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For my mother.
And for Karolina, Karla and Nick.


Prologue

Östergötland, Sunday, 25 July

In the final room

I’m not going to kill you, my summer angel.

I’m only going to let you be reborn.

You’ll become innocent again. All the dirt of history will vanish, time will deceive itself and everything that was good will reign in alone.

Or else I really will kill you, have killed you, so that love can arise again.

I tried not to kill, but that made rebirth impossible: the substance remained, clinging obstinately to material, and everything shameful vibrated within you and me like a hot black worm.

Pupated evil. Shredded time.

I tried in various ways, feeling my way, but I couldn’t get there.

I scrubbed, washed and cleaned.

You, my summer angels. You saw snow-coloured tentacles, tearing spiders’ legs, and rabbits’ claws.

I watched over you, gathered you in and took you.

I’m there now.

He’s sitting on the sofa.

His gut is open and rippling black snakes are sliding out onto the floor.

Can you see him?

Now he can’t hurt anyone any more, so say that you want to, say that you dare to come back. No oak floorboards will ever creak again, no alcohol fumes will ever make the air glow with anxiety.

The world is burning this summer.

The trees are transformed into withered black sculptures, monuments to our failures and our inability to love one another, to understand that we are one another.

We are the same, fire and me. Destroying so that life can arise again.

Someone has captured vipers, thrown them into an open oil-drum, poured on some petrol and set light to it.

The mute creatures crawl as they burn, making vain attempts to escape the pain.

Stop crawling, little girl.

I drove past the burning forest just an hour or so ago. I heard you beating against the inside of the car, ready to come out, come back, pure and free from anyone else’s guilt.

She thought she knew something about me.

So foolish.

But don’t be scared. The person you still need to be.

This is how it is: no one can live in fear, only in trust. Death is the penalty for anyone who deprives another person of the ability to trust.

That sort of trust is a close neighbour of love, which means that it’s a close neighbour of death and the white spiders’ legs. We needed you in spite of what you did, in spite of that. You owned our world. We couldn’t escape even though it was the only thing we wanted, and we went to you sometimes because we had no choice. It has haunted me, this enforced seeking after darkness. I know now that I will never be able to choose anything except wishing myself harm.

But when you are reborn, that curse will be lifted.

So it will all be over soon.

Everything will be clear, pure.

White and light.

You will feel nothing within you, just as we once did.

You are shaking and twisting on the floor.

But don’t be scared.

Only love will be reborn. Innocence.

And then we will cycle together along the bank of the canal, in a summer that lasts for ever.


PART ONE

Love reborn
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Thursday, 15 July


What’s that rumbling, rolling sound?


Something trying to escape?


It’s the sound of rain coming. Thunder. Finally, a drop of water upon the earth.


But Malin Fors knows better. The heat of this summer is devoid of mercy, has made up its mind to dry all the life out of the ground, and rain will be a long time coming.


Through the noise of the lingering customers, Malin can hear the pub’s air-conditioning unit rumble like thunder, shuddering, protesting at having to work such long, demanding shifts, that there doesn’t seem to be any end to the overtime this summer. The entire contraption seems on the point of collapse, its joints clattering, saying: ‘Enough, enough, enough. You’ll just have to put up with the heat or slake your thirst with beer. Not even a machine can go on indefinitely.’


Is it time to go home?


She is sitting alone at the bar. Wednesday has turned into Thursday and it is just after half past one. The Pull & Bear stays open all summer and the dozen or so customers occupying the tables have fled the draining heat of the tables outside and taken refuge in the blissful cool indoors.


Bottles on shelves in front of mirrors.


Tequila. Cask-matured. Shall I order a single? A double?


Condensation on glasses of freshly poured beer. The smell of sweat and rancid old spilled alcohol is clearly noticeable in the smoke-free air.


She sees her face in the mirrors around her in the bar, from countless angles as it is reflected and then reflected again in the mirror in front of her and the one behind her, above the green leather sofa.


A thousand reflections, but still one and the same face. Skin slightly tanned, her prominent cheekbones framed by a blonde page-boy cut, shorter than usual because of the summer heat.


Malin had gone down to the pub when the film on television ended. It was something French about a dysfunctional family where one of the sisters ended up killing everyone. Psychological realism, the announcer had said, and that could well be right, even if people’s actions seldom have such clear-cut and obvious explanations in reality as they did in the film.


The flat had felt too empty, and she hadn’t been tired enough to sleep, but awake enough to feel loneliness dripping down the walls in almost the same way she felt the sweat running down her back under her blouse. The increasingly tired wallpaper in the living room, the Ikea clock in the kitchen, whose second-hand had suddenly fallen off one day in May, the blunt knives that could do with being honed back to finger-slicing sharpness, all of Tove’s books in the bookcase, her latest purchases lined up on the third shelf. Titles that would be advanced for anyone, but improbably difficult for a fourteen-year-old.


The Man Without Qualities. Buddenbrooks. The Prince of Tides.


Hello, Tove? Can’t you hear Marian Keyes calling you?


Reading.


Infinitely better than a lot of things a fourteen-year-old could come up with.


Malin takes a gulp of her beer.


Still doesn’t feel tired.


But lonely? Or something else?


Summer lethargy at the police station, no work to tire her out, or by which she could be swallowed up. She had spent all day wishing something would happen.


But nothing had happened.


No bodies had been discovered. No one had been reported missing. No summer rapes. Nothing remarkable at all, apart from the heat and the forest fires that were raging up in the Tjällmo forests, resisting all attempts to put them out, and devouring more and more hectares of prime forest with every passing day.


She thinks about the fire brigade, working flat-out. About all the volunteers. A few police cars there to direct the traffic, but nothing for her or her partner, Zeke Martinsson, to do. When the wind is in the right direction she can smell the smoke from the fires, which seems only fitting seeing as the whole of Linköping is enveloped in a hellish heat, day and night alike, in the hot winds from the south that have parked themselves on top of the southern half of the country, as if they had been screwed down onto the landscape by the prevailing area of high pressure.


The hottest summer in living memory.


Malin takes another mouthful of beer. Its bitterness and coolness ease the residual heat in her body.


Outside the city is sweaty, tinted dull sepia, pale-green and grey. Linköping is empty of people, and only those who have to work or have no money or no place to escape to are left in the city. Most of the university students have gone back to their home towns. The streets are eerily empty even in the middle of the day, businesses stay open only because they have to, seeing as the summer temps have already been taken on. Only one business is booming: Bosse’s Ice Cream, homemade ice cream sold from a hole in the wall on Hospitalsgatan. Day after day there are queues outside Bosse’s; it’s a mystery how everyone gets there without being visible anywhere along the way.


