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            Said about The Smögen Murders:
      

         

         
            ‘Anna Ihrén knows how to write about crime. She keeps intensifying the feeling of suspense throughout the story as she guides the reader towards the solution of a mystery that unfolds during a midsummer weekend on the west coast.’
      

            mats johnson, göteborgs-posten
         

            ‘Anyone who loves the archipelago and Swedish countryside crime stories will love Anna Ihrén’s Smögen.’
      

            CRIME GARDEN
      

         

      

   


   
      
         Thank you!

         To my mother

         &

         all the women who have lived by the Swedish
lighthouses throughout history.

      

   


   
      
         THE WAVES CRASHED against the hull and tickled her face. In her world, the idea of choosing a man because you loved him was unthinkable. They had chosen for her. They had considered both financial and practical perspectives and found her a perfect partner. Her parents were powerful. His parents were rich. A perfect match! Everyone was happy. Everyone except her.

         Her heart would never heal, but the scars would make it stronger. Tougher. She might have been able to go through life without the only thing she really wanted from it, but then an opportunity had presented itself to her. An opportunity she couldn’t miss. She had to make it part of her. The rush she felt when she thought about it filled her body like tiny, unrelenting bubbles. She had captured the moment. She would never regret it. She loved the fact that nobody would ever know. Not even the life growing inside of her. The life she already loved more than she loved herself. In a way, she had been given everything she could ever wish for. Sure, one detail was missing, but she knew she would be able to learn how to live without it.

         She felt the wind on her face. But something wasn’t right. Suddenly, she was pressed against the ship’s side and the silver chain around her neck was pulled backwards. She struggled. Tried to stand up. She fought not only for her own life, but for the life inside of her. The chain around her neck tightened even more and she slumped down onto the floor.

      

   


   
      
         
            1
      

         

         THE HÅLLÖ FERRY moved through the water past Smögenbryggan towards the outlet. The three women at the bow took turns photographing each other. Captain Bertil studied them carefully as he pretended to tinker with the controls on the boat’s instrument panel.

         ‘I’m so glad you guys could come,’ Katrin said. ‘For a while I thought it would be impossible to find a weekend that would work for all of us.’

         ‘But now we’re here,’ Pia said and brushed her hair to the side only to have it messed up again by the strong ocean breeze.

         ‘Could you take a picture of me too?’ Annelie asked and gave her phone to Pia.

         ‘Come on now,’ Pia said. ‘Tilt your head to the side. There you go. You looked like you were on your way to a funeral.’

         Annelie – who had gone through a divorce a year earlier – smiled as wide as she could, but it wasn’t hard to see how sad she still was.

         ‘Girls, be nice now,’ Katrin said. The comment was meant as a joke but didn’t lighten the mood at all.

         Bertil stayed on a safe course between the skerries. When the sea was calm, it was easy to spot the underwater rocks, but it became difficult to detect the dangers as soon as the wind picked up – at least to an unaccustomed eye. He would never get bored of seeing Smögen disappear behind the boat followed by Kungshamn. He had spent his childhood summers piloting the boat back and forth between Hållö and Smögen. In the beginning together with his father, and now on his own. During the rest of the year, he only did booked trips, like the one they were on now. Even if it was late October, there were still a lot of people who wanted to stay at the hostel on the island, Outpost Hållö, for a night or two.

         Bertil would drop the three women off on Hållö and do one final trip before going home to his wife in Bredaberg. On Fridays she normally did her shopping at Gösta’s Fish, and he could almost smell the crayfish as he thought about dinner. He was supposed to pick the three women up again on Sunday. Bertil couldn’t help wondering how they would manage to stay friends until then. The day before he had taken an artistic couple out to the island. The idea was apparently for them to host creative art classes for the women in the mornings. But considering the amount of wine and beer he suspected was hidden in the women’s luggage, there was no way of knowing how things would turn out. He had helped them lift all their expensive bags into the boat and judging by the recognisable sound of glass bottles, one could only assume it was alcoholic beverages that made the bags so heavy.

         ‘When will Trissan get there?’ Annelie shouted to the others.

         ‘She’s probably there already. Her father’s yacht isn’t slow, if you know what I mean,’ Katrin said.

         Bertil knew Katrin’s father from the Hållö association.

         ‘Why can she never travel like a normal person?’ Pia asked.

         ‘By public transport, you mean?’ Katrin said. The women laughed and just like that, the ice was broken. The women clearly wanted to throw their mundane problems and all the pressure from work and their everyday life into the ocean and reward themselves with a weekend full of wine, late mornings and laughter. Now all it took for the group to be complete was for the last woman, Trissan, to make her way to Hållö.

          
      

         When the sun set over Sotenäs in the autumn, it could almost feel as if the day itself had never existed. Inside the police station the lights were always on and when Dennis was at work, he seldom thought about how different the vibe could be on the coast depending on how dark it was outside. The lack of light affected all of them. Dennis hoped a drink with Sandra after work might help better her mood.

         ‘Bloody hell, it’s windy out here,’ she said and wrapped her cardigan closer around her.

         ‘You swear like a sailor.’

         They sat by a window table at Gösta’s Fish and watched the rain outside.

         ‘It’s almost November,’ Dennis said.

         ‘Movember for you, maybe? Are you planning to shave that beard and grow a moustache like you did last year? You look insane in a moustache, you know.’

         ‘Some women like it,’ Dennis said defensively. ‘Are you having fish and chips?’

