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      1
         The last of the ice had melted or drifted out to sea, and there was a light, south-easterly breeze. They exchanged a few final words before going under.

         ‘Stick together down there, OK? And let me know the minute you run into any trouble.’

         ‘Absolutely, OK.’

         The other diver seemed as comfortable in fins as regular shoes. Ylva had met him for the first time the evening before, after her bus arrived in Lunde and she checked in at the guest house. She was grateful, so grateful to get to go out with them, that this spring would be nothing like the last.

         Yes, she was aware of the dangers. And yes, she was qualified to dive to eighteen metres and had put in the requisite number of hours.

         No, she hadn’t realised just how cold the river would be at five in the morning in late April, but she didn’t mention that.

         Ylva fastened her buoyancy compensator, various hoses looping back to her tank. Mask on, regulator in, check that the air is flowing and the gauges are working properly – they went through the silent routine she liked so much. Signalling that everything is OK, I’m ready. I’m going down now, you follow me. We’ve got each other’s backs, and I’m here for you no matter what.2

         Visibility was poor just beneath the surface, and she dumped air from her buoyancy compensator in order to descend. Slowly, not too fast. Breathing calmly, deeply. The water was the colour of unfermented beer, sediment swirling in the fast-flowing current, and she could feel the chill, despite her thick drysuit.

         It was a far cry from the exotic adventures people liked to boast about on social media; no sign of the bright shoals of fish that looked like they belonged in some Disney film.

         During her final outdoor dive on the training course two years ago, it was as though the world had opened up to her. There was so much left to explore, dimensions of the future she hadn’t been expecting.

         The whole thing had started with a man, of course. They dated for a few months, shared their hopes and dreams for the rest of their lives. Ylva wanted to cut back her hours and possibly even buy a summerhouse, something simple somewhere, but the man whose name she would rather forget had wanted to go diving along the coral reef in Tahiti, to sail around the islands by the Great Barrier Reef; he said he knew of places mass tourism hadn’t reached yet. In her quiet moments, she had started googling diving courses, afraid she wouldn’t be able to handle it. That she would panic, be unable to breathe. She couldn’t afford for that to happen on a boat in Australia, she had decided, and so she secretly enrolled in diving lessons at the local pool that winter.

         Eight metres, nine, but they still hadn’t quite reached the bottom. Ylva could no longer tell that her gloves were red; all colours disappeared at these depths.

         She allowed herself to sink a little deeper.3

         The final outdoor dive had been all that stood between her and her qualification when the man stopped responding. Everything had moved a little too fast, he wrote, when he finally replied to her long thread of messages. She was a nice girl, but he needed time. Wasn’t quite done with his ex yet.

         And so there she was, unable to hold on to someone, yet again. A lifetime of loneliness stretching out in front of her. She had also blown thousands of kronor she would never get back, learned to breathe underwater and wrecked her hair with all the chlorine.

         No, she had told herself. She would get her certificate. That way she could post about it on Facebook, tell everyone: look what I’ve gone and done!

         And then she did her final dive and discovered the new world that opened up to her, and from that point on it no longer had anything to do with him. After that, she had taken every opportunity she could to go diving in the Stockholm archipelago, and that was when she heard all about the many unexplored wrecks up north, in the Ångerman River.

         Ylva caught sight of something at the edge of her beam of light. Posts of some kind. Huge lumps of wood that seemed to be straining towards her. She checked her depth – fourteen metres – and realised what it was.

         The sunken bridge.

         The broken spans had been forced up in the middle, forming an angular arch a bit like the entrance to a cathedral.

         In the diving community, it was known as the Church.4

         Ylva turned around to make contact with her dive partner, who was busy with his camera off to one side. I’m going this way, she gestured. Is that OK? He raised his hand, which she took as a yes.

         A sense of reverence settled over her as she swam through the opening. The silence. The expanse of darkness all around her, shrinking the world to a solitary beam of light. To think that it had been there all this time, the old Sandö Bridge, which collapsed during construction so long ago. Lost to the depths of memory as the twentieth century progressed and the new millennium dawned. Ylva felt an urge to reach out and touch the broken wooden structure as she swam a short way along the other side. The past wasn’t gone; it was real.

         As she turned to head back, she realised she was no longer sure which way was which. The darkness was so compact, her torch reaching only a few metres. She had gone too far, and the bridge was suddenly nowhere to be seen. Ylva was both icy cold and red hot, she couldn’t tell which; everything felt different down here.

         A diver was supposed to spend two minutes looking for their partner before heading back up to the surface, that was the rule, but Ylva wasn’t sure how much time had already passed. She had just started her ascent when she noticed something big in the darkness up ahead, and she paused. Her first reaction was fear, but she quickly told herself that was stupid. There was nothing to be afraid of here. Angling her beam of light forward, she could make out the side of a boat. She swam slowly towards it, switching to a frog kick to avoid disturbing the sand and sediment.

         It was impossible to say how long the wreck had been 5down there. In the brackish water of the Baltic sea, shipworms didn’t thrive the way they did in saltier environments, which meant that many wooden vessels remained largely intact. Ylva tried to remember what she knew about the wrecks in the river. Those on this side of the Sandö Bridge had been mapped by another team just last summer, which was a dizzying thought. What if she was looking at something no one else had seen close up before, not for 100 years or more? She squinted in through a hole in the hull and saw an overturned chair, something broken – was that china? – and a wall-mounted bed. She moved slowly along the edges of the vessel. There was something on the riverbed, and she swam around the object and experienced a sudden lack of oxygen, as though someone had blocked the hose.

         She gripped her regulator, breathing, breathing.

