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Chapter One


THE month was June. The day was Friday, and the time, according to Dina Richardson’s admittedly somewhat unreliable statement, was ten minutes to three when she was halted at the corner of Priest Street and River Street by someone calling her name. She turned round and screwed up her eyes against the sun in surprise.


“Why, Anneli, it’s you. Darling, I was just thinking about you. Where have you sprung from? How are you? Are you nervous?”


If the inhabitants of Skoga had not had twenty-five years in which to become used to this attractive constellation, then they would have had good reason to slow down and take a closer look at these two friends. Since childhood they had been opposites. While Dina was and always had been lively, talkative and full of joie de vivre and mischief, Anneli was quiet, self-absorbed and a dreamer. Accordingly, Dina had providently been equipped with brown curls, at present extremely short, a cheeky nose and laughing slanting eyes, while Anneli was slim and fragile, a classic beauty of romantic pallor, her very fair hair caught in a graceful chignon at the back of her head. To all appearances, however, they got on very well indeed with each other.


Anneli sighed briefly and said with a slight grimace: “I’ve been to the hairdresser’s. Mother thought it’d be better if I had it washed today because … because then the head-dress would be easier to fix on. And of course I’m nervous. Heavens above, what on earth am I letting myself in for? Summer wedding in Skoga church—it sounds lovely—do you remember how we used to dream about it when we were at school? You were always going to marry a lieutenant, and I was going to have a big, safe man who was at least six feet tall …”


She stopped with a treacherous catch in her voice, and Dina, who had always been afraid of sentiment, pointed out somewhat dryly: “And now you’ve nabbed the richest bachelor in the whole district. And all the girls are green with envy, and all the mums are furious, and tomorrow the whole town will be in church or crowding round outside to criticize you, so no stumbling or stuttering or blushing, but just look happy and thrilled and in love, for this is the WEDDING OF THE YEAR in this hole, and everyone already knows you’re going to wear a genuine lace veil that’s two hundred years old which once belonged to Joakim’s mother, and that there’ll be champagne for eighty people and you’re spending your honeymoon …”


“For heaven’s sake, stop! I’ve already told you, I am nervous. The funny thing is that it’s Daddy and I whose knees are wobbling most. Both Mother and Joakim seem to be enjoying the spectacle in some unnatural way.”


She thrust her arm under Dina’s and they walked on down River Street. Anneli’s white cotton dress stood out brightly against her friend’s red one, one girl carrying a white bag in her hand and the other a red umbrella.


“I’m just going to Falkman’s to look at my bouquet. Joakim’s orders. He says I’ve got to ‘approve’ it.”


“What on earth has he thought up, then?”


“Oh, roses, I suppose.”


Anneli sounded indifferent and absent, but a moment later she was waving her hand and smiling happily at someone behind a window.


“It’s Len. No, there. In the barber’s. He must be sprucing himself up for tomorrow too.”


They swung round the corner into Little Street, past the expensive new tobacconist’s and stopped at a shop window stuffed with carnations and green cucumbers.


Dina screwed up her impertinent nose.


“The way she does her window. No, I’m not coming in with you. I’m allergic to Fanny Falkman. I can’t stand her untidy hair or her endless talk. I’ll wait out here, but try to get her to understand that you’re in a hurry.”


And with that Dina nodded carelessly to her best friend and watched the white frock disappear into the florist’s shop.


A cloud covered the sun. It was thick and greyish black, and she congratulated herself on her foresight in bringing an umbrella.


At that moment she caught sight of Livia and Olivia Petren purposefully making straight for her. She hurriedly deliberated whether Fanny Falkman’s more businesslike chatter were not preferable to that of the Petren sisters, but she had not managed to make up her mind before they were there.


No one looking at them would believe that these two sixty-five-year-old ladies belonged to one of the best families in Skoga. Olivia, plump and bulging, was wearing a tight-fitting flowered artificial silk dress, its shiny surface billowing and surging at her every movement. Livia, thin and dry, had found in one of her wardrobes a lilac-coloured hat which had probably been created round about the time of Dina’s birth, and from under its brim her eyes peered, as inquisitive and shrewd as a squirrel’s. As usual, both of them talked at once.


