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			Tuesday 26th April

			Living became a bit easier once Ragnhild Pekkari had made up her mind to die.

			She had a plan. To ski across the crust the night frost left on the snow, a two-­hour trip unless you broke through it. When she got to the spot, a jokk across which a snow bridge would always form, she would light a fire and enjoy one last cup of coffee. Afterwards she would melt snow and pour it into her rucksack to make it heavy and wet and to push any air out. Then she would ski onto the snow bridge. There would be open water flowing beneath. If all went to plan the bridge would collapse. If not, she would push herself over the edge with a quick thrust of her ski poles.

			It would happen incredibly quickly. No chance to change your mind, not with skis on and a sodden rucksack that refused to float.

			And then it would finally be over.

			 

			She had made an appointment with death. And meet it she would – on the very day she had chosen – but not in the way she had imagined.

			Once the appointment had been made, the worst of the weight was lifted. Her being grew tall like the birches in the woods. The winter snow had hunched them into frozen arches. Now that winter was giving way to the mildness of spring they were straightening up, shifting from grey to violet, the liturgical colour of penance.

			She had begun her retirement in June the previous year. The head of the clinic gave an obviously unprepared speech, getting the number of years she had been employed there wrong, even though it would have been so simple to check. That little shit. He was the kind of doctor who felt threatened by her height. His right hand, Elisabeth from the management team, had shopped for the present: a bottle opener in the shape of a silvery dolphin. That was it, after all those years. Elisabeth had been working in admin for more than twenty years and was completely out of touch with what the other nurses actually did on the wards. She was firmly on the side of management and kept piling on the pressure with additional duties and mean-­spirited schedules. And then, to top it all off, a silver dolphin. Ragnhild managed to squeeze out an insincere thank you, which made her feel like going home and cleaning out her mouth with wire wool.

			The entire farewell do, with its cheap paper serviettes and shop-­bought cake, was enough to make her sick. Some of the doctors had come into the break room and then left. Ragnhild had exchanged looks with the other nurses: odd the doctors never came when paged if a patient was ill but would always move faster than light towards anything sweet. “What are we celebrating?”, one of the junior doctors had asked with his mouth full.

			When her last shift was over, there was a round of hugs with her colleagues. She stood for a while in front of the locker that had been hers for almost thirty years, shut it for the very last time and left the hospital with a sense of unreality and that bloody dolphin in a bag.

			After that, summer had gone by as usual; it had just felt like a really long holiday. Autumn arrived, and she established new routines. She signed up for an advanced course in weaving together with a retired former colleague. She exercised every day, went to the gym or hiking in the woods. She read books, of course, almost one a day.

			The first half of winter passed. She knew that they were short-­staffed at work, but no-­one called her to fill in. Elisabeth hated her and clearly did not want her back.

			She spent Christmas on her own. It was astonishingly lonely. She had always worked the major holidays before.

			A memory from childhood came to her at the beginning of March, one Monday as she was on her way back from the shop, bags in hand.

			She can’t have been that old, six maybe. She had gone out on the ice with one of her uncles who was chucking an old boat engine through a hole he had sawn out in the surface. Her aunt had been rinsing the sheets there that very day, so he was taking the opportunity to get rid of a load of junk. Pushing old fridges and so on out onto the ice was not unusual at the time. They would sink to the bottom once the ice had melted. But since there was a hole there anyway, you could chuck stuff in before it froze over. She had stood at the edge of the hole. Her uncle had not warned her to keep away. She watched the heavy engine splash into the water and sink slowly, almost drifting, until it reached the bottom with a soft thud.

			She was remembering the dizzy feeling when she looked into the depths. The danger of standing that close, the slow hypnotic downward dance of the engine in the sunbeams. It felt like she was being drawn in, as though she was going to fall and drift down herself. The cloud of mud when the engine landed ever so quietly.

			And that was how it felt. She had been walking along holding the plastic bags after doing her weekly shop when her engine had thudded to the bottom. Nine months after retirement she found herself thinking: I’ve had enough.

			The relief was enormous. She decided to go on living until the end of winter. Then stop before the season changed into the one known as “the sigh”, when the snow lay in a thick blanket that would neither take your weight nor give way completely but fall apart every now and then with a muffled sigh.

			She went skiing in the woods in March and April. Every day, in sunshine or a blizzard, it made no difference. She would light a fire on the sunny days and sit on the mat made of the skin from a reindeer’s skull and have coffee and a sandwich. She didn’t read books anymore. She looked inwards and marvelled at the stillness. At the strange power to almost completely dispel the muddy turbulence inside her that had come with her decision.

			At the end of April she began death cleaning. But not too thoroughly. The cleaning was not supposed to make it clear she’d committed suicide. The very thought of people cocking their heads and saying, “She must have been so lonely.”

			No, it needed to look like an accident. There would be fresh produce in the fridge. She took her winter jacket to be cleaned. Would anyone planning on killing herself take clothes to the dry cleaner’s? She left the pink ticket in plain sight on the counter beside the kettle.

			Outside, water was dripping off the icicles hanging from the gutters, a monotonous plinking sound that sped up as spring drew closer. Snow was slipping off the roofs in a rush and melting off the asphalt streets. The day was fast approaching. The night crust was still skiable and that was a crucial requirement.

