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         Majorca

One Month Earlier
      

         She had suspected it would happen eventually. That the truth would one day seep out, spreading into a stain. Yet she had clung to the lie, pretending no one would ever know. The various strands of her life, carefully woven and pulled taut, had hidden her secret. A deceptive sense of safety. His visit yesterday had changed everything.

         Señora Orjeda stubbed out her cigarette directly onto the windowsill and pulled her stained painter’s smock tighter around her thin frame. With a nervous glance, she peered through the small ventilation window into the garden. Beyond the handmade dry-stone wall, thick with bougainvillaea, the pines spread their immense crowns over the neighbourhood—proud, upright trees lining the fashionable Avinguda de la Rossegada. Such a contrast to the stunted, wind-bent pines of her childhood in Sweden.

         The thought of home made her hand tremble. Mechanically, she ran her fingers through her greying hair, the smudges of reddish-yellow paint still clinging to her skin, a reminder of her morning’s work. Her gaze wandered aimlessly.

         On the far side of the street, the Mediterranean shimmered in the evening light. The air was saturated with the scent of salt and pine. She loved to stand here and look at all that had become her world: the citrus and almond trees at the heart of the garden, the hibiscus and lavender spilling over the limestone border of the flowerbed, and the pristine white villa, its broad patio nestled beneath generous arches. Today, she had closed the shutters behind those arches to block out the relentless heat.

         She stifled a yawn. She’d risen early, well before the sun had crested the jagged Tramuntana mountains. Unable to sleep, she had stood in the patio doorway to wait. Waiting, because she had chosen to stay. Chosen to finally speak. If that even counted as a choice. In truth, she saw no other way out.

         Now, evening was closing in and he still hadn’t arrived. Perhaps he’d changed his mind after all?

         She let her eyes drift back to the street. The neighbourhood was deserted in its startling beauty.

         She hadn’t seen her neighbours all day. Perhaps they were hiding from the heat, or perhaps they simply weren’t there. Well-to-do foreigners often vanished when the crowds of tourists and the summer sun pressed in—a convenient chance to escape whichever they wished to leave behind.

         Not even Sergio, who helped her with the house, had been around today. He’d promised to finish taking the outer wall down on the patio, but it seemed something else had come up.

         Damn Spaniard, she thought.

         For despite her almost seventy years on the island, she still found it hard to understand that an appointment was hardly a promise. She had needed his presence as a distraction today, to counter the nervousness that was now eating her from within.

         Slowly, Señora Orjeda ran her hand over the worn oilcloth-covered notebook, stained with soot and life itself. Here was the story, the one at long last she was forced to tell.

         Carefully, she laid the notebook down on the rough relief table next to the window. The thin fingers of her hand followed the mosaic of the tabletop, azure-blue against the sand-coloured terracotta. A half-full bottle of Cava sat on the table, the label proudly adorned with one of her own artworks. Local wine, local artist. The crowning glory of an impressive output. At eighty-five, she still managed to support herself through her painting. But what she had created this morning would never sell.

         With trembling hands, she’d let the colours flow over the whitewashed wall. To the uninitiated, it would seem a pale imitation of the island’s celebrated master, Miró. To those who understood, it was something else entirely. An anguished release for the emotions she thought she’d shared only with the dead and the vast sea.

         Was it ever possible to reach a point where one had the right to live again? Could everything she’d given up in life be counted as payment? Perhaps it was possible, she thought as her gaze drifted once more over the tranquil neighbourhood.

         Across the street, pristine flowerbeds framed the entrance to the Hotel Bendinat, where the heat shimmered above the limestone pathways. The faint sound of an engine reached her ears. Slowly but surely, it grew louder, cutting through the Mediterranean quiet.

         The sea lay like a mirage in the sweltering summer heat, its brilliance too sharp to behold. Meanwhile, the scent of lavender, usually comforting, filled the air with an intensity that made her stomach turn.

         The car braked at the gate, its engine continuing to growl steadily, persistently. Señora Orjeda stepped closer to the window, eager and unsteady. In her haste, she knocked over the bottle of Cava. Its bubbly contents hissed against the mosaic surface, spreading across the table and soaking into the edges of the notebook.

         Startled, she picked it up and wiped the waxy front against her painter’s coat. The wine continued over the edge of the table and dripped onto the paved floor. It formed a small puddle around her feet. A delicate scent of pear and lemon filled the room.

         Through the window she saw the car roll into the hotel car park opposite. The engine cut off. The man she had been waiting for all day got out. He stood motionless, his face expressionless as he stared up at the house. With an impatient gesture, he raked his hand through his hair, brushing it back from his forehead.

         Far away on the horizon, the sun was setting on the stillness of the sea.

         Señora Orjeda clutched the notebook. The truth had been too difficult for her, and a life of lies so much easier. She could have continued that way if he hadn’t come. Now the truth was already making her mouth dry and her knees weak.

         Her visitor turned his eyes to the street and started walking towards the house. She followed his movement through the gate and up the well-swept path. The garden rested quietly in the sunset.

         He knocked on the door.

         Señora Orjeda stood as if trapped in the puddle of Cava. Her courage failed her and she was unable to move towards the door.

         There was another knock and the bolt clicked. He stepped over the threshold.

         ‘Hello? Are you home?’ His gaze was caught by the morning mural.

         She swallowed. ‘So you came back,’ she said. Sweat soaked her armpits and ran down the inside of her painter’s coat.

         He looked around. ‘Yes, that’s what we agreed.’

         ‘That’s what we agreed,’ she repeated.

         There was a shadow over his face.

         ‘Let’s sit down in the living room and I’ll make some coffee,’ she said with a slight tremor in her voice.

         ‘No, thanks.’ His expression was unwavering.

         ‘It’s a long story,’ she said tentatively. ‘It can’t be told quickly.’

         ‘I haven’t come to hear your lies.’ He took a step closer.

         ‘So why did you come?’ she said, clutching the notebook.

         ‘To see your fear.’

         ‘You came to settle the score?’

         ‘Call it what you will.’

         She took a step backwards and realized too late that by moving she had closed off her escape route. Behind her, the whitewashed brick lay thick and impenetrable.

         ‘Did you honestly think you were going to get away with it?’ he said. It was the first time she’d seen him smile, but it was chilling.

         ‘There must be a point when forgiveness is possible,’ she said, fear seeping into her chest.

         ‘Time.’ He snorted, darkly. ‘The only thing time has done is expose your carelessness. You started leaving a trail. Your life became too narrow. No surprise there—you’ve always wanted more than you deserved.’

         ‘You don’t know anything about me,’ she said uncertainly.

         ‘I know more than you think,’ he said. ‘Your work is spreading among the tourists. In this day and age, you can’t hide from anyone. A painting from Majorca is suddenly on a wall in Roslagen. Things that are buried always find a way back to the surface.’

         Roslagen. In her mind’s eye she saw the dense tops of the pines. She saw herself running along the winding path, away from the glittering horizon, where the sun’s rays met the sea’s surface and into the mouldering blackness of the forest.

         She had pressed on without looking back because she knew that one glance would have made her falter. Fear had throbbed in her temples, out of step with her pulse. Bushes and thickets had torn at her arms and legs as she pressed her handbag tightly against her body. That was where she kept the tickets, the key to her new life.

         Over the years, she had convinced herself that she was safe, that it was gone. That she’d buried the horror deep in the sea. Until the letters started coming. She realized she should have acted much more decisively then.

         The memories drained all her strength. The fear became an all-encompassing exhaustion. So tired of fooling everyone. So tired of being a hardened liar with a life story riddled with secrets and voids.

         ‘Have you ever thought about what you walked away from?’ he asked, taking a step closer.

         ‘Every day,’ she said. ‘You have no idea.’

         ‘And yet you did nothing about it?’

         ‘No,’ she whispered, clasping her trembling hands. In a faint, monotone voice, a rosary fell from her lips: ‘Lord have mercy. Christ have mercy. Lord have mercy. Christ hears us. Christ hear our prayer …’

         ‘It’s a little too late for prayers,’ he interrupted. ‘You can’t run from the truth anymore. The past has caught up with you.’

         Her gaze travelled to the patio where Sergio exposed the original stone wall. A shiver ran through her body. ‘There are no spirits living in the wall,’ she whispered. As much to convince herself as him. ‘It’s just old Spanish superstition.’

         ‘Maybe. But the dead still haunt you at night, don’t they?’

         A bead of sweat ran down his forehead. Their eyes met again and that was when she saw it: the absolute certainty in his stare, the single-mindedness found only in someone willing to kill. With eerie clarity, she remembered the last time she had seen it.

         Her field of vision narrowed. A roaring sound began in her ears, but somewhere in the distance, she heard a familiar clunking noise. Sergio’s old Ford, battered at both ends from careless parking. For a brief moment, hope surged through her body, only to extinguish just as quickly. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the knife raised. Sergio would never make it.

         She felt the blade cut into her. Once, twice. She floated away. A tunnel, a darkness. Then, a sound, a laugh, unhinged and bordering on madness. A morbid relief washed over her: she no longer needed to be afraid. It would soon be over.

         She saw her body from above and watched the man disappear through the patio door.

         Everything went quiet.

         Then the scene changed. Sergio was there, leaning over her. She watched with sadness as he held her head, kissed her forehead.

         ‘Who has done this to you?’ he whispered.

         His dismay filled her with a longing to tell him the truth. For a second, she descended from above, back into his arms. She felt his caress and his tears against her skin.

         ‘Señora Orjeda, who?’ he sobbed.

         Summoning the last of her strength, she whispered in his ear. She saw the sharpness in his gaze as he tried to make sense of the fragments that came across her lips.

         ‘Qué?’

         She smiled at him one last time. Tomorrow he would brick up the wall and everything would return to normal. The waves would rise from the sea and crash against the jagged rocks. The pigeons would, as always, seek shade under the crowns of the pine trees.

         Finally, the fear loosened its grip on her shoulders, and she let go. The wind, with its soft undulating strokes, carried her out over the shimmering sea.
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         Tore Lindahl opened his eyes groggily, rubbing his hand over the greying mop of hair on his head. Faint light seeped through the tiny holes in the blinds, scattering pinpricks of brightness against the dark blue.

         The ticking of the grandfather clock in the living room broke the silence. Tore lay still in bed, straining to listen. Something had woken him, a sound breaking through the fog of sleep. He was sure of it.