         A skull. A human skull, half submerged in the sludge. She felt giddy as she thought about the objects that had once been inside the boat: the book someone was reading, the bowl that had shattered as the boat sank. All of it became real somehow. Life, death, they merged into one. Ylva heard or imagined a roar in her ears, and she exhaled and swallowed in an attempt to even out the pressure, but she couldn’t quite shake it. Why did it feel like she couldn’t breathe when she must have several hours’ worth of air left? She searched for the button to inflate her buoyancy compensator and start the ascent – not too quickly, that could be fatal – but she couldn’t tell the red one from the grey, what was up and what was down. She kicked as hard as she could, causing the sediment to swirl around her, a haze without direction or end.
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         Allan Westin missed the smell of tar as he approached the dock area. He could still hear the whistle that had once sounded at that time every morning, just before seven, as the workers raced down Lunde’s hills towards the shipyard on their bikes.

         Turpentine and diesel, the clanking and the thumping and the lapping of waves as the tugs arrived to have their hulls painted after the winter. He could just see them. There was the Stufvaren and there were the old whaling boats, Björn and Backe, reconfigured to haul logs. There was the Dynäs II, a little grander than all the others with her velvet couches like the Orient Express. King Gustaf VI Adolf himself had travelled in her. There was a thrill in the spring air, something that still brought a sense of life to the area, even though all that was now long gone and the river flowed by empty and quiet.

         Ghosts and shadows, wherever he went. The engineer’s villa at the bottom of the hill was gone too, as were the little girls who once sat on the porch and made paper dollies. Not to mention the beer house where the old men played cards and a young Allan might earn himself five öre by running over to tell the missus that her husband had to work late.

         The hills were hard on his old knees and hips, especially 7the last steep slope down to the river, where Rabble started tugging on his lead. The dog had never been given much in the way of training – that was one thing they had in common.

         A need for freedom, to be able to go wherever they liked.

         No following orders from managing directors, as the sawmill bosses called themselves when they decided one name or another wasn’t good enough. Men who bought themselves titles like Vice Consul of Venezuela, just to make themselves sound a little more important than they were.

         He unclipped the lead and sat down on his usual bench, breathing in the slightly salty air from the river, which was flowing freely once again. It spent the winter frozen and mute, but come spring it flooded back to life. Allan had heard the faint sound of the ice beginning to crack and sing a week or two back, loosening and breaking up without much fuss. It had none of the violent force he remembered as a lad, when the ice seemed to crash and rumble its way downstream, towering up on the banks.

         Rabble was splashing about in the cold mountain water, barking and lunging at all the sticks that floated by.

         Was that a boat out there?

         Yup, a small motorboat, approaching from the south cape of Sandö. Heading straight for Lunde, it looked like.

         Allan squinted, not that it helped much with his old eyes. It wasn’t until the rickety little thing reached the former dock area that he managed to make out the people on board.

         He clipped the reluctant dog back onto the lead and got up.

         
            *

         

         8A young man, lithe in his movements, jumped down from the gunwale and secured the lines. He could have been anywhere between twenty and fifty given the way people carried on these days, thought Allan. There was another man there too, slightly older but just as supple, plus a woman sitting perfectly still in the stern. She was no spring chicken, but that’s not to say she was old. Still in her drysuit, though she’d peeled it down to the waist and wrapped a coat around her shoulders. Allan could see all sorts of tubes and kit lying on the deck.

         ‘Nice weather for diving!’ he called over.

         The two men said polite hellos and shook his hand. Probably told him their names, too, but that kind of thing went in one ear and straight out the other. There’d been far too many names over the years, he couldn’t be expected to remember every damn one. Allan thought they said they were marine biologists, but they corrected him. Marine archaeologists. They were in the area to dive the wrecks, had already mapped over three hundred between Sandslån and the High Coast Bridge.

         ‘Hell’s bells,’ said Allan. ‘Three hundred?’

         He knew there was all sorts of junk on the bottom of the river, of course, he just hadn’t realised it was something that might interest educated folks like these. Fishing for logs had always been more popular among the poor, who built their ramshackle houses from sunken timber and other bits of wood they found bobbing around.

         ‘Right,’ he stuttered. ‘You found anything good, then?’

         The young man glanced over to his friends, seemingly unable to speak for himself. Allan got the sense they were hiding something, as though he had caught them red-handed 9smuggling booze. The woman was still in the boat, hunched over with her head in her hands. She looked like she was seasick.

         ‘I’m not sure it’s the best idea to start shouting about it,’ said the older of the two men. ‘We don’t want anyone to go down there, you know? Before the police have time to come out, I mean. We know what we’re doing, and we never touch anything, but with some of these hobby divers there’s always a risk.’

         ‘Eh? A risk of what?’ Allan looked around. Did they really think the area was crawling with people desperate to get into the river in late April? Just for the fun of it? He’d seen a few loopy winter swimmers over the past few months – something they’d started doing during the pandemic – but they were in and out in a few seconds, woolly hats firmly on their heads.

         ‘What’ve you found, then?’

         More damned mumbling. He didn’t want to ask them to repeat it, like some sort of idiot. They’d found a body, he’d caught that much.

         ‘Ah, hell. A person?’

         They nodded.

         A skull, half buried in the sediment on the bottom of the river, partly hidden beneath the bow of what they thought must be a boat from the early twentieth century.

         ‘So he could be from back then?’ said Allan. ‘Whoever you found?’

         ‘Impossible to say on first glance,’ one of them said. ‘We’re scientists; we don’t like to speculate before there’s been a proper investigation.’10

         They were planning to report it, had dug out a phone and were discussing whether to call the coastguard or 112. It was hardly an emergency, after all. If they were further south, they could have called the Marine Police, but there was nothing of the sort north of Stockholm.

         ‘If you call 112, you’ll get someone a hundred odd miles away, up in Umeå,’ Allan spoke up. ‘Bloody centralisation.’

         His stomach turned as he gazed out across the river. So many souls had been lost to its depths over the years.

