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The lobster fishery was not what it once was. Back then
hardworking professional lobstermen trapped the black
crustaceans. Now summertime visitors spent a week fishing for
lobsters purely for their own enjoyment. And they didn't obey the
regulations either. He had seen plenty of it over the years.



Brushes discreetly used to remove the visible roe from the
females to make the lobsters look legal, poaching from other
people's pots. Some people even dived into the water and
plucked the lobsters right out of the pots. Sometimes he
wondered where it would all end and whether there was any
honour left among lobstermen.

On one occasion there had even been a bottle of cognac in the
pot he pulled up, instead of an unknown number of lobsters that
had been stolen from it. At least that thief had some honour, or a
sense of humour.

Frans Bengtsson sighed deeply as he stood hauling up his
lobster-pots, but his face brightened when he saw two marvellous
lobsters in the first pot. He had a good eye for where lobsters |
ended to congregate, as well as a number of favourite spots



where the pots could be placed with the same luck from one year
to the next.

Three pots later and he had accumulated a passable heap of | he
valuable creatures. He didn't really understand why they
commanded such scandalous prices. Not that they were
unappetizing in any way, but if he had to choose he'd rather have
herring for dinner. They were tastier and a better buy. But the
income from the lobster fishery was a more than welcome
addition to his pension at this time of the year.

The last pot seemed to be stuck, and he stood with his foot on the
rail of the boat for a bit more support as he tried to wrench it
loose. He felt the pot slowly begin to give, and he hoped it wasn't
damaged. He peered over the rail of his old wooden snipa to see
what sort of shape it was in. But it wasn't the pot that came up



first. A white hand broke the heaving surface of the water, looking
for a moment like it was pointing at the sky.

His first instinct was to release the line and let whatever was
floating beneath the surface vanish into the depths again along
with the lobster-pot. But then his expertise took over, and he
resumed pulling on the line that was attached to the pot. He still
had a good deal of strength in his body, and he needed it. He had
to haul with all his might to manoeuvre his macabre find over the
rail. He didn't lose his composure until the pale, lifeless body fell
to the deck with a thud. It was a child he'd pulled up from the sea.
A girl, with her long hair plastered round her face, and lips just as
blue as her eyes, which now stared unseeing at the sky.

Bengtsson threw himself against the rail and vomited.



Patrik was more exhausted than he'd ever thought possible. All
his illusions that babies slept a lot had been thoroughly crushed in
the past two months. He ran his hands through his short brown
hair but managed only to make it look even more tousled. And if
he thought he was tired, he couldn't even imagine how Erica must
feel. At least he didn't have to keep getting up at night to nurse.

Besides, he was really worried about her. He couldn't recall
seeing her laugh since she came home from the maternity ward,
and she had dark circles under her eyes. When he saw Erica's
look of despair in the morning, it was hard for him to leave her and
Maja. And yet he had to admit that he felt a great relief at being
able to drive off to his familiar adult world. He loved Maja more
than anything, but bringing home a baby was like stepping into a
foreign, unfamiliar world, with all sorts of new worries lurking
behind every corner. Why won't she sleep? Why is she shrieking?



Is she too hot? Too cold? What are those strange spots on her
skin?

Grownup hooligans were at least something he knew about,
something he knew how to handle.

He stared vacantly at the papers in front of him and tried to clean
the cobwebs out of his brain enough to keep working. When the
telephone rang he almost jumped out of his seat, and it rang three
times before he collected himself enough to pick up the receiver.

'Patrik Hedstrom.'

Ten minutes later he grabbed his jacket from a hook by the door,
dashed over to Martin Molin's office and said, 'Martin, some old



guy out pulling up lobster pots, a Frans Bengtsson, has brought
up a body.'

"Whereabouts?' Martin said, looking confused. The dramatic news
had broken the listless Monday morning at the Tanumshede
police station.

'Outside Fjallbacka. He's moored at the wharf by Ingrid Bergman
Square.

We have to get moving. The ambulance is on the way'

Martin didn't have to be told twice. He too grabbed his jacket to
face the bitter October weather and then followed Patrik out to the
car. The trip to Fjallbacka went quickly, and Martin had to hold on



anxiously to the handle above the door when the car careened
onto the verge around the sharp curves.

'Is it a drowning accident?' Martin asked.

'How the hell should | know?' said Patrik, instantly regretting
snapping at Martin. 'Sorry - not enough sleep.'

'That's okay,' said Martin. Thinking about how worn-out Patrik had
looked

the past few weeks, he was more than willing to forgive him.

'All we know is that she was found about an hour ago. According
to the old man, it didn't look like she'd been in the water very long.
But we'll see about that soon,' Patrik said as they drove down
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Galarbacken towards the wharf, where a wooden snipa was
moored.

'Did you say "she"?'
'Yes, it's a girl, a kid."'

'Oh, shit,' said Martin, wishing he'd followed his first instinct and
stayed in bed with Pia instead of coming in to work this morning.

They parked at Cafe Bryggan and hurried over to the boat.
Incredibly enough, no one had yet noticed what had happened, so
there was no need to ward off the usual gawkers.

"The girl's lying there in the boat,' said the old man who came to
meet them on the wharf. 'l didn't want to touch her more than
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necessary.'

Patrik had no trouble recognizing the pallor on the old man's face.
It was the same on his own face whenever he had to look at a
dead body.

'Where was it you pulled her up?' asked Patrik, using the question
to postpone having to confront the dead girl for another few
seconds. He hadn't even seen her yet, and already his stomach
was turning over uneasily.

'Out by Porsholmen. The south side of the island. She got tangled
in the line of the fifth pot | pulled up. Otherwise it would have been
a long time before we found her. Maybe never, if the currents had
swept her out to sea.’
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It didn't surprise Patrik that Bengtsson knew how a dead body
would react to the effect of the sea. All the old-timers knew that a
body first sank, then slowly came up to the surface after it was
filled with gases, until finally, after more time passed, it sank back
into the deep. In the old days drowning had been a real risk for a
fisherman, and Bengtsson had surely been out searching for
unfortunate victims before.

As if to confirm this the lobsterman said, 'She couldn't have been
down there long. She hadn't begun to float yet.'

Patrik nodded. "You said that when you called in the report. Well, |
suppose we'd better have a look.'

Martin and Patrik walked very slowly out to the end of the wharf
where the boat was moored. Not until they were almost there did
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they have enough of a view over the rail to discern what was lying
on the deck. The girl had landed on her back when the old man
pulled her into the boat, and her wet, tangled hair covered most of
her face.

"The ambulance is here,' said Patrik.

Martin nodded feebly. His freckles and reddish-blond hair seemed
several

shades redder against his white face, and he was fighting to keep
his nausea in check.

The greyness of the weather and the wind that had begun to gust
created a ghastly backdrop. Patrik waved to the ambulance team,
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who seemed in no hurry to unload a gurney from the vehicle and
roll it towards them.

'Drowning accident?' The first of the two EMTs nodded inquiringly
towards the boat.

'‘Looks like it,' replied Patrik. 'But the Medical Examiner will have
to make that call. There's nothing you can do for her, in any case,
besides transporting her.’

'No, we heard that,' said the man. '"We'll start by getting her up on
the gurney.’

Patrik nodded. He had always thought that situations in which
children had fallen victim to misfortune were the worst things a
police officer could encounter on the job. Ever since Maja was
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born the discomfort he felt seemed multiplied a thousandfold. Now
his heart ached at the thought of the task that lay before them. As
soon as the girl had been identified they would have to destroy
her parents’ lives.

The medics had hopped down into the boat. They carefully picked
the girl up and lifted her onto the wharf. Her wet red hair fell on
the planking like a fan around her pale face, and her glazed eyes
seemed to be watching the scudding grey clouds.

At first Patrik had turned away, but now he reluctantly looked
down at the girl. Then a cold hand gripped his heart.

'Oh no, oh no, Jesus God.'
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Martin looked at him in dismay. Then it dawned on him what Patrik
meant.

"You know who she is?'

Patrik nodded mutely.
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STROMSTAD 1923

Agnes never would have dared to say it out loud, but sometimes
she thought it was lucky that her mother had died when she was
born. That way she'd had her father all to herself, and considering
what she'd heard about her mother, she wouldn't have been able
to wrap her round her little finger so easily. But her father didn't
have the heart to deny his motherless daughter anything. Agnes
was well aware of this fact and exploited it to the utmost. Certain
well-meaning relatives and friends had tried to point this out to her
father, but even if he made

half-hearted attempts to say no to his darling, sooner or later her
lovely face won out. Those big eyes of hers could so easily well
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up with heavy tears that would run down her cheeks. When things
reached that point, his heart would relent, and she usually got
what she wanted.

As a result she was now, at the age of nineteen, an exceptionally
spoiled girl.

Many of the people who had known her over the years would
probably venture to say that she had quite a nasty side to her. It
was mostly girls who dared say that. The boys, Agnes had
discovered, seldom looked further than at her beautiful face, big
eyes, and long, thick hair, all of which had made her father give
her anything she wanted.

Their villa in Stromstad was one of the grandest in town. It stood
high up on the hill, with a view over the water. It had been paid for
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partly with her mother's inherited fortune and partly with | he
money her father had made in the granite business. He had been
close to losing everything once, during the strike of 1914, when to
a man the stonecutters rose up against the big companies. But
order was eventually restored; after the war, business had begun
flourishing anew. The quarry in Krokstrand outside Stromstad, in
particular, began pulling in big profits with deliveries primarily to
France.

Agnes didn't care much about where the money came from. She
was born rich and had always lived as rich people do. It made no
difference whether the money was inherited or earned, as long as
she could buy jewellery and fine clothes. She knew that not
everyone viewed things this way. Her mother's parents had been
horrified when their daughter married Agnes's father. His wealth
was newly acquired, and his parents had been poor folk. They
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didn't fit in at big dinner parties; they were only invited when no
one outside the immediate family was present. Even these
gatherings were embarrassing. The poor things had no idea how
to behave in the finer salons, and their contributions to the
conversation were hopelessly meagre. Agnes's maternal
grandparents had never understood what their daughter could see
in August Stjernkvist, or rather Persson, which was his surname
at birth. His attempt to move up the social ladder by simply
changing his last name was nothing that could fool them. But they
were enchanted with their granddaughter, and they competed with
her father in spoiling Agnes after her mother died so suddenly
after giving birth.