         Normally, he woke every morning just before the clock struck six, lying quietly and watching the first light filter dimly into the hall from the neighbouring room. Now, the apartment sat in complete silence.

         With difficulty, Tore pushed himself upright, the bed creaking under his weight. Reaching for the bedside lamp, he moved too quickly, and the clock radio tumbled to the floor. Neon numbers glared mockingly at him: 04:30.

         Irritated, he braced himself on the edge of the bed, gripping his crutch as he stood on weak, sleepy legs. The darkness closed in around him.

         You shouldn’t be living in an assisted living facility at seventy-five, he thought bitterly, directing a malicious thought at Anna, his daughter. It didn’t matter that Ömheten was well-regarded and centrally located in Norrtälje. He didn’t belong here. He wanted to go home, home to his cottage on Singö.

         Leaning on his crutch, he shuffled to the window and pulled up the blinds.

         The garden rested in the dim dawn. A gentle drizzle fell from the heavy sky, its grey weight softening the outlines of trees in the neighbouring grove. Tore opened the window, letting a cold breeze rush into the room.

         An owl hooted in the distance. Something was moving down there in the grove, just beyond where he could clearly see. A yellow glow.

         Reaching for his glasses on the sill, he slid them on, and the scene sharpened. A pair of slanted yellowish eyes and pointed ears.

         Tied to a pine tree, just beyond the lightning-split birch, stood a German Shepherd. The dog crouched low, its coat darkened by the rain.

         For a moment, Tore wondered if he should do something but dismissed the idea almost instantly. It wasn’t worth the risk. Who knew where the dog had come from, or who it belonged to? These days, you couldn’t be too careful.

         The floor was cold under his feet, and he closed the window. He padded over to the bathroom, where he slipped into his neatly arranged felt slippers. Then he pulled a cardigan over his pyjamas. He had no desire to catch a cold just before Midsummer.

         His gaze caught the mirror. His reflection stared back. His face looked more like a mask. His mouth was set in a crooked smile that never reached his eyes, and his useless right arm hung limply at his side. Some days, he found his cheerful dolphin-like demeanour comical. But on darker days, it was an unflinching reminder of the body’s decay. Ironic, really, how old age brought life into clearer focus.

         A scraping noise from the corridor interrupted his thoughts. One of the things he hated most about communal living was never getting any peace and quiet.

         Slowly, he made his way to the front door and peered through the wide-angled peephole. A hunched figure leaned over the lock of the door opposite, rocking slightly in the dim neon glow of the hallway lights.

         Tore watched as his neighbour’s door slid open, and the intruder slipped inside.

         ‘What the hell?’ Tore muttered. He grabbed the alarm button on his bracelet and pressed it.

          
      

         Tore had time to count to 573 before the night clerk appeared in the dim corridor. Inez, he recognized her. One of the part-time assistants hired through the temp agency. Her thick, wavy hair bounced uncontrollably with each heavy step.

         He could tell by her heels clacking across the linoleum floor that she was irritated well before she reached him.

         ‘What horrors are haunting us in the middle of the night this time?’ she said, her tone sarcastic.

         Tore didn’t respond. In his world, comments like that didn’t warrant answers.

         She stopped directly in front of him, folding her arms tightly over her ample waist, her lips pressed into a thin, disapproving line. She was, by all accounts, voluptuous, though Tore doubted she would appreciate such an observation.

         ‘Why did you call?’ she said sourly.

         ‘There’s someone in Viking’s flat,’ Tore whispered.

         ‘You shouldn’t call unnecessarily,’ she retorted, her disdain evident.

         ‘Not so loud.’ He pressed a shushing finger to his lips. ‘There’s someone in his flat.’

         Inez flipped the light switch dramatically, flooding the dim hallway with harsh fluorescent light. Without hesitation, she walked to Viking’s door and yanked it open.

         ‘Maybe you should call the guard?’ Tore tried weakly.

         ‘No need,’ she said. ‘Hello? Anyone in here?’ she called into the darkness of the flat.

         Tore stayed rooted to his doorway, squinting at the unfolding scene. The bright light from the corridor stung his eyes. The flickering light from a struggling fluorescent bulb further down the yellow-walled corridor added to the unease.

         ‘Anyone there?’ Inez repeated impatiently. No response.

         Darkness seemed to spill out of Viking’s flat, pooling in the hallway between them.

         I should have just done it myself, Tore thought, glancing at the framed photo of his younger self on the wall by his head. A proud young quartermaster in police uniform, cap pulled low over his forehead. For a brief moment, it felt as if that younger man was looking at him with pity.

         ‘You see?’ Inez said triumphantly, turning back to him. ‘There’s no one in there. Now go to bed and stop bothering everyone tonight.’

         With a sharp pivot, she marched off, her too-tight coat straining slightly as her round figure swayed down the hall. She disappeared into the stairwell.

         Tore waited until the sound of her clunky Birkenstocks faded into silence. Could he really have been mistaken?

         The hall lights dimmed once more and the emergency exit signs cast a faint glow on his neighbour’s door.

         With hurried steps, Tore crossed the corridor and entered the flat. The air was thick with the stale smell of cigars. Years of smoking had impregnated the walls.

         The darkness of the apartment was broken by a rectangle of coloured light from the hall. At regular intervals, a digital photo frame projected images onto the screen, illuminating a glass holding dentures and a bottle of pills next to it.

         Tore shuffled along in his slippers, peeking into the living room first. Empty.

         The kitchen, the same.

         He hesitated at the bedroom door. He was suddenly aware of entering uninvited, crossing the line of intimacy. They didn’t know each other very well, he and Viking.

         The bedroom was unnervingly quiet. Too quiet. A sliver of light from outside slipped through the drawn curtains, cutting a pale line across the room and stretching towards the bed.

         A chill swept over Tore, sinking into his bones. The kind of cold that wasn’t physical but deeply familiar.

         He groped for the switch, found it, and a yellow light spilt from the alabaster lamp. It confirmed what he dreaded.

         Viking lay lifeless on the bed, his ice-blue eyes staring blankly into the expensively furnished room.

         On the floor beside Viking lay an unfinished Sudoku puzzle. Training his mind until the very end, Tore thought, with a flash of futility. A methodical effort to keep his brain sharp, but what had all the hard work been for? Next to the Sudoku was a pendant on a leather strap and a photo in a frame. The glass covering the photo was cracked.

         Tore lifted his gaze back to his dead neighbour. Viking seemed smaller now, shrunken beneath the blanket where he lay lifeless in bed. He still wore the brown flannel shirt he had worn the night before, during their bridge game. Beneath the woollen blanket, the edge of soft jersey pyjama trousers peeked out. A world away from the refined outfits Viking Holbach, former Managing Director, had once worn. The days of his elegant Harvie & Hudson shirts were long gone, now mixed in the communal laundry with mismatched wardrobe remnants from other residents. His limp white hair clung to his forehead in damp tufts.

         ‘If dementia strikes, I want you to finish me off. Do you hear me?’ Viking had once told him. Tore had neither agreed nor disagreed, instead filing it away as just another of Viking’s obsessive declarations.

         Viking had been a man of strict routine. Every morning, he solved the crossword puzzle in the Frankfurter Allgemeine, then spent hours immersed in French literature. His morning was broken up by a short break for tea on the patio. There he sipped Earl Grey imported from Harrods, while observing the world over the rim of his glasses. It had been his ritual for as long as Tore had known him.

         Now, the faint tang of death had already begun to creep into the room. Viking must have died soon after returning home, solving one last Sudoku, then drifting off to sleep. Tore rubbed his nose, sighing. How many deaths had there been recently? At least three. Clark, just down the hall, had passed only weeks ago. Death seemed to come in clusters in places like this.

         Tore walked to the bedside table, picked up the phone, and dialled the emergency number.

         ‘Viking Holbach is dead,’ he said bluntly, without introducing himself.

         ‘Didn’t I tell you to go to bed?’ came a familiar voice. Inez again.

         ‘Did you hear what I said?’ he snapped. ‘A tenant is dead in flat 3:12.’

         There was silence on the other end. Outside, the rain beat quietly against the window.

         ‘I’ll raise the alarm and send someone up,’ she finally replied, her tone flat.

         ‘Fine.’

         Tore went to the kitchen, searching for candles. He found a single tealight, lit it, and placed it on the bedside table next to Viking. He then crossed to the window and drew back the curtains.

         For a moment, the garden outside seemed to shift. A shard of pale dawn light escaped the clouds and struck the ground. A guide for Viking’s departing soul.

         Turning back to the body, Tore watched as the candlelight flickered, casting shadows across the folds of Viking’s neck and the heavy lids of his eyes. Had he sensed this coming? Tore wondered. Lately, there had been something missing in Viking’s sharp gaze, a faint absence, a premonition of what was to come.

         Squinting, Tore tried to picture the young Viking he had never known. The sharp, clean features of his face were still evident in death, the pronounced chin, the straight nose. Perhaps his dishevelled white hair had once been blond, even Cinderella-pale.

         His attention drifted to the floor. A clear footprint stood out next to the shattered pendant and frame—low-heeled, perhaps leather-soled. He crouched, carefully picking up the broken frame, the cracked glass glittering faintly in the candlelight.

         Footsteps echoed in the corridor outside. Tore straightened abruptly, slipping the photo into his jacket pocket. Moving quickly yet deliberately, he stepped away from the bedside and headed out to meet the night staff in the hallway.
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         ‘The care company has responded to the allegations highlighted by the open letter to the municipality authority,’ said Örjan Svanberg, business editor of Norrtelje Dagblad, pushing his glasses up onto his forehead.

         At the other end of the table sat Veronika Wiklund. Her light blonde hair hung straight around her slightly angular face, red patches blooming on her skin as if she’d been slapped.

         Let me have this assignment, she thought, feeling the familiar flush creeping across her cheeks. She brushed a stray lock of hair behind her ear and tried to meet Örjan’s eye.

         But his gaze flickered over her, slipping past like a fly, out over the half-empty newsroom. It hovered aimlessly among the birch-wood desks before landing on her colleague with jet-black spiky hair.

         ‘They claim the issue isn’t with Caring’s management of the home,’ Örjan continued, leaning back in his chair, ‘but rather “teething problems” in cooperation with the medical company handling the care service’s clinical responsibilities.’

