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Prologue


May 2010


In the chamber of darkness


Where are you, Daddy?


You’re supposed to be here with me.


Where have you gone? Daddy, Daddy, you need to come now.


Little brother’s crying.


He’s so little. He’s lying on the floor, crying, and there’s pee on the floor, Daddy. There are spiders here, and can the snakes get in? The lizards, the great big lizards with yellow teeth, is that what’s making that scratching noise? It’s your fault if we die, Daddy.


He says it’s nasty, nasty.


Like in the pool at home, Daddy. He never dared to jump in, not even with armbands on. I dare. I’m brave. I’m braver than him, because I’m six and he’s only three, nearly four.


I’m sweating and it’s too hot. But only sometimes. I’ve taken my top off, am I allowed to? Now there’s that noise again and I can hear the men coming, Daddy, the light under the door disappears, there’s a ticking sound and everything goes completely dark, and now little brother has to keep really quiet, otherwise they might hit us, and I get scared and I shout:


‘Don’t hit me, don’t hit me,’ and then the light under the door is back and the men go away, I can hear it, but they’ll be back soon, and will I be dead then? Are they going to kill us, Daddy?


We’re locked in, and I want them to let us out. They bring us food, we’ve got a potty, and we’ve been given crayons so we can draw things on the walls and floor. We can’t see what we’re drawing, but we carry on anyway.


I’m frightened. Little brother’s even more frightened.


What’s that ticking sound? Where are those horrid lizards? They shimmer in the dark.


It’s horrid being frightened. I give little brother a hug and he’s all warm and he’s crying, and this is the nightmare I never wanted to talk about. Is that why this is happening now, Daddy, because I never talked about it?


If you’re kind, then everyone is kind back.


Like you, Daddy, you’re kind, aren’t you, you must be kind, and I let go of him and bang on the locked door, shouting:


‘Don’t come back. I don’t want to be dead. We don’t want to be dead.’


Hurry up and get here.


Six Years Earlier


My body is screaming to feel unconditional love and forgetfulness bubbling through its veins, that’s all it wants.


This feeling of feelings is my only desire, the only thing I want.


You have been taken from me.


That’s the way I want it, no one knows about you. I will leave you with what I hope are nice people.


You weren’t even supposed to exist, and then there were two of you, and I look around the hospital room, and see how the pale, dead light of the Stockholm spring X-rays its way across the speckled linoleum floor, trying to drive me away from here.


I shall leave you now, forever, I shall give you up, and you will never have any memory of me, and who your father is doesn’t matter. Maybe I was raped, lying unconscious in some emergency hostel, or in the steel-blue light of one of the toilets in the central underground station, or perhaps someone decided to help themselves in one of the unknown underground chambers where I fell asleep in the wonderful afterglow.


But one day you were inside me. And now you’re in the next room, about to meet your new mother and father, and I feel like screaming, but it has to happen, I want to be somewhere else, love has no place for me and you shall be my great, overpowering secret.


You father could be anyone.


So never ask that question.


Now the door to my room is opening, I see you and you are the only beautiful thing on the planet, never forget that. Now you’re crying, is the light too harsh? And you lie in my arms, I get you to sleep, take the time you need, the midwife says, take what you need, and then she takes you again and I cling onto the bed and weep, but it’s best this way, best this way. And you’re gone, but you should know that Mummy loves you.


The Karolinska University Hospital smells of death and bacteria that no antibiotics can touch, and I tip myself out of bed, pull on the clothes hanging in the cupboard, then shuffle off down the corridor towards the lift, making sure that none of the hospital people see me, because they’d try to stop me. But no one sees, because I know how to make myself invisible.


I don’t feel any guilt, or shame.


Do I? There’s no point thinking about it.


I miss you so much. And I can’t resist, don’t want to. 


Soon I’m sitting in a taxi, it drops me at Sergels torg in the middle of the city, and, with a crumpled thousand-kronor note in my hand, I pay a visit to a black man I recognise, I know how to make my way down into one of the central underground station’s most distant tunnels, I borrow the necessary equipment from one of my peers: a flame and a needle later, and the world becomes what it always ought to be, an open embrace free of jagged emotions.


An hour later I’m standing in Hötorget in the suffocating afternoon light. Surveillance cameras everywhere. Watching me.


I see two girls, maybe seven years old, running across the black-and-white paving towards the windows of Kulturhuset, I see their reflections in the glass but I can’t make out their faces. I turn around. Clusters of people, some of them nodding in my direction, as if to say: ‘So, you’re back.’


I nod.


Turn around again.


The girls are gone.


Swallowed up by their own reflections.




PART 1


Avaricious Love
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Linköping, Monday, 10 May


It’s almost possible to see your reflection in the sky, it’s so explosively radiant and blue.


It’s the same colour as the very core of a welding flame, the mother thinks as she walks across the cobbles of the main square, so closely packed together, fused by thousands and thousands of human footsteps, people wandering back and forth in pursuit of what they want out of life.


The sun is low in the sky, its rays piercing the atmosphere like shining, sharp, steel spears before burning the faces of the people sitting under the huge awnings stretched out above the terrace cafés of Mörners Inn and the Central Hotel. A meagre warmth, with the chill of winter still encapsulated deep in its heart.


The mother looks over at the building containing the estate agent, and can just make out the desperate adverts in the windows. She notes that there’s no queue at the cashpoint, and she looks up at the clock beneath the eaves, the steel hands look as if they’ve been  fixed into position, but she knows they can move.


Quarter past ten.


Empty shop windows on all sides of the square. Boutiques and cafés that have had to close in the aftermath of the financial crisis. The signs announcing slashed prices and clearance sales remain, and seem to plead for people’s attention through the fine pollen dancing in the air.


There are surprisingly few people about, she thinks, no market stalls today, no farmers in from the plain trying to sell organic vegetables grown under glass, no immigrants trying to sell fruit for cash, no second-hand stalls trying to charge ridiculous prices for knick-knacks that should have gone to the dump years ago.


But the hotdog-seller at the corner is there. He’s huddled under his orange, yellow and red parasol, waiting for hungry passersby to stop for a morning snack and fill their stomachs with the low-price alternative he can offer.


Ten kronor for a hotdog. And the flowerstall is there, selling tulips in shades of pink, yellow, red, and orange.


The children, the twins, the girls, are six years old now, running ahead of her, over towards the SEB bank, towards the cashpoint where she usually takes out money before they do whatever chores need doing. Matching pink jackets, matching jeans, white trainers with four red stripes on each side.


There are two of them, but they live, act, and talk as one, in all things they are one and the same. Often strangers can’t tell the difference between them, and are astonished at the liveliness, gaiety, and beauty that the girls radiate, as if their whole existence were a hymn of praise to the fact that the world exists and they themselves are allowed to be part of it.


Their blonde hair is ruffled by the wind, their bodies move fluidly, yet simultaneously jerky and slightly awkward, a sign that there is still an endless amount to discover, both in their own bodies and in the whole of the universe, which at this moment, in this square, in this provincial city, belongs to them.


The mother breathes in the spring air.


She can smell the newly opened tulips, a desperate smell, as if the flowers are whispering to her: Why are our lives so short when yours, all of yours, are so long?


You take the present for granted, the mother thinks as she looks at her girls. Her thoughts run on: I don’t take anything for granted, I know that everything can be lost.


A man in a black hooded jacket, with the hood up, parks a bicycle next to the cashpoint machine. He doesn’t lock the bike, and carefully adjusts a rucksack on the parcel rack with his gloved hands.


