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‘In the next life I want to be an olive tree.’

She gestured vaguely towards the hills where dusk was
falling fast.

‘It can live for several hundred years, according to what I’ve
read. That sounds pretty reassuring, don’t you think?’

Afterwards, he would occasionally recall that these were her
last words. That comment about olive trees and reassurance.
It was remarkable. As if she was taking something big and
sublime with her to the other side. An inspiration, a trace of
some kind of insight that she didn’t really possess.

At the same time, of course, it seemed to him a little odd that
she should make such a general — and actually rather
meaningless — comment, immediately after those terrible
words that had sealed her fate so definitively. Which ended
her life and gave their relationship its final destiny.

| love somebody else.

Needless to say, it never occurred to her that things would
develop the way they did. That what happened next was the
only way out — not until the very last seconds, presumably —
but in a way it was typical, both of her naivety and of their
relationship in general. It had frequently happened that she
didn’t grasp the full significance of things until it was too
late. At a stage when it was pointless trying to put things
right, and when all that could be said — absolutely everything
— had already been said. When the only possibility available
was decisive action. He had thought about that before.



‘I’ve made up my mind. I know I’m hurting you, but we
must go our separate ways from now on. | love somebody
else.’

Then silence.
Then that comment about the olive tree.
He didn’t answer. Had she expected him to answer?

It wasn’t actually a question she had asked. Merely a
statement. A fait accompli. What the hell could he have
answered?

The balcony was not large. Six to eight square metres. A
little white table with two chairs that looked exactly like all
other plastic chairs and all other plastic tables in every part
of the world. The same applied to the hotel. Only two floors,
no dining room — hardly even a reception. They had booked
the holiday at the last minute and hadn’t bothered to pick
and choose.

Olympos. Just a few minutes’ walk up from the beach, the
landlady had a moustache and it had about a dozen rooms,
probably fewer.

Their colourful patterned beach towels were folded over the
balcony rail to dry. They each had a glass of ouzo and were
sitting within half a metre of each other; she had just had a
shower, was suntanned and radiant after a whole afternoon
on the beach.

A whiff of thyme from the hills formed an unholy alliance
with the stench of low-octane petrol wafting up from the
main road. And that was more or less it.

That and those words. A note suddenly began to resound in
his head.



Faint and difficult to pin down, but somehow persistent. It
can be heard like the trickling of a little rivulet babbling
through the sound of the cicadas churring drowsily after a
hot day. They sound like several hundreds, but there are
probably no more than two or three of them. He stands up.
Knocks back the rest of the ouzo in one swig, takes a few
deep breaths.

Stands behind her; moves her hair to one side, places his
hands on her naked shoulders.

She stiffens. She becomes more tense, almost imperceptibly,
just a few muscles — but he notices it immediately. The tips
of his fingers on her warm skin are as sensitive as tiny
seismographs. He feels his way along the sharp edges of her
collarbones. Feels her heart beating. She says nothing. Her
left hand lets go of the wine glass on the table. Then she sits
there, still. As if she were waiting.

He moves his hands in towards her neck. Notices that he has
an erection.

A motorcycle with a very badly damaged silencer clatters
past in the street down below. His blood starts racing
through his veins, both in his hands and down below in his
genitals.

Now, he thinks. Now.

At first her struggles are like a sort of orgasm, he registers
this similarity even while it is taking place. An orgasm? he
thinks. Her body is arched from the soles of her bare feet on
the balcony floor to his hands around her throat. The plastic
chair overturns, her left hand hits the ouzo glass, which falls
over backwards and lands on one of his flip-flops, rolls over
a few times but doesn’t break. She grabs hold of his wrists,
her thin fingers squeeze so hard that her knuckles turn white,
but he is stronger. Very much stronger. The motorcycle



clatters up the narrow asphalt path between the olive groves
— it has evidently turned off the main road. He squeezes
even harder, the note inside his head is still resounding, he
still has an erection.

It takes no longer than forty to fifty seconds, but those
seconds seem never-ending. He doesn’t think of anything in
particular and when her body suddenly goes limp, he shifts
his grip but maintains the pressure, goes down onto his
knees and bends over her from in front. Her eyes are wide
open, the edges of her contact lenses are clearly visible, her
tongue is protruding slightly between her even, white teeth.
He wonders fleetingly what to do with the present he has
bought for her birthday. The African wooden statuette he
found in the market in Argostoli that morning. An antelope
leaping. Perhaps he can keep it for himself.