         ‘Always.’

         ‘Wine or beer?’

         ‘A glass of white,’ Sandra said.

         ‘Are you upset?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘Why are you being so rude then?’

         ‘I’m not rude. I’m tired,’ Sandra said and made herself yawn.

         ‘Tired?’

         ‘Yup.’

         ‘What’s wrong?’ Dennis wanted to know after ordering his food.

         ‘I don’t know… Working in Kungshamn hasn’t felt exciting to me lately. I was sure they would offer me a position in Gothenburg this autumn.’

         ‘You’ll get another chance, don’t worry. Stålberg loves you. It’s obvious. Maybe it’s because you’re so cute.’ Dennis pulled a silly face, trying his best to look like a pretty girl.

         ‘Stop it.’

         ‘I can’t believe it… You’re like a bondservant around here.’ Dennis sighed.

         ‘I didn’t know you knew fancy words like that.’

         ‘Stop being so grumpy!’

         ‘I’m just not sure how I’m supposed to survive working with you and Stig until Christmas.’

         ‘Oh, and she’s mean too,’ Dennis said and winked at her.

         ‘I’m lucky to have Helene.’ Sandra sighed.

         A waiter placed the boxes with freshly fried fish in front of them on the table next to a jar of homemade mayonnaise. After a couple bites of her food and a couple sips of her white wine, Sandra’s face started to soften again.

         ‘Sorry. When my blood sugar levels…’

         ‘I know very well what happens then. Good to see you’re back on track. All you needed was some food and some wine. You’re easy enough to please, aren’t you?’

         ‘I wouldn’t be so sure.’

         ‘I’m never sure when it comes to you.’

         Dennis’s phone buzzed. It was Victoria, reminding him of his promise to babysit while she attended a yoga class. Dennis held his breath for a second. He had completely forgotten about it, and he wasn’t sure if he would be able to handle both children on his own. He decided to bring Sandra with him to Victoria’s house. That way, they could watch the children together for an hour before going to the storytelling night on Hampeholmen that he had already invited Sandra to.

         ‘Could we stop by Victoria’s house to keep an eye on Theo and Anna for an hour before we go to Hampeholmen?’

         ‘I can’t imagine anything I would rather do,’ Sandra said sarcastically and winked at him.

         Sometimes Dennis was sure Sandra would be the death of him. But he did enjoy his job more when she was around than when she wasn’t. At least he thought he did.

          
      

         The wind was really picking up speed out on Hållö. Katrin opened the door to the hostel and felt grateful when she realised how warm it was inside the old building. She was used to stormy seas and cold never bothered her. She knew how to dress appropriately and enjoyed the moody weather that might scare those who weren’t familiar with the coast. But her friends weren’t as tough as her and she had noticed how Annelie trembled like a little bird on the Hållö ferry.

         ‘I’ll take the room closest to the kitchen,’ Pia declared. They all knew Pia would be in charge of the kitchen. That’s how it had always been. When it was time for dinner, they knew she would roar like a mama bear if they didn’t help her set the table, or if they didn’t come to the table fast enough.

         ‘When will dinner be?’ Katrin wanted to know. ‘Do you think we’ll have time for a walk first?’

         ‘Go ahead,’ Pia said. ‘I’ll start cooking if you promise to be back here around 6 p.m. Maybe Trissan will have graced us with her presence by then.’

         Katrin and Annelie picked out their rooms, threw in their bags and dressed in warm hats and scarves before heading out into the cold, salty afternoon. It was getting dark and all you could see of the red and white pride of the island – Hållö lighthouse – was its silhouette. The lighthouse had guided ships to safety through Sote Huvud’s treacherous archipelago since 1842. The stakes were high for the lighthouse keepers back then. If any of the government employees on the island failed to keep the lighthouse burning bright enough due to carelessness or lack of sleep, and if their mistake caused a ship to run aground, it could lead to the death penalty. No lighthouse employee had ever been sentenced to death in Sweden, but the potential for such a draconian penalty had been enough to keep everyone on their toes. No doubt the watch hours in the lifetime of a lighthouse keeper were both many and long, but the threat of the punishment had been enough to keep the lighthouses along the coast constantly burning.

         The clouds covered the sky like a soft blanket, and underneath it the sun peeked out like a red dome of fire just above the horizon.

         ‘It’s beautiful out here,’ Annelie said and stopped walking. A rabbit who hadn’t changed into his winter fur yet bounced by them a couple of metres away.

         ‘Do you want to see Marmorbassängen?’ Katrin asked, referring to the island’s beautiful swimming spot that resembled a natural pool and was known for its clear turquoise water and smooth cliff edges. Katrin knew the island like the back of her hand. Her father was on the board of the Hållö association, and he was the one who had recommended that they take an art class on the island. The group of women had been intrigued by the artistic couple and the idea of learning how to paint. None of them had any ambition to become a great artist, but they all thought it sounded fun and cosy to paint for a couple of hours before moving onto a delicious dinner and plenty of wine. None of them could imagine a better way to spend a weekend away from their families and now they were looking forward to their first art class after a fun night with the girls and breakfast the next morning.

          
      

         When Sandra and Dennis walked in through the door, the floor was covered with Legos, plastic flowers that had fallen off a Hawaiian lei, cars and monster trucks. Theo and Anna sat by the table. The spaghetti Bolognese they had been served for dinner was smeared across their faces and the red sauce had coloured the white table around their plates orange.

