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The worm glued to the tarmac is as long as a snake. No, longer…





The worm glued to the tarmac is as long as a snake. No, longer. It reaches all the way to the grass verge beside the main road. The boy’s eyes follow the slimy ribbon and notice that it stretches across the ditch and curls into the belly of a grey animal. A badger. Dead but still looking. Its eyes are black glass and one paw has stiffened in a wave.


The car door opens and his mother calls, but he cannot tear himself away from the animal.


Then she gets out.


She stands beside the boy. Wrinkles her nose so her glasses ride up.


‘It’s been run over,’ she says.


‘But why does it look like that?’


‘Those are intestines. A bird pulled them out. Or some other animal.’


He wants to know which bird, which animal.


‘Come on now,’ she says.


‘But I haven’t peed yet.’


‘Well, do it then.’




*





He presses his cheek against the window but the pine trees are so tall he can hardly see where they end. His knees are gripping a large Fanta bottle and from time to time he blows into the neck. The glass is warm and the last few mouthfuls have also been warm. They have been driving for almost three hours, and he has never travelled for such a long time in a car before.


When they stop he does not understand that they have arrived, because they are right in the middle of the forest. There is no sign of a cabin. Only trees.


‘Are we there?’ he asks.


His mother sits motionless for a while, lost in her thoughts, before pulling the key from the ignition and climbing out. She opens his door.


It is as if the mosquitoes have been waiting for him. They come from all directions and land on him in such a teeming mass that his legs look mottled. He makes no attempt to brush them away but instead stiffens and lets out a plaintive yell.


His mother heaves the bag onto the bonnet and finds a bath towel, which she wraps around him like a cape. After she has tied it round his neck she starts running, with the bag in one hand and the plastic carrier from the supermarket in the other. She leaves a kind of furrow behind her in the long grass. She is wearing a short-sleeved top in green velour, and an oblong-shaped sweat mark is spreading out between her shoulder blades. Her flared jeans flap around her ankles.


He follows after her and the little figures in his backpack rattle inside their plastic box. He holds the shoulder strap with one hand and uses the other to grip the towel to stop it from flying away. Running is difficult and soon his mother’s back disappears in the dense greenery in front of him. He calls out to her to wait, but she carries on, calling over her shoulder for him to hurry up.


The ferns have formed tight, thick clumps, and beyond them the fir trees tower above the pitch-black ground. All around him the spiky stalks of the grass hum and tick with insects, and his cloak flies behind him as he runs.




*





The forest is a silent reflection on the windowpanes. Pine cones, thin twigs and drifts of old pine needles are piled up on the metal roof. The fir trees sway high above against a sky that has grown pale.


His mother has reached the door. Pulling a face she leans forwards, feeling under a windowsill.


‘Oh, please,’ she says, bending up the metal and forcing her fingers underneath while blowing puffs of air to each side to keep the mosquitoes away.


The boy has untied the towel and pulled it up over his head like a headscarf. He spins around in pirouettes and his trainers thump on the veranda. Grass has grown up in places between the planks, and he stamps it under his feet. There is an ashtray filled with water resting on the wooden railing, and a fly is floating on the surface. Or could it be a beetle? All he can see are crooked legs sticking out. But when he looks closer he notices more insects. The water is thick with them. It looks like a disgusting soup, the kind witches make.


His mother has knelt down and is trying to look under the windowsill.


‘I don’t believe it,’ she says.


Then she starts hunting in the grass below the window.


The boy watches her for a while. Then he tries the door handle.


‘Mummy,’ he says, ‘it’s open.’




*





She pushes him in front of her, lifts in their luggage and slams the door shut behind them. The boy stands in front of a wall hanging of dark swirls and hard, staring eyes and he wonders what it is supposed to be. An owl? Then he gets another push from the hand holding the plastic bag. The bag is cold from the milk cartons at the bottom.


‘In with you then!’


The words leave his mother’s mouth and seem to fasten in something inside, a web left behind by the silence that has reigned for so long inside the cabin. The boy feels it and is hesitant. He would prefer to stand where he is for a while.


‘Go in!’


With wary eyes he walks inside and looks around.


The walls are covered in unpainted pine panelling below and woven wallpaper above. Small pictures and copper pans hang here and there. Through a door he sees a bunk bed with fringed bed-spreads. He peers in. The room is very small. Beside the bed is a stool with a book on top of it. Outside the window stands a tree. Its pointed leaves almost touch the windowpane.


He lays his rucksack on the kitchen table, unzips it and takes out the plastic box. It is an old ice cream container with BIG PACK written on a wrinkled label on the lid. Carefully he pulls off the elastic band because he knows it might snap, then tips the figures out onto the table. The ones that came free in boxes of biscuits are all tangled up as if to show they belong together. He also has Smurfs. A hippopotamus with a gaping mouth. A gorilla beating its chest. A galloping horse unable to stand up. A man who is sitting down. He is blue all over, even his head.


Opposite the wood-burning stove is a little sofa, and he sits down on it with a Smurf in each hand. A floor lamp with a pleated shade leans over him. There is no light bulb in it, only a gaping hole. They have borrowed the cabin from someone his mother works with, and the boy wonders why the owner has not put in a bulb. Perhaps for the same reason that there is no television.


He runs his hands over the sofa’s upholstery, which is mustard yellow and knobbly. He knows if you play about wildly in a sofa like this you can burn yourself.


There is a small kitchen area, and he walks over to look. The fridge is so small he has to bend down to open it. It is empty inside; no light comes on and it does not even feel cold. He has to push the door firmly to make sure it stays shut. The wall above the draining board has the same cork covering as the floor – reddish brown with a hexagonal pattern.


There is a string of plastic garlic hanging from a nail. He points at it and asks if he can take it down, and she says he can. By climbing on a stool he can get onto the draining board and reach the garlic. Not that he can do much with it, but it is only pretend anyway. He pinches the stiff plastic leaves, testing to see how well they are attached, while his mother walks around opening cupboards and drawers. She opens the fridge too, and shuts it again.


The boy says there is floor on the walls.


‘Yes,’ she sighs. ‘And walls on the floor.’




*





His mother brings in flowers, a large bunch, which she pushes into a vase and places on the table. They have a powerful, spicy fragrance and are called camomile. The boy notices that the white petals are covered in tiny, tiny insects, but she tells him not to mind. Some of them fall like snow onto the table, and so that he can see them against the grain of the wood he has to lower his head and look closely. The creatures are in a hurry and know exactly where they want to go. He tries to stop them and make them change direction, but he fails.


‘Do you know how small these insects are?’ he says.


‘I’m sure they’re minutely small.’


‘They are so small they die when I touch them.’




*





Later that evening they lie on the bunk bed under a quilt patterned with huge fantasy flowers and spiralling stems. They have fitted an insect screen to the window and the whole cabin echoes to the chirping of grasshoppers.


‘Listen,’ she whispers, her lips against his hair. ‘It sounds as if they are indoors, don’t you think? As if they are here, in the cabin, playing for us. Under the bed perhaps?’


The boy nods and asks about the shielings she had been talking about in the car.


‘Where are they?’


‘In the forest.’


‘Can we go there?’


‘Perhaps.’


‘Can we?’


‘We’ll see.’




*





In the early morning the rain comes and does not stop. The raindrops are hitting the ashtray on the veranda rail so hard that the water looks as if it is boiling. Now the witch is cooking her soup, he thinks. The wooden seat of his chair is cold and he crouches on it, pulling his sweatshirt over his knees. He is waiting for breakfast. Once more he asks about the huts. Are they far away?


‘We’ll do it another day,’ she says.


He protests loudly and is told they have no rain clothes with them. That disappoints him and he complains. He has his boots, after all. He whines until she strokes his hair.


She looks at him, her thick, shiny brown fringe falling over her large glasses. Her forehead is completely hidden.




*





They eat cold rosehip soup and bread spread with margarine.


‘Boring sandwiches,’ she says.


‘When-it’s-pouring sandwiches,’ he replies.