			During the cleaning she gave a lot of thought to the photos of her daughter. They couldn’t remain in their usual places, inserted in Ragnhild’s favourite novels on the bookshelves. There was a risk the books would end up at the charity shop for next to nothing. In that event the pictures of Paula couldn’t be allowed to fall out. The talk that would give rise to. “Why did she keep pictures of her daughter in her books? What a strange person . . .” They would pity her. And that was not going to happen, under any circumstances.

			So what to do? Should she frame them and set the photos out? Burn them? She held them for a while. Here was Paula at the age of two, beaming hugely with ice cream all over her face and a tiara on her head. At five on her first mountain walk to Trollsjön, a warm day, the fell was covered in flowers and all she had on was pants and a cloth hat. She rolled around in the patches of snow. Ragnhild had carried her on her shoulders when she got tired.

			I was as tough as a mountain birch tree, she was thinking. Backpack and a kid going up the mountain. That was really something.

			She picked up a summer photo from the seaside at Piteå that showed Paula hugging her grandmother, and then there were the usual school snaps with that dull blue background and a smile that wasn’t a smile, just the distended mouth of a child, and something akin to fear in her eyes.

			Ragnhild looked warily through the pictures, taking short shallow breaths and sitting very still. There was a beast still living inside her that could stir. She had to be on the lookout. She was afraid of the mother beast. It could come crawling up from its lair, rolling its eyes and brist­ling all over. Angry, hurt, and completely indiscriminate. Filled with a desire to explain, to put right, to seek forgiveness, to point the finger at any accomplices. Make phone calls.

			In the end she put the photos of Paula in a drawer in her desk.

			The windows needed cleaning; but this wasn’t that kind of clean. Only things that were private needed to be got rid of. Besides, a home that was too clean could also make her seem like some poor soul without a life. No, someone else would have to deal with the windows.

			When the last day arrived she went ahead exactly as planned. In the evening she packed her rucksack with the kind of heavy objects that would seem natural for her to have brought along: a Trangia stove, an old winter tent, a bottle of wine, her winter sleeping bag, a reindeer pelt, a down jacket.

			She gave the plants an extra watering. They hadn’t done anyone any harm, after all.

			She pulled the Bible off the bookshelf.

			“In case you’ve got something to tell me,” she said to God.

			She let it fall open at random. And found herself reading a chapter in the Book of Judges where Jael kills the military commander Sisera. While he is sleeping she takes a tent peg and creeps up on him with a mallet and drives the peg through his temple hard enough to pin his head to the ground.

			“You’re a real laugh, you are,” Ragnhild said gruffly to Our Lord. “Like some grumpy old sod in the attic who has an opinion about everything but does nothing.”

			She shut the Bible on those meaningless verses.

			When the nightly detonation in the mine occurred at one o’clock, a faint tremor ran through the building. She lay down on her bed at that point and dozed for a bit.

			At 2.30 a.m. she closed the door to her flat for the last time. She didn’t feel anything in particular. In her mind she went through her usual refrain, “nothing running, nothing burning”, and turned the key in the lock.

			She stowed her skis and rucksack in the car. The true midnight sun would not arrive for another three weeks, but even now there was a feeble brightness to the nights. Kiruna was silent apart from the noises from the mine that could be heard even more distinctly at this time of night when there was no traffic to drown them out. There was the screech as the ore trains braked, the thud when the brakes were released and the laden trains rolled away. The sonic overlay of the fans at the shaft.

			Though the sounds were still surprisingly subdued now that the mine was devouring this bloody town from below.

			She didn’t see another human being as she drove out of Kiruna. It felt like it had been abandoned, depopulated. Like it had already been evacuated.

			Before long she was on the E10. She thought for a bit about how long it would be before they had to call in a locksmith to break into her flat. She no longer had any colleagues to ask after her, but she had her weekly hobbies, yoga, exercise class and the tail end of her weaving course. It shouldn’t be more than two weeks before someone noticed she was missing.

			She turned east towards Vittangi. The road followed her home river, the Torne. She was thinking about the thaw, the trees coming into leaf, the chatter of birds, the midnight sun. She cast around inside but was unable to detect any desire to be part of that; there was nothing she wanted to experience yet again.

			She did not turn on the car radio; the only other vehicles she encountered were a few ore trucks. The asphalt was dry and full of potholes from frost damage over the winter.

			 

			She parked in a spot the ploughs had cleared. She carried her skis and walked along the main road, looking for a place where the bank of cleared snow was a little lower so she could wriggle over its frosty uneven ridge. All she bloody needed was to break her arms and legs and be left lying there.

			The moment she had crossed the ridge she was in the woods. She looked behind her, but the car and the road were hidden by the embankment of snow, they were gone.

			The bramblings were already at it. Lots of them this year. The sound made you feel like you had stepped into a tropical rainforest. It made the feeling she always got on entering the woods, that she was leaving one world behind and entering another, more intense. And as always she felt the forest was like a mother. A female divinity, the Sami goddess Máttáráhkka maybe, who was bidding her welcome. Like running home from the roughhouse of the school yard to a mother who quietly closed the door of a refuge where no-­one could get to you.

			Just her and the forest now. The copper sheen on the pines. Tall old fir trees and their grey underskirts. With the low morning sun pale in the south east and the white full moon in the north west, the sky ranged from pink to light blue. They were shining at each other, entwining their lights like the wire the Sami made from pewter.