'‘Sweetheart, I'm driving down to the office.’
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Agnes turned round when her father came into the room. She had
been playing the grand piano that stood facing the window, mostly
because she knew how lovely she looked sitting there. Musicality
was not her strong point. Despite the expensive piano lessons
she had taken since she was little, she could only struggle
passably through the sheet music on the stand in front of her.

'Father, have you thought about that dress | showed you the other
day?' She gave him an entreating look and saw how he was torn,
as usual, between his desire to say no and his inability to do so.

'My dear, | just bought you a new dress in Oslo...’

'‘But it had a quilted lining, Father. You can't expect me to wear a
dress with a quilted lining to the party on Saturday, when it's so
warm outside, can you?'
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She gave him a vexed frown and waited for his reaction. If
contrary to habit he put up more resistance, she would have to
make her lip quiver, and if that didn't help, well, a few tears usually
did the trick. But today he looked tired, and she didn't think it
would take any more effort on her part. As usual she was correct.

'Yes, all right, run down to the shop tomorrow and order it, then.
But you're going to give your old father grey hair one day.' He
shook his head but couldn't help smiling when she bounded over
to him and kissed him on the cheek.

'Now look," he said, 'you'd better sit down and practice your
scales. It's possible that they might ask you to play a little on
Saturday, so you'd better be prepared.'
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Satisfied, Agnes sat back down on the piano bench and
obediently began practising. She could already picture the scene.
Everyone's eyes would be fixed on her as she sat at the piano in
the flickering candlelight, wearing her new red dress.

The migraine was finally beginning to subside. The iron band
across her forehead was gradually releasing its grip, and she
could cautiously open her eyes. It was quiet upstairs. Good.
Charlotte turned over in bed and closed her eyes again, enjoying
feeling the pain fade. Slowly it was replaced by a relaxed feeling
in her limbs.

After resting for a while she gingerly sat up on the edge of the bed
and massaged her temples. They were still a bit tender after the
attack, and she knew from experience that the soreness would
linger for a couple of hours.
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Albin must be taking a nap upstairs. That meant that in good
conscience she could wait a bit before going up to him. God
knows she needed all the rest she could get. The increased stress
in recent months had made the migraines come on more often,
sapping her of every last ounce of energy.

She decided to give her fellow sufferer a ring and hear how she
was doing.

Even though Charlotte was stressed out at the moment, she
couldn't help worrying about Erica's state of mind. The two women
hadn't known each other

long. They'd started talking because they kept running into each
other when they were out walking with the baby prams. Erica with
Maja, and Charlotte with her eight-month-old son Albin. After they
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had discovered that they only lived a stone's throw from each
other, they began meeting almost every day. But Charlotte soon
began to worry about her new-found friend. Of course, she had
never met Erica before Maja arrived, but her intuition told her that
it was unusual for her friend to be as apathetic and depressed as
she most often was these days. Charlotte had even carefully
brought up the subject of postnatal depression with Patrik. But he
had dismissed the idea, saying that having a new baby was a big
adjustment and that everything would be fine as soon as they got
into a routine.

She reached for the phone on the nightstand and punched in
Erica's number.

'Hi, it's Charlotte.'
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Erica sounded groggy and subdued when she replied, and
Charlotte felt even more uneasy. Something wasn't right. Not right
at all.

But after a while Erica perked up a bit. Even Charlotte thought it
felt good to be able to chat for a few minutes and postpone the
inevitable a little longer. But soon she would have to go upstairs to
the reality that awaited her there.

As if sensing what Charlotte was thinking, Erica asked how the
house-hunting was going.

'Slow. Much too slow. Niclas is working all the time, it seems. He
never has time to drive around and look at houses. And there isn't
much to choose from right now anyway, so | suppose we're stuck
here for a while longer.' She gave a deep sigh.
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'It'll all work out, you'll see.' Erica's voice was comforting, but
unfortunately Charlotte didn't put much faith in her reassurance.
She, Niclas and the children had already been living with her
mother and Stig for six months. The way things looked now, they
were going to have to stay for another half a year. That might be
all right for Niclas, who was at the clinic from morning to night, but
for Charlotte being cooped up with the kids was unbearable.

In theory it had sounded so good when Niclas suggested the idea.
A position for a district physician had opened up in Fjallbacka, and
after five years in Uddevalla they had felt ready for a change of

scene. Besides, Albin was on the way, conceived as a last attempt
to save their marriage. So why not start their life over completely?
The more he had talked about the plan, the better it had sounded.
And the thought of having close access to babysitting, now that

they were going to have two kids, had also sounded tempting. But

28



reality was an entirely different story. It took no more than a few
days before Charlotte remembered exactly why she had been so
eager to leave her parents' house. On

the other hand, a few things had definitely changed the way they
had hoped. But this wasn't a topic she could discuss with Erica,
no matter how much she would have liked to. It had to remain a
secret, otherwise it might destroy their whole family.

Erica's voice interrupted her reverie. 'So how's it going with your
mum? Is she driving you nuts?’

"To say the least. Everything | do is wrong. I'm too strict with the
kids, I'm too lenient with the kids, | make them wear too many
clothes, | make them wear too few clothes, they don't get enough
to eat, | stuff them with too much food, I'm too fat, I'm too sloppy...
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The list never ends, and I've had it up to here,' she said, holding
her hand at chin level.

'What about Niclas?'

'Oh no, Niclas is perfect in Mamma's eyes. She coos and fawns
all over him and feels sorry that he has such a worthless wife. He
can do no wrong as far as she's concerned.’

'But doesn't he see how she treats you?'

'Like | said, he's almost never at home. And she's on her best
behaviour whenever he's around. You know what he said
yesterday when | had the audacity to complain? "But Charlotte,
dear, why can't you just give in a little?" Give in a little? If | gave in
any more I'd be completely obliterated. It made me so mad that |
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haven't said a word to him since. So now he's probably sitting
there at work feeling sorry for himself because he has such an
unreasonable wife. No wonder | came down with the world's worst
migraine this morning.'

A sound from upstairs made Charlotte get up reluctantly.

'Erica, I've got to run upstairs and see to Albin. Otherwise Mamma
will be doing the whole martyr bit before | get there... But
remember, I'm coming by this afternoon with some pastries. Here
I've been going on about myself, and | haven't even asked how
you're doing. But I'll be over later.'

She hung up and combed her fingers quickly through her hair
before she took a deep breath and went upstairs.
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It wasn't supposed to be like this. It wasn't supposed to be like this
at all. She had ploughed through lots of books about having a
child and what life would be like as a parent, but nothing she'd
read had prepared her for the reality of the situation. Instead, she
felt that everything that had been written was part of a huge plot.
The authors raved about happy hormones and floating on a pink
cloud as you held your baby, feeling a totally overwhelming
natural love-at-first-sight towards the little bundle of joy. Of course
it was mentioned, in passing, that you would probably be more
exhausted than you'd ever been in your life. But even that fact
was surrounded by a romantic halo and deemed to be part of the

wondrous motherhood package.

Bullshit! was Erica's honest assessment after two months as a
mother. Lies, propaganda, utter crap! She had never in her entire
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life felt so miserable, tired, angry, frustrated and worn out as she
had since Maja arrived. And she hadn't experienced any all-
consuming love when the red, shrieking, and yes, ugly bundle
was placed on her breast. Even though her maternal feelings had
crept in ever so slowly, it still felt as though a stranger had invaded
their home.

Sometimes she almost regretted she and Patrik had decided to
have a child.

They'd been getting along so well, just the two of them. Then the
selfishness they shared with the rest of humanity had combined
with their desire to see their own excellent genes reproduced. In
one stroke they had changed their lives and reduced her to a
round-the-clock milking machine.
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How such a little baby could be so ravenous was beyond her
comprehension.

Maja was constantly clinging to Erica's breasts, swollen with milk,
which had also exploded in size so that she felt that she was just
two huge walking breasts.

Nor was her physique in general anything to cheer about. When
she came home from the maternity hospital she still looked very
pregnant, and the kilos had not dropped away as fast as she
wanted. Her only consolation was that Patrik had also gained
weight when she was pregnant, eating like a horse. Now he too
carried a few extra kilos around the middle.

Thank goodness the pain was almost gone by now, but she still
felt sweaty, bloated, and generally lousy. Her legs had not seen a
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razor in several months, and she was in desperate need of a
haircut and maybe some highlights to get rid of the mousy-brown
colour of her normally blonde, shoulder-length hair. Erica got a
dreamy look in her eye, but then reality took over. How the hell
could she get out of the house to do that? Oh, how she envied
Patrik. For at least eight of the hours in the day he could be in the
real world, the world of grownups.

Nowadays her only company was Ricki Lake and Oprah Winfrey,
as she listlessly zapped the remote while Maja sucked and
sucked.

Patrik assured Erica that he would rather stay home with her and
Maja than go to work, but she could see in his eyes that what he
really felt was relief at being able to escape their little world for a
while. And she sympathized. At the same time she could feel
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bitterness growing inside her. Why did she have to bear such a
heavy load when it had been a mutual decision and should have
been a mutual project? Shouldn't he carry an equal share of the
burden?

So every day she kept close tabs on the time he had promised to
come home.

If he was only five minutes late she would be consumed by
annoyance, and if he lingered even longer he could expect a real
onslaught of fury. As soon as he came in the door she would
dump Maja into his arms, if his arrival coincided

with one of the rare breaks in her breastfeeding schedule. Then
Erica would fall into bed wearing earplugs, just to get away from
the shrieks of the baby for a while.

36



Erica sighed as she sat holding the phone in her hand. Everything
seemed so hopeless. But her chats with her friend were a
welcome break in the gloom. As the mother of two kids Charlotte
was a steady rock to lean on, and full of calm assurances. Erica
was ashamed to admit that it was also rather nice to listen to her
hardships instead of always focusing merely on her own.

Of course, there was one other source of concern in Erica's life -
her sister Anna. She had only talked to her a few times since Maja
was born, and she felt that something was not as it should be.
Anna sounded subdued and distant when they talked on the
phone, but claimed that everything was fine. And Erica was so
wrapped up in her own misery that she didn't feel like pressing her
sister for more information. But something was wrong, she was
sure of that.