Afterwards they play cards, Beggar My Neighbour. He is an expert at Beggar My Neighbour. You have to be especially careful when you lift your card in case the other person sees it. His mother does not understand that. She sits with her chin resting heavily on her hand, studying the cards that she turns up – she does not stand a chance. The boy triumphs again and again, slapping his palm hard on the tabletop and giggling every time he wins a pile of cards.


Finally she gives up, moves away from the table and curls up with a book on the little sofa. In her bag she has a whole pile of books. She rests her feet on the armrest and curls her toes. Her nails are squares of red varnish. She is wearing a chain around her neck, and as she reads she slides the pendant backwards and forwards, making a rasping noise. There is no point now in trying to talk to her. He knows that only too well.


The wood burner is a cavern and he puts his little figures in there, kneeling down and making the doors creak, and then shouting in a high-pitched voice. The stove is a prison and the figures hate being shut in. It is terrifying in there, dark and with only ash to eat. But they have only themselves to blame! Goofy tries to escape but is caught near the log basket and returned to the sooty cell, howling in protest.


His mother smiles at him.


He dislikes that, so he keeps quiet. 




*





Towards afternoon the rain stops, and he gets excited. Now they can go out and look for the shielings! But his mother shakes her head. She says it is still raining in the forest. The trees will be dripping with water and it will be wet everywhere.


‘We’ll be drenched in no time,’ she says, turning the page.


Then she says:


‘You can go out on your own and play, can’t you?’


He can.


He rolls mosquito repellent on his forehead and chin and over his hands, all the way out to the fingers. Even on his sleeves and the front of his jeans, just to be sure. Then he puts on his boots, pulls up the hood of his sweatshirt, opens the door and shuts it quickly.


The plot is not large, more like a little glade in the forest, and he has soon explored it. The door of the woodshed is open, and inside a grey ball is hovering. A wasp nest. It looks uninhabited, but he does not dare take a closer look.




*





The silence brought on by the rain is still hanging over the forest. From the top of the steep glistening wall of pine trees come isolated, experimental trills. He walks slowly along the trail, his face upturned, trying to catch a glimpse of the birds, but the trees reveal nothing moving within them. They have secrets.


The forest drops, drips and dribbles. Plips and plops. The glossy, weighted vegetation shines. He feels as if it is coming towards him like the big wet brushes that spin against the windows in the car wash. Here and there are streamers of pinky red. Those flowers are called fox’s brush, he knows that. The name is not difficult to remember.


He is thinking he might reach the car soon, that the chocolate-brown lacquer will flash among the trees. He is not sure what he will do there. Perhaps look at it, peer through one of the windows and then go back.


But then he catches sight of a ditch. The water is completely green, so the bottom is hidden, but it does not look deep. He wonders where the ditch is going and decides to follow it, stumbling over ground made bumpy by tussocks of grass. He tries as far as possible not to put his feet where it looks hollow and risky. With detours and small leaps from stumps to rocks he makes his way forwards. His ears are covered by his hood, so he cannot hear much, but the sounds come mainly from cones and twigs cracking beneath his boots and the wind slowly moving between the wet trees.


A shieling is an unpainted wooden shack – that much he knows, at least. Nobody lives there, but in the old days, long ago, animals lived there. Alone.


A house with animals. What would such a house look like? Has it got windows? If so, do the animals stand inside looking out, feeling bored? It was a strange thing to imagine. He is sure animals often feel bored, that they are so used to being bored they never even think how bored they are.


Occasionally the ditch disappears behind some impenetrable undergrowth and spiky clusters of reeds with long leaves. The grass swishes against his boots, and his trousers have gone dark at the front because of the water. It chills his thighs. His mother was right and he wonders if he should turn back.


Then he spots the footbridge and changes his mind.


A couple of dark tree trunks with planks nailed across them.


Is it a bridge to the shieling? Do the animals walk across this bridge?


He stands there with cold legs, hesitating a while.


The water beneath has a pea-green skin. It looks poisonous. A pine cone is floating in it. He could end up like that if he is not careful. He knows that. Someone floating, immobile, face down. Someone drowned.


Holding onto the rail he walks across the bridge. His mother’s lips mouth a warning inside him, but he is already on his way into the sea of grass waiting on the other side. It is so tall that he disappears in it. When the wind blows the leaves bend and brush against each other. They become waves that whisper.


He can be just like an animal in the grass. A shrew, perhaps. Nothing is visible apart from strips of green slicing against each other. Holding his hands out in front of him he uses them to part the rustling reeds. This is what it is like for the shrew. Exactly like this.


The boy walks further and further out on the moss.


When he sees water in front of his feet he immediately steps to the side. He does not like the boggy feel of it. From time to time his boots gets stuck, as if the ground is sucking them down. It scares him, and after almost stepping out of one boot he has had enough and turns back. But instead of going back to the wooden bridge he cuts diagonally across the moss and wanders in among some birches he has spotted, and soon the forest is closing in around him.


Now he is walking on a carpet made of spongy moss. It is soft to walk on. It seems to want to spread everywhere and has even crept up the tree trunks. It covers the stones too, making them all as round as each other. He likes the look of that.


The branches fan out above him like a roof, so he does not feel any rain, and the wind that combed the gigantic grass cannot find its way in here.


He looks into the forest.


It is perfectly silent. It is actually odd how quiet it is. Nothing is moving, not even the small leaves on the bushes or the tops of the grass.


There is not much space between the trees. Narrow slits of light and that is all, it seems.




*





On the ground there is a lot to explore. There are dead things left lying about, a tree that has split open and whose insides are bright red, like meat, and just beyond it a rotted birch trunk that has fallen apart. Scaly shards of bark surround it. He digs the toe of his boot into the birch and presses carefully. It is soft right through.


Another tree trunk is dotted with yellow saucer shapes that look like ears. He tries to count them because there are so very many – how many ears can you actually have? − but he loses count when the mosquitoes fly into his face.


A hollow stump looks like a cauldron among the blueberry branches. A crown of moss surrounds the cavity. He looks down into the stump but there is nothing particularly interesting inside it, only dampness and pine needles stuck together in clumps. He would like to put his hand in and feel down to the bottom – perhaps a mouse is sleeping there – but he does not really dare.


Far, far inside the forest a bird flies soundlessly from one tree to the next, as if drawing a line between the trunks. The boy can see it out of the corner of his eye. He stands up and walks on, singing a little and talking to himself in a soft, jokey voice. His mother has told him there is nothing to fear in the forest, so he is not particularly afraid. No wolves, no bears, nothing that wants to eat him. Apart from the mosquitoes.


Still, when the roots of an overturned tree loom above him his stomach lurches because he almost imagines it is an old man standing there waiting for him. A man who will not move out of the way.


After a while he plucks up enough courage to approach the fallen tree. The underside is a mass of twisted roots, and on the ground is a gaping void, covered in bracken. It is black between the fronds, unpredictable and very deep. Someone lives down there, he is sure. A badger, perhaps. Badgers are underground creatures, piggy-eyed and bad-tempered. They only come out at night to nose around and whisper.


As he stands there, peering down into the bowl below the roots, he hears a crack.


Small furtive footsteps, very close.


Quickly he tugs at his hat so that he can see properly.


His eyes wander between the columns of pines. Someone was there, he is convinced of that.


He takes a little step sideways, at the same time craning his neck to see what is behind the upturned roots. He hardly dares to look.


A movement. A streak of grey fur.


That is what he sees.


And then he runs.


Runs away towards the light where the forest thins out.


Undergrowth and branches whip against his boots.


He follows the forest edge, tripping and stumbling his way forwards.


Not until he has staggered out onto the trail does he dare to stop and look around. He beats at the mosquitoes circling his face. His fear seems to have made them even more excited. 




*





His mother is sitting curled up on the sofa with her book, and when he comes in through the doorway she looks up at him with a sharp little crease between her eyes. She has folded the book so that she can hold it in one hand. Around the fingers of the other she is twisting her chain. It digs into the skin of her neck.


She asks where he has been, and when she notices how wet he is she puts the book aside and helps him take off his jacket. His hair is standing on end in damp little tufts and his jumper has ridden up over his stomach in wrinkles, but he hurries to pull it down as he tells her. That he has seen an animal.


‘What kind of animal?’


‘An animal!’


