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      1
          

         There it was, the looming shadow of the mountains. A petrol station flashed by out of the corner of his eye, followed by yet more trees. He’d needed to pee for over two hundred kilometers by then.

         He pulled off onto a side road and stumbled out of the car, through the wildflowers on the verge. Turned towards the forest and relieved himself.

         There was something about the scents. The flowers along the edge of the ditch. The dew in the grass and the haze in the evening air, the buttercups and fireweed and cow parsley, standing a meter tall. Or maybe it was timothy grass, what did he know. He just recognized the smell.

         The tarmac was bumpy with frost damage, and soon gave over to gravel. He could take a left in twenty or so kilometers and be back on the highway; it wasn’t a big detour. The landscape opened out in front of him, green hills and low valleys. There was something comforting about it, like the gentle curves of a soft, warm woman’s body.

         He drove past sleepy farms and abandoned houses, a small lake so calm that the reflection of the forest looked just like the forest itself. Each tree identical to the next. He had once climbed a mountain and looked down at the endless forests of the Ådalen Valley, realized they went on forever.

         There were no other cars around when he reached the fork in the road. He recognized the yellow wooden building straight ahead. These days all he could see through its dusty display window were piles of construction waste, but the sign was still there; the shop had 2once sold food. Olof remembered sweets on a Saturday, the taste of jelly frogs and salty licorice fish. He turned the wrong way, heading farther inland. He would still be able to reach the northern fringes of Stockholm before morning. Besides, the boss would be asleep; no one would check the mileage or the exact amount of petrol he’d used. Another five kilometers was no big deal. Olof could always blame the caravans and roadworks; everyone knew what the Swedish roads were like during the summer.

         At this time of year. Late June.

         The scents, the light, they made his mouth turn dry and his legs go numb. Every fiber of his being knew it was that time of year. After term had ended and the boredom took over, the longest days, when he was thrown out of sync. Olof remembered it as a grayish half-darkness, though it must have been just as bright as now, an endless summer night, pale midnight hours when the sun simply dipped below the horizon.

         He drove past things he had long forgotten or simply never thought about. Yet they had been there all along. The yellow house that always had guests in the summer, their children forbidden from cycling on the main road. The old schoolhouse, closed down before he could remember; the fields where the trotter horses huddled together, staring at the road. The white plastic bales of hay, you could climb on top of those and pretend to be king of the hill; and there was the weeping birch on the left, where he slowed down and turned off. It had grown so big. Branches bowed low, clouds of vivid green leaves hiding the letter boxes.

         He knew exactly which one it was: gray plastic, the third along. There was a newspaper sticking out of it. Olof hauled himself out of the car and walked over to check the name.

         Hagström.

         He swatted at the mosquitoes and pulled out the local newspaper. There were another two beneath it, hence why it didn’t quite fit. Ads for fiber broadband, a bill from Kramfors Council. Someone still lived there, received post and newspapers; someone was still paying for the water and to have the bins emptied, or whatever else the bill 3might be for. Olof felt a shiver pass through him as he read the name on the envelope.

         Sven Hagström.

         He shoved everything back into the letter box and returned to the car. Grabbed a chocolate biscuit from the bag on the floor, just for something to chew on. He knocked back a can of energy drink and killed the mosquitoes that had followed him in. One had already drunk its fill, and a fleck of red spread across the leather seat. He rubbed it away with some spit and toilet paper, then continued slowly along the old tractor road. The grass in the middle brushed against the bumper, and the car bounced through one pothole after another. Past the Strinneviks’ place, their gray barn visible among the greenery. Down one hill and then up again, he reached the top, where the dark pines ended and nature seemed to open out onto the river and beyond. Olof didn’t dare look. The red house flashed by at the edge of his field of vision. He turned at the end of the road and slowly drove back.

         The paint around the windows was peeling. He couldn’t see a car, but it could easily be in the garage. The grass was tall around the woodshed, dotted with small saplings that would soon turn to brush.

         Olof didn’t know why he had expected it to be any different: abandoned and dilapidated, or sold to strangers who had since moved in.

         And yet, it wasn’t.

         He pulled over behind the bin and switched off the engine. Golden dandelions studded the lawn. He remembered how hard they were to pull up. You had to get rid of them before they went to seed, otherwise they would spread in the wind. Use a hoe to dig down to the roots so they wouldn’t come back. In his memory, his hands were so small. He looked down at the broad hand that should have been turning the ignition key now.

         The sun rose above the tops of the spruce trees, its rays hitting the rearview mirror and blinding him. He closed his eyes and pictured her in front of him, or inside him, he couldn’t quite tell where she was, but that was how he had seen her over and over again, night after night through all these years, whenever he didn’t doze off 4immediately, blind drunk or exhausted, half-dead, that was how he always saw her, walking into the forest. She wandered in and out of him. So close, not far from there, down towards the river.

         
      That look as she turns onto the trail. Is she smiling at him? Did she just wave? Come on then, Olof! Come on! Was that really to him?
    

         
      Then their voices are all around him, the tang of petrol from their souped-up mopeds, cigarette smoke keeping the mosquitoes at bay.
    

         
      Seriously, Olof, you’re practically in already. Go after her. Lina’s no tease. Come on, man, you can see she wants it. Maybe he’s a fag? Are you a fag, Olof? Have you ever even kissed a girl, or just your mum?
    

         
      Come on, Olof! You’ve never done it, have you? Just get your hand under her top, do it all quick, that’s what you need to do, get them horny before they have time to think too much.
    

         
      Their voices are still in his head as he walks along the trail. Her skirt flutters up ahead, her yellow cardigan between the tree trunks.
    

         
      Lina.
    

         
      Velvety smooth arms, laughing, nettle scented, burning tangles around his calves, clouds of mosquitoes and bastard horseflies, blood on her arm where he squashed a horsefly, pow, just like that, and her laughter, Thanks Olof, my hero. There are her lips, right up close. He imagines how soft they must be, like moss, damp, sinking, sucking him in. Tongue in before she has time to speak, he hears them say. Some just want to talk all night, but watch out for that, you’ ll end up in the friend zone. Nope, get your hands on her boobs, squeeze ’em and play with ’em, they like it when you suck on their tits, you do that and you’re home free, I swear, just don’t fucking hesitate, girls learn all that shit about saying no and keeping their legs together even though they’re wet and horny and dream about it too, but you can’t just pound away at them; you’ve got to do it their way. Fingers in, poke her pussy, then go full throttle, pedal to the metal, yeah?
    

         
      Suddenly Olof is falling headlong into the nettles and he feels her all around him.
    

