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         Thank you!

         My darlings

         Dan-Robert, Tim & Bella.

      

   


   
      
         JAMES BLAKE

         The Herring King

          
      

         AMANDA BLAKE

         Wife

          
      

         JAMES BLAKE JR

         Son

          
      

         MARY BLAKE

         Wife

          
      

         CHARLES BLAKE

         Grandson

          
      

         KATE

         (CATHERINE) BLAKE

         Wife

          
      

         CHRISTIAN BLAKE

         Great-grandson

          
      

         ANGELIKA BLAKE

         Wife

          
      

         HUGO BLAKE

         Great-great-grandson

          
      

         BELLE BLAKE

         Great-great-granddaughter

      

   


   
      
         THE APPROACHING FOOTSTEPS ECHOED AGAINST THE STONE FLOOR of the corridor. If he didn’t get up quickly, his skinny and already bruised legs would be hit by the broom handle – hard. He ran his hand over his buttocks and the back of his thighs. The rattan whip had left deep cuts across his thin skin. He listened. Tensed his whole body. There was nowhere to run. Tears burned behind his eyelids, but his eyes stayed dry, as if there were no more tears left to cry. Like hyenas on the savannah, the older students would be able to smell his weak and battered body as they made their way past him and the other first-year students in the dormitory. This time it was his turn. It was his seventh birthday, but of course nobody at the school new that. He missed his mother’s warm embrace.
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         MARY BLAKE LEANED over the balcony railings just enough to see the boardwalk without being seen by anyone. Her hair was perfect and resembled cotton candy. When Mary moved into the merchant house by the inlet of Smögen’s harbour a long time ago, the view had been blocked by a house belonging to the Persson family – the same house that was later turned into the famous café called Skäret. To make room for the new boardwalk at the end of the fifties, the Persson house was moved further inland and away from the islet on which it was originally built. That morning, Mrs Persson and her daughter had enjoyed their morning coffee on the porch as usual as the steamboats from Gothenburg docked at the quay below.

         The Blake family had watched it all happen with restrained smiles on their faces as the relocation of Skäret meant the merchant house would finally get the view it deserved. After all, their house was the most beautiful and impressive building along the boardwalk. Mrs Persson and her daughter were both dead now, but apparently one of Mrs Persson’s grandchildren lived in Gothenburg.

         Mary waved at Hugo as he stood on the floating dock below, helping today’s first group of tourists off his boat. Just like his father and his father’s father, and just like her husband and her husband’s father – the famous Herring King of Smögen – Hugo was an entrepreneur. A smile played on her lips. Nowadays, Hugo was the only one who could make her face light up.

         Although Hugo was ambitious, inventive and very popular among the ladies, he was still just a pup. A pup who knew how to make money off his active lifestyle and who ran a business doing what he loved most – manoeuvring superfast RIB boats between the islets outside Smögen.

         When he approached her earlier that spring to ask for a loan to start up his business, she told him he needed to talk to her husband, James Jr. Hugo took her advice and afterwards he returned to her, defeated. His great-grandfather had turned him down from his hospital bed.

         That could have been the end of Hugo’s business idea to drive tourists around in speedboats if her husband hadn’t died the night before Midsummer. He passed away peacefully in his sleep and was found dead in bed by his caregivers in the early morning. Mary had been busy planning the funeral and tending to the practical issues following her husband’s death, but just a couple of days after Midsummer, she made sure some of her own savings made it into Hugo’s account. She knew that her husband hadn’t turned Hugo’s idea down because he lacked financial means. No, he had turned it down because he wanted to keep the little control he had left after ending up as a prisoner in his hospital bed.

         Mary knew very well that she was expected to do whatever her husband told her to do. He had never raised his voice to her. He had never laid a finger on her. But there was no doubt about the fact that his word was law. And she knew it was in her best interest to obey him.

         But Hugo’s dream was all about here and now – all about this summer. He had lived his whole life cherishing the moment. Maybe that was why he had done surprisingly well in the well-known English boarding school. His whole being radiated love and adventure. Somehow his approach to life seemed to protect him and when he returned home that spring, he was just as full of life and joy as he had been before he left.

         Mary recognised his eager personality. Hugo was just the same as she had been when she was young. Unfortunately, life in the merchant house had robbed her of all that. It had robbed her of her will to create, take part and keep growing. In the end, her appearance turned out to be all that mattered. Every morning she was visited my Madde, a local hairstylist who offered her services in her clients’ homes. This way, Mary looked amazing by the time breakfast was served and before she had even left her bedchamber.

         She looked at Hugo again. He had just guided a new group of people onto his boat. Mary rolled her wheelchair back into the house. To wave at Hugo was the best part of her morning and now it was over.

          
      

         Sandra jumped out of her chair and made her way towards the reception, ready to greet the temporary employee who would cover for her and Helene during their summer holidays. Sandra had been assigned the month of August off while Helene had been given July. Helene’s husband worked as a janitor for the municipality and could only take time off during the period when the schools were closed. Sandra didn’t mind. She was single and quite happy taking her holiday later in the summer, when the water temperature had risen a couple of degrees more. Since the text message she received from Rickard on Christmas Eve, she hadn’t heard a word from him. She wasn’t surprised though. The last thing she heard about him was that he had joined the SWAT team in Gothenburg and was now reporting to Cleuda, Dennis’s ex-girlfriend.

         The woman in the reception shook Sandra’s hand.

         ‘Nathalie Colette,’ she said, introducing herself.

         ‘Sandra Haraldsson,’ Sandra answered and showed Nathalie into the conference room. Dennis was already waiting for them in one of the yellow armchairs. When Sandra and Nathalie walked in, he looked up from the documents in front of him and stood up to greet them.