She twists off his boots roughly and finds his socks squashed up, the toes wringing wet. His feet have turned red. ‘Oh, Magnus,’ she sighs.


To get his jeans off he has to lie down while she pulls and tugs at the legs because the wet fabric has glued itself to him. The boy thumps his head against the floor, and that makes them laugh.


‘Let go!’ she shouts.


‘I can’t,’ he giggles.


Finally he has to stand up and stamp the trousers off instead. She picks up the jeans and asks him if he has been swimming. He didn’t go near the pool, did he?


In the bag, which is open on the floor, he finds a pair of dry underpants patterned with roaring hot rods and motorbikes, and after he has put them on he climbs up onto the sofa and buries himself under the sleeping bag. The zipper is a track of cold steel teeth against his thigh and he changes position to avoid the feel of it on his skin. The knobbly sofa fabric is rough against his legs and it is warm where his mother has been sitting.


He hears his mother rustling behind the log basket, stuffing wads of newspaper into his boots and hanging up his clothes on the chairs around the table.


He wants to tell her about the animal. That it was grey.


‘But what kind of animal was it?’


He sits with his mouth open for a while as he thinks.


‘I think it could have been a lynx.’


His mother shakes her head. ‘I don’t think so.’


‘A wolf then?’


‘It was probably a bird. It generally is a bird.’


‘No. It wasn’t a bird. Birds don’t have fur.’


She has come to sit beside him. With her index finger she lifts a thick lock of hair from his forehead. He stares out through the window and is still in the forest.


‘It was an animal, Mum.’


She nods.


It has started to rain again, and soon it is thundering on the roof.




*





The fox’s-brush flowers down by the path are lying on the ground after the downpour. Everything is flattened and changed and glistening moistly. It is still raining slightly and now a wind has started to blow. It can be seen in the swaying pines and the other trees that flicker and reflect the light, and every so often small gusts of wind hurl handfuls of raindrops at the windowpanes.


Groups of dead insects have collected on the windowsill. They have crawled close together to die – flies, mostly, but also wasps grown brittle. A butterfly with closed wings. It has shut itself up like a book. It would not look dead otherwise because it has kept all its colours. He asks his mother what the butterfly is called, but she does not know.


‘A peacock butterfly, perhaps. Or a small tortoiseshell. I don’t know …’


He reaches for the little box made of bark that is standing on the table. He knows it is empty but looks inside anyway. Something ought to be kept in it, but he does not know what.


Then he has an idea. He picks up the folded butterfly and lays it in the box. He takes great care, and when he has replaced the lid he shakes the little box to hear the butterfly inside.




*





Darkness has deepened in the forest, and around the glass lamp beside the door moths are flitting about. They rustle against the illuminated globe, entranced. It looks as if they want to get inside. His mother reads to him from one of his comics. In the middle of a speech bubble she stops because the boy has lifted his head from her arm and is looking open-mouthed at the window.


‘I heard something!’


His mother raises herself up on one elbow and also listens. The grasshoppers are making their rasping sound, and the shadows under the bunk bed make her face pale and turn her eyes into dark pockets. A gap has opened between her lips.


Then she sinks down again.


‘It’s nothing.’


The boy does not want to believe her. He jumps down to the floor and pulls aside the towel hanging as a curtain at the window. He rests his hand on the mosquito mesh and cranes his neck, looking down the path.


‘It sounded like something was walking out there. Something big.’


His mother has laid her head on the pillow.


‘It was nothing,’ she says.


So he wriggles down under the quilt again.


Lies there alert.


Listening.


‘Shall I carry on reading?’


He sniffs and nods.




*





Afterwards, when they have turned off the light, they hear a faint rustling on the roof.


The rain is falling softly. As if practising.


He can hear a mosquito moving about the room, but it seems unable to find its way to the bed. It goes quiet from time to time. He thinks it is waiting.


‘Mum,’ he says, but he can hear from her breathing that she is already asleep.




*





After flicking through the comics and looking at the pictures on the last page that show what the next comic will be about, he wanders into the main room.


Outside the window he sees a movement. His mother is standing out there, her hair a shining curtain in the morning light. She is bending over something.


When he pushes open the door she instantly straightens up.


‘What are you doing?’ he asks.


She is wearing a thick jacket. One of her hands is stuffed inside a large gardening glove.


‘I think there might be a bat around here somewhere,’ she says. ‘A dead one.’


‘Is there really?’ he asks, and moves closer. 


They help each other to look, and he is the one who finds it.


The little animal is suspended in the grass. It does not have the weight to slide down so it stays there, trapped, like a brown leaf. He has never seen a bat before. To think they could be so small. A long and oddly curved claw is sticking out from the wing, and his mother pinches hold of it. The skin opens out, a net of folds and wrinkles, criss-crossed by fine veins. The abnormally large eyelids are covered with the same sheer, ancient-looking skin.


‘It’s got a ring,’ he says.


She holds up the bat and the thin wing turns pink as it is hit by the sunlight. A tiny silver ring shines in one ear.


She touches it gently with her index finger.


‘Why has it got a ring?’


‘I don’t know,’ she says, reflectively.


She has taken hold of the ring and is studying it closely.


‘It must be marked in some way …’


‘Why is the bat dead?’


His mother does not reply, so he asks again.


‘Why is it dead, Mum?’


‘It collided with me in the night,’ she says, letting go of the ring. ‘I went out to pee and it flew at me. Here.’


She puts her fingers on her temple.


‘I expect it got confused by my nightdress,’ she says. ‘They’re attracted by light colours. It fastened in my hair and I snatched it out and threw it away from me. Right against that wall. That killed it. It’s so tiny. I didn’t mean it to die, I just wanted to get it away from me.’


She twitches her hand and the bat bobs up and down.


‘Do you want us to bury it?’


The boy leans up close to the ugly little snout. Deeply set in the crumpled face are black eyes like beads. The teeth sticking out of its mouth are like shards of glass.


He shakes his head.


‘Sure?’


He nods.


His mother walks over the grass and throws the bat into the nettles growing like a green sea on the other side of the wooden fence. Then she cranks water out of the pump and rinses her hands, and as she walks towards the boy she smiles, drying her hands on her nightdress, which is hanging down below the old jacket.
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They eat breakfast outside, in sunshine that makes them squint their eyes. They have to make the most of it, says his mother, laying out a bedspread. The grass is so stiff that it makes the bedspread stand up in peaks, and together they stamp them down to make it flat and comfortable to sit on. The mosquitoes that are flying around in the morning sun are no bother. There are so few and they do not seem to know what they want.


They have a loaf of white bread and a tube of cod roe spread. They munch, looking at each other. He is crouching and she is sitting cross-legged with the sun falling like a banner across her legs. Between bites she tells him that his grandmother was not affected by the mosquitoes because one day when she was out picking blueberries she was bitten so terribly that she lost her way and went down with a fever. Ever since that day she had been immune and was never bothered by mosquitoes in the slightest.


‘But what about bats?’ he wants to know. ‘Can you be immune to them too?’


She explains that bats do not suck blood.


‘It’s only in stories,’ says the boy. ‘Isn’t it?’


‘Yes. And not in Sweden.’


She wipes away a blob of the cod roe spread from her upper lip with a fingertip.


‘Bats here only eat old butterflies and things like that,’ she says.


That information disappoints the boy. He has seen for himself that bats have sharp teeth. Like needles. He thinks it is likely they can drink blood, if they want to.


‘Yes,’ she says. ‘If they are really hungry.’


‘Then perhaps you are immune now, Mummy.’


‘Except it didn’t bite me.’


‘But think if it had!’


‘Yes,’ she says, nodding with her mouth full of bread. ‘Well then, maybe I am.’




*





There is a beach on the nearby lake, and now that the sun is motionless in the sky and beating down they decide to go swimming and then do some shopping. They pack their swimming things and a mask in a canvas bag and hurry down the path. The boy carries his bathrobe and flaps it about. He allows the mosquitoes to get up close before he hits them.


The sun has been baking the car for hours and a strong smell of upholstery and overheated rubber hits him as he climbs into the back seat. It is so burning hot that he has to sit on his bathrobe, crouching like a monkey.
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It is not far to the beach and he is surprised when after only a short while they pull up in a gravel car park. Pine cones crunch under their feet as they follow the path down towards the water.