			She fastened her cross-­country skis and with a light shove of her poles slid away across the crust the night had frozen. It was hard and shiny. Staying upright when your skis kept slipping to the side required a good deal of skill. Below the trees where melting snow had dripped the crust was extra hard, like thick granular glass. If the sun got too hot this morning, breaks in the surface would form, and she would be forced to ski over the patches that were still frozen.

			The crust could still take her weight though, and it was wonderfully easy to ski on. The steel edges of her skis left barely a trace. She could hear a few ravens. At a distance you could easily confuse the sound with the barking of a dog. Just a little while later and they came flying into view above her, scouting the ground and cawing to each other.

			 

			She lost any sense of the passage of time and was surprised when she heard the sound of rushing water. Was she there already? She looked at her watch. Half past five. She skied the last bit through pussy willows and osiers, their woolly catkins already out.

			She followed the jokk downstream until she reached the snow bridge. It was still there. Like a handsome span of snow and ice thrown across the torrent.

			She was going to have her coffee first though. There was a little hillock just twenty metres from the bridge. At its top was a lovely mountain pine, a gnarled dwarf variety. Enough bare soil had emerged from the melted snow around the trunk for her to sit there and make her fire.

			She gathered deadwood and some bits for kindling: grey pine twigs, birch bark, beard lichen and juniper branches. She made a hole in the frozen crust and filled the coffee pot and the pan with water. She didn’t dare make her way over to the jokk to get water; the banks were too icy. She had no intention of falling in. The flaw in the logic of her caution made her smile and shake her head. But she was going to do this her way.

			She got the fire going by striking her flint. She was proud of that, of her ability to light a fire anywhere and in any weather, without having to get a matchbox out. She had had the same box of matches for over five years now. How ridiculous, though: bragging to yourself about something like that.

			 

			Her phone rang just as the coffee started to boil. She could have keeled over in surprise. She lifted the coffee pot off the stove and extricated her phone from her inner pocket. It was three minutes past six. The number was a landline. Who rang from a landline these days? And it was an 0981 number, the area code of the village she grew up in.

			She stared suspiciously at the phone. It was several years since she had spoken with anyone from there. But it kept ringing. And finally she answered.

			A man was on the other end. From his voice he sounded young.

			“You Ragnhild Pekkari?” he asked. “No sitten . . . Well then,” he said in Torne Valley Finnish, her own mother tongue. “I’ve got what I think might be some bad news.”

		

	
		
			1

			The man at the other end told her his name and explained that he owned the village shop in Junosuando.

			“I’m ringing about your brother,” he said, “Henry Pekkari. He hasn’t been to the shop for the last three weeks.”

			Ragnhild realised she ought to say something. But that notion went weak at the knees, it had to try and fumble its way to the front of her brain like a patient on Valium. Not a word passed her lips. The shop owner continued:

			“It could be nothing though. Only, Henry usually comes in every Thursday when we get the weekend deliveries from the alcohol monopoly. Hello, oletko sielä?”

			“Yes, I’m here,” Ragnhild managed to say.

			“Oh right, I thought we’d been disconnected. Anyway, there have been times he hasn’t turned up of course. Like now when the ice is getting a bit iffy. He might be stuck on the island. And that could last for weeks. It’s just in that event he’d call as a rule. He’s out there in that house all on his own, isn’t he, so when he can’t make the trip, he phones to let us know. The people here in the shop are the only ones he gets to meet and talk to after all. I’ve been trying to get through to him, yesterday and this morning. But he isn’t answering.”

			“Is that right?” Ragnhild said in a tone of voice she knew made others feel as though they were a Jehovah’s Witness on the porch, holding out a colour pamphlet announcing the imminent advent of the kingdom of God.

			A tone she had occasionally used on relatives who were being difficult, on the head of the clinic and his team rather frequently.

			She looked at the pot. The coffee was already cold. She could re-­boil it but it would taste like cat’s piss.

			Serves me right, she thought. My last cup will be one of those iced coffees.

			“In any case,” the shop owner said, “I thought you might have heard from him.”

			“I haven’t had any contact with Henry for thirty-­one years,” Ragnhild Pekkari said. “You must know that. Like everyone else in Junis.”

			“You’re brother and sister all the same, so I thought I should ring you anyway,” the shopkeeper said defensively.

			She noticed that he said “I thought” in every other sentence. Even though he couldn’t really think past the end of his nose.

			“Well, sorry for disturbing you,” the shopkeeper said in conclusion. “I actually rang the police in Kiruna first. But they said there was no way they could land a helicopter on the island when the snow’s like mashed potato.”

			He was about to hang up. She could imagine him saying to the people who worked with him: “That Ragnhild Pekkari’s not bloody right in the head, it was like she couldn’t care less.”

			Then she heard herself asking:

			“There’s just one thing . . . when Henry came over to do the shopping, did he usually buy dog food?”

			“Not a clue,” the shopkeeper said. “I hardly ever work the till. Hang on and I’ll ask the wife. Don’t go away.”

			To judge by his voice he seemed happier for not having been completely dismissed. Ragnhild regretted her question. She considered hanging up, turning the phone off and pretending the call had been disconnected. But then the shopkeeper was back on the line.

			“Yes, he did,” he could tell her now. “Henry used to buy dog food.”

			And Ragnhild turned her face to the pale-­blue sky. She tried to ward off the memory of Villa, the bitch whose name meant wool in the language Ragnhild spoke as a child.

