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			It is a strange thing to be an unlovable child.

			You’re unhappy but also free.

			Johanne Lykke Holm, Natten som föregick denna dag

			

		

		
			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			Prologue

			

			A group of boys stood huddled behind the chapel. I approached from the lake; they didn’t notice me until I was much too close. In the faint light from the church, their faces looked weirdly spectral against their black tailcoats. It was the odious little gang with the royal names, Erik, Gustav, Oscar, Magnus and him, Henrik Stiernberg, my sister’s conceited boyfriend.

			Henrik was the first to spot me. I must have scared him because he looked terrified when he asked me what the fuck I wanted. I stared at his face for a second, then burst out laughing.

			‘What are you laughing at?’ he said. ‘What the fuck’s wrong with you?’

			I didn’t reply, because I had no idea why I was laughing or what was wrong with me.

			‘Go back to the ball, weirdo,’ Erik said. ‘Aren’t you supposed to be inside, dancing?’

			‘My escort’s missing,’ I said.

			The moment I said it, my mood shifted; I suddenly felt on the verge of tears. Paul had been gone forever and the autumn ball was pointless without him. He’d promised me both the first and the last dance and the orchestra in the gym was gearing up to play the closing song. Maybe they already had. I don’t know why it made me so sad, because I definitely wasn’t the kind of girl who cared who I danced with, or if I even got to dance at all, but this was Paul.

			‘Check his room,’ Erik said. ‘He probably got too hammered and conked out.’

			I told them he wasn’t in his room.

			‘Well, he’s not here,’ Henrik said, ‘so move along.’

			I stayed where I was because I couldn’t think of anywhere else to look. I’d already checked the lake and the Weeping Willow and there was no one at Pine Point. This bench next to the family graves behind the chapel had been my last hope.

			‘What’s the matter with you?’ Henrik said when I suddenly staggered to one side.

			‘I’m … dizzy,’ I said and reached out to lean against a headstone. I misjudged the distance and fell. Sprawled on the ground, I spotted the rose, the one that was the same shade of yellow as my dress and which Paul had been wearing in the breast pocket of his tailcoat.

			‘Paul must’ve been here,’ I said, holding the rose up for the boys to see.

			‘What are you on about?’ Henrik said. ‘We haven’t seen your little boyfriend.’

			It was around that point our stories began to diverge.
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			Charlie tried to make herself comfortable in the tilted-back chair. Eva, the psychologist, was sitting diagonally to her left.

			Eva had just gone over the guidelines for their conversations. It was important to start and stop sessions on time, important to be honest if something didn’t feel good, important that Charlie knew everything she said in that room would stay in that room.

			Eva’s tone was friendly, but her eyes revealed she could be stern if the need arose. Charlie had looked her up and knew she was a member of the Swedish Psychologists’ Association and had fifteen years of professional experience. That had been Charlie’s first counter-demand when Challe ordered her to see a therapist, that it had to be someone with a proper education, not some smug git with an eight-week diploma in personal development. She didn’t want to waste her time on someone who spouted banalities or talked too much about their own life. Most importantly, though, she wanted to avoid doing it at all, which was why she had postponed this meeting for as long as she could. She’d tried to show Challe she was doing fine, that she was completely capable of taking care of herself and doing her job, but after the events of the summer, she didn’t exactly enjoy her boss’s full confidence.

			Either way, there she was, in a strangely constructed chair in Eva’s office. Outside, the leaves of an enormous oak tree glistened gold and orange and rain trickled down the windowpane in tiny rivulets. 

			‘Tell me why you’re here, Charline,’ Eva said.

			‘You can call me Charlie.’

			‘What brings you here, Charlie?’

			‘My boss. It was an ultimatum. He feels I need help.’

			‘I see.’ Eva gave Charlie a probing look; Charlie figured she was making a mental note: Possible lack of self-awareness. ‘Do you agree with him?’

			‘About needing help?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘I guess so, but I might not have come if it weren’t for the fact that I want to keep my job.’

			‘Can you tell me a bit about yourself, in general terms. I know what you do for a living but that’s about it.’

			‘What more do you need to know?’ Charlie said.

			Eva smiled and said a person is more than just their job. Maybe Charlie could just give a brief description of herself.

			‘Sure,’ Charlie said. ‘I like to …’ She paused. What did she like? Reading, drinking, being alone. She couldn’t think of anything that didn’t sound depressing off the top of her head. ‘I like to read.’

			When she realised Eva was waiting for more, she had an urge to add she loved working out as well, but what was the point of lying about something like that?

			‘Have you been to therapy before?’ Eva said after a while.

			‘Yes, a handful of sessions as an adult and a longer period of counselling as a teenager. My mother died when I was fourteen.’

			‘That’s a difficult age to lose a parent.’

			Charlie nodded.

			‘And your father?’

			‘Unknown.’

			‘I see.’

			‘What was your relationship with your mother like?’

			‘It was …’ Charlie didn’t know what to say. Complicated? ‘My mother was unique.’

			‘In what way?’

			‘I suppose she wasn’t like other mothers. I guess you might say I’m fighting hard not to become her.’

			‘That’s natural, though, don’t you think?’ Eva said. ‘Wanting to avoid repeating your parents’ mistakes? But if your aim is to avoid being your mother, you’re still using her as your reference point. You may not be able to step out of her shadow until you start acting without reference to her.’

			‘Sure.’

			‘We can come back to that. Right now, I want you to talk a bit about why your boss gave you an ultimatum. Why he is requiring you to see a therapist.’

			Charlie suddenly heard Betty’s voice in her head. That thing she used to say when she was having a down period: I feel like the undertow’s pulling me down. If I lie still and think about it, I’ll sink. It’s best not to think, not to talk. It only makes things worse.’

			‘I imagine it’s because of my drinking,’ Charlie says. ‘Sometimes I drink a bit too much. And the reason I’m here now is that until recently, I was able to keep it under control, drinking only when I was off-duty and never even the day before work, at least not in any significant quantities, but these days I find myself having a few drinks even if I’m working the next day, so I guess there must have been alcohol on my breath. Challe, my boss, has an incredible sense of smell.’