Alders with large shiny leaves hang down over the jetty and entangle themselves in the reeds. The boy and his mother are alone, but someone has been there recently because in the grass on the lakeside is a glittering pile of shells. All the shells are tiny and fragile. The boy does not dare to touch them. He does not want to spoil anything.


The water has a strange red colour which he tries to collect in his cupped hands, but the red does not come up with the water. It is only in the lake, which is not actually a lake but part of the Dal River, his mother tells him, as she sits on the jetty with a towel draped around her shoulders and her hand like a sun visor above her glasses.


Using a stick he dredges up dripping seaweed, which he collects in a pile. It is a silent game. The only sound is the water trickling back into the lake. From time to time the sun shines through patches of wispy cloud. Later he tries the swimming mask, seeing the undulating gravel on the lake bed. Something is swimming there, a tiny fish. He tries to catch it in his mask but it darts away.
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The shop is located in an old wooden building with empty advertisement boards on the walls and sun-bleached awnings. It looks shut but his mother says it is not. There are steps up to the door and the metal railing is encrusted with rust. His mother is walking quickly. She is in a hurry all of a sudden.


They both fill the basket, the boy putting in a Falu sausage which he thinks they should have for dinner. He goes to fetch milk cartons too, but they are difficult to find because they do not look like the ones at home.


In the queue for the checkout they stand behind an old woman who is buying a bottle of elderflower cordial, and his mother lays her hand on his head, feeling how his hair has begun to dry and stand up from his scalp.


‘Was it nice to go swimming?’ she asks, but he does not answer. He is engrossed in the comic he has been allowed to buy, guessing what it says in the speech bubbles.
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With both hands he hauls the heavy paper carrier bag up the veranda steps and in through the door, which he quickly closes behind him. The air has turned warm in the cabin and he can hear an insect buzzing against one of the windows. He puts the bag down by the fridge, takes out a carton of milk and opens the door. And recoils.


It is lying there on the rack, next to the tube of cod roe spread.


Small, shaggy and greyish-brown, with crumpled wings drawn up tight to its body, its head like a shrunken dog. Strange cupped ears.


He races out so fast the hood of his bathrobe falls down.


His mother is on her way back from the outside toilet. She is carrying a folded newspaper and looks at him in surprise.


Panting and shrieking, he tells her what is in the fridge. But she refuses to believe him. Without a word she walks ahead of him into the cabin.


She stares at the bat and is suddenly angry. She says, ‘What the hell …?’ and blames him. He is the one who has put it there.


Then he bursts into tears, and when she realises that he is distraught and the crying stems from anger, she crouches down in front of him. She asks him if he is sure it was not him.


‘Yes, honest!’


He rubs his tear-filled eyes with the palms of his hands and sniffs.


‘Well then,’ she says, ‘someone’s playing a joke on us, that’s all.’


She tears off a sheet of kitchen roll and uses it to pick up the bat, then walks outside and throws it from the same place, this time hurling it far in among the trees. The paper falls away and floats like a leaf to the ground.


Then she goes in and gets the fridge rack and stands with it under the pump, scrubbing it with a washing-up brush. The boy asks if there is blood on the rack, but she does not answer.
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The pine needles which have collected in the folds of the tarpaulin fall off in huge slabs as they uncover the lawnmower. Spread over the hood is a layer of flattened cardboard boxes. When the boy lifts them off, the earwigs race around like brown sparks.


‘What are they doing? What are they doing?’ he shouts, excited and alarmed at the same time.


His mother shakes the handle, and when she hears the splashing in the petrol tank she pulls the starter cord. After a couple of attempts she straightens up, grimacing at the sun.


The boy scratches his cheek where he has a row of mosquito bites.


When the motor finally starts with a rattle he runs out of the way and sits on the veranda. He covers his ears with his hands and watches as she forces the machine through the overgrown grass. It is a struggle. The motor keeps stopping. It growls and then falls silent. He squints. The sun has wedged itself between the tree trunks and is shining directly at him now. She crouches down to clear out the clippings from under the hood. He studies his kneecaps and the downy hairs shining on them. Where there was once a scab the skin has turned light red and is slightly raised and there might be a scar, so his mother has said. He presses his thumb against the redness and then immediately starts scratching his calves until he breaks the skin. He has been careful to shut the door of the cabin, but the mosquitoes come in anyway. It is worst on his calves and ankles – they really feast there while he is asleep. After that they go and sit on the wallpaper and the ceiling and no one knows they are there until night comes. Then they let go and drop down.


‘Magnus!’


His mother is half standing and pointing to the edge of the forest diagonally behind the cabin, where the brush-like branches of the trees weave together and make everything dark. What is she pointing at?


At first he can see nothing, but then he notices that something is moving, and the next second a grey head sticks out. Knobbly ears, pointing backwards, and whiskers hanging straight down from its mouth like long strings of saliva. A matted, flattened forehead turned towards them.


‘Can you see?’ she shouts. ‘Can you see the hare?’
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It feels exciting having a forest animal on the doorstep, exciting that it wants to be with them, and because they do not want to frighten it they go indoors. Cutting the grass can wait. There is no rush, and perhaps it has its young in the grass? Baby hares so small that they are rabbits?


His mother opens a can of vegetable soup and heats it up on the stove, while the boy sits glued to the window, giving reports about where the hare is and what it is doing. Not that there is much to report. Its jaws move from time to time but mostly it sits looking straight ahead.


When they are sitting with the soup bowls in front of them, blowing on their soup, he asks her who put the bat in the fridge.


She does not know.


Is it the man they borrowed the cabin from?


‘It was just someone,’ she says quietly, moving her spoon among the steaming pieces of vegetable. ‘Someone who walked past in the forest and saw us throw away the bat. There are lots of people here, fishing and camping. It’s just someone having a joke.’


Does she think it is a good joke?


‘No,’ she replies. ‘I don’t think so.’


‘Neither do I,’ he says to his plate.
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They play cards.


‘Snap!’ he yells, and shuffles the cards with the blue chequered pattern on the back. His mother rests her elbows on the table and pretends to be annoyed. He likes that.


She is wearing a strappy top with horizontal stripes. The skin shines on her jutting collarbones, and the outside of her upper arms are sunburned. You can see where the towel covered her. It has left a line.


When she wants to stop playing he becomes sulky and tries to play cards on his own, but it is not the same. He finds a fountain pen and scribbles in some of the comics, on the white spaces between the squares. Then he draws on his knuckles, mainly to see if it works, but the ink rubs off.


It is only when he looks to see if the hare is still there that he catches sight of the fox. It is standing at the bottom of the path, staring with round, shiny yellow eyes at the window.


The boy leaps up and shouts out loud.


‘Come here! Quick!’


His mother puts down her book and walks to the window.


‘Well, look at that,’ she says, leaning forwards and resting her cheek against the boy’s.


In silence they study the fox for a few moments, until she says:


‘It knows there has been a hare around here. The smell stays in the grass for a long time. It thinks the hare is here somewhere.’


‘It is,’ he says. ‘It’s there!’


He points and she cranes her neck, seeing that the boy is right. The hare is like a dark-grey patch behind the tufts of grass beside the woodshed.


‘I’m sure it’s all right,’ she says. ‘It’ll get away, you’ll see.’


The fox has opened his ears so they stand like two scoops on top of his head. He directs his black nose towards the hare.


‘Now he can sense it,’ she says. ‘The trail.’


Behind the dipped back and skinny dog’s body, with ribs defined like bars, the fox’s tail projects like a grey and bushy burden. The corners of its mouth point downwards. The animal starts to creep closer, edging forwards with its head to the ground. The quick, slender legs are dark at the front, as if it has stepped in a forest pool.


The boy feels a whispering breath against his hair.


‘It smells very strange because we’ve been out there too, so he can’t find the hare.’


But he can.


The fox walks in a straight line to the pair of long ears that are sticking up out of the grass. The two animals regard each other for an instant and then the fox sits down, immediately next to the hare. And there they sit, beside each other in the grass, their eyes directed at the cabin.


‘It looks like they’re friends!’


