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Odile and Jean-Louis,

who gave me a taste for words and hard work.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            ‘There is nothing positive to say about the depths through which I wandered for seven years, surrounded by the blind and the damned who raged like souls possessed against all that remained of human dignity.’
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          Thursday, 7 November 2013
        
      

         

         
      The light from the three electric torches stripes across the pit.
    

         
      A perfect rectangle. One metre thirty in length, fifty centimetres in width. Made to measure.
    

         
      He picks up the spade, gathers earth and spreads it out in the hole. A single shovelful and the legs are already covered; all that sticks out are the toes. Toes as smooth as pebbles, as cold as ice, that make him want to touch them with the tips of his fingers.
    

         
      Smooth and cold.
    

         
      He throws another pile of damp earth over the stomach. Some lands just below the thoracic cage, around the navel; the rest slides down the sides. A few more spadefuls and it will all be done.
    

         It had all been child’s play.

         
      All of a sudden, he lets go of the spade and brings his muddy gloves up to his ears.
    

         
      ‘Just shut up, will you?’
    

         
      He spits the words out, his jaw frozen with anger.
    

         
      ‘No, no, no, no! Stop shouting. Stop!’
    

         
      He kneels down beside the pit and places his hands against the colourless lips.
    

         
      ‘Shh. Shh, I said…’
    

         
      His nose brushes across the ice-like cheek.
    

         
      ‘OK … OK … I’ll do it … I’ll sing your little song. I’ll sing you “Imse Vimse”, but you must remain quiet. Is that understood?’
    

         
      He stands up and shakes dirt from his trousers. 
      2
    

         ‘Itsy bitsy spider climbs up the waterspout…’

         
      He takes hold of the spade and throws another lot of earth across the torso. It sinks into the wide-open gash running down from the chin to the sternal notch.
    

         ‘Down came the rain, and washed the spider out…’

         
      A spadeful over the face. The earth spills across the forehead, obscuring the hair, dripping into the eye sockets.
    

         ‘Up came the sun, dried away all the rain…’

         
      The dirt rains across the marble whiteness of the body to the rhythm of the nursery rhyme.
    

         
      He packs the final layer of earth tight and smooths it out, then arranges a bunch of brown winter leaves across the top with exaggerated, arrogant artistry. He walks away backwards, his eyes still fixed on the grave, then retraces his steps and kicks a few leaves around with his foot.
    

         
      He cleans down the spade with his gloved hand, replaces the electric torches in their bag, takes his gloves off, shakes them free of dirt, then one at a time places his tools inside the bag.
    

         Just as he pulls the bag over his shoulder, he hears the chatter of the parakeets. He’d heard somewhere that the exotic birds had escaped from the Shepperton film studios, in Surrey, during the making of Bogart’s Oscar-winning 1951 film The African Queen. But the truth was, no such bird was used on the set, and the film had actually been shot in the studios at Isleworth. So where had the damned birds come from, then?

         
      He stops for a moment and searches the depths of night for their applegreen plumage. All he can hear is a nearby rustle.
    

         
      He really needs a second pair of binoculars with night vision. Just can’t work by torchlight any more, much too dangerous. He has to get himself better organised and avoid such imprudence.
    

         
      He pulls one of the torches out of his parka pocket, and, keeping its beam low, gets on his way.
    

      

   


   
      
         
            
        
          
          Home of Alexis Castells, Hampstead Village, London, England
        
      

            
        Saturday, 11 January 2014, 15.00
      

         

         the fox was basking in the solitary band of sunlight that had reached the garden. He’d slipped in through the bushes twenty minutes before and hadn’t moved an inch since. Three gardens along, two small girls were running around barefoot, their curling, ginger hair animated by the breeze. It made you wonder how they never caught a cold.

         Sitting in her study, its windows overlooking the series of gardens below, Alexis stretched, adjusted the cushion under her backside and switched the tape recorder back on. Rosemary West’s monotonous voice spread through the room.

         Two months earlier, sitting facing Rosemary at Low Newton prison, in Northumberland, Alexis had stared at the killer’s small, dainty hands; hands that had beaten, strangled, raped. Hands that Rosemary looked down at as she told Alexis how she had killed her own daughter.

         For a brief moment, Alexis was startled. The blurred features of her parents had appeared on her screen. She paused the recording.

         ‘Can’t you see you just don’t know how to do it properly?’ Her mother was irritable. ‘This is where you should click, look.’

         The window went blank as the connection was lost. Alexis, with a grin on her face, called them back.

         ‘Hi,’ she said, as her father’s face filled the screen.

         ‘Oh … be quiet, Mado! Look, she’s here now, our baby girl. Alexis, my love, how are you?’ 4

         Thirty-seven years old and she was still his ‘baby girl’.

         ‘Why aren’t you outside, darling?’ Her mother took over, her mouth now moving closer to the webcam. ‘They say the weather in London is beautiful today. Well, in a manner of speaking, meaning you probably have a couple of rays of sunshine peering through the clouds. If you don’t take advantage of it now, you might not have another opportunity this year!’

         ‘She’s not outside because she has to finish her book, don’t you see! Remember, her publisher is expecting it in two months.’

         ‘But she needs some fresh air. Look at her face.’

         Alexis rolled her eyes. What’s wrong with my face? How rough can I look?

         ‘So, where are my niece and nephew?’ she asked, moving the conversation on.

         ‘They’re playing with their presents.’

         ‘Presents?’ What are you celebrating?’

         ‘The Kings. Els Reis Mags,’ her father replied in perfect Catalan. ‘The youngsters must be taught to remember where they came from. They are, after all, a quart—’

         ‘A quarter Spanish … I know, Dad.’

         ‘No. Catalan! A quarter Catalan. So, baby girl, how’s the book going?’

         ‘Five pages further down the road than yesterday, Daddy. I have to leave you both, get on with it, you know…’

         ‘Do you want me to keep some of the fideuà I made for you, darling?’ her mother asked. ‘I can freeze it and you can eat it next time you’re over? By the way, when are you planning to be here next? Have you bought your tickets yet?’

         ‘I’m not sure when, Mum…’

         ‘You don’t want any of my fideuà?’

         ‘Of course I want some of your fideuà, Mum, but I’m not sure when I can come see you next, yet. I really have to get back to work … Give everyone kisses from me.’

         ‘Don’t you want to say a word to your sister and Xavier, at least…?’ 5

         ‘I only spoke to them yesterday, Mum … Anyway, have a lovely afternoon.’

         Alexis blew a few kisses towards the screen to interrupt her mother’s protests and disconnected from Skype.

         She dragged her feet to the kitchen, poured herself another cup of coffee and picked up her mobile phone, which, when she happened to be writing, sat all too temptingly by the fridge. She only allowed herself to consult it whenever she stocked up on caffeine or cheese.

         Alexis opened her eyes wide with surprise. Seventeen missed calls from a London landline and four messages. She called the number straight back.

         ‘Alexis Castells, you tried to call me…’

         ‘Alexis, it’s Alba…’

         Normally, Alba Vidal, a Spaniard whose temperament was as colourful as her apparel, gave you the distinct feeling that she was embracing you as she spoke. But right now her voice seemed to have lost all its warmth. It was dry – splintered with anguish.

         ‘I’m calling from the store’s phone, I wanted to keep my private line free in case … No, no, no! Keep your hands off that window display!’ Alba was clearly in a foul mood.

         A few words of protest, mumbled in response to her outburst.

         ‘I’m the damned public relations director, and I’m telling you not to touch the window display, for heaven’s sake! So sorry, Alexis … it’s total madness here. You try for months to get things properly organised, and on the day it’s always the same bloody mess…’ Alba sighed heavily. ‘Dios mío, Alexis…’

         ‘What’s happening, Alba?’

      

   


   
      
         
6
            
        
        
          Germany
        
      

            
        July 1944
      

         

         the train slowed down as it began its ascent.

         With an animal grunt, the prisoner pulled on the wagon’s door. The others greeted the cold air, stretching their necks, as if this unexpected pool of breath could quench the thirst burning their throats.

         He waited for a few minutes, like a sparrow delaying his flight from a branch, then disappeared abruptly into the ink-dark night. As the train came to a complete stop, other prisoners began to jump out, too.

         A succession of muted sounds broke out and, all of a sudden, the forest was a blaze of yellow stains: the floodlights positioned on the turrets heralded the manhunt. It broke through the bushes, the tangle of trees, the undergrowth.

         
      ‘Ich habe sie! Ich habe sechs von ihnen!’
    

         The shouts were quickly followed by the staccato ballet of the machine guns – the orders shouted out in German mingling with the explosions, until a silence more terrifying even than the barrage of shots surrounded the convoy like a wreath.

         Erich Ebner wondered how many men had fallen. How many had managed to escape. How many were slowly dying in atrocious pain from their wounds. Maybe it was better this way, his erstwhile neighbour had whispered in English. Because, anyway, hell awaited them at the end of the journey. Erich was dubious: how could anything be worse than being in this cattle cart, deprived of air or water as the outside temperature reached twenty-five degrees? The wagons 7had been designed to carry forty men, or eight horses. There were one hundred and forty-two of them. At any rate, one hundred and forty-two had begun the journey alive.

         The old Spanish man had been the first to die, barely a few hours after the convoy had departed. His son had burst into tears as soon as he had realised his father had ceased breathing. He’d wiped the foam from his father’s chin and taken him into his arms, moaning, the purple features of the dead man swinging from side to side in a danse macabre. The son had then started banging against the wagon’s walls, before turning to his neighbour. He took his shoe off and hit the poor guy with the heel. No one moved, barely reacting to the assault. And the fight came to an end as suddenly as it had begun. Exhaustion had overcome the madness.

         Since then, others had succumbed, but they were standing so tightly together that the dead passengers were held up by the mass of bodies. Erich couldn’t actually see the dead, but he could smell them. The putrid scent of death permeated the wagon, mingling with the smell of sweat and emptying bowels. The pestilential odour of man reduced to an animal state. They only had a single bucket and it hadn’t been emptied since their departure, thirty-six hours earlier.

         Ebner pivoted on his foot. The prisoner next to him was trying to extricate himself from the tight embrace of those around them. Just before the escape attempt, the very same man had licked the pearls of sweat running down Erich’s neck. Erich saw him now, inch by inch, approach the bucket, and lap the urine spilling from it, his face all the time crumpling with disgust. He was interrupted by the crunching of gravel under the boots of the Nazi soldiers.

         Two SS officers stood in front of the now open doors of the wagon. The one on the right stepped forward, a hand on the grip of his pistol.

         
      ‘Ausziehen!’
    

         Nobody moved. Most of the men piled up in the wagon did not speak German.

         
      ‘Nackt, verdammte Scheisse!’ 
      8
    

         Erich knew that, if he translated the soldier’s orders, he ran the risk of being shot on the spot. He began to undress as fast as he could manage being stuffed tight between so many other bodies.

         His neighbours quickly followed his example. Numb and embarrased, they protected their genitals with their hands.

         ‘Die Anziehsachen zur ersten Reihe weitergeben!’

         His companions glanced at him sideways to see what they should do now. Ebner passed his clothing along to one of the prisoners standing in front of the officers.

         Once the clothes had all been piled on the ground outside the train, the soldier pulled out his Luger, placed the muzzle against the forehead of the prisoner facing him and pulled the trigger. The detonation was masked by the cries of sheer horror coming from the other men as they were showered with pieces of brain matter and bone.

         
      ‘Kein Entkommen mehr.’
    

         The second SS officer closed the wagon’s door and the train departed again.

         
            [image: ]

         

         The convoy arrived in the station the following afternoon.

         The shrieking of the brakes melted into the overall clamour – a mix of ferocious barks and orders shouted out in German.

         The wagon’s door opened and revealed a group of soldiers. Three of them held the leashes of froth-mouthed German Shepherds, aching to rush towards the new arrivals.

         
      ‘RAUS! RAUS!’
    

         The first row of prisoners moved hesitantly forward. Like sudden and heavy rain, rifle butts and thick wooden bats fell across the heads, shoulders and the hands raised in protest. The dogs were set loose on those who were unable to get up again.

         
      ‘RAUS!’
    

         As fast as the prisoners could exit the wagon, the dead fell across 9the platform like rag dolls. The bodies were trampled by those hoping to survive, and trying to avoid the storm of blows.

         The rubber truncheon only made contact with Erich’s shoulder and knee; he escaped the dogs and joined the waiting line of survivors.

         The walk to the camp seemed to take forever. Erich stumbled along with the column of limping men, five abreast, under the oppressive copper sun, moving to the rhythm of the orchestra accompanying them.

         None of this made any sense. The journey. The dead. The cruelty. The music. The naked bodies. No one even tried to conceal their nudity any longer, as if each and every one of them had already abdicated their humanity. And, above all reigned the silence. The silence of unconditional surrender lurking behind the inappropriate music. The guards had not ordered them to be silent, but no one dared to speak. Fear paralysed their senses: it had replaced pain, thirst, hunger and extreme fatigue.

         Where were the sons, the daughters, the wives of these men? Where were Erich’s parents? And his friends; his university colleagues? What was the destination of this hellish journey? He’d overheard the SS officers mentioning Ettersberg Forest. That meant they must be close to Weimar, in Thuringia; close to the hill where Goethe enjoyed walking amongst the beeches, thinking of Charlotte von Stein.