			‘Maybe you’re lucky he does,’ Eva said. ‘I mean, because it induced you to seek professional help while there’s still time.’

			‘How can you be so sure there’s still time?’ Charlie demanded.

			‘You’re aware of and open about your problem. That’s a pretty good place to start.’

			‘I’ve been aware of it for a long time, but that hasn’t meant I’ve been able to do anything about it, so I don’t know if that’s true.’

			‘I thought you just told me you’ve been able to keep it under control?’

			‘There have been times when I lost control,’ Charlie said.

			‘But now you’re here.’

			‘Yes, now I’m here.’

			A few minutes of trivial small talk followed. Then silence fell. Charlie studied the paintings behind Eva. Framed pictures that looked like … Rorschach tests, Charlie suddenly realised. She tried to see patterns in the blots as a way to gauge her mental health, but was interrupted by Eva, who wanted to know more about her job.

			Charlie told her about what she did as a detective working for the National Operations Department, about how she and her colleagues were dispatched to assist local law enforcement with particularly difficult cases across the country.

			‘And what does the rest of your life look like?’ Eva asked.

			‘Single, no children,’ Charlie replied.

			‘And if we go back to your drinking,’ Eva said, without commenting on her lack of partner. ‘How long has it been a problem?’

			‘I’m not sure. I suppose it depends on who you ask.’

			‘I’m asking you.’

			‘Ever since I had my first drink I’ve really liked alcohol, and I’ve always had more of it than the people around me. The one-glass-only mentality is incomprehensible to me. But I wouldn’t call myself an alcoholic just because I drink more than other people. I suppose sometimes I drink a lot, but there are calmer periods, too.’

			‘And the uptick that led to this meeting, when did it start?’

			‘I honestly don’t remember exactly, but I went back to Gullspång, the town I grew up in, a few months ago. It’s a small town in Västergötland,’ she added when Eva looked nonplussed. ‘I lived there until my mum died. That’s when I moved to Stockholm.’

			‘Did you have family here?’

			‘No, I ended up in foster care.’

			‘What was that like?’

			Charlie didn’t know how to respond. What was there really to say about her life in the small terraced house in Huddinge? She pictured the garden, the raked gravel path, the flowerbeds where everything grew in neat rows and the tiny apple tree that never bore fruit. She thought about her first meeting with her foster parents Bengt and Lena and their daughter, Lisen, how the three of them had stiffly welcomed her into their clinically clean house. On the surface, her new family was exactly what she’d used to wish for whenever Betty went off the rails: calm, orderly people with regular sleep schedules, sit-down family meals and a mother who packed gym bags and cooked traditional food and didn’t have mental breakdowns. Lena never once curled up on the sofa for days, desperate to shut out any trace of sound and light. She never threw parties and invited people she didn’t know. Charlie thought about her room in the terraced house, the laundered sheets, the smell of soap and roses. I want you to feel at home, Lena had told her that first night. I really hope you will feel at home here, Charline, and that you and Lisen will be like sisters.

			But Charlie had never felt at home in the house in Huddinge and she and Lisen had never become anything like sisters.

			Eva cleared her throat.

			‘It was functional,’ Charlie said, ‘my foster family. Everything was neat and orderly and I was able to focus on school.’

			‘That’s good,’ Eva said, ‘but back to when this period started. You went to Gullspång at the start of the summer. How come?’

			‘It was for work; a young girl had disappeared, Annabelle Roos, you might have read about it in the papers.’

			‘Yes, I remember.’

			‘We went down there to help the local police and as it turns out, being back was pretty rough, much worse than I’d thought it’d be.’

			‘In what way?’

			‘It stirred up a lot of memories and I was …’

			Charlie saw Annabelle’s thin body being pulled out of the black waters of the Gullspång River, saw Betty’s boyfriend, Mattias, disappear into the same black depths two decades earlier, saw two little girls with a crying toddler between them, even further back in time, long before she was born.

			‘You were what?’ Eva said, leaning forward in her chair.

			‘I suppose you might say I got personally involved in the case, to some degree. And I made a mistake down there and was suspended and that obviously affected me as well. When I returned to Stockholm, I thought everything would go back to normal, but it didn’t. It got worse.’

			‘What got worse?’

			‘My anxiety, the futility of it all, my sleeping problems. I have a hard time falling asleep and once I do, I have bad dreams.’

			‘Describe them.’

			‘My dreams?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘They started when I got back from Gullspång, but then they were slowly going away, until I started working on this case that’s getting to me more than I’d like to admit.’

			Eva asked what kind of case it was and Charlie told her about the two young women from Estonia, the ones who had been found murdered and dumped in a wooded area in the suburbs. One of them had a three-year-old daughter, a hollow-eyed, hungry girl who had been locked alone in a flat for at least two days. The daughter still hadn’t said a word, even though it had been two weeks since they found her.

			Eva said she wasn’t surprised Charlie felt affected by it, that an abandoned child would make most people feel the same way. But the little girl was okay, wasn’t she?

			‘She’s alive,’ Charlie said. ‘But that’s about it. Last night, I dreamt she was my child, that I was her mother. I wanted to run home and rescue her, but I couldn’t, because I was dead. And then, in my next dream, I was the child and, well, you get it.’

			‘Are you on any kind of medication?’ Eva asked without commenting on her dreams.

			‘Sertraline,’ Charlie said, ‘one hundred milligrams.’ She didn’t mention that she sometimes complemented the sertraline with oxazepam or sleeping pills or both.

			‘Nothing else?’ Eva said.

			Charlie shook her head.

			‘Are you aware nightmares are a common side effect of sertraline?’

			Charlie nodded. She knew that, but since she’d been on sertraline for years, she felt it was unlikely to be related.

			Eva folded her hands around her knee.

			‘This mistake you mentioned,’ she continued, ‘I would like to talk some more about that.’