It’s so hot that you can’t move.


Thirty-eight, thirty-nine, forty degrees, and the day before yesterday a new local record was reached, forty-three point two degrees at the weather-station out on the plain at Malmslätt.


Record-breaking heatwave!


Old record smashed.


This summer unlike any other.


There’s a cheerfulness in the tone, an energy in the headlines of the Östgöta Correspondent that isn’t matched by the pace of life in this heat-stricken city.


Muscles protesting, sweat dripping, thoughts muddied, people searching for shade, coolness, the city drowsy, in sympathy with its inhabitants. A dusty, smoky smell in the air, not from the forest fires but from grass that’s slowly burning up without flames.


Not a single drop of rain since Midsummer. The farmers are screaming disaster, and today the Correspondent published an article by its star reporter, Daniel Högfeldt, in which he interviewed a professor at the University Hospital. The professor said that a manual labourer in this sort of heat needs to drink between fifteen and twenty litres of water a day.


Manual labourers?


Are there any of those left in Linköping these days?


There are only academics. Engineers, computer experts and doctors. At least that’s what it feels like sometimes. But they aren’t in the city at the moment.


A gulp of her third beer lets her relax, even though she is really in need of a pick-me-up.


The pub’s customers disappear one by one. And she can feel loneliness swelling inside her.


Tove with her bag in the hallway eight days ago, full of clothes and books, some of the new ones she’d bought. Janne behind her in the stairwell, Janne’s friend Pecka down in the street in his Volvo, ready to take them to Skavsta Airport.


She had lied several days before they left when Janne asked if she could drive them, saying that she had to work and couldn’t take them. She wanted to be short with Janne, to show her disapproval that he was insisting on taking Tove with him all the way to Bali, on the other side of the fucking planet.


Bali.


Janne had won the trip in the public employees’ holiday lottery. First prize for the heroic fireman.


A summer dream for Tove. For Janne. Just father and daughter. Their first real trip together, Tove’s first trip outside Europe.


Malin had been worried that Tove wouldn’t want to go, that she wouldn’t want to be away from Markus, her boyfriend, or because Markus’s parents, Biggan and Hasse, might have plans that involved her.


But Tove had been pleased.


‘Markus will manage,’ she had said.


‘And what about me, how am I going to manage without you?’


‘You, Mum? It’ll be perfect for you. You’ll be able to work as much as you like, without feeling guilty about me.’


Malin had wanted to protest. But all the words she could have said felt lame, or, worse still, untrue. How many times did Tove have to make her own meals, or go and put herself to bed in an empty flat simply because something at the station demanded Malin’s full attention?


Hugging in the hall a week or so ago, bodies embracing.


Then Janne’s firm grip on the handle of the bag.


‘Take care.’


‘You too, Mum.’


‘You know I will.’


‘Bye.’


Three voices saying the same word.


Hesitation.


Then it had started up again, Janne had said silly things and she was upset when the door finally closed on them. The feelings from the divorce twelve years ago were back, the lack of words, the anger, the feeling that no words were good enough and that everything that was said was just wrong.


Not with each other. Not without each other. This single sodding love. An impossible love.


And she had refused to admit to herself how put out she felt by their holiday, like a very young girl being abandoned by the people who ought to love her most.


‘See you when I pick you up from the airport. But we’ll speak before that,’ she had said to the closed grey door.


She had been left standing alone in the hall. They had been gone five seconds and already she felt an infinite sense of loss, and the thought of the distance between them had been unbearable and she had gone straight down to the pub.


Drinking to get drunk, just like I’m doing now, Malin thinks.


Downing a shot of tequila, just like I’m doing now.


Making a call on my mobile, just like I’m doing now.


Daniel Högfeldt’s clear voice over the phone.


‘So you’re at the Pull?’


‘Are you coming or not?’


‘Calm down, Fors. I’m coming.’


Their two bodies facing each other, Daniel Högfeldt’s hairless chest beneath her hands, slipping moistly under her fingertips. I am marking you, Malin thinks, marking you with my fingerprints and why have you got your eyes closed, look at me, you’re inside me now, so open your eyes, your green eyes, cold as the Atlantic.


Their conversation in the pub just ten minutes before.


‘Do you want a drink?’


‘No, do you?’


‘No.’


‘So what are we waiting for?’


They took their clothes off in the hall. The church tower a black, immovable shape in the kitchen window.


And the sounds.


The ringing of the church bell as it struck two, as Malin helped him out of his worn white T-shirt, the cotton stiff and clean, his skin warm against her breasts, his words: ‘Take it slow, Malin, slow,’ and her whole body was in a hurry, starting to itch and ache and hurt and she whispered: ‘Daniel, it’s never been more urgent than it is now,’ thinking, you think I’ve got you for slow? I’ve got myself, other people for that. You, Daniel, you’re a body, don’t try to smooth-talk me, I don’t fall for that sort of thing. He pushed her into the kitchen, the crippled Ikea clock ticking tick tock and the church grey-black behind them, the tree branches brittle with drought.


‘That’s it,’ he said, and she was quiet, spreading her legs and letting him get closer and he was hard and rough and warm and she fell back on the table, her arms flailing, that morning’s half-full mug of coffee sliding off onto the floor and shattering into a dozen pieces on the linoleum.


She pushed him away.


Went into the bedroom without a word.


He followed her.


She stood at the window and looked out at the courtyard, at the street beyond, at the few hesitant lights in the windows of the buildings.


‘Lie down.’


He obeyed.


Daniel’s body naked on the bed, his cock sticking up at a slight angle towards his navel. The gun cabinet with her service revolver on the wall next to the window, Daniel closing his eyes, reaching his arms up towards the pine bed-head, and she waited a moment, allowing the ache of longing to become real pain before moving towards him, before she let him in again.


I dream that the snakes are moving again, somewhere. How a girl the same age as you, Tove, is moving though the green-black trees of something that seems to be a park at night, or a forest beside a distant, black-watered lake, or shimmering blue water that smells of chlorine. I imagine her drifting across yellowed grass, as far, far away a water-sprinkler wisps corrosive drops above a freshly cut lilac hedge.


I dream that this is happening, Tove.


It is happening now and I get scared and stiffen as someone, something creeps out of its hiding place in the darkness, rushing up behind her, knocking her to the ground and the roots of the surrounding trees wrap around her body, snaking deep within her like warm, live snakes, whose slithering bodies are full of hungry, ancient streams of lava.


She screams.


But no sound comes out.


And the snakes chase her across a wide-open plain that was once verdant but is now reduced to a charred, flaking skin. The ground is cracked and from the jagged depths bubbles a stinking, hot, sulphurous darkness that whispers with a scorching voice: We will destroy you, little girl. Come. We shall destroy you.