37



She pushed aside the troubling thoughts and shifted Maja from
one breast to the other, which made the baby fuss a bit. Listlessly
she picked up the remote and changed the channel. 'Glamour
was about to start. The only thing she had to look forward to was
this afternoon's coffee break with Charlotte.

Lilian stirred the soup with brisk strokes. She had to do everything
in this house. Cook, clean, and take care of the kids. At least Albin
had finally gone to sleep. Her expression softened at the thought
of her grandson. He was a little angel. Hardly made a peep. Not at
all like the other one. She frowned and stirred even faster, making
little drops of soup splash over the edge to sizzle and stick to the
surface of the stove.

She had already prepared a tray on the worktop with glasses,
soup plates, and spoons. Now she carefully took the pot from the
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stove and poured the hot soup into the bowl. She inhaled the
aroma rising up with the steam and smiled contentedly. Chicken
soup, that was Stig's favourite. She hoped that he would eat it
with a good appetite.

She cautiously picked up the tray and, using her elbow, pushed
open the door to the stairs. Always this dashing up and down
stairs, she thought peevishly.

Some day she'd end up lying at the bottom with a broken leg, and
then they'd see how hard it was to get along without her. She did
everything for them, like a house slave. At this very moment, for
instance, Charlotte was downstairs in the basement loafing in
bed, with some lame excuse about a migraine. What bloody
rubbish. If there was anyone with a migraine around here it was
Lilian herself.
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She couldn't imagine how Niclas could stand it. All day long he
worked hard at

the clinic, doing his best to support the family, and then came
home to a basement where it looked like a bomb had gone off.
Just because they were living there only temporarily didn't mean
they couldn't clean up and keep the place tidy. And Charlotte had
the nerve to insist that her husband help her take care of the kids
when he came home in the evening. What she ought to do
instead was let him rest after a hard day's work, sit in peace in
front of the TV

and keep the kids away as best she could. No wonder the older
girl was so impossible. No doubt she could see how little respect
her mother showed her father. It could lead to only one thing.
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With determined steps Lilian ascended the last steps to the top
floor, taking the tray to the guest room. That was where she
installed Stig when he was sick.

It wouldn't do to have him moaning and groaning in the bedroom.
If she was to take care of him properly, she had to get a good
night's sleep.

'Dear?' She cautiously pushed open the door. 'Wake up now, I'm
bringing you a little something. It's your favourite: chicken soup.’

Stig wanly returned her smile. 'I'm not hungry, maybe later,' he
said weakly.

'Nonsense, you'll never get well if you don't eat properly. Come
on, sit up a little and I'll feed you.'
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She helped him up to a half-sitting position and then sank down
on the edge of the bed. As if he were a child, she fed him soup
wiping off any dribbles at the corners of his mouth.

'See, that wasn't so bad, was it? | know exactly what my darling
needs, and if you just eat properly you'll be back on your feet in no
time, you'll see.’

Once again the same weak smile in reply. Lilian helped him lie
hack down and pulled the blanket over his legs.

"The doctor?'

'‘But sweetie, have you entirely forgotten? It's Niclas who's the
doctor now, so we have our very own doctor right here in the
house. I'm sure he'll look in on you this evening. He just had to go
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over his diagnosis again, he said, and consult with a colleague In
Uddevalla. It will all work out very soon, you'll see.’

Lilian fussily tucked in her patient one last time and took the tray
with the empty soup bowl. She headed for the stairs, shaking her
head. Now she had to be a nurse as well, on top of everything
else that needed her attention.

She heard a knock at the front door and hurried downstairs.

Patrik's hand struck the door with a sharp rap. Around them the
wind had come up quickly to gale force. Droplets of rain were
landing on them, not from above but from behind, as the stormy
gusts whipped up a fine mist from the
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ground. The sky had turned dark, its light-grey hue streaked with
darker grey clouds, and the dirty brown of the sea was far from its
summery blue sparkle, with whitecaps now scudding along. There
were white geese on the sea, as Patrik's mother used to say.

The door opened and both Patrik and Martin took deep breaths in
order to summon extra reserves of strength. The woman standing
before them was a head shorter than Patrik and very, very thin.
She had short hair curled in a permanent wave and tinted to an
indeterminate brown shade. Her eyebrows were a bit too severely
plucked and had been replaced by a couple of lines drawn with a
kohl pencil, which gave her a slightly comical look. But there was
nothing funny about the situation they were now facing.

'Hello, we're from the police. We're looking for Charlotte Klinga.'
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'She's my daughter. What is this regarding?'

Her voice was a bit too shrill to be pleasant. Patrik had heard
enough about Charlotte's mother from Erica to know how trying it
must be to listen to her all day long. But such trivial matters were
about to lose any importance.

'We'd appreciate it if you could tell her that we'd like to talk to her.'
'Of course, but what's this all about?'

Patrik insisted. 'We would like to speak with your daughter first. If
you wouldn't mind -' He was interrupted by footsteps on the stairs,
and a second later he saw Charlotte's familiar face appear in the
doorway.
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'‘Well, hi, Patrik! How nice to see you! What are you doing here?'

All at once an expression of concern settled on her face. 'Has
something happened to Erica? | spoke to her recently and she
sounded all right, | thought Patrik held up his hand. Martin stood
silently at his side with his eyes fixed on a knothole on the floor.
He usually loved his job, but at the moment he was cursing the
day he'd decided to become a cop.

'May we come in?'

'Now you're making me nervous, Patrik. What's happened?' A
thought struck her. 'Is it Niclas, did he have an accident in the car,
or something?'

'Let's go inside first.'
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Since neither Charlotte nor her mother seemed capable of
budging from the spot, Patrik took charge and led them into the
kitchen with Martin bringing up the rear. He noted absently that
they hadn't taken off their shoes and were surely leaving wet
footprints behind. But a little mud wouldn't make much difference
NOW.

He motioned to Charlotte and Lilian to take a seat across from
them at the kitchen table, and they silently obeyed. Patrik and
Martin sat down across from them.

'I'm sorry, Charlotte, but | have..." he hesitated, 'terrible news for
you.' The words lurched stiffly out of his mouth. His choice of
words already felt wrong, but was there any right way to say what
he had to say?
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'An hour ago a lobsterman found a little girl drowned. I'm so, so
sorry, Charlotte...' Then he found himself incapable of going on.
Even though the words were in his mind, they were so horrific that
they refused to come out. But he didn't need to say any more.

Charlotte gasped for breath with a wheezing, guttural sound. She
grabbed the tabletop with both hands, as if to hold herself upright,
and stared with empty eyes at Patrik. In the silence of the kitchen
that single wheezing gasp seemed louder than a scream. Patrik
swallowed to hold back the tears and keep his voice steadly.

'It must be a mistake. It couldn't be Sara!' Lilian looked wildly hack
and forth between Patrik and Martin, but Patrik only shook his
head.
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'I'm sorry,' he said again, 'but | just saw the girl and there's no
doubt that it's Sara.'

'‘But she said she was just going over to Frida's to play. | saw her
heading that way. There must be some mistake. I'm sure she's
over there playing.' As if in a trance Lilian got up and went over to
the telephone on the wall. She checked the address book hanging
next to it and briskly punched in the numbers.

'Hello, Veronika, it's Lilian. Listen, is Sara over there?' She
listened for a second and then dropped the receiver so it hung
from the cord, swaying back and forth.

'She hasn't been there.' She sat down heavily at the table and
stared helplessly at the police officers facing her.
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The shriek came out of nowhere, and both Patrik and Martin
jumped.

Charlotte was screaming, motionless, with eyes that didn't seem
to see. It was a loud, primitive, piercing sound. The raw pain that
pitilessly forced out the scream gave both officers gooseflesh.

Lilian threw herself at her daughter, trying to put her arms round
her, but Charlotte brusquely batted her away.

Patrik tried to talk over the scream. 'We've tried to get hold of
Niclas, but he wasn't at the clinic. We left him a message to come
home as soon as he can. And the pastor is on his way.' He
directed his words more to Lilian than to Charlotte, who was now
beyond their reach. Patrik knew that he'd handled the situation
terribly. He should have made sure that a doctor was present to
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administer a sedative if needed. Unfortunately the only doctor in
Fjallbacka was the girl's father, and they hadn't been able to get
hold of him. He turned to Martin.

'Ring the clinic on your mobile and see if you can get the nurse
over here at

once. And ask her to bring a sedative.'

Martin did as he asked, relieved to have an excuse to leave the
kitchen for a moment. Ten minutes later Aina Lundby came in
without knocking. She gave Charlotte a pill to calm her down, and
then with Patrik's help led her into the living room, so she could lie
down on the sofa.
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'‘Shouldn't | be given a sedative too?' asked Lilian. 'I've always had
bad nerves, and something like this

The district nurse, who looked to be about the same age as Lilian,
merely snorted and continued tucking a blanket round Charlotte
with maternal care as she lay there, teeth chattering as if she
were freezing.

"You'll survive without it,' she said, gathering up her things.

Patrik turned to Lilian and said softly, "We'll probably have to talk
to the mother of the friend Sara was going to visit. Which house is
it?"

"The blue one just up the street,’ said Lilian without looking him in
the eyes.
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By the time the pastor knocked on the door a few minutes later,
Patrik felt that he and Martin had done all they could. They left the
house which had been plunged into grief with their news and got
into their car in the driveway. But Patrik didn't start the engine.

'‘Bloody hell,' said Martin.
'‘Bloody hell indeed,’ said Patrik.

Kaj Wiberg peered out of the kitchen window facing the Florins'
driveway.

'l wonder what the old cow's up to now?' he muttered petulantly.

'What?' his wife Monica called from the living room.
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He turned halfway in her direction and shouted back, "There's a
police car parked outside the Florins'. | bloody well bet there's
some mischief going on. I've been saddled with that old woman as
a neighbour to pay for my sins."'

Monica came into the kitchen with a worried look. "You really think
it's about us? We haven't done anything.' She was combing her
smooth, blonde page-boy but stopped with the comb in midair to
peer out of the window.