“Well, well, good morning, good morning, dear Dina. How are your mother and father?”


“Are they still in Italy? Well, that is a pity, now, isn’t it …”


“Just now, with the wedding and everything. Yes, we’ve had an invitation. Dear little Anneli has worked for so long in our office, so I suppose she thought …”


“Olivia means that she was employed in our brother’s office. We have nothing at all to do with Sebastian’s office or his affairs. No, that we cannot say, even if he did once take it over from dearest Papa—but naturally it was kind of the Stroms and Anneli to remember us on their big day …”


“I think it’s going to rain,” said Dina hopefully. “Perhaps I’d …”


“Oh dear. Yes, you’d better mind that hat, Livia. But let’s move off the steps and stand in the entrance for a while. It’ll probably only be a shower. There was one like this yesterday, such a heavy one it knocked all our lupins flat, but it didn’t last for more than five or six minutes …”


Dina put up her smart umbrella and smiled politely, but she stayed on the pavement in full view of the entrance of the florist’s shop, and as the rain pattered on the red silk and her feet got wetter and wetter, she glanced impatiently and expectantly at the shop door. Wasn’t Anneli ever coming? And wasn’t there any way of stopping these two old girls talking?


“Oh my goodness, what a lovely bride she’ll be. Mrs. Persson is making the wedding dress, and I can tell you, it’s going to be wonderful, but of course there are eighteen yards of material in the skirt …”


“But it’s a shame old Doctor Hammar didn’t live to see this day.” Livia shook the lilac-coloured hat sadly. “But one must admit she couldn’t have had a nicer stepfather, and she needed one too, for that poor muddled Gretel Hammar could never have looked after either herself or the girl. And won’t they look handsome walking up the aisle …”


“Oh, yes.” Olivia rapturously clapped her stubby hands together. “You can easily see that his mother was of the English nobility …”


“I was talking about Edward Strom,” said Livia sternly. “As the father of the bride, he’ll be the one to lead her to the altar.”


“But there he’ll be relieved by the bridegroom, won’t he?” Olivia tittered, as if she had suggested something improper. “You know, when he picks up that monocle of his and fixes it in his eye, it makes me shiver, for then he looks like … he really looks like … can you guess, Dina?”


She leaned forward confidentially and whispered her question with flushed cheeks. And Dina, who in common with the three thousand other inhabitants of Skoga was well aware of Olivia Petren’s secret passion, at once decided to be a little friendly and accommodating.


“It couldn’t be …?” she whispered back. “It couldn’t possibly be … Lord Peter Wimsey?”


Olivia clucked blissfully, and she became even more enraptured when the object of her admiration appeared on the corner by the tobacconist’s. He seemed to be in a hurry, but all the same he stepped politely up to greet the little group in the entrance.


Dina Richardson looked at him thoughtfully and noted again as she had so often done during the last six months that she did not know what she really thought about Joakim Cruse.


He was not bad-looking. Perhaps he was a shade too thin. His hair had an unmistakable red tinge; in addition it was cut in that idiotic way which had once been modern and relatively suited to young boys, but which was hardly appropriate to a man of thirty-five. But his light grey summer suit was faultlessly cut, as was his pale blue striped waistcoat (Joakim always wore a waistcoat, whatever the weather or the temperature), and even without his monocle he gave an impression of self-assurance and elegance.


Sometimes he’s silly, thought Dina, as he is now, standing in the rain kissing those two old dears’ hands, and sometimes I wonder if he’s all there, and yet … and yet …


“Yes,” she said aloud in reply to Joakim’s appeal. “Yes, she’s in Falkman’s. I think she’d be pleased if you went to fetch her. She must have got stuck in there.”


He bowed three times, once for each of them, walked the short stretch to the florist’s steps and opened the door. They heard the doorbell tinkle as he was swallowed up in the dim foliage of the shop.