I scream.


But no sound comes out.


This is a dream, isn’t it? Tell me it’s a dream, Tove.


I reach out my hand across the sheet beside me but it’s empty.


Janne, you’re not there, your warm warmth.


I want you both to come home now.


Even you have gone, Daniel. Taken your cool warmth and left me alone with the dream and myself in this depressing bedroom.


I think it was a bad dream, but perhaps it was good?
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Tove and Janne are eating bacon and eggs on a spacious balcony with a view of Kuta Beach, and not even the memory of the terrorist bombs remains.


Tove and Janne are tanned and rested and their radiant smiles reveal shining white teeth. Janne, muscular, has already taken a morning swim in the cooled hotel pool. As he got out of the water a beautiful Balinese woman was waiting on the edge with a freshly laundered and ironed towel.


Tove is beaming fit to match the sun.


Smiles even more broadly at her father and asks:


‘Dad, what are we going to do today? Eat rice with honey and nuts in a Buddhist temple of ivory-white marble? Like the pictures in the brochures?’


Malin adjusts her Ray-Bans with one hand, and the image of Janne and Tove vanishes. Then she takes a firmer grip on the handlebars of her bicycle as she pedals past the Asian fast-food stall on St Larsgatan just before Trädgårdstorget, thinking that if you only let your thoughts go, they can come up with all sorts of things, conjuring up images of anyone at all, making caricatures of even the people that you know and love most.


The self-preservation instinct. Let your subconscious make parodies of your loss and anxiety and jealousy.


It’s no more than a quarter past seven and Janne and Tove are in all probability on the beach now.


And Janne doesn’t even like honey.


Malin presses the pedals down, picking up an almost imperceptible smell of smoke in her nostrils, the city tinted slightly yellow by her sunglasses.


Her body is starting to wake up.


But she feels a resistance. It feels as if it’s going to be even hotter today. She didn’t want to look at the thermometer in the kitchen window at home. The tarmac is oily under the wheels, it feels as if the ground might crack open at any moment and release hundreds of glowing worms.


A cycling summer.


Nothing’s any distance away inside the city. At this time of year everyone who can cycles in Linköping, unless the heat just gets too much. She prefers the car, but somehow all the talk about the environment in the papers and on television must have got to her. Think of future generations. They have the right to a living planet.


At this time of day Malin is completely alone on the streets, and in the plate-glass windows of H&M in the square there are adverts for the summer sale, the words flame-red above pictures of a famous model whose name Malin realises she ought to know.


SALE.


Heat on special offer this year. Stocks are way too high.


She stops at a red light near McDonald’s at the corner of Drottninggatan, adjusts her beige skirt and runs her hand over her white cotton blouse.


Summer clothes. Ladylike clothes. They work OK, and in this heat skirts are always better than trousers.


Her pistol and holster are concealed beneath a thin cotton jacket. She recalls the last time she and Zeke were out at the firing range, the way they frenetically fired off shot after shot at the black cardboard shapes.


The burger chain is in a building from the fifties, a grey stone façade with concave white balconies. On the other side of the street sits the heavy brown building from the turn of the century where the psychoanalyst Viveka Crafoord has her clinic.


The shrink.


She saw right through me.


Malin remembers what Viveka said to her during a conversation they had had towards the end of a murder investigation.


‘What about you, why are you so sad?’ Then: ‘I’m here if you want to talk.’


Talk.


There were already far too many words in the world, far too little silence. She never called Viveka Crafoord about herself, but had called several times in connection with cases where she wanted ‘psychological input’, as Viveka herself put it. And they’d had coffee several times when they’d bumped into each other around town.


Malin turns around.


Looks back towards Trädgårdstorget, towards the flashy new bus-stops and containers full of reluctant flowers on the patterned paving, the red-plastered façade of the building containing the seed shop and Schelin’s café.


A pleasant square, in a pleasant city.


A plastered façade, shielding insecure people. Anything can happen in this city, where old and new collide, where rich and poor, educated and uneducated are in fact constantly colliding with each other, where prejudices about those around you are aired like bedclothes. Last week she had been in a taxi with a middle-aged taxi-driver who had had a go at the city’s immigrant community: ‘Spongers. They don’t do a stroke of work, we should use them as fuel for the incinerator at Gärdstad, then we’d get some use out of them.’


She had wanted to get out of the car, show her ID, tell him she was going to arrest him for incitement to racial hatred, the bastard, but she had stayed silent.


A black man in green overalls is walking across the square. He is equipped with a pair of long-handled pincers to save him having to bend over to pick up litter and cigarette ends. The bottles and cans have already been taken care of by Deposit-Gunnar or another of the city’s eccentrics.


Malin looks in front of her, as St Larsgatan forms a straight line out of the centre of the city, only turning when it reaches the edge of the smartest district, Ramshäll.


Hasse and Biggan live there, Markus’s parents. Close to the hospital, both of them doctors.


The light turns green and Malin pedals onwards.


The beer and tequila from last night have left no trace in her body. Nor has Daniel Högfeldt. He crept out while she was asleep, and if she knows him at all he’ll be in the newsroom now, cursing the lack of news, waiting for something to happen.


Malin cycles past the medical school, hidden behind leafy maples, and a hundred metres off to the right, at the end of Linnégatan, she can make out the Horticultural Society Park. Beyond the school the buildings thin out, making way for a car park, beyond which lies the Hotel Ekoxen, generally regarded as the best in the city. But Malin turns the other way, down towards the entrance of the Tinnerbäck Swimming Pool. Tinnis, as the pool is known locally, opens at seven, and in the car park by the entrance there are just two cars. An elderly red Volvo estate and an anonymous white van, possibly a Ford.


She jumps off her bike, parks it in the stand beside the doors, and takes her bag from the rack on the back.


There’s no one at the desk by the turnstile.


Instead there’s a note on the smeared glass: ‘The pool opens at 7.00 a.m. Free entry before 8.00 a.m.’


Malin goes through the turnstile. The sun is just creeping above the stands of the Folkungavallen Stadium further down the road, hitting her in the face, and in just a few seconds the relative cool of morning is forced out by an angry heat.


Before her Malin sees the twenty-five-metre pool, the abandoned indoor pool, the bathing area in the lake and the grass slopes surrounding it. Water everywhere. She longs for the water.


The changing room smells variously of mould and disinfectant.


She pulls her red bathing suit over her thighs, feeling how taut they are, and thinking that her exercise regime is holding the years at bay, and that there can’t be many thirty-four-year-olds in better shape. Then she gets up, pulling the bathing suit over her breasts, and the touch makes her nipples stiffen under the synthetic fabric.