Kaj snorted. "Try to tell her that. No, just wait till the small claims
court agrees with me about the balcony. Then she'll be standing
there with egg on her face. | hope it'll cost her a bundle to tear it
down.'
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'Yes, but do you think we're really doing the right thing, Kaj? |
mean, it only sticks over a few centimetres into our property and
it's not really bothering us.

And now poor Stig is sick in bed and everything.'

'Sick, oh yeah, thanks a lot. I'd be sick too if | had to live with that
damn bitch. What's right is right. If they build a balcony that
Infringes on our property,

they're either going to have to pay or tear the bleeding thing down.
They forced us to cut down our tree, didn't they? Our fine old birch
tree, reduced to firewood, just because Lilian Florin thought it was
blocking her view of the sea. Or am | wrong? Did | miss
something here?' He turned spitefully towards his wife, incensed
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by the memory of all the injustices that had been done to them in
the ten years they had been the florins' neighbours.

'No, Kaj, you're quite right." Monica looked down, well aware that
retreat was the best defence when her husband got in this mood.
For him Lilian Florin was like a red flag to a bull, and it was no use
talking to him about common sense and reason when her name
came up. Though Monica had to admit that it wasn't only Kaj's
fault there had been so much trouble. Lilian wasn't easy to take,
and if she'd only left them in peace it never would have come to
this.

Instead she had dragged them through one court appearance

after another, for everything from incorrectly drawn property lines,
a path that went through the lot behind her house, a garden shed
that she claimed stood too close to her property, and not least the
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fine old birch tree they'd been forced to cut down a couple of
years ago. And it had all started when they began building the
house they lived in now. Kaj had just sold his office supply
business for several million kronor, and they had decided to take
early retirement, sell the house in Goteborg, and settle down in
Fjallbacka where they had always spent their summers. But they
certainly hadn't found much peace. Lilian had voiced a thousand
objections to the new construction. She had organized petitions
and collected complaints to try and put obstacles in their way.
When she failed to stop them, she'd begun to quarrel with them
about everything imaginable. Exacerbated by Kaj's volatile
temperament, the feud between the neighbours had escalated
beyond all common sense. The balcony that the Florins had built
was only the latest bone of contention in the battle. The fact that it
looked as though the Wibergs would win had given Kaj the high
ground, and he was happy to exploit it.
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Kaj whispered excitedly as he stood peering out behind the
curtain. 'Now two guys are coming out of the house and getting in
the police car. Just you wait, now they're going to come knock on
our door any minute. Well, whatever it's about, I'm going to tell
them the facts. And Lilian Florin isn't the only one who can file a
police report. Didn't she stand there screaming insults over the
hedge a couple of days ago, saying she'd make sure | got what |
deserved? lllegal intimidation, | think that's what it's called. She
could go to jail for that...' Kaj licked his lips in anticipation and
prepared for the coming battle.

Monica sighed and went back to the easy chair in the living room.
She picked up a women's magazine and began to read. She no
longer had the energy to care.
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"We might as well drive over and talk to the friend and her mother,
don't you think? As long as we're here.’

'All right,’ said Patrik with a sigh, backing out the driveway. They
didn't really need to take the car since it was only a few houses up
the street to the right, but he didn't want to block the Florins' drive
with Sara's father on his way home.

Looking solemn, they knocked on the door of the blue house,
which was only three houses away. A girl about the same age as
Sara opened the door.

'Hello, are you Frida?' asked Martin in a friendly voice. She
nodded In reply and stepped aside to let them in. They stood
awkwardly in the hall for a moment as Frida observed them from
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under her fringe. lll at ease, Patrik finally said, 'ls your mother at
home?'

The girl still didn't say a word but ran a little way down the hall and
turned left into a room that Patrik guessed was the kitchen, lie
heard a low murmur and then a dark-haired woman in her thirties
came out to meet them. Her eyes flitted nervously and she gave
the two men standing in her hall an inquisitive look.

Patrik saw that she didn't know who they were.

'‘Good afternoon, Mrs Karlgren. We're from the police,' said Martin,
apparently thinking the same thing. 'May we have a word with
you? In private?'
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He gave Frida a meaningful glance. Her mother blanched,
drawing her own conclusions about why they didn't think what
they had to say was suitable for her daughter's ears.

'Frida, go up and play in your room.’
'But Mamma -' the girl protested.
'‘No arguments. Go up to your room and stay there until | call you.'

The girl looked as if she had a mind to object again, but a hint of
steel in her mother's voice told her that this was one of those

battles she was not going to win. Sullenly Frida dragged herself
up the stairs, casting a few hopeful glances back at the adults to
see whether they might relent. No one moved until she reached
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the top of the stairs and the door to her room slammed behind
her.

'We can sit in the kitchen.'

Veronika Karlgren led them into a big, cosy kitchen, where
apparently she'd been making lunch.

They shook hands politely and introduced themselves, then sat
down at the kitchen table. Frida's mother took some cups out of
the cupboard, poured coffee, and put some biscuits on a plate.
Patrik saw that her hands were shaking as she did so, and he
realized that she was trying to postpone the inevitable, what they

had come to tell her. But finally there was no putting it off any
longer, and she sat down heavily on a chair across from them.
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'‘Something has happened to Sara, hasn't it? Why else would
Lilian ring and then hang up like that?'

Patrik and Martin sat in silence a few seconds too long, since both
hoped the other would start. Their silence was a form of
confirmation that made tears well up in Veronika's eyes.

Patrik cleared his throat. 'Yes, unfortunately we have to inform you
that Sara was found drowned this morning.'

Veronika gasped but said nothing.

Patrik went on, 'lt seems to have been an accident, but we're
making inquiries to see whether we can determine exactly how it
happened.' He looked at Martin, who sat ready with his pen and
notebook.
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'‘According to Lilian Florin, Sara was supposed to come over here
and play with your daughter Frida today. Was that something the
girls had planned? It is Monday, after all, so why weren't they in
school?'

Veronika was staring at the tabletop. 'They were both ill this
weekend, so Charlotte and | decided to keep them home from
school, but we thought it was okay if they played together. Sara
was supposed to come over sometime before noon.'

'But she never arrived?'

'No, she never did.' Veronika said no more, and Patrik had to keep
asking questions to get more information.
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'Didn't you wonder why she never showed up? Why didn't you ring
and ask where she was?'

Veronika hesitated. 'Sara was a little... what should | say?...
different. She more or less did whatever she liked. Quite often she
wouldn't come over as agreed because she suddenly decided she
felt like doing something else. The girls sometimes quarrelled
because of that, | think, but | didn't want to get involved. From
what I've heard, Sara suffered from one of those problems with all
the initials, so it wouldn't be good to make matters worse She sat
there shredding a paper napkin to bits. A little pile of white paper
was growing on the table before her.

Martin looked up from his notebook with a frown. 'A problem with
all the initials? What do you mean by that?'
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"You know, one of those things that every other child seems to
have these days: ADHD, DAMP, MBD, and whatever else they're
called.'

'Why do you think something was wrong with Sara?’

She shrugged. 'People talked. And | thought it fit quite well. Sara
could be

utterly impossible to deal with, so either she was suffering from
some problem or else she hadn't been brought up right.' She i
ringed as she heard herself talking about a dead girl that way, and
quickly looked down. With even greater frenzy she resumed
tearing up the napkin, and soon there was nothing left of it.
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'S0 you never saw Sara at all this morning? And never heard from
her by phone either?'

Veronika shook her head.
'And you're sure the same is true for Frida?'

'Yes, she's been at home with me the whole time, so if she had
talked to Sara | would have known. And she was a bit peeved that
Sara never showed up, so I'm quite sure they didn't talk to each
other.'

'Well then, | don't suppose we have much more to ask you.'

With a voice that quavered a bit Veronika asked, 'How is Charlotte
doing?'
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'As can be expected under the circumstances,' was the only
answer Patrik could give her.

In Veronika's eyes he saw the abyss open that all mothers must
experience when for an instant they picture their own child a
Victim of an accident. And he also saw the relief that this time it
was someone else's child and not her own. He couldn't reproach
her for feeling that way. His own thoughts had all too often shifted
In Maja in the past hour. Visions of her limp and lifeless body had
forced their way in and made his heart skip a few beats. He too
was grateful that it was someone else's child and not his own. The
feeling may not have been honourable, but it was human.
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STROMSTAD 1923

He made a practised judgement of where the stone would be
easiest to cleave and then brought the hammer down on the
chisel. Quite rightly, the granite split precisely where he had
calculated It would. Experience had taught him well over the
years, but natural talent was also a large part of it. You either had
it or you didn't.

Anders Andersson had loved the stone since he had first come to
work at the quarry as a small boy, and the stone loved him. But it
was a profession that took its toll on a man. The granite dust
bothered his lungs more and more with each passing year, and
the chips that flew from the stone could ruin a man's eyesight In a
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day, or cloud his vision over time. In the cold of winter it was
impossible to do a proper job wearing gloves, so his fingers would
freeze until they felt like they would fall off. In the summer he
would sweat profusely in the broiling heat.

And yet there was nothing else he would rather do. Whether he
was cutting the four-inch cubic paving stones called 'two-0rings'
used to construct roads, or had the privilege of working on
something more advanced, he loved every laborious and painful
minute. He knew this was the Work he was born to do. His back
already ached at the age of twenty-eight, and he coughed
interminably at the least dampness, but when he focused all his
energy on the task before him, his ailments were forgotten and he
would feel only the angular hardness of the stone beneath his
fingers.
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Granite was the most beautiful stone he knew. He had come to
the province of Bohuslan from Blekinge, as so many stonecutters
had done over the years.

The granite in Blekinge was considerably more difficult to work
with than in the regions near the Norwegian border. Consequently
the cutters from Blekinge enjoyed great respect thanks to the skill
they had acquired by working with less tractable material. Three
years he had been here, attracted by the granite right from the
start. There was something about the pink colour against the grey,
and the ingenuity it took to cleave the stone correctly, that
appealed to him.