Suddenly it stopped raining as swiftly as it had begun. Livia said goodbye abruptly and hurtled on towards the market. Olivia, who would have very much liked to remain and discuss the interesting Mr. Cruse, followed her reluctantly. Dina Richardson put down her umbrella and decided to tell Anneli that she was not going to wait any longer.


It was cool and dark in the shop, and there was a smell of earth, vegetables, carnations and roses. Fanny Falkman, large and black-haired, was standing behind the counter at the far end of the shop. In front of the counter stood Joakim, and when he saw Dina, he turned towards her and uttered three short words, which in their simplicity were quite unbelievable.


“She isn’t here.”


Dina stared stupidly and repeated his words.


“Isn’t … isn’t she here?”


Almost impatiently, he shrugged his shoulders.


“Mrs. Falkman says she hasn’t even been in here.”


Dina was seized by a peculiar sense of unreality. Her eyes darkened.


“But … but that’s impossible,” she mumbled. “I saw her vanish through the door. And I’ve been waiting outside all the time …”


It was almost frighteningly quiet. The three people in the shop seemed to be holding their breath.


Then Dina made a helpless gesture, and although she did not understand why Anneli should want to play such a game of hide and seek, she made a tentative suggestion.


“She must … she must have gone out another way. Is there … is there a back door?”


Her heart sank as she looked at the florist, whose eyes were serious and implacable, holding no promise of such an easy solution to the problem.


“To get to the back door,” Fanny Falkman said slowly, “you have to walk straight through the storeroom. And I’ve been in there for the last sixty minutes.”




Chapter Two


FROM that astounding moment the mystery was a fact. The mystery which was to perplex and agitate Skoga more than anything else in its hundreds of years of history, the mystery which was to end with two funerals instead of a wedding and which was to give the town’s most famous son, Chief Inspector Christer Wick, his first grey hair.


However, he was as yet still quite unaware of all this. He had felt tired and listless during the drive from Stockholm, and he had wondered whether it was worth sacrificing two days of his holiday for a wedding, when he did not know either party very well, but then Anneli was his own mother’s goddaughter, and if there were one woman for whom he had a permanent weakness, then it was his mother. So his disinclination vanished as soon as he had, with considerable difficulty, swung his black Mercedes through the narrow gateway of the Wick home and contentedly noted that all was as usual; the lawn, which needed cutting, the long low house with its peculiar brown colour and white balconies, the almost finished jetty down by the lake and first and foremost the dignified owner of the whole. He almost lifted her off the ground as he hugged her.


“You get younger and younger,” he said happily. “How old are you, exactly?”


“I’ve got my pension this year, you know. I have lots of money every month. It’s very nice.”


They smiled at each other, and although his eyes were bright blue and hers as brown as chestnuts, and although she did not even come up to his shoulder, the likeness between mother and son was striking. They had the same smooth black hair, the same high forehead and also the same friendly ironic twist of the lips and the same clever, slightly penetrating look in their eyes.


With his arm round her, Christer walked round the house.


“You obviously don’t use your money to pay a man in the garden, then? You need one here.”


“I’ve got a man,” said Helena Wick.


“But,” she added thoughtfully, “I’m not sure he’d be any good at cutting grass. And it doesn’t matter anyhow, for I like it as it is.”


Christer looked curiously at the gable window on the ground floor of the house. Behind it was a flat—two rooms and a miniature kitchen—which Mrs. Wick usually rented to a lone educated woman.


“Yes, of course, you wrote and told me that you had a bachelor for a change. The bridegroom of tomorrow, isn’t it? Joakim Cruse …”


Later that evening, after Christer had eaten a meal of home-made brawn, pickled herrings and steak and onions and had drunk three cups of his mother’s speciality—black coffee—he filled his pipe, and leaned back in his favourite chair.


“A bit of gossip, please now, Mama,” he said. “What’s he like, this man Anneli’s going to marry? Is he good enough for the child of your heart?”