         ‘Oh, great to see you two,’ Victoria said. ‘My yoga class starts in half an hour, so I’ve got to go right away.’ She gave Anna’s spoon to Sandra, who had walked into the kitchen with her jacket still on.

         ‘I should’ve worn my raincoat for this,’ Sandra complained.

         ‘Practice makes perfect,’ Dennis said and sat down next to Theo, who was becoming a pretty good eater by now. ‘If you feed Anna and clear the table, I’ll clean up in the living room.’

         ‘Good idea,’ Sandra said. ‘But I suggest we do the opposite.’ She stood up, handed the spoon over to Dennis and walked out into the hallway to take off her jacket. A while later, the living room floor was clean again, as was Theo and Anna’s faces. Using a pack of wet wipes, they had even managed to get the sauce off the table.

         ‘Why don’t you always pack wet wipes?’ Dennis wondered.

         ‘I’ll make sure to buy you a packet next time I’m at the store.’ Sandra laughed.

         Theo and Anna had taken a seat next to a box of Lego. Now when the Legos were neatly placed back into their box, the children suddenly felt like playing with them again. Their absolute favourite thing to do was tip the box over and watch the colourful blocks spread out across the floor.

         ‘Children…’ Sandra sighed.

         ‘I’m sure we’ll survive for an hour,’ Dennis said.

         ‘I’m not so sure…’ Sandra said and sat down on the sofa. The food and the wine had made her sleepy. Both children snuggled up next to her and rested their little heads on her stomach. After a while, the three of them were asleep. Dennis sat down with his phone and checked his inbox. Neither Stig nor Helene had emailed him, which probably meant nothing out of the ordinary was happening back at the station. He leaned his head back and rested it against the back of the sofa. It was their day off after all. If having children was as easy as watching Anna and Theo, he felt quite ready to have his own. The challenge was to find the right woman with whom to have them. He had no idea how to find her. So far he hadn’t been doing very well, and sometimes he even wondered what was wrong with him.

         His phone rang and snapped him out of his thoughts. Unknown caller.

         ‘Dennis Wilhelmson, Kungshamn Police.’

         ‘This is Johanna Dahlström. Sorry to bother you, but someone has broken into my sweet shop.’

         ‘The one close to Sillgatan?’

         The sweet shop Dennis was referring to was located next to the Surfers Inn – the restaurant that had suddenly been bought by new owners and renamed The Barn. During the summer, he went there up to seven days a week. He knew it wasn’t good for him, but just as many permanent residents and most tourists, he seemed to always end up in the little shop in the afternoon.

         ‘Yes, that’s the one.’

         ‘I’ll be right there.’ Dennis hung up the phone and walked towards the front door.

         ‘Sandra, will you look after the children? I’ll be right back.’

         As he headed out the door, he ran into Victoria, who stared at him with a baffled expression on her face.

         ‘Burglary,’ Dennis said. ‘I’ll be right back, and Sandra is doing just fine.’

         Victoria frowned but moved to the side to let him pass.

          
      

         The water in Marmorbassängen didn’t look as inviting as it would have on a warm summer day, but the white sand on the bottom and the unusually clear water made it easy to understand why all the tourists came here in July. Annelie had heard Katrin talk about beautiful days with no wind and cloudless skies, back when the island was full of nature lovers from all over the world. Apparently, a visit to Hållö lighthouse and a dip in Marmorbassängen was compulsory when visiting Hållö, but most visitors also paid a visit to the rock formations called ‘giant cauldrons’ and the historical locations that had become famous during the Second World War. Annelie wasn’t sure if they would have time for all that during their short visit, but according to her, the historical landmarks were more interesting than the exotic bathing spot. She shivered as she watched Katrin take off her jacket, shirt and jeans.

         ‘Take my clothes and meet me at the beach over there,’ Katrin shouted and laughed when she saw the horrified expression on her friend’s face. The ladder had been removed over a month ago, so she dove right into the freezing water from the rock. Annelie ran as fast as she dared across the smooth but hard-to-climb rocks and was out of breath when she arrived at the white pebbles on the rather inaccessible beach at the far end of the bay. It was the only place where Katrin could possibly get out of the water this time of the year.

         ‘Here, use my shirt to dry off!’ Annelie offered and took off one of the many layers she had put on underneath her jacket. ‘You’re insane,’ she said. ‘You need to find someone to calm you down a little. You know we’re almost forty years old, right?’

         Katrin frowned and shook the water out of her long dark hair. Annelie knew how little Katrin cared about age, even when it came to the men she was attracted to. She had dated men both younger and older, and age was truly just a number to her.

         ‘It was wonderful.’ Katrin laughed. ‘But now I want a bloody whisky, and I’m sure dinner is being served any second now.’

         As soon as Katrin had put her clothes back on, they started running back towards the hostel. Annelie knew how much Katrin enjoyed impressing and shocking people around her and suspected she would never grow up. She felt her phone buzz in her pocket and assumed it was a message from Anders, wondering where she had put their winter overalls. Although they weren’t living together anymore, he always turned to her with his questions during his weeks with the children. The last days of October had been increasingly colder, and soon frosty nights would kill everything that had started to grow again during an autumn that had been warm in a way that made it feel as it was spring that waited around the corner instead of winter. Even the birds had begun to chirp as if it was early June. She glanced at her phone and realised it was already 6 p.m. Then she realised the message wasn’t from Anders, but from Pia. And it was written in capital letters. Pia informed them that the food was ready and wondered if they would be so kind as to head back as soon as possible. Annelie replied that they would be back in a minute and hoped she was right. She’d had a rough day at work, and she hadn’t had time to eat before she left for the ferry. Now she was starving.

