
“Heaven knows,” said Ulf.
Nils shook his head in mock disbelief. “Extraordinary. In the middle of Sweden. A camel.”
“Mind you,” Ulf continued. “You say that you can’t believe how people can treat animals badly—what about the way some people treat other people?”
“Yes,” mused Nils. “That too. But this particular case—this business with our poor cat. Imagine putting a strange tom into somebody else’s cat carrier. All hell could have broken out. We could have lost our cat.”


“Yes, indeed,” said Ulf. “But let’s just imagine that for a moment. We’ve had a few names from your wife. She’s given us a few possibilities.”
Nils sighed. “Ström? Yes? And Linda Pahl?” He sighed again. “Ström, I can believe. He’s a tricky customer—really sensitive to insult, or what he sees as insult. But Linda…She’s a gentle soul. Linda would never do something like that.”
Ulf kept his voice even. “You know her well?”
Nils hesitated, but only very briefly. “You could say that. We were together, actually—a long time ago. That was before Julia.”
“And it came to an end?”
Nils looked sideways at Ulf, as if in reproach. “Of course. It was well and truly over by the time I met Julia.”
Ulf was apologetic. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to imply that you were seeing them both at the same time.”
Nils made it clear that he was not offended. “Of course not. No, Linda and I drifted apart. She went off to America for six months—her job took her there—and after that it didn’t seem quite the same. We’d moved on, as they say. We’re still friends, of course. I see her from time to time. She sometimes asks me to do things about her place—I’m keen on carpentry, you see, and I like fixing things, as you might notice.” He gestured to a workbench and an array of tools hanging neatly along the wall. “She knows I don’t mind helping her out on that place of hers. It’s just down the road. She’s got eighteen hectares—inherited from her grandmother. She lets out a field or two to a dairy farmer but she’s kept all the buildings. She has a pottery; she runs classes and lets people use the kilns. I fixed up drying shelves for her—that sort of thing.” He paused before continuing, “I’m going to spend the day round there tomorrow, in fact. I’m making her a new feed bin for her ducks.”


As Ulf listened, a likely hypothesis began to emerge. Linda was the former girlfriend who still hankered after Nils; Julia sensed this—as any woman in her position would do. Nils was a kind, thoughtful man—just the sort that any woman would love to possess. But such kindness can be problematic when you find it hard to say no to the demands of others, as Ulf suspected was the case with Nils. Generosity with one’s time and an ability to perform do-it-yourself tasks could be a very demanding combination.
Julia had said that Linda hated her. Yes, thought Ulf, that was perfectly possible: envy, as the Freudians made clear, was a powerful force in human affairs. Linda was envious and would, subconsciously at least, want to get rid of Julia. But there was not much she could do—short of actually killing her, which of course she would not entertain. This was not homicide territory; this was the realm of sensitive crimes. And it was the perfect setting for a targeted act of spite: Linda was his suspect—there was no doubt about that.
They talked briefly about Oscar Ström, but nothing was said that changed Ulf’s view that he was an unlikely suspect.
“Is he an imaginative man?” asked Ulf.
Nils frowned. “I’ve never given that much thought, but now that you ask, no. In fact, I’d say the opposite. He’s a bit stupid. Not much up there.” He tapped the side of his head.
“Dim?” asked Ulf.


Nils grinned. “Yes. I know we’re not meant to comment on anybody’s dimness these days, people being so sensitive. But that doesn’t mean they aren’t dim—dim and sensitive at the same time.”
“Ah.”
“He manages about twenty watts most of the time,” Nils continued. “But he’s certainly no forty-watt bulb.” He looked at Ulf as if expecting censure. It was an offence, now, to give offence. But Ulf just rolled his eyes.
“Are you saying that it wouldn’t occur to him to put a strange tomcat into your wife’s cat carrier?”
“That’s exactly what I am saying,” replied Nils.
After his conversation with Nils, Ulf rejoined Anna and Julia in the house. Anna was ready to leave, and they said their farewells to Julia. In the car on the way back into town, Ulf said, “You know what? My money’s on Linda Pahl.”
He told Anna about his conversation with Nils. He explained how Nils came across as a kind, sensitive man—exactly the sort who would be regretted by a former girlfriend. Anna listened and said that she was inclined to agree. “We need to speak to her,” she said. “Perhaps we can get her to confess.”
“That’s always simpler,” said Ulf. “Except I don’t think that she will. I have a feeling about this Pahl woman. I think she’ll be highly devious.”
“I think so too,” said Anna.
They drove on in silence.
“I can drop you off at your place,” said Ulf. “It’s too late to go back to the office. Then I’ll collect Martin from Mrs. Hogfors.”


“Thank you,” said Anna. “I have to take the girls to their swimming practice. There’s a gala coming up and they’re doing a lot of training.”
Ulf said nothing. If Linda was envious, and hankered after what could not be, then that was his own situation too. He wished he had Anna in his life. He wished that the girls were his. He wished that he was going with her to swimming practice, with all the echoing shouts, and splashes, and smell of chlorine. But none of this was possible, and the sooner he came to an acceptance of that inescapable reality, the better. We know what’s in our best interests, Ulf thought, but how often are we in a position to act accordingly with conviction and enthusiasm, rather than with reluctance and resignation?