			Villa who had small kindly eyes and a white star on her breast. Villa who could flush birds, track elk, who herded the cows and spent the summer nights hunting field mice. Villa who slept at the foot of her bed in the winter.

			Villa who had stayed on the island with Henry. That would have been, Good Lord she had to work it out, fifty-­four years ago. When Henry was eighteen and was left in charge of her island home. When she was twelve and had to move to the town with her mother and father and her foster sister Virpi. Ragnhild had wept and begged for Villa to come with them but what she wanted counted for nothing. “Villa cannot live in a flat in town,” her father had said. He had not realised that applied to all of them. None of them were made for flats or the town. As it would turn out.

			Ragnhild failed to keep the memory at bay. A wodge of tears was swelling in her throat. Over Villa, who had been dead for so long.

			The shopkeeper was speaking at the other end. Ragnhild hawked up some kind of thank you. A phrase that sounded odd in her mouth. Then she ended the call.

			She poured coffee over the hissing flames. The grounds looked like an anthill on top. She tore up some moss from a patch of bare soil under the pine tree and cleaned the coffee pot. Then she packed her things into the backpack and put her skis back on.

			The snow bridge would still be here. You could still ski over the crust for another week. She would be coming back. Only now there was that dog on the island. She couldn’t abandon it to its fate.

			Henry, you drunken bastard, what did you need with a dog?

			As she was skiing back she came across a hen capercaillie. It was in season and completely unafraid of people, the way they are at that time. It ran across her skis, followed her tracks, and kept rising into the air with a flap of those heavy wings so as not to be left behind. Maybe it was Ragnhild’s ski poles that stirred the mating drive in the poor bird. Anything that moved and flapped would seem like a cock playing the same game. It wasn’t unusual for game birds to end up in the school yard during mating season. They were drawn to all those lively kids at play. Ragnhild’s mother used to say the birds were drawn to children as though they possessed maternal instincts that applied to human kids as well. Ragnhild had dismissed any such notion as completely idiotic. The capercaillie accompanied her for almost two kilometres, a helpless prey to its feelings.

			“Just stop,” Ragnhild said aloud. “It’s not worth it.”

			Ragnhild skied on. Death behind her for the moment, she thought. But death is always waiting ahead of us. It was so very close now.

		

	
		
			2

			Ragnhild Pekkari arrived in the village of Kurkkio just after nine in the morning. She parked outside Fredriksson’s old shop, took her skis and poles under her arm and made her way down to the river. The snow had been cleared all the way to the sauna on the shore. She peered across at the island. It was a lot warmer now, several degrees above zero. The ice was treacherous, that she knew; it might be metres thick but it was soft. If you broke through, you’d sink into a quagmire of snow and slush.

			There were old snowmobile tracks running here and there across the river to the island though. In the sun they shone like streets of glass. They might be able to take her weight. Otherwise she would have to wait until the next morning and ski over the frozen crust formed in the night. But she didn’t want to wait, she couldn’t. She was thinking about the dog. About Henry too, of course, but he was dead. She was certain of that. It was about bloody time.

			Over there, just two hundred metres away, was her childhood home. Although it looked much the same from a distance, she could see, even from this far away, that half the barn roof had fallen in.

			The rucksack had to be left in the car; she wanted to be as light as possible for this. She didn’t dare click her shoes into the fastenings. She did not want to be trapped by her skis if she broke through. After an experimental shove with her poles she was off, sliding along a snowmobile track that led to the island.

			The ice in the track was wet and slippery; the skis kept wanting to veer away and her feet kept trying to slip out of them. This was a really bad idea, but once you’ve let the devil into your boat you have to row him to shore. She used her poles to move forward, keeping one of the skis in front of the other to distribute her weight as much as possible.

			She peered at the holiday cottages along the shore. If there was anyone inside they would be watching her through binoculars and wondering who that lunatic was.

			She was sweating profusely beneath her cap; so much salt was running off her forehead and into her eyes that they stung. But she didn’t dare stop to take it off; that would mean standing still and putting all her weight on a single spot. You had to keep moving.

			Now, halfway between the island and the mainland, the crust of ice on the track was getting thinner. The shadow off the edge of the wood and from the banked shore failed to reach this far and it had had sunlight shining on it day after day. She could hear the ice cracking under her skis, the thin sharp sounds of it splitting hammering wedges of terror into her resolve. The main current ran here somewhere as well, which made the ice under the tracks even thinner.

			Only it was too late to turn back now, she’d have to get out of her skis for that and would be bound to fall through. She forced down images of cold black water and snowy slush closing over her head. Just keep going.

			Forty metres from the island one of her skis went through the crust. There was a plopping sound and her leg disappeared beneath her as she tumbled to one side. An involuntary scream came from her throat, piercing and lonely. She crawled like an insect, pulling her leg out of the melting snow, feeling as if she was going to sink helplessly beneath it at any moment. The fear of death felt like a hare trying to escape from her chest.

			She got onto all fours, not daring to stand up, and crept forward instead, one knee on the remaining ski, leaving the poles behind.

			She swore her way forward.

			“Bloody hell, bloody hell, bloody hell.”

			When she reached the shore she was hit by a wave of fatigue so power­ful she could have fallen asleep sitting there in the snow. It was the second time that morning the fear of dying had caught her by surprise.

			After all that was what she had been planning. Cold black water. But when it came down to it, she had fought her way to shore like a beetle whose legs have been chopped off.