The man leaves the rucksack, but doesn’t stop to withdraw any money, and carries on across the square towards Bokhållaregatan.


The mother doesn’t wonder who the man is. Why he has his hood up in the spring sunshine, why he leaves the bicycle and rucksack.


The girls have reached the cashpoint now. They turn to face her and smile, and she feels like rushing over to them, picking them up, one in each arm, and kissing and hugging them, and making them understand all the love she feels, the love she hopes will make them feel safe and free in the world.


Then they catch sight of the hotdog stand. And habit and hunger make them run past her over to the man under the parasol with his steaming cauldrons and photographs of hotdogs.


They jump up and down in front of the man, and she hurries after them.


Have I got enough change?


There ought to be two ten-kronor coins in her bag. She hunts for her purse, and the man with the black beard has already given the girls a hotdog each by the time she arrives, and he nods to her in recognition.


And drinks, they like the pear flavour, don’t they?


Pear. Or apple.


The man has a strong foreign accent. She hunts through the bottom of her black leather handbag and there they are, just as she thought, the coins, cold against her fingers. She hands them to the man behind the hotdog stand, who thanks her, bows his head slightly, and says he hopes to see them again soon.


The girls trot off towards the bollards by the cycle racks outside the Central Hotel, the ones that look like sugarlumps, next to the canvas sail of the pavement café.


The girls’ shadows lengthen and their mother hurries after them, calling to them to take care not to spill ketchup on their new jackets, then she remembers and walks back towards the hotdog stand, and the man is standing with his arm outstretched, holding some napkins out to her.


She shakes her head at her own absent-mindedness, and then she is sitting in the cool sunlight on a sugarlump beside her girls, watching them eat, watching them pull their lips back and chew their way through the fatty sausages with practised movements.


The sun strokes their cheeks, making the blood rise to the surface as if to warm itself.


The people at the pavement café.


Who are you? the mother wonders. Trying to keep her mind from things she can’t bear to think about or feel. A neatly dressed pensioner in a blue blazer, beige wool trousers and with water-combed hair. Did he used to be an engineer in Saab’s aeronautical division? A professor at the university? Or perhaps a consultant in neurosurgery, or the burns unit at the University Hospital? Or is he just an ordinary old man, a worker in the traditional mould, who enjoys adding a bit of sparkle to old age by dressing smartly? Elevating his own existence in order to cope with the death that is inexorably creeping closer.


She chides herself for her thoughts.


At a table on Mörners’ terrace four middle-aged immigrants are playing dice. There are matchsticks on the table, and she assumes they’re playing for money. Some high-school kids playing truant are sitting at another table, they must be skipping school, unless they’ve got a free period? There are people of all ages at the other tables, probably unemployed, having lost their jobs in the thousands of lay-offs that have swept the region’s businesses. Resignation in their eyes, anxiety, will I ever get another job? Am I finished, will I be able to support my family, give my children a decent start in life?


A young, heavily made-up woman in a white coat is smoking.


I recognise her, the mother thinks, she works in the beauty parlour down on St Larsgatan.


Three men in dark suits go past Mörners, possibly solicitors from one of the city’s four law firms. Or financial wannabees. There are still a few of those, even in Linköping. They adjust their ties, shining in the sun in the cheap way that poor-quality, machine-woven silk does. Maybe they’re photocopier or mobile phone salesmen, or work in one of the banks here in the square, or at the provincial insurance office.


Some stereotypical university students are clustered around a table at the Central Hotel; science students, to judge by their awkward yet intelligent appearance. Jeans and knitted sweaters, and very clean trainers. Presumably they have their laptops in their little briefcases. Cups of regular coffee on the table, nothing fancy.


What do I know about the people in this city? the mother thinks as she leans towards her girls and wipes their mouths, the hotdogs are all gone and now her beloved darlings are taking it in turns to slurp up the green, artificial-tasting juice that they’re so fond of.


I don’t know anything, really, she goes on to think, except that we all live side by side, all of us so different, and we manage to get on simply because we’ve decided to tolerate each other. And we’re all bound together, no matter how much money we have in our bank accounts, or where we come from, or what we do, by the fact that we share the same basic dream of happiness.


But sometimes we bite each other. Just not now. Not here. Nothing bad can happen on a wonderful spring day like this. At times like this, Linköping is the safest of all safe cocoons for human life.


One of the local bus company’s red and orange buses stops beside the statue of Folke Filbyter, the progenitor of Sweden’s first royal dynasty. A few people get on before the bus heads off towards the castle. A beggar, a middle-aged woman with greasy hair, sits outside the shopping centre with her hand outstretched.


‘Are you feeling full now?’


‘We’re full, Mummy.’


‘Then let’s go and get some money out.’


‘Can I press the buttons?’


‘Me too, I want to press the buttons too.’


‘We’ll do it together.’ And they set off across the square, towards the cashpoint machine, where the bike with the rucksack is still parked.


The mother sees the posters  in the bank windows. She recognises them from adverts and flyers, doesn’t want to think the name, but can’t help herself.


Kurtzon.


Kurtzon Funds.


The SEB bank has allowed its windows to be used by the company owned by the supposedly brilliant but extremely publicity-shy financier. The girls have reached the cashpoint, and beside them the automatic doors to the bank slide open and a man wearing a leather waistcoat, with bare, suntanned arms, comes out with a black briefcase in one hand. He looks around and smiles at the girls before disappearing off in the direction of the old courthouse.


The mother is rapidly catching up with the girls, but she stumbles on a paving stone that is slightly higher than the others and drops her bag.


Her purse tumbles out and falls open.


Her green Visa card shines up at her.


Still plenty in the account. It’s a long way from the end of the month, and she hasn’t touched the insurance money yet.


She kneels down, feeling her joints creak.


The children are standing at the cashpoint now, and the mother sees them playing as if in slow motion, as they pretend to put a card in, press the buttons and then pull out some huge, magical treasure from the machine.


Her bag.


Back in her hand again, and just as she is about to stand up she hears a hissing sound that turns into a bleep. Like a rattlesnake vibrating so furiously that it starts to whistle.


She sees the girls stiffen and hold their ears, and she realises that the sound is coming from the rucksack on the parcel rack of the bicycle, and she wants to run to them but she can’t move, her body is locked in a hopeless posture and she sees the girls’ faces change and the sound from the rucksack bites into all three of them, like the teeth of poisonous monitor lizards.


Then the mother screams.


She screams her girls’ names, but the names disappear into an icy blue-white lightning, followed by a heat more intense that she ever thought possible, and she is thrown through the air. Then there is nothing but a silence that drowns out the infinitely painful thunder that carries across the whole city and on across the newly awoken forests and sprouting fields, open water, and dwellings of Östergötland.


For the girls it is as if the world disappears, torn to shreds by millions of ravenous, salivating beasts, only to dissolve into an all-encompassing light that shifts into something else, into a frothy white heaven with no beginning and no end.
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Are you in heaven now, Mum?


As Malin Fors steps towards the coffin containing her mother, she feels the ground tremble slightly beneath her feet. She hears a dull rumble, but neither the vibration nor the sound manage to make the windows of the Chapel of the Resurrection rattle.


They’re blasting at the roadworks out in Lambohov, Malin thinks, and looks down at the lacy hem of her long, black dress from H&M.


There’s a lot of construction work in Linköping, because of the government’s investment in infrastructure designed to counteract the impact of the financial crisis, and there’s a lot of blasting going on. Unless this is something else, is it you, Mum, trying to say something, trying to crack the world open with the concentrated power of denial?