She shakes her arms. Pulls the goggles out of her bag. Too warm in the gym at the station these days. Better to swim.


She takes her wallet, pistol and mobile and goes out of the changing room towards the outdoor pool. She walks past the showers. She doesn’t want to shower even though she knows those are the rules, prefers the first water to touch her skin to be the water she’s going to be swimming in.


No holiday until the middle of August.


Her colleagues are taking their well-earned breaks now, in July, most of them, apart from Zeke and the duty officer and Detective Inspector Sven Sjöman.


Johan Jakobsson is with his wife and children at her family’s summer place by some lake outside Nässjö. Johan had a pained look on his face when he outlined his plans for the summer to Malin in the police-station kitchen.


‘Mother- and father-in-law have built another two little cottages, one for us and one for Petra, Jessica’s sister. With their own kitchen and bathroom, the whole works. Everything so that we don’t have a legitimate excuse not to go.’


‘Johan. You’re thirty-five. You should be able to do what you want.’


‘But Jessica loves it there. Wants the kids to have their own childhood memories of the place.’


‘Lots of arguments?’


‘Arguments? Like you wouldn’t believe. My mother-in-law is the most passive-aggressive person you can imagine. The victim mentality comes completely naturally to her.’


Johan had taken a gulp of his hot coffee, far too large a gulp, and was forced to spit it out in the sink when he burned his mouth.


‘Fuck, that was hot.’


Just like the summer.


Malin steps out onto the narrow concrete path that leads down to the banked seats that in turn form a staircase down towards the pool, feeling her bathing suit cut in between her buttocks.


Börje Svärd.


His wife, Anna, who has MS, is in a respite ward at the University Hospital. Three weeks away from the villa she had furnished with her assured taste, three weeks in a hospital room, entirely dependent on strangers. But dependency is nothing new for her, completely paralysed for years.


Börje himself on a much longed-for hunting trip in Tanzania, Malin knew he’d been saving up for it for several years.


She also knew that he had left his dogs at a kennels up on Jägarvallen, and it was the dogs he had chosen to talk about when he gave her a lift home one Friday evening towards the end of June.


‘Malin,’ he had said, his waxed moustache twitching. ‘I feel so damn guilty about leaving the dogs.’


‘Börje. They’ll be fine. The kennels in Jägarvallen has a good reputation.’


‘Yes, but . . . You can’t just leave animals like that. I mean, they’re like members of the family.’


In the weeks before he left, Börje’s body seemed to shrink under the weight of guilt, as if it were already regretting going.


‘Anna will be fine as well, Börje,’ Malin had said as they pulled up outside the door on Ågatan. ‘She’ll be well looked after at the University Hospital.’


‘But they don’t even understand what she says.’


She’d had the words ‘try not to worry about it’ on the tip of her tongue, but left them unsaid. Instead she had silently put her hand on Börje’s arm, and at the usual morning meeting the next day Sven had said:


‘Go, Börje. It’ll do you good.’


Börje, who would usually have been annoyed by a remark like that, had leaned back in his chair and thrown out his arms.


‘Is it so obvious that I’d rather not go?’


‘No,’ Sven had said. ‘It’s obvious that you should go. Go to Tanzania and shoot an antelope. That’s an order.’


Malin is down at the pool now, her nostrils full of the smell of chlorine. She walks along the long side towards the end where the starting blocks look like grey sugar lumps above the flaking black lane-markers. Beyond the pool stands a line of tall elms, their leaves yellowing, and she’s still alone at the pool, presumably none of the other people left in the city has the energy to get up so early?


Karim Akbar.


Police Chief.


Not as controversial in his choice of holiday as his choice of career. He, his wife and their eight-year-old son have rented a cottage outside Västervik. Three weeks’ holiday for Karim. But not really a holiday. He’s told Malin that he’s going to write a book about integration based on his own experiences, while his wife and son take day-trips and go swimming.


Malin already knows what the book will be about: the little Kurdish boy in the far too cramped flat in Nacksta up in Sundsvall. The father who committed suicide in his despair at being excluded from society. The son who takes revenge by studying law and becoming the youngest police chief in the country, the only one from an immigrant background. Articles in the press, appearances on television discussion programmes.


Malin climbs up onto the starting block. She likes swimming in the middle of the pool, where she isn’t troubled by the swell at the edges. She crouches down and carefully puts her towel and mobile down on the asphalt, hiding her pistol inside the towel and pulling on her goggles before getting ready to dive in.


Degerstad would be back from his course up in Stockholm in early September. Andersson is still off sick.


Malin stretches her ankles, feeling her body get ready to split the surface of the water, as her unconscious checks off every muscle, organ, cell and drop of blood from a list that is as long as it is quickly ticked off.


Muscles tensing. And off.


She doesn’t hear the mobile phone ringing, angrily announcing that something has happened, that Linköping has been woken from its hot summer lethargy.


One arm forward, the other back. Breathing every fifth stroke, swimming eighty lengths of the twenty-five metre pool, that’s the plan.


She vaults at the end of the first length, enjoying the response of her body, the fact that the hours in the gym at the station are showing results, the feeling that she is in control of her body, and not the other way around.


Of course it’s an illusion.


Because what is a human being if not a body?


Her body like a bullet in the water, the bathing suit like a red flash of blood. The surrounding buildings and trees as vague images when she breathes, otherwise not there at all.


She approaches the end, the first circuit of forty almost over, and she tenses her body for another turn when she hears a voice, a calm deep voice that sounds insistent.


‘Excuse me, sorry . . .’


She wants to swim, doesn’t want to stop and talk to anyone, answer any questions, wants to use her body and escape from all thought, from all . . . yes, what, exactly?


‘Your mobile . . .’


Could have been Tove. Janne.


She slows down instead of turning, her hands on the metal steps of the ladder.


A distant voice between her quick breaths, a face dark against the sun.


‘I’m sorry, but your mobile was ringing when I walked past.’


‘Thanks,’ Malin says as she tries to catch her breath.


‘Don’t mention it,’ the voice says, and the large, dark figure disappears, seeming to shrivel up in the sunlight blazing behind it. Malin heaves herself out of the pool, sitting on the edge with her feet still in the water. She reaches for her mobile over on the towel.


It’s waterproof, a fairly basic model.


Zeke’s number on the display.


A new message received.


Doesn’t feel like listening to it.


Zeke answers on the third ring.


‘Malin, is that you?’


‘Who else?’


‘The Horticultural Society Park,’ Zeke says. ‘Get there as fast as you can. You’re fairly close, aren’t you?’


‘What’s happened?’


‘Don’t know exactly. We got a call here at the station. See you at the playground up by Djurgårdsgatan as soon as you can get there.’