         ‘Have a seat,’ he said and pointed at an armchair. Nathalie sat down and placed her red Yves Saint Laurent bag on the chair next to her. The bag had a thick silver chain and matched her leather jacket and red nails.

         ‘Where will I be working from?’ Nathalie asked, looking at Dennis and Sandra.

         ‘The reception is open to the public on Thursdays between 12 p.m. and 3p.m.,’ Dennis said. ‘Apart from that, you’ll assist us with investigations and the daily operations. You’ll be using Helene’s office down the corridor.’

         ‘Would you mind telling me about your ongoing investigations?’

         Dennis looked at Sandra, who kept staring at Nathalie’s red nails.

         ‘We don’t have any ongoing investigations at the moment,’ Dennis said, ‘but there is quite a lot going on during the summers here, so you’ll probably be busy.’

         ‘Who will I be reporting to?’

         ‘You will be reporting to me, but Sandra will be calling the shots when it comes to the daily operations. Come straight to me if anything out of the ordinary happens.’

         ‘Anything out of the ordinary?’ Nathalie repeated.

         ‘It’s not very likely,’ Sandra said. ‘Let me give you a tour of the place. It’s a small station, but I’ll introduce you to the first responders that also operate in this building.’

         ‘Are there any lunch restaurants close by?’

         ‘No, we normally pick up food somewhere or bring our own lunch.’

         Nathalie smiled and looked at Dennis.

         ‘Maybe we could have lunch together today?’

         Sandra stared at the table and held back a sigh.

         ‘Sure, great idea. Let’s check with Stig too. Maybe he wants to join us,’ Dennis said and realised they had never had lunch together. They hadn’t even gone through with the traditional Lucia procession last winter, although Dennis had reluctantly forced himself to rehearse the Lucia songs the night before it was supposed to happen.

         Suddenly, Stig rushed into the room. His face was as red as a lobster.

         ‘Speak of the devil,’ Sandra said.

         ‘A man has been found dead in the old pilot lookout here on Smögen!’ Stig gasped as he struggled to catch his breath.

         ‘By whom?’ Dennis exclaimed.

         ‘Erling from the local history society was there to let a group of tourists into the lookout. He was about to give them a guided tour and tell them about how important the pilots were to the seafarers outside Smögen.’

         ‘Do we know who the dead guy is?’ Sandra asked impatiently as she got ready to head out.

         ‘It’s Challs!’ Stig said and shook his head.

         ‘Challs?’ Sandra repeated.

         ‘Charles Blake. The Herring King’s grandson.’

         ‘How old is he?’ Nathalie wondered.

         ‘We’ll find out very soon,’ Sandra answered. ‘I want you to come with me, Nathalie. Stig, will you call the coroner?’

          
      

         Dennis looked out the window as the two women drove off with the sirens blaring. He knew that things could turn out one of two ways: either Sandra and Nathalie would become best friends, or they would hate each other with a passion. Judging by the way his acid reflux threatened to flare up, the latter option felt like the most likely one. But then again, he knew he shouldn’t always expect the worst. Sandra had grown a lot since they started working together. She had a softer approach to things now and she wasn’t as rude. Also, he had only heard good things about Nathalie from her colleagues in Gothenburg, where she normally worked with unsolved homicides as part of what the media liked to call ‘the Cold Case Unit’. The unit had consisted of only one person until that spring when Camilla Stålberg had decided to add a new member – Nathalie Colette. However, when she tried her best to get all her officers’ holiday requests to match up, she decided to put the unsolved homicides on hold for a month. They hadn’t really made much progress with their forty-nine ongoing cases over the last year and considering the limited resources in Gothenburg, her decision was probably the right one.

         If Sandra decided to accept Nathalie’s presence, Dennis had high hopes for the summer. Hopefully the coroner would confirm that Charles Blake – or Challs, as Stig called him – had died of natural causes. If Dennis remembered it correctly, Charles was probably closing in on seventy now and it wasn’t all that unlikely that he had suffered a heart attack while climbing the steep stairs leading up to the pilot lookout. Sandra would call with a first report any minute now.

         He opened Nathalie Colette’s file. He hadn’t had the chance to look at it before. As Camilla Stålberg had already made her mind up about Nathalie covering for them during the summer, he hadn’t put too much thought into who she was. But now he had finally met her, he suddenly felt curious. Nathalie had joined the Cold Case Unit after his move to Kungshamn Police Station, so her name wasn’t familiar to him. Before she started investigating unsolved cases, she had worked as an inspector at the County CID. If he was totally honest with himself, he wasn’t sure if her transfer to the Cold Case Unit was a promotion or a demotion. He pictured Nathalie opening her extremely expensive handbag with her long red nails. She looked different than the other inspectors in Gothenburg. He had worked there for three years and never seen anyone as good-looking as her, but that was five years ago, and a lot had happened within the police force since then.

         His phone rang. It was Sandra.

         ‘Stroke or cardiac arrest?’ he asked.

         ‘Well…’ Sandra said at the other end of the line.

          
      

         The pilot lookout on Smögen was perfectly situated on top of a hill on the western part of the island and had clear views to the south, west and north. From 1899 until the 1960s, the pilot lookout had given the pilots a place from where they could keep an eye on the coastline while being protected from the cold wind and without getting their feet wet. The lookout was built on a high concrete structure and a covered staircase connected it to a small wooden house at ground level. When a ship needed help, the pilot would rush down the stairs from the lookout and continue down the green stairway that ran along the edge of the cliffs to where the pilot’s boat waited for him in the harbour.