Sometimes he talked to the stone as he worked, cajoling it if it
was an unusually difficult piece, or caressing it lovingly if it was
easy to work and soft like a woman.
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Not that he lacked offers from the genuine article. Like the other
unmarried cutters he'd had his amusements when the occasion
presented itself, but no woman had attracted him so that his heart
leapt in his breast. He'd learned to accept that. He got along fine
on his own. He was also well-liked by the other lads in his crew,
so he was often invited home for a meal prepared by a woman's
hand. And he had the stone. It was both more beautiful and more
faithful than most of the women he had encountered. He and the
stone had a good partnership.

'Hey Andersson, can you come over here for a moment?'

Anders interrupted his work on the big block and turned round. It
was the foreman calling him, and as always he felt a mixture of
anticipation and alarm. If the foreman wanted something from
you, it was either good news or bad. Either an offer of more work,
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or notification that you could go home from the quarry with your
cap in hand. In fact, Anders believed more in the former
alternative.

He knew that he was skilled at his profession, and there were
probably others who would get the boot before him if the
workforce were cut back. On the other hand, logic did not always
win out. Politics and power struggles had sent home many a good
stonecutter, so nothing was ever guaranteed. His strong
involvement in the trade-union movement also made him
vulnerable when the boss had to get rid of people. Politically
active cutters were not appreciated.

He cast a final glance at the stone block before he went to see the
foreman. It was piecework, and every interruption in his work
meant lost income. For this particular job he was getting two ore
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per paving stone, hence the name 'two-0rings'. He would have to
work hard to make up for lost time if the foreman was long-
winded.

'Good day, Larsson,' said Anders, bowing with his cap in hand.
The foreman was a stern believer in protocol. Failing to show him
the respect he felt he deserved had proven to be reason enough
for dismissal.

'Good day, Andersson,' muttered the rotund man, tugging on his
moustache.

Anders waited tensely for what would come.

'Well, it's like this. We've got an order for a big memorial stone
from France.
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It's going to be a statue, so we thought we'd have you cut the
stone.’

His heart hammered with joy, but he also felt a stab of fright. It
was a great opportunity to be given the responsibility to cut the
raw material for a statue. It could pay a great deal more than the
usual work, and it was both more fun and more challenging. But at
the same time it was an enormous risk. He would be responsible
until the statue was shipped off, and if anything went wrong he
wouldn't be paid a single ore for all the work he had done. There
was a legend about a cutter who had been given two statues to
cut, and just as he was in the final stages of the work he made a
wrong cut and ruined them both. It was said that he'd been so
despondent that he took his own life, leaving behind a widow and
seven children. But those were the conditions. There Was nothing
he could do about it, and the opportunity was too good to pass up.
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Anders spat in his hand and held it out to the foreman, who did
the same so that their hands were united in a firm handshake.

It was a deal. Anders would be in charge of the work on the
memorial stone.

It worried him a bit what the others at the quarry Would say. There
were many men who had considerably more years on the job than
he did. Some would undoubtedly complain that the commission
should have gone to one of them, especially since unlike him they
had families to support. They would have Viewed the extra money
as a welcome windfall with winter coming on. At the same time
they all knew that Anders was the most skilled stonecutter of them
all, even as young as he was. That consensus would dampen
most of the backbiting.
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Besides, Anders would choose some of them to work with him,
and he had previously shown that he could wisely weigh the pros
and cons of who was most skilled and who was in greatest need
of extra income.

'Come down to the office tomorrow and we'll discuss the details,’
said the foreman, twirling his moustache. "The architect won't be
coming until sometime towards spring, but we've received the
plans and can begin the rough cut.’

Anders pulled a face. It would probably take a couple of hours to
go over the drawings, and that meant even more time away from
the job he was currently working on. He was going to need every
ore now, because the terms stated that the work on the memorial
stone would be paid for at the end, when everything was
completed. That meant that he would have to get used to longer
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workdays, since he would have to try and make time to cut paving
stones on the side. But the involuntary interruption of his work
wasn't the only reason that he was displeased about going down
to the office. Somehow that place always made him feel
uncomfortable. The people who worked there had such soft white
hands, and they moved so gingerly in their elegant office attire,
while he felt like a crude oaf. And even though he always did a
thorough job of washing up, he couldn't help the fact that the dirt
worked its way into his skin. But what had to be done had to be
done. He would have to drag himself down there and look over
the drawings; then he could go back to the quarry, where he felt at
home.

"'l see you tomorrow then,' said the foreman, rocking back and
forth on the balls of his feet. 'At seven. Don't be late,' he
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admonished, and Anders merely nodded. There was no risk of
that. He didn't often get a chance like this.

With a new spring in his step he went back to the stone he was
working on.

The happiness he was feeling made him cleave the stone like
butter. Life was good.

She was spinning through space. Free falling among the planets
and other heavenly bodies that spread a soft glow all around as
she sped past them. Dream scenes were mixed with small
glimpses of reality. In her dreams she saw Sara.

She was smiling. Her little baby body had been so perfect.
Alabaster white with long, sensitive fingers on the tiny hands.
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Already in the first minutes of life she had grabbed hold of
Charlotte's index finger and held on as If It were her only anchor
in this frightening new world. And maybe it was. For her
daughter's firm grip on her index finger would become an even
harder grip around her heart in the days In come. A grip that even
then she had known would last a lifetime.

Now she passed the sun on her path across the heavens, and its
dazzling light reminded her of the colour of Sara's hair. Red like
fire. Red like the Devil himself, someone had said in jest, and she
remembered in her dream that she hadn't appreciated that joke.
There was nothing devilish about the child lying in her arms.
Nothing devilish about the red hair that had at first stood straight
up like a punk-rocker's, but with the years had grown long and
thick till it tumbled down her shoulders.
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But now the nightmare pushed away both the feeling of the child's
fingers round her heart and the sight of the red hair that bounced
on Sara's narrow shoulders when she hopped about, full of life.
Instead she saw her hair dark with water, the strands flouting
round Sara's head like a misshapen halo. It was waving to and
fro, and below she saw long green arms of seaweed reaching out
for it. Even the sea had found pleasure in her daughter's red hair,
claiming it for its own. In her nightmare she saw the alabaster
white darken to blue and purple, and Sara's eyes were closed and
dead. Ever so slowly the girl began to turn in the water, with her
toes pointed to the sky and her hands clasped over her stomach.

Then the speed increased, and when she was spinning so fast
that a small backwash was formed on the grey water, and the
green arms withdrew. The girl opened her eyes. They were
completely, utterly white.
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The shriek that woke her seemed to come from a deep abyss. Not
until she felt Niclas's hands on her shoulders, shaking her hard,
did she realize that it was her own voice. For an instant relief
washed over her. All that evil had been a dream. Sara was alive
and well; it was only a nightmare playing a nasty trick on her. But
then she looked into Niclas's eyes, and what she saw made a new
scream build up in her breast. He forestalled this by pulling her
close to him, so that the scream metamorphosed into deep sobs.
His shirt was wet in front and she tasted the unfamiliar salt of his
tears.

'Sara, Sara,' she moaned. Even though she was now awake she
was still in freefall through space. The only thing holding her back
was the pressure of Niclas's arms round her body.

'l know, | know.' He rocked her, his voice thick.
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'Where have you been?' she sobbed quietly, but he just kept
rocking her and stroking her hair with a trembling hand.

'Shh, I'm here now. Go back to sleep
'l can't!'

'Yes, you can. Shh..." And he rocked her rhythmically until the
darkness and the dreams again descended upon her.

The news had spread through the police station while they were
out. Dead children were a rarity, the victims of the occasional rare
car accident, perhaps.

Nothing else could cast such a pall of sadness over the whole
building.
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Annika gave Patrik a questioning look when he and Martin passed
the reception desk, but he didn't feel like talking to anyone. He just
wanted to go to his office and close the door. They ran into Ernst
Lundgren in the corridor but he didn't say anything cither, so Patrik
quickly slipped into the silence of his little

den and Martin did the same. There was nothing in their
professional training that prepared any of them for situations like
this. Informing someone of a death was one of the most odious
tasks of their profession. Informing parents of the death of a child
in an accident was worse than anything else. It defied all sense
and all decency. No one should have to be forced to deliver such
news.

Patrik sat down at his desk, rested his head in his hands, and
closed his eyes.
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Soon he opened his eyes again, because all he could see in the
dark behind his eyelids was Sara's bluish, pale skin and her eyes
that stared unseeing at the sky.

Instead he picked up the picture frame that stood before him and
brought the glass as close to his face as possible. The first picture
of Maja. Exhausted and bruised, resting in Erica's arms in the
maternity ward. Ugly yet beautiful, in that unique way that only
those who have seen their child for the first time can understand.
And Erica, worn out and smiling feebly, but with a new sense of
resolve and pride over having accomplished something that could
only be described as a miracle.

Patrik knew that he was being sentimental and maudlin. But It
was only now, this morning, that he had understood the scope of
the responsibility that had been placed in his hands with his
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daughter's birth. Only now did he realize the extent of both his
love and his fear. When he saw the drowned girl lying like a statue
on the deck of the boat, for a moment he wished that Maja had
never been born.

Because how could he live with the risk of losing her?

He carefully put the photograph back on his desk and leaned back
in his chair with his hands clasped behind his head. It suddenly
felt utterly meaningless to continue with the tasks he'd been
working on before they got the call from Fjallbacka. Most of all he
wanted to drive home, crawl into bed and pull the covers over his
head for the rest of the day. A knock on the door interrupted his
dismal ruminations. 'Come in,' he assented and Annika cautiously
pushed open the door.
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'Hi, Patrik, excuse me for disturbing you. But | just wanted to tell
you that Forensic Medicine rang and said they'd received the
body. We'll have the autopsy report the day after tomorrow.’

Patrik gave a weary nod. 'Thanks, Annika.’
She hesitated. 'Did you know her?'

'Yes, I've met the girl, Sara, and her mother quite a few times
lately.

Charlotte and Erica have been spending a good deal of time
together since Maja was born.'

'How do you think it happened?'
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He sighed and fidgeted absently with the papers before him
without looking up. 'She drowned, as I'm sure you heard.
Apparently she went down to the wharf

to play, fell in the water, and then couldn't get out. The water is so
cold that she probably got hypothermia very quickly. But driving
out to tell Charlotte, that was the most terrible..." His voice broke
and he turned away so that Annika wouldn't see how the tears
threatened to spill out of his eyes.