         There was no air in the car, just humidity and heat. He had to get out.

         Thin veils of mist swept over the bay down below. On the other 5side of the river, the eternal mountains loomed in the distance, columns of steam rising from the paper mill. It was so quiet he could hear the leaves of the aspen trees rustling in a breeze so soft he couldn’t feel it, the buzz of the bees toiling away on the lupins and mayweed. Then he heard the whimpering. Pitiful, as though it was being made by something that was injured, unhappy.

         It was coming from inside the house. Olof tried to cover the short distance back to the car without making a sound, before the dog noticed him, but that was impossible with a body like his; the grass and twigs broke under his weight. He could hear his own heavy breathing over the buzzing of the insects, and the dog could too. It started barking like crazy. Howling and scratching, throwing itself against the wall or the door. The sound made him think of the wild barks of the hunting dogs, the way they leapt at the mesh in their cages when you cycled by. The police dogs. When they were brought down to the river to track Lina’s scent, their distant barks when they found her things.

         He knew he should get back in the car and drive away, fast, before the old man woke up and saw someone outside. Would he grab his hunting rifle, the one Olof had been allowed to hold, the one he was never old enough to fire? Colors and furniture tumbled around in his memory. The painted green stairs, the floral pattern on the wallpaper, his old bed beneath the sloping roof.

         Then he saw the water, trickling slowly down the side of the house. Had one of the pipes sprung a leak? And why was the dog shut in? Olof could hear that it wasn’t in the hall by the front door, the natural place for a hunting dog, for any dog; the sound was farther back. Possibly in the kitchen, at the far end of the hallway. Olof pictured pale blue panels, white-painted cabinets, something cooking slowly on the hob.

         The dog must be home alone. Surely no one could sleep that deeply.

         His thoughts turned to the rock, the round one, by the corner of the house. A couple of wood lice scuttled away as he picked it up. The key was still there.6

         His hand was shaking so much that pushing it into the lock proved difficult. Olof had no right to unlock the door. You should know that they have declined all contact.

         The particular scent of the house hit him, a sense of being a child again. The painting of the old man with a big mustache that used to look down at him from the wall, some prime minister from a hundred years ago, was now at eye level. And there was the bench with the cushion where they took off their shoes, the rag rugs his grandmother had weaved. They were barely visible beneath the things dumped all over the place, tools and equipment leaving only a narrow passageway down the hall, bags of empty cans and bottles. His mother never would have allowed the place to get into this state.

         He heard claws scrabbling against wood. Olof had been right: the dog was shut in the kitchen, a broom wedged against the door. No one should be allowed to do that to a dog, he knew that much, despite the tangle of thoughts swirling through his mind.

         He yanked the broom away and took cover behind the door as he turned the handle. Broom still in hand, in case he needed to ward off the dog’s jaws. But it shot straight past him, a black blur, darting outside. The stench of urine and shit followed it out, awful, the poor bastard had made a real mess in there.

         That was when he noticed the water coming from the bathroom. It was seeping out beneath the door, washing over the rag rugs in the living room and forming small rivers and lakes on the brown linoleum floor.

         The little indicator on the lock was white, not red, as it was when someone was in the bathroom. Olof had learned to lock himself in there with his comics. That was what you had to do when you had an annoying older sister screaming to let her in.

         He opened the door and the water surged out over his shoes.

         There was a sponge floating inside, dirt and loose hair, dead flies. The striped shower curtain was closed, and Olof felt the cold water seep through his socks as he stepped into the room. He could do that, if nothing else: try to turn off the water before he left, so the house wouldn’t be completely ruined. He pulled back the curtain.7

         There was someone sitting behind it. A crooked body slumped in an unfamiliar chair. Olof knew what he was looking at, but he couldn’t quite process it. The old man was hunched over, completely white. In the sunlight filtering through the window, his skin seemed to glisten like the scales of a fish. Tendrils of wet hair were plastered across his scalp. Olof managed to take another step forward to reach the knob, and the water finally stopped flowing.

         Other than his own hoarse breathing and the flies buzzing against the windowpane, he couldn’t hear a sound. The last few drops of water. The naked body seemed to draw his gaze, holding it firmly. The man’s skin seemed loose somehow, with greenish patches across his back. Gripping the handbasin, Olof leaned in. He couldn’t see the man’s eyes, but his prominent nose had a bump in the middle, an old bandy injury from his youth. He saw the man’s penis, crooked as a worm between his legs.

         Then the handbasin came loose from the wall. A deafening crash, as though the house itself were falling down, and he lost his balance. Splashed around, hitting his head on the washing machine, slipping when he tried to get up.

         Crawling on all fours, he managed to leave the bathroom and struggle to his feet.

         Out of there.

         
            *

         

         He slammed the door behind him and locked up. Put the key back where he had found it and walked towards the car as quickly and as normally as he could. He started the engine and put it into reverse, ramming into the bin.

         Plenty of old people died like that, he thought as he pulled away, his heart still beating so hard he could hear it thundering in his ears. They had a heart attack or a stroke and then just keeled over and died. The police wouldn’t care. A lot of them live alone, some aren’t found until years later.

         But why had he shut the dog in?

         Olof slammed on the brakes. There it was, right in front of him, 8standing in the middle of the road. Another ten meters and he would have flattened the stupid thing. Mouth open, tongue lolling out, shaggy and excited and jet black. It looked like the product of some kind of wild dalliance in the woods, with the head of a Labrador and the coat of an overgrown terrier, ears standing to attention.

         Olof revved the engine. He had to deliver the car, a beautiful Pontiac, a real find; it needed to be parked outside the boss’s garage by morning, the key hidden in the usual place.

         But the dog wasn’t moving.

         If he blasted the horn, the neighbors might have heard it and put two and two together, so instead he got out and shooed it. The dog glared at him.

         “Get out of the way, you stupid bastard,” he hissed, throwing a stick at it. The dog caught it midair and bounded forward, dropping it by his feet and wagging its entire rear end as though it thought life were some kind of damn game. Olof hurled the stick as far as he could into the woods, and the dog charged after it through the bilberry bushes. He was just about to climb back into the car when he heard footsteps on the gravel behind him.

         “Nice ride,” a voice called out. “Not exactly what you expect to see out here in the sticks.”

         Olof saw a man approaching with fast, light steps. He was wearing a pair of long shorts and a polo shirt, white canvas shoes. He patted the black lid of the boot as though it were a horse.

         “Trans Am third generation, right?”

         Olof had frozen with one foot in the car, the other on the road.