         The soldiers came to a halt in front of a gate. The one leading the column read aloud the inscription carved above the metal doors:

         
      ‘Jedem das Seine!’
    

         To each his own. Suum cuique. As if these men, on the threshold of death, were in a position to appreciate the irony of such a philosophical statement.

         All of a sudden, someone screeched loudly.

         Erich looked to his left and noticed a soldier standing tall, his hand raised. A naked man was moaning, curled up on the ground.

         
      ‘Aufstehen!’
    

         The man remained where he was, his body shaking with spasms. 10

         ‘Aufstehen, du verdammte Rastte!’ The soldier’s arm fell across his victim.

         Erich then realised what the hand was holding: a stone. The Nazi hit the poor guy until the stone was lodged inside the shattered skull, then stepped around the body and rejoined the head of the convoy.

         The walk resumed, to the enduring rhythm of the periodic beatings and the sprightly music.

         Erich tried to swallow down the ball of fear growing inside his throat. He looked down at his bloodied feet, wondering when, if ever, they would be provided with food and drink. He was already salivating at the thought of a stream of cool water running down his throat.

         Ten minutes later, they stopped in front of a large shed. Rest must be coming.

         But when Erich entered the building, he could see neither the piles of clothes nor the meal they were expecting. He froze in shock, aghast. A prisoner standing behind him nudged him forward towards a brown-haired man wielding clippers. As the implement ran repeatedly over Erich’s skull, his delicate straw-coloured hair fell with painful grace to the ground, where it joined the darker curls already spread there.

         Finished with Erich’s head, the man took hold of a razor and ran it over his armpits, his arms, his torso and his legs. When the blade reached his penis, Erich closed his eyes. The humiliation had drained all his energy. He meekly positioned his head when his ears were inspected. His mouth was held open, revealing his parched throat. His lips were dry and bleeding by now.

         He was then led, under a barrage of truncheons, towards a gigantic water tub. A strong kick to his backside pushed him into it. He immediately recognised the smell of phenol. He felt as if his skin was catching fire. He dunked himself under, as ordered by a smiling SS officer, closing his mouth and eyes, then exited the liquid the moment he got the nod. When he reached the jet of cold water that came next, he couldn’t help but open his mouth, forgetting how his whole body burned. 11

         The guy from the train had been right. It was indeed hell that was greeting them at the end of their journey. But a thoroughly well-organised hell.
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          Hampstead Village, London
        
      

            
        Saturday, 11 January 2014, 16.45
      

         

         alexis pulled her sheath dress up her thighs and almost to the point of indecency, before climbing into the cab with as much elegance as she could muster, considering the outfit she was wearing. She was still flustered from having run down the stairs from her second-floor apartment in high heels. Getting into the cab hadn’t improved matters. She heaved a deep sigh as she lowered herself onto the seat.

         ‘175 New Bond Street, please,’ she called out, adjusting the dress across her legs.

         The driver went down Fitzjohn’s Avenue and continued along Avenue Road. A few minutes later, they were crossing into Regent’s Park.

         Alexis peered through the cab window. The outlines of the John Nash white stucco terraces stood out against the soot-coloured sky. By now, the park was darkening and the London winter was taking on a Scandinavian air.

         The cab braked to make way for a few women joggers. With admiration and a smidgeon of envy, Alexis followed the passage of the trainer-clad amazons. Striding triumphantly, they braved the damp cold, running through the thin rain which, with grey streaks, shaded the late afternoon. She pulled up the collar of her coat and shivered in reaction. It brushed against her earrings: two pearls set against a red-gold pin designed by her friend, Linnéa Blix.

         She had difficulty swallowing and rubbed her throat. 13

         Linnéa had created a collection of jewels for Cartier that was to be launched this very evening in the presence of a handpicked set of exclusive clients. Linnéa had been due to meet up with Alba at the New Bond Street store in the middle of the afternoon, but had not shown up and couldn’t be reached. It was true that Linnéa had, at best, a somewhat elastic notion of time, but she would never have missed a business meeting.

         ‘Miss?’

         The cab had come to a halt in front of Cartier’s. Alexis settled her fare and disembarked from the vehicle, making a clumsy sidestep to avoid a puddle. She barely had time to set foot on the red carpet leading to the store’s entrance before an umbrella was unfurled over her head and sheltered her as she made her way to the door.

         Paul Vidal, Alba’s husband, was waiting inside, facing another set of doors leading to an impressive staircase. He was nervously moving his weight from foot to foot, like a stilt-bird in a pond, albeit with an elegance that came as a surprise for a man of his size. When he saw her, his smile was radiant and he gave her a short but tender embrace, completed by a quick kiss on the cheek. His ‘store manager’ persona was already switched on for the occasion.

         As they separated, he whispered sombrely in her ear, ‘She’s still not here.’

         Alexis’ throat tightened again.

         
      Damn it. Where could Linnéa be?
    

         Paul’s tone quickly switched to its light-hearted, commercial mode to greet the Russian clients standing patiently behind Alexis.

         ‘Madam, may I show you the way to the boardroom?’

         The voice that said this was discreet, clear and crystalline. Alexis turned towards it. A thin-waisted, dark-haired young girl was smiling at her with genuine kindness. Alexis followed her, taking care with every step where she placed her vertiginously high heels.

         At the top of the stairs, a mirrored door opened onto a high-ceilinged room. Alexis quickly noticed Alba, in full discussion with an Asian couple. 14

         Alexis wanted to sit down with her friend and with undue, almost adolescent haste, talk of Linnéa – ‘gossip away like schoolkids’, as Paul often put it, in jest. She wanted to share her anxiety, add Alba’s to hers, escalate the worry, dream up ridiculous and melodramatic theories that could put Hollywood to shame; only to then burst out laughing when Linnéa made her appearance, improbably dressed, her mass of blonde hair tightened into a chignon on the top of her head, and madly apologetic at having missed her flight … But, tonight, it seemed that Alba would not be able to spare Alexis a single minute; she moved from client to client – there was no chance of speaking to her. Alexis would have to control her own stress, then. Linnéa would surely show up.

         She accepted the champagne glass a sylph-like waitress offered her and took an initial sip as she moved into the conference hall. The delicate bubbles of the champagne washed over her palate.

         Alexis took the room in. The expensive furniture, the resplendent, finely chiselled cornices, the heavy curtains brushing against the herringbone parquet floor – it all reminded her of grand old days. As if General de Gaulle was still wandering across this room, which had been, during the war and his London exile, his office. Some even believed his famous 18th of June speech had been written between these four walls.

         In the room’s very centre, a large cube surrounded by a cloak of red velvet seemed to hang, almost levitating in the air. In all likelihood it was the display unit containing Linnéa’s collection. In each corner stood golden, circular birdcages displaying the sumptuous creations of Jeanne Toussaint. After designing handbags for Coco Chanel, the Belgian designer had run Cartier’s high-end jewellery range for more than forty years.

         Alexis set her empty glass down on a gold platter and stepped towards the birdcage in which the more prestigious pieces from the Panther collection were being exhibited.

         ‘Ladies and gentlemen…’

         Paul had begun his speech. Obediently, the thirty or so guests turned to him. 15

         ‘It’s a great honour for Cartier tonight to introduce to you this preview of a new collection, designed and handmade by our new creator, Linnéa Blix, in celebration of the seventieth anniversary of France’s liberation. Cartier is not just a witness to history…’

         Alexis looked around for Alba. Her friend was listening attentively to her husband’s speech. She stood by a stocky, white-haired man whose shape was elegantly flattered by a Savile Row suit. Alexis recognised Richard Anselme, a diamond merchant and Linnéa’s very own Pygmalion.

         Alexis moved her weight from one heel to another to compensate for her discomfort.

         Linnéa must have missed her flight. Twice a year, she exiled herself in Falkenberg, on the west coast of Sweden. She mostly stayed out of touch during the course of these retreats, what she called her ‘spoiled brat indulgence’.

         Alexis shook her head to banish any alarming thoughts and continued listening to Paul’s speech.

         ‘…During the occupation, Jeanne Toussaint displayed a piece the colours of the French flag, and in the shape of a bird imprisoned in a cage, in the window of the Cartier shop in Paris. Unsurprisingly, this audacious gesture attracted the wrath of the occupying forces, and Toussaint had to endure several days in prison. In 1944, Jeanne Toussaint celebrated the liberation of the capital by helping the bird out of its cage. A symbol of a free France.’

         Paul marked a theatrical pause and gazed at his audience.

         ‘It’s also Jeanne Toussaint who Cartier are celebrating in the new creations we are unveiling tonight. Tomorrow morning, the collection will be introduced to the press in Paris and will go on display in the windows of our rue de la Paix store, where she who was called “the Panther” displayed The Bird in a Cage seventy years ago.’

         Paul raised his arms with all the authority of a conductor.

         ‘Please.’

         The red-velvet cloth poured down the walls of the display unit 16with all the quiet arrogance of a wanton woman finally undressing in front of her lover. The crowd rushed forward.

         Alexis was about to follow in their wake when she noticed Peter Templeton, Linnéa’s partner, standing by the door. His eyes were frantically scanning the crowd.

         Alexis’ heart jumped so hard she felt she would faint.
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          Home of Linnéa Blix, Sloane Square, London
        
      

            
        Saturday, 11 January 2014, 21.00
      

         

         peter was sitting at the table in the dining room of his apartment. His empty eyes moved from his hands to the candle holder sitting in the centre of the table. He’d gone to Cartier to fetch Linnéa. But she wasn’t there. She hadn’t turned up to the event she had spent months talking about. The evening of her triumph. Maybe she’s still in Sweden? Alexis had suggested with a nervous smile. Maybe.

         He watched as Alexis, still in her evening dress and holding the mobile phone to her ear, paced an invisible line between the two sash windows. Staring at the floor, she was listening to the police officer on the other end, pinching her lips between thumb and forefinger. As he answered her, her hand ran through the air, tracing shapes like cigarette smoke.

         She wedged the phone between her ear and her shoulder, grabbed her notebook from the table and took note of an e-mail address. She thanked the police officer and hung up.

         ‘Peter, do you have a photo of Linnéa that we could forward to the police?’

         He looked round at Alexis. His face was twitching. In the space of a few hours, his cheeks had sunk and his normally tanned features had turned grey. He slowly rose, left the dining room and returned with his own mobile phone, which he handed over to Alexis. At the same moment, a bell rang sharply. Peter walked sluggishly to the door.

         A minute later, he came back, Alba in his wake. 18

         Alba was no longer wearing her jewellery and had swapped her heels for flats that looked suspiciously like slippers. Her centre-parted brown hair was tied at the back, making her look like a schoolgirl. Her make-up had all the signs of an end-of-evening battle zone: her foundation had sunk deep into the small lines circling her eyes and her mascara was frittering away, highlighting the signs of her fatigue. The short ponytail lengthened her already oblong features, and the tired make-up made her look like someone in mourning. Alba put a hand to her forehead as if checking her temperature.

         Alexis greeted her friend with a tense smile.

         ‘I’ve been in touch with the police,’ she said. ‘I’ve just sent them two photos of Linnéa.’

         ‘Have they checked if she was on the passenger manifest for this morning’s Gothenburg-to-London flight?’

         ‘They’re onto it and will call me back.’

         Alba nodded. She slowly walked to the couch, peering around at the surroundings with courteous curiosity. Peter and Linnéa had moved in four months earlier, but neither she nor Alexis had visited their new apartment yet. Her gaze settled on a frame standing on the redwood sideboard – a sketch of Linnéa’s depicting a diadem.

         Alba looked away and unbuttoned her coat, then kicked her slippers off and curled up between the cushions, drawing her heels back under her body. Peter took his place at the table again while Alexis, like a sleepwalker, continued pacing between the two windows. Each was imprisoned inside their own silence. Like actors frozen on a stage, waiting for the curtain to be raised.

         Then, suddenly, the phone in Alexis’ hands vibrated and she brought it to her ear.

         When she hung up a few minutes later, Peter and Alba were anxiously looking back at her.

         ‘Her flight landed at Heathrow this morning, but she wasn’t on board.’

         Silence fell on the room like a lead weight.

         Alba straightened out. The leather couch beneath her groaned. 19

         ‘Have they—’

         ‘Yes,’ Alexis interrupted her. ‘They’ve checked. She wasn’t on any of the day’s other flights. Or any of yesterday’s either.’
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          Heathrow Airport, London
        
      

            
        Sunday, 12 January 2014, 18.45
      

         

         alexis buckled up and took hold of Peter’s hand. Normally charismatic, Peter was now like a helpless child. Anxiety had undermined his self-assurance, bowing his shoulders. His eyes were fixed on the plane’s window. Hailstones hammered against the wing as if kids with pebbles were using the A320 Airbus for target practice. Alexis looked over at Alba sitting on the other side of the aisle. They stared for a moment, each giving the other a hopeless smile.

         The previous evening, the British missing-persons bureau had been in touch with the Falkenberg police, and the Swedes had immediately despatched a patrol to Linnéa’s home. No one had answered the door. They had managed to peer through the window, but nothing appeared to be out of order. Swedish police were now about to set in motion a preliminary enquiry into Linnéa’s disappearance; then they would decide whether to break in or not.