The words take the chill of the water from her body. Sun and heat, the tone in Zeke’s voice.


The cracks in the ground are opening up, Malin thinks. The time of glowing worms has arrived.
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Malin hurries to the changing room with her towel around her neck, the wet footprints left by her feet on the concrete of the steps drying before she gets there.


She tears off the bathing suit, giving up any idea of showering off the chlorine from the pool. She puts on some deodorant but doesn’t bother to comb her hair. She pulls on her skirt, her white blouse, the holster and jacket and the white sneaker-style shoes.


Through the turnstile.


Onto the bicycle.


Breathing.


Now.


Now something is happening.


What’s waiting for me in the Horticultural Society Park?


Something has happened, that much is clear. Zeke’s words before he hung up, quickly telling her about the call received at the station fifteen minutes earlier, put through to his desk from reception, how the gender-neutral voice at the other end of the line had been indistinct, upset: ‘There’s a naked woman in the Horticultural Society Park, she’s sitting in the summerhouse by the playground. Something terrible must have happened.’


A naked woman.


In the largest park in the city.


The person who called hadn’t said anything about how old the woman was, nor whether she was alive or dead, nothing about anything really. A patrol had probably got there by now.


Maybe a false alarm?


But Malin could tell from Zeke’s voice that he was sure something serious was going on, that evil was on the move again, the indefinable dark undercurrent that flows beneath all human activity.


Who made the call?


Unclear. A panting voice.


No caller number had been indicated on Zeke’s phone, or out in reception.


Malin heads for the gate to the park beside the Hotel Ekoxen, cycling past the entrance to the hotel bar. They mostly have bus-loads of German tourists at this time of year, and as Malin rides past the dining room she can see the elderly Germans swarming around the breakfast buffet.


Over by the park’s open-air stage the large lawn is surrounded by fully grown oaks, and the park is a regular venue for sixth formers’ drunken parties in the spring. Malin imagines she can still pick up the smell of alcohol, vomit and used condoms. Down to the right is the summerhouse, which was built on the site of the park restaurant that burned down long ago.


The white paint of the patrol car is like a shimmering mirage further up the park.


Cycle faster.


She can feel the violence now. Has been in its vicinity often enough to recognise the traces left by its scent.


The patrol car is parked by the little summerhouse at the foot of a small hillock. Beside the car is an ambulance. In the background Malin can make out white blocks of flats with walkway balconies, and through the trees she can just make out a yellow stuccoed building from the turn of the century.


She folds out the bike’s footrest.


Takes in the scene. Makes it her own.


Close to her, behind a green-stained wooden fence, there are swings made of car tyres. There is a patch of sand with a climbing frame and three small spring-loaded rocking horses that look like cows. A sandpit.


Two uniformed police wearing outsized pilot glasses, beefy Johansson and rotund Rydström, wandering back and forth on the grass beyond the sandpit. They haven’t seen her yet, as she’s hidden by the patrol car as she approaches.


Comatose.


They should have heard her. Or noticed the paramedics waving in greeting from the bench where they are sitting on either side of an orange, blanket-wrapped bundle. A thickset older man, she knows his name is Jimmy Niklasson, and a young girl, blonde, around twenty or so.


She must be new.


Malin knows they’ve been having trouble finding women. A lot fall by the wayside on the physical tests.


Niklasson looks at Malin, worried.


The orange figure, the person between them on the bench.


Wrapped in a health service blanket, and they’re holding onto her, her head is covered by the blanket, head bowed, it’s as though there’s simultaneously something and nothing between them.


Malin walks slowly towards the bench.


Niklasson nods to her, the blonde girl does the same.


Johansson and Rydström have seen her, shouting across each other:


‘We think . . .’


‘She’s probably . . .’


‘. . . been raped.’


And when the words split the air and find their way across the playground and the park, the figure in the blanket looks up and Malin sees a young girl’s face, its features distorted with fear, with the insight that life can present you with dark gifts at any place and at any time.


Brown eyes staring at Malin.


Seeming to wonder: What happened? What’s going to happen to me now?


Dear God, Malin thinks. She’s no older than you, Tove.


‘Shut up,’ Malin shouts at the uniforms.


Where’s Zeke?


The girl has bowed her head again. Jimmy Niklasson removes his arm from her and stands up. The new blonde girl stays where she is. When Malin sees Niklasson coming towards her she wishes that Zeke had got to the scene first instead of her, that he could have dispensed the calming words that she will now have to give.


He’s good at calm, Zeke. Even if he’s also good at tempest.


Johansson and Rydström have come over as well, a wall of male flesh suddenly very close to her.


Rydström’s gravelly voice: ‘We found her over there, in the summerhouse, she was lying on the planks of the floor.’


Johansson: ‘We helped her up. But she was completely silent, we couldn’t get any response from her, so we called for an ambulance.’


‘Good,’ Malin says. ‘Good. Did you touch anything over there?’


‘No,’ Rydström says. ‘Just her. We sat her on the bench, exactly like she’s sitting now. We gave her the blanket we had in the back of the car. They brought more blankets with them.’


‘Are there any clothes over there?’


‘No.’


‘She’s bleeding from her genitals,’ Niklasson says, and his voice is strangely high for such a large man. ‘And as far as I can tell, she’s been beaten on her lower arms and shins. But she’s remarkably clean, almost like she’s been scrubbed.’


‘She smells of bleach,’ Rydström adds. ‘Her whole body is sort of white. The wounds on her arms and legs also seem to have been rinsed and cleaned up, very carefully.’


‘Get her into the ambulance,’ Malin says. ‘It’ll be calmer for her in there.’


‘She doesn’t want to,’ Niklasson says. ‘We’ve tried, but she just shakes her head.’


‘Does she seem to know where she is?’


‘She hasn’t said a word.’


Malin turns to Rydström and Johansson.


‘No one else was here when you got here?’


‘No. Like who?’ Johansson says.


‘The person who called in, for instance.’


‘There was no one here.’


Malin pauses.


‘You two,’ Malin says. ‘Cordon off the crime scene. Start by the fountain down there and draw a ring around us here.’


Malin sits down slowly on the bench. Careful not to invade the girl’s space, trying to get closer to her with friendliness.


‘Can you hear me?’ Malin asks, looking at her gleaming white skin, the wounds on her arms like neat islands. The girl looks as though she’s been outside naked through a whole cold winter’s night, in spite of the heat. There’s an innocence to her white skin, as if she has danced with the devil on the edge of death and somehow survived.


The girl remains still, mute.


A faint smell of bleach in Malin’s nostrils.


It reminds her of the pool at Tinnis.


The young paramedic on her other side is sitting in silence, doesn’t seem bothered that Malin hasn’t introduced herself.