         ‘But we’ve got police here,’ he said.
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         Eira Sjödin tugged down her sweatpants, put on a fresh pair of underwear and desperately rummaged through her wardrobe for something slightly more appropriate for an investigator with Violent Crimes. Her top was stained and probably smelled slightly of sweat, but these were the sorts of things she rarely thought about while she was sitting alone in front of her computer at home, relegated to so-called desk duty.

         She brewed a pot of coffee and took some sliced bread out of the freezer.

         A body in the river, her neighbour had said on the phone. He was with the divers who’d found it right now.

         ‘Have you called it in?’ Eira had already found her shoes and was on her way out before Allan Westin had time to explain that the person was very much dead.

         ‘OK,’ she said. ‘Bring them over.’

         A cool breeze blew through the kitchen as she opened the window to let some fresh air in. Strictly speaking, a body in the river wasn’t a case for Violent Crimes. Not unless they suspected there was foul play involved. It fell under the jurisdiction of the local police, and she no longer worked for them. Just the thought of her old job made Eira long to get back out on the road, driving mile upon mile, never knowing what might be waiting around the next bend.12

         She moved her laptop to one side and cleared the case files from the kitchen table. Bank statements, names, telephone numbers. A large drug ring that grew bigger and bigger the more she pulled the thread. It was important work, vital for building a case against their prime suspect down in Sundsvall, but Eira hadn’t become a police officer in order to sit in front of a computer all day. It left her feeling restless and drowsy, whether she was in her cramped booth at the station or at the kitchen table – the latter of which had become perfectly acceptable since the pandemic.

         Sure, a pregnant woman could go out and speak to a harmless witness on the fringes of a case every now and then, but it was often hard to know what posed a risk, and her bosses took her safety incredibly seriously. That meant desk duty from day one in her new job, because Eira was already pregnant when they offered her the role. It had been so overwhelming and new then, on the boundary between late autumn and winter, and she hadn’t been showing, but she knew she still had to let them know.

         There were moments when she worried that she had duped them, taking advantage of the section of law that prevented discrimination, even though they insisted that it was her they wanted, that she wouldn’t be pregnant forever. Her union rep had three children of her own, and she could vouch for that.

         ‘Hello?’ a voice called from the hall.

         As ever, Allan Westin let himself in without knocking; they were neighbours, after all. Rabble came bounding in after him, leaving a trail of mud and wet pawprints on the floor.13

         They were followed by three people who shook Eira’s hand, two men and a woman. Jesper, Lars and Ylva. She could make a note of their surnames later.

         Eira told them all to take a seat, but Allan remained standing by the hob. The aroma of coffee and toast drifted through the kitchen as the woman explained that she had given in to the temptation to swim under the collapsed Sandö Bridge and then lost her bearings. She was in her fifties, grey hair with blonde highlights.

         ‘It was like I was in a daze.’ She hadn’t touched her toast, and she let the coffee go cold in her mug. ‘Or a dream. I was just staring at the skull and I forgot everything else. Time is so different down there. I couldn’t tell you how long I was there for.’

         ‘Nine minutes,’ said Jesper, the youngest of the three. Judging by his accent, he came from down south, Värmland. ‘I lost sight of her while I was filming the remains of the bridge. That’s not so uncommon – it’s dark, and visibility is only a few metres. If we lose each other, the protocol is to spend two minutes looking before heading back up to the surface. There was no sign of her up there, so we went down again.’

         ‘It was all my fault,’ said Ylva. ‘I was so moved by what I’d seen that I completely forgot what I was doing. I thought maybe I’d found …’ Her eyes began to wander, and she trailed off.

         ‘Tell me what you saw,’ said Eira.

         It took a while; the woman kept mixing facts with feelings. She had seen death down there.

         ‘It’s rare for us to find remains in sunken vessels,’ the man 14named Lars explained. ‘Much less common than you might think. People usually manage to get out. Either that or their bodies are carried away on the tide or the current. When we do find someone, it’s usually deeper inside the vessel, often because they were asleep at the time of the sinking.’

         Scenes from Titanic flashed through Eira’s head, the third-class passengers trapped in the lower decks, Leonardo DiCaprio handcuffed to a pole. She also remembered the old Evert Taube song about the Blue Bird of Hull, the young cabin boy bound to the helm and forgotten. Sinking with no chance of survival.

         Once they had found Ylva and established that she was OK, one of the men had dived back down to document what she had seen. Eira leaned in over the camera. Something blurry and pale in the sand, or whatever the sediment on the bottom consisted of. Blue clay, perhaps. She had dealt with that in previous investigations, and she knew that both it and the weakly saline water had a preservative effect.

         ‘Do you know anything about the boat?’ she asked.

         ‘No, it’s not one we’ve dived before,’ said Jesper. ‘But it’s big, bigger than most of the others down there.’

         Possibly a steamboat, a ferry, a large tug. Most of the finds in the Ångerman River remained unexplored, he explained. It was only in the last few years that they had started to map the wrecks using sonar. From the surface, the soundwaves were able to produce images of objects down to a depth of thirty metres. He took out a laptop to show Eira. The images on the screen looked more like works of art than reality. Shades of brown, almost sepia-coloured, the shadows and silhouettes of scattered vessels.15

         It was something of a record to have found three hundred wrecks in such a short space of time. Eira thought it looked like someone had thrown a pack of cards into the water, the riverbed littered with the square barges that once used to transport timber to the ferries. They had become obsolete once the steamboat docks were built, and the easiest and most cost-effective solution was simply to sink them.

         Some of the finds were marked ‘wreck-like object’ and required further investigation, and judging by the size and shape of others, they might date back to the seventeenth century. There had been shipyards along the river during the Thirty Years’ War, after all.

         Eira pointed to a yellowish band stretching across the river, from Lunde to Sandö. It looked like a matchstick that had been snapped in the middle.

         ‘Is that the bridge?’

         ‘That’s the bridge.’

         She had never really thought about the fact that it was still down there. The tragic collapse of the bridge was one of many wounds that had never fully healed in the area. Using her finger, she traced a line to the spot where they had found the body.