—
“Martin has had a difficult day,” Mrs. Hogfors said when Ulf called on her.
Ulf looked down at the dog at his feet. Martin had his issues, of which his deafness was perhaps the most serious. But there was also his tendency to depression, which made him listless and morose. When he was like that it was hard to persuade him to take a walk let alone to run after the rubber ball that he normally loved to pursue.
“Is he down in the dumps again?” asked Ulf, reaching down to pat Martin on the head.
Mrs. Hogfors frowned. “It’s been a bit different today. At times he’s been quite himself. He ran after his ball in the park this morning—there was no trouble with that. But then, on the way back, he seemed anxious. He stopped several times—you know how he just sits down and nothing will shift him—well, he did that twice. And he kept looking over his shoulder. It was as if he thought there was somebody following him.”


Ulf sighed. “He may need more psychotherapy,” he said. “I was hoping that wouldn’t be necessary.”
“We should watch him,” Mrs. Hogfors said. “Let’s not do anything just yet. He often just picks up spontaneously.”
“You’re very good for him, Mrs. Hogfors,” said Ulf. “I don’t know where we’d be without you.” He knew that this was what she wanted to hear—as a widow she felt that uncertainty as to social role that widows often complained of. Ulf thought this unnecessary—but understood, and his compliment was sincere: Martin loved Mrs. Hogfors and his affection was reciprocated. If it were not for Mrs. Hogfors, Martin’s life would have been a diminished one. As would my life be, thought Ulf, if it did not have Martin in it.
That thought occurred to him later when, back in his apartment, he prepared his dinner of gnocchi and tomato sauce. Ulf was a competent cook—some said a stylish one—and the gnocchi was homemade, as was the sauce. He had a taste for garlic, and the tomatoes were heavily laced with the succulent crushed bulbs he bought from the delicatessen at the end of his street. Martin liked garlic too—it was something to do with the powerful smell—and always sat at his feet when Ulf prepared it. He would get the skins from the garlic crusher, catching them mid-air when they were tossed in his direction.
Now Ulf thought: What is my life about? What have I actually got? I have Martin, and the apartment, and my Saab. I have my job—which many would give their eyeteeth for—and I have my collection of books on Scandinavian art, and…He was not sure how the list might continue, or whether it might mutate into a list of what he did not have. He had nobody to come home to. He had nobody with whom to share the ordinary, inconsequential gossip of the working day. He had nobody who would worry about him if he suddenly developed a disturbing ache or scraped his knee or just felt sad and dejected. He had no siblings, other than Bjorn, whose Moderate Extremism distanced him from him; he had no cousins to whom he was at all close, and those whom he did have lived some distance away and took little interest in him. One sent him a Christmas card each year, in which she said We must meet some time this year, but they never did. Another had married a carpenter in Visby with a very extensive port-wine birthmark on his face and who shunned company as a result. Ulf wanted to get to know him—to show that the birthmark meant nothing to him—but had failed in this. “I’m sorry,” his cousin had said. “There’s no possibility. I’m so sorry.”


He thought of these things, but not for long. Ulf had always found self-pity unattractive, and he was determined not to fall victim to it. It was true that there were drawbacks to his life, but there were high points to it too, and by nature he was more inclined to the positive than the negative. So that evening he made a deliberate effort to be cheerful. He would eat his gnocchi, take Martin for a brief walk round the block, and then return to watch an hour or two of lighthearted television before retiring to bed.
After returning from his walk with Martin, he kicked off his shoes, donned his English, red leather slippers, and turned on the television. Bergman.


He quickly turned it off. And it was at that point, just as he sat wondering what to do next, that Kitty Varg telephoned.
“I need to speak to you, Ulf,” she said.
“Of course,” said Ulf. “Any time.”
“Now?”
Ulf hesitated. But there was no reason to put it off. He looked at his watch. “Fifteen minutes?”
“Yes. Could we meet at that place we met last time? Remember?”
Ulf remembered. “There was an accordion player. And a violinist. Serbs, I think.”
“Yes. That gypsy music. Lovely.”
“I’ll meet you there.” Ulf hesitated, but then he asked, “Is everything all right?”
There was a short silence at the other end of the line. That answered his question, and so he went on, “It’s not, is it? Everything’s not all right.”
“No.”
“Well,” said Ulf. “We can talk later on in the café.”
There was relief in Kitty’s voice. “Ulf, you’re so kind. You really are.”
She rang off. Ulf sighed. He looked down at Martin, who was dozing at his feet. Was it easier to be Martin, or to be himself, Ulf Varg? Perhaps that was a question that could not be answered because we would never know what it was like to be a dog. It was different, certainly, but just how different, and if we did not know the degree of difference, then there was no point in further speculation. And yet, and yet…as Ulf looked at Martin, he found himself wondering: If dogs have thoughts—and they must, surely—then how are these thoughts articulated? Through vague emotional states—excitement, anticipation and so on? Or in the shape of images and smells recovered from memory? Somewhere, in the recesses of the canine brain, do dog-related images flicker, inchoate, silent, brooding; replays of things that dogs have done—enacted in black and white, like scenes in a Bergman film?