         Nathalie and Sandra made it up the freshly painted stairs without completely losing their breath. When they stepped into the small space, they saw Erling and Walter from the local history society of Smögen talking to each other by the open window. Throughout history, the old pilots had kept a lookout for ships through that very window. With their own lives on the line, they had kept seafarers safe for centuries. But once the ships started sailing faster, the operations had moved to Lysekil. The pilot lookout had been renovated that spring by a group of handy enthusiasts and now its stairs and floors shone like gold while its walls and ceiling had been given a fresh coat of white paint.

         Now there was only one detail that threw off the vibe in the exciting and very historical building. A man was lying dead on the shiny, newly polished floor and Nathalie was squatting next to him, careful not to touch the corpse or anything else.

         ‘Was he hanging up there?’ Sandra asked, pointing at a hook in the ceiling.

         ‘Yes,’ Erling said and rubbed his hands together. ‘We cut him down as we weren’t sure if he was dead or not.’

         Sandra was lost in thought and didn’t answer him. It obviously wasn’t good that the men had touched the body, but she was sure she would have acted in the same way.

         ‘The coroner will be here shortly, and I would like to ask you a couple of questions beforehand. If that’s okay, of course?’ Sandra added and glanced at Nathalie, who was still squatting next to the body.

         ‘Sure,’ Walter said after looking at his friend for a second.

         ‘Did you know Charles Blake?’

         ‘I’m not sure if I would say I knew him,’ Walter said. ‘He has always been around.’

         ‘But you didn’t see him privately?’

         The men, who had worked as pilots for many years, looked at Sandra as if they didn’t understand the question.

         ‘The merchant house isn’t really a place that one is invited to for a cup of coffee,’ Erling said, and Sandra realised it was all he was going to give her.

         ‘Do you know Charles’s wife? Catherine?’

         The men nodded.

         ‘She’s called Kate,’ Walter clarified. ‘This must be so horrible for Mary, Challs’s mother. She recently became a widow. Her husband passed away around Midsummer.’

         ‘But he was ninety-five years old, so at least he had a long life,’ Erling said.

         ‘And he had nothing to complain about, really,’ Walter added, but quickly fell silent again when Erling shot him a look that told him he was oversharing.

         ‘The funeral was last week,’ Erling said and bowed his head solemnly.

         They heard footsteps and heavy breathing from the ladder.

         ‘You can leave if you want,’ Sandra said. ‘We’ll contact you if we have any more questions. Please keep quiet about this. From now on, you’re both bound by professional secrecy.’

         The men nodded and made their way down the ladder with surprising agility. Sandra looked out the window and saw them walk towards the square.

          
      

         Mary Blake swallowed the golf-ball-sized lump in her throat.

         ‘My son. Suicide?’ she said with a stiff expression on her face.

         Kate walked up to her and took the phone out of her hand.

         ‘This is Kate, Charles Blake’s wife.’

         ‘We have found your husband,’ Dennis said, using a voice he only used when he had to tell a family member that their loved one had died.

         ‘Where?’

         ‘In the old pilot lookout.’

         ‘What happened?

         ‘Can I come talk to you in person?’

         ‘Yes,’ Kate answered, sounding slightly hesitant.

         ‘Then I’ll see you soon.’

         They hung up and Dennis stood silently for a while, holding the phone. It was never fun to share the news of someone’s death with their family, and there was no way of knowing how a victim’s loved ones would react. But Dennis didn’t recognise Kate’s hesitant reaction from previous experience. He called Sandra as he was crossing the bridge towards Smögen.

         ‘Yes, I’ll meet you there in fifteen minutes. Let’s enter from the back of the house. Not from the boardwalk.’

          
      

         The lookout was as hot as a sauna. The space inside the watchtower wasn’t very big and the sun shone right at the building for most of the day.

         ‘Oh, I didn’t know you were coming,’ Sandra said, sounding surprised.

         Miriam Morten asked Nathalie to take a step back and give her and her assistant some space. Jesper Korp was new and still needed some training before he would be ready to conduct an autopsy or perform a medical examination on the crime scene.

         ‘Yes, how come you called me?’ Miriam asked.

         ‘When I got up here, I had a feeling this might not be suicide after all,’ Nathalie said.

         ‘A feeling?’

         Sandra shot Nathalie an irritated look. She had asked Stig to call the coroner, and now Nathalie had taken the liberty of calling the medical examiner.

         ‘Well, when I got here I…’

         ‘You what?’ Sandra couldn’t help sounding annoyed.

         Nathalie turned to Miriam.

         ‘I read in the newspaper the other day that Charles Blake had inherited the old Herring King’s fortune. The interviewer asked him what he would do to manage his family’s interests. The article also provided some historical context about the Herring King’s operations at the beginning of the last century. I read it as I had just found out I was going to work in Sotenäs this summer.’

         ‘Can I ask what the article said about the inheritance?’ Sandra asked. She sounded sceptical. ‘And why would it stand in the way of Charles committing suicide? It normally takes quite a long time to come to a decision like that.’

         ‘It was just that the article made it look like Charles Blake was very happy with his life, and about the money.’

         Miriam Morten continued her examination of the body without commenting on the officers’ conversation.

         ‘I’ll bring you a preliminary report at some point today,’ she said without getting up from the floor.

         ‘Now we need to pay the widow and the mother a visit,’ Sandra said to Nathalie, who followed her down the stairs.

          
      

         Victoria was lying on her belly on the dock below the hostel in Makrillviken. The sun shone brightly in the blue sky, and she couldn’t imagine a more beautiful summer’s day. It hadn’t been a graceful sight when she lay down next to Theo, who was trying his best to fish for crabs. But now Victoria was busy catching crab after crab with such passion that she barely had time to see how her son was doing. She was a master in the art of crab fishing and once she got started, nothing else seemed important. Björn was chasing after Anna out on the rocks. The little girl had just started walking and she was on a mission to explore every crevice and every slimy puddle of algae-filled rainwater.