         ‘The current can be pretty strong here …’ Eira had grown up with the warnings: stay close to shore when you’re swimming, and never go in alone.

         ‘Yes, the body could easily have been carried quite some way, if that’s what you’re thinking.’

         She exchanged a glance with Allan, who was leaning back against the woodburning stove with his coffee, and realised he was probably thinking the same thing. The missing.16

         Those whose names had never been carved onto headstones, who had lost their lives or fallen into the river – been thrown into it, in some cases. Names she was already sorting through in the back of her mind, that would form a list.

         Eira pushed Rabble away. The dog was desperate for attention, his coat stinking of everything that came seeping out in the spring thaw. She made a note of the exact coordinates of the find, at a depth of sixteen metres. That wasn’t so bad, considering there were areas where the riverbed was a hundred metres below the surface.

         ‘I’m sorry to ask, but when do you think we can head out again?’ Jesper spoke up. ‘I know that probably sounds insensitive, but we really want to try to avoid losing too much time.’

         Marine archaeology was an underfunded specialism; that was why they set out so early in the morning: to maximise their time in the water.

         The lengthening hours of light that arrived with summer, nights that would soon become almost indistinguishable from day.

         ‘It’s fine, providing you stay away from this area.’ Eira used her finger to draw a circle on the chart they had spread out on the table, a good distance from the wreck. It covered almost the entire stretch of river between Sandö and Lunde. ‘Consider this the crime scene.’

         She met the woman’s wide eyes.

         ‘Routine procedure,’ Eira added. ‘Just to be on the safe side, until we know more.’

         As the others got up to leave, Ylva asked if she could use the toilet.17

         ‘When do you think you’ll know more?’ she asked.

         The workload at the National Forensic Centre had gone through the roof lately, which meant the police often had to wait weeks for DNA results – even in cases involving firearms.

         ‘I don’t know,’ Eira replied. ‘It really depends on what we can recover. If we don’t find any clothes, for example, or other objects, it could be a while before we even know what century we’re looking at.’

         ‘I’m not going to be able to stop thinking about him,’ said Ylva, her eyes sweeping out across the river. ‘What if he still has family somewhere, someone who misses him?’

         Or her, thought Eira.
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         The police divers arrived three days later, and the flurry of activity on the banks of the river immediately drew a crowd. It was rare for something so big to happen in Lunde.

         An idyll, it might seem, at least to those who didn’t know about everything people concealed and kept to themselves.

         Their voices surrounded Eira as she squinted out at the river, blending together.

         What’ve they found, then?

         Some poor sod, apparently. Down on the bottom.

         Could it be …?

         Too early to say. They haven’t even got ’em up yet.

         Still.

         Yup, oof. Imagine.

         There were pauses, silence and mumbling, things that were implied but no one dared actually utter. Eira thought she heard someone saying a prayer, one of the women still involved in the free church.

         Bestow thy peace on the lost, still our fears …

         With each new arrival, they went through the whole charade again. Explaining why there were so many unfamiliar cars parked down by the docks, who the people in overalls were, why they were setting up a table and a white tent over by the edge of the wharf.19

         No one had argued when Eira offered to arrange the recovery of the body. This was Norrland, a place where limited resources had to cover an enormous area. People helped one another; they weren’t too precious about overstepping boundaries. The overworked Kramfors police were grateful for any help they could get, and her boss in Sundsvall was perfectly happy to lend her out for half a day given she was already on the scene.

         Possibly a little too happy.

         It would be hard to find a less risky case, thought Eira, but at least it was a chance to get out and about. She heard the sound of a motor and saw the boat coming back in to shore. She’d borrowed it from the coastguard in exchange for promising them a training session at the police shooting range.

         Again, this was Norrland.

         ‘Could you all move back, please,’ she shouted to the crowd of onlookers. ‘And no photographs. Show some respect.’

         Eira heard an embarrassed murmur as at least a couple of mobile phones were returned to their owners’ pockets. Most of those who had gathered were pensioners, people who had nowhere better to be on a Monday morning, but she was sure they were active on Facebook, on the local forums, in group chats with their grandkids.

         The river was calm, not a breath of wind disturbing the surface as the divers carefully carried their cargo ashore. Water poured from the drainage holes in the recovery bags, and the crowd fell silent, craning their necks. One older man actually took off his cap and held it to his chest. Eira 20wouldn’t have been surprised if the elderly church ladies had broken out in song, ‘Glorious is the Earth’ or something along those lines, but everyone kept quiet.

         The forensic technician took the bags and carried them the few metres to the tent. Eira had asked specifically for Shirin ben Hassan, who had been present when they dug up a skeleton in Lockne a few years earlier. Shirin had studied archaeology before realising that what she really wanted to be was a crime scene investigator, applying to police college and continuing her training in the U.S. As luck would have it, she was also an osteologist, an expert in bones. And despite all her training, she didn’t look a day older than twenty-seven.

         Shirin slowly opened the first of the bags and peered into the void inside the skull, the holes where a pair of eyes had once sat.

         ‘So, what happened to you, my friend?’

         That was one of the things Eira liked about Shirin, that she was always on the side of the dead. It was her job to give a voice to those who had been silenced, as she had once put it. To tell the world: this is what happened to me.

         ‘Did you manage to retrieve everything?’

         ‘We don’t know,’ said one of the police divers, Mira, who had driven down from Umeå. ‘Parts of it were scattered, so there could well be more down there, either in the sediment or further downstream.’

         Valentin, the other diver, was from the local force in Sundsvall. Both were regular police officers who also happened to be qualified divers, and they were called out whenever the need arose.21

         They had each been handed a cup of coffee and a cheese sandwich.

         ‘We definitely got most of the torso,’ said Valentin, nodding to the other bags. ‘One arm, too. And the pelvis.’

         ‘Any clothes?’