Chapter Six
Meeting Kitty
Kitty Varg was glamorous—an asset, the press said, to any political leader, even if she was rarely seen at any Moderate Extremist fund-raising function, or at any of those official receptions at which the ruling coalition partners served government-funded canapés to the lesser parties. People said that Kitty was above all that, and admired her—and Bjorn—for keeping their marriage out of the public eye. This meant that the more Kitty tried to distance herself from the party, the more closely she became associated with it in the mind of the electorate, and the better the party did as a result. “She’s that remarkably modest woman,” one columnist wrote. “She’s the one who doesn’t try to get herself into the newspapers all the time. Good for her, and well done, Moderate Extremists, for not trying to cash in on glamour!” That is what was said—much to Kitty’s chagrin.
Ulf joined her in the café, conscious that several sets of eyes were on him as he made his way to her table.
“I rather wish we hadn’t met in public,” he said, as he sat down. “It’s difficult being in my position, you know. I’m meant to keep away from politics.”
“I’m not a politician,” muttered Kitty, looking about the café angrily. “I’m a private citizen—and your sister-in-law. If a detective can’t meet his own sister-in-law in a café, then what have we come to?”


Ulf realised from the irritation in Kitty’s voice that he had sounded churlish. He immediately apologised. “I’m sorry. You’re right. It’s nobody else’s business.”
“We could go for a walk,” said Kitty. “Maybe that would be better. We wouldn’t feel that we were being listened to.”
She raised her voice as she spoke, and a couple seated at the neighbouring table stiffened, and turned away. They knew who Kitty Varg was, and had been eavesdropping.
Kitty indicated to the waiter that there had been a change of mind. Gathering her things, she led the way out of the café and on to the street outside—a street of small shops, most of which were now closed for the night. It being full summer, though, there was still plenty of light about, and the streetlights were not yet illuminated.
They strolled slowly up the street, pausing to look in shopwindows as they talked.
Kitty came straight to the point. “I’m fed up with politics, Ulf,” she said. “I don’t know if I can continue to be what I am.”
“Which is?”
“The wife of the leader of the Moderate Extremists. Mrs. Bjorn Varg, in other words.”
Ulf nodded. “Plenty of women can’t stomach being seen as mere adjuncts to their partners. I understand how you feel.”
Kitty gave him a searching look. “Do you?” she asked. “Do you know what it’s like?”
Ulf shrugged. “It’s perfectly possible to imagine what it’s like to be somebody else. People say you can’t—they say that each person’s experience is unique to them and can’t be understood by others. But I think that’s nonsense.”


Kitty thought about this. “Assumption of voice? That sort of thing?”
“Yes,” said Ulf. “There are people who say I’ll never know what it’s like to be a woman. They say I can’t say anything—anything—about how that feels.”
“And you think you can?”
“Yes, I do. Just as I think you probably have a good enough idea of what it’s like to be me.”
Kitty smiled. “I’ve often thought of what it’s like to be a man. It doesn’t involve an impossible feat of imagination.” She paused. “I think it’s fundamentally different, of course.”
“Is it?” asked Ulf.
“Yes. You men are somehow pointed at the world, if you see what I mean. You face the world in a very different way from the way in which we women do. You want to do things to the world…I’m sorry, Ulf, if this offends you.”
He was quick to reassure her that it did not. He did not, however, want to do things to the world—he never had. And was he pointed at the world? What did Kitty mean by that? Was this a phallic reference—and, if so, how should he react to it?
“Anyway,” Kitty continued. “Anyway, I didn’t ask to see you so that we could talk about gender roles. I wanted to talk about my marriage, Ulf.”
He said nothing. Kitty might wish to talk about her marriage, but he did not. Not really.


Now it all came out. “I’m fed up with being tacked on to a political party. I’m fed up with the phone going every waking moment. I’m fed up with listening to one side of a long political conversation with some wretched party worker somewhere in the back of beyond. I’m fed up with people coming up to me in the street and saying that they love the Moderate Extremists, or can’t stand them—delete which is inapplicable. I’m fed up with having meetings in the house with all those pathetic bearded men and frumpish women going on and on about policy and votes and electoral tactics. I’m fed up with going to dinner with potential donors and having to listen to self-opinionated businessmen who think that because they’ve made a packet running some grubby business somewhere they’re entitled to call the shots with politicians. I’m fed up with all that. I’m fed up.”
“You certainly sound fed up,” said Ulf.
“Well, I am. I’m well and truly fed up, Ulf. Up to here.” Kitty indicated her throat, adding, “And above.”
They had stopped in front of a shopwindow displaying women’s fashions. Ulf stared at the shoes—Italian, by the look of them, narrow, flimsy constructions in patent leather. Kitty’s gaze was on a russet-coloured padded jacket with large silver buttons.
“Have you spoken to him?” asked Ulf. “Does he know how you feel?”
“Of course. I’ve spoken to him God knows how many times.”
“And?”
“He says it’ll be different once he’s in government. He says that it’s always tough when you’re building up a political base.”