      

   


   
      
         
            HÅLLÖ HARBOUR, SUMMER, 1891
      

         

         HER BLONDE CURLS danced in the wind and tickled her cheeks. Hedvig laughed and made sure her bow was tied securely. She grabbed her younger brother’s hand and walked him along the dock and up on the rocks. Her mother turned to her and aimed a grateful nod her way, thanking her for looking after her brother, who was still unaware of the dangerous cliffs and the ocean below.

         ‘Is this where we’re going to live?’ Hedvig asked when she had caught up with her mother, who was waiting for her with her youngest child on her arm. Her mother nodded and smiled.

         ‘Father is the principal lighthouse keeper here now,’ she said proudly and kept walking while her skirt swept across the pink rocks.

         ‘Are we staying in the lighthouse?’ her older brother asked as he ran past them.

         ‘No, we’re staying over there!’

         There were a couple of red cottages behind a stone wall and now the girl’s mother pointed at the slightly bigger one. Hedvig heard the sound of laughing children. It had to be the children of the other families living and working at the lighthouse.

         ‘Where is Father?’ Hedvig asked.

         ‘He’s already working in the lighthouse, but he’ll be home in time for dinner,’ Mother said and kept walking.

         Hedvig studied the soft shape of the rocks and looked at the red and white lighthouse. It was the most beautiful building she had ever seen. Her father had told her about how it burned all night, saving the lives of seafarers and their ships. Her father had worked as an assistant keeper on Klövskär and Väderöbod. But now he had finally been promoted to principal lighthouse keeper! When her parents had told her and her siblings about it, her father had beamed with pride and her mother had giggled like a little girl. Mother was now known as the wife of Hållö’s principal lighthouse keeper, and it was Hedvig’s job to make sure the move to Hållö went as smoothly as possible. ‘You’re a big sister now,’ her mother had told her. She was turning seven that spring and there was a place for her in the little school on the island. The school was part of the principal lighthouse keeper’s cottage and had its own entrance. There were twelve benches in the classroom. She would attend the school together with her older brother.

         Her mother stopped outside an opening in the stone wall. She squatted in front of Hedvig and put her hands on her shoulders.

         ‘Hedvig, from now on, it’s me and you,’ she said tenderly and looked into her daughter’s eyes.

         Hedvig nodded. She wasn’t sure she understood. But she had seen how her very pregnant mother had helped her father to look after the lighthouse on Väderöbod when he had taken the service boat to run errands on the mainland, so maybe Hedvig understood after all. Back at Klövskär, she had helped her mother take care of her baby brother. She had also cooked, swept the floor and cleaned mackerel while the baby was asleep. She hadn’t seen her older brother much. When he wasn’t busy helping Father load and unload the boat or gather firewood, he was out playing. Maybe that’s what Mother meant? That she counted on Hedvig to help her with everything except the lighthouse. Mother and Father were the only ones in the family who could take care of the lighthouse. Hedvig straightened her back and smiled at her mother.

         ‘Mother and I,’ she said proudly and smiled.

         Her mother hugged her and kept walking towards their new home.
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         LUDWIG HEDBERG TOOK his jacket off and hung it on the back of the chair. He didn’t really like leaving the weather station. But when the woman, who had introduced herself as Pia, knocked on his door and invited him for dinner, he hadn’t been able to turn her down. The food served at the weather station that Friday night looked like it would taste like stir-fried paper with soy sauce. The food was the only negative aspect of the job. He loved his profession and enjoyed being more or less left alone in the desolate weather station, but the food really wasn’t that great. His colleague Sofie had just started her shift. She was the one who had convinced him to go. ‘Go eat with the girls,’ she had told him, and to not seem too awkward, he had reluctantly agreed.

         Sofie Tidén was the perfect woman. Just like him, she was a meteorologist. She was also incredibly straightforward, which he wasn’t. Women like Sofie had never spoken to him before. The truth was that when he wasn’t working, he barely spoke to anyone. Nobody seemed to understand what he said anyway, and he rarely left the safety of the weather station. He lived, ate and worked there. The only times he went home were Christmas, Easter and Midsummer. That’s when his mother wanted to see him so badly, even if he suspected it was mostly to be able to tell her friends that she had a completely normal son who was happy to come home to celebrate the holidays with his family. If it was up to him, he would rather have stayed at the weather station all year. But something still made him go home from time to time. He moved across the rocks that he knew like the back of his hand. The walk to the hostel was short and didn’t take him long.

         As soon as he opened the door, he felt how warm it was in the building. Warm like a home. It smelled like rosemary, grilled meat and garlic. A wave of hunger built up by months of eating food without much nutrition washed over him and he suddenly realised how much he had missed proper food.

         ‘Welcome, Ludwig,’ Pia said. There was a group of people sitting around the table. Except for Pia, he didn’t recognise any of them and he awkwardly shook everyone’s hand.

         ‘Now we’re all here,’ another woman said. She introduced herself as Katrin as she stood up at the table. ‘Well, except for Trissan of course. But as always, she’ll probably show up whenever she feels like it. As usual, Pia has cooked enough food to feed an army, and also as usual, we have some strangers at the table. There is enough food and drink for all of us, so enjoy! We’re on Hållö, the island where I grew up, and the idea is for us to dabble in the fine arts this weekend.’ She raised her glass towards the artist couple at the other side of the table.