The idea of the hare and the fox being friends makes the boy’s mother crane her head forwards. Her eyes are staring behind the lenses of her glasses.


Finally it becomes too much for her and she slaps the palm of her hand against the pane of glass. The boy, who has climbed onto the table, jumps at the sound. She slaps the window again and then thumps it with her fist, making the glass rattle.


‘Don’t do that!’ he wails.


But the animals are not scared by the sound.


They merely sit there.


His mother fetches a couple of saucepans from the kitchen, but on her way to the door she exchanges one of them for the axe.


The animals jerk when the door flies open and the woman comes out onto the step. They move apart slightly but they do not run away. She calls to the boy to stay inside, but he disobeys her. He pads out behind her. He also wants to see.


There is a clang, cling, clang! as the axe hits the saucepan.


Stamping her feet, she strides forwards.


The fox stands up and runs a short distance away, looking at her over its shoulder. Its legs are bent and its chest is down in the grass. Its ears fold back, its nose wrinkles and its lips curl. The sight of the yellow teeth dripping with saliva brings his mother to a halt, but only for an instant, because she then rushes towards them waving the axe. The fox slinks away between the fence posts and disappears.


But the hare sits as if nailed to the spot. It looks as if it is forcing its skinny shanks to be still. It is shuddering and gaping, and yellow shards of teeth are visible in its sloping lower jaw. Its ears are black-tipped and ragged.


Not until she is standing directly over it does the hare leap aside, remarkably elongated. It runs in a loop around them, coming so close to the boy that he cries out. After that it rushes off, like a shudder in the grass.


His mother is breathing heavily through her nose. Her forehead and cheekbones are oily with sweat and her nostrils are shiny. Her lips are pressed tightly together.


The boy inundates her with questions. What he wants to know most of all is why she chased the animals away. Instead of answering she shoves him ahead of her into the cabin, and when they are inside she locks the door.
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‘There was something wrong with them,’ she says, cutting up his sausage. It surprises him that she is cutting up his food because she is always nagging him to do it himself. ‘They were sick. Do you understand?’


Her voice sounds tense and her gaze keeps wandering to the window. She has not put any food on her plate yet. It is shiny, and empty apart from some scratches. There are still flickers of sunlight in the grass down at the bottom of the path, but below the trees everything has become black and intertwined.


After a moment she leans forwards, staring at him.


‘Do you want to go home?’


The boy has stuffed his mouth full of macaroni.


He eats and looks at her.


‘Do you?’ he asks, reaching for his glass of milk.


Then she snorts and small wrinkly lines form round her eyes.




*





He should have gone to bed ages ago, but it seems she has forgotten all about him as he sits by the wood burner. The cork flooring where he is sitting is scattered with splinters of wood and small strips torn from a newspaper. He has pulled up one leg and is resting his chin on his kneecap. The little figures are lined up. He is planning some kind of competition.


His mother has remained at the table, looking out through the window. She has turned to stone over there, her back hunched and her elbows resting on the tabletop, which is why he jumps when she suddenly stands up. The chair scrapes the floor, almost toppling over behind her.


The boy stares.


‘What is it?’ he asks.


But she does not reply. She just continues staring out of the window.


He walks up to her.


‘Is it the fox?’ he asks.


She has cupped her hands against the glass and is breathing hard.


‘Mummy!’


He tries to climb up on the table, but she pushes him back down. She does it so roughly that he almost falls backwards.


‘No!’ she says.


He is not sad. But he is angry.


All he wants is to see what she is seeing.


He makes another attempt to get to the window, and when she stands in his way he runs towards the door.


‘Magnus!’


She screams at the top of her lungs, a pleading howl that makes her voice crack. She tries to grab hold of him and knocks the kitchen table with her hip.


But he has already run outside.


He is already gone.

















Because the first news picture of Magnus Brodin, carried in the…





Because the first news picture of Magnus Brodin, carried in the Gefle Dagblad on 24 July 1978, takes up over four columns, there is no need to read the headline to realise that something bad has happened to the boy. That’s always the case when a large face appears in the paper.


This picture was the only one to be published. A black and white passport photo, probably taken in one of those little booths you have to feed with coins. His hair is unusually thick and cut bluntly across his forehead. He isn’t looking at the camera but down to the side, and he looks a little uncertain, almost afraid, I think. You’d like to imagine that a sliver of fate would show in his eyes. A dark glimmer.


Another news photo shows two men in grass up to their waists. They are wearing white short-sleeved shirts with epaulettes. Pilot sunglasses, bushy sideburns. One of them is carrying a black briefcase, and it looks odd, a case like that out in the forest.


The caption tells us they are inspectors in the forensics division of the Falun police force. They look puzzled.


You could say it’s a photo that speaks volumes.
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At first the newspapers said Magnus had been kidnapped, but a couple of days later they weren’t so sure.


Magnus’s mother, Mona Brodin, insisted that a giant had come out of the forest and taken her child, and despite the fact that the Falun police inspectors found proof that oddly enough appeared to support her statements – footprints of an unprecedented size and depth had been found in the vicinity of the cabin – no particular importance was attached to the unlikely details of her testimony. People preferred to think that the boy had been kidnapped by a taller-than-average man who, in the eyes of the terrified mother, had grown to incredible proportions. A man who had then melted back into the pitch-black fir trees from which he had so threateningly materialised that July evening.


Or had the trail come from someone not connected with the case? And if so, what had happened to the boy?


Mona Brodin’s credibility was reduced to practically zero as a result of two things: the prescription for Librium in her handbag and the fact that she continually spoke about the forest animals. She insisted she had seen a hare and a fox showing no indication of their natural enmity on the same day the boy disappeared. It was as demented as it was irrelevant. It didn’t appear in the newspaper.


Could medication have caused a hallucination? Was there no kidnapper? Could she have taken the boy’s life herself? These questions, especially the latter, lay like a repulsive slime over the story. The dreadful event became merely a tragedy, and when the newspapers ceased to write about Magnus it was almost as if he had disappeared for a second time.


The newspaper clippings have been cut out neatly, if not to say obsessively so. It could have been Sven holding the scissors, but I think it was Barbro. After sitting hunched over the newspaper cuttings for goodness knows how many hours I hardly dare say anything about my recollection of Magnus Brodin’s disappearance, which, in the beginning at least, caused such a sensation in the press and on radio and TV. The media, as we call it now. A jigsaw puzzle of yellowing strips of paper with columns of text and grainy photographs of helicopters, policemen and desolate forest roads has eclipsed the almost transparently vague memories I once had.


Going back step by step in my mind just won’t work. It’s like trying to scrape one layer of paint off another. His face is there like a blurred stain. I know I thought the whole story was particularly nasty. First, that a kid could be abducted like that by an unknown person in Sweden, and then it didn’t make it any less nasty when it appeared his mother might have killed him.


There is no end to the times I have dug for premonitions.


Premonitions of evil.


That summer I was carrying Susso, and even if I have no particular memory of it, I’m sure that on occasions I must have cupped my hands over my stomach when I saw Magnus’s face in the newspaper. Shouldn’t I have felt then that my unborn child’s destiny was linked to that boy’s? Shouldn’t I have felt a shudder go through my body?
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She drove through intervals of snow, particles streaming fast in…





She drove through intervals of snow, particles streaming fast in the beams of the headlights, sputtering against the windscreen in waves. At times they came in such a mass that she had to lean over the steering wheel, wrinkling her eyebrows. The wipers squealed at full speed but made little difference.


Even when there was a break in the snow showers Susso could not relax. Billows of snow whipped across the road, whirling ceaselessly from one side to the other, and threatened to swirl up and blind her at any moment. If she met an oncoming truck or was overtaken, she became enclosed in a white chamber for one, two, possibly three seconds at the worst. In those moments she held her breath, clenched her hands on the steering wheel and exhaled abrupt obscenities from between her clenched teeth.


But at least it was still light.


She picked up her mobile from the seat and checked the time.


Surely she would be there soon? She tried to think when she had last seen a road sign.
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Just before Jokkmokk she turned off to the right and onto a road that wound alongside the lakes which led away towards Kvikkjokk and the horizon with its undulating fells. Under its streaks of frost a brown sign indicated that this was the way to Sarek National Park. The only way. An ancient route, she knew that. Linnaeus had walked it once. Or had he ridden along it?