Helena sighed.


“I wish I could answer that. He’s of a very good family, Scottish aristocracy on his mother’s side—and that perhaps explains a good deal—and he’s said to be immensely wealthy. He came to the town in November after buying the coat factory …”


“So he’s that rich, is he? That’s quite a firm. But he’s relatively young, isn’t he?”


“He’s thirty-five. If one follows the old rule that says the husband ought to be ten years older than the wife, then the auspices are singularly favourable …”


“You’re prevaricating. Why? Come on, out with it, Mama. We’ve never had any secrets between us, have we?”


Mrs. Wick had let her sewing drop into her lap. She screwed up her dark eyebrows as if she were puzzling over some unsolved riddle. Then she suddenly laughed at her own broodings.


“The worst of it is that there aren’t any secrets. There’s absolutely nothing but a vague and general impression that he is … what can I say … unusual in some way. Different from the others. You never really get near him … I even wonder if Anneli has …”


“Hasn’t she confided in you? Is she in love with him?”


“I presume she is. Why otherwise would a modern girl rush off and get married? … Yes, I see what you’re thinking. But not Anneli. She’s quite indifferent to money.”


Christer Wick searched his memory and picked out a few momentary images from past holidays in his home town.


Anneli at seven or eight years of age with long socks and blonde corkscrew curls, delightedly jumping round her father, the kindly, good-natured Doctor Hammar. Anneli as a worshipping teenager with huge blue eyes and exalted ideas about God, the Universe and Love. Anneli two summers ago, a grown woman already, with a transparent, exquisitely beautiful face and a gentle, slightly otherworldly disposition. And she was always together with Councillor Richardson’s retroussé-nosed daughter …


He had just reached this point in his thoughts when the stairs up to the first floor creaked and Dina herself stuck her dark page-boy head between the curtains.


“Hullo, Aunt Helena. Welcome home, Christer.”


As he unfolded his long legs out of the armchair and achieved a greeting, he sensed the surprise in himself. Had she always been that pretty? Had she undergone a metamorphosis, or was it just he who had never noticed her before. Appreciatively, he registered one detail after another: the strange slanting brown eyes, the piquant oval face, the perfect figure under the scarlet cotton dress, the well-shaped legs and ankles. But it was doubtful, however, that she was fully aware of this appreciation. For once Dina Richardson was thoroughly put out.


“It’s crazy,” she exclaimed emphatically. “The whole story is mad. It’s nine o’clock and no one has seen a sign of her, and it’s not at all like Anneli, and what can one …”


“Sit down,” said Helena Wick, “and calm yourself. And do start from the beginning. What has happened?”


Dina did not sit down. She leaned against a walnut chiffonier and said: “Anneli has gone up in smoke. She pranced into Falkman’s the florist’s at about three o’clock and disappeared. Open Sesame. Like a rabbit in a hat.”


Mrs. Wick threw a swift searching look at the girl, saw how pale she was under the sunburn and reached out for the coffee percolator.


“Strong coffee is good for budding hysteria. I’ve brandy in the sideboard in the dining-room. Bring it, Christer.”


Dina smiled weakly and sat down on the sofa.


“You’d be hysterical too, Aunt Helena, if you’d had such an afternoon. I, who was going to have my hair done and get some beauty sleep. Poof!”


She took a few sips of both the coffee and the brandy which Christer had put down in front of her. After that she did not even seem to be aware of his presence. She brushed her hand over her untidy curls and straightened her dress at the knees.


“I just couldn’t stay at Lake House. Aunt Gretel keeps nagging and buzzing and worrying, and that unbearable Joakim seems to want to blame me for everything. As if I could be responsible for his fiancée leaving him in the lurch on the day before the wedding.”


“Is that what she’s done then, do you think?”


Christer’s eyes met hers and held them. She flushed slightly.


“That’s the only explanation,” she said. “Not that I can see how it happened or why she should want to …”


Christer re-lit his pipe and repeated his mother’s question: “What happened exactly?”