         Unwilling to remain in London awaiting news of his partner, Peter had decided to travel to Falkenberg as soon as possible. Neither Alexis nor Alba had been keen to let him make the journey alone.

         They’d had to wait until they could find seats. It was as if all twenty-five thousand Swedes living in London had decided to fly home that same weekend. They were due to land in Gothenburg around ten and were expected at the Falkenberg police station on Monday morning at eight.

         Peter’s hand held Alexis’ in a tight grip.

         ‘What am I going to do?’ he asked, his eyes fixed on the tarmac outside. ‘What am I going to do if…?’ 21

         His mouth was dry and his voice muted. He fell silent.

         Alexis stroked his arm to cheer him up. She could have reassured him by declaring that she was convinced that Linnéa was OK. But she was tired of reassurances. Riven by anxiety, the words felt untrue. There was still no news and it augured badly. That was the evidence. The mere thought of it was like fingering a scar. Best give him an affectionate touch, Alexis thought. It was less hypocritical.

         ‘That’s the way she is, you understand,’ he said, his eyes staring at the armrest separating them. ‘She enjoys her “me time”. When she goes to Sweden, it’s to enjoy the rest. She does send me messages from time to time, but … if I’m the one to call … well, you know the way she is when she’s there…’

         He rubbed his hand against his frowning forehead.

         ‘Do you think I should have been more worried, Alexis? That I should have called the police earlier?’

         ‘No, Peter, not at all. There was no reason to worry. None whatsoever.’

         It was the answer he was hoping for. Absolution.

         He nodded, reassured by her words, leaned his neck back against the headrest and closed his eyes.

         Alexis turned towards Alba. Her friend was dozing, her head nodding from side to side.

         She looked at her watch. Just about 19.00. Another thirteen hours to go before they would know. Thirteen hours before any answers might be revealed.
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          Torsviks småbåtshamn, Falkenberg, Sweden
        
      

            
        Sunday, 12 January 2014, 21.00
      

         

         unaffected by the wind beating harshly against his face, Kommissionar Lennart Bergström was rushing down the snowy dune two steps at a time, his path lit up by his torch.

         Further down, frozen and empty, the small pleasure marina was as unrecognisable as an old friend who’d long lost contact: winter had scared the boats away and swallowed up the banks of reeds. Huddling against a wooden shed, a wide white tent had been erected. Two police officers stood on either side of it. The picturesque landscape of the småbåtshamn was quite spoiled by this intrusion.

         Björn Holm, the head of the SKL, the scene-of-crime police, awaited the Kommissionar at the foot of the dune.

         ‘Good God, Lennart … I’ve never seen anything of the sort,’ he muttered, nervously plucking ice from his moustache.

         Bergström cleared his throat.

         ‘Is the pathologist here?’

         ‘Not any more. He was called over to Gothenburg.’

         ‘Damn … Have you made a start?’

         ‘We’ve had a brief look at the body and replaced the snipa* as it was. I wanted the guys to start looking at the hull and then around the boat, although I strongly doubt if we’ll find anything, what with all this snow.’

         Bergström slipped on his protective clothing, pulled on similar 23 covers over his shoes, then blew into a pair of blue latex gloves before putting them on. 

         ‘You go first,’ Björn said, as he moved aside.

         Two arc lights threw a fierce, naked light across the interior of the tent. In its centre a small wooden boat lay upside down, the red line of its hull pointing upwards.

         The three technicians momentarily looked up from the snipa as the Kommissionar entered and acknowledged his presence with brief hand gestures.

         ‘We need another couple of minutes,’ the smallest of the men said from behind his mask, his gaze not moving away from the specific area he was examining.

         ‘What have you done with the two kids who discovered the body?’ Björn asked the Kommissionar.

         ‘I left them at the station, with Olofsson. They were quite shaken up.’

         ‘I gather they were dead drunk. But in a terrible state of shock, all the same. Frozen to the spot, I heard. What the hell were they doing in Torsviks småbåtshamn in the middle of the night?’

         ‘Probably came here to drink in peace. They’d stolen a couple of bottles of vodka from their parents and thought they’d found the ideal hiding place.’

         ‘Looks as if they weren’t the only ones…’

         ‘Right, that’s it, we’re done,’ said one of the technicians. ‘Now we can move the snipa.’

         Björn and Bergström both stepped back while the other two technicians began to move the small boat.

         The hull had clearly survived years of harsh weather and torrents of spindrift; it reminded the Kommissionar of the nutshell Thumbelina had used as a cot in the Andersen fairy tale. What a strange train of thought, he reflected, as he watched the boat being raised like the lid of a box.

         A naked woman lay underneath. She was on her back, her arms alongside her body, her legs tight against each other. 24

         Bergström kneeled down by the body. Under the film of frost, you could see the skin had turned blue from the severe cold. Her thick, blonde hair was carefully laid out, reaching down to her shoulders. Her pubis had been shaved and the letter X carved into her left arm. Her eyes had been pulled out. The ocular cavities were empty, dark and unnaturally large, like a huge stain in the delicate landscape of her face. Her throat had been slashed vertically from her chin down to her sternal notch, and the skin of her neck yawned like an open shirt. Her trachea had been sectioned.

         The Kommissionar rose and exited the tent. He discarded the protective clothing and picked up his mobile phone. It was time to summon the troops, and fast. He had the uneasy feeling that a Pandora’s Box had just been opened.

         
            * A snipa is a wooden boat
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          Landvetter Airport, Gothenburg, Sweden
        
      

            
        Sunday, 12 January 2014, 22.15
      

         

         the biting cold took Alexis in its grip. For a few seconds, her anxieties faded away. All she could feel were the icy tides rushing through the soles of her shoes and rising up her legs. She even managed to enjoy this momentary pause in the dark flow of her thoughts. To be able to feel and not have to think. As if her brain had been disconnected. Deliverance. But it didn’t last.

         She was soon hopping up and down, waiting for Alba and Peter to get into the cab, then followed them inside and closed the door behind her.

         The flight had been silent. Unending. Alba had slept all the way. Peter had alternated between sleep and wakefulness, muttering incoherently to himself most of the time.

         Alexis had hoped the busy clamour of the airport would help banish all thoughts of Linnéa. But the atmosphere in Landvetter was soporific. In the arrival hall, an anonymous mass of blonde heads greeted the travellers with an apathy that was anything but welcoming. Alexis had walked out into the cold determined to rid herself of all this negative energy. Now, however, she was confined to the interior of the cab for an hour and a half.

         The three friends sank into contemplation of the white blanket of snow covering the plain outside, a pale-blue light spreading across the night. Wedged between Alba and Alexis, Peter stared at the road, listless. Alba had her nose stuck to the window, like a moody child.

         The driver had the radio playing quietly. The unexpected grace 26and musicality of the Swedish language felt like a lullaby to Alexis. She closed her eyes and massaged a temple with the tip of her fingers. She’d never actually heard Linnéa speak in her native tongue, or even talk about Falkenberg and what she did there. Linnéa always studiously avoided answering questions about her sojourns in Sweden, waving her hands in the air almost Mediterranean-style, before quickly changing the subject.

         ‘I’m sorry … How long until we get there?’

         Alba had asked the question, her voice almost a whisper, her eyes fixed on the road ahead. They’d been driving for more than an hour already.

         The driver answered, his English a tad rough, with almost German intonations – in sharp contrast to the natural softness of his voice: ‘Five minutes.’

         Peter was pulling nervously at his seatbelt, as if attempting to escape its tight embrace. ‘I just can’t,’ he gasped. ‘I can’t wait until tomorrow morning. We must go to Linnéa’s. Right now!’

         Alba threw a panicky look at Alexis, who then took Peter’s hands into hers to calm him down.

         ‘We haven’t got any keys, Peter. And, anyway, the police have already been to Linnéa’s place. There’s nothing we can do.’

         ‘It’s crazy. They didn’t even bother to break in and look inside the house, damn it! Maybe she felt unwell and she’s waiting … waiting for…’

         His breathing was becoming frantic. He bent forward, his hands against his open mouth in an effort to staunch a flow of tears.

         Alexis dug her mobile phone out, her hand unsteady, and gave Linnéa’s address to the driver, who was throwing them nervous looks in his rear-view mirror. His head now buried in the hollow of Alba’s neck, Peter no longer bothered to hold back his tears.

         The cab slowed down then turned right onto a narrow path, shuddering like a boat about to go to sea. Alexis’ phone began to vibrate. She took the call, steadying herself against the front seat as the car navigated the rough terrain. 27

         ‘Alexis Castelli?’

         She ignored the incorrect pronunciation of her name and abruptly confirmed it was she.

         The man at the other end of the line introduced himself, then spoke briefly in perfect English. Her eyes wide open, her forehead balanced against the front seat, Alexis asked him to repeat what he had just said. All of a sudden, fear and pain surged through her stomach, crushing her lungs, her throat becoming unbearably dry.

         Yet again, death had come visiting.

         
            [image: ]

         

         The driver came to a halt in front of a stately yellow-wood house. Snow peppered the sky, forming a curtain of white netting. In the distance, flashing lights were dancing busily.

         Alexis was biting her lips in an effort to prevent herself shaking. A body had just been discovered in the small marina nearby. That’s what the Swedish policeman had told Alexis on the phone. They had come across a body. He knew Alexis was on the way to Falkenberg – had been informed of the fact by the missing-persons bureau – but he hadn’t realised she was now just five hundred metres away from Linnéa’s place. The policeman had stuttered, hesitated, exchanged a few words in Swedish with another man with a drawling voice, then requested Alexis to ask the taxi to drop them off at another address, not far away.

         Alexis had hung up and closed her eyes, fear overcoming her fatigue, so she could barely breathe. She hardly had time to absorb the terrible piece of information before she knew she would have to repeat it. She didn’t go into any details; didn’t use fancy words. She just impassively passed on the gist of the conversation to her friends.

         Peter had nodded and fallen into a deathly silence. Alba’s eyes had widened briefly, and then her gaze had returned to the snowy spectacle outside the cab’s window.

         
      A body had just been discovered.
    

         The door of the yellow house opened and a broad-backed fellow 28wrapped up in a snow-splashed red parka appeared on the threshold. As Alexis opened the door of the cab, a cloud of snowflakes rushed in and whipped across her face. She screwed up her eyes to shake off the shards of snow stuck to her eyelashes and exited the vehicle quickly, followed by Peter and Alba.

         As they walked towards the porch, the man moved to one side to allow them in, and began to speak, but his words were swallowed up by the roar of the wind. The sting of the cold faded as soon as he closed the door behind them. Shedding her coat, Alexis asked the man to repeat what he had said.

         ‘I’m Kristian Olofsson, a detective with the Falkenberg police force. We spoke on the phone just a few minutes ago.’

         ‘Yes, of course…’

         Alba and Peter stood behind her, like lost children.

         ‘This is Stellan Eklund.’

         A man stood in the arched vault that led to the kitchen on their right. He nodded briefly in their direction.

         ‘Stellan will look after you while we wait for Kommissionar Lennart Bergström to arrive.’

         ‘Is…’

         But the detective didn’t give her the chance to finish her question; he pulled his phone out of his pocket and moved away, into the corridor.

         Stellan welcomed the new arrivals, asking whether they wanted coffee.

         ‘There’s something I have to ask the detective, then I’ll come and join you,’ Alexis said.

         She followed Olofsson and asked, without pausing, ‘Do you have a description? A photo? Any information about the person you’ve just discovered?’

         Surprised, Olofsson turned towards her. Staring at Alexis, he finished his phone conversation and hung up.

         ‘I can’t—’

         ‘Listen, all I’m asking is for you to share any information you 29have, even if you haven’t identified the … body … yet.’ Grief tightened her throat.

         ‘There’s nothing I can tell you. I haven’t been given any of the details.’

         Alexis rolled her eyes and sighed with frustration.

         Olofsson kept on speaking in his monotonous voice. ‘Kommissionar Bergström sent me here, to Eklund’s, and asked me to have you wait. He should be here any minute.’

         ‘Can you at least tell me who Eklund is and why we’re in his home?’

         ‘Stellan Eklund used to be with the Falkenberg police.’

         A door slammed.

         ‘That must be Lennart,’ Olofsson stated, moving past Alexis towards the front door.

         As the door opened, Alexis caught sight of a particularly large individual with a short, greying beard. In his marine blue oilskins, his features chiselled by the seasons and his hair still damp with melting snow, Lennart Bergström looked more like a sailor than a police officer.

         ‘Hej, Lennart,’ Olofsson greeted him. ‘Det är Alexis Castelli, Linnéa Blix vän. Hon Kommer ifrån…’

         ‘Ja, ja, ja, visst Kristian.’

         Bergström looked straight at Alexis and held out his hand. ‘Hello, I’m Lennart Bergström, Kommissionar of Falkenberg police.’

         His grip was firm, but he placed his other hand on Alexis’ shoulder with surprising tenderness.

         ‘I am so sorry…’ he said.

         Alexis’ legs gave way and Bergström just about managed to catch her. An abominable sadness surged over her, eating away at her soul like a hungry beast.