			So you may be a tablet-­and-­alcohol type after all, she thought, playing the contemptuous devil’s advocate. The coward’s way.

			No, she defended herself against that accusing voice. Just not here. Not now. Not on my way to Henry.

			Ragnhild trudged up towards the house. The sun was burning like a welding torch, a thousand reflections sparkling off the chalk-­white snow. The moisture in the snow was forcing its way into her outer clothing and there was slush in her shoes.

			She look around with a heavy heart. Thirty-­one years since she was last here. She had been to see her brother then to tell him about their mother’s death. She had tried ringing, but he had failed to answer. In the end she had driven here. A neighbour had taken her across in his boat.

			The human misery that Henry wallowed in had left her cold. She told him he was welcome to attend the funeral but only on condition he was sober, no ifs or buts. He had snivelled something or other with the self-­pity typical of an alcoholic and promised. A promise he had of course failed to keep. Someone from the village had dumped him outside the church in Junosuando. He looked like a rubbish heap in a suit that had seen better days. And there had been no shirt beneath his tie. They had persuaded the priest to delay the ceremony while someone went home to fetch one that might fit. The coffin went into the ground, and there and then beside her mother’s grave Ragnhild broke off all contact, with phrases such as “never again” and “you aren’t my brother anymore”.

			She hadn’t managed to get rid of him though; she had thought of him with rage at some point every day. He kept a spacious two-­bedroom apartment in her mind.

			Virpi had not attended the funeral. Olle came, neatly pressed and polished to a shine with his stick-­thin wife, the chief secretary of the local council. He had not been as unwilling to forgive Henry. Then again, it wasn’t Olle who had spent his youth coming out here with Äiti to clean the house and wash Henry’s filthy clothes every other weekend. In the end – she was over twenty by then – Ragnhild had refused to go with her. But Äiti kept at it. Until illness stopped her.

			My bitter heart, Ragnhild thought. What am I supposed to do with you now Äiti and Isä are dead? Virpi too. Olle, God damn him, is in the best of health. So I’m not going to call him to let him know that Henry is dead.

			Though maybe Henry wasn’t dead. She might find him inside, drunk and incontinent.

			She had reached the house now. It was still painted Falun red though there wasn’t much paint left on the sunny side. Äiti had paid for it to be repainted in the last year of her life. The roof on the northern side buckled inwards like a hammock. A row of sticks as long as your arm stuck out of the gutter, and it took Ragnhild a while to realise they were birch saplings that had taken root and grown out of the muck because it never got cleaned.

			The hay sheds were still there in the fields but the doors had fallen off and the snow had collected inside. They looked like dark, rickety creatures; the black holes where the doors had been like mouths open in a soundless scream. Once, in another life, they had been well maintained and stood in the fields packed with dry fragrant hay. She and Virpi used to play inside them. They made cribs for themselves in the hay and read books for girls in the faint light that filtered through the cracks between the timbers. They used to jump around inside too, even though they weren’t supposed to.

			The whole farm was hunched over now. Aged prematurely. Tumbledown and ugly.

			Please let Henry be dead, Ragnhild was thinking. Otherwise I’ll end up killing him.

			The snow had just about been cleared from the front yard. There were yellow patches of piss here and there.

			The dog? she thought. Or Henry?

			On the porch she stamped the snow off her shoes. The door was unlocked. The stench when she opened it struck her like a fist in the face. Piss. Booze. Filth.

			All those years as a nurse came into their own. She turned off her nose, breathed through her mouth and went inside.

			“Henry,” she called.

			No answer. The tiny hall led to the kitchen. The floor was covered with muck, you couldn’t make out what colour it was anymore. Dirt had knocked the starch out of the limp curtains. The sills were covered with dead flies, the windows spotted with their excrement. The counter was cluttered with the packaging from ready meals along with rotting bits of food. Empty glasses and beer cans everywhere.

			Under the workbench, in the vacant space where there had once been a plan to install a dishwasher, was a dead rat. Half its body had been eaten. By its relatives? Or by the dog maybe? There were two empty bowls on the floor.

			Koirariepu, Ragnhild thought. Poor dog. To have to live like this.

			It must be used to going for long periods without food and will have learned to survive on one thing or another.

			She whistled up the stairs but no dog made its presence known.

			Then she went into the living room. She found Henry there.

			He was lying on his back on the sofa. Immobile. His face was turned towards the back of the sofa. Such a small body, like the remnants of the keel and ribs from a worn-­out punt you find in a coppice by the river. She moved closer. She could see no evidence of respiration, the moment she saw his face there could be no doubt he was dead. She barely recognised him, matted hair, hollow cheeks. His skin was the colour of death. She touched him and he was cold.

			She felt cold as well, like she wasn’t really alive. The wet clothes were sucking all the warmth out of her. She sat on the coffee table beside him.

			Her hand went into her pocket for her phone. She had to ring for an ambulance. No, straight to the undertakers: it’d just be wasting the time of the emergency services since he was dead. And she had to ring Olle. There were only the two of them left now, siblings in the same town who never spoke. That old rage made its presence felt inside her. Like waves in the darkness of night. Henry and Olle. They grabbed the inheritance when Isä died and left it to her to take care of Äiti and arrange the funeral.