         “Mmm, an eighty-eight,” he mumbled into the paintwork. “It’s heading to Stockholm, Upplands Bro.” He wanted to say that he was in a hurry, that he had to get going before the summer traffic built up; it was Midsummer’s Eve, a Friday, meaning there would be queues in every direction, and on top of that there were warnings about roadworks and lane closures between Hudiksvall and Gävle. But he couldn’t get the words to come out. The dog had also returned with the stick, nudging him with its nose.

         “So it’s not for sale?”9

         “It’s not mine. I’m just driving it.”

         “And you ended up here?”

         The man was smiling, but Olof could hear what lay behind his voice, behind his smile. There was always something else there.

         “Just needed to take a leak.”

         “And you chose this road? Sorry for asking, but we’ve had a bit of trouble in the past—gangs of thieves scoping out the cabins. The neighbor down there had his lawn mower stolen. We all try to keep an eye out. For strange cars, that kind of thing.”

         The dog had sniffed out his food, and was attempting to get into the car between his legs. The dirt in the kitchen flashed through his mind, the cartons scattered across the floor. It must have fought its way into the cupboards trying to find something to eat.

         Olof grabbed it by the scruff of its neck, making it growl and squirm.

         “Is it yours?”

         “No, I … It was in the middle of the road.”

         “Hang on, isn’t that Sven Hagström’s dog?” The man turned around and peered up towards the house, still visible among the trees. “Is he home?”

         Olof struggled with the words. The truth. The shower running and running, the pale skin dissolving before his eyes. The key beneath the rock. He cleared his throat and gripped the car door.

         “Sven’s dead.” Something inside him shifted, contracting his throat as he spoke, like tying a knot and pulling it tight. He knew he had to say something else, because the man was now backing away from him, staring at the number plate. Olof saw he had a phone in his hand.

         “The key was under the rock,” he managed to blurt out. “I wanted to let the dog out … I was just driving by.”

         “And who are you?” The man was holding his phone out in front of him. Olof heard a click, then another. Was he taking photos of the car, of him?

         “I’m calling,” he said. “I’m calling the police right now.”

         “He’s my dad. Sven Hagström.”10

         The man glanced down at the dog and then up at Olof. His eyes seemed to bore beneath the layers of the person he had become.

         “Olof? You’re Olof Hagström?”

         “I was going to call, but …”

         “My name’s Patrik Nydalen,” the man told him, backing away again. “You might not remember me, I’m Tryggve and Mejan’s son, from up there.” He pointed along the road, towards a house farther back among the trees. Olof couldn’t see it, but he knew it appeared in a clearing when you walked along the snowmobile trail. “I can’t say I remember you, but I was only five or six when …”

         In the silence that followed, Olof could see the cogs turning in his blond head, the flicker in his eyes as the memories returned. Everything he had been told over the years.

         “Maybe you should tell them what happened yourself,” he continued. “I’ll dial the number and pass the phone to you, OK?” The man held out the phone to him, stretching his arm as far as he could. “It’s my personal phone. But I have my work phone on me too, I always do.”

         The dog was now in the car, nose deep in his bag of food, rooting around in it.

         “Or I can call them myself,” said Patrik Nydalen, backing up again.

         Olof slumped into the driver’s seat. He remembered a couple of little kids up at the Nydalen homestead. Didn’t they have rabbits, in a cage behind the house? Olof had snuck over and opened it one summer night, luring them out with dandelion leaves. Maybe the fox had caught them.

         Or maybe they were finally free.

      

   


   
      11
          

         With its beautiful traditions of leaf-clad maypoles, nonstop drinking, violence, and abuse, Midsummer’s Eve was possibly the worst day of the year to be at work.

         Eira Sjödin had volunteered to take the shift on the brightest of Swedish nights. Her colleagues needed the time off more than she did, people with kids and that kind of thing.

         “Are you leaving already?” Her mother followed her out into the hallway, hands wandering, picking up whatever happened to be lying on top of the chest of drawers.

         “I have to go to work, Mum, I told you. Have you seen the car keys?”

         “When are you coming back?”

         Shoehorn in one hand, a glove in the other.

         “Tonight, but late.”

         “You don’t have to come running over here all the time, you know. I’m sure you have better things to be doing.”

         “I live here now, Mum, remember?”

         The conversation was followed by a frantic search for the keys Kerstin Sjödin insisted she hadn’t moved—“You can’t claim I’ve forgotten when I know I haven’t touched them”—until Eira eventually found them in her own back pocket, where she had left them the night before.

         A pat on the cheek.

         “We can celebrate tomorrow, Mum. With herring and strawberries.”

         “And a nice glass of schnapps.”12

         “And some schnapps.”

         Fourteen degrees, a thin layer of cloud overhead. The radio forecast was promising sun across the whole of central Norrland; it would be glorious drinking weather by the afternoon. The aquavit would already be chilling in every house she passed, in Lunde and Frånö and Gudmunrå, in the summerhouses people returned to for generation after generation, in coolers at the campsites.

         
            *

         

         The car park outside the police station in Kramfors was half-empty. Most of the force had been concentrated onto the evening shift.

         One of Eira’s young colleagues met her in the entrance.

         “We’ve been called out,” he said. “Suspicious death, an elderly man in Kungsgården.”

         Eira glanced down at the name badge on his chest. She had said hello to him the previous day, but they had never worked the same shift before.

         “The old man must’ve collapsed in the shower,” he continued, eyes on the report from the control center in Umeå. “It was his son who found him, a neighbor called it in.”

         “Sounds like something for the care system,” said Eira. “Why have we been called out?”

         “Ambiguities. Apparently the son was about to clear off.”

         Eira ran inside to get changed. August Engelhardt, that was it. Yet another newly qualified rookie with a short back and sides, a sweeping fringe at the front. Barely a day over twenty-seven, and looked like he worked out. The kind of police officers you saw on TV, who worked together year after year, seemed more like a fantasy than anything else, a relic of a bygone era.

         In reality people graduated from the police academy in Umeå and then fought for the jobs there. They applied to unappealing districts like Kramfors in an attempt to gain experience, staying for a maximum of six months. Drove the 250 kilometers home each weekend until something better turned up in the regional capital, with its cafés and vegan restaurants. This particular kid was different in 13that he had studied down south. They rarely ever got anyone from Stockholm.

         “I’ve got a girlfriend down there, too,” he explained as they turned off through Nyland. Eira saw the clocks on the tower above the former courthouse which had stopped at different times, each one facing a different direction. At least it was right four times a day.