Ulf let out a snort of laughter. “Bjorn was always an optimist.”
“He’s never going to get there,” said Kitty. “I’ve told him that. And he simply says, You’ll see.”
“Hope springs eternal,” said Ulf.
They moved on.
“And now, to cap it all, he’s become suspicious.”
Ulf stopped in his tracks. “Of you?”
“Yes. He more or less accused me of passing on political secrets.”
Ulf drew in his breath. He had not anticipated that Bjorn would reach much the same conclusion as had Anna. “Tell me what he said.”
Kitty explained that Bjorn had told her that information was being passed to political rivals. Then he had hinted, and not all that obliquely, that this information might be coming from someone who was close to him. “And when he said that, he looked at me, Ulf. He looked right at me, and the inference was obvious.”
“Did you object? Did you remonstrate with him?”
Kitty shook her head. “I was too taken aback to say very much. I suppose you could say I was speechless. Why would I pass on information to the Extreme Moderates, of all people? What are they to me?”
Ulf looked up at the sky, at the glow in the west. Had Bjorn told her to whom the information was being leaked? He decided to ask.
“So, that’s all he said?” he probed. “Did he say who was getting this information?”
Kitty shook her head. “No,” she said. “He simply said that it was getting out.”
And yet, Ulf said to himself, you just mentioned the Extreme Moderates; how did she know that these were the people to whom the information was being passed if Bjorn had not mentioned that fact to her? It was an elementary mistake—the most basic one, in fact. It was the hoary example impressed on neophyte policemen on day one of their training in the methods of detection: often only the perpetrator knows the modus operandi—the weapon used, the means of entry and so on; if, therefore, somebody appears to know these details, that person is likely to be the person you’re looking for.


“Are you sure?” he asked.
She was quite short in her response to him. “Yes. I told you. He didn’t tell me anything else.”
Her adamant response, uttered without hesitation, gave him pause to think. A guilty person might take a moment or two to reply, might wonder what line of questioning was being pursued, and why; she did not. This may or may not count for something; he would have to consider it.
Ulf nodded. “And then what happened?”
“I told him that he should ask you to investigate.”
This, again, was completely unexpected.
Kitty explained. “I thought if you found the leak—the real leak—then that would stop him having these ridiculous suspicions about me.”
“I see,” said Ulf. “And what do you want me to do?”
“I want you to find the culprit. And I can help you to do that.”
Ulf waited.
“I have my suspicions,” said Kitty. “There’s a woman called Olga Hansson. She’s on the council. I’ve seen her with the deputy leader of the Extreme Moderates. I’ve seen them together in a nightclub. She was all over him. I think she’s the one.”


Ulf raised an eyebrow. “There are other reasons…”
But not in Kitty’s mind: “For going to a nightclub together? Oh, come on, Ulf. If you go to a nightclub with a member of another party, that means there’s something other than politics bringing you together. And you don’t have to ask what that is.”
“No,” Ulf conceded. “Perhaps you don’t.”
But then he thought: no, perhaps you do. The motives that lay behind any human action were hard to fathom, and assumptions as to why we do what we do could lead one up the entirely wrong track. All possibilities should be considered—one of which was that Kitty Varg was lying. If people were prepared to deceive their wives and husbands—and they were—then one should not expect them to cavil at the deceiving of a mere brother-in-law. People kept saying that blood was thicker than water: it wasn’t always so—water could occasionally prove to be extremely thick, and blood extremely thin.
And if Kitty was lying, then Olga Hansson was innocent, and Kitty was guilty. Of what? Of trying to embarrass her husband in pursuit of some private grudge against Olga? But would Bjorn want to find that out? Ulf thought he would not, but he had asked him to become involved, and when you ask somebody to be involved, you cannot always control the outcome of that involvement. That was axiomatic, thought Ulf: ask a question by all means, but don’t expect to be pleased with the answer.









Chapter Seven
Merino Underpants
He slept fitfully that night, as he often did when he was involved with a particularly puzzling case. Here he was engaged in two rather odd cases, one of which was not even a proper, official investigation but a bit of private sleuthing that he did not really want to undertake anyway, while the other was a bizarre instance of petty goings-on in the world of cat breeding. When the world was in the state it was in, with western civilization crumbling about our ears, should we be worrying about jealousy and squabbling? Ulf thought not. If he was to join the ranks of those who would defend civilized values, should he be spending his time on these unedifying matters? No, he should not, and yet the barricades in this life were rarely in the right place, and you manned your barricade wherever you found it. For him, it was on the unexpected and often unglamorous turf occupied by the Department of Sensitive Crimes. That was his bailiwick; that was his station.
That acceptance sustained him during the day but did not necessarily put doubts to rest at night, and his disturbed sleep meant that he was tired even when he first arrived at work the following morning. There was a solution to that, of course; Ulf was particularly sensitive to caffeine and a large, skimmed-milk latte, nursed at one of the tables in the café opposite the office, was always enough to sharpen his concentration for the day ahead.