         ‘Dig in!’ Pia interrupted, as if she was worried the speech would go on for too long. They were all hungry and judging by the look on Pia’s face, she considered it a deadly sin to let the food go cold. Ludwig helped himself to the food. The bread was still hot from the oven, and he dipped it in the tzatziki. Then he dipped it in the deliciously fragrant tomato sauce that the veal meatballs bathed in. The food had Greek flavours. The wine flowed and after a while, the conversation around the table was so intense that Ludwig had a hard time making out what anyone was saying. But the food spoke to him. He enjoyed every bite of it. He wasn’t a big drinker, but he even poured himself a glass of the wine and helped himself to a Greek beer. He knew he would probably pay for it the morning after, but Sofie – his stubborn weather goddess – had promised to cover for him. Just like he had covered for her on countless occasions. Maybe he would find the courage to express what he really felt for her after the dinner.

          
      

         The sweet shop on Sillgatan was every child’s preferred destination on Smögen. A day on Smögen normally started with a walk along the Smögen boardwalk to look at the boats and ended with a visit to the sweet shop. Parents had no choice but to acquiesce to their children’s excitement. Dennis stepped into the shop after Sandra and did his best to look casual. He knew the owner had seen him and his colleagues fill their stomachs with sweets from her store more than once. Sandra preferred salty sweets while he always went for sour ones or chocolate. As soon as Victoria had stepped inside the door, Sandra had woken up on the sofa and rushed after him. In a way he understood her reaction, but sometimes he couldn’t help but hoping that Sandra would also be able to help with the children to relieve his sister. They were becoming good friends by now.

         ‘Thanks for coming even though it’s so late,’ Johanna Dahlström said as she stepped out from the part of the store that was hidden behind a curtain.

         ‘What happened here?’ asked Sandra, who still looked a little sleepy.

         ‘I left the shop to run an errand a while ago, just before closing time. I was gone for ten minutes or so and when I got back, all the cash was gone,’ she explained as she walked over to the old cash register and pointed to where the cashbox should be.

         ‘Did you lock the door when you left?’

         Johanna looked at her feet and shook her head.

         ‘There is never anyone around during the autumn, so I left it open. It’s never been a problem before.’

         ‘Did you see anyone on your way back to the shop?’ Dennis asked.

         ‘Not that I can remember. I only popped over to Gösta’s to buy a couple of magazines.’

         ‘And to talk a little?’ Sandra suggested.

         ‘I didn’t stay for long,’ Johanna said, looking embarrassed.

         ‘If you could please file a report online, we’ll see what we can do.’

         ‘I’ll do that.’

         ‘Do you have anything else to tell us?’ Sandra asked.

         ‘No… Actually, yes. I bumped into three men over at Gösta’s. I know Olle and Casper from before, but I’ve never seen the third man.’

         ‘And what did this man look like?’

         ‘Thick curly hair. Dark. He was tall. Glasses. He reminded me of Professor Calculus.’

         ‘From Tintin?’ Dennis couldn’t help but smile, although he tried his best to stay professional.

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘We’ll keep our eyes open. Call us if you see or hear anything suspicious.’

         When the conversation was over, Sandra and Dennis automatically reached for two small bags and started filling them with sweets. All they could think about was salty liquorice and chocolate pralines filled with toffee, and there was no turning back.

         ‘Please lock the door next time you leave the shop,’ Sandra said once they paid for their sweets. Johanna nodded and pursed her lips a little.

         ‘The storytelling night is about to start,’ Dennis said with his mouth full of pralines as they stepped out of the store.

         ‘Right,’ Sandra said, sounding tired.

         ‘There will be wine and prawns. It’s actually really nice.’

         ‘I guess we’ll have to take a taxi to Tången then,’ Sandra said.

         ‘Definitely,’ Dennis said and walked over to the closest taxi pickup point right outside the convenience store. He wasn’t going to carry her across the Smögen bridge if that’s what she was hoping.

          
      

         Karl Ström sat by himself at the bow of the Hållö ferry and looked out at the sea. The captain stood silently on the bridge, pressing his lips together as if he was trying to make it clear he wasn’t interested in talking. Slightly strange maybe, considering he was getting paid extra for making the trip. The wind made Karl’s long curly hair dance. Although he didn’t look like the typical analyst or scientist, that’s just what he was. He looked down at his engagement ring. She was his now and the white gold rings they had picked out suited them both perfectly. They had two wonderful boys together. Sam and Leo. Two amazing children that took all of their energy. Lisa had given him permission to spend the weekend on Hållö if he promised to let her go on a trip around Christmas.

         There was nothing wrong with taking a trip, but when he wasn’t at home with his family, he preferred spending his spare time with his data. He loved measuring and analysing. Putting numbers into charts. It was what he was put on Earth to do. He thought of it as sheer coincidence that the police had wanted him and his ‘nerdy skills’, as Lisa liked to call them. She was the one who had suggested he pursue an academic career, and the professor of criminology at the university had welcomed him with open arms. He was just what the faculty needed, and the chief of police had agreed to let him work part-time in the newly formed group of IT forensics so he could do his research on the side. His research provided him with some of his monthly income and, combined with the salary he got from working for the police, he earned enough to live a decent life. He took a deep breath and filled his lungs with the ocean air.