         ‘So, I suppose you want us to follow up on this?’ said Carina, the colleague with punk-styled hair, as she carefully tucked a pouch of snus under her plum-painted lip.

         A glimmer of hope. Maybe there was still a chance after all.

         ‘I’ve got time,’ she blurted, hoping to insert herself into the conversation. But her contribution landed flat, swallowed by a wave of silence.

         It was times like these that she wondered what she was doing here and why Örjan insisted she sit through these editorial meetings. It was clear she wasn’t considered for real assignments. Instead, she was relegated to fluff pieces: interviewing locals about the year’s best ice-cream parlour, or writing in-depth coverage of the first cow fair at Väddö dairy. She may be an intern, but she could do better than that. If only Örjan would give her the chance.

         Her eyes drifted to the far end of the room, past the newsroom’s sky-blue wall adorned with framed front pages, the ‘hall of fame’. The editor-in-chief stood leaning against the recycling bin. Hollow-eyed, an unlit cigarette dangled habitually from the corner of his mouth. His wrinkled jacket sat awkwardly over slumped shoulders, unable to hide his growing belly. He caught her eye and nodded supportively. Had he noticed how Örjan sidelined her? Probably not, because it was subtle. Sometimes she wondered if she was imagining it herself.

         She remembered the editor-in-chief’s words when he’d introduced her to Örjan weeks earlier: He’ll show you the ropes, help you settle into the job as quickly as possible. So far, Örjan felt less like a mentor and more like an electronic ankle tag. She couldn’t understand why.

         ‘So,’ she said, ignoring the lack of acknowledgement, ‘what’s the plan?’

         ‘Confrontation,’ Örjan replied, suddenly animated. ‘I want us to take the pulse of everyone involved, both the Ömheten care home and its owner, the Caring company. Press them hard. Dig deep, for Christ’s sake. There’s bound to be more surprises or shady dealings in this mess.’

         Veronika gathered her courage. ‘What about the medical company?’

         Örjan shook his head, dislodging flakes of dandruff onto his thin shoulders. His bald scalp caught the light, shining faintly beneath his thinning hair.

         ‘But—’ She swallowed. Her instincts urged her to push back, but it wouldn’t do her any good to argue if she wanted to break her editorial deadlock. ‘What do you want me to do?’

         He leaned back, voice dismissive. ‘You can continue your series on Väddö personalities.’

         Frustration clawed at her chest. Of course, she thought bitterly. An intern wasn’t going to get the story of the month. Still, disappointment rushed hot through her veins, clouding her vision as her chest tightened with anger.

         ‘We need to divide and conquer here,’ Örjan added, as if acknowledging her frustration.

         She nodded stiffly and stood, praying he couldn’t see how close she was to tears.

         ‘We’re not done yet.’

         She pretended not to hear. She stomped from the room, to little effect, the softness of the carpet absorbing her footsteps. Behind her, she heard Örjan discussing the arrangements for the coveted interview. Defiantly, she walked over to the small kitchenette at the other end of the office.

         Who the hell are you, Örjan Svanberg? Veronika thought bitterly. An insignificant piece of shit taking out your frustrations on a summer intern.

         She brewed a cup of coffee, grabbed a few biscuits someone had left on the counter, and turned back towards her desk.

         Veronika blew on her coffee, sneaking a glance towards the conference room. Örjan was still there with Carina, deep in discussion. For once, she had no pressing deadlines. She took a bite of her biscuit and opened Facebook.

         The first post on her feed was from her best friend, Martela Escobar. The morning meeting chafed on Veronika.

         She scrolled through the photos: Martela, sipping a mojito in a dimly lit bar, its walls covered in scribbles and memories. Her dark, messy hair framed a heart-shaped face glowing with laughter, the neckline of her black dress revealing tanned skin. Around her neck hung a rough piece of silver and leather jewellery, catching the light.

         They had been inseparable during journalism school, complete opposites in looks and temperament, but thick as thieves. And now, Martela had landed a job at the Mallorca Daily Bulletin. Her glamourous posts from Majorca made Veronika’s internship in Norrtälje feel even more insignificant.

         ‘How are you doing?’

         Veronika flinched, closing Facebook. Her damp fingers slipped against the phone screen, betraying her nerves. She hadn’t heard Carina approach.

         ‘Good,’ Veronika replied wearily.

         Carina nodded. ‘Hey. He means well, you know.’

         So Carina had also noticed.

         ‘Nah.’

         ‘He’s testing you. Don’t you see that?’ Carina’s plum lipstick had mostly worn off, revealing the natural cupid’s bow underneath.

         ‘Testing? He’s punishing me. I don’t know what I’ve done to deserve it.’ Tears stung her eyes, and she turned her head towards the sealed office windows where the light filtered through grey drapes.

         ‘It’s probably nothing,’ Carina said bluntly. ‘That’s just who he is. If you’re thinking about a future here, you’ll have to get used to it.’

         Future? Here? There was no chance she was staying in this dump.

         ‘So, are you actually busy today or just moping?’

         ‘Personalities in the Väddö region,’ Veronika replied with a sigh.

         ‘A care home sounds like a great place for some research.’

         ‘But—’

         ‘Relax,’ Carina interrupted. ‘He won’t notice, and I need a read on the place.’

         Veronika looked over at Örjan’s enclosed glass office. He was leaning back in his chair, deeply immersed in his own thoughts. His hands pressed into the pockets of his dark green jacket. Always the same jacket, she thought. The grooves in the cuffs were worn, with small nicks in the grooves of the corduroy. She shrugged her shoulders.

         ‘Sitting here sulking won’t win you any points,’ Carina said, her grey-green eyes locking onto Veronika’s. ‘Besides, once you’re out on the ground doing real assignments, you’ll see this place isn’t that bad.’

         ‘What …?’

         ‘It’s quite obvious.’ Carina pointed wordlessly at the notepad on Veronika’s desk.

         Veronika looked down. Sloppily scribbled, but unfortunately quite legible, were the words shit hole written across the page. She felt the blush flooding her cheeks.

         ‘I didn’t mean—’

         ‘Save it. I’m not from here either. You think Norrtälje was in my life plan? I came here as an intern too.’ She smiled crookedly.

         Veronika tore the page from the notepad, crumpled it in her hand, and stood. ‘I’m coming with you.’
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         It had taken two hours for the police to arrive at the scene. Too damn long, but what could you expect? Tore thought bitterly, kicking the gravel beneath his feet.

         Still, he’d made good use of the long wait. He had summarized his observations to give the police a concise account: the exact time of the break-in, a description of the intruder, and a rough time frame for when Viking must have passed away. He had also taken the liberty of securing the footprints by the bed and noticed an additional set on the living room windowsill.

         This discovery had puzzled him. After some investigation, he had examined the flowerbed under the window and spotted the same trainer prints there. From these details, he pieced together a theory: the intruder, whom he had seen clearly through the peephole, had made his escape through the window in the ensuing commotion.

         He’d planned to show the police the photo frame as further evidence, but when they finally arrived, they had brusquely dismissed him, barely acknowledging his findings. They patted him on the shoulder and barged into the flat, trampling through potential evidence. He felt a rush of anger for not being taken seriously.

         He looked up at the heavy cloud cover, which had settled on Norrtälje for the day. He was sick of being told off, of being patronized. He’d already been reprimanded for calling 112 and involving the police.

         There’s bloody age discrimination in this country, he thought darkly, shifting on the garden bench that was below Viking’s window and inside the police cordon. He’d show them that Tore Lindahl was not someone to be messed with.

         He patted the breast pocket of his cardigan, where he kept the small silver photo frame safe. It could have been handed over as evidence, but since no one cared to listen to a former colleague, he had kept it for himself.

         The bench was damp from the overnight rain, the moisture soaking into his trousers and seeping through to his skin. Now I’ll definitely catch a cold, he thought grimly, stamping his slippers against the muddy gravel. Above him, the dark sky began to clear.

         Movement caught his eye. The birch in the nearby grove swayed faintly. Strange, the wind wasn’t strong enough to move it like that. Could the tree have shifted on its own?

         Leaning on his crutch, Tore headed towards the grove, wondering why it hadn’t occurred to him earlier. Maybe I’m losing it after all? he thought as he crossed the courtyard.

         Some twigs lay broken under the tree, the ground around it trampled. Two cigarette butts were crushed into the dirt. Overhead, the sky remained ominous. The smell of damp and decay lingered in the air.

         ‘Bloody careless,’ Tore muttered under his breath. What good had the police really done here?

         A faint sound came from deeper within the grove. Carefully, Tore crept towards it. Each step revealed more of the musical sound until a tune formed, played by a violin, one that belonged to another time entirely. Come, lilies and aquilegia, come …

         His crutch struck a rock, and the sharp sound startled a magpie from the neighbouring birch. It screeched in protest before disappearing, flying down towards the water. The music stopped. Followed by fast-moving footsteps. A gentle warning from the forest. Then silence.

         Tore kicked his crutch, cursing the disability that had betrayed him again.

         Frustrated, he turned back towards the courtyard. The care home manager, Anita Lindberg, had just emerged from the office building to greet a visiting car.

         Tore mulled over the moment. He was certain he’d heard that violin melody before, but the memory refused to surface. He ducked under the blue-and-white police tape and settled back onto the damp bench.

         Anita was at the car now, pulling open the passenger-side door.

         ‘It wasn’t easy to get you here today,’ she said, her voice sharp and shrill, bouncing off the surrounding buildings and making her irritation more noticeable than she likely intended.

         Tore shifted on the damp bench, watching intently.

         Anita was nearing sixty, her short, dark red perm framing a face lined with thin wrinkles from years of clenching her jaw and pursing her lips. She was doing both now, visibly annoyed.

         The engine cut off, and Ömheten’s doctor, Sissela Franzén, stepped out of the car. ‘I had a bedsore I needed to prioritize,’ she said coolly, her tone even but sharp.

         Sissela was taller than Anita, her presence commanding and slightly intimidating. Her sharply defined features, neatly waved dark hair, and deep frown made her seem aristocratic, exuding an air of detached authority. People seemed to shrink in her presence.

         Anita pursed her lips.

         ‘Where is he?’ Sissela asked briskly, unfazed by Anita’s sour demeanour.

         ‘In 3:12, on the ground floor,’ Anita replied curtly.