Ulf scanned the morning paper while he waited for Lars, the café proprietor, to bring his cup of coffee to his table. The news was unexceptional. A ship had been reported missing in the eastern Baltic but had been located with all hands safe. A drone had landed on the spire of a local church and had required the summoning of the local fire brigade; the drone operator had run away but had been described by one witness as being fourteen or fifteen, dressed in a beige top, and having a “rather stupid face.” Ulf smiled at that. The way people described others to the police was often amusing; he recalled a witness once saying to him that the man he saw robbing a bank looked very like his uncle Charlie. It was while Ulf was noting this down that he realised that the bank robber might well have been Uncle Charlie. That proved to be the case; Ulf had innocently asked for a photograph of Uncle Charlie, just to give an idea of what sort of man to look for. He had then, equally innocently, asked where Uncle Charlie lived, and had been given the address by the unsuspecting witness. And that was the investigation concluded. When Ulf and his colleagues went to Uncle Charlie’s flat, not only did they find the gun used in the robbery, but the stolen money as well. Relations between uncle and nephew never recovered, Ulf subsequently learned.
He turned to the arts pages. There was a review of a recently opened exhibition of paintings of the Danish Golden Age. Ulf was planning to see that, and read the review with interest. Painting was his delight, his retreat from the discomforts of modern life, from all the stresses and uncertainty that went with living in the early twenty-first century. In particular, painting from a time when the world was a bit simpler, a bit quieter, appealed to Ulf. How he would have loved to have lived in such an age, although…He thought of the drawbacks. There were no antibiotics then, no anaesthesia, few human rights, no Saabs…Perhaps life in the twenty-first century was preferable after all.


“Inspector Varg, good morning.”
Ulf looked up. It was Blomquist, a member of the uniformed branch, though not wearing his uniform now, being dressed in a neat jacket and tie and grey flannel trousers. He had come across Blomquist on a number of occasions, most recently in a counterfeit whisky case—Blomquist’s patch included the market at which fake goods were often hawked by unscrupulous street traders.
Ulf’s heart sank. There was nothing essentially objectionable about Blomquist, but he did tend to go on and on about all sorts of issues. No conversation with Blomquist was ever a short one, and he seemed to have a particular skill in preventing one from detaching oneself.
“Do you mind if I join you?” asked Blomquist.
Ulf did his best to sound friendly. He was a kind man, and he would never want to give offence to somebody like Blomquist.
“That would be very good of you,” said Ulf. “But I don’t want to detain you.”
“Oh, I’m in no hurry,” said Blomquist. “I’m off today and I’m meeting my wife in town, but not for an hour or so. She’s going to buy me a new cashmere sweater. She buys all my clothes, you know.”
“I didn’t know that,” Ulf said.
“Well, she does. And she’s got a very good eye. Really good.”
“Wives often have strong views on what their husbands wear,” said Ulf.


Blomquist smiled. “My wife likes cashmere, and so she thinks I should wear it too. And I’m happy to do so. Cashmere or merino. I’m very fond of merino wool, you know. I have two pairs of merino underpants—no, hold on, three pairs—and they are remarkably comfortable.”
“I’m sure they are.”
“Four pairs actually,” said Blomquist.
“Oh yes.”
“They’re very easy on the skin,” Blomquist continued. “Especially down there.”
Ulf took a sip of his coffee. This was too much—it really was. It was beyond him why Blomquist, who was considerably junior to him in the force, should think that he could come and talk about merino underpants at this hour of the morning—or indeed at any time.
“They’re Australian,” Blomquist said. “They have very large flocks of merino sheep in Australia.”
“Of course.”
Blomquist’s own coffee was delivered by the proprietor, and Blomquist, to cool it down, blew over the foamy surface, sending a small sprinkling of white on to the sleeve of Ulf’s jacket.
“The problem with cashmere,” Blomquist said, “is that moths love it. They go straight for it, if they get the chance. My wife had a very nice Scottish sweater that was one-hundred-per-cent cashmere. She left it in a drawer for a couple of months and when she looked at it next there were large holes in it. They hadn’t touched anything else—just the cashmere.”


Ulf shook his head. “What a pity. And cashmere’s so expensive, isn’t it?”
“Very,” said Blomquist. “That’s why I say to her, Forget cashmere—opt for polyester. And you know what she says to that? She says, We’re not polyester people.”
Ulf glanced at his watch. “I’m going to have to watch the time, Blomquist. I have a rather demanding investigation on the go.”
It was a mistake, and Ulf realised that immediately. At the mention of an investigation, Blomquist’s eyes widened. “Oh yes? Can you tell me about it, Mr. Varg?”
He could not refuse. Blomquist, after all, was a colleague, even if a distant one, and Ulf would not want him to feel he was being held at arm’s length. So he told him about the intrusion of the tom into the cat carrier and the unfortunate consequences that followed. Then he told him about the visit to the breeders and his conversation with Nils.
Blomquist listened intently. Then, when Ulf had finished, he said, ‘Pretty obvious.”
“What’s pretty obvious?”
“The wife wants the husband to think the former girlfriend is doing something spiteful to harm her—to harm the wife, that is. He’ll think that and break off relations with her—the former girlfriend, that is. It’s all set up.”
Ulf was silent.
“You see?” asked Blomquist. “The wife herself would have put the tom in there. Kittens born on the wrong side of the blanket would just be collateral damage, so to speak.”