         ‘Look, Mummy! Cwabs!’ Theo shouted as he saw a big crab walking up to the mussel his father had picked and smashed for him to use as bait.

         ‘Carefully! Pull it up carefully.’ Victoria guided her son and took her eyes off her own line for a second. Her mussel was resting next to some seaweed, and she was patiently waiting for the biggest crab to go for it.

         Theo refused to let her help him.

         ‘Good job, honey. Careful now.’

         He pulled the mussel and the crab up towards the surface, but the moment the crab felt the air against his shell, he let go of his delicious meal and scurried back to the safety of the seaweed. Victoria had a feeling that the same crab would show up the next time it smelled mussels and comforted Theo while keeping an eye on her own mussel.

         A moment later, the crab closed in on her bait again.

         ‘Hang on a minute, Theo,’ she said and started pulling her own line up. She slowed down just as the mussel reached the surface and a second later, the crab dangled in the air. With almost forty years’ experience of crab fishing under her belt, she manoeuvred the crab into the bucket where he joined his friends. The captured crabs all scraped their claws against the side of the plastic bucket, trying to figure out where they had ended up. Luckily, the crabs wouldn’t have to stay in the bucket for long.

         ‘Come and look at this,’ she called out to Björn, who had just made it back from the playground, where Anna had agreed to play on the swings for a little while.

         Suddenly, Victoria’s phone rang. It was Dennis.

         ‘Hi, sis! You mentioned that you are writing a piece about Smögen in the annual yearbook. What was it that you were writing about again?’

         Victoria smiled. Sure, it had slipped her brother’s mind to ask her how she was doing, but he had asked her about her work and his interest in what she was doing made her happy.

         ‘I’m writing about the herring kings of Smögen,’ she said with a proud smile on her face just as Björn came up to her.

          
      

         Dennis was waiting outside the entrance to the merchant house when he spotted Sandra and Nathalie a bit further down the street. You rarely saw the house from this angle as you normally approached it from the boardwalk on the other side. From the harbour, the white house looked magnificent with its hipped roof and built-in balcony that offered views of Hållö lighthouse and Kleven.

         ‘Nathalie, I think it’s best if the two of us go in alone when we share the news with the family,’ Dennis said, obviously embarrassed about having to ask Nathalie to stay outside.

         ‘No worries. I’ll wait out here,’ Nathalie said.

         Sandra let out a sigh of relief and rang the doorbell. After a couple of seconds, a man opened the door.

         ‘Yes, how may I help you?’ he said politely.

         ‘Dennis Wilhelmson, Kungshamn Police. We’re here to talk to Mary and Catherine Blake.’

         ‘They’re waiting for you in the living room. Please do come in.’

         The butler looked and acted like a character straight out of an episode of Downton Abbey. Sandra followed him into the house without a word. When they reached the living room, a woman in a wheelchair came to greet them.

         ‘Thank you, dear Henry. You can serve the tea now,’ the woman said and aimed a tired smile at Dennis and Sandra.

         ‘Please sit,’ she said and nodded towards the plush sofas. The house had a darker interior than any other fisherman’s villa Dennis had visited. Normally the walls were covered in white wooden panel while the furniture was light grey or brown and matched with maritime details. But the carpet in the merchant house was red and covered in medallions, and the furniture was dark brown. Heavy curtains stopped the sun from spreading its light in the room. Instead, the chandelier in the ceiling was lit, as well as a bunch of little lights above and around paintings in thick golden frames. Many of the paintings depicted ships on stormy seas. No sun. Only dark skies that promised rough weather and massive waves.

         Dennis and Sandra sat down while the butler made his way towards a door that most likely led to the kitchen.

         ‘What is going on?’

         Sandra cleared her throat.

         ‘Your husband has been found dead,’ Dennis said and turned to Kate. Kate looked at them with eyes wide open.

         ‘Where?’

         Dennis had already given her the news of her husband’s death over the phone, but now when he told her again in person, it seemed as if the reality of it finally hit her.

         A door opened into the living room and a man rushed in.

         ‘Please sit down,’ Mary said sternly. It was her grandson. According to Stig, Christian Blake was the least typically English of the Blake men – with the exception of Christian’s son Hugo, of course. All men in the Blake family were named James, William, Harry, Charles or Christian, but Hugo hadn’t been given any of those names. Instead, Hugo had been given a Swedish-sounding name that had seemed so strange and random that it had even made some members of the Blake family laugh at the expense of the little boy.

         ‘The police are here to tell us what happened to our beloved Charles.’

         Sandra wondered if Charles had ever been called Challs by the members of the Blake family. Although it was clearly what the rest of the people on Smögen seemed to call him, she doubted it.

         ‘We’ve found your father dead in the pilot lookout.’

         ‘But how?’ Christian looked devastated.

         ‘Right now it looks like suicide,’ Dennis mumbled. His own voice made him feel sick to his stomach. His professional tone made him sound so cold.

         ‘My father would never commit suicide,’ Christian exclaimed and started pacing back and forth in the room.

         ‘It’s common that people who take their own lives hide their feelings and thoughts from their loved ones very well,’ Dennis continued.

         Both women listened to the conversation in silence. Maybe they were too shocked to speak, or maybe they had nothing to say.

         ‘Of course, we’ll have to see what the doctor has to say before we can tell you for certain what happened,’ Sandra jumped in. She avoided using the words ‘medical examiner’.

         Sandra’s voice cut through the sombre atmosphere in the room and startled the members of the Blake family.

         ‘Before we know for sure, there must be a way we can keep this within the walls of the police station,’ Mary said and straightened her back, holding her head high.