         Bergström helped her sit down on one of the chairs lining the wall of the corridor. He sat down next to her.

         Her back bent, staring down at her knees, Alexis listened to the words she had feared hearing.

      

   


   
      
         
            
        
          
          Home of Stellan Eklund, Olofsbo, Falkenberg
        
      

            
        Monday, 13 January 2014, 01.30
      

         

         kristian olofsson served himself some more coffee. The tall, skinny woman, whose name he had forgotten, handed him her cup as if he were just common muck. He couldn’t stand these big-town chicks. This particular one stank of money, with her handbag perfectly matching her belt and her shoes, and that look of superiority on her face that said ‘My bracelet alone cost the same as you earn in six months, you fucking peasant’.

         He filled the bourgeoise’s cup while gazing over at the other woman, Alexis, the pretty one. Stellan was busy with her. No surprise. After her fainting spell in the corridor, she’d taken a deep breath and had walked over to impart the bad news to the pretty boy, who’d promptly collapsed in a heap, like the gutless piece of shit he no doubt was. Just another guy who’d lost his balls; maybe she’d stolen them … she sure looked fiery. She and Horseface had given him some pill to calm him down and had put him to bed in one of the spare bedrooms. In the meantime, Bergström had explained that this Linnéa Blix chick who’d been found at Torsviks småbåtshamn – starkers and her face in a mess – was something of a celebrity. Kristian had never heard of her, though.

         ‘Kristian!’

         Talk of the devil … The Kommissionar had been keeping a close eye on him ever since he’d moved here from Gothenburg.

         ‘Yeah?’

         The fat-arsed cunt was always on the case. And now, for once, 31something had actually happened in Falkenberg; it probably gave him a hard-on.

         Olofsson set his coffee cup down and stepped over to join Bergström next door.

         ‘The forensics team have finished at the victim’s home. I’ll need Peter Templeton taken there to check nothing is missing or has been moved; or even added.’

         ‘He’s asleep. They gave him a pill.’

         ‘Oh … Well, go and see if either of his two friends can help until he’s back in circulation.’

         Olofsson nodded and returned to the kitchen. Sure, they could be of assistance. But there was no way he wanted the tall, skinny one along; he’d take the pretty one – give them time to get to know each other.

         
            [image: ]

         

         Things didn’t turn out the way Olofsson had hoped. The snobby bitch had turned ugly at the suggestion of looking over Linnéa’s home. She found the idea inappropriate while they were still reeling from the news of her death, and anyway it would be useless, as neither of them had ever set foot in the house. The hottie had then argued her side of things, saying that they should do anything for the sake of the investigation. They might not know their friend’s Swedish home, but they had been intimate with her and they might see something random that could prove useful: the presence of something or some missing object, maybe. She’d made a good case, concluding that it was something they should do, notwithstanding their feelings.

         Horseface had reluctantly accepted her friend’s logic and calmed down. But, as usual, shit happens, and the useless pretty boy had then woken up, so Olofsson had to take all three of them along. A bloody nuisance. Add to this the fact he was getting damned tired; it was four in the morning and he was dying to get his head down.

         The detective slammed the car door and shivered. No one had 32said a word since they had left Eklund’s. The mood of the party was downright sinister. Despite the polar cold and the heavy pall of night, which seemed to adhere to their skin, every single one of them would much have preferred to remain outside.

         The cop left on guard duty opened the door for them, switched the lights on and stepped aside to let them in, closing the door behind them. Alexis briefly felt like she was part of a group of tourists being hurried along by their guide.

         Her tired gaze travelled over the hallway’s walls which, to her surprise, were covered in an orange-coloured flowery wallpaper. By the door leading to the kitchen stood two odd chairs, alongside a pale wooden chest of drawers, over which were scattered a few woollen hats, a lipstick tube, an assortment of coins and some leaflets.

         The kitchen was decorated in the same colours as the hallway, aside from some psychedelic-patterned tiles and a Formica-topped table. Alexis had trouble believing this house had ever belonged to her friend. It didn’t feel right at all. Linnéa always had a brand name to match any of her belongings: a Philippe Starck chair; an Arne Jacobsen table; a Ron Arad shelf.

         As if echoing her thoughts, Peter’s pained red eyes searched around questioningly. He ran his fingers across the edge of a table still littered with breadcrumbs, then walked out of the room.

         Alexis followed him into a narrow bathroom. Linnéa’s toiletry bag stood on a stool next to the shower cubicle. A brush and a mascara compact peered through the opening, as if they had just been used.

         ‘I don’t understand,’ Peter whispered. ‘This is all so unlike her…’

         Alexis could only agree, but she remained silent. She led Peter along to the next room.

         As they went, they heard the loud sound of Alba’s voice behind them, by the front door. ‘No, no, no, no, no!’

         Olofsson ran towards her, Alexis and Peter on his heels.

         ‘Have you found something?’ the detective asked.

         ‘What the hell are you expecting me to find, eh?’ she answered, 33her voice tearful. ‘The killer’s business card? There’s just nothing that resembles Linnéa in this house! Nothing at all!’

         ‘But you haven’t yet been upstairs,’ Olofsson protested.

         ‘I’ve had enough of all this! We’re exhausted and had to bear enough horror already today, don’t you just understand? We can’t put up with any more. Take us to the hotel.’

         Alba was right, Alexis thought: this day couldn’t end soon enough.
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        August 1944
      

         

         this morning, it was the cosh that had woken them up. Repeatedly crashing down on their skulls alongside the litany of the officers’ insults.

         Erich pulled himself out of the bunk, in time for the morning roll call. The two men with whom he shared the straw matting weren’t as fast as him and were both repeatedly hit in the ribs. Watching their bony bodies climbing down from the wooden cradle that served as their bed felt like gazing at the living dead escaping from a columbarium.

         Erich discreetly exercised his joints. He’d only been here for a few weeks, but already the terrible tiredness was taking its toll. Night was never long enough to compensate for the hellish days. They slept head to toe, on their sides, squeezed against total strangers, surrounded by the collective miasma – the rattles of pain, the moaning, the nightmares and the cries; the effluents of dysentery spilling all over the thin matting; the flea bites, the bedbugs and the lice swarming under their bodies. The nights were as inhuman as the days.

         One of his acquaintances on the block – a man who’d swallowed his wedding ring before being inspected on their arrival and kept retrieving it again and again from his excrement – had called it ‘dehumanising the prisoners’. Erich felt that was an understatement. Like identifying an illness but ignoring its symptoms. Not only were they dehumanised, they were dying of thirst and hunger, were exploited, tortured, degraded. Buchenwald was a never-ending 35waltz with Death. Everything they did, every single task, every step, was part of the dance.

         Erich hadn’t seen the cold yet, though. A Pole whose torso had been riddled by ulcers said the wind rushing across the camp was as deadly as an SS Luger; the ‘devil’s breath’ he called it. The guy cried aloud when he evoked the winter, when he mourned his comrades frozen on the ground, who he’d had to gather up.

         The cosh went into action again to encourage them out of the block. It was wash time. Erich only had a half-hour to make his bed, clean himself, dress and swallow down his breakfast.

         When the signal for gruel rang, he always seemed to be queuing for the latrines. If he didn’t reach the block in time, he’d forfeit his ration. He ran towards the sinks. But, for the sixth day in a row, he gave up on cleaning himself up and rushed away again.

         He set down the piece of stale bread and the bowl full of what approximated coffee on the corner of the wooden table. He broke the bread into small pieces and began to eat it, softening it with his saliva prior to chewing it slowly, before trying to wash it down with the ersatz coffee. As the final crumb of this thin morning gruel hit the back of his throat, he thought back to the summons he had received towards the end of his previous day’s work at the quarry. After the roll call, he was to present himself to desk number two. He had no idea why.

         He wetted his forefinger with the tip of his tongue to try and retrieve the four orphaned breadcrumbs lodged in a gap in the wood, and then left the block. Hunger raging inside his stomach and fear holding his throat in a tight grip, he walked over to the roll-call area. There was a strong possibility that the coming hour standing with his companions in misery, listening to an SS officer count down the camp’s occupants, might well be his last. He was surprised to actually feel some form of relief. The guy who had thrown himself, the previous evening, against the barbed wire, knowing all too well he would be cut down by the SS machine guns, had probably made the right choice. 36

         ‘Caps off! Caps back on!’

         Erich was familiar with the next shouted order. Fear accelerated his heartbeat.

         ‘Summoned prisoners to the big door!’

         He walked jauntily over to the second desk. He had to demonstrate he was in good condition, healthy, therefore still useful.

         ‘Work commandos, assemble.’

         He watched the lines of skeleton-thin bodies gather in groups of five to the sound of the lively music from the orchestra.

         ‘20076!’

         Erich turned round. A pot-bellied soldier was consulting a sheet of paper he held between his swollen fingers.

         ‘Yes, sir.’

         The officer scowled at him as he took note of the inverted red triangle sewn into Erich’s shirt. He came closer.

         ‘Bloody hell … You’re actually German…’ He took his cap off, scratched his forehead, then put the cap back on. ‘You know what, you fucker? As far as I’m concerned, you’re the worst of them all. Traitors to your own country. No better than if you’d tried to kill your mother, you fucker. Do you understand?’

         His drink-soaked breath almost made Erich sick.

         ‘Yes, sir.’

         ‘Take your pants off, you bloody traitor.’

         His hands unsteady, Erich let his trousers slip down to his ankles.

         ‘Lean forward, you fucker.’

         The gummi smacked ten times against his backside. Erich gritted his teeth and swallowed the bile rushing up his throat.

         ‘That’s the thrashing your mother should have given you.’ Out of breath, the officer put the club back into his belt. ‘But I’m not going to damage you too much. No reason you shouldn’t be able to enjoy your next treat: you’re expected at the ovens, arsehole. Your turn to be roasted.’
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         lennart bergström handed a cup of coffee to Stellan.

         ‘So how long is it since you spoke to or saw Linnéa Blix?’ the Kommissionar asked, sitting at his desk.

         ‘Last November. We dined at my house. I wasn’t aware she was planning to come to Falkenberg this month.’

         ‘Did she come here often?’

         ‘Two or three times a year, I’d say. For two, three weeks at a time. Sometimes a whole month, in summer.’

         ‘Alone?’

         ‘I don’t know. All I can say is, she never brought anyone when we ate together.’

         ‘Did she normally warn you when she was visiting?’

         ‘Yes. We always took advantage of her visits to see each other.’

         ‘Were you fucking her?’

         The question came as no surprise to Stellan.

         ‘We’d known each other for almost thirty years, Lennart. If we’d ever wanted a roll in the hay, we’d have done it long ago.’

         ‘I see.’

         ‘We just enjoyed good meals together. She was always there for me when … well, you know…’

         Stellan’s voice deepened. Bergström concealed his embarrassment by sipping at his coffee.

         ‘Did she ever talk about her partner, Peter Templeton?’ he asked, as he rose from the desk to fill his cup again. 38

         ‘I knew they were together, yes, and that he worked in human resources or something of the sort. But she mostly talked about her own work.’

         ‘And on Friday, when you returned from Stockholm, you didn’t see any lights in her windows?’

         Stellan shook his head.

         ‘Or a car in the drive? Damn, I’ve just realised I haven’t had time to check if she actually had a car,’ the Kommissionar remarked, as if speaking to himself.

         ‘She didn’t that I know of. She usually took a cab from the airport. Around here, she used to walk or cycle.’

         ‘OK … Well, Olofsson will take down your official statement. You understand I can’t get directly involved.’

         Bergström hugged Stellan – more an impersonal Scandinavian gesture of affection that anything intimate – and opened the door to his office to show him out.

         Walking through the station, Stellan noticed Alexis exiting the interview room with Olofsson on her heels. She was nodding mechanically in response to the detective’s continuous monologue, while taking in her surroundings. Her pale-blue eyes examined everything carefully, as if she didn’t want to miss anything important.

         Olofsson finally moved away. When she noticed Stellan, the young woman gave him a tired smile.

         ‘Hej, Alexis. How is Peter doing?’

         The question came as both a surprise and a relief to Alexis. She couldn’t pretend her shoulders were wide enough both to offer support to Peter and to console Alba – and also to reassure her own parents, who were deeply disturbed by the knowledge that their daughter was involved in such a dreadful story. By asking her for news of Peter, Stellan had unwittingly offered her a hand.

         ‘He’s devastated, of course. Exhausted too. He’s giving his statement right now.’

         ‘You’ve made yours?’

         She nodded. 39

         Olofsson returned, holding a cup in each hand, and positioned himself between the two of them. He’d taken off his woollen jacket and was displaying a strong set of abs under his skin-tight pullover. The hound couldn’t have chosen a worst moment to parade his wares, Stellan thought, as he took the cups from him. He offered one to Alexis. Taken by surprise, Olofsson had no choice but to give up his amorous ammunition.

         ‘Isn’t it my turn to answer some questions, Kristian?’ Stellan said, sipping from his cup. ‘Shall we?’

         Olofsson gave him a dirty look.

         ‘It’s what the boss wants.’ Stellan raised his left hand to make his point.