Ulf thought about this. “That’s all very well,” he said. “But how would one prove it?”
“Oh, you can’t prove things,” said Blomquist. “Or, hardly ever.”
Ulf sighed. “Well, that’s a great help.”
“But,” Blomquist went on, “what you can do is shame the real perpetrator into confessing. What you need to do is to arrest the innocent party—in this case the husband. Charge him and then see the wife’s reaction. She’ll be very unwilling to be responsible for her husband’s false conviction, and she’ll come clean. It works. I’ve done it, you know.”
Ulf stared at Blomquist in complete astonishment. He was about to remonstrate with him, when the other man looked at his watch and sprang to his feet. “Is that the time,” he exclaimed. “I thought it was a good deal earlier. Must go.”
Ulf said goodbye, and watched as Blomquist scuttled out of the café. The policeman had given him advice that he could not possibly follow, although, now that he came to think of it, there was a certain logic to it. He smiled. Blomquist! What would Anna say when he told her of what had been said?

—
“Blomquist?” said Anna. “Our Blomquist? From the uniformed branch?”
Ulf nodded. “The very same.”
“And what did you say?”
Ulf felt slightly embarrassed. He had said nothing to Blomquist, although he had fully intended to remind him sharply that in no circumstances was it ever acceptable to arrest a person whom one knew, beyond all doubt, to be innocent. He had not done this because Blomquist had suddenly dashed off, and he now told Anna that. “I was going to take it up with him,” he said, knowing he sounded rather lame, “but I didn’t have the opportunity to say anything.”


He had imagined that Anna would be disapproving, but she was not. “It’s not a bad idea,” she said. “I wouldn’t have expected Blomquist to come up with something like that, but it’s worth trying.”
“But we can’t arrest him on no grounds at all,” protested Ulf. “That would be an abuse of process.”
“Yes, it would,” agreed Anna. “But I would say you don’t have to actually arrest him. You ask him in for questioning. That’s legitimate enough. Then you tell her—the wife—that her husband has been picked up. You don’t use the word arrest, nor indeed the word charge, but she’ll read those terms in. You’ll get the same response.”
Ulf looked up at the ceiling while he thought about this. He remembered something that Nils had said to him—that he was going to spend the next day helping Linda Pahl with the construction of a feed bin for her ducks. That would mean that Nils and his wife would be separated from one another—she would be at home and he would be at Linda’s farm. Conditions would be ideal, then, for the arrest of one and the encouragement of the other.
He told Anna that Nils would be spending the day at Linda Pahl’s smallholding. She looked thoughtful. Then she said, “Let’s try.”
Ulf was always prepared to be led by Anna. If it had been solely up to him, he would not have yielded to the temptation. But Anna made all the difference. “All right,” he said. “I’ll go to the Pahl place and bring him in. While I’m doing that, you go to Julia and tell her that her husband has been taken down to police headquarters. Be careful as to what words you use.”


“I shall,” said Anna.
“Tell no lies,” cautioned Ulf.
“I shan’t,” said Anna.
“When shall we do it?” Ulf asked.
“Mid-morning,” Anna suggested. “That’s the best time to do something slightly unethical.” She paused. “Except this isn’t really that at all.”
“It just feels that way?” asked Ulf.
“Yes. Perhaps. But clever ploys often seem to be marginal when in reality they aren’t.”
That gave Ulf comfort. He had never willingly broken the law nor the code of police conduct, and he had no desire to start doing that now. Anna’s judgement was good, and he felt that if she considered this to be acceptable, then that was enough for him.

—
They took two cars, Ulf driving his faded grey Saab and Anna making do with a humble Volkswagen from the police car pool. They travelled together, with Ulf peeling off when Anna took the turning to Julia’s cattery. Erik had obtained details as to the location of the Pahl property through a phone call to the local police, and Ulf had worked out that it was only ten minutes or so from Julia and Nils. That was relevant, he thought, as such propinquity made Julia’s unease all the more credible. No wife would like a former girlfriend of her husband to live only a few kilometres down the road. Some distant location would have been far more comfortable, he thought, at least for Julia.


The land about Linda’s house was heavily wooded, although Ulf could make out a line of lush fields beyond the trees. Those would be the fields let out to the dairy farmer, and sure enough, there were the cows, contented Frisians clustered about a drinking trough. A winding driveway led to a small clearing where a sign said Pottery Parking. Ulf left the Saab there and made his way on foot to the back of the house. That, he imagined, was where work would be done on the proposed feed bin for the ducks.
Nils saw him and called out. “Inspector! Inspector! Over here.”
Ulf joined Nils beside a large wooden hutch, the roof of which was currently being covered with tar paper. Nils introduced him to Linda, who had been doing something inside the structure but who now crawled out backwards through a low hatch. Ulf observed that Linda was strikingly attractive, even when crawling out of a duck feed bin. Some people, he thought—absurdly—can look good even when crawling out backwards.
He went straight to the point. “I’m going to have to ask you to accompany me into town for questioning,” Ulf said.
He saw that Nils seemed to take this with equanimity.
“Why, Inspector?”
“Because I need to ask you questions in relation to an act of sabotage.”
This was the signal for Linda to gasp. “Sabotage!”