It’s a long time since the last of the snow melted, uncovering the muddy surfaces where grass was waiting impatiently to break through, when Malin had stood in the living-room window watching the bare, apparently dead branches of the trees sway in the tremulous spring wind, and she could almost hear the life flowing through the branches, trying to turn the stiff blackness into green, turning it into something new. Yes, maybe it was life itself singing in the tree’s branches, and Malin could sense that something was about to happen, that this spring was going to uncover things that had been hidden in dark and chilly souls.


She had taken a deep breath by that window. Watching the arrival of spring with confidence after seeing out the winter’s unquenchable longing for alcohol, struggling against it in isolation, and sure enough, something seemed to have happened, the spring had lived up to the promise it made that day.


A red rose in her hand now.


She looks at the distempered walls of the chapel, placating shades of orange and pale blue, and the raised platform holding the white coffin, positioned beneath the highest point of the roof to maximise the impression of sanctity.


The vibrations and thunder have gone. She is standing with her back to the congregation and thinking that it can’t have been thunder, because the sky outside is blue, free from any smudges of white, and the trees and bushes and ground are sculpting forth life one more time after the winter, hoping to show their vitality.


The rose’s stem has been stripped free of thorns, safe and comfortable to hold. All pain removed, and was that what you wanted, Mum, was that your secret?


Malin stops beside the coffin. She can hear the silence, the other people breathing.


Not many people there, Mum mourned by Dad, by me, by her granddaughter Tove. But do we really miss you, Mum, Tove and I? The fact that I’m even whispering the question when I’m standing by your coffin is a sort of blasphemy, isn’t it?


I can’t hear anyone sniffing behind me, no sobbing. Instead I can smell the musty scent of the chapel, and the heat as the sun forces its way through the delicate curtains is warming the whole room, but not this moment, and I close my eyes, see your face, Mum, those hard, downward-pointing wrinkles around your mouth, and the look in your eyes that never dared to meet mine.


I see you, Mum, as I turn to face the others sitting in the pews, and I wish I could say that I feel grief, but I don’t feel anything at all.


The call had come on a rainy Saturday morning three weeks before, when she was alone in the flat making vegetable mash, one of the therapeutic tasks she did these days to keep the longing for tequila at bay. Or for any damn alcohol at all, come to that.


Dad sounded upset at the other end of the line, fretful but still together, factual yet sad, but Malin still imagined she could detect a note of relief somewhere in his voice.


He began to cry after the first words, then he pulled himself together, and said that he and her mother had been at the Abama golf course, and that at the third – or was it the fourth? – hole she had hit a ball over the edge of the cliff and watched it disappear into the waves of the Atlantic, and he could see that she was in a bad mood, but trying not to show it. And then, on the next stroke, she cracked when she sliced the ball and it flew off into the bushes under some palm trees. ‘And I saw her face turn red. Then she clutched at her throat, as if she couldn’t breathe, and fell to the grass, it had just been cut, and she didn’t move, Malin, she didn’t move, and she wasn’t breathing, do you understand what I’m saying, do you understand, Malin?’


She had understood.


‘Dad, where are you now?’


‘Tenerife Hospital. They brought her here by ambulance.’


She asked the question, even though she knew, she’d heard it in the peculiar tone of her father’s voice, a tone she recognised from the dozens of next-of-kin she had informed of deaths in the course of her work as a detective inspector.


‘How is she now?’


‘She’s dead, Malin. She was dead by the time they put her in the ambulance.’


Dad.


His lanky, uncertain figure alone on a bench in some waiting room in a Spanish hospital. His hand moving restlessly over the grey-black hair on his head.


She had wished he was with her, so she could comfort him, and then, as she stirred the saucepan of bubbling root vegetables, she realised that she wasn’t worried, scared, or even sad. In fact, it felt more like a huge mountain of practical difficulties was rising up in front of her. She was holding the phone in one hand, stirring the pan with the spoon she was holding in the other.


Tove. Janne. My ex-husband.


I have to tell them. Will Tove be upset? Malin had stared at the Ikea clock in the kitchen, and saw her ever-healthier thin face reflected in the window, her blonde bob framing her prominent cheekbones, and wondered about her appointment with the hairdresser later that week.


‘Malin, she’s dead. Do you understand?’


‘Have you got anyone with you?’


‘Malin.’


‘Who can you get to be with you?’


‘Hasse and Kajsa Ekvall are on their way. They can drive me home.’


‘I’ll book a flight. I can be there tomorrow.’


‘Don’t, Malin, don’t do that. I can take care of this.’


And she heard it again, the relief in her father’s voice. It seemed to contain a promise that she would be able to regain something, that she would one day be able to turn around, look herself in the mirror, and maybe know her own innermost secret.


The mourners at the funeral are sitting slumped in the pews of the chapel.


The closest family on the first row.


Mum’s body brought here by plane from Tenerife. 


Malin has stopped behind the coffin and can see Dad crying, a soundless, gentle crying. Tove, wearing a beautiful black dress with little white flowers on it, mostly just looks bored. They decided beforehand that Malin would step up to the coffin first, and that Tove would go after her grandfather.


A white rose in Tove’s hand, she chose it herself. And Malin feels a pang of guilt as she looks at her sixteen-year-old daughter. Guilt at having so often been such a bad mother, putting her job and then the drink ahead of her child.


Janne is sitting next to Tove, in a badly fitting blue suit he must have bought specially for the occasion from Dressman. In the seats behind them there are perhaps ten people, all dressed in dark clothes. Couples of Dad’s age. She recognises a few of them from Sturefors, people her parents used to socialise with when she was little.


No brothers or sisters. She doesn’t have any.


No other family either.


The coffin is simple, no ornamentation, and arranged around it are a number of wreaths from Tenerife. Malin doesn’t recognise the names on the wreaths, and it occurs to her that she will never be able to put faces to the names, and that she really doesn’t care.


She closes her eyes.


Her mum is there again, but she’s only an image, nothing to do with humanity or flesh and blood and feelings. Malin opens her eyes, tries to squeeze out a tear for Dad’s sake, but no matter how hard she tries nothing comes out.


The priest, a woman in her fifties, smiles gently from her chair over by one of the windows. She has just given the standard speech about what a fine person Mum was, and about her talent for interior decorating and golf.


And secrets, Malin felt like adding. She had a talent for secrets, and above all maintaining a façade and making herself seem important, special, as if nothing, and least of all me, was ever good enough for her.


While the priest was talking Malin got the feeling that it was all too late now, that something had been lost, that there had still been some sort of chance for her and her mum to sit down at a table and talk to each other like grown-ups.


She could have asked the question, straight out: ‘Mum, why haven’t you ever cared about me? About Tove?’


Or, even more pertinently: ‘Have you ever loved me, Mum? Loved us?’


She puts the rose on the coffin.


Then Malin moves her lips. Whispers to her mother inside the white coffin: ‘Did you ever love me, Mum? God knows, I loved you. Didn’t I?’


Five hundred and forty-two days. 


That’s how long Malin has been sober. How long she and Janne have managed to get along, how long she has managed to withstand her body and soul’s howl for alcohol, how desperately fucking long she has managed to keep her boredom locked away.


Her colleagues in the Linköping Police, with Zacharias ‘Zeke’ Martinsson and Superintendent Sven Sjöman in the vanguard, were worried that she might suffer a relapse when they heard about her mother, about her sudden heart attack, and that Margaretha Fors was being brought home for the funeral, and that Åke Fors would probably be selling his flat in Tenerife and moving back home again.