			I will ring, she thought. But not just yet. I’ve got to be alone with all of this for a bit. The farm, the memories of my parents, Henry, Virpi and Olle. The life I used to have here and that I lost. No-­one knows I came out here. What difference would it make if I ring in an hour? And then there’s the dog, I’ve got to find it.

			She got to her feet. All of a sudden it felt essential to find the poor dog. If it was still alive.

			She wondered about the kitchen for a bit. The idea of strangers coming in here to remove the body. And seeing her parents’ home in such a state of decay.

			But it’s Henry’s decay, she said to herself. Not mine. It’s not my shame. I refuse to accept it.

			All the same she opened the windows to air the place. Then she looked all over the house for the dog.

			She even opened the wardrobes. The rooms at the top were empty; there were three mattresses on the floor, which struck her as odd. Was that for his drinking buddies who spent the night here? No sign of a dog anywhere.

			She fled into the fresh air. Stood on the porch and took deep breaths.

			She was going to try and find a spade for the rat corpse. Getting rid of it, that she could do. But cleaning the place . . . not on your life.

			Ragnhild yelled and whistled. She saw little dents in the snow that might be dog tracks. Or a fox, perhaps? The shape of the tracks altered in warm weather like this and were more difficult to read.

			She trudged over to the long barn, opened the old privy, the woodshed, the storerooms and the outhouses.

			She could see for herself that there was nothing of value left on the farm, just junk. With or without permission, Henry’s so-­called friends had long ago taken anything that could be useful. There was a snowmobile outside the house. Henry had also kept the four-­wheel drive and the boat, because he wouldn’t have been able to get booze without them. But the tractor, motor saws, the combine harvester, anything like that was long gone. Drunk up.

			Beside the privy an obsolete television set emerged from the snow under the run-­off from the roof.

			Her dismay at the decay, at all the rubbish, the sharp-­edged sunshine that made it almost impossible to keep your eyes open . . . she felt so inexplicably tired.

			I’ve got to lie down for a bit, she thought.

			Only where could you lie down here? She thought of the mattresses upstairs, but she would never ever lie where his filthy friends had lain. She’d rather stretch out in the old drainage ditch inside the barn.

			The barn, of course: there must be a spade in there, she thought. I will make all those calls, but that rat is getting thrown out first.

			The door to the barn refused to open. There was too much snow in front of it. It had slid off the roof and turned hard as concrete. She braced herself against the wall and tried to kick it away. Mid-­motion she stopped. A sound could be heard from inside. Something moving, a rustling.

			She kicked the ice heap until her toes hurt. Then she used the other foot.

			It was the eldest brother Olle who had persuaded Isä and Äiti that Henry should take over the little farm on the island.

			Henry had fallen in with the wrong people. He went binging in Tärendö, Pajala and Kiruna. He came home when he needed money but refused to help with work on the farm. “They treat you like a labourer here,” he complained when he had to lift a finger. He showed no respect, not for school, the church and the priest, other people’s property, work, family.

			“If Henry gets to take over here, he’ll feel more responsible,” Olle told their parents.

			Äiti and Isä were already riven with guilt when it came to Henry. As a child he had suffered from an ear infection. This was in the middle of the hay harvest and they got him to the local doctor much too late. His hearing was damaged as a result and he often complained of a persistent whistling in his head. The schoolteacher was an impatient fellow and would often slap him for not listening.

			Things worked out better for Olle. Although he was only twenty, he already had a job as a supervisor at the mine in Kiruna. He promised to get work for Isä.

			“They need blokes like you who are good with their hands in the repair shop.”

			And Isä said yes. He’d reached the end of the road with Henry. Arguments and threats were no help. And they couldn’t kick him out, because there was nowhere for him to go. Job openings and opportunities had been found and then wasted. And Isä’s hip was already beginning to bother him. So the decision was made.

			They believed things would get better, Ragnhild thought. Wages, holidays and a flat.

			Virpi had been seven and kept babbling on about the playground behind the apartment building; she had never seen it, but she talked about it like a wonderland. Ragnhild was the only one who cried and wouldn’t leave. Äiti’s patience finally ran out.

			“Heitä nyt, stop now. You’ve got to think about someone other than yourself. Dad’s not getting any younger. He can’t manage the work on the farm anymore. Life will be better for all of us in town.”

			They were supposed to take the boat across that day. The ice had just thawed. The leaves were like tiny mouse ears on the trees. The cows had been let out onto the summer pasture. The flat in Kiruna was furnished and ready to move into. Waiting for them. Ragnhild ran off into the trees with Villa the dog. The woods on the island weren’t that big. She could hear Virpi crying beside the boat and shouting for her to come back. But she didn’t care and hid beneath a fir tree. After a while Isä came marching along with determined, impatient strides. The moment he called, Villa barked with joy and revealed their hiding place.

			Isä grabbed Ragnhild by the arm and pulled her along even though she was crying and refusing to walk. Villa followed them to the shore. But she wasn’t allowed to jump into the boat. She stood on the jetty watching them leave. Then she lay down. Beginning her wait for them to return.

			Ragnhild came back to herself to discover she had kicked away all the ice from in front of the barn door. It lay around her feet like glass that had been smashed. She turned the heavy key and opened the door.

			“Villa,” she said quietly as she stepped inside.

			What did it matter what she called this dog. She had no idea what its name was after all.

			It took a while for her eyes to adjust. Nothing had changed inside. In the semi-­darkness she could make out the horse stall and the five small pens for the cows.