         His intentions defeated, Olofsson gave Alexis a crooked smile and asked Stellan to follow him into the nearest interview room. Stellan winked at Alexis, drawing a smile, then obediently followed the detective.

         Alexis set her handbag and coat on one of the chairs lining the corridor wall and slowly drank her coffee, her hands cradling the cup in a familiar and reassuring fashion.

         
      Linnéa is dead. Linnéa has been killed. Linnéa is dead.
    

         She repeated the words to herself over and over, as if hoping she would become accustomed to them and the heaviness in her chest would subside. She knew that time would provide no balm; at best it would help her to live with this new reality. She had to move forward and confront it if she was to overcome this awful feeling.

         She had suggested to Bergström that she should identify her friend’s body, so that Peter was spared the task. Bergström had swallowed hard, then explained in his deep, drawl of a voice that the tattoo on the victim’s ankle and the birthmark below her left breast left her identity in no doubt. The answer shattered Alexis’ equilibrium. She closed her eyes and tried to banish all the awful images her brain was racing to manufacture.

         
      ‘Ursäkta!’
    

         A uniformed police woman was pushing a board on wheels 40towards her. Alexis shifted sideways and the cop continued on to a set of heavy doors, which she pushed open with her hip. The doors remained open a brief moment, just long enough for Alexis to notice the photographs thumbtacked to the wall inside the room. Just long enough for her to recognise the long, curling blonde hair flowing from the mutilated body, shot from every conceivable angle. A naked body where two dark tunnels now replaced the eyes, and a bloody, dark-red gash extended all the way down from her neck.

         Just as the door closed, Alexis noticed that Bergström was in intense discussion with someone she recognised instantly, and whose presence was anything but good news.

         The young woman closed her eyes and took a deep, avid breath, like a swimmer returning to the surface after a lengthy dive.

         
            [image: ]

         

         ‘Where should I leave it, Kommissionar?’ the cop asked as she wheeled the board in.

         ‘Put it over there,’ Emily Roy ordered, pointing towards the room’s only window.

         The cop silently sought Lennart Bergström’s approval. With a slight nod of the head, he indicated she should follow their guest’s suggestion. The female cop reluctantly did so then left the room, not before throwing Emily a dirty look.

         Although Bergström was Swedish and a strong proponent of equality between the sexes, when Jack Pearce of Scotland Yard had warned him he was sending over his best profiler, he had to admit he hadn’t expected a woman. Not that Emily Roy was particularly feminine: she was short, athletic thin but robust; and rather intimidating.

         ‘You told Pearce she was found in a marina?’

         Her back to the Kommissionar, Emily was firing questions at him while moving the photos from the wall to the board. Her slow, economical, precise gestures reminded Bergström of a martial-arts master.

         ‘Yes. Torsviks småbåtshamn, in the Olofsbo quarter. Quite a rustic 41and isolated area. Småbåtshamn means “a port for small boats”. It’s mostly used by summer residents who own houses in Olofsbo.’ ‘Who discovered the victim?’

         ‘Two boys.’

         ‘How old?’

         ‘Fourteen and fifteen.’

         ‘Who owns the small boat where the body was hidden?’

         ‘It belonged to an Olofsbo resident who died back in 2004. He had no living relatives. His house was sold and the snipa had been hanging around next to the småbåtshamn information kiosk for more than ten years.’

         ‘I presume the kiosk is closed in winter.’

         Bergström concurred.

         ‘And no weapons were found in the vicinity?’

         ‘None whatsoever.’

         There were a few seconds of silence between them, the police station’s hubbub continuing in the background.

         ‘Have you anything to hand to make notes in?’ Emily asked him peremptorily as she contemplated the patchwork of photographs.

         Her demanding tone surprised Bergström, but he meekly executed the order, like a good schoolboy.

         ‘I will require aerial shots of the area where the victim was found and a scale map of the immediate surroundings, with everything clearly marked: houses, apartments, schools, fuel stations, supermarkets, shops, everything in the neighbourhood. I’ll also need the video that was taken when the body was discovered…’

         ‘We have photographs, but no vi—’

         ‘…the preliminary police report with all the possible clues uncovered by the scene-of-crime team, any information relating to the body’s discovery, and statements from all witnesses and neighbours, as well as any socio-economic information about the precise spot where the body was discovered – ie, what type of people live in and frequent the area. I also require the autopsy report and its toxicological and serological tests, the conclusions and thoughts of the 42pathologist, and autopsy photos with a clear view of the wounds once they have been cleaned up.’

         Bergström looked up to the ceiling. Falkenberg wasn’t London, for sure, but he felt insulted by the assumption he had no clue as to how a proper investigation should proceed.

         ‘I’ll get busy building a profile of the victim. What’s the actual address of the marina?’

         ‘We can drive you there, if you want.’

         ‘No need. I’ll make my own way.’

         Bergström gave her the address, and watched the profiler slip on her padded jacket and backpack with catlike movements.

         Emily left her host behind without a further word and quietly closed the door behind her.

         ‘Well, I do hope that not all Canadians are that rude,’ said Bergström out loud. ‘It’s sure going to be a pleasure working with Miss Emily Roy.’

         
            [image: ]

         

         Emily adjusted her cap so that it covered her ears. The fiery cold made her feel alive. All her senses awakened, she gazed at the expanse of Torsviks småbåtshamn. Now empty of boats, the småbåtshamn was just an icebound, snow-covered wilderness. The pontoons just about indicated the borders of the white expanse – the tentative rectangle opening out onto the North Sea, like a trench carved into the Olofsbo dunes and its rocky beaches.

         To the south, on the left, white fields extended to infinity, their trees tamed by the wind into eternal submission. The first dwelling stood about four hundred metres away. An old L-shaped farmhouse with a dark-red facade: Linnéa’s home. Further inland, two hundred metres to the east, was a small agglomeration of four yellow buildings. To the north, on the right, a dune of unkempt grass stood like a wall between the marina and the camping grounds. That was the way Emily had come. She’d driven to the car park by the beach and 43followed the shortest path, skirting the camping grounds, winding round the side of the dune before reaching the marina. A two-minute walk; four or five at most, for someone carrying a body weighing forty-seven kilos.

         It was the most obvious way for someone in a car, in a hurry and wishing to not be seen. Crossing the snow fields all the way from the main road, three hundred metres to the west, was unlikely: a car parked by the side of the road would have attracted undue attention. Wading through the fields all the way from Linnéa’s house, from the group of yellow houses or from the lighthouse’s car park, two hundred metres north of the camping grounds, was unthinkable. The killer could have reached the marina from the beach, but it would have proven a long, tiring and dangerous walk, what with the frost and snow making the pebbled path so slippery. No, the killer must have come the same way she had.

         Emily retraced her steps and walked by the Torsviks småbåtshamn information kiosk. This was where Linnéa’s body had been found, concealed beneath an abandoned boat situated between the yellow wooden hut and the dune. A boat the SKL, the scene-of-crime team, had towed away.

         She pulled a large, stiff envelope from her backpack and took out a series of photos, which she quickly glanced at. Eight of the shots showed details of the boat in which the body had been found. The profiler examined the snow-covered ground under her feet. Nature had already washed the horror away, burying the bloodstains, the clues, and the activity of the police under several layers of white powder. Nature had restored peace. Emily tried to imagine the whole scene that might have unfolded earlier beneath the spotlights illuminating the interior of the white tent.

         
      Latex-gloved hands pulling the boat away. Beneath it, the body is naked, the skin blue, with a thin film of frost. Emily can’t smell the rancid scent of death, which has been blown away by the cold. The silky blonde hair frames the face, all the way down to the shoulders. The arms have been placed alongside the body. The pubis is shaven. The eye 
      44
      sockets are empty, black, dried blood highlighting their circles. The incision made to enucleate the victim is visible and tidy. The throat is cut wide open. The gash is deep, flaps of skin hanging on both sides of it. The trachea has been sectioned and pulled out.
    

         Emily looked up, her hair disturbed by the wind, and stared out to sea. She couldn’t understand. But if it made no sense to her, it certainly did for the killer. She had to think as she usually did – move on from the bare facts of the case at her disposal to the essence of the killer’s fantasies, the keys to unlock his crime; move from logic to lack of logic, analyse the bloody work confronting her in order to understand the artist at play here.
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         alexis could no longer sit still in her hotel room. She’d resolved to clear her mind by walking over to Bratt, a restaurant in the old town where she had a dinner meeting planned for later. She’d have a drink, and, if all went well, she’d also obtain some answers to her questions.

         This first day without Linnéa in her life had seen her thoughts move between sadness and utter exhaustion. She had attempted in vain to hold onto passing dreams, as if surreal illusions might briefly banish reality. But, as Alba had once told her, death was not an absence but, on the contrary, a secret presence. For Alexis, however, this secret presence was proving even more unbearable than the abyss of vacancy.

         The waiter set a glass of rioja down in front of Alexis. She stared at the wine’s elegant coat of purple reflections.

         That morning, as they had been leaving the police station, Peter had informed his two friends that he would have to remain in Sweden for a few more days to sort out Linnéa’s affairs. With one voice, they had firmly objected. Alba had reminded him of their painful visit to Linnéa’s in the early hours of morning, which had come to a sudden halt before they’d been able to even move upstairs. Alexis had insisted they should bear the burden of the tragic events together, all three of them. She had volunteered to complete an inventory of the house. Peter had seemed to mentally collapse when she suggested this. So Alexis had proposed she should remain in Sweden alone, and had 46insisted that Alba and Peter return to England. There was a lot for them to do in London, too. She reckoned it would take her two or three days to complete the task at Linnéa’s and then she would go home.

         Pressured by his two friends, Peter had ended up accepting. He’d left for the airport with Alba in the middle of the afternoon, leaving Alexis to her demons.

         ‘What are you drinking?’

         Alexis jumped, even though this was said in more of a whisper than a loud voice.

         ‘Emily! Just a glass of rioja, thanks. So how are you?’ Alexis attempted a feeble smile and thought she caught a spark of irony in the fixed gaze of the profiler.

         Emily pulled off her woollen hat and her padded jacket, placed her backpack on the chair, hanging it by its straps, and sat facing Alexis.

         ‘You can interrogate me properly once we’re eating. Shall we order?’

         It was a purely rhetorical question. Alexis grabbed the menu by her plate.

         She had met Emily three years earlier, while she was working on a project about the Scottish serial killer, Johnny Burnett. Scotland Yard had put her in touch with Emily, one of the five profilers on their books – or Behaviour Investigative Advisors, as they were called in the UK.

         A transfer from the Royal Canadian Mounted Police, Emily had been the only one to establish any sort of close relationship with Burnett. Alexis had interviewed Emily at length, and Emily had finally agreed to introduce her to the killer. They hadn’t seen each other since that day at Full Sutton prison.

         The waiter brought their dishes. Emily, still silent, immediately dug in. She carefully forked each piece of gravlax into her mouth, barely chewing, and keeping her eyes fixed on her plate.

         Alexis opted to respect her companion’s apparently deliberate 47silence and gulped down her own saffron-flavoured risotto with little appreciation of its taste or smell.

         The photos depicting Linnéa’s mutilated body dominated her mind, banishing all the other light-hearted thoughts she’d previously tried to conjure up about her friend. It felt awful. In order to get rid of these lingering images, she knew she had to act, grab some answers to all the questions crowding her brain. She had, as a result, suggested to Emily they should dine together, hoping this would help her extract from the profiler some information about the enquiry.

         Alexis observed the regular movements of her fellow diner, wondering all along how and when to phrase her initial question. She knew there was no point in trying to be clever with Emily; she would see right through you if you tried any tricks and would just walk out in the middle of the meal.

         ‘What is it you want?’ the profiler said out of the blue as she sipped her wine.

         Alexis’ throat tightened. She’d always disliked the prickly tone often present in Emily’s voice. And today of all days she was unwilling to deal with it.

         ‘I saw the photos of Linnéa at the police station,’ she said, curtly. It was as if they were now imprinted at the back of her mind. In just that fraction of a second, her brain had memorised every single pixel. ‘I saw you discussing them with Bergström,’ she added.

         Emily speared a piece of salmon and a slice of potato with her fork, dipping them in the dill sauce spread across one side of her plate.

         ‘Was Linnéa the victim of a serial killer, is that it?’ Alexis continued.

         Emily raised her head and, with cold determination, looked back at her. Alexis couldn’t tell whether she was judging her, was angry or just stared at her with indifference.

         ‘That’s why you’re here in Sweden?’ she continued, sustaining Emily’s gaze.

         ‘Correct,’ Emily answered, placing the knife and fork on either side of the plate and wiping her mouth.

         Alexis blinked as if a rush of wind had slammed against her face. 48She’d prepared herself to fight it out with Emily. She’d carefully rehearsed every argument. But she’d never believed she would get a direct answer.

         ‘…in London too.’

         ‘Sorry, I didn’t hear what you just said,’ apologised Alexis, connecting again with the conversation.

         ‘Bodies with identical mutilations have been found in London.’

         Alexis’ eyes opened in horror. She swallowed once, her tongue rampaging inside her mouth.

         ‘But no one … well, I haven’t heard about that…’

         ‘Because we haven’t informed the press,’ Emily responded, pouring a glass of water.