         ‘Nope, sorry.’

         Eira remembered the Doc Martens boot in the water by Lockne; the way the laces were tied, where it had most likely been bought. That kind of information could speed up the identification process by several weeks. Still, the deceased’s teeth looked relatively intact, so with a bit of luck they would be able to find a match from the dentistry register.

         Shirin stroked the skull’s forehead with something verging on tenderness.

         ‘And what was your impression of where you found him?’ she asked. ‘Could he have gone down with the boat?’

         ‘He?’

         Shirin nodded and pointed to the brow ridge above the eye sockets, then gently turned the skull over and showed them the slope of the crown.

         A man, no doubt about it.

         ‘If he was thrown overboard when it sank,’ said Mira, ‘then I guess the body could have ended up where we found it. Or he could have drifted there, from somewhere upstream, and come to rest against the hull.’

         Shirin carefully transferred the bones into a specialist bag for bodies recovered from water, studying each of them in turn. The sun was warm, bright and springlike, and the air inside the little tent quickly grew stuffy. Everything seemed to be taking so long.22

         ‘Now, this is just a guess,’ she said, her eyes on the remains of the man’s upper body, his shoulder blades; she had already examined his arm. ‘But I’d say he was a relatively young adult.’

         She pointed at several of the bones as she explained. At the sword-like breastbone, ‘a sneaky bone it’s easy to forget’, and his elbow, which was almost completely ossified, something that happened around twenty. At his clavicle, which wasn’t quite fully developed, meaning he was under thirty.

         Eira glanced over to the huge arch beneath the Sandö Bridge, over forty metres high. As a girl she had thought it reached right up into the sky, at one time the largest concrete arch bridge in Europe. A modern masterpiece which, when it was built, had replaced the need for the ferries and linked the two halves of Sweden. It was still too early to ask, but she knew she had no choice.

         ‘If someone was thrown from a bridge,’ she said, ‘possibly by force, could they have ended up where he was found?’

         ‘I assume you’re thinking about something specific?’

         ‘The day the bridge collapsed.’

         ‘What?’ asked Valentin, who was too young to know any better. No, he wasn’t much younger than Eira, but he wasn’t from the area. He hadn’t grown up with the stories. It was an event that probably wasn’t mentioned in the history books. No monument had ever been raised to the dead.

         ‘It happened on 31 August 1939, in the afternoon. They’d completed the wooden framework and were ready to pour the concrete. No one knows why it happened.’

         The old folks remembered the roar, the screaming, people cycling and running and shouting, it’s collapsed, the bridge 23has collapsed. The chaos as sections of bridge and bodies were flung through the air, the simmering water as it all came crashing down, the twenty-metre wave that washed in over Sandö. They remembered that everyone with a boat had gone out, risking their own lives amid the currents and the wreckage in an attempt to save those who were fighting and sank.

         The next day, on 1 September, Germany invaded Poland and the worst industrial disaster in Swedish history fell from the front pages.

         Eighteen people had died that day, and two of them were never found.

         ‘One of them was pretty young,’ Eira continued. ‘Around twenty, I think.’ She waited for the penny to drop with the others. ‘His dad worked there too, but he’d finished his shift that afternoon. When they started work on rebuilding everything, he was there. He wanted to finish the job that killed his son.’

         ‘Jesus,’ said Valentin, who had sat down in one of the camping chairs with a Coke Zero. ‘I can’t even imagine how that must have felt.’

         ‘Maybe he found a sense of meaning in it, despite everything.’ Eira could hear her father’s voice, talking about the value of work, of not giving in, of finishing what you started.

         ‘It’s too early to say,’ said Shirin, confirming what they already knew: that they couldn’t tell whether the bones were twenty years old or eighty – or even older than that. She sealed the last of the evidence bags just as the black van arrived to collect them. ‘Send over whatever pictures you’ve got from down there as soon as you can.’24
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         Someone must have had their phone out after all, taking a photograph that they shared on social media or flogged straight to the local papers, where it was splashed across the front pages two days later.

         Eira snatched up the copy of Sundsvalls Tidning in the waiting room at the clinic. She nibbled on a biscuit and took a sip of water as she studied the image.

         It wasn’t especially intrusive or revealing, no visible body parts. Her own face was in sharp focus, however. The photograph had been taken just as she turned around, possibly at the exact moment she was telling the crowd that had gathered to put their phones away.

         ‘Police Assistant Eira Sjödin oversaw the recovery of the body,’ she read underneath. It always made her slightly uncomfortable to be in the public eye like this, but it was the headline inside the paper that made her choke on her biscuit.

         BODY FOUND IN LUNDE – IS IT MISSING LINA?

         The other women’s glances shifted from irritation to anger as Eira kept coughing and spluttering, and she felt like she had no choice but to explain that it wasn’t Covid, it wasn’t even a cold; she just had something stuck in her throat.

         From the page in front of her, Lina Stavred smiled her sweet sixteen-year-old smile. The last known picture of her before she disappeared one night in early July 1996. 25Murdered, according to the officers who spent hours interrogating the fourteen-year-old boy who was eventually charged with her death. Of course the media had run with this angle.

         Eira skimmed through the text, which regurgitated the same things as ever. The theory that the boy, Olof, had dumped Lina’s body in the river – as he had eventually confessed. The fact that he had been driven out of the area only to reappear three years ago, tearing open old wounds.

         That her body had never been found.

         Eira wasn’t sure whether it was a contraction that made her lean forward with a sharp intake of breath, or whether it was just the usual anxieties surrounding the Lina Stavred case. All the tangled, twisted parts that had never been investigated.

         She wished she had spoken a little louder down by the dock in Lunde, in any case. Or that instead of asking people to back up to a respectful distance, she had let them hear what Shirin had to say. In the article, the police spokesperson had announced – quite correctly – that they had to wait for the pathology report before they could make any statements. These procedures were vital in upholding the rule of law and the integrity of their investigation, but it also meant that the news that the dead body was a man was not common knowledge.