She soon saw the name, surrounded by a tangle of birch branches. White lettering on a blue background: VAIKIJAUR. On top of the sign an undulating ridge of snow. Between the trees she saw the white sphere of the lake.


She slowed down, put the car into second gear and leaned over the wheel, letting her gaze wander between the houses scattered on either side of the road.


Advent stars in the windows, light strings spiralling around naked branches. Council rubbish bins of green plastic frozen solid in snow drifts. Grey satellite dishes on gable walls. Snow-clearing tools lined up on porches: scrapers, shovels, long-handled brushes. Every household had the same collection.


Someone had hung out a claret-red blouse on a coat hanger that moved in the wind. That was the closest thing to a human being she saw.


She zigzagged slowly down the road so that she could read what was written on the letter boxes. Åke and Maud Kvickström. Thomas …


She drove on like that, squinting her eyes to read. Many boxes were covered in snow, but she thought she might strike lucky, and fairly soon she spotted the name, written by hand on an old metal lid. Mickelsson.


The house looked weighed down by the snow clinging to the roof in bulging drifts. The land around it sloped down towards a lake, and on the far side it was just possible to discern spinneys of stunted birches in a grainy mist. Was it snowing over there?


She pulled up behind the car that was parked in the driveway and switched off the engine, but sat where she was for a while, looking at the house. She felt paralysed by sudden doubt brought on by the silence.


On the kitchen windowsill, seven glowing lights of an Advent candleholder, shining in a pointed arch. A ladder of flimsy metal leaning against the roof, on every rung a lip of snow.


To announce her arrival she slammed the car door shut. With her eyes on her mobile she walked towards the house up the narrow pathway cleared of snow. A wreath decorated with bows hung on the door, which opened before she had time to knock. Raising her eyebrows in surprise she took a step backwards, grabbing hold of the handrail.


In the hall stood a thin woman. Her light-grey hair was abruptly cut just below her ears. Underneath her long knitted waistcoat she wore a blouse with meandering embroidery around the neck. She was pressing her left hand to her chest. It looked as if she was in pain.


‘Are you Edit?’


The old woman nodded.


‘Susso Myrén,’ said Susso, reaching out her hand.


After they had greeted each other Edit backed into the hall. Susso took off her boots but kept her jacket on. She might be leaving very soon. That usually became obvious pretty quickly. The only lighting in the kitchen came from the electric Advent candles, so it was quite dark, and chilly as well. The refrigerator hummed loudly, on its last legs by the sound of it. Stuck on the door were vouchers, a handwritten receipt and a lottery scratch card. On the wall a collection of trays hung in a wide embroidered band. There were crocheted Christmas decorations, small paintings in various shapes and sizes, a calendar with notes written in neat lettering. Standing in the sink was a fuchsia in its plastic flowerpot and on the table was a newspaper, Norrbottens-Kuriren.


‘Do you live here alone?’ asked Susso, pulling up her belt and straightening her jeans.


Edit had clamped her mouth together so tightly that her pink lips had disappeared.


‘It’s lovely here,’ said Susso, pulling aside the cotton curtain and looking up the road. ‘In the village.’


A sharp, vertical line appeared between Edit’s eyes, as if someone had struck her with a chisel. She was troubled and had no time for small talk. That was perfectly obvious.


‘How …’ she said in a thin voice that faded away. She placed her hand on one of the copper discs covering the hotplates on the stove. It slipped sideways and she moved it back into place.


Susso drew out a chair and sat down at the table. She pushed aside the newspaper and took her notepad and a ballpoint pen from her jacket pocket, not because she wanted to write anything in particular but mainly to get straight to the point. There was a click when she pressed the pen but it would not work. It had probably frozen solid. Looking around she found a pencil lying on the table and picked it up.


She looked encouragingly at Edit, who was fiddling with a button on the sleeve of her blouse. The lines on each side of the old woman’s mouth were deeply etched, as if it required deep concentration to fiddle with that button.


‘Shall I show you where it was? Where I saw him?’

















It had been snowing all morning. It fell and fell in thick masses,…





It had been snowing all morning. It fell and fell in thick masses, and Seved sat at the kitchen table seeing nothing else. The slopes of the stubbly pine-covered mountain had faded into white and the wire netting of the dog enclosure was so clogged up that it was impossible to see what was going on in there. The dogs usually sat staring silently ahead when the nights had been long.


He leaned across and widened the opening in the curtains so that he could see the upturned Volvo 240 out in the yard. The snow had covered the undercarriage in such a thick layer that it was hard to see any of the components apart from the hump of the silencer.


As soon as he had drunk his coffee he would go out and try to turn the car upright. Make an attempt, at least. Most of the damage had already been done so there was no immediate hurry, but he did not like it being upside down. Although Ejvor did not seem to mind. From time to time a sticky little sound came from her direction as she licked the tip of her index finger and thumb and turned the pages of the newspaper. Apart from that the only sound was the hum of the heater.


Above the double doors of the barn, beside a row of reindeer antlers growing out of the wall, a huge lamp was mounted on a curved metal pole. Many years ago he and Börje had plundered a lamp from a pole brought down by the wind along the road to Nalovardo. Börje made sure the lamp was switched off during the day because it drew a lot of power. But it was on now. That said something about how stressed Börje must have been when he set off. Snowflakes lit up as they floated past the lamp, and Seved was staring at these slowly descending sparks when Ejvor put down the newspaper.


‘Don’t I get a cup?’ she asked.


‘I didn’t think you wanted one,’ he said, and pushed back his chair.


‘I could have a small one.’


He took down a cup and saucer from the cupboard above the draining board, placed it in front of her on the table and poured. From the shiny silver spout came coffee and spiralling steam.


‘That’s enough,’ she said, raising her hand.


He sat down and cradled his cup.


Now was a good time to talk to her. It seemed she was not in too much of a bad mood.


In a confused memory from the early-morning hours he remembered hearing a diesel engine idling for what seemed like an eternity. Car doors slamming. Börje’s loud commands, Signe’s muttering. A dog barking.


There was a clock on the wall above the Christmas decoration with little dancing elves that Ejvor had put up, and when he looked he saw it was getting on for eleven.


He cleared his throat.


‘When did they go?’


Ejvor sipped her coffee, then put her cup down gently on the saucer, like she always did, so there was no sound.


‘Yes, when was it? They went for the Isuzu too,’ she said. ‘Not upside down but on its side, so I think it must have been about seven by the time they left.’


‘They made a hell of a noise. It was about three, I think.’


She turned the pages of the paper and then put it down on the table, looking at him.


‘And one of the dogs,’ she said. ‘That small bitch. They had fun with her, throwing her up onto the barn roof. She just stood there, barking and barking, and couldn’t get down, and Börje and I were too frightened to go outside, so she was up there for at least a couple of hours, poor little mite. She was scared out of her wits.’


Seved leaned forwards to look at the far end of the barn roof. Naturally there was no trace left of the dog, at least nothing that could be seen from this distance.


‘They’ve never done that before, have they? Had a go at the dogs?’


Ejvor licked her finger and turned a page before answering.


‘Once, in the seventies,’ she said. ‘They got into the enclosure and killed every single dog. Tore them to shreds, as if they wanted to find out how many pieces you can split a dog into. It looked like a slaughterhouse when I came out in the morning. Eleven dogs, and three of them pups. I cried like a baby when I saw it.’


It took a while for Seved to absorb what she had told him – she had told him! – and he felt his mouth go dry.


‘You never said.’


‘Well, it’s so unusual.’


She did not want to say more. Sharp lines had stitched her lips together. But even so he tried.


‘Why? What caused it?’


‘It was all four of them that time. They got each other worked up. We had to separate them after that.’


‘Because of what happened with the dogs?’


Her eyes scanned the pages.


‘Among other things.’


Seved pushed the chair aside and leaned against the window, pulling aside the light-blue viscose curtain that reached all the way to the floor.