         ‘A storm is moving in,’ the captain said without moving his mouth.

         ‘Oh, is that so?’ Karl said, trying to find a way to start a conversation.

         ‘This is my last trip. I’m not going out again until Sunday. If the storm has passed by then, that is.’

         ‘So you think the storm will hit hard?’

         ‘I think it’ll be the worst one we’ve seen in a while. Haven’t you heard?’

         ‘No, I must have missed that. But it’s not dangerous to be out here, is it?’

         ‘It’s worse to be out at sea.’

         ‘I guess I can stay inside,’ Karl said and smiled.

         ‘I would stay inside the radio station,’ the captain said seriously. The radio station he referred to was built in 1922. Among other things, it had been used to transmit secret messages during the Second World War. Now it had been turned into a hostel. Karl had booked one of the bigger rooms and he was planning to work from there until the captain felt like picking him up. Lisa had given him the weekend and if he wanted or needed to stay any longer, it would have to come out of his already scheduled hours with the police. He was excited about locking himself in a room with his work. He only had a couple hours’ work left before he would be able to piece together the puzzle he had been working on for so long. He needed peace and quiet to finish the project. Using the results he had been able to produce so far, the IT developers worked around the clock to create an application that would make the police’s case management system sharper than all criminal profilers combined. The application would enable the system to compare each new case file to records and databases in a way that was unmatched so far. In the vast majority of cases, the application would be able to zone in on fewer than four possible perpetrators within just a few seconds, using only four parameters – for example the geographical location of the crime, time of day, modus operandi, suspected motive or other relevant facts. If it were to spread worldwide, there would be nowhere for the criminals to hide. He couldn’t wait to present the final product.

         The captain helped him onto the dock with his bag. The cold wind blew straight through him, and his winter coat felt as thin as parchment paper. He realised he would have to stay inside for most of the weekend. The captain pointed to the hostel.

         ‘There they are,’ he said.

         ‘Who?’ Karl asked and looked at the house.

         ‘The women!’ the captain said.

         ‘What do you mean?’

         ‘A group of wild women have checked into the hostel for the weekend. I’m supposed to pick them up on Sunday, but would you please tell them I won’t be here until the winds have calmed down?’

         Karl laughed and threw his bag over his shoulder. Then he started walking towards the hostel. The humid fog and the lack of light had turned the pink granite grey. It was still beautiful but radiated a melancholic vibe that wasn’t there when everything shimmered in blue and pink in the summer. If the storm didn’t hit the island too hard, he would take a walk later. He had a new torch that he couldn’t wait to try. It would really be able to showcase its quality in the intense darkness out on the island. It wasn’t ideal to have a party going on outside his room though. He had chosen to go to Hållö as he really wanted a couple of quiet days to himself. The couple who owned the hostel had already told him they wouldn’t be there after 6 p.m., and it was almost 7 now. He picked up a key from a box next to the hostel’s entrance and then he sneaked into his room without talking to anyone.

         It was impossible to miss the scent from the dining room, but a dinner party wasn’t on his agenda. Once he had unpacked his bag, he decided to go for a walk. The captain had warned him about the incoming storm, and he wanted to try out his new torch before it hit. He had ordered it specifically to try it out in Marmorbassängen.

          
      

         The old warehouse on Hampholmen was full of excited Sotenäs residents. The tickets to the event had sold out in a heartbeat. It was as if the permanent residents could never get enough of the stories about their own ancestors and the landscape that had shaped them. This time the focus was the importance of the women who lived at the lighthouses. The storytelling nights were normally most popular among the island’s men, but tonight there were quite a lot of women in the audience. Hampholmen’s own boatswain drove people in his boat from the jetty at Fisketången over to the island that his wife managed. All year round, she arranged weddings and other events in the old ice warehouse. The warehouse had been repainted with its original yellow paint, which made it stand out from the white fisherman’s cottages and red boathouses.

         Sandra and Dennis had been assigned a table in the middle of the venue and their mouths watered when they saw the wine and shellfish that had already been served. They heard a scraping noise from the speakers and then the host grabbed the microphone. A picture of Hållö lighthouse was projected onto a big canvas and the female speaker stood in front of it.

         ‘If you only knew how important the women at the lighthouses were…’ the storyteller started. She was the daughter of the last principal lighthouse keeper on Hållö and had an impressive collection of pictures and stories from back when they still lived on the island.

         ‘Today, the lighthouses along the Swedish coast operate without lighthouse keepers and many of them have lost their original function,’ she continued.

         She told the story about how her mother used to help her father in watching the lighthouse from midnight until 4 a.m. to let him get some rest between his shifts. Then, she would wake up in the morning to take care of the children they’d had during their years living on the rocky island. Sometimes, when her husband had to go to the mainland to run errands, she was left to take care of the lighthouse all by herself for days.

         Dennis glanced over at Sandra and saw how impressed she was by the old lady’s stories.

         The woman continued telling them about how the lighthouse was electrified in 1969, which meant it worked just fine on its own without a lighthouse keeper. Naturally, the woman’s family had left Hållö as a result of this change and the old lighthouse keeper’s life had never been the same since. There was sadness in the woman’s voice as she spoke, and it sounded like she missed the times when people were needed in their professions and there was a sense of pride behind a man’s work. Dennis smiled when he thought about how reluctant Sandra had been when he showed her the tickets. She hadn’t agreed to come until he told her there would be wine. Dennis’s phone buzzed in his pocket, and he decided to step out to see who was calling him.