Or maybe he’ll throw it away.

He also wonders how he will spend the remaining days of
the holiday as he slowly relaxes his grip and straightens his
back. Her short dress has ridden up and revealed her
extremely skimpy white panties. He contemplates her dark
triangle that can be seen through the thin cotton, strokes it a
few times and is aware of his steel-hard penis.

He stands up. Goes to the bathroom and masturbates. In so
far as he feels anything at all afterwards, it feels odd.

Odd, and somewhat empty.

While waiting for the right moment, he lies down on his bed
in the darkness of the hotel room, and smokes.

Smokes and thinks about his mother. About her undeniable
gentleness, and the strange, empty feeling of freedom she
left behind. His freedom. After her death last winter he no
longer feels her eyes staring at his back all the time. There is



no longer anybody who sees him exactly as he is, in every
respect; nobody who rings once a week to hear how he is.

Nobody to send holiday postcards to, nobody to keep
reporting to.

As long as she was alive, what he had just done would have
been inconceivable, he was certain of that. Not in the way it
had happened, at least. But now that the blood-relationship
had been severed, quite a lot of things had become easier.
For better or worse. It simply happened.

Better but also rather pointless. His personality no longer
seemed to have any real substance, no backbone. That was a
conclusion he kept coming back to over and over again
during the past six months. Often. Life had suddenly lost

its raison d’étre. And now here he was, lying on a hotel bed
on a Greek island just like any other, smoking and seeing
her gentle but also stern face in his mind’s eye, while his
wife lies dead on the balcony, going cold. He has moved her
closer to the wall and placed a blanket over her, and he can’t
really make up his mind whether or not his mother in some
mysterious way — in some totally incomprehensible sense —
knows what has really happened this evening. Despite
everything.

He is a little annoyed at not being able to answer this
question satisfactorily — nor how she would have reacted to
what he has just done this hot Mediterranean evening: and
after his tenth or possibly his eleventh cigarette he gets up. It
is only half past midnight: night life in the bars and
discotheques is still as vibrant as ever — there is no question
of getting rid of the body just yet. Not by a long way. He
goes out onto the balcony and stands for a while, his hands
on the rail, wondering what he should do. It is not easy to
lug a dead body out of a hotel without being seen — even if
the place is off the beaten track, even if it is dark outside:



but he is used to taking on difficult tasks. He often finds the
difficulty stimulating, it makes his heart beat that bit faster
and supplies some of that raison d’étre. It is no doubt thanks
to that aspect of his character that he has progressed as far in
his career as he has. He has often thought about that before,
it is a recurrent reflection of his. The challenge. The gamble.
The raison d’étre.

He inhales the fragrance from the olive groves, tries to
experience it as if it were coming from the world’s first olive
tree — or the world’s oldest — but he can’t manage it. Her last
words get in the way, and the cigarettes have deadened his
sense of smell considerably.

He goes back indoors, fetches the packet from the bedside
table and lights another one. Then sits down on the white
plastic chair on the balcony again, and thinks about the fact
that they had been married for nearly eight years. That is a
fifth of his life, and much longer than his mother predicted
when he told her that he had found a woman with whom he
was going to enter a serious relationship. Much more.

Even if she had never passed her opinion as explicitly as
that.

When he has finished smoking this cigarette as well, he
picks up his dead wife and carries her into the room. Lays
her down at an angle over the double bed, takes off her T-
shirt and panties, gets another erection but ignores it.

Lucky that she’s so light, he thinks. She weighs nothing at
all.

He picks her up again and drapes her over his shoulders — as
he will have to carry her eventually: he has only a vague
idea of how rigor mortis works, and when he drops her back
down onto the bed he leaves her lying in the U-shape she



had assumed while hanging round the back of his head and
over his powerful shoulders.

In case she starts stiffening up now.

Then he takes the tent out of the wardrobe — the lightweight
nylon tent he had insisted they should take with them — and
starts wrapping it round the corpse. He trusses it up, using
all the loose nylon cords, and decides that it looks quite neat.

It could easily be a carpet or something of the sort.
Or a giant dolmade.

But in fact it is his wife. Naked, dead, and neatly packed into
a two-man tent, brand Exploor. There we have it, all neat
and tidy.