‘Can you tell me what happened?’


Silence, but a very small sideways movement.


‘Does it hurt?’


‘Can you remember?’


‘You don’t have to be afraid.’


But no reaction, no answer, nothing.


‘Stay with her,’ Malin says, getting up. ‘Don’t leave her alone.’


Down by the fountain the two uniformed officers are attaching the cordon tape to a tree, and Niklasson is busy inside the ambulance.


‘Can we take her to the hospital?’


The young paramedic’s voice is soft and amenable, soothing.


‘My name’s Ellinor, by the way. Ellinor Getlund.’


Malin holds out her hand.


‘Malin Fors, Detective Inspector. You’ll have to wait before taking her to hospital, even if she ought to go straight away. She might start to talk if she spends a bit more time here at the scene. I’m going to take a look around in there in the meantime.’


A summerhouse shaded by a tall oak.


Sweat under her blouse.


The clock on her mobile says 08.17.


Already it’s as hot as the fires of hell.


The summerhouse has its own microclimate. A strange, damp heat hits Malin as she steps cautiously into the open space. It must be a good five degrees warmer than outside even though there are no walls, it’s more a collection of pillars than a room.


Unnaturally warm in here.


As if the atmosphere had gathered together some particularly troublesome molecules in one place, as if an invisible devil were dancing in the air.


She looks down at her feet. Takes care not to stand in any footprints. A pool of blood some distance away, some smaller splashes of blood around it, together they almost form the shape of a body.


What?


Blood that’s flowed out of her.


A black shadow. What were you doing here at night?


You’re no older than my Tove. You ended up here even though you shouldn’t have.


No clothes, no traces of fabric that Malin can make out with her naked eye.


A mobile ringing, Ellinor Getlund’s measured voice behind Malin. The voice coming closer. Has she left the girl alone?


Malin crouches down. Breathing. Runs her hand over the floorboards, careful not to touch anything that their crime scene investigator and Forensics expert, Karin Johannison, might want to look at.


Sees the blood on the railing above the place where the girl was lying.


Did someone throw you over the railing? Or did you climb over it yourself?


Children’s voices in the background.


Ignore them. What are they doing here, so early?


Malin gets up and walks over to the railing. Marks made by loads of shoes on the other side, footprints, bushes some distance away, some broken branches. A tree, a rough pine slightly further in. Was that where you waited? Did you pull her into those bushes? Or did someone else leave those tracks? Entirely unrelated? Did it all happen in a completely different way?


Children.


Lots of them.


They’re laughing.


Saying: ‘Police. Ambulance.’


And then they scream, and scream again, and agitated women’s voices echo through the park, then Niklasson’s voice.


‘What the hell?’


Malin turns around.


Ten preschool children in yellow tunics. They’re howling now. Two teachers with surprised looks on their faces. A naked, beaten, wounded, but unnaturally clean girl moving towards them from the bench. The children sick with fear, as if they had suddenly infected each other with a virus of terror in the face of the strange, scary sight coming towards them.


The children are screaming out loud.


‘I told you to stay with her!’ Malin roars.


Ellinor Getlund heading after the girl, her mobile in one hand, the orange blanket, hastily plucked up from the gravel beside the bench, in the other.


The naked, glassy girl climbs over the fence around the swings, not caring about the wounds on her arms and legs, or the dried blood on the inside of her thighs. She walks across the sand. Sits down on one of the tyres and starts swinging back and forth, a pendulum motion that seems to be an obstinate attempt to obliterate time.


Her gleaming white body, the blood on her thighs somehow luminous.


Down by the fountain Rydström and Johansson are still fumbling with the cordon as if nothing had happened.


Where are you, Zeke? Malin thinks. I need you here right now.
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Zeke standing cautiously beside Malin in the summerhouse.


He arrived just after they had got the girl down from the swing, wrapped her in the orange blanket and sat her down inside the ambulance. She climbed in without objecting.


The preschool children have made a collective retreat from the park. Once their initial fear had subsided they seemed mostly amused by the funny lady swinging without any clothes on, and wanted her to carry on, and some of them were upset when Malin and Ellinor Getlund helped the girl down.


Malin explained to one of the preschool teachers that the playground was a crime scene, but that they would probably be able to use it again tomorrow. The woman didn’t ask what had happened, and seemed mainly concerned with getting the children away from there as quickly as possible.


Zeke came running up the path from the fountain and the summerhouse. His clean-shaven head was nodding up and down and the beads of sweat in the wrinkles on his forty-five-year-old forehead became more obvious the closer he got. Light-blue shirt, light-blue jeans, beige linen jacket. Black hiking shoes, far too heavy for this weather, but very official.


Malin couldn’t help herself snapping as he stopped beside her, breathless. She was standing beside the car, and had just given Ellinor Getlund a severe reprimand.


‘At a crime scene you do what the police officer in charge tells you, and I told you to stay with her.’


Ellinor Getlund not backing down, asking instead: ‘When can we take her? She needs to get to hospital.’


‘When I tell you.’


‘But . . .’


‘No buts.’


To Zeke: ‘And what took you so bloody long?’


‘I ran out of petrol. As luck would have it I was only a couple of hundred metres from the Statoil garage. I haven’t run out of petrol for years. It’s this damn heat.’


‘The heat?’


‘It stops your brain working.’


‘True enough. I hope we don’t miss too much in this investigation.’


Malin told him what she knew, what she had seen in the summerhouse, then they went down there again together and now Zeke is standing beside her in the unwalled room, his thin face full of doubt.


‘We don’t know for sure if she’s been raped?’


‘No, but everything points towards that, don’t you think?’


‘Yes . . .’


‘And that it could have happened in those bushes.’


Zeke nods.


‘Or else someone hurt her somewhere else and left her here. God, it’s hot in here. Weird.’


‘I’d like you to talk to her,’ Malin says. ‘See if you can get her to say anything. I’ve got a feeling that we’re only going to be able to get her to talk here, nowhere else.’


The back of the ambulance is open.


A figure wrapped in an orange blanket sitting on a stretcher, the young paramedic close, so close, as if she will never leave her. The girl has the blanket over her head, her head still bowed. The inside of the ambulance smells of hospital and disinfectant, tubes from oxygen cylinders run along the walls, and short cords with yellow corks hang down from the roof. A cardiac support machine is fixed to the internal wall.


Have you saved many lives? Malin wonders.


You can’t save the girl in here now.


Can anyone?


Zeke climbs in first. Malin just behind him, gesturing to Ellinor Getlund to get up. They sit down on either side of the girl.


Zeke turns to face her, and asks: ‘If you feel like lifting your head and looking at me, that’s fine. If you don’t, never mind.’