         She pushed it across the table towards Alexis, who picked it up and obediently drank from it. The first sip cooled down the fire raging in her throat.

         ‘Thank you,’ she said, less for the glass of water than for the trust Emily was conferring on her – something she had not expected.

         Emily silently waited for Alexis to empty her glass of water.

         ‘But how did you … know about Linnéa?’ Alexis asked once she’d gathered her thoughts again.

         ‘Bergström called his colleagues at the Rikskriminalpolisen in Gothenburg to find out if any other victims had been discovered with similar mutilations anywhere in the region or the country. There was nothing. So he’d contacted the Interpol offices in Stockholm, who put him in touch with the Yard.’

         ‘How many?’

         ‘Two in London. And now Linnéa.’

         Alexis nodded, filing away the information.

         ‘And … you think it might be the same person? Or do you think there might be two of them?’

         Emily’s face darkened and, for a moment, she appeared to be lost in her thoughts, her eyes fixed on something behind Alexis.

         ‘I just don’t know,’ she said at last. ‘And that’s exactly what the problem is.’

      

   


   
      
         
49
            
        
        
          Monday, 13 January 2014
        
      

         

         
      He switches the engine off, opens his rucksack, picks out the binoculars and peers through the minivan’s tinted windows. Just as she begins to undress by the sash window, as if she has been waiting for him to arrive. He likes her small, round, high breasts.
    

         
      She climbs on the bed, crawls forward on all fours, like a dog. Why the hell does she insist on doing that, every single time? It doesn’t get him hard, no way, to see a human being act like an animal. There is nothing exciting about it. Submission? Wasn’t this concept of dog and master somewhat hackneyed? So why? Voyeurism? Displayed like this, her breasts flop limply like hanging pears, her stomach loses its tautness and you can’t even see her pussy. The guy isn’t even looking at her, anyway. He’s sniffing the cocaine the other girl has spread across her nipples.
    

         
      All of a sudden, the door opens and Logan appears. His mother doesn’t even notice; she’s too busy with her nose between the other girl’s thighs. Logan stands still for a few seconds, puts his thumb inside his mouth then departs, closing the door behind him. He knows that tonight he will not be sleeping in his own bed – at any rate, the one he shares with his whore of a mother. Sorry, Logan, Mum has guests. You should know the way it works by now.
    

         
      He focuses his binoculars on the other room in the house. He is aware that Logan will walk to the fridge and get himself a drink, which has been bought along with his ready meal on the way back from school, will park himself on the settee and switch the TV on. Later, he will wet himself in his sleep, and his mother will chide him, slap him, all the 
      50
      while holding his soiled clothing right in front of his nose in an effort to shame him. There’s something about this woman and dogs. It’s the same, over and over.
    

         
      He takes a look at his watch. The mother and her girlfriend always charge per half-hour. This is the fourth customer in a row, and it appears this one is going to stay for a whole hour. In twenty minutes, if all goes well, he will leave and the two friends will go out onto the street just ten minutes’ walk away, to attract further business. Later, they will end the evening at another girl’s place. The mother will return to the house at 3 a.m. and will collapse onto the bed without even taking a shower or checking out how her son is.
    

         
      It will be around eight, when she wakes up in the early-morning light, that she’ll finally deal with Logan and beat him until he manages to escape and lock himself inside the bathroom. She will knock on the door for five whole minutes, until she gives up and leaves the place, slamming the door behind her, like a teenager having a hissy fit.
    

         
      But, tomorrow, when she awakens, her pupils still dilated from the coke she’s been stuffing into her nose all night long, her little Logan will no longer be there.
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         emily took the photographs out of the padded folder. Each one was marked with a 1, a 2 or a 3, depending on the crime they related to. She pinned them to the board, grouping them by themes, then sat herself down at the large conference table, facing the board, her notepad open, eyes staring at the story that the pictures told, a story the first chapter of which had been written in London just a few weeks earlier.

         On that Saturday, the 14th of December, Emily had been woken up by the ring of her mobile phone at 5.50 in the morning. She’d put it on speaker and dressed while listening to Sergeant Scott, from the Metropolitan Police. He explained to her that she was expected at a crime scene on Hampstead Heath and that Detective Chief Superintendent Jack Pearce had asked him to collect her. She had thanked him, but, before hanging up, she had asked him for the GPS coordinates of the crime scene. The obedient sergeant provided them with little argument. Whatever DCS Pearce had ordered, there was no way she was going to sit around waiting for someone to escort her there.

         Emily had slipped on her trainers, zipped up her parka and put her hood up. She dropped a small black box into the front pocket of her backpack and left her home, her mobile phone in her hand.

         She ambled up Flask Walk at a trot, ignoring the damp cold that made the early-morning air quite unwelcome, continued onto Well Walk, crossed East Heath Road and entered the woods, better known as Hampstead Heath, with her torch in her hand. 52

         Fog embraced the claw-like trees and the thorny bushes with its streams of cotton tentacles, and drifted over the carpet of dead leaves spread across the ground. Emily checked her phone: she wasn’t far from the crime scene now. She took a muddy and twisting shortcut to her right and walked down it with a lightness in her step, indifferent to the brown, earthy stains beginning to spread across the bottom of her trousers. Fifty metres east, she caught sight of a ballet of electric lights. A few seconds later, she was sliding under the white-and-blue ribbon the police had unfurled, brandishing her warrant card and shouting out ‘BIA Roy!’ to an overzealous sergeant who already had a hand on his truncheon to halt her progress.

         He quickly apologised, red-faced, trying to explain that, with her stained trousers, her mud-splattered shoes, her cap and backpack, he’d mistaken Emily for a homeless person.

         ‘Where’s Sergeant Scott?’ she heard Superintendent Pearce ask. And before the embarrassed officer had a chance to respond, he said, ‘Bloody hell, Emily! Why didn’t you wait for him?’

         The boss stood facing her, his untidy mop of grey hair uncombed and wild.

         Already intent on seeing the body, waiting for her just ten metres away, the profiler didn’t reply, or even glance at Pearce.

         Pearce shrugged, giving up.

         Emily pulled a sealed plastic bag from her backpack, tore it open and slid out a flimsy protective suit, a hair net, a face mask, gloves and shoe covers. She adjusted everything around her own clothing, her eyes narrowing in deep thought.

         ‘It’s OK, Emily, I asked the scene-of-crime guys not to touch the body until you got here,’ Pearce informed her, as if reading her thoughts. ‘They’re about to set the tent up. The body was discovered by a dog,’ he went on, ‘belonging to a retired music teacher, seventy-two years old.’

         She turned towards Pearce and gave him a dubious look.

         ‘It’s an enormous German Shepherd. I guess she’s not scared to go out alone at night with that beast. She lives close by and takes 53a walk on the Heath every morning around 5 a.m., summer and winter, normally sticking to the paths. She got worried when her dog disappeared for a moment. She followed its barks and found it moaning, trying to dig something up. She approached and noticed the top of the skull just emerging through the dirt. She went straight home and called us.’

         Emily nodded at this information, adjusted her latex gloves and moved towards the burial site.

         The muddy earth was littered with brown, soggy leaves, scattered here and there by the rain. First she noticed the hole dug up by the dog, then, as she kneeled down, some strands of curly hair stuck in the wet ground.

         She gave a sign to the technicians. The tallest one acknowledged her with a similar gesture of his thumb, spoke to his colleagues and the whole group joined her on the edge of the improvised grave. They quietly greeted the profiler with a ‘Hello, Em’, then began to meticulously rake the patch of earth in front of them.

         First they freed the face and the brown hair from the earth, then the forehead and the tiny snub nose. The empty orbs were unnaturally large. The lips barely open. The throat was slit vertically, from the chin all the way down to the sternal notch. Maggots were slithering inside the narrow nostrils, peering out from the ocular cavities, crawling across the lips and the borders of the gash that extended all the way down the neck.

         The technicians gradually cleared away the dark blanket of dirt, revealing a body already deformed by putrefaction. Once the earth covering the upper half of the cadaver had been removed, Emily leaned across the grave and delicately took hold of the child’s left arm, being careful not to damage it.

         Brushing some dirt away, she had found the mark she was seeking. An identical Y to the one found on the body of another little boy discovered just a month earlier, barely one hundred metres away from this very spot. 54

         
            [image: ]

         

         Emily stood up, stepped around the conference table and moved nearer to the photographs she had pinned to the board. Three victims who had never known each other. The parents of the first two victims had been categorical: their children had never met, and neither had any of them ever come across Linnéa Blix. Three enucleated victims, whose throats had been carefully slashed from the chin to the sternal notch, and who had had their tracheas sectioned. The letter Y had been carved into the arms of both little boys, and the letter X in Linnéa’s. The X had been a much deeper cut. Did the killer mark his victims according to their sex? An easy assumption, but it was possible. He had shaved Linnéa’s pubic thatch and had savagely cut into her arm; did this signify he was angry with women? Did he have a compulsion to eliminate little boys before they reached the age where they could be perverted by the opposite sex, which he considered noxious? But then, what was the link between London and Falkenberg? The chances of Linnéa’s case being a copycat murder were almost non-existent: neither the public nor the press yet knew about the killings committed in London.

         Emily stared at each photograph in turn.

         Could it be there were two people involved? A pair acting in tandem, but with different tastes: the one in London having a taste for little boys, while the one active in Falkenberg preferred women?

         Emily sat on the edge of the table. None of these explanations satisfied her. The pieces just didn’t fit. She would have to forget these speculations and keep on gathering information. She would reach some form of conclusion later.

         Her next step would be to visit Linnéa Blix’s home the following morning; find out more, refine her profile of the third victim. For now, there was only one piece of knowledge that was certain: whoever had abandoned Linnéa Blix’s body under the boat knew the area well.
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         the ss officer following right on his heels, Erich crossed the roll-call ground, moving towards the square-chimneyed building that spat out its thick black smoke night and day. He would not be the first to be burned alive. Josef, the eldest man in their block, had spoken of a convoy of four hundred children. According to him, they had been incinerated alive by the young SS officer with the stammer who sometimes enjoyed throwing babies in the air and then shooting them like clay pigeons.

         Erich could no longer feel the lacerations the cosh had left on his backside; adrenalin was blotting out the pain. He had been tempted to hasten his own death by provoking the SS officer in some way: making the Nazi pull out his Luger and shoot him in the head. But, in Buchenwald, you never knew how you would die. If a soldier preferred to torture you for days rather than kill you on the spot, maybe being burned alive was one of the better alternatives on offer.

         The potbellied SS guard abandoned him by the crematorium, handing him over to a scar-faced prisoner.

         Following him inside, Erich found himself in a high-ceilinged room. Red-brick blocks, each two metres and a half tall, which housed the three incinerators, stood in the centre of the room.

         ‘I’ve just finished off what the cadaver conveyor, the Leichenträger as you would call him, brought me yesterday night, just prior to roll call,’ the man with the speckled face said in English; he had a faint French accent. ‘What’s your name?’ 56

          Fear formed a knot in Erich’s throat. He tried to swallow. It felt as if he had pins lodged down there.

         ‘Erich,’ he murmured.

         ‘I’m Alain. I don’t know what they’ve told you about the crematorium, but if I had a choice, I’d run back to the quarry. Anyway, I’ll quickly explain how everything works, then we can get on with it; the Leichenträger will return soon.’

         Erich gave Alain a puzzled look. So the crematorium was to be his new assignment: he was to work here, not be thrown in alive! He began to sob, hands pulled up to his lips. Relief flooded his body and awakened the pain radiating through his thighs and midriff. He greeted it like an unexpected gift.

         Alain slapped him amicably on the back.

         ‘It’ll be OK, mate; it’ll be OK. We’ll make our way out of here eventually … Come on, we’ll begin in the strangling cellar.’

         Alain led Erich to the basement.

         ‘Today, all we have to do is retrieve bodies from the strangling cave. They’ve left nothing to collect from the torture chamber or the dissection room. Well, for now … Be careful where you step, young friend. And breathe through your mouth.’

         The stairs ended in a rectangular hall. Erich froze when he reached the last step.

         The narrow paths, the blocks, the latrines, the SS – wherever you looked, Buchenwald stank of death. But this room embodied the very essence of the camp’s horror, the final resting place towards which herds of men, women and starving and wounded children advanced, thinking all the way of just one further step, the minute beyond the present; any more and they would succumb to madness.

         Facing Erich, scores of bodies, naked, or clad in meagre rags, were hanging on hooks fixed just a few centimetres from the ceiling, like slabs of meat. Their faces, twisted by fear and pain, still appeared alive.

         ‘We have to move them to the carts, then into the lift,’ Alain continued, seemingly unconcerned. ‘But it’s going to take a couple 57of journeys: the lift will only accommodate between twenty-five and thirty bodies. Normally, it’s only eighteen, but what with the camp’s general diet, we can fit many more…. Come on, give me a hand. I’ll grab this one by his legs and you, as you’re taller, you get hold of him from the top, under the armpits. No need to cut the rope off his neck.’

         Erich stepped round the puddles of urine, excrement and blood, and unhooked the first man. The body’s weight came as a surprise, and he stumbled backwards, just about righting himself by spreading his legs. The cadaver fell against his chest, its head buried against his neck as if seeking to huddle into him. His stomach shuddered with disgust, more in reaction to the pestilential smell than this parody of an embrace.