He wakes up at half past two after dozing off briefly. The
hotel seems to be fast asleep, but there are still rowdy noises
from the nightclubs along the street and the promenade. He
decides to wait for another hour.

Exactly sixty minutes. He drinks coffee to keep himself
awake. The night seems to be an accomplice.

His rented car is a Ford Fiesta, not one of the tiniest models,
and there is plenty of room for her in the boot, thanks to the
fact that she is doubled up. He opens the boot lid with his
left hand and eases her down from his left shoulder by
leaning forward and slightly to one side. Closes the boot,
looks around then settles behind the wheel. No problem, he
thinks. No sign of life anywhere. Not inside the hotel, nor
out in the street. On the way out of the town he sees three
living creatures: a thin little cat slinking along in the shadow
of a house wall, and a street cleaner with his donkey. None
of them pay him any attention. Easy, he thinks. Killing is
easy. He has known that in theory all his life, but now he has



transferred theory into practice. He has a vague idea to the
effect that this is the point of life. Man’s actions are God’s
thoughts.

The ravine has also been hovering in the back of his mind,
but it is a somewhat shaky memory and he is forced to wait
for the first pink light of dawn in order to find his way there.
They passed by it a couple of days ago, travelling over the
mountains on their way from Sami and the east side of the
island: he remembers that she had wanted to stop there and
take some photographs, that he did as she wished, but that
she had difficulty in establishing the right camera angles.

Now they are here again. It’s really a crevice rather than a
ravine. A deep cleft inside a hairpin bend, a thirty- or forty-
metre almost perpendicular drop, the bottom hidden by a
tangle of thorny bushes and rubbish thrown out of car
windows by less than scrupulous car passengers.

He switches off the engine and clambers out. Looks around.
Listens. It’s ten minutes past five: an early bird of prey
hovers motionless over the barren mountainside to the
south-west. Down at the bottom of the V between two other
rocky precipices he can just catch a glimpse of the sea.

All is silence. And the distinct smell of a herb he recognizes
but can’t identify. Oregano or thyme, most probably. Or
basil. He opens the boot. Wonders for a moment if he should
remove the tent inside which she is wrapped, but decides not
to. Nobody will ever find the body down there, and nobody
will ever ask him to explain what happened to his tent. He
has use of the car for two more days and will be able to
drive over to the other side of the island again. Get rid of the
pegs, the ropes and the bag in some other crevice. Or in the
sea.

Nothing could be simpler. Nothing at all.



He looks round one more time. He picks up the big bundle
and heaves it over the low rail. It bounces off the steep cliff
walls once or twice, then crashes through the dry bushes and
disappears. The bird of prey seems to react to the noise and
the movement, and moves further westward.

He stands up straight. It’s hard to imagine that it really is
her, he thinks. Hard to believe that he really is here, doing
this.

He lights another cigarette. He has smoked so much during
the night that his chest is aching, but that is of minor
importance. He gets back into the car and continues over the
crest of the mountains.

Twelve hours later — in the middle of the hottest hour of the
siesta — he opens the glass door of the travel agent’s air-
conditioned office in the big town square in Argostoli — the
angora, as it’s called. Sits down patiently on the sticky
plastic chair and waits while two overweight and over-
tanned women complain about the shortcomings of their
hotel to the blonde girl in a blue suit behind the counter.

When he is alone with the blonde girl he adopts the most
agitated tone of voice he can conjure up and explains that he
has a problem with his wife.

He’s lost her.
She seems to have disappeared. Just like that.

Late last night. She was going out for a late-night swim.
Needless to say there might be a perfectly natural
explanation, but he is worried even so. She doesn’t usually
vanish like this.

So perhaps he ought to do something?

Maybe he should contact the authorities?



Or the hospital?
What did she think he ought to do?

The girl offers him a glass of water and shakes her Nordic
hair in a gesture of sympathetic concern. She comes from a
different country, but they understand each other well even
so. They don’t even need to speak English. When she turns
to one side and reaches for the telephone, he catches a
glimpse of one of her breasts right down to the nipple, and
he feels a sudden surge of sexual excitement.

And while she tries in vain to make telephone contact during
the hottest hour of the day, he begins to wonder who that
other person could be, the one his wife had talked about.

The one she claimed to be in love with.