         ‘Kungshamn Police.’

         ‘This is Jan Elofsson with the marine police.’

         ‘Oh, hi there.’

         ‘A woman has been found dead in Marmorbassängen on Hållö. One of the guests at the hostel found her. The body has been taken out of the water. We’re docked by the beach,’ the officer said.

         ‘Do you know who she is?’ Dennis asked as he kept walking away from the venue to avoid disturbing the guests.

         ‘Not yet.’

         ‘Can you describe the victim?’

         ‘She’s between thirty-five and forty years old. Her clothes look quite expensive.’

         The officer at the scene didn’t seem to have done a very thorough analysis.

         ‘Did she drown? Why are you calling me?’

         ‘It looks like she’s been strangled. A silver chain around her neck has made a significant cut into her skin.’

         ‘Okay.’ Dennis glanced back at the warehouse and saw that Sandra was still listening intently to the storyteller.

         ‘We’re not sure yet, but it looks like a crime has been committed here. Can you come out? A storm is on its way, so we’ll need to move to a more protected harbour shortly,’ the marine police officer explained. He sounded impatient.

         ‘So, how am I supposed to get out there?’ Dennis asked and realised there would be no more wine for him.

         ‘The Hållö ferry will take you. You better make your way out onto the dock immediately.’

         ‘How on earth did you manage to convince Bertil to miss dinner?’

         ‘We ran into his wife at Gösta’s Fish earlier. Bertil’s daughter works for us, and she had a chat with him,’ the officer at the other end of the line explained.

         ‘Did you call Miriam Morten?’

         ‘Yes, she’s on her way together with Jesper Korp.’

         ‘Oh, her slave.’

         ‘What did you say?’

         ‘Never mind. I’ll be there as soon as I can.’ Dennis hung up and turned around.

         ‘Does this mean I’ll get to drink your wine too?’ said Sandra, who had come outside to check on him during an intermission.

         ‘They’ve found a dead woman in Marmorbassängen.’

         ‘Oh, shit. So I guess this is where the fun ends for us?’

         ‘Depends on how you look at it, I guess. But you can stay. I’ll see you back on Smögen later.’

         ‘You’ll probably be caught in the storm out there.’

         ‘I don’t think so. If that happens, I’ll just call the Sea Rescue Society. I’m sure I’ll find a way to get back.’

         ‘See you later then!’ Sandra said and walked back towards the warehouse. Judging by the way she walked, Dennis guessed she wasn’t happy about him not allowing her to come along. But he couldn’t risk them both getting stranded on Hållö until the storm blew over. He needed Sandra on the mainland in case anything was to happen there. When Dennis stepped out on the dock, the wind grabbed a hold of his jacket. He checked his phone before he slipped it into his pocket. It was already 8:30 p.m.
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         KARL STRÖM SAT down on the bed. His hands were freezing cold after waiting in the dark for the marine police to arrive. They had asked him to stay put to make sure nobody messed with the crime scene until they got there. They had also forbidden him to contact the other guests at the hostel, so he hadn’t been able to ask them to bring him a blanket or something warm to drink. Apparently, there was too great a risk of them all rushing down to the beach and onto the crime scene if they found out what had happened. Once the police had arrived and taken the body out of the water, he had walked back across the rocks. A while later, when he walked through the door and heard the music and the happy voices from the dining room, it had all felt surreal. None of the people at the hostel knew what had just happened. Karl felt bad about not telling them. Maybe they even knew the woman in the water? But he also knew it wasn’t his job to speak to them. The police would knock on the door any moment now, and then the party would be over. The woman who had cooked all the food had also made him a plate and placed it in his room. The food tasted amazing. He was cold and hungry and hoped a warm shower and a bite to eat would help him fall asleep. But he felt too uneasy to sleep.

         Suddenly, the music downstairs stopped. A man introduced himself and through the paper-thin walls, Karl could hear the horrified whispers spread around the table. A police officer had taken over the party and most likely, he was about to interview all the guests separately. Maybe the dead woman was a friend of the women staying at the hostel – just as he had feared? Or maybe it was a complete stranger who had floated into Marmorbassängen from the ocean? From where he was standing, it had been impossible to tell who she was or what she looked like. But something told him she probably belonged to the party downstairs.

         The thought of something happening to his family sent a shiver down his spine. It was unthinkable. And it simply couldn’t happen. He wouldn’t be able to handle it. He didn’t have the energy to talk to the police again and hoped what he had already told them would be enough. He had given a short report of what had happened when he called the emergency services and then he had talked to the marine police when they arrived at the scene. All he had been able to tell them was that he was taking a short walk across the rocks in the dark when he got the idea to have a look at the famous bathing spot – Marmorbassängen. He had turned on his new torch – a powerful torch that could be connected to his mobile phone and had costed him forty-nine krona to order online – and aimed it into the dark water to see if he could see all the way down to the beautiful white ocean floor. When he moved the beam of light across Marmorbassängen’s clear water, he spotted the body. The marine police had seemed slightly sceptical when they asked him why he was at the beach with such a torch on a stormy night, and Karl hadn’t been able to come up with a good answer. Except for the lighthouse, Marmorbassängen was the biggest attraction on the island. And he had been carrying the torch with him since the day it arrived in the post. What more could he say? He had been looking forward to testing out his new torch to see how it would work in Marmorbassängen, but being questioned and met with scepticism in the way that he experienced made him both frustrated and angry. He did work with the police after all.