         ‘Are you OK, young friend?’ Alain asked as he helped him straighten himself out. ‘They’re heavier than they first appear, aren’t they? Don’t let go of him. I’ll get the feet. OK? Ready?’

         Erich nodded imperceptibly and they carried the body to the cart.

         Once the forty-five bodies had been transported to the floor above, they piled them up by the oven. Alain opened the first incinerator’s heavy, half-moon-shaped door. A scorching heat was released. He took off his striped shirt. Erich copied him.

         ‘I’ll show you how to do it first,’ Alain said handing Erich a pair of long-handled anvil tongs. ‘You pull them along by their feet with the pincers, and then I’ll take hold of their necks and stuff them into the oven. OK? Then we’ll move on to the other ovens. We can’t waste any time.’

         Erich’s gaze was lost within the mass of tangled bodies, his eyes resting a brief moment on a cyanotic face, its hanging, swollen tongue and eyes seemingly popping out of the bruised head.

         ‘Hey, German guy, step on it.’

         Erich followed Alain’s instructions. Holding the heavy tongs, he seized the cadaver’s ankles and they threw him into the oven. Then they moved on to the next body. Just after they had dealt with the twelfth prisoner, a sharp shriek reached them from inside the oven. 58

         Erich froze, his heart rising to his lips.

         Alain closed his eyes and gritted his teeth. ‘It happens sometimes. Let’s just continue.’

         ‘Damn it, you still haven’t got rid of all of your cargo?’

         The Leichenträger stood at the entrance to the room, his outline framed by the door. His stocky silhouette towered over them. He had addressed Alain in French.

         ‘You’re running late this morning, my Belgian friend! And with the new supplies I’ve brought you, you’ve still a lot on your plate. Who’s this with you, there? One of yours?’

         ‘No. He’s a Kraut.’

         ‘Hell. Poor guy.’

         The Leichenträger continued in English: ‘How old are you, shorty?’

         ‘Twenty-four.’

         ‘That’s a hell of a tattoo, there,’ he said, pointing to Erich’s shoulder. ‘You know, if you’d arrived in Buchenwald a few years back, there’s a good chance you’d have ended up as a lampshade in Himmler’s drawing room.’

         Erich gazed at him, not quite understanding what he had been told.

         ‘You’ve never heard of the Bitch? Kommandant Koch’s wife?’

         Erich shook his head.

         ‘Hey, Alain, you’re going to have to educate the kid!’ The Leichenträger clapped his powerful hands together. ‘That Ilse Koch whore had every prisoner with fancy tattoos put down like a rabid dog. Then she used their skins to have lampshades made, or bindings for books, and canvases for the drawing rooms of her friends. End of lesson. Now, back to our cargo, it’s all outside. And these are just the bodies from Block 50, so you’ve a long day ahead of you.’

         Alain and Erich followed him outside, each pushing a cart.

         Erich gazed at the mountains of bodies piled up like logs by the entrance door. They looked like split-open rag dolls. 59
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         By the time Erich left the crematorium to attend the evening roll call, the smell of carbonised flesh was stuck to his skin.

         The twenty thousand deportees arranged themselves in groups of one hundred to the sound of the music. Behind the slow procession of the orchestra, two prisoners were pulling a cart along on which stood a naked prisoner, his face cast down. The tired fingers of the musicians played J’attendrai, and, for a brief moment, Erich almost thought he heard the seductive voice of Rina Ketty.

         Two SS soldiers escorted the deportee to the gallows that stood at the centre of the grounds.

         The roll call began with the man’s body still jerking around like a puppet on the end of the rope.

         For four full hours, an SS officer called out each registration number in turn. During this time, fifty-five men, who had come to the very end of their tethers, collapsed. They had to be held up by their nearest companions until the officer finally reached the end of his list.

         Once Erich and his comrades made it to their block, Josef, the eldest prisoner, pulled a canvas bag onto the table. His ribs were almost peering through his thin skin, but his pale features looked triumphant.

         The denizens of the block knew what he had brought back from the kitchens. They were already salivating with impatience as they sat in front of their half-full plates of clear soup in which floated random, minuscule pieces of rotten potato.

         Josef distributed a handful of peelings to all and sundry. Some dipped them into their soup, others kept them separate, next to their bread, alternating a spoonful of soup and a meagre bite of potato peel.

         Michal, a Czech, waited until his comrades left the table before he began his harvest. Tonight, it was his turn: the breadcrumbs and whatever else had been left were his.

         Erich joined Josef and the group of inmates sitting at the ends of their bunks. 60

         ‘Do you know, we didn’t expect to see you tonight, Erich?’ Josef said, with a tentative smile.

         ‘I’ve been transferred to the ovens.’

         Josef grimaced.

         ‘I’m sure you’d rather be working with us at the quarry.’

         The Pole with the chest covered in ulcers shook his head. ‘Well, I, for one, would happily swap places with you and work in the crematorium. Today there was a guy who just couldn’t stand up any more and they buried him alive.’

         Erich thought back to the cries of agony of the man they had burned alive.

         ‘Do you know what’s happening in Block 50?’ he asked, his mind still haunted by the screams.

         ‘46 and 50 are the medical experiment units,’ the Pole explained. ‘Where we poor suckers are used as guinea pigs in order to prolong the life of the superior race. You must have noticed Block 50 when you wandered by on Sunday afternoon. It’s the one where the windows are all whitewashed. According to one of the guys who works there, they’re studying “exan-something typhus”.’

         ‘Exanthematous typhus,’ Erich corrected him.

         ‘Yeah, that’s it. There’s about sixty people working there, each stark naked and shaven down. They say it’s that other madman, SS Sturmbannführer Ding-Schuler who’s in charge. But Block 46, on the other hand – I have no idea what’s happening there, and neither does anyone else.’

         ‘Block 46 is the antechamber to death,’ Michal intervened, having just walked away from the table. ‘Anyone who walks in there never comes out.’
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         alexis was burrowing through her bag, while moving from foot to foot in an attempt to combat the cold seeping through her jeans. Despite Olofsson’s reminders, she had left her passport at the hotel. She managed to find her driving licence and showed it to the policeman in charge at Linnéa’s house.

         Silently, for a minute that seemed to go on forever, the young cop compared the young woman’s features with the identity photo, then checked her name against a list supplied by his superiors. He finally allowed her to pass. Alexis thanked him, drawing on all the politeness she had managed to absorb in her seven years living in London, and entered her friend’s home.

         To be inside Linnéa’s place without her around felt bizarre, and unpleasant. Alexis was almost expecting her to come rushing down the stairs when a voice made her freeze.

         ‘Alexis!’

         She turned around. Emily was looking out from the kitchen, at the other end of the hall.

         ‘Bergström told me you were planning to do an inventory of Linnéa’s house today. It’s a good thing, because I have some questions for you before I return to the police station,’ the profiler said, disappearing into the room.

         Shaking her head, Alexis followed Emily into the kitchen. How could the woman be so devoid of tact and empathy; it was beyond belief, worrying even. She must have no social life, surely, to treat people in the way she did. 62

         Emily stood behind the kitchen counter.

         ‘What sort of woman was Linnéa?’ she asked.

         ‘Can’t we do this somewhere else, Emily? Maybe at the police station?’

         ‘The faster I have answers to my questions, the more rapidly my investigation can move forward.’

         Straight away, Emily was making Alexis feel guilty. All things considered, she was a crafty psychologist, Alexis thought. She stood in the centre of the kitchen, unwilling to sit or lean against anything.

         ‘Linnéa was dynamic. Obsessed by her work. Funny. An extrovert. She could talk all night, even to a wall.’

         ‘Did she often come to Falkenberg?’

         ‘Twice a year, maybe, for two or three weeks at a time.’

         ‘Did she come with anyone?’

         ‘Alone. Always…’

         Emily seemed to frown.

         ‘And when she was staying here, she was never in touch much. Even with Peter. It was like a retreat for her.’

         ‘How long had she owned this house?’

         ‘She’d bought it two or three years ago, I think.’

         ‘Did she have any family in Sweden?’

         ‘Not that I know of.’

         ‘So what exactly was Linnéa’s profession?’

         ‘She designed high-end jewellery for Cartier in London.’

         ‘How did she spend her days?’

         ‘She … she drew; sometimes she worked with the salespeople at the store, meeting clients who were interested in special creations.’

         ‘How long had she been in the job?’

         ‘Less than a year. It was a big step forward in her career. She was about to unveil her first collection three days ago, last Saturday,’ Alexis said, her voice filling with tears.

         ‘And what did she do before?’

         Alexis cleared her throat. ‘She worked for another jeweller, but she wasn’t allowed to sign her creations.’ 63

         ‘How long had she lived in London?’

         ‘Oh, a long time. She originally went there to study at Central St Martin’s.’

         ‘And before that?’

         ‘She lived in Sweden, but I’m not sure where.’

         ‘How long had she been with Peter Templeton?’

         ‘Two years.’

         ‘Did they live together?’

         ‘For the last four months.’

         ‘Was it an exclusive relationship?’

         ‘Yes, I think so…’ Alexis’ gaze was fixed on a spot in the distance, behind Emily. ‘As a matter of fact, she never said much about the relationship … She only really talked about her work.’

         ‘What were they like together?’

         ‘Peter was attentive, tender.’

         ‘And her?’

         ‘She…’ The trace of a smile moved across Alexis’ lips as the memories flowed back. ‘She appeared happy.’

         ‘Did she have any enemies? Had she recently met any unusual new people? Unsettling acquaintances? Anything out of the ordinary happened?’

         Alexis shook her head in response to every question.

         Then a thought occurred, and she began to frown.

         ‘Sorry. I almost forgot to mention it: Linnéa had an ex-husband. A Swede. He moved into this area just a few months ago.’
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         kristian olofsson closed the door to the conference room, still biting into his kanelbulle.

         ‘Miss Roy, Kommissionar.’

         Bergström distractedly pinched the top of his nose and briefly closed his eyes. The detective was late for their morning meeting once again.

         ‘May I help myself to a cup of coffee?’

         Emily’s face remained calm and collected.

         Olofsson settled down next to the Kommissionar, setting down his breakfast on the table.

         ‘Who is this Svensson you’re talking about?’ he asked, brushing some specks of sugar from his shirt.

         ‘Linnéa Blix’s ex-husband,’ Bergström answered, his voice unemotional. ‘He’s been living in Falkenberg for the last few months.’

         ‘Never heard of him,’ Olofsson said, still sipping his coffee. ‘Falkenberg ain’t no Rörö*, Miss Roy. There are twenty thousand people living here; no way we could know every soul. And do you know how many Svenssons live in the whole of Sweden?’

         ‘Kristian,’ a tired-voiced Bergström intervened, ‘we’re referring to Karl Svensson, the sculptor.’

         ‘The one who lives in the big house on the beach and who earns a living assembling shards of broken bottles? Damn it, it’s a small world…’

         65 ‘So, as I was saying to Emily, we are indeed aware of Karl Svensson. He’s a well-known artist and…’

         ‘…a hell of a party animal, with a taste for drink and an eye for chicks a third of his age,’ Olofsson continued, swallowing the final bite of his pastry.

         Emily, who had been silent since Olofsson’s arrival, looked over at Bergström.

         ‘Yes, that’s about it. He’s been arrested for driving under the influence. He’s been found several times with female minors…’

         ‘How old?’

         ‘Between thirteen and fifteen.’

         ‘Has he ever been arrested for sexually assaulting a minor, or for rape?’

         ‘The fucker’s always managed to slip through the net,’ Olofsson declared, holding his cup aloft, a dismissive smile curling his lips. Bergström shot him an angry gaze, which he didn’t even notice. ‘He’s never been arrested. And no one has lodged a complaint against him.’

         ‘And who is Stellan Eklund – aside from being Linnéa’s neighbour?’ Emily asked, her voice neutral.

         ‘That’s such a good question!’ said Kristian, with a hint of laughter, twisting in his chair.

         ‘För guds skull, Olofsson!’ the Kommissionar shouted.

         Olofsson sank back in his chair. Emily had no need for a translation.

         Bergström loudly sighed.

         ‘Do you want a coffee?’ he asked, now getting up.

         The profiler shook her head.

         Bergström served himself in a night-blue Hogänäs mug, adding a spot of milk.

         ‘Stellan was one of ours,’ he said as he sat back down. ‘He used to work for me, here in Falkenberg. Then he was moved to Gothenburg to investigate a trafficking affair. A few months later, his partner, his partner’s wife and their two daughters were all murdered by the East European mafia gang they were investigating. Right in front of Stellan.’

         
            * Rörö is a small island of two hundred and sixty-nine inhabitants on the west coast of Sweden, in the Bohuslän province.
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         left alone following Emily’s departure, Alexis had begun sorting out the contents of the study, setting invoices and irrelevant documents aside, then inspecting the kitchen and the drawing room. All Peter wanted to keep were Linnéa’s sketches. He’d asked for the rest – the furniture, books, crockery, clothes and trinkets – to be given away to charity.