Ulf turned to her. “Placing a tomcat in another cat’s cat carrier.”
Ulf noticed that she was staring at Nils in apparent agony. Then she turned and blurted out, “No, it was me. I did that.”
Nils spun round. “No, you didn’t, I did.”
Ulf shook his head. “I didn’t accuse you,” he said to Linda.
“I know you didn’t, but I can’t stand by and let you arrest Nils for something I did.”
“Except that you didn’t do it,” said Nils forcefully. “I did.”
“Darling,” said Linda, her voice rising with emotion. “You don’t have to lie to save me.”
Ulf looked at the ground. He had become aware of a ginger tomcat, overweight and battered, that had suddenly appeared from the bushes and was rubbing itself against his right leg. Was this the way a cat confessed, he wondered.

—
Anna found Julia in her office, struggling with a pile of receipts.
“Who would run a business?” asked Julia, as she greeted her visitor. “I employ an accountant to do my tax return, but the hard part, in my view, is getting all the information to him. His is the easy part, if you ask me.”
She looked at Anna expectantly. “Developments?” she asked.
Anna asked whether she might sit down.
“We’ve made progress,” said Anna, choosing her words with all the care that Ulf had advised. “Your husband, I’m afraid to say, has been taken into town for questioning.”
Julia drew in her breath sharply. “Nils?”


“Yes. Your husband.”
“Oh, my God.”
Anna was watching the reaction. If there were to be any confession, this she thought, was the most likely time for it to emerge.
And it did.
Julia spoke quietly, but with an intense urgency. “Look,” she said. “You’re making a terrible mistake. I did it. I was intending that that Pahl woman, that husband stealer…” She spat out the words. “I wanted her to get the blame so that Nils would realise what a dangerous woman she was.”
Anna nodded. “I see.” Then she asked, “Where did you get the cat?”
Julia looked confused. “What cat?”
“The tom you put in the carrier.”
Nothing was said. Julia’s confusion seemed to deepen.
“Well,” insisted Anna. “Where did you get him?”
Julia waved a hand in the air. “Oh, there’s a tom that hangs around.”
“Oh yes?”
“I took him with me.”
Anna pressed her again. “Did you go in with Nils? Did you go to the show with him?”
“Yes.”
“So he must have been aware of the presence of the tom, because the tom must have travelled down with you. Was he aware of him?”
“Yes,” said Julia, and then, almost immediately, “No.”
Anna sighed and then rose to her feet. “You’ll be hearing from us,” she said and then added, “Or perhaps not.”


She left the office and returned to the pool Volkswagen. It smells bad, this car, she thought. Somebody has been smoking in it. That was disgusting, and quite against the rules, and her resentment over the unknown rule breaker hung above her, a tiny, localised cloud, all the way back to the office.









Chapter Eight
It reminded her of what Sweden used to be
Ulf arranged to see Bjorn that evening, after his brother had finished a press conference. They met once more in the Ships’ Galley, in the early evening, when it was popular with drinkers rather than diners. Bjorn was hungry, though, and ordered a plate of charred Brussels sprouts, lightly drizzled with olive oil.
“Everybody’s eating these things,” he said. “It’s the zeitschnack of our times.”
“Zeitschnack?” asked Ulf.
“The snack de nos jours. Of our times. As in zeitgeist,” said Bjorn, with a smile. “Spirit of the times. Zeitgeist. You’re the one who speaks German.”
“Very badly,” said Ulf.
“So do the Germans,” Bjorn retorted. “You should hear some of them.”
Ulf took a Brussels sprout. “I’ve been thinking about your problem,” he said.
Bjorn laughed. “Which one?”
“Your leak.”
Bjorn passed the plate of sprouts over to Ulf. “Help yourself,” he said. “If you leave them all to me, I’ll polish the whole lot off. Just like a Belgian.”


“You shouldn’t say things like that,” said Ulf. “Not all Belgians are greedy.”
“They like their food,” said Bjorn. “Just like the Russians like to drink. And don’t tell me they don’t—they do. They drink like fish.”
“I don’t think generalisations are helpful,” said Ulf.
“Maybe not,” countered Bjorn. “But that doesn’t mean they aren’t accurate.” He paused. “That’s the great thing about being a Moderate Extremist—we allow our members to speak their minds—up to a point. That’s the moderation kicking in.”
Ulf made a dismissive gesture. “I didn’t ask you here to discuss your politics, Bjorn. You know my views on those.”
“So?”
“So, I asked you here so that I could tell you that I think I know who might have been leaking information.”
Bjorn had been flippant to this point; now he became serious. “You’ve found out?”
“Not exactly found out. What I’ve done is come up with a possible theory.”
“Then tell me.”
Ulf drew in his breath. “I think it might be Kitty.”
It was as if Bjorn had been delivered a physical blow. He reeled. For a few moments he said nothing, then he leaned forward. “You haven’t accused her?” he asked. “Not directly, I hope?”
Ulf assured his brother that he had not suggested anything to Kitty. And he emphasised, too, that this was just a hypothesis—that nothing was definite.