			Charlie thought about that night at the pub for a minute. The liquorice shots, the wine, the beer, Johan. Her decision to dig up everything she could about him after she got back to Stockholm had been foolish. If you wanted to move on, you had to put a lid on things and leave them well enough alone, she knew that, but instead, she’d left no rock unturned. It had started with her wanting to find out where he lived, to check if he was married, if everything he’d said about being Betty’s boyfriend’s son was really true. It seemed to be.

			‘Charlie?’ Eva was looking at her.

			‘I’m sorry, what were you saying?’

			‘I asked you to tell me about that mistake you mentioned.’

			‘Right. I actually don’t remember all of what happened, but in a nutshell, I had too much to drink and took a journalist back to my room. The next day, privileged information was printed in the papers. I wasn’t the leak, though everyone obviously thought I was. And, well, it was a problem, to put it mildly.’

			Eva said nothing for a minute, as if waiting for Charlie to continue. Then she asked: ‘Do you think you would’ve spent the night with this man if you’d been sober?’

			‘God, no!’

			‘Why not?’

			Charlie didn’t quite know how to answer that, so she told it like it was, that she couldn’t really remember the last time she’d gone to bed with a man sober. And was there something wrong with that?

			‘What do you think?’ Eva retorted.

			‘I obviously think that particular instance was ill-advised, but in other contexts, I mean, when I’m not working? Do you think one-night stands are wrong?’

			‘Is what I think important to you?’

			Charlie said it wasn’t, but that was a lie, because if there was one thing she despised, it was judgemental people.

			‘Either way, it’s not for me to say,’ Eva said. ‘But I will tell you that using sex to feel better might not be entirely constructive.’

			‘It’s better than alcohol, though, right?’

			‘As far as I understand, you use both.’

			Charlie sighed and looked out the window, watching a blackbird fly past.

			‘I’m not saying it’s wrong to have sex with strangers. I’m just saying you should think about why you do. What you hope to achieve by it.’

			‘Isn’t it enough that it makes me feel better? Does there have to be a deeper purpose? Why can’t people just do what makes them feel good?’

			‘I suppose they can. But maybe what makes you feel good in the moment isn’t what makes you feel good in the long run.’

			Charlie nodded. Sad, but true.

			‘I mean, a drug addict feels good getting high,’ Eva continued, ‘but that doesn’t mean …’

			‘Yeah, I get it.’

			Charlie was starting to regret demanding a trained psychologist. It would have been easier to see a happy-go-lucky life coach who’d tell her about new kinds of yoga and meditation. If she was serious about wanting help, she was going to have to dig deep and she didn’t know if she was up for it. She was so tired.

			‘Going back to your mother,’ Eva said. ‘What was she like?’

			‘She was … different.’

			Charlie glanced at her watch. Not that it mattered how much time was left, she wouldn’t be able to describe Betty if she had a lifetime. Betty had been so full of contradictions and contrasts, of darkness and light, drive and apathy. Back when Charlie studied psychology, she’d tried to find a diagnosis that fit her, but none of them had felt spot on. It was as though all descriptors were too narrow to encompass Betty Lager.
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			Half an hour until the morning meeting. Plenty of time to get there from Eva’s office.

			The rain had stopped and the air was crisp. Autumn was Charlie’s favourite season. The season of decay, Betty used to call it. Betty, who would grow anxious before they’d even made it to midsummer, as soon as the cherry blossoms fell. But to Charlie, autumn was a time of rebirth, a promise of routines, order. She loved the smell of rosehip and new books; they reminded her of school starting again after the endless, unpredictable summer holiday. But this autumn had been different. It was as though she was just pretending to care about the world around her, pretending to work, pretending to participate in conversations, pretending to live, while, paradoxically, everything also seemed portentous and frightening somehow. The other day, she had seriously considered hanging a blanket over her bedroom window to block out the light seeping in through the gaps in the blind. The thought alone had scared her. She mustn’t become like Betty. Never like Betty.

			Charlie pulled out her phone to check if Susanne had called back. She hadn’t. When Charlie was going back to Stockholm, after the Gullspång case was wrapped up, they’d promised to keep in touch and meet up again soon. In the weeks that followed, Susanne had called almost every night when she took her dog out. They’d talked about her marriage, which was rockier than ever, and all the things that hadn’t turned out the way they’d thought they would. But a while ago, Susanne had stopped taking Charlie’s calls, sending only brief texts saying she was fine, just a bit overwhelmed, when Charlie asked if something had happened.

			Charlie listened to the phone ring and hung up the moment the call went to voicemail, thinking that perhaps she ought to respect the fact that Susanne wanted to be left alone.

			

			Kristina, the receptionist, was back from her vacation abroad; even though she’d talked about little else for weeks before she went, Charlie couldn’t remember where she’d been. But apparently she was back, standing by the coffee machine in the kitchen by the conference room, telling everyone what a wonderful time she’d had, the balmy air, the warm sea, the pool. Going had been a matter of survival, she said, because the Swedish summer had been miserable, aside from that one heatwave in June, but she’d been stuck at work then. And after that … summer had never really got going properly.

			Charlie tried to recall the summer. She hadn’t given the weather so much as a passing thought. The few days she’d been off work after coming back from Gullspång, she’d spent large parts of asleep.

			Kristina said she was already dreaming about next summer.

			‘I’m not,’ Charlie replied and took a cinnamon bun from the plate on the table.

			‘Are you serious?’

			‘Yes. I don’t like summer or being off work or holidays or anything like that. I don’t even like to travel,’ she added. Then she wished she hadn’t, because she knew all too well discussing her idiosyncrasies with Kristina was a waste of time. When was she going to learn to keep her mouth shut? How many times had she got stuck in interminable arguments about the most insignificant details simply because she was annoyed about something or even just bored. Safe topics of conversation with Kristina included recipes, weather and property prices. Things that were concrete, simple and normal.

			‘That’s actually kind of sad,’ Kristina said, ‘not liking summer.’

			‘What’s sad about it? Given as how there are three other seasons, living only for summer seems even sadder. And if overcast days make you upset, well, then how often do you really get to be happy; since greatest possible happiness seems to be your goal?

			Kristina stared at her blankly.