         ‘I was just about to ask you to keep this to yourselves,’ Dennis said. ‘We won’t share this with anyone. Not before we know what happened, if even then. There is no reason to tell the media about this if it was suicide, and if someone else was involved – which there is no reason to believe at this point – it shouldn’t be discussed outside the walls of the police station anyway.’

         Mary looked relieved and rolled her wheelchair to the table on which Henry the butler had just placed a tray with tea and scones. It looked and smelled as if the scones came right out of the oven.

         ‘Just like always,’ Kate exclaimed. ‘It doesn’t matter if it’s about death, disease or some other disaster. All that matters to this family is keeping things quiet.’

         ‘Mother, come on now,’ Christian said. ‘Isn’t it a good idea to keep people here on the island from talking about this?’

         ‘Here on the island?!’ Kate said, raising her voice. ‘People will be talking about this all across Bohuslän. The heir of the Herring King’s fortune commits suicide before his father’s body is even cold. I’m sure you understand what I mean, or are you really that naive?’

         Mary looked at her daughter-in-law, who was now seventy years old. She remembered when Charles had introduced her for the first time. She knew right away that Kate was good company. She might not have been the woman of Charles’s dreams, but she was definitely the woman he needed. Kate had kept sending letters to renowned families in England and she had even travelled there a couple of times to take part in charity events like horse races and similar things that wealthy people over there enjoyed. Since Mary ended up in her wheelchair, she had been forced to give up travelling and most other activities. Nowadays she never left the house. Instead, she let Henry or the maid, Stina, run her errands. Kate had become her connection to the outside world. Her daughter-in-law had also become the representative and public face of the family as Mary’s husband Charles always avoided social events by claiming he had very important business commitments to attend to.

         ‘Mum, whatever is behind Dad’s death, I think it’s a good idea if we keep this within the family,’ Christian tried again.

         ‘Christian, I thought I could at least count on you to understand,’ Kate said and stood up. Dressed in a tailored dress that most definitely didn’t come from any shop on the high street, she left the room.

          
      

         Miriam Morten was quiet as she drove towards the hospital in Uddevalla. The greenery of the landscape was breath-taking. It was the first week of July and the trees were still light green and lush from all the spring rain.

         ‘Is everything alright?’ Jesper asked her. It always made him nervous when someone stayed quiet for too long. His tall and gangly body forced him to fold his legs up in front of him in the passenger seat and still the top of his head reached all the way up to the roof of the car.

         ‘I’m not sure,’ Miriam said and kept driving in silence.

         ‘You’re driving pretty fast.’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘I’m incredibly uncomfortable in this car. It’s not a great car for this job, if you ask me.’

         ‘Well, I’m not asking you,’ Miriam said and scoffed. Jesper was going to be an excellent medical examiner and pathologist, but his attitude drove her insane. She was only 5'4 and couldn’t possibly imagine how it was to be 6'9 like Jesper, but she hated it when he whined. He was by far the tallest of her colleagues and when she first met him, she couldn’t stop thinking about the fact that he would have to lean over the autopsy table while he worked – a position that would surely be horrible for his back. Jesper had solved the problem by buying a customised kneeling chair that he claimed worked perfectly.

         ‘Do you want to go for lunch?’ he asked, attempting to change the topic.

         ‘Let’s go to my place,’ Miriam said.

         ‘Do you think it was suicide?’ Jesper asked. He knew there was no point declining his boss’s offer of lunch at her house.

         ‘I’ll show you something when we get to my place.’

          
      

         On Madenvägen, Nathalie had taken off her red leather jacket and was enjoying the sunshine outside the smallest house on Smögen. Dennis, who hadn’t been able to stop himself from attending the open house of the little cottage earlier that spring, had told her everything about it. The two-storey fisherman’s cottage was so small that it was impossible to stand up straight inside of it. The kitchen was the size of a shoebox, and the living room wasn’t even six square metres. It was cute but in desperate need of repair, although the price would have suggested otherwise.

         Nathalie patiently waited for her colleagues and when they finally stepped out from the dark merchant house, they squinted their eyes to adjust to the bright sunlight.

         ‘How did it go?’ Nathalie asked as she walked up to them.

         ‘I’m hungry,’ Sandra said and looked around.

         ‘I guess it went as well as one could have expected,’ Dennis said and started walking towards Skäret. He knew they would be able to order a shrimp salad there, although it wasn’t quite lunch time yet. Dennis also knew the safest thing to do when Sandra was hungry was to find her something to eat as soon as possible. And he was actually starting to feel peckish himself.

         Skäret was full of tourists and the boardwalk outside was bustling. The three officers managed to find an available table and sat down with their salads. It was just past 11 a.m.

         ‘I would have loved a glass of rosé right about now,’ Sandra said.

         ‘Aren’t you going on holiday soon?’ Nathalie wondered.

         ‘August. You’re here to cover Helene’s holiday and then to cover for me when it’s my turn to take some time off, right?’

         ‘Right,’ Nathalie said and kept eating her salad.

         ‘That place was weird,’ Dennis said.

         ‘What place?’

         ‘The merchant house. It was like walking into an English mansion a century ago. I’ve never been inside that house before, and I get the feeling that not many people outside the Blake family have. They might host important guests from England now and again, but I doubt that anyone born in Sotenäs has seen the inside of that house. Except for maybe a handyman or two.’

         ‘And Ingrid,’ Nathalie pointed out.

         ‘Who?’ Sandra asked and squinted her eyes.

         ‘The maid who worked in the house from the 1940s to the 1990s.’

         ‘Who works in the kitchen now?’ Dennis wanted to know. ‘I would be surprised if it turned out that Mary or Kate cooked.’

         ‘Her name is Stina. She’s Ingrid’s daughter. I don’t know who her father was, but one can only speculate.’

         ‘Let’s not speculate. At least now while we’re at work,’ Sandra said.