         ‘Isn’t that next to Clark, who died recently?’

         ‘Yes. The police should be done by now. You can probably go in.’

         ‘The police?’ The information brought an unmistakable smile to the doctor’s lips. Her flawless white teeth peeked out from behind her crimson-painted lips.

         ‘Yes, one of the residents called them.’

         ‘Why?’

         ‘It was the old policeman in the flat opposite. He still thinks he’s on duty, poor man. He’s convinced someone broke in. Inez handled the first call last night, but she couldn’t find anything suspicious.’

         Dismissed, Tore thought, squirming on the bench. How he hated getting old.

         ‘It’s Viking Holbach who’s dead, isn’t it?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘You know he’s the uncle of the CEO of Cura?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘When did he die?’

         ‘Isn’t that your job to find out?’ Anita shot back.

         ‘Sure, if that’s how you want it …’

         ‘Sometime during the night,’ Anita relented, her tone clipped.

         ‘It might have been appropriate to act a little more swiftly, considering their family connection.’

         Anita took a deep breath and fixed Sissela with a glare. ‘Sissela,’ she said sharply, ‘I need to remind you that it was you, not me, who deprioritized this case. And let me make one thing clear—blood ties to the management or owners of the medical company do not grant you any special treatment.’

         ‘That may be the right stance in theory,’ Sissela replied coolly, ‘but Viking was a businessman, and his nephew has followed in his footsteps. This could bring unwelcome publicity to the care home.’

         ‘What exactly are you insinuating?’

         ‘Nothing,’ Sissela said, a ghost of a smile on her lips.

         ‘Viking died because he was old. Period,’ Anita said firmly. ‘There is no gain in exaggerating this, least of all for you.’

         Sissela flashed her immaculate teeth again, her composure effortlessly calm. ‘We’ll see,’ she said, folding her arms across her chest in a gesture of defiance.

         A silent power struggle. Viking now the unintentional epicentre of it all. Or perhaps, in death, the world finally revolved around him. Tore scratched his head, the thought half-formed, before it was interrupted by the shrill ring of a phone.

         Anita pulled her mobile from her coat pocket and stepped away from the doctor, moving towards Tore’s bench as she answered the call. She stopped a few metres from him, gazing down at the gravel as she spoke.

         The light caught the wrinkles on her face, deepening some, softening others, as her expressions shifted with the conversation. She’s getting old too, Tore thought. Her skin hung loosely across her face, stark against her snug floral-patterned uniform and coat. Yet, unlike the residents in the care home, there were still faint remnants of beauty in her features.

         Slowly, Anita lifted her head and brushed hair back from her face. ‘Only a handful know,’ she said. ‘I’ve spoken to them all. No statements to the press. They’re aware of that.’

         No one has spoken to me, Tore thought. But, then again, I don’t exist in their world.

         ‘The door is always locked,’ Anita continued, her voice dropping to a whisper into the mobile phone’s microphone. ‘But it’s possible to get in at night with a key. We don’t have staff at the reception then.’

         I’m invisible, Tore thought. As transparent as the plastic film I wrap around the cheese every morning.

         ‘Of course, they could spin it that way. I’ll do my best to keep them out of it,’ Anita said before abruptly hanging up. She walked back towards Sissela, her shoulders hunched, her steps slow under the weight of responsibility.

         She’s trying to protect something, Tore thought. But what? Her reputation? Her pride? Her own skin?

         ‘As I said, I hope we can work together on this,’ Anita said to Sissela. ‘Not a word to the media.’

         She straightened up, as though just now remembering she was the manager here, the person responsible for sorting out this mess.

         ‘They’re already here,’ Sissela replied, extending a long, elegant finger towards the road. ‘I saw a Norrtelje Dagblad car parked just beyond the entrance. If only a handful know about this, it shouldn’t be difficult to find out who tipped them off.’

         Anita said nothing. Was that fear flickering across her face?

         ‘Has it ever occurred to you,’ Sissela said, her tone sharp, ‘that cooperation requires reciprocity? Why are they here?’

         ‘I’ve responded to your allegations to the municipality with the safety officer’s input,’ Anita said, her words clipped. ‘Norrtelje Dagblad wants my comments on it.’

         ‘I think it would be best not to comment at this point,’ Sissela said.

         ‘Of course you would think that,’ Anita shot back, her voice hardening. ‘However, the interview has been scheduled for weeks. Cancelling now would only raise suspicion.’ She squared her shoulders, her tone sharp. ‘If you take care of your responsibilities, I’ll take care of mine. I’m sure you’ll manage to find your own way.’

         With that, Anita turned and marched back into the office building, gripping her phone tightly as though it might shatter in her hand.

         Sissela shrugged and crossed the boules courts. Without hesitation, she strode towards the care home building and disappeared inside, her composure unshaken.

         A woman with substance, Tore thought with undisguised admiration. Few people managed to knock Anita off balance.

         Tore knew there had been vastly differing views on how care should be provided at Ömheten, views that couldn’t be reconciled. The tension between Anita and Sissela was evidence enough. The doctor had even gone so far as to use the media as her battlefield, publishing an open letter criticizing what she believed were serious failings at the home. She’d condemned staffing cuts, particularly in caring for residents with dementia.

         Tore had been surprised when he read the letter in the paper; none of it was obvious to him. Admittedly, he didn’t belong to the group of residents who required constant supervision, but still. What he didn’t see made him wonder what, if anything, he’d missed.

         Just above Tore’s head, a window slammed open, the sudden movement startling him. Someone leaned out and placed a rag on the sill, not far from where he sat. The flip side of being invisible, he thought, amused for a brief moment, until Sissela’s voice cut through the air above him.

         ‘It looks like you were the last person to see him alive.’

         ‘What makes you think that?’ another voice replied.

         ‘I saw in the log that you were here.’

         ‘Yes, he called. Had a pain in his leg and asked for an Alvedon. I gave him one and sat with him for a while. We talked, everything seemed fine when I left. Why do you ask?’

         ‘Just routine questioning.’

         ‘Bollocks. Something’s not right, is it?’

         The young new guy, Tore thought as the voices retreated inside the building, disappearing out of earshot. He kicked a loose stone and cursed his bad luck. He had chosen his spot under the window strategically.

         When the police had set up the cordon, they’d asked him to move. He’d simply shaken his head, played up his old age, and sat stubbornly in place. He’d even stomped his slippered feet on the gravel for effect, grumbling his defiance. They’d eventually given up and wrapped the blue-and-white tape around the bench, effectively making him part of the crime scene.

         With death looming, had Viking asked for help? I want you to finish me off. Do you hear me? Had one of the staff taken him at his word? He pushed away the thought as quickly as it came.

         ‘I heard what happened.’

         The voice jolted him out of his thoughts. Tore looked up to see Josef, the care home’s handyman, standing on the gravel, looking at him with his brown eyes. His grey hair curled at his temples.

         ‘Jesus, you scared me,’ Tore muttered, clutching his chest and feeling the edges of the silver frame hidden in his cardigan.

         ‘Sorry,’ Josef said, stepping closer. ‘What are you doing out here?’

         Tore shrugged. ‘I’ve been sitting here on the bench all morning,’ he replied.

         ‘And the police are okay with that? Sitting inside a cordon like this?’

         ‘It’s one of the perks of being a retired policeman,’ Tore said dryly. ‘I’d call it retroactive staff benefits.’

         Josef laughed. ‘Why don’t you come have a coffee? Better than sitting out here freezing.’

         ‘Thanks, but I’m fine where I am.’

         Josef scratched his nose, lingering as if he expected Tore to change his mind. ‘Suit yourself, but the offer stands.’

         ‘Thank you.’

         Josef blinked, then added as he walked towards the entrance, ‘You look strange sitting here in those slippers, you know. They might start questioning your sanity—say you’ve lost it.’

         Tore chuckled. ‘Hey, Josef?’

         ‘Yes?’

         ‘Thanks … for caring.’

         Josef smiled faintly and shrugged. ‘You know where to find me.’ And with that, he wandered off.

         Josef was the soul of Ömheten. The handyman seemed to genuinely care for the residents. He oversaw the home’s ‘everyday activities’, as they were so delicately described—reading aloud, crosswords, parlour games, barbecues for Walpurgis Night, and Saint Lucia celebrations at Christmas.

         Anna, his daughter, had read about all of it in a glossy brochure when trying to convince him of the home’s merits. Back then, the list of activities had sounded infantilizing, no better than a kindergarten. But Josef brought dignity to it all, making it more than just a way to pass the time.

         He was out of place here, Josef. Surely pushing sixty, he lacked the stress and distance of the other staff. He always made time for the residents, but there was a depth in his sad eyes that hinted at a heavy burden. It was as if life had left its imprints on him, quietly wearing him down.

         Tore’s attention was drawn to the crunch of gravel in the courtyard as a car with the Norrtelje Dagblad logo on the side pulled up outside the entrance. Not a word to the media, ha! he thought happily.

         The car door opened, and two young women stepped out. Tore immediately recognized one of them—Carina, her spiky black hair sticking out in all directions as if she’d slept badly. The other was younger, a pretty blonde who wasn’t familiar to him.

         The reporters glanced around briefly before heading towards the office building, completely unaware of him. If only you’d noticed I exist, I might have shared a thing or two, Tore thought. For a moment, he relished being overlooked, enjoying the invisibility.

         But then he recalled Sissela and Anita’s conversation, and the satisfaction faded. Sometimes, it was about picking your battles. The realization made him smile. He was going to show them that this old man was not done yet.
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         Interviewing pensioners turned out to be a frustrating task. Intellectually, it wasn’t far removed from Veronika’s previous assignments.

         Accounts straight from the horse’s mouth about how things truly were—stories of neglect and scarce resources. Or rather, not. Because Veronika hadn’t managed to get much out of the past few hours. Searching the deep recesses of the residents’ memories, brows furrowed, had yielded nothing more than a few complaints about the opening hours of the chiropody clinic and grumbles that cabbage rolls were never served in the dining room. Nothing too significant, really. She had honestly tried.

         Instead, her phone’s storage was filled with long-winded stories of the past. Crystal-clear recollections that hadn’t lost their sharpness with the passage of time or the happy oblivion brought by fading short-term memory.

         Veronika sighed, stepping over the threshold of the care centre’s common room. The rain had picked up again, thrumming rhythmically against the windowpanes. It formed rivulets of water on the dirty glass. She glanced around the brightly lit room.