			‘Jesus,’ she said after a pause. ‘I hardly think me being unhappy about the weather and the season is cause for you to get so angry. 

			‘I’m not angry, I just didn’t appreciate you calling me sad.’

			‘I never called you sad.’

			Hugo entered the room. Kristina lit up.

			‘Looks like you’ve had some sun,’ he said.

			He smiled at Kristina and gave Charlie a curt nod.

			Kristina forgot about Charlie and once more launched into a paean about the heat, the surroundings, the daytrips. Then she suddenly stopped herself and congratulated Hugo, saying a little bird had told her.

			‘Thanks,’ Hugo said. ‘I’m really chuffed about it.’

			He glanced at Charlie.

			‘Did you hear, Charlie?’ Kristina said. ‘Did you hear someone’s going to be a daddy soon?’

			‘No, but I’m hearing it now.’ Charlie turned to Hugo and put on as big a smile as she could muster. ‘That’s exciting. I’m so pleased for you.’

			‘Thanks,’ Hugo replied and flushed.

			At least he has the decency to be embarrassed, Charlie thought to herself. That’s something, at least. 

			‘So how’s Anna doing?’ Kristina went on, oblivious to the tension in the room.

			‘She’s actually been rather poorly,’ Hugo replied. ‘But I think she’s turned a corner now, thankfully.’

			‘Aren’t you staying for the meeting?’ Kristina said when Charlie got up and moved towards the door.

			‘Yes, but it doesn’t start for another three minutes.’

			Charlie went to the bathroom and ran ice cold water over her wrists. It was something Betty had taught her. When your blood boils and your head’s burning, ice cold water’s what you need. Hold your wrists like this, no, don’t pull them out, soon, you won’t feel a thing, you’ll be numb. Keep them there, sweetheart. Endure. There, feel that? Can you feel it all just going away?

			Charlie closed her eyes, tried to make it all go away, tried to think of nothing at all, just a white room, white floor, white ceiling, white, windowless walls. But Hugo’s wife’s face kept popping up, her hands on her belly, Hugo’s protective arm around her shoulders, his joy at the unborn child.

			Charlie had last slept with Hugo less than a month ago. He’d turned up in her regular bar, standing there with a stupid grin on his face, pretending his presence there was sheer coincidence. When he wanted to have a drink with her, she’d told him no, that they were done with each other, but he’d insisted. Surely, they could have one little drink and talk about what had been. Charlie had eventually agreed, but only to the drink, she’d told him, not the trip down memory lane; she had no desire to reminisce about their affair. She already knew everything she needed to: that Hugo was a lying coward who thought far too highly of himself. She knew, but her heart seemed not to care. Charlie was often told she was a rational person, but as far as Hugo was concerned, her intellect was no match for her lust; all she’d wanted to do while they sat there with their Long Island Ice Teas was to take him home and have sex with him all night long. Which was why, after the third drink, she’d done just that.

			Just be happy he’s not yours, Charline. What good is a dishonest man to you? Why moon after a man with no conscience?

			Charlie opened her eyes. She didn’t want Hugo. She’d thought she wanted him because she’d convinced herself he was someone he wasn’t, that there was depth to him. But he was just …

			He’s just an ordinary man, sweetheart. Don’t waste your time.

			Someone tried the bathroom door.

			‘Sorry,’ she heard Anders’ voice say. ‘I didn’t realise it was occupied.’

			Charlie turned off the taps. Dabbed her wet fingers under her eyes, wiped her hands with toilet paper and opened the door.

			‘Are you okay?’ Anders asked.

			‘Sure, just have a bit of a cold.’

			‘Want to go for a drink after work? We haven’t been out together in ages.’

			‘Eight months,’ Charlie said.

			‘Has it really been that long?’ Anders frowned as though he didn’t believe her. ‘I suppose that’s right, actually. Because I didn’t go out at all the last month before Sam was born and since then I’ve … I haven’t been out once since.’

			‘Maria’s not going to let you out of her sight,’ Charlie said with a smile.

			‘I actually have a mind of my own.’

			‘Alright then, great. We’ll go for a drink after work.’

			‘I just have to call Maria to doublecheck,’ Anders said.

			‘Fine,’ Charlie said. ‘We’ll see how it works out.’

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			3

			

			When the morning meeting was over, Challe asked Charlie for a quick word in his office. She followed him in and closed the door behind her.

			‘I’ve reviewed everyone’s overtime and annual leave,’ Challe said, sitting down behind his desk.

			‘And?’ Charlie said.

			‘And I wasn’t surprised to find that you’ve taken less leave than anyone else.’

			‘Okay.’

			‘Are you ever going to use your leave?’

			‘I took two weeks in July.’

			‘You took a week and a half,’ Challe corrected her, ‘and not even one week the summer before that.’

			‘Sure, but I’m in the middle of an important investigation right now.’

			‘All investigations are important,’ Challe replied. ‘There’s always work to do.’

			Charlie knew where the conversation was going; soon, he would point out that no one was served by her becoming personally involved in her case. He’d seen the pattern, he’d told her the last time the subject came up; he’d noticed that cases involving vulnerable young women tended to make her overly invested, which in turn meant she risked running herself into the ground and no one, not the victims, not their loved ones and not she herself, was helped by that.

			Charlie recalled the pictures of the women’s naked bodies; the eyes of the three-year-old found alive in the flat. How was she supposed not to become emotionally involved?

			‘I’m not saying you have to take time off this minute, Charlie. I just think you, like everyone else, need periods of recuperation from time to time.’

			Charlie said that was true, but that recuperation might mean different things to different people.

			Challe agreed, but it was nevertheless his job to put his foot down when he felt his staff needed rest. Because no one is indispensable. The cemeteries of the world were proof of that.

			Charlie didn’t smile at the stupid saying. Instead she asked if their conversation had anything to do with what had happened the previous summer.

			‘It has to do with a lot of things,’ Challe said. ‘The events down in Gullspång, your partying and the fact that you look exhausted. I’ve seen too many ambitious people burn out in this line of work and I can’t afford to lose you.’