Losing your mother is hard on everyone, her colleagues reasoned, but for a sober alcoholic an event of that sort could mean that frames of reference collapse, a bottle is opened and leads at the very least to helpless intoxication, and possibly something much worse.


But Malin had told them not to worry when they asked how she was.


She was more than capable of coping with the grief, if she actually felt any at all.


Practical matters gave her something to do, it turned out, and kept her wretched restlessness as bay: talking to Dad over the phone, managing the funeral directors, cleaning up her parents’ flat before Dad got back, talking to the priest . . . Things to do, things to organise.


When she told Tove that Grandma was dead, over the phone an hour after she got the call herself, Tove was as indifferent as only a teenager could be. She too had reacted in a practical way, asking if they would be going to Tenerife. Then Malin had heard the fear in her voice.


‘You haven’t got anything to drink in the flat, have you, Mum?’


‘Water and Coca-Cola, Tove.’


‘It’s not a joke.’


‘I promise I’m not going to drink, Tove.’


‘You promise? You need to do more than promise.’


‘I promise,’ Malin had replied, realising that her mother’s death was an opportunity for her to win back some of the trust she had lost.


She had felt ashamed.


In her work she got job satisfaction from extreme violence and murder, from other people’s misfortunes. She knew that, and had accepted it. But someone who instinctively wonders how to gain any sort of advantage from their own mother’s death, what sort of person is that?


Then the longing for tequila returned.


The longing or the thundering power of alcohol. For the senselessness of intoxication. The longing could come at any time, always without warning. She had tried to find a logic in its attacks, a structure, so that she could avoid situations that made her feel thirsty, but she hadn’t managed to find any logic in it.


A sickness. A parasite. An unpredictable virus that strikes as it pleases, on a whim. Learning to live with it, like an invisible handicap.


But just then, after her phone conversations with her dad and Tove, the pull had been stronger than ever. So she did what she sometimes did. She exposed herself to pain, and stuck the fingers of one hand into the bubbling, freshly mashed vegetables, feeling them sting and burn, but aware that it wasn’t hot enough to harm her skin.


Tove’s face is close to Malin’s as they sit in the chapel. Her skin is completely smooth, free from the blemishes and spots that almost all other sixteen-year-old girls have. Tove toys with the rose, and mother and daughter exchange a quick glance, not quite sure what to say with their eyes.


Up at the front lies Grandma, Mum, in her coffin. They can see Grandad, Dad, in his black suit, walking up to the coffin. They see him turn around, hesitate, take a deep breath, sob, then whisper something and lay a red rose on the coffin before he comes back to his seat.


Malin and Tove look at each other, wondering what to do with this moment.


And then Tove sets off towards the coffin, and without trying to force out any tears she lays her rose on top of it.


Tove doesn’t whisper anything, doesn’t say anything, just comes back to her seat, and Malin looks towards her father, then Tove once more, and wishes she could read their minds, but instead she sees Janne approach the coffin with ritualistic movements, as if everything that happens on this spring day in the Chapel of the Resurrection is a piece of theatre that must be played out to its end.


Please, just let this be over, Tove thinks, and closes her eyes. She doesn’t want to watch all the old people she doesn’t know go up to the coffin one by one and whisper things that can’t be heard.


‘Adieu,’ one of them says audibly, and Tove jerks, opens her eyes, and from the corner of her eye she can tell that Grandad is crying, she feels sorry for him, she’s always liked him, but Grandma? She never knew Grandma, and if you never knew someone, you can’t grieve when they’re gone. Even Mum doesn’t seem particularly upset, although Tove can tell she’s trying.


Feigning emotions.


Everyone she knows seems to do that.


She thinks about the letter she’s expecting. She hasn’t told anyone, she daren’t say anything to Mum. It was wrong and immoral of her to forge her signature on the form.


But it might work.


And then she’d be happy, wouldn’t she?


No.


That wasn’t certain. It was very far from certain.


Mum might well freak out totally.


And Tove can’t help smiling when she thinks about the letter that might be on its way, but she can’t smile here. Even if there isn’t an absolute requirement that people should cry here, you definitely shouldn’t smile.


A hymn fills the chapel. The sound of the organ tries to force the stale air aside, trying to imbue the daylight with the natural warmth it lacks.


The last time Malin was here was when a murder victim was being buried, a lonely fat man whom the world seemed to have abandoned from the start.


She walks behind her dad towards the exit, sees him nod to people lining the aisle.


Malin nods.


She imagines that must be what you’re supposed to do.


Then the chapel door is opened and, suddenly backlit, her dad becomes a strange black outline, and around him seem to float two little girls with angels’ wings.


Their faces are white and full of fear.


Their fear is so strong that Malin feels like rushing over, pulling the girls down out of the air and holding them close to her.


She blinks.


Now only her dad is there, once her eyes have adjusted to the light. Only Dad, and the smell of distilled fear.
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Malin and Mum, over the years


When did I lose you, Mum?


That time you disappeared? Because you did go away when I was little, didn’t you, and where were you then?


On planet Look-after-number-one. And I would go to you, and I was allowed to sit on your lap, but never for more than five minutes, then you would have to do something else, I was too heavy, too hot, too in the way. How can a mother think that her own daughter is in the way?


So I turned away.


I would run to Dad. He was the one who came to my athletics competitions, who gave me lifts to football matches, who made sure I got my hair cut. That was all true, wasn’t it?


You turned me towards Dad, didn’t you? You did, didn’t you?


I remember sitting in my room out in Sturefors, waiting for you to come to me, Mum. Waiting for you to say something nice, rub my back with your hand.


But you never came.


Instead I would lie in bed and stare up at the white ceiling, unable to sleep.


One night when there was a storm I went to your bed and crept in beside you. I was five years old.


You turned on the lamp on the bedside table.


Dad was sleeping next to you.


You looked at me.


Lie down next to me, you said. Are you scared of the thunder?


Then you turned out the light and I could feel your warm body against mine under your nightgown, the way it carried me off to sleep as if your whole being were a vessel of bubbling warmth.


When I woke up the next morning you were already gone. I found you in the kitchen.


Sleepy, with bags under your eyes.


‘I haven’t slept a wink,’ you said. ‘And it’s all your fault, Malin.’


I never felt the warmth of your body under your nightgown again.


You hardly ever got angry, Mum.


It was as if you didn’t really exist, even though you were there in those rooms out in the villa. You decided how I should dress, or wanted to decide, at any rate, trying to make me more girly, because that’s what girls were supposed to be like. I hated the skirts you tried to make me wear. The dresses.


And I tried to rein myself in. You tried to get me to feel small in the world, to know my place.


You’re not that intelligent, Malin.


Make sure you find someone with money.


Maybe you should be a nursery teacher. That might suit you. But try your best.


Make sure you find someone with a good name.


Becoming part of my own failure, my inability to accept what I had, what I had created for myself.


You hated reality, Mum.


Did you hate me? Because I was a reminder of your own reality?


The words, said in your grudging voice when I came home with my school report.


Have you been flirting with the teachers?


And when Tove arrived. You cursed me for my clumsiness, how could I get pregnant, just like that? So young? You said that I, we, weren’t welcome, that you’d die of embarrassment in front of all your acquaintances because I couldn’t keep my legs together.


Tove.


You never looked at her. You never held her in your arms. You’d made up your mind that she was a disgrace, simply because she didn’t suit your plans, or fit in with the image of the perfect life that you were trying to create.


But no one cared about that picture, Mum.


I cared about you.