         All it took was one reporter to have a hunch or receive an unfounded tip, and the whole circus got under way again. A quick search in the archive for terms like Lina, missing, rape, murder, Marieberg and 1996, and the article would practically write itself. Every single person in the area would click 26on the headline, which meant they would be celebrating their readership figures in the newsroom today.

         ‘Eira Sjödin?’

         She shoved the newspaper into her bag and got up.

         
            *

         

         It was like a tumble drier in there. High-octane noise, disharmony. A motorway tunnel was the other image that came to mind as the midwife moved the wand over the taut skin on her belly and paused.

         There it was.

         A tapping sound. Quick and persistent, like an angry woodpecker.

         Life, beyond all reasonable doubt.

         Until now it had all been so abstract. The nausea and the changes to her body, even the ultrasound images showing the contours of a foetus. But listening to a heart beating at its own rhythm, that was something else entirely. All the other things that came with it, none of that mattered any more. The pulsing was more important, her child’s frantic gallop towards freedom.

         It was alive.

         ‘Everything sounds just perfect.’

         The thudding of the baby’s heart faded away as the midwife turned her attention to measuring Eira’s bump instead.

         Eira wanted to ask her to press the wand to her skin again, needed time to catch up with her feelings, but the woman simply handed her a wad of paper to wipe the gel from her skin.

         Week twenty-three, almost six months gone.

         ‘I don’t see anything about Dad here,’ said the midwife, 27reading through the notes as Eira got down from the bed and reached for her knickers. Another new face on the ward; it wasn’t the first time she had been asked. The staff shortages in maternity and neonatal care were so severe that they would be heading for disaster by summer. Things were bad all over the country, but Västernorrland always seemed to be the worst.

         ‘Sorry, maybe he isn’t involved?’ The woman gave Eira a forced smile. As though every pregnancy involved a father, as though there weren’t countless other ways to do things now.

         ‘No, he is,’ said Eira. ‘I’m just not entirely sure which one of them he is.’

         
            *

         

         The station was only ten minutes away, that was the main reason she had chosen that clinic.

         Eira closed the door to her office.

         She gripped her phone, knew she should ring August. She should tell him she had just heard the baby’s heartbeat for the first time, how energetic and healthy it was, but he was probably out on a call somewhere. It was better to wait. Eira suspected he would be annoyed that she hadn’t asked him along, but if she did that she would have to invite the other possible father, too, in the name of fairness.

         And Ricken still had no idea about the baby.

         She put her phone down and opened the file on the man from the river instead. No match for his dental records, as yet nameless, and no report from forensics. Eira was debating whether or not to bring up the careless speculation about Lina Stavred with her boss when she heard a knock, a quiet drumroll on the door.28

         ‘Do you have a minute?’

         GG was standing in the doorway, his navy shirt unbuttoned at the neck. Now that he had stepped down as head of the unit, he almost never wore a jacket.

         ‘Sure,’ said Eira, scooting to one side to make room for him.

         The ventilation in the building had stopped working sometime last century, and the same air had been circulating for decades. Her swollen belly felt uncomfortable around him.

         ‘Everything OK?’ he asked.

         ‘Yup.’

         She wasn’t sure whether he meant her pregnancy or the investigation into the drugs ring, but she took out the list she had compiled.

         ‘We’ve got small transactions, mobile payments. I’ve checked all the names against the database, and these are the ones who don’t have a record.’

         GG scanned the list of names Eira had found from the bank statements, people suspected of buying drugs through the dealer’s network. There were plenty of family men with healthy finances helping to keep the business afloat, it seemed. It reminded Eira of a raid on a small-scale brothel she had been involved in when she worked in Stockholm, the messages they had found on one of the Eastern European women’s phones. Hey! Horny, STD-free, all-Swedish economist here – would love for you to give me a great blowjob at 17.30 today xxx

         A few of the names on the list were homeowners, in management positions. One was a successful businessman, 29another a student of engineering science. They were people who had plenty to lose, in other words, which meant they might be willing to talk.

         ‘Perfect,’ said GG. ‘You coming?’

         ‘Do you want me to?’

         ‘Unless you’ve got something else to do?’

         ‘I’m pretty much on desk duty.’

         ‘Right, of course.’ He glanced at her bump with a smile that made her feel all warm inside.

         Eira bent down and rummaged for something in her bag, she wasn’t sure what. Lip balm, perhaps. Winter had left her lips dry and chapped. GG studied the list again.

         ‘I don’t think there’s much risk of physical violence at the bank.’

         
            *

         

         Eira didn’t care that it was blowing a gale from the sea. She just grabbed her scarf and wound it once more around her neck. Rubbish and sand swirled through the air as they cut across the square. As ever, it was usually a mistake to believe that spring had finally arrived.

         ‘So, how are you doing?’ asked GG.

         ‘Really well.’

         ‘Good.’

         ‘And you?’

         ‘Good.’

         It felt strange to be walking alongside him. Eira picked up on so many subtexts in everything he said and didn’t say. Perhaps that was why she dropped back, ending up half a step behind him. Or maybe it was just that he had a longer stride.30

         That night last autumn, when she had found him locked in a root cellar, hovering on the boundary between life and death. They had been so close then. Eira had used her body to warm him up, trying to share some of her own life with him until the emergency services arrived, whispering words she had never said to anyone before.

         People in her family didn’t say words like that. She couldn’t remember ever hearing her parents utter the words ‘I love you’, whether to each other or their children. It took someone being unconscious, practically dead, for her to manage it. GG had thanked her when he came round, but he didn’t remember anything. That night was always there between them, and yet in some ways it didn’t even exist.

         ‘Have you seen what’s in the paper today?’ she asked, taking out the article about Lina Stavred as they walked. GG stopped and gripped her hand for a few seconds in order to hold the page steady.