         At one of the tables, a man in a threadbare dressing gown was methodically piecing together a puzzle of scattered blue jigsaw pieces. He patiently pressed the edges of the pieces together. His thinning grey hair exposed the roughness of his scalp. His forehead was deeply wrinkled.

         ‘Tore Lindahl?’ she asked gently.

         The man looked up, shaking his head slowly. Then he turned back to his jigsaw work without a word. She sat down on a nearby sofa to wait.

         A final interview. Outside the original plan, away from the hovering watch of management. Or at least, that was how it felt. A faint glimmer of hope. The old man had been insistent about meeting her. He’d sent a man called Josef to arrange the meeting. Josef had asked her to wait here.

         Veronika let her gaze wander around the room. It was tidy. The walls were lined with Ikea Billy bookcases, crammed with old, well-thumbed paperbacks. Through the windows, she could see the courtyard where the residents sat with their afternoon coffee when the weather allowed. At least, that was how it had been described to her.

         In one corner, a television was murmuring to itself, broadcasting a debate on health and social care with a panel of special guests on a studio sofa. Convenient, she thought, her eyes flicking to the screen.

         ‘… As a direct consequence of the recent attention given to abuses in privately owned care homes for the elderly …’

         She couldn’t bear to listen, already knowing what was coming. A story about understaffing, unchanged adult nappies, and neglect. Carefully crafted rhetorical gunpowder. All nuance stripped away, any room for debate shut down.

         I’m no better, she thought, closing her eyes briefly to refocus.

         The faint scent of pine needles lingered in the room, sharp and intrusive. It stung her nose. Was it masking another smell? Something they couldn’t afford to let anyone notice?

         The past few hours had flown by.

         She took in the room: noticeboards announcing Tai Chi sessions and visiting guest speakers. Staff moved about in soft-soled slippers, their patterned tunics adorned with small metal nameplates pinned to their chests. Örjan wouldn’t be pleased. She must find something, otherwise she might never get another chance.

         One last interview. Tore Lindahl. Anxious was how Josef had described him. I hope you’re at least coherent, she thought, brushing a stray strand of hair behind her ear.

         Across the room, a woman sat slouched in an armchair, knitting. Her crooked hands moved slowly through the braided thread, holding the yarn tight over her fingers. Every motion made the auxiliary needle chime softly against the two main needles. Three loose stitches dangled precariously near the edge. Millimetre by millimetre, they crept closer and closer until, finally, the needle slipped from her grasp and clattered onto the floor.

         The woman rose from her chair with effort, her heavy bust sagging visibly beneath her thin white T-shirt, forming another bulge at her stomach. She bent in an attempt to retrieve the needle.

         Veronika darted forward. ‘Wait, let me help you.’

         The old woman’s face broke into a deeply wrinkled smile. ‘Thank you, dear,’ she said warmly, her gnarled hand brushing Veronika’s. ‘I wonder—have you come to see me?’

         ‘No, Barbro, she’s here to see Tore,’ Josef said as he entered the room. He quickly moved to Barbro’s side, helping her ease back into the chair.

         ‘Never for me,’ Barbro muttered under her breath. Her hair was trimmed into a haphazard bowl cut and streaked with uneven shades of grey. Veronika shifted her gaze away, a prick of embarrassment that she had invited the hope of a conversation.

         ‘Oh, who are you anyway?’ Barbro pressed on. ‘You’re not one of his usual visitors, are you?’ The softness of her voice had vanished. It was clear Barbro wouldn’t let her go easily.

         ‘I’m a reporter from Norrtelje Dagblad.’

         ‘I don’t think he has much to say. If you’re looking for something exciting to write about, you should interview me.’

         Veronika squirmed, trying to figure out a polite way to extricate herself from the conversation.

         ‘Now I remember,’ said Barbro triumphantly. ‘You’re from Norrtelje Dagblad, aren’t you?’

         Veronika nodded, offering the woman a faint smile. Her memory felt like a delicate, fading reel of film.

         ‘I remember everything. Nobody thinks Barbro remembers,’ Barbro muttered, almost as though she had read Veronika’s mind.

         ‘Barbro …’ Josef interjected firmly. ‘Veronika has a job to do.’

         Barbro pursed her lips. ‘Well then, I won’t disturb you.’

         ‘Maybe another time,’ Veronika offered, hoping to smooth things over. But Barbro didn’t reply. She had already returned to her knitting, counting the stitches with intense concentration.

         ‘Absolute bollocks is all you talk these days, so it’s just as well,’ grumbled the man with the jigsaw puzzle, pressing another blue piece into his gathering expanse of sky.

         ‘Shut up,’ Barbro snapped, not bothering to lift her eyes from her knitting.

         ‘Well, here’s Tore,’ said Josef, his voice audibly relieved.

         A frail-looking man entered the room, leaning heavily on a crutch. One side of his face drooped, giving him a drawn, tired expression. His trousers were wet in patches. Incontinence, Veronika thought. Or just the rain?

         ‘I suppose you’re fine on your own now,’ Josef said to Veronika. ‘I’m on my mobile if you need anything.’

         Tore was still standing.

         ‘Are you the journalist?’ he asked in a tone of disbelief, pausing to push his glasses onto his forehead before rubbing his eyes with the base of his hand. His sharp, restless gaze flicked over her, sizing her up from head to toe.

         ‘I thought they were going to send Eklund,’ he added, the disappointment clear in his voice.

         ‘They didn’t.’

         Strange, Veronika thought. Why is it that everyone in the neighbourhood wants to be interviewed by Eklund? A well-known crime reporter for Norrtelje Dagblad, Eklund’s reputation was more a patchwork of legend than credibility—a ladies’ man with a fondness for drink, whose flamboyant escapades somehow kept interest alive in his otherwise mediocre journalism.

         ‘I recognize you,’ Tore said, his tone becoming softer but no less scrutinizing.

         ‘I don’t think so.’ Veronika could feel her irritation building. She didn’t have to squeeze in an interview with this old man.

         ‘Märta and Einar’s granddaughter,’ he said, pulling a handkerchief from his pocket and patting his forehead with his one good hand. ‘You used to visit Grisslehamn when you were a child.’

         She softened, letting go of some of her frustration. Her mind wandered back to all the fika mornings with coffee and cake that her grandmother used to take her to. Apparently, some had been at this old man’s house too.

         ‘How did you recognize me? That must have been ages ago.’

         ‘Not so long ago, from my point of view,’ he said, a wry smile spreading across his misshapen face.

         ‘Grandpa died last autumn,’ she said.

         ‘I’m sorry to hear that. How’s Märta doing?’ he asked gently.

         ‘She’s not quite used to being alone yet,’ Veronika replied, fiddling with the strap of her bag. ‘And she’s not so keen on staying at the cottage anymore.’

         ‘Märta, you little minx,’ Barbro grumbled from her corner, rescuing a dropped stitch in her knitting.

         ‘No, it takes time, God only knows,’ Tore said, entirely ignoring Barbro’s interjection. ‘My wife passed away just a few months ago.’ His gaze was drawn to the window, where rain spattered against the glass.

         ‘Märta snärta …’ Barbro sang absently from her corner, her tone teasing.

         ‘Will you shut up!’ roared the old man at the puzzle table, hurling a handful of jigsaw pieces in Barbro’s direction.

         Tore turned back to Veronika, his expression urging escape. ‘Come on,’ he said. ‘Let’s go to my flat—somewhere we can speak in private.’

         ‘Can we leave those two alone?’

         ‘Jan and Barbro?’ Tore shrugged. ‘They’ve been the best of friends since childhood.’

         ‘Doesn’t seem like it,’ she said wryly.

         ‘Everything isn’t always what it seems.’

         ‘No,’ she said thoughtfully.

         Together, they left the common room, heading towards the stairwell. He led her through a corridor where the yellow-beige walls faded imperceptibly into the linoleum floor.

         Tore shuffled ahead, his felt slippers squeaking faintly with each step. His crutch struck the ground in a steady rhythm. Veronika noticed herself smiling. There was something endearing about him.

         Tore unlocked his door and led her into the kitchen.

         The kitchen window, which overlooked a small wooded area outside, was slightly ajar, filling the flat with fresh air. The furniture was old but well cared for. A kitchen table with a 1950s Perstorp top stood in stark contrast to the sleek, modern kitchen fittings. The stainless-steel sink gleamed, free of dishes.

         ‘Have a seat,’ he said, gesturing towards the blue-painted wooden chairs.

         He remained standing by the sink and reached for a bag of coffee on the shelf with his good hand.

         ‘Have you lived here long?’ she asked gently.

         He shook his head. ‘Since my wife died,’ he answered, opening the coffee maker with his working arm before filling it. ‘A stroke,’ he said, nodding at his lifeless arm. ‘When Margareta passed away, I couldn’t manage the cottage alone anymore.’

         ‘But are you happy here?’

         ‘No,’ he said flatly, measuring a scoop of coffee into the filter with such force that some spilt into the sink. ‘I miss the cottage on Singö. Since I’ve been here, I’ve started to wonder more and more what the point is in sitting here, just waiting to join everyone else at the Väddö cemetery.’

         What do you even say to that? Veronika thought, picturing the cemetery. Rows of graves stretching out before her. Under each stone, a person, a story. And somewhere, loved ones still alive, mourning their absence.

         ‘Our time is finite, but it’s hard to understand that when you’re a young woman like yourself.’

         He handed her cups and saucers: crisp white porcelain, decorated with a classic cobalt-blue pattern of raised grape clusters. The same design as her grandmother’s. He even handed her delicately ornate coffee spoons. Only the tiny liqueur glasses are missing, she thought as she set the table.

         Tore poured the steaming coffee into the cups and then sat down across from her. He opened a jar filled with raspberry tarts and emptied them onto a plate.

         ‘Make sure you dip it properly now,’ he said, pushing the plate towards her.

         ‘Thank you. Did you bake them?’

         ‘Not with this, I didn’t.’ He pointed to his useless hand, then lifted a tart and dipped it into his coffee, taking a bite. ‘My son-in-law brought them yesterday. They’re from Vera’s bakery in Grisslehamn.’

         Veronika took a large bite of her tart and let the rich raspberry jam fill her mouth. ‘Delicious,’ she said, wiping her lips with a napkin. ‘I’ll have to visit Vera’s sometime. Shall we start?’