I wanted your love. But because I didn’t get it when I was little, maybe I didn’t really want it once I was grown up, and you didn’t want to give it to me either.


Was there ever any love?


What were you scared of, Mum? God knows, I could have done with your support when I was studying at Police Academy and was on my own with Tove.


Dad used to come to Stockholm sometimes.


But you refused.


Women shouldn’t be police officers.


The distance grew over the years. The lack of love became greater than the love, eradicating it, and in the end I had to ignore you, Mum.


I miss the mum I never had, but I can’t mourn the mother I did have.


Does that make me a bad person?
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An acrid, burned smell in the air, presumably from the construction blast earlier, cutting through the air and seeming to trouble the spring sun.


Malin moves closer to her dad on the paved path outside the chapel, feels like putting her arm around him, can see he’d rather be somewhere else.


The wind is rustling the top of an oak tree whose green buds are still holding back on the showier part of their annual repertoire. I was right, Malin thinks, the branches that looked most dead are vibrant with life, the trees are bursting into leaf all over Linköping.


The priest smiles, takes Dad’s hand, mutters something Malin can’t hear. Then Malin takes Dad by the hand, and she soon feels Tove’s soft, slender fingers take a firm grip of her other one. Janne has gone on ahead and is standing beside his latest car, an old silver Jaguar that he has restored himself, and it looks as if he’d like to light up a cigarette, even though Malin knows he’s never smoked.


Her dad pulls free. Takes a few steps to the side, then the other mourners file past and shake his outstretched hand.


‘Thanks for coming.’


‘You’re welcome to come back to Barnhemsgatan for coffee with us.’


‘You will come, won’t you?’


The mourners at Malin’s mother’s funeral aren’t yet marked by old age, but they’re starting to get older, and are probably just glad it isn’t one of them in the coffin.


As a swallow chases a gust of wind across the copper roof of the chapel, she allows herself to imagine them as her colleagues in the Crime Investigation Department of Linköping Police. A thickset woman with red hair becomes Sven Sjöman, her sixty-two-year-old boss, who over the past year has put on all the weight he had previously lost, and now puffs and pants at the slightest exertion, a sound that makes Malin think he could go the same way as her mother at any moment.


An elderly man with thinning hair turns into Johan Jakobsson, the tired but thoroughly decent young father who seems happy with suburban life. A suntanned gentleman becomes Börje Svärd, now without his drooping moustache since his wife, Anna, died of MS a year or so ago. Börje hasn’t met anyone else yet, instead choosing to devote himself to his dogs, the firing range, and work.


The lunatic, Waldemar Ekenberg, the violent, heavy-handed police officer from the neighbouring district of Mjölby, is here represented by a little woman desiccated by decades of smoking, with a scratchy, firm voice.


‘I’m sorry for your loss. I’m afraid I can’t come back for coffee. She was a lovely person.’


Her closest colleague, Zeke, becomes an amiable old man with a sharp nose, and twinkling eyes, not entirely unlike the real Zeke, with his shaved head, steely gaze, and a penchant for sleeping with the beautiful forensics expert Karin Johannison, even though they’re both married to other people.


And with that the parade of mourners is finished.


They head off towards their cars in the car park. None of them was like Karim Akbar, the Kurd in his early forties who is head of the Linköping Police. Karim has picked himself up again after his divorce, and has finished his book about integration issues, and has appeared in the papers and on television with his impeccable suits and well-groomed hair. He has met a new woman, a prosecutor whom Malin can hardly bear to look at. She’s a weak prosecutor, a true careerist who won’t even let them question suspected paedophiles.


Silly games, Malin thinks. Mum’s dead. This is my own mother’s funeral, and all I’m doing is playing silly games in my head. 


Tove has gone over to Janne by the Jaguar.


They put up with each other, she and Janne, for Tove’s sake.


Malin says nothing about anything whenever she meets Janne. It’s best that way, best to hold the anger and bitterness and loneliness at bay by not putting it into words.


They talk about Tove. About things she needs, who’s going to pay for what, how and where their daughter should spend her free time, her school holidays.


Is he seeing anyone else?


Malin hasn’t noticed anything, hasn’t seen anything, hasn’t heard anything. She’s usually good at picking up the signs, and Tove hasn’t mentioned anything about there being a new woman out in the house in the forest on the way to Malmslätt.


Malin takes her dad under the arm and leads him off towards the car park, and asks: ‘Are many of them coming back for coffee?’


‘All apart from Dagny Björkqvist. She’s got to go to another funeral out in Skärblacka.’


Skärblacka.


The site of the biggest waste incinerator on the Östgöta plain. Sometimes the smell from Skärblacka hangs over Linköping like a stinking cloud.


No Skärblacka cloud today, thank goodness.


Only the strange, faint smell of something burned, as if from an explosion or – and Malin doesn’t even want to think the thought – burned flesh, fear.


Could that smell be coming from her mum?


They cremate bodies here, in a facility connected to the chapel by a tunnel: could they have been so quick that Mum is already burning, that her body is already surrounded by destructive flames, that it’s the smell of Mum’s burning flesh spreading invisibly through the air?


No.


They couldn’t move that quickly from the end of the funeral to cremation.


The coffin is still there in the chapel, and Malin feels a sudden urge to run back in, open the coffin, put her warm hand on her mum’s cheek and say goodbye, goodbye Mum, I forgive you, for whatever it was that meant things ended up the way they did.


But she doesn’t move from her dad’s side in the car park.


She watches the cars drive off, one by one, and pushes all thoughts of the coffin aside. Instead she switches on the large-screen mobile phone that she pestered Karim Akbar for, the only technological investment in the force that year, and fingers the keyboard nervously, and the moment the phone finds a signal it starts to ring.


Sven Sjöman’s name on the screen.


Sven.


Now?


He knows I’m at the funeral, so something terrible must have happened, and Malin can feel the familiar tingling, the excitement she always feels when she senses, and almost starts to hope, that a new, big, important investigation is about to start. Then comes the shame, a double dose this time, that she should think of her work as a release, and in such a way.


Who’s in trouble this time?


Some drunks who’ve managed to kill each other?


A violent robbery?


Children?


The girls, the angels just now.


Dear God, please not children. There’s no defence against that sort of crime, evil aimed at children.


‘Malin here.’


‘Malin?’


Sven sounds upset, almost bewildered. Then he pulls himself together.


‘I know this is a bad time to call, but something terrible has happened. Someone’s set off a bomb in the main square. A big one. A lot of people seriously injured. Maybe even fatalities. It’s total fucking chaos . . .’


She hears Sven’s words, but what the hell is he saying, what’s he actually saying, and she understands without understanding and her lips move: ‘I’m on my way.’


Her dad looks at her, hears her words and knows she’s on her way to something else, and he looks scared but nods calmly to her as he stands beside his old black Volvo, as if to say: ‘I’ll be all right’. But the look in his eyes contains something else as well, something intense, a different sort of relief that Malin can’t quite grasp but knows is important.


‘Drive straight to the square.’


‘I’ll be there in five minutes. Maybe ten.’


She clicks to end the call, adjusts her long black dress and rushes over to Janne and Tove.


Janne looks worried, his brow furrowed as he watches her running towards him, hampered by the long dress.


Must have seen her talking on her mobile, can see that her work persona has taken over.


If anyone from the emergency services is needed in the square right now, it’s Janne.


Whatever must it look like there?


Like a war zone. Dismembered limbs and blood and screaming. Janne knows how to deal with that. Rwanda, Kigali, Bosnia, Sudan. There’s no recent trouble spot where his need to demonstrate compassion hasn’t found an outlet.