         ‘Well,’ he said. ‘Looks like someone was feeling imaginative.’

         ‘It’s true that the forensic examination isn’t complete yet,’ said Eira. ‘But we know that the body is male. Don’t you think we should release that information?’

         GG read the empty statement from the police spokesperson, who almost certainly didn’t have the full story. There were some things that weren’t shared across the organisation: investigations that never led to charges and therefore weren’t made public; truths that were deliberately kept within a close circle. Like the fact that Lina Stavred was still alive, for example. She hadn’t died that night twenty-six years ago; she had left the area and been living under the radar in Stockholm 31ever since, adopting different identities and being supported by various men.

         GG was one of only a handful of people who knew. That was something else he and Eira shared.

         ‘Are her parents still alive?’ he asked.

         ‘I don’t know. They went to live with family in Finland; I guess they couldn’t face staying here. They also had her officially declared dead a year after she disappeared. I mean, according to the police report there was no other explanation.’

         GG folded the newspaper and handed it back to her.

         ‘Let them write their stories,’ he said. ‘If we release the news that it’s a man then they’ll just find some other poor sod in the archives and dredge up his story again.’

         They had reached one of the large banks, a grand stone building with columns and lion heads.

         ‘When did drug dens get so classy?’ GG muttered.

         
            *

         

         Kramfors had once been known as Powder City on account of the high number of drug users there, but that was nothing compared to the reach the drugs now had. Across every generation and social class, far beyond the less salubrious areas of town. The postal service had emerged as the country’s biggest drug mule in recent years, enabling people to order whatever they liked online or over the phone and have it delivered straight to their homes in padded envelopes.

         Eira and GG were shown through to a small room where loan applications were usually approved or refused. The man in the shiny suit was called Rasmus.

         ‘That must’ve been the skis I bought for the kids,’ he said 32when they confronted him with the transaction. ‘I found an ad online. I don’t know who the seller was.’

         ‘Expensive skis,’ said GG.

         ‘I guess it might’ve been all the hockey gear, actually.’

         ‘For a four-year-old?’

         ‘They’ve got to get started early. Honestly, you wouldn’t believe the pressure the sprogs are under these days.’ The banker loosened his tie a little. ‘I don’t like it, but you want your children to stand a chance, you know?’

         ‘Where did you find the ad?’

         ‘Can’t remember. It could’ve been on Blocket or Facebook Marketplace, I really don’t know. The kids grow so fast, I’m always buying and selling stuff.’

         ‘Do you use cocaine at work, too?’

         Eira felt the mood change as GG leaned forward, something aggressive lurking just beneath the surface. He was both taller and stronger than the younger man.

         ‘Or is that just for Friday nights?’ he continued, his tone much cooler now. ‘When you want to unwind and take it easy? How do you feel about the fact that you’re funding the criminal gangs? How do you think your employer might feel about it?’

         The man’s reaction was hard to read, his face as stiff as a film star with too much Botox, eyes drifting off to one side.

         ‘I don’t know whether you’ve seen it on TV, but kids are shooting other kids,’ GG went on. ‘Don’t you think the people who recruit them, who give them the guns, should go down for that?’

         ‘Yeah, I … Of course I do.’

         ‘So are you prepared to testify? To tell us what you 33bought and who you bought it from? And I’m not talking about skis here.’

         The banker glanced down at his watch. An expensive thing, the kind the police had begun to seize from gang members’ wrists.

         ‘Am I suspected of anything here? I think I’d like to speak to my lawyer.’

         
            *

         

         An hour or so later, they had managed to crack the student. He started crying, said they had no idea just how much pressure he was under, how was he supposed to pass his exams if he couldn’t stay awake at night. The CEO of an IT start-up also folded, slumping back on a huge sofa.

         ‘I mean, fuck … it’s not like I’m a junkie,’ he told them. ‘And it’s actually much less dangerous than alcohol. Society is so hypocritical about all this stuff.’

         ‘Would you be willing to testify at trial?’

         ‘About what? The hypocrisy?’

         ‘About the fact that the money you earn through this company is funding organised crime.’

         GG lit a cigarette in the doorway as they came out, right beneath a no smoking sign.

         ‘What’s wrong with these people?’ he asked, blowing the smoke away from Eira. It swung back on the breeze, wrapping her in his breath. ‘When did we stop seeing ourselves as part of the bigger picture? Kids are getting shot, for fuck’s sake.’34

      

   


   
      34
         Shirin called while Eira was on her way home. She had just pulled over in Älandsbro, overcome by a sudden craving for a hot dog with mash and pickles from the grill there.

         ‘I’ve got some news about our friend from the river.’

         ‘What is it?’

         ‘I’m in Umeå; the pathologist wanted to discuss a few things.’

         ‘Did you drive all that way for an accidental drowning?’

         ‘Had some other business, too,’ said Shirin. ‘Are you at your computer?’

         ‘I can be in about twenty minutes.’

         Eira stepped on the gas the last twenty or so miles back to Lunde. She called Shirin the minute she was sitting at the kitchen table, grabbing a pack of biscuits from the cupboard as she downloaded the images.

         Ribs, a section of spine.

         ‘It probably wasn’t a drowning accident,’ said Shirin. ‘Or a jumper, for that matter.’

         ‘What am I looking at here?’

         Eira clicked between the images as Shirin talked about a damaged cervical vertebra that had caught the pathologist’s eye. There was, she explained, a minute notch in the bone. One they had double checked under the microscope.35

         Crumbs from Eira’s biscuit dropped to the keyboard as she zoomed in and enlarged the image. An indentation, a small nick.

         ‘We both agree that it could have been caused by a bullet,’ said Shirin. ‘It also seems to have grazed the breastbone on the way out. The angle fits.’

         Eira felt the baby’s racing heart. Or maybe it was her own, pounding at the same speed.

         ‘A shot to the back of the head?’