         “We bought a flat, but I want to work in the inner city,” August continued. “So I can cycle to work and that kind of thing. And avoid having someone slam a rock into my head when I get out of the car. I thought I might as well come out here to work for a while, until a position opens up.”

         “And take it easy, you mean?”

         “Yeah, why not?”

         He hadn’t noticed the sarcasm in her voice. Eira had worked in Stockholm for four years after graduation, and had a rose-tinted memory of constantly being surrounded by colleagues. If you called for backup, they were there within minutes.

         She took the Hammar Bridge over the river, turning downstream towards Kungsgården. This side of the river was home to the Ådalen river valley’s farmland. Eira unconsciously found herself searching for the hill with the stick rising from the top of it.

         Her father had once pointed it out, the site of the most northerly royal estate in the fourteenth century, back when the sea levels were six meters higher and the hills all around them were small islands. She occasionally managed to catch a glimpse of the stick before it merged with the rest of the landscape. This was how far Swedish royal power had stretched back then, no farther.

         But to the north, wilderness and freedom reigned.

         The story was on the tip of Eira’s tongue, but she managed to stop herself in time. It was bad enough that she was always the older officer at the age of just thirty-two; she didn’t need to become the person who told stories about every stick and rock they passed, too.

         The letter boxes appeared on the side of the road, and Eira turned abruptly, braking in the gravel.

         There was something about this place, an immediate feeling of 14familiarity. A forest road like hundreds of others, with weeds poking up in the middle. Rough tire tracks in the compressed clay, studded with gravel laid years earlier, flattened pine cones, and last year’s leaves. An unremarkable house hidden from the road, the remains of an old barn at the edge of the trees.

         Eira had a strong sense of having cycled here with one of her friends, probably Stina. She hadn’t thought about her in years, but suddenly it felt like she was right by her side. The tense silence as they pedaled up to the tangled forest, the breathlessness, something forbidden.

         “I don’t think I caught the name,” she said. “What’s he called?”

         “Patrik Nydalen.” August peered down at his phone, searching the report. “That’s who called it in. The dead man is Sven Hagström.”

         Right there, behind those first few trees: that was where they had hidden their bikes. Tall, powerful spruces, an area of forest that had never been cleared. A suspense she almost couldn’t bear, heart in her throat.

         “And the son?” she asked, breathless. “The one who was trying to leave?”

         “Yeah, what was his name? It’s here somewhere … actually, no it’s not.”

         Eira hit the wheel. Once, twice.

         “Why didn’t anyone notice? Doesn’t anyone bloody remember anything?”

         “Sorry, you’ve lost me. What am I supposed to have noticed?”

         “Not you. I know you don’t know anything.” Eira let the car roll forward again, unbearably slowly, the forest creeping closer, a deep and ancient darkness. The kid beside her had probably been crawling around in nappies when it happened. Every blue-light case in Norrland went through the regional control center in Umeå these days, and had done so for the past few years. She couldn’t expect them to remember a twenty-year-old case from Ångermanland at the drop of a hat.15

         Particularly not since his name had never been made public.

         “It might not be anything,” she said.

         “What? What might?”

         Eira glanced among the trees. Rocks covered in moss, bilberry bushes, they had crept through here, she and Stina, bent double, along the game trails leading up to the house. Ducking beneath branches to get a glimpse of it. To see where someone like that could live.

         The years rattled through her head, quick calculations. Twenty-three years had passed. Olof Hagström was now thirty-seven, and waiting somewhere at the top of this hill—assuming the report was correct.

         Eira swerved to avoid a pothole, hit a rock instead.

         “Olof Hagström committed a serious crime a long time ago,” she said. “He confessed to rape and murder.”

         “Oh wow,” said August Engelhardt. “So has he served his sentence now? I agree, they should’ve picked up on that at control.”

         “It’s not on his record, he was never convicted. It didn’t even go to trial. His name was never published anywhere; the press didn’t do that kind of thing back then.”

         “And when was this, the Stone Age?”

         “He was a minor,” Eira explained. “He was only fourteen.”

         The case had been closed and the record sealed, but everyone knew whose boy it was—right across Ådalen, from the High Coast to a good way up to Sollefteå, in all likelihood. “The fourteen-year-old,” as the press had called him. It had been investigated and solved; it was over. The kids were allowed to play outside on their own again. He had been sent away, which meant they were free to duck beneath branches and spy on the house where he had once lived. See his sister sunbathing in the garden, the bike with the crossbar that must have been his, a killer’s bedroom window. Everything that could have gone on inside.

         I can’t believe it looks like any other house.

         Eira drove up onto the property and came to a halt.16

         One of thousands of simple timber houses slowly worn down by the elements, by a lack of the attention and care needed in the forest, red wood turning gray, flaking white paint at the corners.

         “It might not be relevant,” she said. “The cause of death could be perfectly natural.”

         A small group of people had gathered by a cairn on the other side of the gravel track. A youngish couple, somewhere around thirty. Dressed like summer visitors—a little too much white, a little too expensive. The woman was sitting on a boulder, and the man was standing so close that their relationship couldn’t be anything other than intimate. A few meters away from them was a stocky older man in a fleece and a pair of trousers that had slipped low on his hips. He seemed uncomfortable to be standing still. Definitely a permanent resident.

         Up ahead, on the driveway by the garage: a flashy black American car. There was a large man slumped back in the driver’s seat. He looked like he was sleeping.

         “You took your time.”

         The man in white peeled away from the group and came forward to meet them, shaking their hands and introducing himself. Patrik Nydalen, he was the one who had made the call. Eira didn’t need to ask him to take her through what had happened in detail; he did it voluntarily.

         They were staying next door for the summer—Patrik pointed up the road—he was born and raised there but didn’t know Hagström particularly well. Neither did his wife. Sofi Nydalen got up from the rock. Slender hand, anxious smile.

         The older neighbor shook his head. He didn’t know Sven Hagström well either, not really, no. They spoke whenever their paths crossed at the letter boxes; both helped keep the road clear in the winter.

         As neighbors do.

         Eira made a few notes and saw that August was doing the same.

         “I think he’s in shock,” said Patrik Nydalen, nodding to the man in the American car. “Who wouldn’t be—if what he says is true.”17

         He hadn’t recognized Olof Hagström at first, barely even remembered him. It was just lucky he’d gone out for a run so early, before the roads got too busy. And to bring in the daily paper too, they’d had their subscription redirected over the summer. Otherwise God knew what might have happened.

         He had asked Olof Hagström to reverse up the road and wait until the police arrived.