‘We’ve got to go. The pair of us,’ she says, tugging at his arm, and then she explains what’s happened, and Tove says, her eyes clear in her open teenage face: ‘Go, both of you, I’ll look after Grandpa and the coffee, just go, that’s more important.’


‘Thanks,’ Malin says, and turns away from Tove, and it feels as if she’s done it a thousand times before, a thousand times too often.


Her dad has come over to them.


‘Dad, that was work, something terrible’s happened, I have to go.’


‘Go,’ he says without hesitation. ‘We’re not going to have much fun back at the flat anyway, I can promise you that.’


He doesn’t ask what’s happened, doesn’t even seem curious.


A minute later Malin’s sitting in the new white Golf she uses for work, with Janne beside her.


Dad and Tove can take the Jaguar.


The rays of spring sunshine have somehow made the car as hot as a desert bunker. In the rear-view mirror Malin can see her dad and Tove standing in the car park in front of the chapel. They’re hugging each other, but Malin can’t see if they’re crying. She doesn’t think they are, she’d prefer to believe that they were taking strength from each other in order to deal with the rest of the day, and all the future that lies beyond it.


Janne takes a deep breath and clears his throat before he says: ‘I’ve seen what explosions can do to the human body, Malin. Be prepared for the worst.’
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Two grey-white pigeons are pecking at something that Malin thinks looks like a piece of meat, it must be human flesh, mustn’t it? Flesh from a body that’s been blown apart, as if razor-sharp lizard’s teeth have torn it to pieces.


The paving stones of the main square are littered with dust and debris. A dirty paper sign bearing the handwritten word ‘Sale’ in orange ink blows past her along with hundreds of pink tulip petals.


Is that really flesh in front of her?


Malin moves towards whatever it is on the ground some ten metres in front of the chemist’s. She raises her arms to scare the pigeons away, they shouldn’t be pecking at that.


At what it looks like.


No, it mustn’t be that.


No, no, no.


Her black dress is lifted up by a gust of wind as she slowly walks towards what she doesn’t want to see.


She and Janne had parked outside the Hamlet bar, and from the main street, there had been no sign of any destruction, nor any sign of any people. Instead there was just an all-consuming silence when they opened the car doors and set off at a run towards the square and the devastation they were expecting.


Maybe the phone call from Sven was just a bad dream? Maybe there hadn’t been any explosion? Maybe it wasn’t a bomb but a gas leak, but surely it had been years since they stopped using gas in Linköping?


Then they got closer to the square.


They slowed down, as if they wanted to calm their hearts, steel themselves, prepare themselves, adopt their professional roles.


The ground in front of the shoe shop and the newsagent’s was covered with broken glass from the shattered windows. The smell of scorched flesh and hair was noticeable, but she couldn’t hear any screaming.


They turned the corner at the end of the shopping centre and saw the square.


The scene of devastation almost made Malin collapse. She had to stop and catch her breath as Janne rushed on towards the ambulances and fire engines that had driven into the square down by Mörners Inn and the Central Hotel.


Firemen and paramedics were swarming around people lying on the ground with shimmering metallic blankets over their bodies and clumsily bandaged bleeding heads. Several of the injured were talking on mobiles.


Presumably to their families, and Malin herself felt a strange desire to call Tove even though they had only just seen each other.


There was glass and debris and dust everywhere. The little flowerstall had been blown over, tulips everywhere. A lost white greyhound was rushing to and fro with bleeding paws, and grey and white pigeons were circling the scene, flying low, back and forth, seeming to look at their reflections in the mass of broken glass. All of the hotel’s fifty or so windows facing the square had been blown out, the glass scattered in a million fragments down below. On the ground floor, the hotel’s restaurant and bar lay deserted and open to the elements, as if God had come down to earth and declared that the Day of Judgement had arrived.


Malin narrowed her eyes.


Noticed the smell of burned flesh and fabric once more.


Saw uniformed police officers setting up a cordon.


She tried to acclimatise herself to the scene, understand what she was looking at, tried to get her eyes to accept the knife-sharp spring light that was making all the as yet winter-pale people in the square look almost dead, lifeless, with a skintone that made the blood on the paving stones look even redder.


The hotdog-seller.


The parasol above his stall was a stripped metal skeleton.


The tubs of sausages had been tipped onto the pavement, and the canvas awnings over the terrace cafés had been blown off, as if a giant maw had leaned down from the sky and sucked up all the air, only to spit broken glass over all the locals who had been enjoying the spring sunshine in the city’s largest square on this particular day.


Two marked police cars were parked over by the old courthouse. There was a smoking black hole where the SEB cashpoint had been. But there were no scraps of money on the square, every last note must have been consumed in what seemed to have been the core of the explosion.


Could it have been an attempt to blow open the cashpoint machine that had gone wrong?


No.


There hadn’t been a single attempt to blow open a cashpoint anywhere in the country for years. Anyone who wanted to steal from a cashpoint did it through skimming or getting hold of codes and cards.


And the bomb was far too powerful, Malin thought. Maybe a robbery that went wrong?


Incredibly, the surveillance camera above the cashpoint looked as if it was still intact. The windows had been blown out, and some of the bank’s metal windowframes must have melted in the explosion.


Overturned bicycles. Shredded tyres.


Sven? Zeke? Börje? Johan? Waldemar?


Malin rubbed her eyes, unable to see any of her colleagues, but aware that they had to be somewhere in all this quiet chaos.


There was nothing but emptiness and silence from inside the bank, and a crowd of curious onlookers at the corner, by the café and the Passagen art gallery. There was another cashpoint machine in the neighbouring building, Handelsbanken, and that seemed to be intact.


Why? Because they couldn’t be blamed for the financial crisis, unlike the SEB? Because they’d behaved better? Malin couldn’t help thinking of the managing director of SEB, Annika Falkengren, who had earned twenty million kronor the year the crisis hit, and intended to increase her regular salary still more. The way her leadership had contributed to driving people into misery while she grabbed what she could without any inhibitions at all.


A heavily made-up vampire slurping champagne in a castle out in the smart Stockholm suburb of Djursholm.


Someone might well have wanted to blow her sky-high. Or everything she stood for.


Numerous times in recent years Malin has felt utterly nauseous at the greed of bank directors. And she isn’t alone in that. The directors ought to be begging in the streets, the way other people have been forced to now.


So should those onlookers be there? So close to the bank?


What if this is a terrorist attack? What if there’s another blast?


A pram on its side.


What would it take to knock me off balance? Malin thinks as she sees the pigeons pecking at that scrap of meat whose origins she absolutely does not want to think about.


Some firemen she doesn’t recognise are lying yellow plastic sheets over other pieces of meat, other fragments of people. A foot. A small foot, an eye, a face, what the hell has actually happened here, what the hell is this? Pieces of two faces. No.


The greyhound barks.


It shakes its bloody, glass-splintered paws, spraying blood over the broken glass and pavement, then Malin sees the solid figure of Börje Svärd catch hold of the dog’s lead, kneel down and pull it towards him, calming it with measured strokes.


Nauseous.


Thirsty.


When does the Hamlet open? A beer and a tequila would slip down very nicely right now, and those pigeons really shouldn’t be pecking at that, they’re back again.


A stretcher with a drip attached is being lifted into an ambulance by the hotel entrance, a doctor that Malin recognises at its side. His blue tunic is covered in blood.


The pigeons.


She moves towards them again.