			‘You won’t,’ Charlie said, refraining from adding: Didn’t you just say no one’s indispensable? You can’t have it both ways.

			‘You don’t know that; you can’t just decide you won’t hit the wall. You of all people should know that.’

			‘I do know that, but I would have by now if I was going to. And I’ve started seeing a therapist. I’ve done everything you’ve asked me to.’

			‘Which is good,’ Challe said, ‘but I still think you should take a few consecutive weeks off. Maybe after you wrap up your current investigation. I’m not going to force you,’ he went on when he saw the look on Charlie’s face, ‘but consider it.’

			‘Sure. I’ll consider it.’

			Charlie left Challe’s office feeling slightly suffocated. She liked Challe a lot more when he played the demanding boss than when he veered towards the fatherly.

			And if he was so attuned to what was good for her, he should realise a long vacation would be disastrous at this point. What would she fill her days with? Books? And then what? Chances were, she’d go out for a pint and then another and when she got back to work, she’d be in greater need of recuperation than ever.

			

			When Charlie got back to her office, she resumed the time-consuming task of getting in touch with people who had moved in the two Estonian women’s circle. It was a jumble of nicknames, pay-as-you-go phones and dead ends. It made Charlie stressed that they weren’t making any progress in the case. They’d had no match for the DNA on the women’s bodies and the few leads they’d had hadn’t yielded any results.

			After a few hours, she needed a break. To take her mind off the case, she googled Johan Ro. It had been a while since she last checked up on him. An article she hadn’t read before appeared in her search results. What happened to Francesca Mild? Charlie clicked to read the rest of the article. On the night of the 7th October 1989, sixteen-year-old boarding school student Francesca Mild disappeared from her family’s farm, Gudhammar, outside Gullspång.

			Charlie paused, then reread the sentence. Gullspång. And the year, 1989. Why hadn’t she heard a word about this when they were looking for Annabelle? She shook her head, kept reading. The parents had been away at a dinner party that night, leaving Francesca and her older sister home alone. The sister had gone to bed early; Francesca had not been missed until the next morning.

			It has been twenty-seven years since Francesca Mild went missing, but we still don’t know what happened to her. Numerous theories have been posited. Her passport was gone, so her disappearance was at first assumed to be voluntary.

			Charlie scrolled down, reading about suspicions of suicide, the dragging of the lake and interviews with classmates, friends and relatives. All fruitless. There was a picture of the Mild family standing on the wide stone front steps of the family manor. A man and a woman behind two teenage daughters who looked about the same age. All smiling stiffly except one of the daughters, who was looking into the camera with eyes that were both dejected and defiant. Francesca Mild.

			Further down there was another picture. It was from Adamsberg Boarding School, students in dark blue uniforms, the boys in trousers and the girls in pleated skirts. And there, a younger version of Francesca Mild. She was the only girl in the front row, her arms crossed.

			What had happened to her?

			Charlie’s eyes lingered on Johan’s name under the article. Should she call him? But no, what was the point?

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			Francesca

			

			The light hurt my eyes when I walked out the hospital doors. Having spent over a week in bed, I felt strangely fragile. It was as though the world had changed, turned into something different. I don’t know if it was the colours, the sounds, the air, but something was different. I grabbed Dad’s arm, closed my eyes and let him lead me to the car.

			‘Why are your eyes closed, Francesca?’ Mum asked.

			‘It’s the light,’ I said. ‘All this light hurts.’

			Dad removed my hand from his arm, but I kept my eyes closed, groping my way. When I squinted, I saw Mum shoot Dad a look and shake her head. If there was one thing she had no time for, it was me acting like a lunatic.

			‘Where are we going?’ I said after squeezing into the back seat of Dad’s sportscar. With my legs, you would’ve thought she might have let me ride shotgun, but I don’t think a circumstance existed that would ever persuade Mum to sit in the back.

			Dad said we were going to Gudhammar. He’d postponed all meetings in Switzerland for a while. That was when I finally realised how seriously they were taking this. Dad had never cancelled a meeting before. A meeting was a meeting, an appointment an appointment, an agreement an agreement. And Gudhammar, where we only spent high holidays and vacations.

			‘And then what?’ I said. ‘What are we going to do at Gudhammar?’

			‘We’re going to talk about how we can help you,’ Dad said. ‘We need time to talk things through before we decide what to do about everything.’

			‘Why am I not going back to Adamsberg?’

			‘I think you know why,’ Dad said.

			I said I didn’t; if anyone should be forced to leave that place it ought to be Henrik Stiernberg and his friends.

			‘Let’s not talk about Henrik Stiernberg,’ Dad said. ‘We’re done talking about him.’

			I thought to myself that I would never ever be done with Henrik Stiernberg, not done talking about him and not done thinking about how he should be punished. Because even if it was true what they’d said, the royals, that they hadn’t even seen Paul on the night of the ball, they were all to blame for his death. Ever since Paul came to Adamsberg, they’d bullied him about his clothes, the way he gesticulated when he talked, his dialect. They’d mocked him for his constant reading, his philosophical digressions in class, his interest in the human brain and body, in life and death. They had refused to laugh at his jokes, even though he was the wittiest out of all of us. And it wasn’t just psychological stuff either; they’d often walked into him in the hallways, shoving him aside as though he were invisible.

			I’m like a swan, he used to say when I asked how he kept from punching them, it’s water off my back. Once, I corrected him and said it was supposed to be water off a duck’s back, not a swan’s. Paul laughed and replied that it was the same thing with swans, the cold never penetrated to their skin either. I said I didn’t know much about the repulsion mechanisms of different fowl, but that there might be a reason people usually said duck instead of swan. Because ducks were dumb.

			Paul said he wasn’t dumb, he just didn’t care. He didn’t care what a bunch of bellends thought of him.

			Had I believed him when he said that? I remember thinking it might be the best approach, after all, to just let the bullying roll off you, but later I realised it hadn’t worked, that the cold must have penetrated through all the layers of Paul, straight to his heart. And while all this was going on, my own sister went and got together with Henrik Stiernberg, the biggest bully of them all. She hadn’t even dumped him after what happened to Paul. When I asked her why, she just offered her condolences as though we hardly knew each other: My deepest condolences on your friend’s death, Francesca. And then she said she believed Henrik, that she loved him, that it could never be another person’s fault that someone took their own life.