			She sniffed. How could it still smell of the animals after all these years? She drew in the aroma, and the cows and their hornless heads, their curly tails and clever brown eyes came back to her: Majros, Punakorva, Mansikka, Virrankukka and Sköna. The last horse, Liinikkö, had gone to the eternal pastures when Ragnhild was nine. But the cows had still been here when they left. And now they were almost here again. The sounds they made as they chewed the cud, the stream of milk from their teats as it hit the side of the milk pail, the sensation of their warm breath on your skin, the dinging from the separator in the dairy.

			Something was moving over there in the old calf pen. It was the dog. Glossy black eyes. It looked like Villa. How could that be? A village dog crossed with a fair bit of the Swedish and the Norwegian Elkhounds. Pointed ears with black edging and a white bib that ended in a little star at the very bottom. Exactly like Villa.

			Ragnhild called to the dog just as they had called to the dogs in her childhood, with a quick “tjo”. It refused to come. She took a few steps forward.

			As she approached the opening to the calf pen it growled a warning and backed into one corner. Its tail was pressed against its belly, its ears were pinned back and its lips drawn up in a menacing snarl.

			Ragnhild stopped. It’s been beaten, she thought. It’s been taught you can’t trust human beings.

			She looked around, trying to work out how the dog had got in seeing as the door had been shut. That was when she noticed the old manure hatch. It was open but completely clogged with snow and ice. She could see claw marks in the snow. The dog had evidently got in that way, but then a sheet of ice had plunged down and blocked it off. It might be used to coming in here when Henry drank too much. Living on snow and field mice when he forgot to provide food and water.

			“Listen,” she said in a gentle voice. “I’m kind. To animals at least.”

			She took off a mitten, crouched down and extended her hand for it to nuzzle.

			“Villa,” she said again.

			The next moment the dog lunged at her, bit her on the hand. Then it ran off through the barn door.

			Ragnhild was swearing as she got to her feet. But she wasn’t bleeding. Her hand didn’t even hurt. It was mostly from embarrassment. She’d hemmed it in, how stupid could you be?

			I understand you though, she thought. I actually feel the same way myself.

			She was going to have to lure it out with food, she realised. Create trust. She went out to the courtyard. The bright sunlight and sparkling snow made her squint. The dog had vanished without trace.

			She would have to provide something other than the usual dry biscuits. Something it wouldn’t be able to resist. She remembered there were three freezer chests in the living room. Typical Henry. The freezers would be filled with game birds and elk. His share from the village shoot because he let them hunt on his land. While he had lived on ready-­made meals for lack of a woman’s touch.

			She went back inside the house, and in the living room was startled to see Henry on the sofa. Christ Almighty, she had completely forgotten about him. And the fact he was lying there dead.

			I’m losing it, she thought. I’m definitely not in my right mind.

			She really did have to ring the undertakers. Though how were they going to collect him when the ice was giving way? And Olle, she had to ring him. Only it was the dog that was her priority. It might try and run across the river, sink into the deep snow and end up trapped. Starve to death or be killed by ravens or other crows as it lay there helpless. She was going to have to try and capture it.

			Purely on instinct she went over to the freezer that must be the oldest. She was practised at making dog food from meat with freezer-­burn.

			She opened it. It really was old, a miracle that it was still working and humming away.

			It was so full of frost you could barely make out the contents. Ice bulged in from the sides. She shoved in her arm and rooted around. To her surprise she came up with empty packs, ancient packaging that had held fried fish, hamburgers, meat balls and blueberry pies. She chucked the packs on the floor. She stopped when she pulled out an empty ketchup bottle.

			“What the hell, Henry!” she said incredulously and turned towards him as if he might answer.

			Was he using it as a rubbish bin, she thought, leaning over the edge of the chest. So why was it on in that case?

			Crossly she brushed the frost away and then caught sight of some check material.

			Has he been putting clothes in the freezer? Was he demented at the end? Woozy? Delirium tremens?

			Her hand ached from the cold. She shoved it into her armpit to warm it. Then she stuck her fingers in her mouth, Christ they’d got so bloody cold, she ought to put a glove on.

			She leaned slightly to one side so that light from the ceiling lamp could reach into the freezer.

			With growing horror she realised there was no point in brushing any more ice away. Because in the sleeve was an arm and at one end a shrunken hand.

			She didn’t scream. She didn’t back violently away. She took her fingers out of her mouth and waited for a wave of nausea that never came. Had she been poking at it before she put her fingers in her mouth? She spat on the floor, and kept spitting.

			Then she rang 112. Explained the situation. That she was on an island in the Torne river with two dead people in the same room. Yes, that was right. She had to repeat herself. One on the sofa and one in the freezer.

			She was worried she sounded too calm. That it all sounded crazy and they wouldn’t believe her. In an attempt to increase her credibility she blurted:

			“If you’re going to talk to the police in Kiruna, you might as well let the district prosecutor know, Rebecka Martinsson? Because Henry Pekkari, the man on the sofa, is her uncle. And I’m her aunt.”

			She regretted it almost immediately.

			The emergency operator said:

			“Sorry, I didn’t get that last bit, who was it you wanted me to let know?”

			“No-­one,” Ragnhild said. “Forget it.”

			Virpi’s daughter would be told anyway. And Ragnhild really didn’t want to have anything to do with Rebecka Martinsson.