The girl sits motionless.


‘What happened here last night?’


‘Can you tell us?’


Silence that lasts several minutes.


‘Did somebody attack you here last night?’


Zeke runs a hand over his glistening scalp.


‘If you don’t want to say anything, you don’t have to. But it would be good if we knew your name.’


‘My name is Josefin Davidsson,’ the girl says.


Then she falls silent again.


The ambulance heads off towards the fountain, the brake lights hesitant as the vehicle turns towards the gate onto Linnégatan.


Josefin Davidsson said nothing more. Just her name.


What happened?


What were you doing in the park?


Your clothes. Where are they?


Has someone washed you?


Who are your parents?


Where do you live?


Who was the person who made the phone call? Who saw you first? Unless . . .


Their voices ever more desperate. Full of questions in the face of her silence. The words tumble around inside their increasingly warm heads: ‘My name. Josefin Davidsson.’


‘What now?’ Zeke says as the ambulance disappears from sight.


‘Now we wait for Karin.’


‘Johannison?’


Malin can hear the derision in Zeke’s voice. Thinks: Why do you dislike her so strongly, Zeke? Because she’s beautiful? Because she’s smart? Or because she’s rich, and rich is the same as better?


‘Bali. We’re going to be staying at the Bulgari resort in Uluwatu,’ Karin Johannison says as she scrapes flakes of blood from the railing. ‘I’m taking my holiday in August, so we’ll be there for a month, it’s at its best then.’


‘Janne and Tove are there at the moment.’


‘Oh, how lovely. Where are they?’


‘Some hotel on a beach called Kuta.’


‘That’s the best beach. Terribly touristy though.’


Malin considers how suntanned Karin is even though she’s been working indoors at the National Forensics Laboratory all summer. She looks as indecently fresh and alert as she always does, her blue eyes radiating a positive shimmer, her skin glowing with care. Her dress, expensive pink fabric draped around her body, contributes to the impression of genuine class.


Karin had already fine-combed the bushes and the grass beside the summerhouse. Picked up litter that she put into small marked bags.


‘I’ll try to get fingerprints. But there could be thousands here, or none at all. Wood’s difficult.’


‘I thought you could get prints from anything,’ Zeke says.


Karin doesn’t answer.


‘It might be like you said, Malin. That he attacked her over there in the bushes, and then dragged her here and bundled her over the railings. We’ll have to see what the doctors say about her injuries.’


‘We don’t even know if she was raped. Or if the perpetrator was male.’


Zeke’s voice is confrontational.


‘Time to go back to the station,’ Malin says, wondering what’s happened to Daniel Högfeldt. He or someone else from the Correspondent ought to have been here some time ago. But maybe their contacts in the force are on holiday. And maybe the call about the girl sounded too dull over the radio.


But he’ll be here soon enough, Daniel. As surely as summer. The hottest story of the season has arrived, hotter even than the forest fires.


Girl raped in Horticultural Society Park.


Beyond the cordon a group of curious onlookers has gathered. People dressed for summer, all of them wondering the same thing as they are: What’s happened?


Zeke leaves the car; one of the uniforms can drive it back to the station. Malin fetches her bicycle and looks towards the summerhouse one last time before she and Zeke leave the park.


The sun has climbed higher in the sky and now patches of light are falling into the circular space, the sunbeams seem to wallow in what has happened, seemingly trying to focus on it with their ever-changing interplay.


This is only the start, the sunbeams seem to be saying, this summer can still get even hotter, less forgiving. Just you wait, after us comes the darkness.


‘Are you coming, Fors?’


Zeke’s voice urgent and calm at the same time.


Finally a proper case to grapple with. And it’s summer. He doesn’t have any ice hockey to deal with.


Malin knows that his son, Martin, the big star of the Linköping Hockey Club, the pride of the city, is having a break from training for three weeks. Zeke hates hockey, but is so loyal to his son that he goes to every match during the season. But at this time of year there isn’t even any ice inside the Cloetta Centre.


The footpath out of the park runs between two blocks of flats, and is lined with flowerbeds, their plants wilting and losing their colour in the heat. Out on Djurgårdsgatan a number 202 bus goes past on its way to the University Hospital.


It’s hardly six hundred metres to the police station, Malin thinks. Yet here, so close to the physical heart of the law, a girl has been attacked and raped.


All security is just a chimera.


Four girls in their early teens fly past them on their bikes. Bathing gear on their parcel-racks.


On their way to cool down. To the pool out at Glyttinge, maybe? Or Tinnis?


Chatter and commotion. Summer holidays and something lurking behind a tree in the dark.
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We’re going swimming, swimming, swimming, you say, have you seen my armbands, Mum, have you seen my rubber ring, where’s the rubber ring? I don’t want to sink, Mum.


I hear you.


You’re above my darkness but I don’t know if you hear me, hear me calling: Mum, Mum, Dad, Dad, where are you, you have to come and you have to come and get me and who are all these people shouting about swimming, about rubber rings, about ice cream?


But I felt the drops.


They’re lingering. What do the drops smell of? They have a different smell from how water usually smells. Do they smell of iron? Animal waste?


Your feet.


I hear them trampling on me.


Above.


And I think I’m lying down, but maybe I’m the one swimming, maybe the moist darkness around me is water. It must be water, I like water.


And now you’re playing.


Where’s my ball, Mum?


Shall I catch it for you? My arms can’t. They’re stuck by my sides and I try to move them, I try, but they seem stuck in whatever it is that surrounds me.


But why are you trampling on me?


I don’t want you to trample on me.


Where am I?


Where are you, Dad?


I can swim, I can float, but I’m not getting anywhere.


I can swim. But I can’t breathe.


My room is closed.


The nursery on the other side of the small park outside the crime team’s meeting room is closed for the summer. There are no children using the swings or the red-painted slide, no three-year-old hands digging in the dry sand of the sandpit.


The heat is barren, the city in summer almost the same.


Instead there are two decorators inside the nursery school’s windows. They’re both up ladders, bare-chested, and are rhythmically rolling pink paint onto one of the walls, much faster than it looks.


Happy colours.


Happy children.


Malin looks around the meeting room. Pale-yellow, fabric-textured wallpaper, a greying whiteboard on the short wall by the door. They were issued with new chairs back in the spring. There was a manufacturing fault on the old ones, and the new ones, of curved wood with black vinyl seats, are astonishingly even more uncomfortable than the old ones, and in the heat the vinyl sticks damply to the cloth covering your buttocks. The police station’s air conditioning can’t cope with providing a tolerable temperature.


The clock on the wall of the meeting room says 10.25. The morning meeting is severely delayed today because of the girl in the Horticultural Society Park.