She tactfully closed the door to his office and left him in peace.
She wasn't going to get much done on a day like this, either.

Erica looked at the clock again. Charlotte should have been here
half an hour ago. She carefully shifted Maja, who was snoozing at
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her breast, and reached for the telephone. It rang many times at
Charlotte's house, but no one answered.

How odd. She must have gone out and forgotten that they were
supposed to get together that afternoon. Although that really
wasn't like her.

Erica felt that they had become close friends in a very short time.
Maybe because they both were in a fragile time of their lives,
maybe because they were simply very similar to each other. It
was funny, really. She and Charlotte seemed more like sisters
than she and Anna ever had. She knew that Charlotte worried
about her, and that gave her a secure feeling in the midst of all the
chaos. Her whole life Erica had worried about other people,
especially Anna. To be viewed for once as the person who was
little and scared felt strangely liberating.
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At the same time she knew that Charlotte had her own problems.
It wasn't only that she and her family were forced to live at home
with her parents, Lilian and Stig. Lilian especially didn't seem easy
to live with. But something unsure and tense came over
Charlotte's face each time she talked about her husband Niclas.
Erica had only met him briefly on a few occasions, but her
spontaneous impression was that there was something unreliable
about the man. Or perhaps unreliable was too strong a word.
Maybe it was more a feeling that Niclas was one of those people
who has good intentions but in the end will always allow his own
needs and desires to take precedence over everyone else's.
Charlotte had told her a few things that had confirmed this
impression, even though she mostly had to read between the
lines, since her friend usually spoke of her husband in adoring
terms. Charlotte looked up to Niclas and on several occasions
had said straight out that she couldn't understand how she had
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been so lucky. It seemed inconceivable to her that she was
married to someone like him.

Erica could see, of course, that from a purely objective point of
view he rated higher on the looks scale than Charlotte. Tall, blond,
and handsome was the ladies' assessment of the new doctor. And
he had certainly had an extensive academic background, unlike
his wife. But if one looked at their inner qualities, Erica realized
that the situation was just the opposite. Niclas ought to be

thanking his lucky stars. Charlotte was a loving, wise, gentle
human being and as soon as Erica managed to pull herself out of
this listless state, she was going to do everything she could to
make Charlotte realize her own strong points.
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Unfortunately at the moment Erica had no energy to do more than
ponder her friend's situation.

A couple of hours later darkness had fallen, and the storm had
reached full force outside her window. Erica saw by the clock that
she must have dozed off for an hour or two with Maja, who was
using her breast as a dummy. She was just about to reach for the
phone to ring Charlotte when she heard the front door open.

'Hello?' she called. Patrik wasn't due home for an hour or two, so
perhaps it was Charlotte finally showing up.

'It's me." Patrik's voice had an empty sound to it, and Erica was
Instantly uneasy.
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When he entered the living room she was even more concerned.
His face was grey, and his eyes had a dead expression that didn't
vanish until he caught sight of Maja, still asleep in Erica's arms.
With two long strides he came over to them, and before Erica
could react he had swept up the sleeping baby, pressing her hard
to his chest. He didn't even stop when Maja woke up from the
shock of being picked up so abruptly and started shrieking as loud
as she could.

'What are you doing? You're scaring Maja!'

Erica tried to take the screaming baby from Patrik to calm her
down, but he fended off her attempt and just hugged the infant
even harder. Maja was now screaming hysterically, and for lack of
any better idea Erica slapped him on the arm and said, 'Stop that!
What's wrong with you? Can't you see that she's terrified?'
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Then Patrik seemed to snap out of it. He cast a confused look at
his daughter, who was bright red in the face from anger and fright.

'Sorry." He handed Maja over to Erica, who did her best to soothe
the baby.

After a few minutes she succeeded, and Maja's screams gave
way to low sobbing. Erica looked at Patrik, who had sat down on
the sofa and was staring out at the storm.

'What's happened, Patrik?' said Erica, now in a kinder tone. She
couldn't prevent a hint of uneasiness from creeping into her voice.

'We got a report of a drowned child today. From here in
Fjallbacka. Martin and | took the call." He paused, unable to go on.
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'Oh my God, what happened? Who was it?'

Then her thoughts began whirling until they all fell into place at
once, like tiny puzzle pieces.

'Oh my God,' she repeated. 'lt's Sara, isn't it? Charlotte was
supposed to come over for coffee this afternoon, but she never
showed up and there was no answer when | rang her at home.
That's it, isn't it? It was Sara you found, right?"

Patrik could only nod. Erica sank into the easy chair to prevent
her legs from buckling under her. Before her she could see Sara
jumping on their living room sofa as recently as two days ago.
With her long red hair flying about her head and laughter bubbling
up inside her like an unstoppable primal force.
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'Oh my God,' Erica said again, putting her hand to her mouth as
she felt her heart sink like a stone to her stomach. Patrik just
stared out of the window, and she saw in profile his jaws
clenching tight.

'It was so horrible, Erica. | haven't seen Sara that many times, but
seeing her lying there in that boat, totally lifeless... | kept picturing
Maja in my mind. Since then my thoughts have been churning
round in my head. | can't stop imagining if something like that
happened to Maja. And then having to tell Charlotte what
happened...'

Erica uttered a whimpering, tormented sound. She had no words
to describe the depth of the sympathy she felt for Charlotte, and
Niclas too. She understood at once Patrik's reaction, and found

herself holding Maja even closer. She was never going to let her
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go. She would sit here holding her tight, keeping her safe, for
ever. But Maja squirmed restlessly, intuiting as most children can
that things were not as they should be.

Outside the storm continued to rage. Patrik and Erica just sat
there for a long time, watching the wild play of nature. Neither of
them could stop thinking about the child who was taken by the
sea.

Medical examiner Tord Pedersen began the task with an
unusually resolute expression on his face. After many years in his
profession he had developed a hardened attitude - either
desirable or loathsome, depending on how one wanted to view it -
which meant that most of the ghastly things he observed in his
work left little trace at the end of the day. But there was something
about Hitting open a child that conflicted with a primal instinct and
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disrupted all routine, undermining the objective professionalism
that his years as a medical examiner had given him. The
defencelessness of a child tore down all the defensive walls that
his psyche could put up, so his hand shook a bit as he moved it
towards the girl's chest.

When she was brought in he had been told that drowning was the
presumed cause of death. Now it was up to him to confirm or
reject that hypothesis. But so far there was nothing he could see
with the naked eye to contradict it.

The mercilessly bright glare in the postmortem room emphasized
her blue pallor so that it looked like she was freezing. The cold
aluminium table beneath her seemed to reflect the cold, and
Pedersen shivered in his green scrubs. She was naked as she lay
there, and he felt as though he were violating her as he prized
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open and cut into the defenceless body. But he forced himself to
shake off that feeling. He knew that the task he was performing
was important, both for the girl and her parents, even if they didn't
realize it themselves. It was necessary for the grieving process to
have a final determination of the cause of death. Even though
there didn't seem to be any ambiguities in this case, the rules
were in place for a reason. He knew this on a professional level,
but as a human being and father with two boys at home, he
sometimes wondered in cases like this how much humanity there
was in the work he was doing.
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STROMSTAD 1923

'‘Agnes, | have nothing but tedious meetings today. It's not a good
|dea for you to come along.'

'Hut | want to go with you today. I'm so bored. There's nothing to
do.'

'What about your girlfriends?'
'They're all busy,' Agnes replied, sulking. 'Britta's getting ready for

her wedding, Laila's going to Halden with her parents to visit her
brother, and Sonja has to help her mother.' In a sad voice she
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added, 'Imagine having a mother to help...' She peered at her
father from under her fringe. Yes, the ploy had worked, as usual.

He sighed. 'Well then, come along if you like. But you have to
promise to sit still and be quiet, and not run about like a whirlwind
talking to the staff. The last time you completely confused those
poor old men; it took them several days to get over it." He couldn't
help smiling at his daughter. She was unruly, certainly, but a more
dazzling girl could not be found on this side of the Norwegian
border.

Agnes gave a happy laugh, having once again emerged

victorious, and she rewarded her father with a hug and a pat on
his big belly.
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'Nobody has a father like mine,' she cooed, and August Stjernkvist
chuckled with pleasure.

'What would | do without you?' he said half in earnest, half in jest,
pulling her close.

'Oh, you don't have to worry about that. I'm not going anywhere.’

'‘No, not at the moment, anyway,' he said sombrely, caressing her
dark hair.

'But it won't be long before some man is going to come and steal
you away from

me. If you can find one who's good enough, that is," he laughed.
'Up until now it's been slim pickings, | must say.'
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'‘Well, | can't just take any man who comes along,' Agnes laughed
in reply.

'Not with the example I've had. So it's no wonder I'm particular.’

'Look here, my girl, enough flattery," August preened. 'Get a move
on if you're coming with me to the office. It wouldn't do for the
boss to arrive late.’

Despite his admonishing words it took almost an hour before they
were on their way. First there was the whole business of tending
to her hair and clothes, but by the time Agnes was ready, her
father had to admit that the result was worth it.

'I'm sorry I'm late,' said August as he swept into the room where
three men were sat waiting. 'But | hope you'll forgive me when you
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see the reason for my tardiness.' He gestured towards Agnes,
who was close behind him. She was wearing a red dress that
clung to her body, accentuating her slim waist. Although many
girls had let their hair fall to the scissors in a bob, as was the
fashion in the Twenties, Agnes had been smart enough to resist
the temptation. Her thick black hair was done up in a simple
chignon at her neck. She was well aware of the impression she
made, thanks to the mirror at home. Now she exploited it fully as
she paused in front of the men, slowly removing her gloves, and
then letting them shake her hand, one by one.

With great satisfaction she could tell she was having an effect.
Two of them sat there gaping like fish, as they held on to her hand
a trifle too long. But the third man was different. To her
astonishment Agnes felt her heart give a leap.
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The big, burly man hardly looked up at her and only took her hand
briefly. The hands of the other two men had felt soft and almost
feminine against hers, but this man's hand was different. She
could feel the calluses scraping against her palm, and his fingers
were long and strong. For a moment she considered not letting go
of his hand, but she caught herself and merely nodded to him
demurely. His eyes, which only looked into hers fleetingly, were
brown, and she guessed there was Walloon blood in his family.