Directly opposite the barn was the building they called Hybblet. It looked like an old toilet block, and that is what it was, in a way. It had white fibre cement cladding, and with the roof covered in snow the place seemed to dissolve and recede until the only clear features were the door and the dark window frames, and the plastic pipes protruding like yellow elephant trunks taped to the base of the drainpipe. On the gable end was a satellite dish, but of course there was no television – Börje had attached it there to make the house look like any other house. Presumably that had been Lennart’s idea.


On the front porch stood a pile of empty blue plastic storage boxes beside a row of black sacks, filled to the top. Flattened cardboard boxes poked out of one. The snow had blown in and settled in the folds of the sacks.


‘Have you been cleaning up?’


When there was no answer he turned round and looked at Ejvor’s face. It showed no expression. That meant it was her.


‘When did you do it?’


‘This morning.’


‘But we weren’t supposed to clean up. We were meant to wait.’


She put down the paper. She even stood up.


‘Well, it won’t make things any better if it’s filthy in there, that’s for sure!’


She spat out the words without looking at him, as if they had sprung from a suppressed rage, and Seved accepted them in silence. He knew she was not angry with him, but that was not the point. If he continued, if he reminded her once again what Lennart had said, then she would take her anger out on him, and he wanted to avoid that at all costs.


But it was already too late because she had gone out into the hall. The outer door opened and he heard her swear. He knew one of the hares was taking the brunt.


Seved finished his coffee, which by now was cold. He felt incredibly tired. His eyes fastened on the back page of the newspaper, a copy of Västerbottens-Kuriren that had to be at least a week old. There was an advertisement in red letters, which to him appeared as meaningless shapes.


You sleep well after a beating, Börje usually said.


At night he could only lie there, glancing every few minutes at the clock radio, because he knew when it usually kicked off. As soon as he thought he heard something he would hold his breath. That was the worst thing. Waiting for it to start. Because some nights nothing happened.
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They plodded through snow a metre deep. Susso glanced towards the ice. The bottom of a boat, pulled up on the shore, stood out like a sky-blue sliver against a field of white so flat it was impossible to distinguish the shoreline. In the distance she could make out a mountain, but it could just as easily have been a patch of dark sky. A cold wind was blowing up from the lake and it stung her cheeks.


Edit pointed towards some leaning birch trees.


‘There,’ she said. ‘At the edge. That’s where he stood.’


Susso continued walking until she reached the trees Edit had pointed out. It was such a struggle to walk through the deep snow that she had to swing her arms to keep her balance.


‘Here?’ she asked, turning round, one hand on her hat.


Edit nodded. Susso leaned forwards slightly and peered in among the sparse pine trees. The neighbours’ house, a white single-storey building painted blue around the windows, was visible through the trunks only a hundred metres away. She took a step sideways to keep her balance, but it was difficult and she had to put her hand down on the snow for support.


‘Is that all he did? Stand there?’ she shouted.


‘Yes,’ said Edit. ‘Grinning.’


She rearranged her shawl and with her head bowed stepped into the track Susso had made. Her long waistcoat trailed behind her.


‘Perhaps he was only making a face,’ she said. ‘It wasn’t easy to see what he looked like. But I think he was laughing, because that’s what Mattias said he was doing.’


‘How old is Mattias?’ asked Susso.


‘Four,’ said Edit, pulling the shawl and the collar of her blouse tighter around her. She looked cold, but it was probably only a shudder going through her because then she said, almost in a whisper:


‘You see, I was standing in the kitchen and then I heard the boy. He was talking to someone. Out here. “Why are you laughing?” he said.’ Edit had altered her voice to sound like her grandchild. ‘I thought he was playing a game, but then he said it again: “Why are you laughing?” He sounded almost angry, I thought, as if he was getting impatient. I was curious, of course, because he doesn’t have any friends. There are no other children in the village.’


She turned round to face the house, pointing.


‘He was sitting there on the steps with his hands on his backpack, as if he was afraid someone would take it from him. Then he looked over here, and when I came out I saw him. The little man. Here. Where we are standing now,’ said Edit.


Susso took out her snus tin and opened it without taking her eyes off Edit.


‘He wasn’t at all shy, and that was unexpected. You’d think a thing like that would be. That’s what it’s like – you want them to run away, given that they’re so secretive people don’t even know if they exist.’


Susso put a pouch of snus under her lip and nodded.


‘But this one,’ said Edit, sharply, ‘he didn’t run away and hide. Do you understand what I’m saying? He didn’t run away. And it felt as if, I don’t know, as if he wanted me for something.’


‘Okay,’ said Susso.


‘But I certainly didn’t want to find out what he wanted. I dragged the boy with me into the house and locked the door. Then we went into that room to watch him through the window.’ She nodded towards the side of the house.


‘And then guess what he did? You won’t believe it. He came even closer. He was standing right below the window, looking at us. He was staring at us so intently I closed the curtain. I couldn’t bear him looking at us like we were looking at him.’


‘So you saw him close up?’


‘Oh yes,’ Edit said. ‘I had a good look at him. He was wearing a jacket with a hood over his head. And his eyes … they were the worst thing about him. It was like looking at an animal’s eyes. They were yellow, bright yellow, with pupils like slits.’


‘Like a cat?’


‘Yes,’ said Edit. ‘Just like a cat.’


Susso nodded and looked away to the trees.


‘And it was obvious that he was thinking,’ Edit continued. ‘He was standing there planning something.’


After a few moments of silence she added:


‘He had some kind of business here, you could tell that a mile off.’


She shook her head.


‘We didn’t know what to do so I phoned Carina – that’s Mattias’s mother – and when she pulled into the drive he ran off immediately. Straight over there, towards the Westmans’.’ Edit pointed towards the neighbouring house. ‘And since then I haven’t seen him.’


‘And Mattias’s mother,’ said Susso, ‘did she see anything?’


‘Carina? No, no.’


Edit leaned towards Susso.


‘And she didn’t believe us either. That was the worst part. She insisted we had made it up, all of it. Me and the boy. Even though I showed her the tracks he had left when he ran. Well, they’re gone now. But I took pictures of them.’


Susso looked at her. This was something new.


‘But you can’t see anything,’ Edit said, waving her hand. ‘When you take pictures in the snow they don’t turn out very well. It’s all white. Anyway, when I wanted to show her the tracks she got angry. She put Mattias in the car and drove home. And they haven’t been back since. He doesn’t want to, Carina says. And Per-Erik, my son, won’t say anything at all.’


‘And the neighbours?’ asked Susso. ‘The Westmans, wasn’t it? Have you spoken to them?’


‘I have,’ said Edit. She shivered. ‘But I know what he’s like. He just shrugged his shoulders. And that’s just it,’ she said. She fixed her gaze on Susso, who had turned to face the Westmans’ house. ‘If you don’t know what he looked like, how strange his face was with those eyes, and how little he was – hardly a metre tall, I would say – then it’s hard to be interested. Hard to take it seriously.’


Susso put her hand in her pocket and pulled out her mobile. It was almost half past two and soon it would be completely dark.


‘You know what, Edit?’ she said. ‘I think this sounds very interesting, and that’s why I’d like to set up a camera. If that’s okay with you. It senses when anyone gets close to the house.’


Edit looked a little uncertain but did not protest, so Susso waded off and fetched her backpack from the car. The camera she dug out had a camouflage pattern. Two Velcro straps were wrapped round it.


The downpipe was the obvious choice. She positioned the camera about a metre off the ground, with the lens aimed at a spot between the birches and the drive. She attached the top strap over the wall mounting that held the pipe in place so that the camera would not slide down. As she fixed the straps she explained to Edit how the sensor worked, how to check if the batteries had run out or the memory card had become full. Edit listened silently, leaning forwards in concentration, her eyebrows wrinkled sternly.


‘Because he was here in the daytime,’ said Susso, ‘I’ll set it to take pictures day and night. Remember that, so that you don’t walk over there and we get masses of pictures of you.’


‘Oh, right,’ said Edit, taking a quick step backwards.


‘But you can walk there now,’ said Susso.


‘Now?’


‘Yes,’ she said, rubbing her hat where her scalp had started to itch. ‘So I know the camera is working as it should. Walk around the cars and come from that direction.’