         Tore nodded as she removed her notepad and phone from her rucksack, arranging them neatly in front of her.

         ‘I’ll just ask a few questions about the care and well-being here at the home,’ she said.

         ‘No,’ Tore said abruptly.

         ‘What?’

         The energy in the room shifted noticeably.

         ‘I’ll tell you something,’ he said, lowering his voice. His sharp, squirrel-like eyes seemed to glimmer with intensity, and for a moment, the half-paralysed side of his face came alive.

         He glanced around the kitchen, as though wary that the yellow walls might be listening.

         ‘Can I trust you like I trust Eklund?’ he asked.

         As if that drunkard could be trusted, she thought. ‘You can trust me.’

         ‘Someone’s done away with my neighbour.’

         ‘Done away with?

         ‘Killed him.’

         Veronika finally understood why Tore had wanted Eklund sitting in front of him.

         ‘I know what “done away with” means,’ she said smoothly, and with a deliberate movement, she slid her finger across her phone screen to press the red record button. ‘Tell me.’

         And Tore did. The events of that night came tumbling out in great detail—every sound, every whispered conversation between Sissela and Anita.

         ‘How can you be so sure he was murdered?’ she asked when he had finished. ‘He was old, wasn’t he? Maybe he just died in his sleep?’

         ‘They’re hiding something, I know it. Call it old police intuition if you like.’

         ‘So you were a police officer?’

         ‘Not quite. A quartermaster.’

         He used his crutch for support as he rose from the table and shuffled into the hall. When he returned, he was holding a framed photograph. Carefully, he placed it in front of her.

         It showed a young man in a double-breasted uniform jacket, the fabric dark with shiny buttons. On his cap was a county coat of arms.

         ‘You were handsome.’

         ‘Yes.’ His mouth cracked open in a slow grin. ‘Yes, those were the days.’

         ‘You’ll have to tell me more about it another time,’ she said, then cursed herself for inviting yet another trip down memory lane. Old memories were the last thing she needed right now.

         Tore nodded and his eyes narrowed. He sees right through me, she realized, a flush of shame prickling her skin. She decided, then and there, that she would come back another day and actually ask him about his life. She owed him that much. The story he had just delivered could be her ticket out of mediocrity. Burglary, possibly even murder. Either way, it hinted at serious security lapses at the care home. And that fell perfectly in line with Örjan’s preferred angle.

         She was onto something here.

         ‘I will, of course, reach out to management to get their take on what happened,’ she said, steering the conversation back to the story.

         ‘As long as I’m protected as a source, you do what you need to do,’ Tore said. ‘All I want is for the truth to come out.’

         ‘The doctor’s letter of complaint to the municipality and Caring’s rejection of the accusations,’ she said, fishing the threads of the story from her mind. ‘Do you think there’s any connection to what happened?’

         Tore’s veiny hand travelled quickly to his forehead and she noticed a flicker of something in his eyes.

         ‘What are you thinking?’ she asked, watching him carefully.

         ‘Oh, it’s nothing,’ Tore muttered, his gaze drifting upwards, as if sifting through forgotten memories.

         Veronika pushed her chair back and paced towards the window, trying to piece together everything he’d just told her. Outside, the rain lashed against the glass. She stared into the grey courtyard, at the lone birch tree swaying under the weight of the downpour. Its leaves clinging tightly together.

         Something beneath the tree caught her eye, a dark, curled-up bundle.

         ‘There’s something under the birch tree,’ she said, running a finger absently along the windowsill, where the photos sat in neat rows. She noticed one frame was broken, the glass splitting the image of a young couple, the photo itself damaged by the shards.

         ‘In the rain?’ Tore asked, leaning on his crutch as he slowly pushed himself up from his chair. His felt slippers shuffled across the floor.

         Veronika cupped her hands around her face and leaned closer to the glass. ‘A dog. It looks like a German Shepherd. Poor thing.’

         ‘It’ll be fine,’ Tore muttered absently.

         She turned to him, surprised by his tone. ‘There’s something in this story that doesn’t add up,’ she said.

         He paused, raising his eyebrows.

         ‘Pieces are missing,’ she clarified.

         ‘Then make sure you find them.’

         Was that irritation? she wondered.

         Tore had reached the window by now. Leaning heavily against the sill, he peered out into the courtyard.

         ‘There’s no dog,’ he said.

         She blinked, then quickly turned back to look.

         The rain streamed down the glass. The lone birch tree still swayed gently. But the space beneath it was empty.
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         Veronika hummed a little tune under her breath as she stepped off the bus at Väddö Church. Who could have imagined what this day would bring? Her thoughts drifted back to the afternoon’s events at the editorial office. Örjan’s intense, almost manic excitement. The dandruff peppering his worn-out jacket as he’d leaned over her desk.

         She’d suddenly appeared on his radar. So much so, in fact, that he’d handed her a stack of research on Caring the moment she walked in.

         ‘You can go with Carina to Stockholm tomorrow,’ he’d said, his voice buzzing with energy. ‘You’ll do the interview with Caring’s CEO together.’

         At the bus stop, Veronika realized the rain had finally stopped. Through the dark gaps in the thick clouds overhead, sunlight broke free, scattering across the landscape. Raindrops still clinging to the hedgerows caught the light, forming tiny, fractured rainbows.

         She walked the last stretch from the bus stop, her eyes catching on the bright, butter-yellow church in the distance. The roadside was lined with rudbeckia, peonies, and honeysuckle, tangled vividly together. Large clusters of wild roses spilled over the low wall that ran alongside the cemetery.

         The plastic bag from Flower Land swung against her leg with each step, bumping her thigh. Cemeteries weren’t her thing, but a promise was a promise. She’d sworn to her grandmother that she’d visit her grandfather’s grave.

         Pausing by the cemetery wall, Veronika reached out and broke a twig from one of the rose bushes, watching the petals scatter in the light breeze. She passed through the black iron gates.

         A crow cawed from the roof in harsh bursts. She smiled up at it. This was her day.

         The buzz of her mobile phone in her pocket pulled her attention back. She set her bag on the path and answered it.

         ‘Veronika.’

         ‘Hi, it’s me.’ The familiar voice was warm.

         She hesitated, thinking of every one of the arguments they’d had over the past few weeks.

         ‘I can’t talk right now,’ she said levelly. ‘Can I call you later?’

         ‘Absolutely,’ he replied, though the slight edge in his tone betrayed his disappointment.

         ‘Good. I’ll call you. Love you.’

         She hung up quickly. Calle. She could picture him now, sitting alone back at their flat, his jaw set and his fingers drumming an irritated rhythm on the table.

         It had been an olive branch, she realized. His tone had carried that lilt of an attempted apology. But she still didn’t know if she was ready to accept it, not yet anyway.

         Veronika turned her eyes towards the church, just in time to see a couple step out onto the wide stone steps. They walked hand in hand down the path, stopping only to exchange a brief, tender kiss. Her stomach knotted.

         Above her, the treetops rustled in a soft breeze. She looked up to see the clouds dispersing rapidly.

         It’s not a decision you can make on your own. There are two of us in this relationship, aren’t there?

         She could still see Calle, his fork dropped onto the plate with a clatter, the colour draining from his face. His expression had darkened. He hadn’t stayed long enough to finish the meal she’d carefully prepared to celebrate her internship.

         Their first real test. Her career against his idea of their future together. As if a few months apart could claim that much importance or power. But she’d known, then, how deep their differences ran: his longing for a middle-class fantasy, a life she didn’t share. A dream she did not see herself fitting into.

         The memory of their conversation gnawed at her as she continued up the path. Her gaze drifted across the cemetery. Rough-cut gravestones, all in orderly rows, laid like pearls on an invisible strand. Slowly, purposefully, she approached her grandfather’s grave.

         ‘Hello, Grandad. It’s Veronika.’

         With gentle fingers, she swept away the dry leaves that had gathered around the headstone. Pulling out the flowers, she unfolded the white wrapping paper and studied the slender cyclamen stems. Careful instructions from her grandmother. Why? she thought. Grandad had never liked cyclamen, had he?

         He had loved the untamed. The black sea. Waves licking hungrily at the boat’s hull, washing over the railings.

         ‘I don’t think you’d like these,’ she murmured apologetically, planting the cyclamen into the cool black soil. ‘I brought this one, too, just in case.’ She unwrapped the peasant rose and slid it neatly into the empty plastic vase at the centre of the grave.

         ‘Veronika?’

         The voice startled her. She flinched and jabbed her finger on a thorn.

         ‘Ow.’

         ‘Holy shit. It’s you, isn’t it?’ A wide smile. ‘Sorry! Did I scare you?’

         The figure on the gravel path shook its head in a distantly familiar gesture. The outline of a well-built body under a tight leather jacket.

         ‘Jonny?’

         He had grown older but still appeared just as she had remembered him. His long hair gathered in a man bun on his head. How long has he been standing here? she thought, embarrassed.

         ‘What are you doing up here?’ he asked warmly.

         The sun peeking through the clouds lit up his blond hair.

         ‘Working at Norrtelje Dagblad.’

         A shadow passed over Jonny’s face. ‘Journalist,’ he said dryly.

         ‘Oh, come on.’ She laughed. ‘What about you? What are you doing these days?’

         ‘Elder care,’ he said, nonchalantly brushing some hair away from his face.

         ‘Are you kidding?’

         ‘No.’

         How long had it been since they’d last seen each other? Ten years? It felt like another lifetime.

         ‘Didn’t you want to be a rock star?’ she said with amusement.

         ‘Part-time, just a few months. Nothing definite. Just need to keep things going until … well, until other things work themselves out.’

         ‘Sounds exciting.’

         He nodded but didn’t elaborate.

         ‘Why did you come back?’ he asked suddenly. ‘Why Norrtälje, of all the places in the world?’

         She kicked at the gravel beneath her trainers. ‘Why not? It’s a good place to be until … other things work themselves out,’ she said, with a wink.

         Maybe there was some truth to that, after all. Because there it was, clear and vivid, hovering just beyond her horizon: her dream. To be seen and to become someone.

         She studied him for a moment. ‘Do you still live in Grisslehamn?’

         He nodded. ‘Yeah. Stuck in that hole.’

         Stuck, she thought. You always had a choice, didn’t you?