Keep your head cool now, Malin, stay focused, pull yourself together, and she sees Janne, he’s wearing a yellow Gore-Tex jacket over his new suit, and he is calmly and methodically taking care of two wounded students that no one has had time to look at before now. He is bandaging the small cuts on their arms, talking to them, Malin can see his mouth moving, and even though she can’t hear what he’s saying she knows he’s professional to the core, a solid, warm tree of a man who can prevent shock from taking hold. Once again she feels like running away to the Hamlet.


But that won’t do.


The pigeons.


They’re pecking at the flesh, the skin, the hair, the child’s hair. Malin is running now. Her arms outstretched to mimic a bird of prey.


Unseemly.


She rushes at them and the pigeons take off into the sky, joining the low-flying swallows. 


She stops beside what the birds were pecking at.


Sinks to her knees.


Adjusts the black cloth of her dress.


Feels her stomach clench, but manages to hold back the urge to vomit.


A scorched cheek. A child’s beautiful cheek, torn from the head and cheekbone with perfect destructive force.


Then the eye, still in place, just where it should be, just above the cheek, as though it can still see.


A small, brown eye, open and staring at Malin, wanting to tell her something, ask her for something.


She looks away.


Calls to the firemen with the yellow plastic sheeting.


‘Over here. Come and cover this up.’


Is that me you’re looking at, Malin Fors, or is it my twin sister?


I don’t know, I can’t bear to look, to see the remains of what used to be me, us, my sister and me.


We were six years old, Malin.


Six.


How short a life is that?


We want more.


Maybe you could give us more life, Malin. And Daddy, where’s he? Why isn’t he here, he ought to be here and we want him to be here, because Mummy’s over there in the ambulance, not far from us, isn’t she?


It’s lonely and dark here, and the bleeding white dog dancing isn’t nice. Get rid of the dog, Malin, get rid of the dog.


Now you’re walking across the square, you couldn’t bear to look at the cheek and eye. The glass is crunching under your smart black shoes and you’re wondering how many people have been killed. Two children? Two girls, more?


We know all that now, Malin, the way you think, even though we’re just six years old. We suddenly know everything, and we know the words, and with that knowledge and awareness comes the realisation that we don’t know anything, and it’s that realisation that scares us, that makes us so frightened that you can hear our fear streaking through the air like the sound of a dog-whistle: there, yet simultaneously not there.


Sven Sjöman and Zeke are standing beside a black car outside Mörners Inn. You’re approaching them, Malin.


You’re scared as well, now, aren’t you? Scared of where this explosion might take you. Scared of the desire, the longing for clarity that our violent and abrupt deaths can set in motion within you.


Because that can make everything you know about evil dance inside you.


We’re six years old, Malin.


Just six. 


Then we were wiped out. And you know that we can wipe you out. 


That’s why you love us, isn’t it? Because we can give you peace. The same peace you can give us.


Sven Sjöman is leaning against the car, and the black paint makes his profile and the deep furrows in his brow look even more prominent, lending his face a hard, unshakeable determination.


In spite of the outward appearance of calm, they’re all feeling wound up.


Zeke has just acknowledged her arrival. Nodding to Malin in a way that she knows means, ‘Hi, partner, let’s get to work’, and she had looked at him, thinking: What would I do without you, Zeke? Could I handle this job if anything happened to you?


Zeke seems to be absorbing the smells of the square, letting his hard green eyes work their way over the scene.


‘Two dead. At least,’ Malin says. ‘Two young children.’


Zeke shakes his head, closes his eyes.


‘One woman with serious injuries,’ Sven says.


‘And how many others wounded?’ Malin asks.


‘Maybe thirty,’ Sven says. ‘Not too serious. Cuts, mainly, most of them look worse than they really are.’


‘That’s bad enough,’ Zeke says. ‘Two kids, I mean. How old?’


‘Don’t know yet,’ Malin says. ‘But I saw enough over there to know that we’re talking about at least two children. Karin and her team are just arriving, they’ll have to look into it.’


From the corner of her eye Malin can see the smart figure of forensics expert Karin Johannison heading towards the yellow plastic sheet covering the ground where the child’s cheek is lying.


‘Is there any risk of a second explosion?’ Malin goes on. ‘That’s often what happens with terrorist attacks, first one explosion, then another when everyone is running away in panic in one particular direction.’


‘That’s what happened in Kuta, on Bali,’ Zeke says.


‘We’ll have to move the onlookers back,’ Sven says. ‘Increase the perimeter and get the dogs to check the area, and get the injured away from here. And we need to talk to anyone who might have seen anything.’


‘I don’t think there can be a second bomb,’ Malin says. ‘It would have gone off by now if there was.’


‘Do we even know that it was a bomb?’ Zeke asks. ‘Could it have been anything else?’


‘So what the fuck could it have been?’ Sven asks, and it occurs to Malin that she hasn’t heard him swear for at least ten years before today, if she has ever actually heard him, and she can see panic hovering in his eyes. After almost thirty-five years in the force you should have seen and heard pretty much everything, but now this: a powerful explosion, a bomb in broad daylight, in the biggest square in the city. Where to begin, where to stop? How to protect the city’s inhabitants? How to protect yourself and your colleagues while you’re all doing the work that has to be done? Could this be bigger than they can handle?


‘A gas leak,’ Zeke says calmly.


‘Gas hasn’t been used in Linköping for the past ten years.’


‘Could it have been aimed at the cashpoint?’ Zeke asks. ‘An attempted robbery that went wrong?’


‘The explosion was way too damn powerful to blow open a cashpoint machine,’ Sven says. ‘But of course there are plenty of idiots out there. I was in the bank just now, and there was no attempted raid before the explosion. But they were pretty shaken up, we’ll have to organise proper interviews with the staff as soon as we can.’


‘This is something different,’ Malin says. ‘All three of us know that.’


‘Any threatening calls?’


‘Not to us,’ Sven says.


A black Mercedes has made its way through the cordon, let through by the uniforms, and stops down by the cinema on Ågatan.


Karim Akbar, head of the Linköping Police, steps out, dressed in a pinstriped black suit and a neatly ironed pink shirt.


Malin looks out across the square again and notices something she hadn’t seen before: Daniel Högfeldt from the Östgöta Correspondent, and some other journalists milling about among the people with minor injuries who haven’t been removed from the cordoned-off area yet.


Can’t someone get rid of them?


She can hear the journalists’ questions as background noise, the clicking of the photographers’ cameras, she can see the little red lights flashing on top of the television cameras, then Karim’s voice.


‘This is going to be the biggest thing we’ve ever had to deal with. The media invasion has already started,’ and she feels like punching him on the nose, screaming at him: ‘Children have died today, blown into tiny pieces, and you’re thinking about the media!’


‘Karim,’ Sven says calmly, ‘in all likelihood, a bomb has gone off in the square today. In all likelihood, two young children are dead, and a woman is seriously injured. A lot of other people have been wounded. So that’s probably our biggest problem, isn’t it? Not the media?’


Karim frowns.


‘I didn’t mean it like that. Is there any risk of further explosions? This could be a terrorist attack on an international scale.’


‘There’s always that risk in situations like this,’ Malin says.


‘Get those people away from the square,’ Karim goes on. ‘Now.’


And with those words he leaves them, setting off towards a group of uniformed officers standing beside a police van that has just arrived.


‘Listen up,’ he yells to them.


‘What do we think this is all about, then?’ Sven says in a low voice as he pulls his stomach in. ‘Malin, what do you think?’


Malin shakes her head.


‘No idea.’


‘Zeke?’