         ‘Come on, we have to be able to talk to each other at least,’ Dennis said, defending the new temp.

         Sandra sighed and looked out the window. She wasn’t too excited about having this opinionated temp around all summer long. Sure, Nathalie had experience from the County CID and the Cold Case Unit, but it didn’t give her the right to act like she knew everything about everything. Especially not in Sotenäs.

         ‘Stina was born in 1961. Ingrid was forty-one years old at the time. Quite old for being a first-time mother back then,’ Nathalie told them.

         ‘And who was the girl’s father?’ Dennis asked.

         ‘As I said, I have no idea.’

         ‘What year was Charles born?’

         ‘In 1942.’

         ‘Any man in Smögen could have been the girl’s father.’

         ‘And any outsider,’ Sandra interrupted. ‘Either way, our job is done, and we have no reason to return to that house.’

         ‘If my theory isn’t correct, of course,’ Nathalie said, seemingly unbothered by the fact that she might upset Sandra.

         ‘And what is your theory?’ Dennis wondered.

         ‘That Charles Blake didn’t take his own life. That he was murdered.’

         ‘It looked pretty obvious to me that Charles hung himself, sadly,’ Sandra said.

         ‘But where was the ladder or the chair? He simply couldn’t have hung himself from the ceiling without climbing up on something.’

         ‘Maybe someone moved the chair or the ladder?’ Dennis suggested.

         ‘Who? I know the men from the historical society didn’t move anything.’

         Sandra felt confused. Nathalie was right. It would have been impossible for Charles to hang himself without anything to step up on.

         Also, it really did seem as if Charles Blake was enjoying his life with plenty of money and quite a lot of attention from the ladies if one were to believe Erling, who they met earlier that morning. If Nathalie’s theory turned out to be correct, the situation would change drastically.

         ‘I’ll call Miriam,’ she said.

         ‘And I’ll call forensics,’ Dennis added.

         They both left the table to make the calls in separate parts of the restaurant. Nathalie was left alone with her salad. Once she had put the last shrimp in her mouth, Sandra and Dennis returned.

         ‘You first,’ Sandra said and sat down.

         ‘What did Miriam say?’

         ‘They found traces of a sedative in Charles Blake’s mouth. What about forensics?’

         ‘The ladder was nowhere to be found when the gentlemen from the history society showed up.’

         ‘So what’s your conclusion?’ Nathalie asked and pursed her lips.

         ‘Murder,’ Dennis said.

         ‘Murder,’ Sandra repeated.
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         THE ISLAND appeared like a mirage on the surface of the water. Was he finally there? The boy made his way down to the water’s edge. His trousers could definitely do with a wash and their knees were full of holes. The knitted sweater was slightly too big. ‘Something for you to grow into,’ his mother had said. He pulled out the note he had been carrying in his pocket for over two years. Fisherman Samuelsson had been so kind to him when his mother had rented him her sofa to sleep on. She had put a little ‘for rent’ sign in the kitchen window. The fisherman, who had been in London on business while his fishing boat was still moored in Bristol, knocked on their door one afternoon. Mr Samuelsson had travelled to England hoping to find merchants in London who might be interested in purchasing salt-cured herring.

         Mr Samuelsson’s English wasn’t great, and he threw in a couple of Swedish words here and there, but he told them that Bohuslän was so full of herring that you could basically stick a net into the water and count on it being full of fish when you pulled it out again. The schools were so big they made the surface in Smögen’s harbour bubble. That’s what Samuelsson had told him. ‘Come, if you want,’ was the last thing the experienced fisherman said. Then he handed him a note with three words on it: Smögen, Samuelsson, Stolpegatan. Each word on a new line. He had been nine years old at that point and too young to leave his poor mother, who worked hard every day to feed him and his siblings. Nobody had ever told him where his father was.

         From where the boy was standing now, he spotted a man rowing a boat in his direction. Would this be his final destination? Smögen had seemed so magical to the boy. It seemed like the perfect place to start a new life for himself. The trip from Hull in England to Gothenburg had been rough. He missed his mother. As far back as he could remember, she had been hunched over the stove in their kitchen, offering him love, food and a warm embrace. But he was twelve years old now and determined to offer his future children more than what his family had been able to offer him.

         ‘Can I go with you?’ he shouted to the man in the boat. Judging by the way the man looked, he had probably spent most of his life rowing. His upper body consisted solely of muscles. His arms looked like barrels and his neck was as thick as the neck of an ox. He wore a big hat on his head to protect himself from the blazing sun. The man didn’t answer the boy, but the way he held his boat still by the little dock was enough to show him he was welcome aboard. The boy handed the man an English coin and hoped he would accept his payment. He sat down in the boat, holding the simple bag his mother had made him from an old sail. For as long as he could remember, he had walked back and forth along the Thames and seen the sailors with their bags, knitted sweaters and sailor’s hats. He didn’t look all that different from them now. He had boarded the fishing boat that took him to Gothenburg as a passenger, but after almost a week without a meal, a bath or a comb, he started to look like a real sailor. Maybe that was why the man on the boat had allowed him to climb aboard. He threw his bag over his shoulder and stuck a blade of grass between his teeth. Soon, he would be walking on the docks in Smögen harbour. But first he was going to visit the square to see if he could buy something nice to eat. Hopefully he would find someone who could point him in the direction of Mr Samuelsson.
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         THE WINDOW OVERLOOKING the boardwalk was open. Angelika and Christian lived on the top floor of the merchant house and from there, the sound of the passing tourists was pleasant. It was less pleasant from the second floor, where Mary and Kate lived. But the two women would never set foot on the floor above theirs. Breakfast, lunch, afternoon tea and dinner were all served in the big dining room on the first floor where the whole family ate together. They would also run into each other occasionally in the cigar room and in the library – if it couldn’t be avoided. Angelika liked to eat her breakfast and lunch thirty minutes after everyone else, but Christian felt an obligation to join the rest of the household. Angelika laughed when she thought about what the two ladies on the floor below would say if they knew she had made Christian paint the walls white, or if they had seen the sofa with two divans and plenty of colourful pillows from around the world.