         “It felt pretty unpleasant standing here, I have to say, but the operator asked me to wait, so I did. Even if it did take forever.” Patrik glanced at his watch, leaving no doubt what he thought about the speed of the police.

         Eira could have told him that there were just two patrol cars covering an area stretching from the coast to the mountains, from south of Härnösand to the border with Jämtland; she could have talked about the many kilometers of road and the fact that it was Midsummer, which meant the staffing focus was on that evening, the one night of the year when they also had a helicopter stationed in Härnösand, because it was geographically impossible for them to attend call outs in both Junsele and Norrfällsviken at the same time.

         “So none of you have been into the house?” she asked instead.

         They hadn’t.

         His wife, Sofi, had come out later in her billowy summer dress, bringing Patrik a coffee and a sandwich—he never ate breakfast before he went running, she explained. Her voice lacked the occasional note of Ångermanland melody that her husband still possessed. She was from Stockholm, she said, but she loved the countryside. Didn’t want to be afraid of the silence and the remoteness up here, both of which she loved. They spent almost all summer here, on the small farmstead where Patrik grew up; the house wasn’t anything special, but it was authentic. Her parents-in-law were still fit and healthy and moved into the old bakehouse during the summer months, to make space for them. They were down at the beach with the kids now, thank God. Sofi felt for her husband’s hand.

         The older man, Kjell Strinnevik, lived in the house closest to the main road. He’d noticed that Hagström hadn’t taken in his paper 18the day before, he said. That was virtually all he had to say. Hadn’t seen the old man all week, as far as he could remember, but then again he wasn’t the curtain-twitching type. He had plenty of his own things to worry about.

         “You’re Veine Sjödin’s girl, from Lunde, aren’t you? Mmm, heard she’d joined the police.” Kjell Strinnevik’s eyes narrowed disapprovingly, though he may also have been impressed.

         Eira asked her younger colleague to take down their details. Not because it was necessarily his job, but because speaking to Olof Hagström was more important, and it made sense for the more experienced officer to take care of that.

         The nine-year-old in her agreed.

         She walked over to the car. A Pontiac Firebird Trans Am, 1988 model, according to Patrik Nydalen, his voice ringing out as she crossed the lawn.

         “Bit strange that he was talking about cars when he’d just found his father dead, but who knows how you’d react in his shoes. We’ve got a good relationship, me and my parents; my dad would never just be left there like …”

         The garden was neglected but not overgrown, the grass yellow from the early-summer heat. Someone had been looking after it until relatively recently. Given up over the last year or so.

         A black dog appeared, paws on the car window, and let out a bark. The man looked up.

         “Olof Hagström?”

         She held her ID at eye level. eira sjödin, police assistant. kramfors, southern ångermanland district.

         His arm seemed heavy as he wound down the window.

         “Could you tell me what happened?” she said.

         “He was just sitting there.”

         “In the shower?”

         “Mmm.” Olof Hagström looked down at the dog, which was rooting around in a torn burger bag on the floor. Eira had to make a real effort to hear what he mumbled. That he had wanted to call 19an ambulance. Poor signal. He wasn’t trying to run away, he just wanted to go down to the road.

         “Did your father live alone?”

         “I don’t know. He had the dog.”

         Maybe it was the smell that made her feel nauseated, the odor of someone who hadn’t showered in a long time, the filthy dog nosing around in the leftover food on the floor. Or maybe it was the thought that beneath all the years and the rolls of fat was a man who had raped a sixteen-year-old girl, strangling her with a sallow branch before throwing her body into the river.

         To be carried by the current, out into the expanse and the oblivion of the Bothnian Sea.

         Eira straightened up, made a few notes.

         “When did you last see him?”

         “It’s been a while.”

         “Was he ill in any way?”

         “We haven’t spoken … I don’t know anything.”

         His eyes were small and deep set in his round face. When he looked up at her, his gaze seemed to hover somewhere below her chin. It bothered her that she suddenly became aware of her breasts.

         “We need to go into the house,” she said. “Is the door unlocked?”

         She took a quick step back as the car door swung open. Her colleague noticed the movement and was by her side in an instant, but Olof Hagström didn’t climb out of the car. He just leaned out slightly, so that he could point.

         A round stone by the porch, distinct from all the others. Eira pulled on a pair of gloves. That was about as bad as a flowerpot on the porch, or hiding it in a broken clog. People must think that thieves were complete idiots, which was also often the case.

         “What do you think?” her colleague asked quietly.

         “I don’t think anything yet,” Eira replied, unlocking the door.

         “Jesus Christ.” August covered his mouth with his hand as they stepped inside. The air stunk of dog shit. No abnormal amount of flies, just an awful lot of junk in the hallway, continuing through 20to the kitchen. Bags of newspapers and empty bottles, brush cutters and weed whackers and metal tubs and other rubbish. Eira breathed through her mouth. She had seen worse. Once, a body had been lying for six months.

         The violence was something she had expected when she became a police officer, but not the loneliness. It cut deep. Homes like this, where life ended and no one came.

         She took a few steps into the kitchen, taking care where she put her feet. The dog had been running around in its own excrement. Torn packs of food, full of teeth marks.

         Eira wished she were the type of police officer who instinctively knew what had happened with a single glance, but she wasn’t. She got by on being thorough. Observing, documenting, putting the pieces together one by one.

         The dregs of his coffee had dried in the bottom of his mug. An empty plate, crumbs from a sandwich. The newspaper lying open on the table was from Monday. Four days earlier. The last thing Sven Hagström had read was an article about burglaries in the area. The thieves were likely a couple of local addicts who were out after a brief spell inside, she knew that, just as she knew the stolen goods were likely being stashed in a barn in Lo, but the press continued to speculate about criminal gangs from the other side of the Baltic.

         August Engelhardt followed her as they continued through to the bathroom. You get used to it, Eira thought. It happens quicker than you might think.

         A small lake had formed in front of the open door.

         There was something unbearably sad about the sight that met them. The man looked so defenseless, hunched over and naked. His white skin reminded her of marble.

         Before Eira moved back to Ådalen the previous winter, she had seen a body that had been lying in the bathtub for two weeks, in an apartment in Blackeberg. The skin had come loose when the technicians touched it.

         “Aren’t we going to wait for forensics?” August asked behind her.

         She didn’t bother to answer. What do you think? If we were going to 21wait, if it wasn’t our job to be taking in whatever happened here, why would I be standing with my nose right up close to someone who died four days ago? Feeling the steam that has started to rise, the rot that set in as soon as the water stopped running.

         Eira carefully turned the chair. It was the kind used in hospital showers, for those at risk of falling, made from plastic and steel. The man’s backside had pushed through the open seat.