How hot is it now?


Thirty-five degrees outside, thirty in here?


Opposite Malin sits a suffering Sven Sjöman. The patches of sweat under the arms of his brown checked shirt are now spreading towards his gut, which has grown even larger during the spring and early summer.


Be careful, Sven.


Heart attacks are common in the heat. But you’re sensible enough to move slowly. I know that much. If you have one defining feature, it’s that you’re sensible. You’re fifty-five years old, you’ve been in the police for thirty-three of them, and you’ve taught me all I know about this job.


Almost, anyway.


But most of all you’ve taught me to believe that I’m well-suited to detective work.


You’re the most talented officer I’ve ever worked with, Malin.


Do you realise what words like that mean, Sven?


Perhaps you do, otherwise you wouldn’t say them.


Zeke next to her. Pearls of sweat under his nose and on his brow. Her own scalp feels damp, like it does after she’s been to the gym.


‘Well, we make up the sum total of the Crime Department’s investigative unit this summer,’ Sven says. ‘So it’s entirely up to the three of us to make sense of last night’s events and work out what happened to the girl who says her name is Josefin Davidsson. Something else came in this morning. A girl by the name of Theresa Eckeved, fourteen years old, has been reported missing by her parents. I’ll take responsibility as lead investigating officer for both cases.’


‘Oh dear,’ Zeke says. ‘There’s a theme developing: girls.’


First nothing happens, Malin thinks, then nothing happens, and then everything happens all at once.


‘Missing,’ Malin says. ‘A fourteen-year-old? She’s probably just run away from home.’


‘Probably,’ Sven says. ‘Theresa Eckeved’s parents have told me what’s happened. But we’ll start with Josefin Davidsson.’


‘One thing at a time,’ Zeke says with a smile, and Malin can see that he has got some energy back in his over-heated, summer-weary, hard-working grey eyes. The whole thing is a bitter paradox, the way violence and suffering provide them with work and to that extent make them happy. Should I be feeling this happiness? Malin thinks.


Gloom and happiness, she thinks.


If I mix those two feelings up, what do I get? One of the nameless sensations that you are bound to experience as a police officer at some point. One of those emotions that makes you feel guilty, that makes you doubt the nature of humanity, not so much because of what you see and hear, but because of what it does to you.


Rape.


That gets you moving.


Murder.


And suddenly you’re bursting with energy.


‘Josefin Davidsson is currently being examined by doctors up at the University Hospital. They’ll work out whether she was raped, and they’ve appointed duty psychologists to give her support, and try to get her to talk.’


‘I checked,’ Malin said. ‘There are a hundred and twenty Davidssons in Linköping alone. We’ll have to put everyone we’ve got onto calling them all if she doesn’t talk and no one gets in touch.’


‘And we don’t know who called to say she was out in the park,’ Zeke says.


‘No. That could be tricky,’ Sven says. ‘The call probably came from a pay-as-you-go mobile. We all know how it is. It could have been a passer-by who doesn’t want anything to do with the police. Or someone involved in the attack. And none of Josefin Davidsson’s family has contacted us yet,’ he goes on. ‘Not a peep. We’ll have to organise door-to-door inquiries in the flats around the park. And when the doctors and psychologists have finished, you can try to question her at the hospital.’


‘Maybe she’s older than she looks,’ Malin says. ‘Allowed to be at home on her own when her parents are away.’


‘Which leads us to Theresa Eckeved,’ Sven says. ‘Her parents have been to Paris and Theresa wanted to stay at home in their villa out in Sturefors with her boyfriend.’


Malin shudders when she hears the words ‘villa’ and ‘Sturefors’.


Sturefors.


The suburb of Linköping where she grew up.


Thousands of images come flooding back to her. How her parents used to skirt around each other instead of walking side by side. How she used to run through the rooms, in the garden, always with a feeling of not knowing where she was, that reality was something utterly different to what she was experiencing, and that every corner, bush, word, inference concealed a secret. A longing to be grown up and the vain expectation that everything would look clearer then.


Her girlhood bedroom. Posters of Duran Duran.


Nick Rhodes.




See them walking hand in hand across the bridge at midnight.


Girls on film.





‘But when they got home yesterday Theresa was gone, and when they called her boyfriend’s parents it turned out that he’d been at the family’s place in the country the whole time, without Theresa.’


Markus.


Tove.


She may not exactly have lied at the start of their relationship, but she concealed the truth. The lengths she went to to try and find her own place for a love she thought would make me angry. She didn’t even trust me that much. Thought I’d try to make her see sense. And I did as well. Convinced myself I was protecting you, Tove, but I wasn’t: I was only trying to stop you making the same mistakes as me. Bloody hell, I was twenty when I got pregnant with you, Tove. I couldn’t bear to see you enter the same confused place as me, the same sick, dual feeling of love and of being backed into a corner. So I didn’t trust you, thinking of myself, and you hid your first love from me.


What do you call that?


Failed motherhood. Nothing more, nothing less.


‘Didn’t they speak to her on the phone while they were in Paris?’


Zeke sounds tired again, sluggish hoarseness audible in his voice.


They must be regretting their trip, Malin thinks.


‘Apparently not,’ Sven says. ‘The girl didn’t answer her mobile, and she didn’t answer the landline at home, but they didn’t think that was particularly odd.’


‘No?’


‘A bit stroppy, evidently. Often lost her mobile.’


‘And how long were they in Paris?’ Zeke asks.


‘They set off six days ago.’


‘So she could have been missing almost a week now?’


‘And the parents don’t have any idea where she could be?’


‘Not when I spoke to them.’


Sven Sjöman adjusts his shirt before going on.


‘We’ll prioritise the girl in the park, but you’d still better start by going out to Sturefors. Talk to the parents, calm them down, refer to the statistics, tell them she’s likely to turn up soon.’


Sven gives them the address.


Only a block away from the house in which Malin grew up.


The same district.


The same early 1970s dream. Pools in some gardens. Generously proportioned houses with wood and brick façades, mature fruit trees in neat, precious lawns.


She hasn’t been out there since her parents sold the house and bought the flat by the old Infection Park. They’re still in Tenerife, even though they usually come home for the summer. But, as her father explained over the phone: ‘This year we’re staying on. Your mum’s just started playing golf and is going on a course this summer. It’s cheaper to do it then than in high-season in the winter.’


‘I’ll water the plants, Dad. They’re in safe hands.’


In actual fact there were very few plants still alive in her parents’ flat now, and it was far from certain that even those would survive the summer. But what could they expect? It’s been a year since they were last home. What are they really keeping the flat on for? Suddenly Malin wants to be there, longing for the chill she always feels there. It would actually be quite pleasant right now.
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