         ‘Kate has never been very smart,’ Angelika said and blew the smoke from her cigarette out through the window.

         ‘Don’t talk about my mother like that,’ Christian said sharply and pulled a disgusted face when he saw his wife puffing on her cancer stick.

         ‘How sweet of you to defend her,’ Angelika said with a scornful scoff. ‘You’ll be defending her until the bitter end.’

         ‘We’re her heirs,’ Christian said. ‘Try to act with a little respect.’

         ‘I’m not so sure about that. Your mother might outlive us both,’ Angelika said. ‘You’ll see. The Blake men know how to find the most tenacious women. Look at your grandmother. She’s ninety-six.’ Angelika laughed, but her eyes were cold. ‘When we turn eighty, she might finally decide to give up and die. God, I can’t wait!’

         ‘You’re disgusting!’ Christian said. ‘I hope Hugo hears you talk like that one of these days.’

         ‘Hugo loves his mother. At least we have that to be happy about,’ Angelika said with a weak smile before throwing the cigarette out the window without caring where it landed.

         ‘You have to earn your children’s love,’ Christian said.

         ‘You have to earn your wife’s love too,’ Angelika said and let her white silk robe slide open. ‘Come here!’

         Victoria sat there with her manuscript in front of her. It needed to be proofread and edited, but it still felt great. She had written her first novel. In August, she would return to work. She had been home with Anna for almost eighteen months. She had been home with Theo too, but he only got to have his mother to himself for thirteen months. She could see how much the siblings enjoyed each other’s company and knew her children would always have each other. They were still a bit too young for playdates, but she did enjoy seeing the other mums in her mummy-group. When they got together, they let their children roam free while they drank coffee and shared the latest gossip.

         Every day since autumn, she had asked Björn to give her an hour to write. She had managed to produce almost 350 pages about Sotenäs and the generations of people who had inhabited the coast over the years. But her story was presented in the format of a thriller, in which death was one of the key ingredients. Some of the novel’s historical parts would be published in the annual yearbook of Smögen’s local history society.

         Eva had promised she would read the manuscript. Although she was a primary school teacher, she was an expert in linguistics and grammar. Eva was waiting for the manuscript – ready with her red marker – and all Victoria had to do now was deliver it to her. She was more nervous about the fact that she had asked Dennis to read it from a police officer’s point of view. She loved her brother, but when it came to criticism, she was very sensitive. He normally treaded carefully around her, but this was work. She knew he would be brutally honest with her. But then again, that was what she wanted. She wanted the book to be received as a serious piece of literature.

         Victoria’s phone rang and it was Dennis. Maybe he wanted to talk about the novel.

          
      

         Andrea was out of town. Since she and Miriam became a couple over two years ago, they hadn’t spent a single night away from each other. But now she was visiting her parents on Mallorca and would return home in a couple of days. Their house was modern, minimalistic and almost sterile. Normally Miriam found it clean and fresh, and it really reflected Andrea’s style. But when Andrea wasn’t home, the cold granite surfaces lost their charm. Andrea always made things feel homey and cosy, and now she was gone, so was the warm feeling in the house. Miriam didn’t like sleeping alone.

         ‘Do you like the Bolognese?’ Miriam asked.

         ‘Sure,’ Jesper said and wiped some orange sauce from the corner of his mouth.

         ‘Why don’t you say something then?’

         ‘Say what?’

         ‘Say something about the Bolognese!’

         ‘Thanks!’

         ‘Andrea made it. She cooked the chuck until she could pull it apart. So it’s a real Bolognese. No shortcuts like using pork mince or anything like that if you know what I mean.’

         ‘It was delicious! I was just about to tell you. But what was it that you wanted to show me?’ Jesper put the napkin down and pushed his plate to the side.

         ‘Come with me,’ said Miriam. She noticed that he had helped himself to the food three times, so she didn’t understand why he couldn’t just tell her he liked it. He was only thirty-five years old, but he was an adult after all. Miriam felt annoyed. His laziness bothered her. You simply couldn’t be lazy in their profession. She would definitely make him see that.

         ‘Look at this,’ she said once she had made a picture appear on the big screen on the wall in her office.

         It was a picture of Charles Blake. He was lying on the floor in the pilot lookout, and it looked as if he was asleep. Miriam pressed a button and made another picture appear. It was a close-up that showed a line across his throat. The line was thin and cut deep into the man’s skin. Blood trickled along the wound.

         ‘Do you see that?’

         ‘It looks like he has been strangled with something thin. Maybe piano wire or fishing line.’

         ‘Exactly! I even found traces of fibre in the wound. When forensics are done with their analysis, they will be able to tell us more about the murder weapon.’

         ‘Is that how you see it?’ Jesper asked.

         ‘It’s definitely how I see it.’

         ‘So you’re saying someone strangled Charles before hanging him?’

         ‘Exactly. By the way, could you sleep here tonight?’

          
      

         Victoria put the mud cake on the table and covered it with a layer of whipped cream and sliced strawberries. Then she powdered it with icing sugar to make it look beautiful. Her manuscript was lying in the middle of the dining table. The table was set with the beautiful coffee cups they had inherited from Björn’s mother, and she had laid out pink napkins, lit a candle and filled a vase with pink roses and buttercups. If you looked at the table facing the window and the beautiful view of the inlet of Smögen’s harbour, it looked like something out of an interior design magazine. Unfortunately, it didn’t look quite as glamourous if you looked at it with your back against the window. The play mat on the floor was covered with Lego pieces, train tracks and an ocean of other toys. Anna and Theo were playing with their toys and, for once, they weren’t fighting over them.