Dina had explained what had happened several times during the afternoon. To Anneli’s mother, to Anneli’s father, to Anneli’s fiancé and then again to the mother, father and fiancé. She was to repeat it several more times to various representatives of the local police and the State police. The man listening to her at the moment was no less than the head of the Stockholm Crime Squad. But afterwards Dina thought that he had been the easiest to tell, the one who listened most calmly, the one to extract the most details out of her. And yet none of them had any idea that this informal interrogation was the introduction to an extraordinarily involved and trying investigation into a murder. It was simply Christer Wick’s nature to be thorough about a case, whether it turned out to be small or large, a bagatelle or of considerable significance.


“I met Anneli in town,” Dina began, pulling out a packet of cigarettes. “She said she’d just been to the hairdresser and was going to Falkman’s to look at her bouquet.”


Christer leaned forward with a match. She’s got a lovely skin, too, he noticed.


“What time?” was what he said aloud. “And where did you meet?”


“Outside Mattson’s shop.”


“At the corner of River Street and Priest Street, then?”


“Yes, and I should think it was about ten to three.”


“You’d think. What makes you think that?”


“Well, I’d been shopping in Eckman’s. That took at least half an hour, because I tried on a girdle and then we talked of this and that …”


“Are you certain what time you arrived at Eckman’s, then?”


“Well, no, not exactly certain, but …”


“In other words, you might just as well have met Anneli at half past two as just after three.”


She peered at him through the cigarette smoke.


“You’re horrible. I didn’t know I was going to be third degreed.”


“Third degree is much worse. This isn’t even first degree. It’s a kind of preparation for children and inconsequential ladies.”


Innumerable small creases appeared on her nose when she laughed.


“I went with her,” she continued. “We walked down River Street and went round the corner by the tobacconist’s.”


“Did you meet anyone?”


“No—o.” She hesitated and suddenly remembered something. “But we saw Leonard—Len Larsson, you know—he’s our best friend, and is going to be best man tomorrow. He was sitting in the barber’s and Anneli waved at him.”


“No one else? Was the street quite empty?”


“No, of course it wasn’t. But we didn’t see anyone else we knew … Well, then we stopped outside Falkman’s window …”


“The shop’s just opposite the wine shop, isn’t it? And quite a bit on from the corner of River Street?”


“Yes, the whole of the tobacconist’s is in between. Anneli went in and I waited outside …”


“Why? Didn’t you want to see the bridal bouquet?”


“Not to the extent of enduring Fanny Falkman. She talks you to a standstill. And I can’t understand why she can’t brush her hair occasionally.”


Christer turned to his mother, who had watched this little display of the technique of interrogation with amusement.


“Old Man Falkman’s dead now, isn’t he?”


“Fanny’s been a widow for three years. But she’s looking after the business on her own, and very well too. Though I agree with Dina. She’s very vulgar and difficult.”


He nodded to Dina to continue.


“Well, I waited quite a while.”


“How long?”


“Quarter of an hour or so. There was a heavy shower. And then the Misses Petren appeared.”


Helena Wick noticed her sigh and smiled.


“Then you did fall out of the frying pan into the fire!” she said.


And Christer added maliciously: “Presumably you were chatting away so eagerly that you didn’t notice Anneli leaving the shop.”


“Certainly not,” replied Dina indignantly. “The Petrens just nattered on, but I was only listening with half an ear, and I was looking for Anneli all the time so that she could come to my rescue.”


“Where were you standing?”


“At first we were standing just by the steps into Falkman’s, and then we moved into the entrance, about four or five yards further on, and I was never actually inside the entrance …”


“It’s one of those wide covered entrances of wood which lead into the yard inside, isn’t it?” asked Christer.


Mrs. Wick confirmed this.


“One of the oldest in Skoga. The yard was part of an inn in the sixteenth century.”


Dina’s voice was very serious as she went on.


“I had my face turned towards the florist’s all the time. And if there is anything certain in this uncertain world, then it is that no one could have gone into or come out of that shop without my seeing them.”