After the introductions she hurried to sit down on a chair in the
corner and clasped her hands in her lap. She could see that her
father hesitated for a moment. He probably would rather have
sent her out of the room, but she put on her most angelic
expression and gave him an entreating look. As usual he did as
she wished. Wordlessly he nodded that she could stay. She
decided for a change to sit as quiet as a little churchmouse so as
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not to risk being sent out of the room like a child. She didn't want
to be subjected to that sort of treatment in front of this man.

Normally after an hour of silent participation she would have been
almost in

tears from boredom, but not this time. The hour flew past, and by
the time the meeting was over, Agnes was sure of her cause. She
wanted this man, more than she had ever wanted anything else.

And what she wanted, she usually got.

'‘Shouldn't we visit Niclas?' Asta implored her husband. But she
saw no sign of sympathy in his stony expression.
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"1 told you his name must never be mentioned in my house again!'
Arne stared hard out of the kitchen window, and there was nothing
but granite in his gaze.

'Hut after what happened to the girl...'

'God's punishment. Didn't | tell you that would happen someday?
No, this is all his own fault. If he'd listened to me it never would
have happened. Nothing bad happens to God-fearing people. And
now we shall speak no more of this!'

His fist slammed the table.

Asta sighed to herself. Of course she respected her husband, and
he did usually know best, but in this case she wondered if he
might not be wrong.
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Something in her heart told her that this couldn't be consistent
with God's wishes. Surely they should rush to their son's side
when such a terrible blow had struck him. True, she had never got
to know the girl, but she was still their own flesh and blood, and
children did belong to the kingdom of God, that's what it said in
the Bible. But these were only the thoughts of a lowly woman.
Arne was a man, after all, and he knew best. It had always been
that way. Like so many times before, she kept her thoughts to
herself and got up to clear the table.

Too many years had passed since she had seen her son. They
did run into each other occasionally, of course; that was
unavoidable now that he had moved back to Fjallbacka, but she
knew better than to stop and talk to him. He had tried to speak to
her a few times, but she always looked away and just walked off
briskly, as she had been instructed to do. But she hadn't cast
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down her eyes quickly enough to avoid seeing the hurt in her
son's eyes.

Yet the Bible said that one should honour one's father and mother,
and what had happened on that day so long ago was, as far as
she could see, a breach of God's word. That's why she couldn't let
him back into her heart.

She gazed at Arne as he sat at the table. His back was still as
straight as a fir tree, and his dark hair had not thinned, in spite of
a few flecks of grey. But they were both over seventy. She
remembered how all the girls had run after him when they were
young, but Arne had never seemed the least bit interested. He

had married her when she was just eighteen, and as far as she
knew he had never even looked at another woman. Not that he
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had been particularly keen on carnal matters at home either.
Asta's mother had always said it was a woman's duty to endure
that aspect of marriage. It was not something to enjoy, so Asta
had considered herself fortunate since she had no great
expectations.

Nevertheless, they did have a son. A big, splendid, blond boy,
who was the spitting image of his mother but had few traits from
his father. Maybe that was why things had gone so wrong. If he'd
been more like his father, then Arne might have had more of a
connection with his son. But that was not to be. The boy had been
hers from the start, and she had loved him as much as she could.

But it wasn't enough. Because when the decisive day arrived and
she was forced to choose between the boy and his father, she
had let her son down. How could she have done otherwise? A
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wife must stand by her husband, she had been taught that since
childhood. But sometimes, in bleak moments, when the lamp was
off and she lay in bed looking up at the ceiling, then the thoughts
would come. She would wonder how something she had learned
to be right could feel so wrong. That was why it was such a relief
that Arne always knew exactly how things should be. Many times
he had told her that a woman's judgement was not to be trusted; it
was the man's job to lead the woman. There was security in that.

Since her father had been like Arne in many ways, a world in
which the man decided was the only world she knew. And he was
so smart, her Arne. Everyone agreed about that.

Even the new pastor had praised Arne recently. He had said | hat
Arne was the most reliable sexton he had ever had the privilege to
work with, and God could be grateful to have such loyal servants.
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Arne had told her this, swelling with pride, when he had come
home. But it was not for nothing that Arne had been the sexton in
Fjallbacka for twenty years. Not counting the unfortunate years
when that woman was the pastor here, of course. Asia would not
want those years back for anything in the world. Thank goodness
the woman finally understood that she wasn't wanted, and
stepped aside to make way for a real pastor. How poor Arne had
suffered during that woman's tenure. For the first time in more
than fifty years of marriage Asta had seen her husband get tears
in his eyes. The thought of a woman in the pulpit of his beloved
church had almost destroyed him. But he'd also said that he
trusted that God would finally cast the moneylenders out of the
temple. And this time, too, Arne was right.

Her only wish was that he could somehow find room in his heart
to forgive his son for what had happened. Until then she would
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never again have a day of happiness. But she also realized that if
Arne could not forgive Niclas now, after this terrible incident, there
was no hope of reconciliation.

If only she had gotten to know the girl. Now it was too late.

Two days had passed since Sara was found. The prevailing
gloom of that day had inexorably dispersed as they were forced to
go back to their daily responsibilities which hadn't disappeared
because a child had died.

Patrik was writing up the last lines of a report on an assault case,
when the telephone rang. He saw from the display who was
calling and picked up the receiver with a sigh. Just as well to get it
over with. He heard the familiar voice of Medical Examiner Tord
Pedersen on the other end. They exchanged polite greetings
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before they broached the actual reason for the call. The first
indication that Patrik was not hearing what he had expected was
that a furrow formed between his eyebrows. After another minute
it had deepened, and when he had heard everything the M.E. had
to report he slammed down the receiver with a bang. He tried to
collect himself for a minute as the thoughts swirled in his head.

Then he got up, grabbed the notebook he'd been writing in as
they talked, and went into Martin's office. Actually he should have
gone to Bertil Mellberg first, being the chief of police, but he felt
that he needed to discuss the information he had received with
someone he trusted. Unfortunately his boss was not in that
category. Martin was the only one of his colleagues who qualified.

'Martin?'
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He was on the phone when Patrik came in, but he motioned
towards a chair.

The conversation sounded like it was winding down, and Martin
concluded it cryptically with a quiet 'nmm... sure... me too...
hmm... likewise,' as he flushed from his scalp downwards.

Despite his own concerns, Patrik couldn't resist teasing his young
colleague a little. 'So who were you talking to?'

He got an inaudible mumble in reply from Martin, whose face
flushed even more.

'‘Someone calling to report a crime? One of our colleagues in
Stromstad? Or Uddevalla? Or maybe Leif G. W. Persson,
interested in writing your biography?'
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Martin squirmed in his chair but then muttered a bit more audibly,
'Pia.’

'Oh, | see, Pia. | never would have guessed. Let's see, what's it
been - three months, right? That must be a record for you, don't
you think?' Patrik teased him.

Up until this past summer Martin had been known as something of
a specialist in short, unhappy love affairs, usually because of his
unfailing ability to get mixed up with women who were already
taken and were mostly out for a little adventure on the side. But
Pia was not only available, she was also an extremely attractive
and serious young woman.

"We're celebrating three months on Saturday.' Martin's eyes
sparkled. 'And we're moving in together. She just rang to say that
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she'd found a perfect flat in Grebbestad. We're going out to look at
it this evening.' His colouring had returned to normal, but he
couldn't hide how obviously head over heels in love he was.

Patrik remembered how he and Erica had been at the start of their
relationship. P.B. Pre-baby. He loved her fiercely, but that stormy
infatuation all of a sudden felt as distant as a woolly dream. Dirty
nappies and sleepless nights were no doubt having their effect.

'‘But what about you - when are you going to make an honest
woman of Erica? And don't you want to be recognized as Maja's
legal father?’

'That's for me to know and you to find out..." said Patrik with it
grin.
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'So, did you come here to root around in my private life, or did you
have something you wanted to tell me?' By now Martin had
regained his composure.

All at once Patrik's face turned serious. He reminded himself that
they were facing something that was as far from a joke as one
could get.

'Pedersen just rang. He's sending the report from Sara's
postmortem by fax, but he summarized the contents for me. What
he told me means that her drowning was no accident. She was
murdered.'

'What the hell are you saying?' Martin threw out his hands in
dismay, knocking over his pen-holder, but he ignored the pens
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that had spilled onto his desk. Instead he focused his undivided
attention on Patrik.

'At first he assumed as we did that it was an accident. No visible
marks on the body, and she was fully dressed, in clothing
appropriate to the season, except that she had no jacket, but it
could have floated away. But most important of all: when he
examined her lungs he found water in them.' He fell silent.

Martin threw out his hands again and raised his eyebrows. 'So
what did he find that didn't gibe with an accident?'

'Bathwater.'

'Bathwater?'
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'Yes, she didn't have sea water in her lungs as you might expect It
she had drowned in the sea. It was bathwater. Or rather
presumably bathwater, | should say. Pedersen found residue of
both soap and shampoo in the water, which suggests that it's
bathwater.'

'S0 she was drowned in a bathtub?' said Martin, sounding
sceptical. They had been so convinced that it was a tragic yet
normal drowning accident that he was having a hard time
adjusting to this new theory.

'Yes, that's what it looks like. It also explains the bruises that
Pedersen found on the body.’

'l thought you said there were no injuries to the body?'
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'Well, not at first glance. But when they lifted the hair on the back
of her neck and checked more thoroughly, they could clearly see
bruises that match the imprint of a hand. The hand of someone
who held her head under the surface by force.'

'Jesus Christ.' Martin looked like he was going to be sick. Patrik
had felt the same way when he first heard the news. 'So we're
dealing with a homicide,' said Martin, as if trying to make himself
face the fact.

'Yes, and we've already lost two days. We have to start knocking
on doors, interviewing the family and friends, and finding out all
we can about the girl and those who knew her.'

Martin grimaced, and Patrik understood his reaction. This wasn't
going to be fun. The family was already devastated, and now the
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police would have to go in and stir everything up again. All too
often, children were murdered by someone who ought to grieve
the most over the death. So Patrik and Martin couldn't display the
sympathy that would normally be expected when meeting with a
family that had lost a child.