         She half-crouched in front of the body so that his abdomen and chest were visible. There was no blood, but the wound was deep. A horizontal gash across the top of his belly. She could make out the edges of the wound and some of the tissue within.

         A pang of dizziness as she stood up.

         “What do you reckon?” her colleague asked.

         “A single wound,” said Eira. “As far as I could see.”

         “So it’s professional, you mean?”

         “Possibly.”

         Eira studied the door. There was no sign of forced entry.

         “Do you think it was someone he knew?” August continued, backing over to the window and looking out onto the driveway, where the American car was still parked. “Someone who could just walk straight in. It doesn’t look like anyone broke in, but they might have known where he kept the key.”

         “If it happened on Monday,” said Eira, “then he’d been out to get the paper. He might’ve left the front door unlocked after he came back in. And the kind of lock on the bathroom door is easy enough to turn with a knife or a screwdriver—assuming he even locked it. Why would he bother if he lived alone?”

         “Shit.”

         August raced out. Eira caught up with him by the porch. Olof Hagström was no longer sitting in the car. The driver’s side door was wide open.

         “I couldn’t see him through the window,” her colleague panted. “Just that the car was empty. He can’t have made it very far, not in the shape he’s in.”

         Hadn’t they told the neighbors to go home? Kjell Strinnevik 22certainly hadn’t listened, in any case, which was fortunate for them. He was standing slightly farther up the road, pointing into the woods. Towards the river.

         “Where did he go?”

         “Said he was going to take a leak.”

         They each rounded one side of the house, but there was no sign of Olof Hagström. The rocks sloped sharply downwards, the forest dense and pale, young trees that had grown since a clearing some twenty or so years earlier, raspberries and fireweed. Eira called for backup as they took the first path down the slope, running as hard as they could through the piles of rocks and brush.

         “My mistake,” said Eira. “I didn’t have him down as a flight risk.”

         “Why did he wait for us, if he is?”

         Eira swore as the branches of a fallen tree tore at her shins. “Welcome to reality,” she said. “Not everything makes sense here.”

         They spotted the dog first, through the birches, standing a few meters into the water. Then the man. He was sitting on a log by the edge of the river, completely motionless. Her colleague waded through the meter-high stinging nettles ahead of her. A few gulls lifted off into the air, screeching.

         “We need to ask you to come with us,” said August Engelhardt.

         Olof Hagström peered blankly across the river. A gust of wind crept over the surface of the water, shattering the mirrored sky.

         “The boat used to be pulled up here,” he said. “But I guess it’s gone now.”
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         No, Mum, Midsummer’s Eve was yesterday,” Eira explained for the third time as she opened the jars of herring. “I told you we’d celebrate today instead.”

         “Yes, yes, it doesn’t make any difference.”

         Eira tore back the plastic from the salmon fillets and set the table, cut the chives. She had managed to get her mother to sit down and scrub the potatoes. Participation. Familiarity. The kind of thing it was important to cling to.

         “Are the other potatoes really not ready yet?” Kerstin Sjödin muttered. “I don’t know how these will be enough for everyone.”

         “It’s just the two of us today,” said Eira. Through the window, she saw the weeds in the potato patch, the drooping tops. She didn’t tell her mother that the potatoes she was cleaning were from the supermarket.

         “But what about Magnus? And the boys?”

         Wrapping her up in cotton wool and bending the truth was hardly the right way to deal with worsening dementia, was it?

         “I invited him,” said Eira. “But he’s not coming. Magnus isn’t in great shape at the moment.”

         The first part was a lie. She hadn’t called her brother. The rest was true, however. She had spotted him in the main square in Kramfors a few weeks earlier.

         “So he doesn’t have the kids this weekend?” Kerstin stopped her stubborn scrubbing and her eyes became hazy, heavy. Her hands limp in the muddy water.

         “Not this weekend,” said Eira.24

         Their shadows fell over the table set for two. The bouquet of Midsummer flowers and buttercups looked so childish. I’m here, Eira wanted to say, though she knew it wouldn’t help.

         “Do you remember Lina Stavred?” she asked instead, as the potatoes boiled and they nibbled on strawberries. She opened a couple of beers—lager for her mother, an IPA for herself, from the new microbrewery in Nässom. You had to do whatever you could to support anyone brave enough to start a business in the area. “You know, the girl who went missing?”

         “No, I don’t know …”

         “Come on, Mum, you remember. The summer of 1996, she was only sixteen. It happened up in Marieberg, on the path along the river there, by the woodyard belonging to the sawmill, near the old workers’ bathing hut.”

         She was careful to name specific locations. The significant and the concrete, things her mother had once known and could cling to. Her maternal grandfather had worked at the sawmill in the sixties, before it closed down; her mother’s first childhood home was nearby. It struck Eira that almost every part of the area could be described as old, former. Memories of what used to be.

         “You had a friend over there, Unni. She rented a flat in one of the old workers’ barracks, Paradise they called it. I remember she came here—she lived alone, so she stayed with us while all that stuff was happening.”

         “Yes, yes, I’m not completely senile, even if you seem to think I am. She moved away, when was it? Met a jazz musician in Sundsvall. Some women just can’t handle being on their own.”

         Kerstin tested one of the potatoes with a skewer. It was perfect, soft but not yet falling apart, as though she had an inbuilt timer. There are still moments like this, Eira thought, still so much of her left.

         “The fourteen-year-old,” she continued. “You know, the boy who did it, he’s back in Kungsgården. I met him yesterday.”

         “Uff.” Her mother mashed butter into a potato and mixed it with the soured cream, taking far too big a mouthful. Eating the herring 25and salmon together, wolfing down everything much too quickly. It was part of her illness, this desire for food. Maybe she had forgotten that she ate just a few hours earlier, or maybe she was afraid she might not be given any more food, afraid of losing control of her own survival. “I can’t understand how they can let someone like that out.”

         “Do you know Sven Hagström?”

         A moment of silence followed. Chewing.

         “Who did you say?”

         “Olof Hagström’s dad. The father of Lina’s killer. Seems like he stayed put in Kungsgården all these years.”

         Her mother pushed back her chair and got to her feet, searching for something in the fridge.

         “I know I put a bottle in here, but now I can’t find it.”

         “Mum.” Eira waved the bottle that had been standing on the counter, a wormwood schnapps. They had already had a small glass each, but she poured another.

         “Hej tomtegubbar,” Kerstin quoted an old Christmas song, knocking back her glass.