         ‘Wow, it looks nice being a stay-at-home-mum,’ Dennis said and walked up to his sister.

         Victoria hugged him at the same time as she clenched her fist and pretended to punch him in the face.

         ‘I’m composing a list of all your nice comments,’ she said. ‘One day you might have children of your own.’

         ‘Looks like quite a long list,’ Dennis said, pointing at the manuscript. Then he took a picture of the beautiful table.

         Theo came up to the table to inspect the mud cake. He wasn’t a fan of the cream or the strawberries, but he loved the creamy chocolate cake. Victoria cut him a slice and scraped the toppings off onto a plate. Theo sat down and started to eat. The rest of them sat down too. Anna, on the other hand, loved the strawberries and waited patiently to get to them.

         ‘I’m so glad you want to read my manuscript,’ Victoria said. ‘It means a lot to me.’

         ‘Unfortunately, I don’t think I will have time for that,’ Dennis said without realising how much his words upset Victoria.

         ‘You don’t have time?’

         ‘We’re in the middle of an investigation and I need to focus all my energy and time on it. But I was thinking that maybe you could give me a short summery of what you’ve found about Smögen’s herring kings?’

         Victoria hated the way the whole family always adjusted to Dennis’s work. The concept of give and take didn’t seem to exist in his world. Sure, he was a wonderful brother and uncle, but what the hell? Victoria suddenly felt angry. If anyone was short of time, it was her. She took care of two kids at the same time as she wrote novels that took a lot of work – and a lot of research.

         ‘I understand if you find it rude, but it takes about ten hours to read a book and I really don’t have that kind of time right now. When this is over, I’ll be spending my days reading your manuscript on a warm cliff somewhere. But please help me out here.’

         There he was again. Humble, understanding and charming.

         ‘When are you planning to get your own family, Dennis? When you do, you’ll understand how hard it is. You’ll long for your investigations once you find yourself sitting there with two little children that demand all of your attention.’

         Dennis kept his mouth shut. It wasn’t the first time they had talked about him not having a family. In fact, they had argued about it many times before. His sister always managed to hurt his feelings. He felt angry and upset but knew he would have to suck it up if he wanted her to tell him what she had found out about the herring kings.

          
      

         Nathalie threw the towel on the smooth rock and walked out on the diving board. She dove into the big, blue ocean and felt goosebumps cover her skin as the water embraced her. When she reached the surface again, she shook her wet hair out of her face and started swimming back towards the ladder. She felt rejuvenated as she sat down on the turquoise bench. The bench stood next to the white wooden fence that was built alongside the walking path leading out to Badholmarna – the public bathing area in Bovallstrand. She looked at the little row of white cabanas next to her. The sun had bleached the paint of the green doors. The Swimming Society’s kiosk was open nearby and in a little bit, excited children would line up outside it to buy ice cream and candy. But this time of day, everything was quiet.

         She could have chosen to live in Kungshamn to be as close to work as possible. But then her bike ride to and from the station would only take her five minutes. At least now she would have to bike a couple of kilometres a day. It turned out to be a great decision as leaving Kungshamn and the station behind every night helped her drop everything that had happened during the workday, which was just what she needed. Sandra was known for being one of the most promising officers on the Bohus coast, but her attitude sucked.

         From day one, she had made it clear to Nathalie that she was only there to cover for Helene, and that it was probably best if she stuck to tasks like cleaning the office or bringing coffee for Sandra and Dennis. That was never going to happen though. Didn’t they know she came from the Cold Case Unit? That was where the smartest officers on the force worked. Or had she been completely mistaken? Maybe Cold Case was where you dumped people for whom you couldn’t find a better place. No, her previous boss at the County CID had been very clear about what her mission entailed. She was expected to get in there and sort things out. Her job was to clean up among the unsolved cases and make sure things started moving forwards.

         Sandra had treated her like the dirt under her sandals since the day they met, and it probably wouldn’t get any better.

         ‘Nice dive,’ a voice suddenly said in front of her. The sun made it impossible for Nathalie to see who the voice belonged to.

         ‘Thanks.’

         The person, who turned out to be a man, sat down next to her. She turned towards him and saw who it was.

         ‘Emir? Is that you?’

         The man laughed and bit his lip.

         ‘It sure is. Are you okay?’

         ‘Yes, I think so. I’m covering for the staff at Kungshamn Police Station this summer.’

         Emir kept laughing and looked away.

         ‘What?’

         ‘So, you’re working with Sandra?’

         ‘Dennis is my boss.’

         ‘But Sandra calls the shots, right?’ Emir slapped his knee and kept smiling.

         ‘How about you?’

         ‘I work in Strömstad.’

         ‘How did you end up there? I thought you were next in line to become the top dog over at the County CID?’

         ‘I’m not sure about that, but my girlfriend lives in Strömstad, so I moved there and found a job right away.’

         ‘Always with a new girl.’ Nathalie smiled.

         ‘We’ve been together for almost three years, so I’m serious about this one. Have you found anyone yet?’

         ‘No.’ Nathalie didn’t feel like sharing anything more on the subject. Although she enjoyed talking to Emir, her love life didn’t concern him. And as rumours spread like wildfire within the police force, she was always careful to keep her private life private.

         ‘It was nice seeing you,’ Emir said before he stepped up on the diving board and took a dive. When he emerged from the water a bit further out, he turned to wave at her before continuing his swim.

         Just as tanned and fit as always, Nathalie thought and remembered the Christmas party all those years ago.
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