      

   


   
      36
         They were sitting outside the People’s House, by the road past the monument to the Ådalen shootings, its stumbling bronze horse forever frozen in the moment before the military opened fire on a group of protesters. Allan knew several of them, which meant he had to stop and chat.

         Bettan Ljung was there, the old crone who’d won big on the scratch cards and refused to say what she’d done with the money. She clearly hadn’t blown it all on expensive clothes, at any rate, always wearing the same shabby coat to flap around Lunde. Kalle Molin was there, too – Allan had often come to blows with him in his younger days, about the politics of betrayal and the powers that be – plus a couple of summer visitors who’d come up early this year.

         Remote workers, so Allan had heard. Apparently it made no difference whether they were here or in Stockholm. One of them was leaning back against the wall of Café 31, staring down at their phone.

         ‘Makes you wonder whether it’s that lass they’ve found, young Lina,’ said Bettan. ‘It’s all I can think about.’

         ‘She’s not said anything, has she? Your neighbour, Veine Sjödin’s girl,’ asked Kalle Molin, turning to Allan. ‘They’d have to tell us if they knew anything, wouldn’t they?’

         Allan cleared his throat as he debated whether or not it 37would be stupid to say anything at all. Eira had become something of a bonus daughter to him over the years. He often thought that if he died in his sleep, she would be the one to find him. After he failed to drop the dog off, to take the paper in. There was talk that they were planning to cut back to three editions a week, which meant he could well be lying there for some time before she noticed.

         ‘What they’ve been writing in the papers is a load of rubbish, I’ll tell you that much,’ he said, keen that it didn’t seem like he knew nothing. ‘It’s not Lina Stavred, they’re sure of that.’

         Eira had mentioned that after Allan asked a few questions when he went over to get the dog. She had been annoyed that the press were writing things they knew nothing about.

         ‘If only it was,’ said Kalle. ‘So her poor parents could finally be at peace – if they’re still alive, that is.’

         ‘Who could it be, then?’ asked one of the newcomers.

         ‘We’ll find out soon enough.’

         ‘Unless the poor sod’s been down there a long time, of course. It’ll probably be impossible then.’

         ‘No, remember the Stone Age woman they’ve got on show over in Härnösand? They managed to work out what she looked like.’

         ‘Rubbish, no one knows what she actually looked like.’

         ‘I saw a thread online,’ the newcomer spoke up. ‘Someone said the body was a man. That he was murdered.’

         ‘How did they know that?’

         ‘There’s always someone who knows.’

         Rabble was sniffing around Kalle’s dachshund, and he 38was reluctant to leave when Allan discreetly tugged on the lead. The gossip made him uncomfortable. Allan was born and raised in the area, he knew what it could be like. One day people were shouting and screaming, and the next they turned away and refused to speak.

         He had been trying to keep himself busy and had done a bit of tidying in the garage, a few other odd jobs. Anything to avoid having to face up to death, as he had on Monday when he watched them lift the remains of a person out of the river. Pieces of bone. Broken but still understandable, voids where a pair of eyes had once been.

         ‘Everything OK with Maarit?’

         Kalle again, poking his nose into things that had nothing to do with him.

         ‘Sure, she’s just fine.’

         ‘She coming up here at all this summer?’

         Allan mumbled something that was neither a yes nor a no and managed to drag Rabble away, saying, bye, see you when I see you, and continuing down towards the river.

         A few more acquaintances had gathered by the old customs house, but he spotted them from a distance and turned the other way, up the steep slope past Wästerlund’s Café, still shuttered after the winter.

         Rabble tugged on his lead, wanting to walk the same route as usual.

         ‘Heel!’ Allan snapped, though the unruly pooch had never been taught any real commands. Once they were far enough away from the main road, he unclipped the lead and let the pest of an animal loose.

         Up at the top of the slope, God’s house was also boarded 39up. Sold, or so he’d heard, no doubt to someone who would turn it into a home. It did have a great position on the hill, after all. The Bethania Chapel had been built by volunteers, back when Lunde was a melting pot for sinners and drunks in need of the Baptists’ salvation. According to the stories, even the worst of the booze hounds had helped carry wood up to the site, hoping their efforts would balance out some of the misery they had caused in the event that Judgement Day really did come.

         There was a bench outside the chapel, a place for people to rest their weary legs and look out at the river that wound through the landscape. March evenings’ blue hour in Ådalen, as Birger Norman, the poet of Svanö, once wrote. What do I care about Paris?

         It had been five years since Maarit left Lunde, five years since Allan began telling anyone who asked that yes, he would be joining her. There was just so much to do first, with the house and everything else.

         Loneliness had taken root inside him – somewhere just behind his ribs, if he were to try to put a finger on it – like a dull ache.

         She had made up her mind one day, and that was that. Packed her bags and moved to Stockholm like some sort of overgrown teenager, though of course it wasn’t work or study that had lured her down there. Not at the age of seventy-five, no. It was because of the grandkids. They had four of them, which was a miracle in its own way. Two great-grandkids, too. All living in different areas of the capital. Allan had been to visit, but he’d never quite managed to get his bearings there, to wrap his head 40around where Hökarängen was in relation to Helenelund, and so on.

         He had said he would join her.

         He still wore the ring on his finger, too – had done for fifty-four years – but deep down he knew she had broken free.

         There was nothing he could do about it.

         Rabble disappeared into the bushes down by the old substation where Allan and his brother, his late brother, had once played football and met girls.

         The truth was that Maarit had only ever been visiting. If it had been down to her they never would have lived in Lunde in the first place, nor Ångermanland. They wouldn’t have moved into the house on his grandparents’ farm, and the kids wouldn’t have played in the same overgrown meadows he had as a boy. Maarit’s family were up in Luleå, and there was nothing she wanted more than to be close to them. He had been willing to move there with her, but he also had his job to think about. He needed to work, to bring in money, but Umeå had given him a firm no.
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