			I thought about my sister for a while, about when she visited me in the hospital. The first time, she cried as though I were dead and the second time, when she realised I was going to live, she cried about me spreading terrible lies about her boyfriend. I’d done similar things before, she said and brought up that thing I’d accused Erik Vendt’s older brother of. I was too weak to argue.

			‘And Cécile?’ I said when Dad turned out onto the motorway. ‘What’s going to happen to Cécile?’

			Dad met my eyes in the rear-view mirror and said nothing was going to happen to Cécile.

			‘I can’t believe you’re going to let her stay there.’

			‘You’re focusing on the wrong things, Francesca,’ Mum said. ‘The only thing you need to think about is getting well.’

			I said I was fine, that the sick thing was that they were letting their daughter stay at a school that …

			‘This is not the time to talk about that,’ Dad said. ‘Let’s talk about something else.’

			I had no desire to talk about anything else. I was fed up with Dad deciding what subjects we could and couldn’t talk about, so I closed my eyes, pretended to fall asleep and let the relief at them pulling at least me out of school wash over me.

			But first we still had to go by Adamsberg to pick up some clothes for me.

			‘Come with us,’ Mum said after we parked the car. ‘You can at least come along and say bye to Cécile.’

			I shook my head because I didn’t want to say bye to Cécile, and I didn’t want to risk running into Henrik Stiernberg or anyone from his gang. If I did, I might cause a scene. It was one of my many shortcomings, that I wasn’t always able to control my impulses.

			After Mum and Dad left, I climbed into the front passenger seat and looked up at Adamsberg’s imposing, white main building. There was something unwelcoming and cold about the whole place. It struck me that it was incredible I had endured it as long as I had. For five years I had said grace before every meal and sung stupid songs about the grandness of the school. I had worn the ill-fitting blazer with the big-beaked eagle on the chest, tried to toe the line and be a good classmate and all that stuff, but the truth was I had hated it from the moment I got there.

			The dormitories were scattered around the school building: The Major, Pine Point, The North and Högsäter, the building that had been my home since I first started. Esse non videri, read the inscription above the entrance to my dormitory. Being without being seen, Dad had explained the first time we walked through the school gates. He said it as though the words were beautiful and not unsettling in the slightest.

			I was only eleven when I moved into Högsäter, the youngest person at Adamsberg. Cécile and I were both starting sixth grade, but we were not going to be in the same class or live together. To give us a fresh start. It was time for us girls to have a fresh start, Mum felt. When Dad carried my bags up to the small building on the hill that first day, I was barely able to hold back my tears. I didn’t want to spend nights with people I didn’t know; couldn’t I at least live in the same dormitory as Cécile? But Dad just patted me on the head and said I would have the time of my life. He knew I would, because he had.

			But I wasn’t like Dad, not like Mum and not like Cécile. I was a stranger in the world, a stranger in my own family.

			

			Describe them, Paul had urged me once when I was complaining about how I didn’t belong. Describe your family. 

			I gave him the short version, that my sister was a hypocrite, my dad a liar and my mum … my mum was nothing but a paper doll, flapping in the breeze.

			

			Dad must have felt it was a failure to have his own daughter expelled from the school he called the springboard of his career. Rikard Mild had certainly made the most of his time at Sweden’s poshest boarding school. His face was on the wall outside the dining hall together with all the other students who’d graduated with top grades in all subjects.

			Dad looked silly in that old photograph. His neatly parted hair was combed flat across his forehead and his teeth were crooked.

			I don’t know how he managed to bag Mum, Cécile said once when we were studying his picture together. How he bagged Stockholm’s prettiest girl, with that face.

			I asked her how she knew Mum had been Stockholm’s prettiest girl and Cécile replied that Dad had told her.

			I countered that Dad was a very unreliable source when it came to Mum. According to him, she was a perfect person, but he was wrong about that; anyone who’d spent more than five minutes with Mum would know she had her fair share of flaws. Dad, usually so perspicacious, was completely blind to them.

			Cécile said she supposed that was what love was all about, seeing the good in another person. When she married, it would be to a man who saw the good in her.

			I replied that if I ever married, it would be to a man who could make me laugh and who didn’t sleep around. Because what good was him telling me I was best person ever if he cheated on me?

			Cécile said I shouldn’t talk about things I didn’t understand.

			So I reminded her about Mum and Dad’s nocturnal fights on the subject, about how we’d stood behind doors and heard Mum cry about what Dad claimed were malicious lies. But I’d seen enough of Dad’s wandering eye to know Mum’s accusations were not without foundation.

			

			Mum and Dad were taking a long time. I grew restless and got out of the car. I dug a pack of cigarettes with one cigarette left in it out of my bag. I stood there, defiant, in plain sight, in broad daylight, smoking. I was almost hoping one of the seniors or a teacher would see me. It would feel so good to be immune to their threats. I had been expelled; I was alone. There was nothing to fear; nothing could get worse. I stepped onto the gravel path that led through the school gates to have a closer look at the gold letters on the iron plate that held them closed and read the Latin words (at Adamsberg, Latin was still a world language): Non est ad astra mollis e terries via. I had forgotten what they meant, but remembered I had thought it sounded ominous when I was told, once upon a time.

			There was no sign of Mum and Dad. They’d probably got caught up in a servile conversation with some teacher or the other. Without really knowing why, I walked over to the chapel. God’s house was always open, so I stepped inside. I slowly walked up the aisle to the pew where Paul and I had always sat during services. I took a seat and looked up at Jesus on his cross. How many times had I sat here while my mind was elsewhere? I traced the letters Paul had carved into the bookrack: God is d. That’s as far as he’d made it before Miss Asp had stopped him and made sure he was given a warning. I searched my pockets for something sharp. At the hospital, they’d confiscated anything potentially harmful, but when I was discharged, they’d at least given me my keys back. I pulled them out and finished what Paul had started. God is dead.