'Have you been in to see Mellberg yet?'

'No,' Patrik sighed. 'But I'm going there now. Since we were the
ones who took the call the other day, | thought I'd ask you to join
me in conducting the investigation. Do you have any objections?"'
He knew that the question was merely rhetorical. Neither of them
wanted to see their colleagues Ernst Lundgren or Gosta Flygare
be put in charge of anything more challenging than bicycle thefts.

Martin nodded curtly in reply.
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'‘Okay,' said Patrik, 'then we might as well get it over with.'

Superintendent Mellberg looked at the letter before him as if it
were a poisonous snake. This was one of the worst things that
could have happened to him. Even that mortifying incident with
Irina last summer paled in comparison.

Tiny beads of sweat had formed on his brow, although the
temperature in his office was rather on the cool side. Mellberg
wiped off the sweat absentmindedly and at the same time
managed to dislodge the few strands left of his hair, which he had
carefully wound in a nest atop his bald head. Annoyed, he was
trying to put everything back in place when there was a knock on
the door, he gave his hair one last pat and called out a surly,
'‘Come in!'
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Hedstrom seemed unperturbed by Mellberg's tone of voice, but he
had an uncommonly serious look on his face. Normally the
superintendent thought that

Patrik too often displayed a distasteful lack of decorum. He
preferred working with men like Ernst

Lundgren, who always treated their superiors with the respect
they deserved.

When it came to Hedstrom he always had the feeling that the man
might stick his tongue out as soon as he turned his hack. But time
would separate the wheat from the chaff, Mellberg thought sternly.
With his long experience in police work, he knew that the guys
who were too soft and the ones who joked around always broke
first.

124



For a second he had managed to forget the contents of the letter,
but when Hedstrom sat down in the chair across his desk
Mellberg remembered that it was lying there in full view. He
quickly slipped the letter into his top drawer. He would have to
deal with that matter soon enough.

'So, what's going on?' Mellberg could hear his voice quavering a
bit from the shock of the letter, and he forced himself to bring it
under control. Never show weakness - that was his motto. If he
exposed his throat to his subordinates they would soon sink their
teeth into it.

'A homicide,' Patrik said tensely.

'What now?' Mellberg sighed. 'Has one of our old iron-fisted
acquaintances managed to hit his wife in the head a little too
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hard?'

Hedstrom's face was still unusually resolute. 'No,' he said, 'it's
about the drowning accident the other day. Or rather it wasn't an
accident after all. The girl was murdered.’

Mellberg gave a low whistle. "You don't say, you don't say,' he
murmured as confused thoughts ran through his head. For one
thing, he was always upset by crimes perpetrated against
children, and for another he tried to do a rapid evaluation of how
this unexpected development would affect him in his capacity as
police chief of Tanumshede. There were two ways to look at it:
either as a damned lot of extra work and administration, or as a
means of advancing his career that might get him back to the
excitement of the big city, Goteborg.
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Although he had to admit that the successful conclusion of the two
homicide investigations he had been involved with up to now had
not yielded the desired effect. But sooner or later something would
convince his superiors that he belonged back at the main station.
Perhaps this was just the ticket.

He realized that Hedstrom was waiting for some other type of
response from him and hastily added, "You mean someone
murdered a child? Well, that pervert isn't going to get away with it.’
Mellberg clenched his fist to stress the gravity of his words, but
that only managed to induce a worried expression in Patrik's eyes.

'Don't you want to know the cause of death?' Hedstrom asked, as
if wanting to lend him a helping hand. Mellberg found his tone of
voice extremely
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irritating.

'Of course, | was just getting to that. So, what did the M.E. say
about the case?'

'‘She drowned, but not in the sea. They found only fresh water in
her lungs, and since they also found residue of soap and such
things, Pedersen assumed it was probably bathwater. So the girl,
Sara, was drowned indoors in a bathtub and then carried down to
the sea and thrown in. It was an attempt to make it look like an
accident.'

The image that Hedstrom's account conjured up in Mellberg's
mind made the chief shiver, and for a moment he forgot all about
his own chances of promotion.
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He assumed he'd seen just about everything during his years on
the force. He was proud of being able to maintain a sense of
objectivity, but there was something about the murder of children
that made it impossible to remain unmoved. It crossed the
boundaries of all decency to attack a little girl. The feeling of
indignation that the murder awoke inside him was unfamiliar but,
he actually had to admit, quite pleasant.

'No obvious perpetrator?' he asked.

Hedstrom shook his head. 'No, we don't know of any problems in
the family, and there have been no other reported attacks on
children in Fjallbacka. Nothing like this. So we should probably
start by interviewing the family don't you agree?' asked Patrik
tentatively.
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Mellberg understood at once what he was getting at. He had no
objections. It had worked fine in the past to let Hedstrom do the
legwork, and then he could step into the spotlight when the case
was resolved. Not that it was anything to be ashamed of. After all,
knowing how to delegate responsibilities was the key to
successful leadership.

'It sounds as though you'd like to head up this investigation.'

'Well, I'm actually already on the case. Martin and | responded to
the call when it came in, and we've met with the girl's family.'

'Well, that sounds like a good idea, then,' Mellberg said, nodding
In agreement. 'Just see that you keep me informed.’
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'All right,’ said Hedstrom with a nod, 'then Martin and | will get
going on it.'

'Martin?' said Mellberg in an ominous tone. He was still irritated at
the lack of respect in Patrik's voice and now saw a chance to put
him in his place.

Sometimes Hedstrom acted as if he was the chief of this station.
This would be an excellent opportunity to show him who made the
decisions around here.

'No, | don't think | can spare Martin at the moment. | assigned him
to investigate a series of car thefts yesterday, possibly a Baltic
gang operating in the area, so he's got plenty to do. But..." he
paused for dramatic effect, enjoying
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the distressed look on Hedstrom's face. 'Ernst doesn't have that
much work right now, so it would probably be good if you two
worked on this case together.'

Now Patrik had started squirming as if in agony, and Mellberg
knew that he'd figuratively put his thumb on the most vulnerable
spot, right in the middle of the officer's eye. He decided to
assuage Hedstrom's agony a bit. 'But I'm putting you in charge of
the investigation, so Lundgren will report directly to you.'

Even though Ernst Lundgren was a more pleasant colleague to
deal with than Hedstrom, Mellberg was smart enough to realize
that the guy had certain limitations. It would be stupid to shoot
himself in the foot...
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As soon as the door closed behind Hedstrom, Mellberg took out
the letter again and read it for at least the tenth time.

Morgan did a few stretching exercises with his fingers and
shoulders before he sat down in front of the computer. He knew
that sometimes he could disappear so deeply into the world
before him that he would sit in the same position for hours. He
checked carefully that he had everything he needed in front of him
so that he wouldn't have to get up unless it was absolutely
necessary. Yes, everything was there. A large bottle of Coke, a
big Heath bar and a King-size Snickers. That would keep him
going for a while.

The binder he'd received from Fredrik felt heavy lying on his lap. It
contained everything he needed to know. The whole fantasy world
he himself was unable to create was gathered there inside the
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binder's stiff covers and would soon be converted into ones and
zeros. That was something he had mastered. While emotions,
imagination, dreams and fairy tales had, by a caprice of nature,
never found space in his brain, he was a wizard at the logical, the
elegantly predictable in ones and zeros, the tiny electrical
impulses in the computer that were converted into something
legible on the screen.

Sometimes he wondered how it would feel to do what Fredrik was
able to do. Plucking other worlds out of his brain, summoning up
other people's feelings and entering into their lives. Most often
these speculations led Morgan to shrug his shoulders and dismiss
them as unimportant. But during the periods of deep depression
that sometimes struck him he occasionally felt the full weight of
his handicap and despaired that he had been made so different
from everyone else.
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At the same time it was a consolation to know that he was not
alone. He often visited the websites of people who were like him,
and he had exchanged emails with some of the others. On one
occasion he had even gone to meet one of them in Goéteborg, but
he wouldn't be doing that again. The fact that they were

so essentially different from other people made it hard for them to
relate even to each other, and the meeting had been a failure from
beginning to end.

But it had still been great to find out that there were others. That
knowledge was enough. He actually felt no longing for the sense
of community that seemed to be so important for ordinary people.
He did best when he was all alone in the little cabin with only his
computers to keep him company. Sometimes he tolerated his
parents' company, but they were the only ones. It was safe to
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spend time with them. He'd had many years to learn to read them,
to interpret all the complex non-verbal communications In the form
of facial expressions and body language and thousands of other
tiny signals that his brain simply didn't seem designed to handle.
They had also learned to adapt themselves to him, to speak In a
way that he could understand, at least adequately.

The screen before him was blank and waiting. This was the
moment he liked best. Ordinary people might say that they 'loved'
such a moment, but he wasn't really sure what 'loving' involved.
Hut maybe it was what he felt right now. That inner feeling of
satisfaction, of belonging, of being normal.

Morgan began to type, making his fingers race over the keyboard.
Once in a while he glanced down at the binder on his lap, but
most often his gaze was fixed on the screen. He never ceased to
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be amazed that the problems he had coordinating the movements
of his body and his fingers miraculously disappeared whenever he
was working. Suddenly he was just as dextrous as he always
should have been. They called it 'deficient motor skills', the
problems he had with getting his fingers to move as they should
when he had to tie his shoes or button his shirt. He knew that was
part of the diagnosis. He understood precisely what made him
different from the others, but he couldn't do anything to change
the situation. For that matter, he thought it was wrong to call the
others

'normal’ while people like him were dubbed 'abnormal’. Actually it
was only societal preconceptions that landed him in the wrong
group. He was simply different. His thought processes simply
moved in other directions. They weren't necessarily worse, just
not the same.
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He paused to take a swig of Coca Cola straight out of the bottle,
then his fingers moved rapidly over the keys again.

Morgan was content.
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STROMSTAD 1923

Anders lay on the bed with his hands clasped behind his head,
staring up at the ceiling. It was already late, and as always he felt
the weight of a long day's

work in his limbs. But this evening he couldn't really seem to relax.
So many thoughts were buzzing round in his head that it was like
trying to sleep in the midst of a swarm of flies.

The meeting ab