Edit walked off and disappeared behind the Opel, and the second she came into the camera’s field of vision the movement indicator began to flicker.


‘Good!’ shouted Susso. ‘You’ve been detected!’
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Out of his pockets he pulled a pair of work gloves that had dried into stiff knots. Snow met his face as he walked down the veranda steps. There was a yap from the dog enclosure and a low growling from one of the dogs, but no barking. He hit the chicken wire and the snow fell away, revealing the dogs. Two Swedish Elkhounds, a Finnish Lapphund cross, and the little Laika with her bushy arc of a tail. They all stood up and watched him.


‘Were you up on the roof last night?’ he said, and the dog put her head on one side.


The Volvo lay with its bonnet and windscreen on the ground, and the rear wheels were some way above Seved’s head. He rested a hand on one tyre and rocked the car gently.


One of the wing mirrors was hanging loose, but luckily all the windows were undamaged. If any invisible damage had been done, they wouldn’t know about it, of course. He had asked Ejvor whether the old-timers had picked up the car and thrown it or whether they had only overturned it, but she was unsure. Probably they had only tipped it over. It was doubtful the windows would have stayed intact otherwise.


He crouched down in front of the bonnet. There were no traces of oil as far as he could see, but water had leaked out, smelling strongly of antifreeze.


The front door of the house slammed shut and Ejvor came walking towards him with the hood of her down coat covering her head. The fur circled her small face like a fluffy crown.


‘How the hell did you do it last time?’ he asked.


‘We just tipped it back,’ she answered, making a pushing gesture with her hands. ‘But then it was lying on its right side. And Lennart was with me.’


‘I’ll have to use the tractor.’


‘Shouldn’t you wait until Börje comes home?’


‘It can’t be left like this. What if I fasten a strap between the front and back wheels and hook the chain in the middle? Then I ought to be able to turn it upright with the tractor, don’t you think?’


Ejvor stood silently and tried to work out what he meant.


‘As long as the car doesn’t drag along behind you like a plough.’


‘I’ll have to pull slowly.’


‘I honestly think you should wait. It won’t hurt the car.’


‘What if something happens and we need to get away?’


He threw the question over his shoulder as he strode off to the barn. He knocked the bar across with his fist and opened up both doors. One door always swung shut, so he propped it in place with a pointed stake.


The chain and hook hung on a wall and rattled heavily when he laid them in the tractor’s snow bucket, where patches of snow still lingered. He climbed up into the cab, took the headphones off the steering wheel and put them over his head. They were painfully cold on his ears but would soon warm them up. The engine spluttered a couple of times before it rumbled into life, spewing out exhaust fumes which rose to the roof of the barn.


After bringing out the tractor he jumped down. He pushed the strap’s tapered end in behind the front axle, lifted the chain out of the snow bucket and placed the hook at the centre of the taut strap. He wound the other end of the chain around the arm of the bucket, then climbed up into the cab and put the tractor in reverse.
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They ate Mekong soup that Edit had cooked from a packet. The taste eluded Susso, whose nose was streaming, but it was scalding hot and she liked that. It almost burned her palate. It was no more than thirteen or fourteen degrees in the house. She ate with her face over the bowl, strands of her hair hanging loose. Her skull felt worryingly heavy.


The old woman talked slowly but almost uninterruptedly. Carrying an experience like that had been unbearable, she explained. She had tried talking to her son but he did not know what to believe. Normally he always trusted her.


‘But he’s too scared,’ said Edit. ‘Afraid of conflict, as they say these days. He doesn’t dare go against Carina, and she will absolutely not hear a word about … these things.’


Edit had phoned her sister, but had detected a sneering hostility. Talking about mythical beings and supernatural happenings was all right, it could even be amusing, but only as long as they were joking. When it was serious, the mood changed.


Edit sighed.


‘So in the end I kept my mouth shut,’ she said.


‘So you haven’t told anyone else?’ she asked.


‘Oh yes,’ she replied. ‘I phoned the Kuriren, of course.’


‘You’re joking?’ said Susso, smiling.


Edit shook her head.


‘They thought it was an amazing story and said they might send a reporter.’


‘They said that?’ said Susso, wiping her nose and still smiling. ‘They said they would send someone?’


‘Yes,’ said Edit, and looked out of the window. It was completely black out there now. All that could be seen in the glass was the reflection of the candles and the white oval of Edit’s face. ‘But nobody came.’


And then she added:


‘It’s too far to come for something like this, I suppose.’


‘Haven’t they got a local reporter in Gällivare?’


Edit was not listening. She pushed her bowl aside and looked at her fingers before continuing.


‘Hockey they can write about, and basketball, day after day. But the kind of thing Mattias and I experienced, something downright unbelievable? They won’t touch it.’


They sat in silence for a moment.


‘Was it a troll?’ Edit asked.


Susso looked up and met Edit’s clear eyes. They were asking her for something.


She sank down heavily, rested her elbows on the table and started picking at the cuticle of one thumb with the tip of the other.


‘I presume you’ve asked the other neighbours?’


Edit nodded.


‘I’ve gone to Randi and Björkholmen to ask, but it …’


Edit shook her head.


‘What?’


‘Same as with the Westmans. People just laugh at me.’


‘Yes,’ said Susso. ‘That’s what usually happens.’




*





Edit’s bathroom was off the hall. The sludge-green wallpaper had begun to come loose and was bulging in places, making the large floral pattern come alive. When Susso carefully pushed the shower curtain to one side there was a soft scraping from the curtain rings. She stared at a row of plastic bottles of various colours neatly lined up on a little shelf.


The toilet was fitted with support rails. So she had not been on her own for very long. Surely no one would hang on to support rails for sentimental reasons?


Susso turned on the tap in the basin and opened the bathroom cabinet slowly so that the hinges would not creak. Inside there was dental floss, cosmetics, creams, nail clippers, toothpaste and a necklace with orange-coloured stones that could have been amber. But no pills. Not even a painkiller.




*





By the time Susso returned Edit had laid out coffee cups on the glass table in the sitting room. Susso took a cup and sat down on the beige leather sofa, which exhaled under her weight.


‘How long have you been alone?’


Edit stood beside the coffee machine. The answer came immediately. It was as if she had been waiting for the question.


‘Two years. At Christmas it will be two years.’


Susso told her she worked occasionally in homecare, so she knew how hard it was, being the one left behind. It was the worst thing.


‘Everyone says so,’ said Susso.


Edit disappeared out of sight, so she called after her:


‘And how would they know!’


Edit came back into the room almost immediately with the coffee thermos in her hand. Susso smiled at her, but Edit did not seem to realise that Susso had been trying to be funny. With a pensive expression she poured coffee into the cups, which were decorated with small frosted sprigs of flowers.


‘No,’ she said. ‘There’s a lot that can’t be proved.’


Susso agreed: there were philosophers who said that nothing at all could be proved, not even a thing like sitting at a table and drinking coffee, although that was taking things a bit too far, of course. If you carried on like that, you would end up crazy.


‘Like me, for example,’ said Edit, looking up and winking at her.


Susso had her cup to her lips but stopped. Had Edit heard her looking in the bathroom cabinet?


‘You think I’m imagining things.’


‘I don’t think that at all.’


‘Yes, you do. You think I’ve lost my marbles.’


‘If anyone’s lost their marbles, it’s me,’ said Susso, trying to force a conciliatory smile that somehow turned into a grimace. She sipped the strong coffee and then replaced her cup on the table.


‘I’ve read it,’ said Edit. ‘On your website. About hoaxers and all the trouble they cause. The people who dug up that wraith burrow, or whatever you want to call it.’


Susso nodded.


‘But I’m no hoaxer,’ Edit said.


‘No, of course not.’


They sat in silence for a while, listening to the fire.


‘We’ll have to wait and see if anything happens with the camera,’ Susso said. ‘You said that Mattias hasn’t been here since it happened?’


‘No. I don’t know if Carina’s stopping him or if he just doesn’t dare. He was really frightened. But I’ll phone and talk to Per-Erik.’


‘Well, you needn’t say anything about the camera. If that’s their attitude, I mean.’


Edit snorted.


‘Oh, no. That’s our little secret.’
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