			Then I went back to the car.

			

			Twenty minutes later, Mum and Dad returned with a suitcase. 

			‘Cécile says hi,’ Mum said after asking me to move to the back seat.

			I asked why Cécile hadn’t come to the car to say hi in person. Mum said it was because she was studying for the national English exam.

			I told her the national exams took place in spring.

			Mum sighed and said she must have misunderstood then. Either way, it didn’t matter since I refused to speak to my sister anyway. It wasn’t particularly pleasant to talk to someone who pretended they couldn’t see you.

			I wanted to tell her I would talk to Cécile again when she believed me, when she believed her own sister over her idiot of a boyfriend, but there was no point. Mum and Dad always believed Cécile’s version of events. With me, it was as though they assumed I was lying until they had proof otherwise. They made no secret of it and justified it by pointing out that I had brought it on myself by lying all the time. But my lying could, arguably, be said to be caused by me never feeling like they believed me. It was, as Dad himself liked to say, hard to know which came first, the chicken or the egg.

			‘I found this in your desk drawer,’ Mum said, handing me an envelope.

			I took it and saw my name written in Paul’s beautiful hand. It made me confused. Had he left a suicide note after all?

			‘Is it from him?’ Mum asked.

			I nodded.

			‘Well, don’t you want to open it?’

			‘Later,’ I replied.

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			4

			It had just gone five when there was a knock on Charlie’s door. It was Anders, wondering if she was almost done. It took her a moment to recall their plans for an after-work drink.

			‘You’re allowed?’ Charlie asked before she could stop herself.

			She hadn’t thought it would actually happen. Truth be told, she would have preferred to stay at work, to sit in her office while night fell, to keep looking for a way forward in her investigation. But she knew new angles and ideas often came to her when she allowed herself to take a break and think about other things.

			‘I can make my own decisions, you know,’ Anders replied; Charlie resisted the impulse to say that from where she was standing, it didn’t really seem like it.

			‘Your part of town or mine?’ she asked instead.

			Anders pretended not to understand her, but his face lit up when she suggested Riche.

			

			Riche was already loud, despite it not even being six yet. Anders quickly managed to make eye contact with a waiter and they were shown to a small table near the back.

			‘Because you’re hungry, right?’ Anders said.

			Charlie nodded.

			‘What do you want?’

			‘Just pick for me,’ Charlie said. ‘I’m so hungry I can’t choose.’

			Anders looked up at a waiter who promptly came hurrying over. Anders ordered two beef fillet carpaccios and two glasses of a red wine Charlie didn’t catch the name of. Then he stopped himself and asked if she maybe preferred another wine. She shook her head and said she trusted his judgement. The ins and outs of wine didn’t interest her. Had it been so long since they’d been out together that Anders had forgotten she couldn’t tell one wine from another anyway? Besides, she preferred beer over wine, but she didn’t have it in her to tell Anders that right now.

			Anders’ phone dinged. He picked it up and smiled.

			‘What?’ Charlie asked.

			‘It’s Sam,’ Anders replied. He turned the phone so she could see and played a short video of his son sitting on a blanket on the floor with a trickle of saliva running down his tiny chin. ‘He’s sitting up unaided.’

			‘That’s early,’ Charlie said, though she had no idea if that was true. She knew nothing about child development.

			‘I think he’s pretty average,’ Anders said, ‘but to us, it’s still a miracle.’

			He pressed play again. Charlie tried to compensate for her utter lack of interest by taking the phone from him and paying extra close attention.

			‘He’s sweet,’ she said when she handed back the phone.

			‘My god, I’m starving,’ Anders said. ‘I think it’s the sleep deprivation, I never have time for proper meals, it’s all snacks these days.’

			‘Same here,’ Charlie said. ‘Sleep deprivation turns me into a relentless grazer.’

			‘You’re sleep deprived?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘What’s keeping you up?’

			‘I don’t know. Thoughts, swirling around.’

			‘What thoughts?’

			‘Well, we’re working on a horrific case, for instance.’

			‘So it’s just about work?’

			Why had she steered the conversation in this direction? She’d known Anders was bound to start asking questions. He’d always been interested in who she was and how she was feeling, but since the Gullspång case, he’d been asking more about her background and health than ever. She didn’t know if it was out of concern or curiosity, or maybe both.

			‘It’s just regular insomnia,’ she said. ‘You know, that vicious circle. I think about how I have to go to sleep and that keeps me awake and … well, you see what I mean.’

			‘I get it,’ Anders said. ‘Maybe that’s why you’re a bit low. Because of the insomnia, I mean.’

			‘I’m fine.’

			‘You’re not fine, Lager. You haven’t been fine since we got back from Gullspång and not before that either, come to think of it. Actually, I’m wondering if you’ve ever been completely fine.’

			Charlie could feel her hackles rising. Anders was without a doubt her favourite colleague to spend time with. Even though their lives and backgrounds were completely different, they clicked. They rarely agreed on anything, bickered often and laughed together even more. But now, something between them had changed. She hadn’t forgotten how he’d sold her out to Challe after her misstep in Gullspång. Maybe she would have done the same in his shoes, but it still chafed at her.

			‘I’m seeing a therapist,’ she said tersely. ‘I’m trying to sort things out.’

			‘What happened?’ Anders asked. He stopped fiddling with his cutlery and fixed her intently. ‘What really happened in Gullspång?’

			‘What happened?’ Charlie met his eyes. ‘A seventeen-year-old girl disappeared and was found dead by the dam gates. Her name was Annabelle Roos. I thought you were there?’

			‘A lot of other things happened, too,’ Anders retorted. ‘Don’t you think I know that? You really weren’t yourself.’

			

			Their food arrived. When the waiter put it down in front of her, Charlie suddenly realised just how hungry she really was. She took a bite of the meat, the rocket and the pine nuts. It was delicious.

			‘Anyway, it’s good to be out together again,’ she said, ‘good to see you feeling better.’

			‘I’m not feeling better,’ Anders said.

			‘How come?’

			Anders put oil, salt flakes and pepper on his food.