         It was as though the color of her eyes had changed with the progression of her illness. The more she lost her grip of time, the paler they became, flashing brightly whenever she managed to find a foothold. In that moment, they seemed deep blue.

         “Sven Hagström was found dead yesterday,” said Eira. “I want to know what kind of person he was. What something like that does to a man. When your son …”

         “Was he related to Emil Hagström?”

         “I don’t know, who’s that?”

         “The poet!” Her eyes showed a flash of brilliant blue again, and for a moment Kerstin Sjödin was as gruff and confident as ever. “Surely even you must have heard of him—not that you ever read anything.”

         She reached for the bottle and poured herself another schnapps. Eira covered her own glass and was tempted to say that of course she 26read, or that she listened to books at the very least, sometimes while she was out running, and ideally at a slightly faster pace, to stop them from being so damned boring.

         “Sven Hagström,” she repeated instead, reminding herself of the basic facts they had established the day before, while they were waiting for the on-duty commanding officer to arrive. “He was born in nineteen forty-five, just like Dad. Moved to Kungsgården with his parents in the fifties, so it seems pretty likely that your paths must have crossed at some point. He worked at the sorting yard in Sandslån before they stopped the log driving, and he actually played on the bandy team for a season or two …”

         “No, I don’t know the man.” Kerstin knocked back her entire glass again, coughing and dabbing her mouth with her napkin. A wandering look of anxiety in her eye. “And your dad didn’t either. Neither of us did.”

         “I was in his house,” Eira continued without any real idea of why she was pushing such a hopeless and, professionally speaking, dubious line of inquiry. Maybe it was irritation, over the fact that she wasn’t being given any answers yet again. Or maybe it was revenge for everything they had kept quiet, whispered about, when she was younger. Besides, if she slipped up in her duty of confidentiality here, it would soon be forgotten.

         “I saw he had a lot of books, almost an entire wall full. Maybe he used to borrow from the book bus? You could always remember everyone, you knew exactly what they liked reading—you found books for them and brought what they were looking for when you loaded the bus. Or maybe you knew Gunnel Hagström, his wife? They got divorced. After Lina was killed, after Olof was sent away …”

         The shrill sound of the phone interrupted her. It was work calling, finally. She picked up her mobile and went out through the kitchen door. Eira had fought the urge to check in while she was preparing lunch. The first twenty-four hours had passed, the limit for detaining someone. Olof Hagström could be a free man now. Or not.

         “Hey,” said August Engelhardt. “I thought you might want an update. Assuming you don’t value your free time too highly.”27

         “Is he being held?”

         “Yup, I just heard. So we’ve got seventy-two hours.”

         “We?” she blurted out. Murder investigations never stayed in their laps for long; they had a tendency to blow straight down to Sundsvall and the Violent Crimes Unit there. They always called in all the resources they could at first: the on-duty investigator, local officers, civilian investigators—even trainees could be assigned overtime shifts to secure the most pressing evidence. But the vast majority of the important work would be done one hundred kilometers to the south, in the city by the coast. She had hesitated for a moment too long that morning, phone in hand. Was just about to volunteer for overtime when a timer went off in the kitchen, and she had to drop her phone to take the Västerbotten cheese pie out of the oven. Then she had seen the bouquet of flowers her mother had picked, and hadn’t been able to bring herself to push back their Midsummer celebrations again.

         “Have they found anything else?” she asked, slumping into the hammock. It creaked, and she lowered her feet to the ground to stop it swinging.

         “Not much more than yesterday,” said August. “They’re still waiting for the phone provider and the train company and the traffic cameras, all that stuff, but they had more than enough to hold him. Risk of hindering the investigation, flight risk.”

         “Is he talking?”

         “Still denies it. They’re taking him to Sundsvall tomorrow morning so they can keep questioning him there.”

         And so the lead interviewer can get home in time for dinner with the family, Eira thought.

         She pictured Olof Hagström in the cramped interrogation room, the way he’d seemed to completely fill it during the first interview she had conducted the day before.

         The strain stemming from the knowledge of what he had done. A killer could act in rage or panic, but rape was something else entirely. She had been determined not to let him get to her when he did eventually look up. His breathing. His huge hands, resting on the 28table. Eira had fixed her eyes on his enormous wristwatch, an analog thing with a compass and various other features built in—you rarely saw anything like that these days—watching the second hand complete rotation after rotation as she waited for him to speak.

         All interviews followed a strict pattern. If a suspect started talking freely, she was supposed to interrupt him to prevent him from saying too much before his lawyer arrived. But with Olof Hagström, that hadn’t been a problem. He kept quiet as Eira read him his rights, explaining why he was there, what he was suspected of. She had just one question for him: How did he plead?

         She had found his silence obstinate, almost aggressive, and had to repeat the question. The mumble that followed was faint, reeled off like a prayer.

         I didn’t do it.

         I didn’t do it.

         How many times had he repeated those words?

         “Thanks for calling,” said Eira, crushing a mosquito that was feasting on her ankle.

         She spent a while in the hammock, heard the creaking and the wind, noise from a porch somewhere nearby. Her mother’s voice inside, anxious and weak.

         “Hello? Is there someone out there?”
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         Their words seemed to follow him. Voices seeping into his cell, penetrating his skull, the woman’s in particular. Hot-tempered and pushy, the kind of person who wanted to root around in him.

         Poking about in things she should leave the fuck alone.

         
      How do you plead to that?
    

         Blah, blah, blah.

         Olof paced around his cell, five steps forward, five steps back: he was nothing but a caged animal. It was as though he were back in the past, even though it was all so long ago. He’d had a more normal room then, in the place where kids like him were sent, but it still felt the same. He was locked up. Served lunch and dinner on a tray. Not that there was anything wrong with the food—beef and potatoes with sauce. It was the lack of air, the heat, making him sweat more than usual. The hole they had told him he could drink from stunk of piss. They wanted to make him drink piss. Claimed he killed his own father.

         As though he’d had a father.

         It almost felt easier to keep quiet in front of the male officer, from Sundsvall. Men understood something about silence. They knew it was a strength not to blabber unnecessarily. A battle to see who would cave first. Power, being measured out. Who was bigger, what you were capable of.

         Olof lay down on the floor again. It wasn’t comfortable, but he would rather lie there than on the bed. It was too small for him. He glared up at the ceiling. Saw a chink of sky through the window. 30If he closed his eyes, he could see his father’s aged body and was reminded of all the years that had passed.

         His father, getting up from the shower and coming towards him.

         
      In this family, we don’t lie. Haven’t I taught you that? A man takes responsibility for the things he’s done.
    

         Then he had hit him.