“I think she may have leaked information in order to compromise you,” he said. “I think she may have planned to make it possible for Olga Hansson to make a case to the effect that you were the one who had been leaking. Then you would have to resign, and that, of course, is what she wants. Kitty loves you, you see, Bjorn, and she doesn’t want to see you exhausted and broken by policies. She wants you to get out.”
Bjorn was shaking his head. “No, Ulf, no. Kitty would never betray me.”
“But it’s not betrayal. She did it to try to save you from yourself.”
Bjorn’s head shaking became more violent. “No, no, no. It was me, Ulf. I did it. I did it and wanted it pinned on Olga to get her out of the way. She’s my rival, you see.”
Bjorn stared at his brother. “You wanted to use me as part of an attempt to discredit Olga Hansson?”
Bjorn became more animated. “It was for the greater good, Ulf. The cause we espouse in the Moderate Extremist Party is a great one. We’re patriots. We want to do our best for Denmark. That’s what we want.”
“Denmark?”
Bjorn looked puzzled. “What about Denmark?”
“You said you wanted to do your best for Denmark.”
Bjorn shook his head. “No, I didn’t. I said that we wanted to do our best for Sweden. We’re a Swedish party, for heaven’s sake, Ulf.”
“All right,” Ulf conceded. “Forget it.” He was tired. There were two possibilities here. One was that Bjorn was telling the truth, the other was that he was making this up to shield Kitty. Either explanation could be true. But which was it? He had no idea, but he thought, on balance, the whole business had probably been instigated by his brother. The world was full of falsity—and smoke and mirrors, and every sort of artifice. In that sea swam politicians—not all of them, by any means, but certainly quite a number.


“The whole thing?” asked Bjorn, his voice eager.
“I meant the slip of the tongue.” But then Ulf realised that he might as well say the whole thing could be forgotten, because that would have to happen, sooner or later. Bjorn and Kitty would have to work out their mutual future. Olga Hansson would have to sort out her future in the party. These were things that were of no real concern to Ulf, and he was only too happy to set them aside.
“Let’s just forget,” he said. And then he added, “Do you think we’ll ever be able to forget Bergman?”
“No,” said Bjorn. “Some things stay with you. All your life, they stay with you.”
“Such as the knowledge that you have a brother,” mused Ulf.
Bjorn looked at him. “Yes. And the love you have for your brother. In spite of everything, that stays with you.”
“I think it does,” said Ulf.

—
In the office the following day, Anna took a telephone call from Julia to the effect that she wished to withdraw her complaint relating to the tomcat. At the end of the conversation, Anna replaced the telephone receiver and looked across the room at Ulf.
“Well, that’s that,” she said. “Julia is dropping her complaint. That’s the end of our feline problem.”


Ulf frowned. “So, what do we conclude?”
“Do we have to conclude anything?” asked Anna. “The file can be closed. No complainant.”
“But what do you think?” Ulf asked.
“I think none of them did it.”
Ulf was astonished. “But…”
“I think the tom got in by himself. I think Julia, or Nils, might have left the cat carrier unsecured. Along comes some disreputable tom and takes his chance. Then, when the discovery is made, Julia or Tom decide that somebody had put the tom in the cage.”
Ulf waited.
“And then?”
“We hadn’t thought of insurance before this,” said Anna. “I asked her, though, and she admitted they had made a claim. It was for the economic loss that flowed from losing that expensive litter.”
“Ah.” Ulf thought insurance was one of the first issues they should have addressed.
“So it could be an insurance fraud,” Anna continued. “The tom gets in through their own negligence. They need somebody to blame. Julia decides that Linda would be a good candidate for that. Nils is keen to get away from Linda and, besides, he’ll do anything Julia wants him to do. So he goes along with the whole thing.”
“I’m not sure,” said Ulf. “They struck me as a nice couple. And I thought that he, in particular, was a rather agreeable sort.”
“Nobody is,” said Anna. “In our line of work, Ulf, nobody’s an agreeable sort, as you put it. Nils may be nice, but he’s weak.”


“I don’t know about that. I didn’t think so.”
Anna smiled. “Did you see his jaw?”
“What?”
“He had the classic weak jaw. I spotted it immediately. I said to myself: weak—easily led.”
Ulf stared at her in astonishment. “Are you serious?”
“Yes,” said Anna. And then added. “A bit.”
Ulf shook his head. “I think you could be wrong, you know. Your whole explanation is based on assumptions for which you have no proof.”
“Possibly,” said Anna. “But just what can we prove in this life?”
It was a good question, Ulf thought. He sighed. “Oh, well. If the objective of detective work is resolution, then we’ve achieved resolution. Perhaps not in quite the way we anticipated, but resolution none the less.”
“I’m relieved,” said Anna. “That was the sort of case that would have stirred up a lot of comment. It could have seemed as though we were concerning ourselves with ridiculous storms in teacups—that sort of thing.”
“A storm in a teacup can be a very serious thing for the sailors in that teacup,” Ulf pointed out.
Anna thought about this. Ulf had put it very well. A tiny storm was bad if the world in which it occurred was itself a miniature one.
“I sometimes wish,” she said, “that we made more arrests.”


Ulf wondered whether it mattered. “People put far too much store on figures these days,” he observed. “They want inputs and outputs and so on, but what does any of that actually mean. Does it have any bearing—any bearing at all—on whether an outcome is good, bad, or indifferent? Does it?”
“No,” said Anna. “I don’t think it does. The important thing is how people feel at the end of the day.”
You are so right, thought Ulf. You are so, so right. Because you are who you are, and you understand these things, and you want to bring to our poor world the healing and the reconciliation that it so, so desperately needs.
He closed his eyes. Oh love, he thought, come down and knock at my door someday—some day soon.
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