         Now, all he wanted to do was hide. He crawled into bed with one of his books and turned on the bedside lamp. Reading about how using analytical results was the most efficient way to get your point across to policymakers felt like a bizarre bedtime story. His weekend could have definitely started in a nicer way. He already missed the children and Lisa. She had promised she would call him to have a chat before bedtime – once she had put the boys to bed and eaten her evening sandwich. The letters started to look blurry, and he found it harder and harder to stay focused. He hoped Lisa would call soon.

          
      

         The table was full of wine bottles, beer cans, dirty glasses and plates of different sizes.

         The dinner guests had all gone to their rooms. The singing and laughing had stopped and the music had ended. The hostel was silent. The marine police were on their way to Uddevalla where Miriam Morten from forensics waited for them. It had been impossible to find someone who was willing to take her to Hållö by boat.

         Camilla Stålberg had told Dennis that the victim’s name was Tricia Andersen, that she lived in Stockholm and that she was the daughter of the American ambassador. He instantly realised the investigation would generate a lot of interest from the media. Dennis had asked everyone to go back to their rooms as he wanted to interview them all separately before they had a chance to talk to each other. He had then occupied one of the available rooms and placed a table and two chairs in the middle of it. He had spent about ten minutes on each interview, but after questioning Pia, Katrin, Annelie, the meteorologist and the female artist, he still had nothing to go on. They had all told him the exact same thing. The group had taken their seats around the table and had dinner without hearing or seeing anything out of the ordinary. The only one who had left the table during dinner was Annelie, who needed to go to the bathroom at one point. The party had continued and the only odd thing to happen was that their friend had never shown up. The women had also found it strange that the analyst, Karl Ström, had returned to the hostel after a walk and gone straight to his room after rejecting the group’s invitation to join them for dinner. A couple of minutes later, Dennis had walked into the room and announced that the missing guest had been found dead in Marmorbassängen.

         When Tricia hadn’t shown up for dinner, the other women hadn’t been too surprised as they all agreed that Tricia – or Trissan, as they called her – lived in her own universe and followed her own schedule. Her being late happened more often than her being on time, and when she hadn’t answered their calls, they decided to start eating without her. They had all assumed she would show up eventually. It was obvious that they were all very upset about what had happened to their friend. Annelie cried, Pia felt guilty for saying they shouldn’t go out looking for their friend as the food would be ruined if they did, and Katrin was frustrated as they hadn’t seen Trissan when they were at Marmorbassängen just an hour or so before her body was found. But nothing new had come up during the interviews. And now the only one left to question was the male artist.

         He introduced himself as Sture Merlin as he pulled out the chair across from Dennis and sat down gracefully with his long legs crossed underneath the small table.

         ‘Pleasure to meet you,’ he said and ran a hand through his goatee.

         ‘I’m not sure about that,’ Dennis said, looking down at his notebook. ‘You and your wife arrived here yesterday afternoon. Have you noticed anything strange since you got here?’

         ‘Not at all,’ Sture said and corrected his black beret slightly. ‘Nothing strange here at all. Not on Hållö or along the coast. That’s what happens with smaller places like this, you know. There is no diversity. The rocks stay the same colour, the birds sing their usual song and people never change. I guess that’s what’s so charming about these outposts.’

         ‘Oh, okay…’ Dennis said. ‘Have you seen anyone else on Hållö except for the people that attended the dinner party earlier? And Karl Ström, of course, who is also a guest here at the hostel.’

         ‘We met the owners of the hostel yesterday afternoon, but I saw them leave on the Hållö ferry. They were going back to Kungshamn. I also saw a couple of people by the weather station. I assume they are meteorologists. One of them was invited to the dinner, apparently.’

         ‘Do you remember what the other person looked like?’

         ‘Who do you mean?’ Sture asked.

         ‘The person who wasn’t Ludwig Hedberg? The one who was with him out by the weather station?’

         ‘No, but I noticed she was a young woman. Perhaps even a beautiful one.’

         ‘How could you see that?’

         ‘She moved beautifully, and her blonde hair looked magnificent against the wet rocks.’

         ‘Okay,’ Dennis said and wrote something down in his notebook that he himself couldn’t even read. ‘Where were you today between 3 p.m. and 7:30 p.m.?’

         Sture Merlin suddenly stood up.

         ‘Are you saying I’m your main suspect?’ he asked dramatically.

         Dennis took a deep breath.

         ‘We don’t have a main suspect yet, but I would still like you to tell me what you were doing during this time.’

         ‘First, I was in bed with my wife. We were… well… resting.’ He winked at Dennis, who pretended he didn’t see it. ‘We always do that before dinner.’

         ‘And then?’

         ‘We were invited to dinner at 6 p.m. and we got there a couple of minutes late. The food was sublime. I’m not sure if that woman, Pia, is much of an artist, but she can definitely cook. Then we enjoyed the dinner until you, well, ruined it.’

         ‘Did you leave the hostel before the dinner? Maybe you took an afternoon stroll?’

         ‘No, not at all. My wife had something else in mind for us to do.’ He winked again and brought his hand back to his goatee, pretending to be embarrassed.

         ‘Thanks,’ Dennis said, placing a hard full stop at the end of a sentence to demonstrate that he was done with the interview. ‘That’ll be all for now, but I’ll want to talk to you again soon.’
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