         She had not been looking forward to completing this inventory. She was aware of the pain it might cause her. Every single object had the potential to revive the person she had loved so much; might give Alexis the feeling that she was sinking into Linnéa’s lost embrace. In effect, however, what with the kitchen’s orange wall tiles, the drawing room and the living room’s psychedelic tapestries and the unmatched furniture, she felt as if she was not truly in her friend’s place at all, and this made the task easier. The police had left few traces of their presence: just, here and there, white and black flecks of powder across the wooden floor, on the door handles and on the light switches, which gave the impression of random touches of minor artistry dotting loud patterns of the place.

         Upstairs, the guest room was barely large enough to fit a bed and a narrow set of drawers; however, it offered an unmissable view of the beach and the lighthouse. Linnéa’s bedroom had a curiously rural feel to it for a place bordering the sea. The bed had a flowery patchwork cover, and the walls, whose lower halves were panelled, displayed a wallpaper of bucolic tones, which stretched all the way 67to the ceiling. Lively yellow curtains framed the windows. A novel by Harry Martinson and another by Jan Guillou sat on the right-hand bedside table, while on the left was an empty leather wallet. A fitted white-wood cupboard faced the bed.

         As she opened the cupboard door, Alexis could feel her heartbeat pounding: a red coat, silvery Louboutin shoes, a silk blouse and a pair of pin-striped trousers – the outfit Linnéa had no doubt been planning to wear for the Cartier evening. Alexis moved the hangers from one side to the other. The clothes were so delicate she had the feeling she was looking through a child’s wardrobe. At one metre fifty-five, Linnéa’s height didn’t conform to Swedish standards, only her blonde hair and pale eyes betraying her origins.

         Alexis suddenly frowned. Two pairs of trousers, a couple of T-shirts and a pullover – all much too large to fit her friend – hung in the far right of the cupboard. She checked the labels: the jeans in a 42, the tops L.

         Alexis sat down on the edge of the bed. A man’s clothing. But Peter had never set foot in this room.

         ‘Miss Castells?’

         She jumped. The duty cop had popped his head round the open door.

         ‘There’s someone downstairs who wishes to see you. Name’s Stellan Eklund. I’m not allowed to let him in as he’s not on the list of permitted visitors the station gave me for today. I’m sorry, but I’m new to this; not supposed to make any mistakes, you’ll understand…’

         ‘That’s OK. Thank you.’

         A wave of lassitude taking hold of her, Alexis sighed and gave a final look in the cupboard. She followed the cop out of the room, feeling as if she was abandoning Linnéa’s unknown lover there alone, unobserved.

         Stellan was waiting for her outside, indifferent to the gusts of cold wind buffeting his face and inflating the hood of his anorak.

         ‘Hej, Alexis. I went by the police station and Bergström told me I’d find you here.’ 68

         ‘Do you have some news about the enquiry?’ she asked, worried.

         ‘None at all, I’m afraid … Just wanted to offer you something of a coffee break, let you breathe a little. I can drive you back here as soon as you want to get back on the case again.’

         It was true – Stellan had come at exactly the right time. Alexis needed to inject a new perspective into her thoughts.

         She picked up her handbag in the hall and stepped into the car. One minute later, they arrived at Stellan’s.

         Alexis’ heart tightened as she walked into the house. She recalled following Kristian Olofsson through this corridor, then meeting the gentle giant Bergström, who had informed her of her friend’s death. She briefly closed her eyes and imperceptibly shook her head, forbidding herself to dwell on this recent memory.

         ‘Come, we’ll be better in the kitchen,’ Stellan proposed.

         Her gaze fascinated by the wide glass windows, Alexis slowly moved towards the breakfast counter. The house had been built on the edge of the beach, just far enough from the sea that you could embrace its splendour, just close enough to appreciate its power. Black, foaming waves washed over the snow-crowned shingles, forming the prelude to the imminent sunset.

         Stellan handed a cup to Alexis and sat down next to her. They watched the night fall across the beach in comfortable silence.

         A few minutes later, a second cup of coffee in her hand, Alexis asked Stellan Eklund how he’d originally met Linnéa. And, while he was telling her about the summer when he was fourteen, she wondered whether the men’s clothing abandoned in the bedroom cupboard belonged to him.
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         emily walked fast along the cycle path bordering the snow-covered road. The wind was animating the snowflakes, sending them dancing like a swarm of small flies. Her body felt tight, her thoughts confused, frustration spreading like poison through her veins.

         Bergström had handed over most of the files she had requested: the aerial views of the area where Linnéa Blix had been discovered; the scale map of the immediate surroundings; the preliminary police report containing all the information about the circumstances in which the body was found, as well as the relevant socio-economic information about the Olofsbo area. But she was still waiting for the autopsy report; and of Linnéa’s neighbours, only Stellan Eklund had been interviewed.

         Eklund: a retired cop with a zealous reputation who now worked in real estate. Unusual and uncommon enough for her to ignore and not wish to meet Eklund in the flesh.

         The profiler broke into a steady run in an attempt to get rid of some of the tension that was building up inside her.

         The investigations, both into the murders of the children in London, as well as into Linnéa’s death, cast more shadows than light at this stage. Information filtered through in no particular order, spoiling her attempts to forge any form of profile of the killer. This latest death had added fresh elements, but nothing that enabled Emily to start separating the wheat from the chaff.

         First she should focus on Linnéa Blix. Alexis Castells had painted an interesting picture of her and, furthermore, Emily had made a 70fascinating discovery at the victim’s home that very morning. She was now eager to hear what the ex-cop, Eklund, would be able to tell her about Linnéa. Or reveal about himself.

         She slowed her pace, regulated her breathing and rang Stellan’s bell.

         She hadn’t warned him she was coming over. She preferred to take people by surprise, catch them in the midst of their day-to-day activities, not allowing them enough time to compose themselves.

         Stellan Eklund opened the door, a cup of coffee in his hand. Emily remembered catching sight of him as she arrived at the police station. Tall, square shoulders and jaw, pale eyes; the sort of guy you couldn’t help noticing.

         She quickly introduced herself, walked inside and, to conform with Swedish habits, took off her shoes. Following Stellan into the kitchen, she came across Alexis, leaning against the American-style counter. She nodded towards her, careful not to betray any surprise.

         Alexis felt like a child caught lying. Her cheeks reddened as she cleared her throat and responded to Emily’s greeting.

         ‘I’m sorry to disturb you at home, Stellan,’ the profiler said, a candid smile spreading across her lips. ‘I’m attempting to draw up a profile of the victim and I need your help…’

         Alexis, shocked, threw a glance at her. She’d never witnessed Emily be so tactful and gentle.

         ‘I’ll leave you to it,’ she said, getting off her stool.

         ‘I’m not bothered if you want to stay,’ Emily said, then turned to Stellan: ‘As long as it’s OK with you.’

         Alexis opened her eyes wide. This was unbelievable. Emily on a charm offensive.

         Stellan, totally relaxed, nodded his head.

         Emily accepted the coffee she was offered and they all sat at the living-room table, facing the sea.

         Delighted to be allowed to stay, but in a state of discomfort, Alexis left a chair between her and her host and concentrated on her cup.

         ‘Linnéa Blix and you had known each other for a long time, am I right?’ 71

         Emily’s voice swam with empathy. Alexis had to prevent herself looking up to the sky in sheer amazement.

         ‘We knew each other as teenagers,’ replied Stellan. ‘We spent our summers in Båstad, with our parents. It’s a town on the coast, a bit further to the south.’

         ‘You lived in the region?’

         ‘No. I lived in Stockholm. And Linnéa in Norrköping.’

         ‘How did you end up in Falkenberg?’

         ‘My first posting, twenty years ago. I liked it here, so I stayed on.’

         ‘And Linnéa?’

         ‘Linnéa left Sweden some two decades ago. She only came here on vacation. If I remember correctly, she bought her house almost three years ago. Prior to that, she stayed with her parents, in Båstad. Following their deaths, she sold their villa and acquired this farm – her “psychedelic chalet” she used to call it. She didn’t change a thing inside. She was waiting to come into some money and summon up enough energy to deal with the place properly. We’d planned to set to work on it this year, in the spring.’ He frowned as he said this, his eyes looking down at his coffee cup.

         Pain flowed through Alexis. How did everyone else find it so easy to talk about Linnéa?

         ‘You were going to renovate the house together?’

         Stellan looked at Emily in silence for a few seconds. ‘No. Linnéa had asked us to do the work.’

         ‘Us?’ Emily’s eyes had shrunk, making her look somewhat suspicious.

         ‘I deal in real estate,’ he explained as he rose from the table.

         He moved behind the kitchen counter, picked up the coffee pot and returned, serving all three of them again.

         ‘I manage a building company dealing with renovations.’

         ‘Are you familiar with Linnéa’s ex-husband?’

         These sudden changes of subject enervated Alexis. Stellan, on the other hand, didn’t appear bothered.

         ‘Yes. Karl was part of the group of kids we spent our holidays with.’ 72

         ‘And have you stayed in touch with him?’

         Stellan straightened. ‘No.’

         ‘What type of man is he?’

         ‘Angry. Full of himself. A notorious pervert.’ Every single word was spoken sharply, like a sword cutting through the air.

         ‘Do you know Peter Templeton?’

         ‘I once had dinner with him and Linnéa in London. And we came across each other the other evening.’

         ‘What did you make of him?’

         ‘I liked him. Back in London I found him sympathetic, open. Although, on Sunday, he was more like a man torn apart by his partner’s death.’

         ‘Did Linnéa ever talk to you about her relationship with him?’

         ‘She would never discuss her personal life with me.’

         ‘Do you know if she was sleeping with anyone else?’

         Stellan made no sign of being surprised or shocked by the question. ‘I really don’t know. If that was the case, she didn’t confide in me.’

         Of course, Alexis thought. There was no doubt Emily had also noticed the items of male clothing in Linnéa’s cupboard. And the profiler was asking the very same questions she herself would have asked.
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         the heavy curtain of night hung like a cloud of ice, the cold turning into something even fiercer.

         Emily energetically advanced along the field bordering the Olofsbo beach. Alexis had difficulty keeping up; she was nowhere near as strong, nor did she possess the right equipment for this sort of romp, with the snow and frost pulling the temperature down to minus 15 degrees. The cold was clawing all the way down to the bottom of her lungs, insinuating itself through all her layers of clothing, breezing across her skin. But she had no one else to blame but herself: she was the one who’d insisted, on leaving Stellan’s place, that she accompany the profiler to the small pleasure harbour. Emily wanted to see the småbåtshamn again, now she had the scale map of the area and the aerial photographs in hand.

         A wave of questions about Linnéa’s murder swept through Alexis’ mind, and Emily was the only one who could provide answers. She was not looking forward to this dialogue – having to endure Emily’s brusque mannerisms and misanthropic attitude, but it would be worth it, she knew. She’d return to Linnéa’s to complete the inventory tomorrow.

         Emily’s torch beam swept across the ground, illuminating their path as they moved along to the sound of their shoes struggling through the snow.

         Alexis gritted her teeth to divert the pain. With every step, she had to raise her knees almost halfway to her waist in order to extricate her 74legs from the frozen grip of the snow. Her thigh muscles soon tired, reminding her how unfit she was.

         Emily, on the other hand, moved with surprising agility. Alexis watched her conquer the fields of snow with a demeanour that was simultaneously feline and warrior-like. She was thinking back to how unctuous the profiler had been when interrogating Stellan, almost seductive in fact. Had she taken a fancy to him, or what? And why not? Alexis pondered.

         They finally left the field and reached the small marina, if she was to believe the presence of the pontoons isolated in the midst of the icy esplanade. They swerved to the right to avoid the pontoons, and finally came level with a small wooden hut braced against the dune.

         Alexis pulled a bottle of water from her bag and greedily drank the whole half-litre in an attempt to soothe the fire raging in her lungs.

         ‘Do you want some more?’ Emily asked, reaching for her rucksack.

         Alexis whispered a ‘no’, wiping her mouth dry with the back of her hand.

         ‘I’ve never known you to be so considerate,’ she said. ‘You surprised me at Stellan’s, earlier.’

         ‘I’m told people respond well to this sort of approach,’ Emily answered with assurance, then gripped the small torch between her teeth.

         She pulled a thick cardboard folder from her backpack, and from the folder took a set of photographs, which she placed under the circle of light from the torch. Alexis noted these were aerial views of the bay and the beach. Photographs of the area where her friend’s body had been found, abandoned.

         Eyes strained with anguish, she looked away, staring at the desolate landscape. She was treading the same ground as Linnéa’s killer. Her feet were standing on the very ground across which he had probably dragged the naked, mutilated body.

         It wasn’t as if Alexis was not accustomed to crime scenes. To document her books, she had looked at countless blood-splattered and horrifying photos. She’d examined them with cold eyes, with 75the detachment of someone who hadn’t been involved, and had not experienced the suffering. With two exceptions: one particular murder seven years earlier, and now Linnéa’s.

         Her heart was beating frantically inside her chest and she felt the sudden urge to vomit. She leaned forward to expel the bile rising up her throat, spitting it out. She had to swallow hard a couple of times to repel the horrible taste spreading across her palate as she bent forward; it was as if even gravity was conspiring against her, and she felt her nerves jangle.
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