         Silence landed over them. The air was thick with the scent of lilacs.

         ‘Grandad,’ she said quietly, mostly to have something to say. She nodded towards the headstone.

         ‘When did he pass away?’

         ‘Last autumn.’

         ‘I understand how that feels. My grandmother’s buried here too,’ he said, gesturing across the row of graves. ‘She meant everything to me. Well, you know.’

         Yes, she did. Veronika’s heart softened at the memory. His mum had taken to the bottle. It had been his grandmother who saved him, a lifeline in a tough adolescence.

         Veronika’s own grandmother never approved of Jonny. She’d done everything in her power to steer Veronika towards the horse girls at the stables instead. And Veronika had lied to her, time after time. Because nothing had felt better than riding behind Jonny on his old moped, no helmet, her hair loose in the wind.

         ‘When did she pass away?’ Veronika asked softly.

         ‘This spring.’

         ‘I’m sure you miss her.’

         The words settled between them, and in the quiet came a wave of memories.

         ‘What is it?’ he asked.

         ‘Oh, I was just thinking … it’s good to see you again. Really.’ She smiled.

         ‘You’re staying in your grandmother’s cottage, yeah?’

         ‘Yeah.’

         ‘I could give you a lift to Grisslehamn, if you want. The bike’s down by the gate. I’ll be ready in a minute.’

         Before Veronika could reply, Jonny had turned and disappeared into the thick hedges lining the cemetery. Just like old times. He was so sure of himself, so certain of her. He didn’t even think to wait for an answer.

         Nothing changes. Like putty in his hands.

         She wandered the raked paths, her gaze lingering on the headstones with growing awe. Lods Anders Pettersson, Wästernäs. Johan Mattssons, Tomta. Väino Åvik, Grisslehamn. A scent of crisp early summer. People who had lived well. And some who had not. Born 1925. Died 1943.

         She stopped. A lonely woman’s grave stood out; no names of family rested there, no continuity beyond the stone. But the grave itself was anything but forgotten. A vast sea of white carnations flooded the space above her resting place. The flowers’ potent fragrance made Veronika’s head spin slightly.

         A twig snapped. Veronika twisted around, her pulse quickening.

         ‘Jonny?’

         The cemetery was deserted. Only the wind stirring the traditional mourning trees.

         ‘Jonny, come on, you know I don’t like cemeteries.’

         No answer.

         ‘Jonny, it’s not funny!’

         Her eyes darted towards the trees. And that’s when she saw her.

         An elderly woman stood partially obscured by a trunk, leaning on a crutch. Long, hanging branches seemed to close around her like a dark shroud, casting her face in shadow.

         ‘You leave her alone.’ Her crutch hit the ground with enough force to echo across the headstones.

         Veronika nodded in horror. She spun on her heel and started to run, but the loose gravel betrayed her and she fell.

         The wind grew stronger. The branches of the mournful trees thrashed against one another as if agitated by the unseen. Around her, the air seemed to fill with something thick and heavy, the souls of the buried rushing towards her.

         ‘Jonny,’ she screamed.

         Suddenly, he was standing in front of her. ‘Veronika, what are you doing?’

         His voice brought her to her senses.

         ‘What happened?’

         ‘There was a woman. An old woman. Over there.’ She pointed towards the dark copse of mourning trees.

         Jonny shook his head. ‘There’s nobody here. Come on.’ He bent down and helped her up, his arm firm around her shoulders.

         His chest was so close to hers that she could feel the steady rhythm of his heart. She leaned into him instinctively. A pendant on a strap around his neck smelt faintly of leather.

         ‘It was so strange,’ she murmured, her voice distant and unfocused. ‘It felt like … like the dead were coming for me.’

         Jonny laughed. ‘You’re crazy.’ He let go of her waist.

         She met his gaze and laughed with him. ‘No kidding.’

         His skin was tanned by the sun even though summer had barely begun. His white T-shirt was stained from the soil on his grandmother’s grave.

         ‘Let’s get out of here before the dead catch us,’ he teased, a grin tugging at his lips.

         The cloud cover was gone now. The rapeseed fields stretched beyond the churchyard, their intense yellow blending into the deep blue sky.

         Together, they walked along the path back towards the motorbike parked at the gate.

         ‘I saw you at Ömheten today,’ Jonny said suddenly, breaking the silence.

         ‘What?’

         ‘You’re like all the others, aren’t you? Digging for dirt. Looking for anything to discredit the work we do there.’

         They reached the gate.

         ‘What do you mean?’ she asked carefully.

         Jonny moved around the motorbike, his posture now tugged down by something defensive, almost childish. She read his anger clearly in his body language.

         He looked up briefly but didn’t meet her eyes. ‘There isn’t any neglect at Ömheten,’ he said, rubbing invisible dirt off his bike. ‘You won’t find anything there.’

         ‘And what about the man who died?’ she asked plainly.

         ‘Veronika, there are old and sick people living there. It would be strange if they didn’t die.’

         ‘Not him.’

         He took a step closer. A look of irritation on his face.

         ‘So that’s what you were doing at Ömheten today? Sensationalizing some gossip Tore fed you?’

         ‘What I did there is my business,’ she said tersely, looking over the graves.

         ‘I never thought you would sink so low,’ he said.

         Veronika swallowed hard. ‘Jonny,’ she began carefully, ‘I want you to answer one question. Honestly.’

         ‘Sure.’

         ‘Would you have let your grandmother live at Ömheten?’

         He pushed his hands into the snug pockets of his jeans and looked over the row of gravestones. Towards the oddly shaped hanging mourning trees.

         ‘She had a mind of her own, you know.’

         ‘So, you wouldn’t have let her live there?’ Veronika pressed.

         ‘It’s not that,’ he replied, his eyes softening slightly. ‘She wouldn’t have survived being away from the sea. Just the thought of it would’ve crushed her. She’d have given up.’

         He turned the ignition.

         Just like Tore, Veronika thought, seeing his face before her.

         ‘Maybe you’re right,’ she said wearily, letting him have the last word, just as she always had.

         ‘What?’ he called over the noise.

         She shook her head and he smiled, his anger gone.

         Veronika swung herself onto the back of the motorbike, her arms wrapping tightly around his waist as the engine roared to life. And just like that, they were speeding down the road, the wind in her face, erasing the weight of the cemetery and the work waiting for her. Memories stirred against the green blur of the surrounding forest, snapshots of a carefree summer long gone.
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         The sound of the landline ringing cut through the apartment. As quickly as he could manage, Tore made his way to the telephone table in the hall and picked up the receiver.

         ‘Are you out of your mind, Dad? How could you go to the press?’

         He lowered himself into a chair nearby, the smooth oval of the hall mirror catching his eye.

         ‘Good morning, Anna,’ he replied. ‘How nice of you to call.’

         ‘Don’t joke your way out of this,’ she snapped.

         ‘I’m not joking. Frankly, I have no idea what you’re talking about.’

         ‘The newspaper. Haven’t you read the newspaper today?’

         ‘No.’ He glanced at his reflection. His grey hair hung limply against the sharpness of his bald crown, his lopsided features more pronounced than usual.

         ‘You—’ She inhaled sharply before continuing. ‘Because I presume it was you who leaked the story about the deaths at the Ömheten care home.’

         ‘Why would it be me?’ he asked, feigning innocence.

         ‘Because the article’s full of details that only the police—or possibly you—could know.’

         ‘Possibly,’ he acknowledged. ‘And despite this uncertainty, you’ve chosen to accuse your father. Everyone knows the police leak like a sieve.’

         ‘Why did you do it?’

         ‘Your colleagues didn’t listen to what I had to say,’ he said matter-of-factly, but there was a note of retreat in his tone.

         ‘You leaked an investigation to a journalist. Isn’t that a bit childish at your age?’

         ‘You might think so,’ he replied, his expression hardening. ‘But you just wait until you get benched, Anna.’

         ‘And that’s exactly where you’ll stay if you keep acting like this,’ she shot back. ‘A lifetime in the police force, and this is what you choose to do?’

         ‘Clearly, there’s substance to my conclusions,’ he countered, his voice calmer now, ‘if you’re this angry.’

         She let out an exasperated sigh, but her tone softened slightly. ‘Dad, you’re sharp; your analysis is usually spot on. I’ll give you that. And yes, my colleagues were sloppy. You had every right to be frustrated.’

         ‘So—what have you got?’ he asked, feeling a smile creep across his lips. Even across the paralysed side of his face.

         ‘We’re investigating a burglary … at this point.’

         ‘Tell me more.’

         ‘Don’t push your luck,’ she replied sharply.

         His smile faltered.

         ‘Is there anything else you’d like to share with me?’ she pressed after a pause.

         ‘No,’ he said simply, his eyes drifting to the broken photo frame on the table nearby. If she knew about that, she’d be furious. He pressed the receiver closer to his ear, straining to imagine her expression on the other end.

         ‘Hey,’ Anna said suddenly, breaking the silence. Her tone was lighter now. ‘Actually … I have something you could help me with. I should’ve asked you sooner, but I just didn’t get around to it.’

         ‘Didn’t you just tell me to stop poking my nose in?’

         ‘There’s a fine line between helping and hindering.’

         ‘I get it. So, what’s this about?’

         ‘A bit of investigative work for someone who knows Väddö inside out.’

         ‘And how exactly am I qualified?’

         ‘Dad, I’m not going to waste time trying to persuade you.’

         ‘What is it about?’

         ‘Good old-fashioned police work. A request from the Guardia Civil.’

         ‘Spain?’

         ‘Yes, it’s to identify an elderly woman.’

         ‘She’s dead, right?’ Tore asked.

         ‘How did you know?’

         ‘Why else would they ask for help?’

         ‘She was murdered in her home in Majorca some time ago.’

         ‘And you don’t know who she was?’

         ‘No. She wasn’t who she claimed to be.’

         If asked directly, Tore would never have admitted it, but there was an unmistakable tingle in his broken body. A welcome thrill coursed through his veins.

         ‘And the connection to Sweden?’

         ‘Counterfeit ID documents. Swedish.’

         Tore let out a low whistle.

         ‘The police interviewed the few friends she had on the island. Their statements suggest a connection to Roslagen.’

         ‘How careless,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘Talking about your background while living somewhere under precarious circumstances.’