			‘It’s Maria. I think we’re going through our first real crisis.’

			Charlie put her cutlery down.

			‘What do you mean by crisis?’

			To her mind, Anders and Maria’s relationship was pretty much a permanent crisis.

			‘We’re bickering and arguing about every little thing,’ Anders said. ‘And a few days ago, she told me she was unsure about her feelings for me. I mean, it was in the heat of the moment, obviously, but still. I can’t stop thinking about it. “Is this it?” she said. “Is this the rest of our lives?” Like it was hell or something.’

			‘Maybe you need a break from each other,’ Charlie suggested, ‘room to breathe, to think things over and …’

			‘I don’t want that. I really don’t want us to be apart.’

			‘I understand,’ Charlie said, though she didn’t. She’d only met Maria a handful of times; they had disliked each other on sight. And things hadn’t exactly improved when Maria found out that Charlie had been having an affair with Hugo. Apparently, she knew Hugo’s wife. After their affair came to light, she’d banned Anders from working alone with Charlie, and not even that had provoked objection from Anders. Instead, he’d lied to her about them working together. It was incredible, when you thought about it, that anyone could be with a person like Maria.

			‘She’s unhappy,’ Anders went on. ‘She’s not happy.’

			‘Are you?’

			‘Sure, I suppose so, though obviously I’m not jumping for joy every minute of the day, but … It’s just that I don’t see divorce as an option.’

			‘Why not?’

			‘Because in my world, I mean the world Maria and I come from, it’s … well, it’s just a big enormous failure, simply put.’ 

			Where I come from, failing is not standing up for yourself, Charlie retorted inwardly. Being born and bred on the sunny side of the street seemed to have its drawbacks.

			‘But maybe you’re right,’ Anders said. ‘About needing time apart. I’m just afraid the end result will be a permanent separation. And being alone … it frightens me.’

			‘What’s so scary about being alone?’ Charlie said.

			‘The real question is why it doesn’t scare you.’

			‘I never said it doesn’t. It’s just that the idea of there being this one person you belong with, the notion that you can become immune to loneliness through promises, rings, children, that scares me even more.’

			‘But does it make you happy?’ Anders asked.

			Charlie thought he must be asking ironically.

			‘What do you mean by happy?’ she retorted.

			‘Just happy,’ Anders replied.

			‘I think happiness means different things to different people.’

			‘And to you?’

			‘I don’t know,’ Charlie said. ‘If by happiness, you mean that bubbly, tingling, intoxicated feeling, then I don’t think it’s a state you sustain for very long. To me, it’s more about not having anxiety. I think I appreciate that feeling more than most. Being anxiety-free is happiness to me.’

			‘That sounds terrible.’

			‘What’s so terrible about it?’

			‘That happiness is nothing more than being anxiety-free. Makes you sound like a pretty unhappy person.’

			And you sound like a person who has never experienced anxiety, Charlie thought to herself.

			They ordered a bottle of the wine they’d had a glass each of. Anders’ phone rang. Maria, of course. He muted it.

			‘She knows I’m out,’ he said, ‘but I can’t keep telling lies about not being out with you. I’m just going to text her to make sure Sam’s alright.’

			Do whatever you want, Charlie thought.

			‘Don’t look to your right,’ Anders said, ‘but there’s a guy at the bar staring at you.’

			Charlie immediately turned right and the guy at the bar met her eyes. She recognised him instantly. Johan Ro. No, she thought. Not now.

		

	
		
			

			

			

			Gaps in Time

			

			So you’ve seen dead people? I ask Paul when he tells me his father is an undertaker. We’ve only known each other for about a week but I could tell from the first day he was different.

			Of course I have, Paul replies. I’ve probably seen more than a hundred. My brother and I help out during breaks.

			Sounds like an exciting job, I say.

			I reckon most people find it creepy. People want to live as though death doesn’t exist. They prefer not to think about it.

			I think about death every day, I tell him. Ever since I could think abstract thoughts.

			But then, you seem different from most people, Paul says with a smile.

			I ask him to tell me more about what he does at work. Is he allowed to … touch the dead people?

			Paul nods. He prepares them for their coffins, combs their hair, puts on the clothes the loved ones have picked out and places their hands neatly.

			Would you prepare me? I ask.

			What do you mean?

			I mean, like a dead person.

			Why?

			I don’t know, it would be … exciting.

			Sure, Paul says, I could, but I would feel weird about it.

			What are they like?

			Who?

			The bodies. What do they look like? What do they feel like?

			Well, they definitely don’t look like they’re sleeping, I can tell you that, Paul replies. They’re stiff, cold, have cadaver spots and look dead, simply put. But the most distinctive thing about them is the smell.

			I ask him to describe it, but Paul shakes his head and says he can’t. It’s kind of an … ineffable smell. If you’ve ever encountered it, you’ll never forget it. Sometimes, during warm summer days, he thinks he can smell it everywhere in their house.

			And the maggots, I say, where do they come from? I don’t understand how they can just appear out of nowhere.

			They don’t appear out of nowhere, Paul says and smiles. Dead people attract flies that lay eggs that become maggots.

			I always thought they appeared out of nowhere.

			But nothing comes from nothing.

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			5

			

			Charlie took a big gulp of wine.

			‘Who is he?’ Anders asked.

			‘You don’t recognise him?’ Charlie said. ‘Could you please stop staring.’

			‘He looks familiar,’ Anders said, ‘but I’m terrible with faces, am I supposed to know him?’

			‘Johan Ro,’ Charlie said, ‘the journalist from last summer.’

			Anders brightened.

			‘Right, I remember now.’

			Charlie couldn’t help feeling bothered at how happy he sounded. Had he forgotten the aftermath of this particular acquaintance?

			‘He’s the guy who got me suspended.’

			‘Well, if we’re being honest, you sort of got yourself suspended, didn’t you?’ Anders said. ‘Because I’m assuming he didn’t force himself on you and then pump you for classified information.’

			Charlie had forgotten how brash alcohol made Anders.

			‘I never gave him any information about the case,’ she said.
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