‘This wasn’t any ordinary robbery. And it wasn’t a prank. That much is obvious. If the plan was to blow the cashpoint open, they’d have done it at night, not now, when there are so many people around. No, this is something else.’


They stand in silence.


Then Zeke says: ‘I don’t even want to think that thought. But could Karim be on the right lines when he talks about a terrorist attack with an international aspect? Could it be Islamic terrorists? But what the fuck would they be doing in Linköping of all places?’


They stand there in silence for a bit longer.


Yes, Malin thinks. Why would terrorists detonate a bomb in Linköping of all places? But, at the same time, why not? A flat in Skäggetorp, or Ryd, or Berga, could just as easily house a terrorist cell as a flat in Rosengård in Malmö, or Madrid, or the southern suburbs of Paris.


The uniformed officers that Karim has just been yelling at are now driving the journalists, photographers, and curious onlookers from the square, away from the devastation, and Malin sees the city’s young police chief take charge of a situation that isn’t in any instruction manual.


Could he, with his background as a Christian Kurd, imagine that there is some sort of Islamic connection? Apparently. What are most Kurds? Shiite Muslims, aren’t they? Or are they Sunni Muslims?


The paramedics and firemen remove the remaining injured people as Börje Svärd leads the greyhound off towards Hospitalstorget.


Soon every approach to the square is cordoned off with blue and white tape.


‘What the hell is this all about?’ Sven says once more.


The three detectives can feel inertia spreading through their bodies like a paralysing poison, but none of them is capable of breaking free of it, as if all three of them had expected any manner of things from this day apart from this. As if the forces that had been let loose in the city felt alien to them in an almost supernatural way, as if the responsibility that the day had placed on their shoulders was unbearable even before they had realised it was there.


Then they look at each other. As if all three of them are wondering: Where the hell do we start?


‘How was the funeral?’ Sven asks eventually.


‘Yes, how did it go, Malin?’ Zeke asks.


Malin stares at the pair of them, looking from one colleague to the other, refusing to answer such a ridiculous question: how the hell can they imagine she has time to think of the funeral now?


‘We’ll have to call everyone in straight away,’ Sven says. ‘Anyone who’s not on duty: Johan, Waldemar, absolutely everyone. We’ll start over there. OK?’


Sven gestures towards the square, and the gaping windows of the hotel.


He looks tired, Malin thinks, properly old, for the first time.


‘We’ll stay here for a while, get as many statements as we can,’ Sven goes on. ‘Then I’ll put Aronsson onto making sure that everyone who was actually in, or in the vicinity of the square, gets questioned. As I said, there was no attempted robbery before the blast. The bank’s employees are gathered in a conference room. They were fairly calm when I was there a short while ago, no one seemed to be injured, so the force of the explosion must have been focused outwards. I had a quick word with the manager. He hadn’t noticed anything unusual, just said there was a massive explosion, out of nowhere.’


Malin can hear a ringing sound in her ears.


A thin, high note, and she wonders what it could be.


‘Can you hear that?’ Malin asks. ‘Could that be another bomb?’


The words fly from her mouth and the others stare at her anxiously.


They listen.


‘I can’t hear anything,’ Zeke says.


Sven shakes his head.


Then the noise vanishes again, seemingly sucked up into the empty rooms of the Central Hotel.


The pigeons are back.


They’re tugging at the yellow plastic sheets covering the parts of the girls’ bodies, and the sun has found its way between two buildings and is making the shards of glass sparkle, and Malin thinks: What is it that’s been let loose here, blossoming so darkly?


Some evil, full of potent force, deeply rooted in life?


Then there is another sound.


A high note, like a monotonous whistle, from a black bag that the explosion seems to have thrown against the veranda of the hotel, where several onlookers are still staring out at the square.


Fear in Zeke and Sven’s eyes.


‘Fuck,’ Zeke yells. ‘Fuck!’ 


Then he rushes off towards the bag, and Malin can see Janne heading towards it from the other side of the square.
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Zeke picks up the black bag.


Malin shouts: ‘NO! NO!’


His first thought was to throw himself on top of it, let his own body absorb the force of the coming explosion.


It’s against all the rules, but who cares about rules when something’s about to explode?


A bag that’s been left behind should be shot at and destroyed in circumstances like these.


But Zeke picks it up anyway.


Has to throw it as far away from anyone as he can.


But the noise stops abruptly.


And he lowers the bag again and passes it to Janne, who opens the zip.


Rifles through it.


And Zeke can see the sweat on his brow, as he becomes aware of Malin approaching them.


Clothes.


Books.


An iPod.


And a mobile. Janne looks at the screen, then holds it up towards them, one missed call.


‘Fucking weird ringtone,’ he says, one corner of his mouth twitching in a crooked smile. Then he drops the bag, and a few seconds later a middle-aged man appears from inside the hotel and says, ‘That’s my bag. I was sitting outside Mörners. It must have been blown here by the explosion.’


Johan Jakobsson and Waldemar Ekenberg have arrived in the square, and together with Malin, Zeke, Börje Svärd, and Sven Sjöman they set about methodically taking statements from anyone with minor injuries who’s still at the scene, those who are considered well enough to go home after being questioned without there being any risk of them falling into a state of shock. Then they interview all the onlookers who have come to the square, drawn by the commotion and devastation, by the rumours spreading through the city like the shockwaves from the explosion.


Everyone needs to be questioned.


Who knows which of them might know something? Who knows what direction this investigation is going to take?


Johan seemed shocked at first. Especially when he heard about the dead children, children the same age as his own. Börje has been strangely calm from the start. Waldemar is as unshakeable as ever. A cigarette hanging from the corner of his mouth, and with the friendly look in his eyes that he pulls out when he needs to. Malin knows his wife lost her job a few months ago, when the redundancies hit Rex Components. But her being unemployed doesn’t seem to have had any noticeable effect on Waldemar.


Zeke is professional yet still upset, as if he wants retribution for what has happened in the square, and hasn’t established any distance whatsoever from it, still gripped by the force field of the explosion. It makes him seem grand and diminished at the same time.


They ask thousands of questions.


But almost always get the same answer.


‘Did you see anyone suspicious?’


‘No.’


‘What were the minutes leading up to the explosion like?’


‘I was drinking coffee, everything was normal.’


‘I don’t know anything.’


‘I didn’t see anything.’


‘I was curious so I came down.’


The fear in people’s eyes, in their bodies, is shared. What’s happened? Denial and realisation all mixed up in a way that takes in the form of a fear that still isn’t quite strong enough to keep the curious away from the devastation. Like after 9/11, when hordes of curious onlookers streamed to the site where the towers had stood and thousands had died, and you could see on television that the curiosity in their eyes was greater than the fear.


Malin questions one person after the other.


A student with a plaster over a cut on her forehead, maybe just four years older than Tove, and she says: ‘I was having a Coke at Mörners, wanted to get a bit of sun before I went off to the library to study. It seemed to me that the explosion came from up by the bank. At least that’s what it felt like. What do you think happened? Who could have done something like this?’


‘That’s what we’re going to find out,’ Malin replies, and she can see that the girl in front of her doesn’t have any great faith in the abilities of the police.


Then, after an hour or so, everyone in the square has been questioned. Along with the staff in the bank, including the branch manager. Several of the bank’s employees have left the scene and gone home to their families.


A large number of uniformed police have helped take statements in the square. Hesitant, almost scared, they’ve gone out among the citizens of Linköping who have turned up, with their notebooks in their hands, and have received the same answers as Malin and her colleagues from the Criminal Investigation Department.


No one saw anything. No one knows anything.
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