         ‘She arrived in Spain sometime in the forties or fifties. The offence is probably barred by the statute of limitations by now. She was a local artist, lived a quiet, reclusive life.’

         ‘And the offence itself?’

         ‘I don’t know any specific details about the investigations. All they’re asking for is help with identification.’

         ‘You didn’t travel to Spain in the 1940s. It was wartime,’ Tore mused aloud. Images from his childhood fluttered in. The smell of cigarettes. Uniformed men slouched against Grisslehamn’s bus garage, smoke curling out of their nostrils. The shop opposite, where women with heavy food baskets gathered. Sometimes he went there with his mother.

         ‘Good point,’ Anna said. ‘Maybe that helps narrow the time frame.’

         ‘What?’

         ‘Clever thought. I should’ve spoken to you sooner.’

         You wouldn’t have, he thought, if it weren’t for your desire to keep me out of the Viking investigation. Annoyed that he’d been momentarily misled, he added, ‘I was probably just a little boy when she left Sweden. I doubt I knew her.’

         ‘I have a photo. I’ll email it to you.’

         ‘Sure, go ahead, but I probably won’t be much help.’

         The apartment was bathed in the early summer light filtering through the kitchen’s grimy windows. Midsummer soon, he thought, the words of old poetry slipping unbidden through his mind: Come lilies and aquilegia, come …

         Somewhere beyond the window, faint strains of a violin rose. The sound wove through the summer sky, now dotted with wispy, delicate clouds. Yet a thought, heavy and unwelcome, refused to leave him.

         ‘When do I get to see my grandchildren, anyway?’ he asked abruptly, as if to push it from his mind.

         ‘We were thinking of heading up to the cottage for Midsummer. You’re, of course, very welcome to join.’

         ‘A holiday to my own home?’ he said dryly.

         The sun disappeared behind a cloud.

         ‘Stop it, Dad. You know I didn’t mean it that way.’

         ‘I’ll see what I can do,’ he said after a pause. ‘Maybe it’d be better to stay here.’

         ‘Okay,’ she said, her tone subdued. ‘Think about it. I have to go.’

         And just like that, she was gone.

         Tore sat at the table, the receiver still in his hand. She hadn’t even tried to convince him.

         The light shifted again as the sun peeked out from behind the clouds, its early summer brightness cutting through the dim hallway.

         A fly, drowsy from its winter hibernation, droned towards him. He swatted at it absently, watching as it buzzed its lazy escape into the kitchen. His mind was busy, crowded with thoughts, if only he knew how to fix things with Anna.

         It had always been Margareta who was close to their daughter. That was how it had always been. The fact that he had remained so far removed from their connection was something Tore only truly appreciated now, after her death.

         He rose abruptly and went into the kitchen. The fly was wandering along the inside of the windowpane, its spindly legs leaving faint smudges on the glass. It crept up the curtain and settled there, rubbing its legs together with mechanical precision.

         Tore unhooked the fly swatter from its spot above the sink and moved towards the fly with methodical caution. He measured the distance, raised the swatter, and struck. The curtain swung apart, and a red smear spread across the pristine white cotton fabric.

         Margareta. Seventy-three years old and in perfect health, if you didn’t count the diabetes she’d lived with so long that none of them had thought of it as a disease anymore. Who could’ve guessed she’d be the first to throw in the towel?

         She had gone to Grisslehamn to do some shopping and collapsed on the pavement outside Ica. She had died instantly.

         Tore set the swatter down and sank into the kitchen chair. His eyes drifted to the broken photo frame on the table. A pang of guilt swept over him. A secret from Anna. But what was there to tell her now? If the photo truly held any importance, the answer would surface soon enough.

         Resolved, he stood, crossed the room, and picked up the frame. Returning to the table, he carefully released the clamps holding the damaged photograph in place. He ran a finger over the archipelago scene. A string of low, grey islands in the background. Smooth grey rock glistening. The scene was unassuming and yet stunningly beautiful in its simplicity. No landmarks to give away its location, but he squinted, holding it further away for focus. The island of Viggskären, perhaps. The rocky shore reached out to the water, forming shallow, silvery pools along the edges. He’d taken the boat there a few times himself, rough waters that made landing difficult when the wind blew from the northeast.

         He slid open the drawer beside the stove and pulled out the magnifying glass. Back at the table, he leaned closer to the photograph.

         First, the girl: she stood in the foreground, dressed in a swimsuit made of thick fabric that clung to her waist. A wide headband held most of her windblown hair in place, though not entirely. There was a tension in her expression, a discomfort that suggested she’d rather not be in front of the camera.

         Next, the boy. His smile was broad, relaxed. His oversized swimming trunks were fastened with a simple drawstring belt. A small cap perched on his head. One arm rested confidently around the girl’s waist.

         The photo had been knocked from Viking’s bedside table when he died. Tore’s eyes lingered on it. Was it important to the investigation? Relevant in any way? Or was he now clinging to loose threads? Perhaps it was better to return it.

         He placed the photo back in its frame, slid the clamps back into place, and hurried to the front door. Pulling it open, his slippers barely made a whisper as he stomped across the corridor to Viking’s flat.

         The door was ajar.

         What kind of security do they even have around here? Tore wondered bitterly, gripping the handle as he stepped inside.

         The hallway was dim. The digital photo frame was still displaying images on loop.

         ‘Hey,’ Tore called out.

         No response.

         The sharp odour of detergent hung in the air, acrid and cloying.

         Underneath the coat rack, Viking’s three pairs of bespoke, polished shoes sat neatly arranged on the rack. Made to measure from John Lobb on St James Street, London, luxuries that far exceeded what a national pension could reasonably afford. Viking had cherished them, ensuring they were rotated and restored at regular intervals. Now they sat there, gleaming as if ready for another day, but they had outlived their owner.

         Tore couldn’t help but glance down at his felt slippers, worn and damp, pitiable in comparison to Viking’s elegant footwear.

         The hallway opened onto the living room, just as it did in Tore’s flat. Svenskt Tenn curtains, thick, colourful, hung over the windows, casting twilight shadows over the bespoke furniture.

         From somewhere further in the flat came the faint scraping sound of movement.

         Tore followed it cautiously, stepping into the kitchen.

         The dining area was to his left, framed by delicate lace curtains and a tilted potted geranium on the windowsill. The table was still set with two bottle-green placemats adorned with hunting motifs. Crumbs from breakfast remained on the surface, a faint reminder of a routine interrupted. The same green colour upholstered the chair cushions.

         Tore’s eyes shifted to the man standing at the sink. Josef was slightly hunched, his back to the doorway. The contents of a kitchen drawer were spread across the counter, glittering beneath the light. Every drawer in the kitchen had been pulled out, and the cupboards were open.

         ‘Hello,’ Tore said. His voice broke the silence.

         Josef spun around, startled. He bumped a glass of water on the counter, which rolled and smashed onto the linoleum floor. A thousand tiny shards scattered like prisms.

         ‘God, you scared me,’ Josef said, his voice high and fractured.

         The pendant that had been by Viking’s bed yesterday fell from his hand and landed in the shattered glass.

         ‘Sorry.’ Tore looked at Josef. Sweat dampened the grey hair curling around his ears, giving him a dishevelled, uneasy appearance.

         Josef remained standing in the shattered glass, reluctant to step away from the drawer in front of him.

         ‘What are you doing?’ Tore asked.

         ‘Collecting all the food,’ Josef replied, nodding towards a plastic tray further down the counter. Milk, yoghurt, and sausages sat there in a mishmash, incongruously accompanied by two bottles of vintage champagne.

         ‘He kept food in the kitchen drawers?’

         ‘No, Tore, he didn’t. His nephew called. Asked me to start packing up his things as well.’ His gaze lingered, expressionless.

         ‘Maurice?’ Tore said after a beat.

         ‘Yeah.’

         ‘Unusual name,’ Tore remarked faintly.

         Josef shrugged. ‘His dad had a thing for the French.’

         ‘Oh. I didn’t know.’

         Josef scratched his crooked nose and sighed. ‘Anyway, it’s awkward, packing up someone else’s things,’ he admitted. ‘So I started with the kitchen. It somehow feels … less personal.’

         As far as Tore could remember, Viking had never had visits from family. Alone in life, it seemed. Loved ones who had cut ties. Anna. Is that what she wanted too?

         His gaze dropped to the floor. The pendant still rested among the shards of glass at Josef’s feet. Bending down carefully, the handyman picked it up. The small Thor’s hammer slid through the leather strap in his hands and he fingered the blade.

         ‘A life story with sharp edges,’ he murmured softly. ‘You know what this symbolizes?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘Did you know he was interested in that sort of thing?’

         Tore shook his head. ‘I’m starting to realize there’s a lot I didn’t know.’

         Josef remained silent for a moment, turning the pendant over in his hands. Then, almost as if speaking to himself, he said, ‘We create an illusion, convince ourselves that we can leave things locked in the past, buried and forgotten.’ His voice dropped slightly. ‘But suddenly, when you least expect it, it lashes out again.’

         Josef’s eyes met Tore’s, and for a brief moment, it felt as though they were both searching each other for understanding.

         ‘What are you doing here by yourself, anyway?’ Josef asked, with forced lightness.

         ‘I heard movement in the corridor,’ Tore lied smoothly, squeezing the photo frame in his pocket. ‘Thought I’d take a look.’

         ‘I should’ve figured. You old cops never go out of service, do you?’

         ‘No, probably not,’ Tore admitted, his gaze drifting to the glint of sunlight hitting the stainless-steel sink. He straightened slightly. ‘That illusion you mentioned, about the past. Was it something you and Viking talked about?’

         Josef hesitated, the question catching him off guard. ‘Yes,’ he stammered.

         ‘Have you told the police?’

         A mobile phone buzzed in Josef’s breast pocket. Josef flinched and glanced at the number flashing on the screen.

         ‘Sorry, I have to go,’ he muttered hastily, brushing past Tore towards the door.

         I’ll have to ask him what that was all about again, he thought and hurried on towards the living room.

          
      

         The room was dominated by floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, giving the air a heavy, claustrophobic quality. The thick curtains gave off a pungent odour of dust, every breath scratching faintly at his throat.

         On the floor below the bookcase sat a precarious pile of photo albums. Tore frowned. Had Josef rummaged through here too? He paused, listening cautiously for any sound in the corridor. Silence.
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