“And the entrance behind you? Could anyone have gone through that?”


“Impossible. We were standing there blocking the way.”


“Were there many people in Little Street?”


“There was quite a regular stream in and out of the wine shop, and a number of other people, of course. Then Joakim came.”


“From which direction?”


“Round the corner by the tobacconist’s. He spoke to us and then went on in to Falkman’s to fetch Anneli.”


“How did he know that she was there?”


“He’d told her to go and inspect that blessed bouquet. He asked me whether I’d seen her, and I said yes, she was in Falkman’s. And so he went in, and then it stopped raining and then I got tired of waiting and went after him to tell them so.”


There was a second or two’s pause, and her eyes reflected the disbelief and confusion she had experienced at the time.


Christer sucked at his pipe.


“And Anneli wasn’t there?”


“No one was there except Joakim and Fanny Falkman.” Now the words poured out of her at such a rate that Christer had no time to put questions. “Fanny protested that she hadn’t seen a sign of Anneli and when I implied that there must be a back door, she said that you’d have to go right through the store-room to get there and she had been in the store-room for the whole of the last hour. Joakim was annoyed and superior and silly and said I’d been having hallucinations and had imagined that Anneli had gone into the shop. And then he stuck that monocle of his into his eye and went off into the store-room to admire the bouquet. It was a giant spray of lilies-of-the-valley, and they were marvellous, but I wasn’t in the mood to admire them and instead quite definitely annoyed old hag Falkman by searching her shop and store and W.C. as well as her private flat. On top of that, I rushed through the town like a madman and frightened Anneli’s parents out of their wits. Joakim appeared after a while, and I was so horrible that I was pleased when she hadn’t appeared either for dinner or for evening coffee. Him and his hallucinations.”


“It’s all very strange,” said Mrs. Wick slowly. “Anneli goes in through the door of a florist’s, she doesn’t come out through this door again, but a quarter of an hour later she has vanished without even setting foot in the room which leads to the yard entrance. One is almost tempted to turn to the occult for an explanation.”


“Oh, well,” drawled Christer, “one doesn’t have to be a spiritualist to guess that Fanny Falkman is lying.”


“No,” said Dina hesitantly. “But why on earth should she do that? After all, it’s a little difficult to believe in the white slave traffic on Little Street in Skoga.”


He gave a light shrug of his shoulders.


“Perhaps she promised Anneli to say nothing. She might possibly have simply been paid to do so. You yourself thought that Anneli had simply decided to run away from her bridegroom.”


But in the illogical way of women, Dina had already abandoned that theory.


“Never. She’d never wish to bring such misery to her mother and father. Nor to Joakim either for that matter …”


“I’d got the impression that Joakim …”


Christer’s ironic tone of voice was replaced by Dina’s impatient one.


“Now you’re being stupid. All I said was that I thought him unbearable. I shouldn’t want to spend a honeymoon with him for all the tea in China, but Anneli and I have always had different tastes, and there’s no doubt she wanted him.”


She stubbed out her half-smoked cigarette and added a trifle acidly: “Anyhow, she’s much too conventional to cause such a scandal quite voluntarily.”


And Helena Wick, who was optimistic by nature, said calmly: “Perhaps she felt a need to be alone for a few hours in the afternoon in the middle of the fuss. If she isn’t back yet, she’ll probably turn up before the wedding.”


This friendly assurance caused Dina Richardson further anxiety.


“Good heavens,” she cried. “It’s past ten and I haven’t done a thing. I’d better be off.”


Christer rose with a smile.


“Are we so uninteresting?”


She looked at his tall figure searchingly.


“I wouldn’t put it that way.”


He did not offer to see her home. The Richardsons’ house was next door and he thought it would seem much too solicitous.


But Chief Inspector Wick’s dreams that night were not about Anneli Hammar and her mysterious visit to the florist’s but about a dark woman who had Chinese slant eyes and a hundred wrinkles on her nose when she laughed.
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