         
      You tell the truth now, you little shit.
    

         In his head, his father’s voice didn’t sound old, there was nothing pathetic or weak about it.

         
      They’re waiting. Are you going to walk out there like a man or do I have to carry you? Well? Just how ashamed does your mother have to be of you? Don’t you have legs? Get out there now, for God’s bloody sake …
    

         He didn’t remember his mother’s voice at all. A memory of being in the back seat of a car, turning around to see his home disappear through the rear window. No one standing outside.

         Olof kept his eyes open for as long as he could.

         The clouds raced by overhead. One looked like a spaceship, and there was a dragon, or possibly a dog. What had they done with the pooch? Shot it, sent it to a kennel somewhere? He wondered about the car, too. Was it still parked by the house, or had they taken it too—like they had taken his phone and his driving license and the clothes off his back? He didn’t want to think about what the boss would say. How many times he must have screamed into his voicemail by now, asking where the fuck the Pontiac was. Or maybe he was celebrating Midsummer, telling himself it would show up when it showed up. Olof had always done a good job on the drives, that was why he got a decent cut. And he hadn’t actually said a word to the police about where the car was going, just that he’d bought it from a private individual in Harads. That was technically true, though the money wasn’t his.

         This was probably the end of the driving for him. It was the best job he’d ever had—on the road all by himself, better than both the lumberyard and the warehouse. There was always someone checking 31up on him there, bossing him about and giving him orders in a way that made him make mistakes.

         In the end he closed his eyes. The door rattled and the guard strode in. Olof rolled over and propped himself up on his elbows.

         “What now?”

         The guard was the pumped-up type, with a shaved head and Schwarzeneggeresque muscles. It looked like he was smiling. Probably laughing at him. Olof was used to people staring.

         “You can keep the clothes,” said the guard.

         “What else would I do? Go to the pisser naked?” Olof tugged at the sleeve of his sweater, which was a little too short, the tracksuit bottoms they’d pulled from a box when they booked him in. His own had probably been sent off for analysis. To be scrutinized, studied under a microscope. He wondered whether they would find any blood they could use to send him down. He hadn’t seen any blood. If there had been any, it must have washed away.

         The guard was still standing in the doorway, may have said something else.

         “What?”

         “I said you’re free to go.”
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         A suspected drunk driver in Bollstabruk, a car that had left the road on the bend. A number of different calls, the same vehicle. The driver had destroyed the barriers but missed the rock face, a wrecked Saab smoking by the side of the road.

         “Oh, shit, you’re Mange Sjödin’s sister,” the man groaned as they pulled him out.

         Eira vaguely recognized him from high school, one of the handsome kids a year or two ahead of her. She grabbed the fire extinguisher and sprayed the smoke as she racked her brain trying to remember whether they had ever made out.

         “I was on my way home,” he slurred. “My girl broke up with me on Saturday, you know what it’s like. I thought the boys were giving me low-alcohol beer, I swear, I just swerved to avoid some idiot driver, swerved on the curve, ha-ha.”

         The Breathalyser gave a reading of 2.0 per mill.

         “How’s Mange doing these days? Been ages since I saw him. Come on, Eva, you know me.”

         His rant continued from the back seat as they drove him to Kramfors. All deceitful buddies and feminists and closures, everything that could happen to an innocent man. The dimensions of the bend in the road were all wrong; they should take it up with the authorities, not him.

         “Can’t be easy to lock up your old friends,” August Engelhardt said once they had dumped him in custody.

         “He’s not my friend.”33

         “But it must happen all the time in places like this.”

         “You just deal with it,” Eira muttered, sounding more irritated than intended. “It’s not a problem so long as you’re professional.”

         She asked August to write up the report and took her coffee over to her desk. He wouldn’t be around for long. Three months, that was Eira’s guess. He wouldn’t last six.

         She had two messages. Someone called Ingela Berg Haider had tried to get in touch, and Georg Georgsson, the murder detective from Violent Crimes, wanted a chat. Eira had caught a glimpse of him down the corridor, just before the call came in from Bollstabruk. Six foot five and slightly scruffy, in a tailored jacket that showed he came from the city.

         
            *

         

         “Ah, good, we meet at last. Eva Sjöberg, right?”

         Georg Georgsson put his newspaper to one side as she stepped into the room. His handshake was strong, eager. They had met at least three times before, while investigating an arson the previous winter, and at a conference where he gave a talk.

         “Eira,” she said. “Sjödin.”

         “Right, right, me and names. Great you could come by.”

         He sat down on the edge of the desk. The room was sterile, with two hardy potted plants in the window. No family photographs or children’s drawings on the walls; it was an anonymous space for visiting detectives to work. She had heard that in Sundsvall, they called him GG.

         “Good work on Friday. That was no small guy you took on.”

         “Thanks, but there were two of us.”

         “So if it wasn’t the son going all Oedipus and killing his father, what have we got?” GG drummed his pen against his palm, as though to raise the tempo. He probably wants to get home within the next few days, thought Eira, to escape the mute loneliness of a room at the Hotel Kramm. Assuming he wasn’t commuting back and forth, of course. “Some people want to believe that we don’t prioritize this 34kind of thing,” he continued. “That we’re far too willing to release suspected criminals, that the old folks who live out in the sticks aren’t our priority.”

         “As far as I know, he wasn’t even in the area at the time.”

         Though Eira wasn’t involved in the investigation, she had heard the prosecutor’s justification for releasing Olof Hagström. They weren’t talking about a perfectly doable detour of a few miles—it was a distance of five hundred kilometers. And his claims had been carefully verified by the technicians.

         According to the preliminary report, Sven Hagström had died at some point on Monday. Olof had been at home at the time, in Upplands Bro, a suburb of Stockholm. He hadn’t taken the train north until Wednesday, traveling to Harads to buy a car. The journey took him eighteen hours, with various changes along the way, and the digital ticketing system had tracked his movements on each leg of the journey.

         Being a detective today was child’s play: that was what one of her older colleagues would have said if he hadn’t already retired. In the past, when the conductors clipped the tickets by hand, you just had to hope they could remember a particular face in the crowd.

         The widow who’d sold the Pontiac online had also identified Olof Hagström. She described it as a day of relief; the car was useless in the winter and took up all the space in the garage. Her husband was dead, and you couldn’t take anything with you—not even a Firebird.

         Using traffic cameras, they had been able to follow his journey south along the E4 motorway, all the way to Docksta. His phone had then pinged off the only telephone mast in the Kramfors area as Olof Hagström approached his childhood home at around midnight on Thursday, almost four days after his father died.
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