		

	
		
			3

			District Prosecutor Rebecka Martinsson was standing at her height-­adjustable desk when Sergeant Tommy Rantakyrö stuck his head in the door.

			“What deep sighs those were,” he said.

			Rebecka grinned. She hadn’t been aware she’d been sighing.

			“Sign of age,” she said. “I’ve turned into my grandmother. She was always sighing. And they were very definitely those ‘if only the good Lord would put me out of my misery’ kind of sighs.”

			Tommy Rantakyrö laughed and put a paper bag on her desk.

			“Afternoon snack,” he announced. “Raw food balls, one liquorice and one ginger and cinnamon. They’re a cure for sighing.”

			“Too right! And now the good Lord won’t have to deliver me from evil quite yet.”

			“Not for an hour anyway.”

			She stuck her nose into the bag to please him. Tommy was kind. She did her best to be kind back. His girlfriend had moved out two months ago and he was devoting himself to being the best and most considerate of colleagues. He was still the puppy of the squad. There was something a bit sad about the way he wouldn’t grow up, not properly. Ever since his girlfriend broke it off and Sven-­Erik retired, he would often come into the prosecutor’s office to chat and then stay a bit too long; she was always obliged to get him to leave with a “Sorry, I’ve really got to . . .”

			“How’s it going, reviewing the case backlog?” he asked with a nod at the piles of paper on her desk.

			Rebecka gave another of her grandmother’s sighs and raised her hands in supplication. Tommy sighed even louder. They both laughed at the little joke they had come up with and now shared.

			Rebecka’s boss Alf Björnfot had taken all his accrued holidays, added a two-­month leave of absence and gone off to Alaska. The trip he’d been dreaming of with his grown-­up daughter. Seeing bears and fishing for salmon.

			Rebecka’s colleague Carl von Post had been appointed acting chief prosecutor. On the last day of work before his holiday, Björnfot had come into Rebecka’s office and put a yellow Post-­it on her notice board. “TRY NOT TO BE A PAIN”. Written only half in jest.

			“Try to get along with Calle,” Björnfot had said. “I know he’s not your favourite person but he’s been here longest, so I’ve got to make him acting chief. But I don’t want anyone ringing me on the warpath and spoiling my trip.”

			“It would never occur to me to ring you on the warpath,” Rebecka had said. “And you should be putting that note up in von Pest’s room.”

			“I know,” Björnfot said. “But he’s the way he is. Bits of paper aren’t going to help. He’s bound to irritate you, but you’ll just have to put up with it. Because if you give Calle any grief he’ll find out where I am even if I’ve managed to hide at the arse end of the wilderness. So please don’t.”

			He had put his palms together and extended them towards her. Then he left the building. Before the door had even closed behind Björnfot, von Post, as acting chief prosecutor and her superior, had assigned her new duties. He put the entire backlog of minor crimes the police had already investigated on her desk for review. Just over one hundred and fifty cases, most involving petty larceny, phone scams and driving over the limit. It would be her task, as the reviewing lawyer, to decide which should be prosecuted and then proceed with them in court. A deathly boring and lonely job.

			“So how’s it going?” Tommy Rantakyrö asked.

			Rebecka gritted her teeth. She had been chained to her desk for three weeks and had been unprepared for the isolation that wore away at her. Von Post had not only dumped the review on her, he had also taken over her current cases. So she could “focus on the backlog”. She had not protested. Björnfot’s Post-­it glowered over her existence like a divine commandment.

			Because she no longer had cases of her own, none of the detectives would pop in to her office to discuss what steps were being taken in the ongoing investigations. She had no good reason either to get updates from them or to give them new directives. Her phone was silent as the grave.

			I ought to be more grateful for Tommy, she thought. He cares. Why do we never appreciate the ones who do?

			“I’m preparing for my days at the Courts of Tedium,” she said. “Starting this Monday. Maybe I can get the minor criminals convicted.”

			“That’ll look good in the statistics,” Tommy Rantakyrö said.

			In von Post’s statistics, Rebecka thought.

			And just as she had that thought von Post’s footsteps could be heard in the corridor. A few seconds later and he appeared in the doorway. Boyishly ruffled hair, neatly pressed shirt and not even a hint of a beer belly.

			“Hi there, Tommy,” he said in comradely greeting and patted him a bit too hard on the back. “How’s it going, Martinsson?”

			Rebecka froze. There was a difference between her and von Post, or perhaps between her and the upper class. He was as pleasant as a television presenter to everyone he met, both enemies and allies. She, on the other hand, found it hard to disguise her true feelings and became curt and uptight, her neck stiff and her lips pressed tightly together. She found it difficult to look people she didn’t like in the eye. She despised herself for not being able to play the game. Condemned to being the psychological underdog.

			Carl von Post gave her a knowing smile. She could loathe him for all he cared. It seemed to please him that she failed to respond when addressed.

			“How’s it going with the frozen goods?” von Post asked, turning to Tommy.

			“The corpse in the freezer? In the end we commissioned a helicopter that finally managed to land. And picked up both the freezer and the old guy who was dead in the house.”

			“What?” von Post exclaimed. “There were two dead people? Murders?”

			“We don’t know yet. They’re both at the medical examiner’s now, so Pohjanen will be ringing when he’s got something to tell us.”

			“Good, good. Anything new on that front take it up with me. Martinsson’s got her plate full with—”

			“Yea, I know,” Tommy cut him off. “I brought her some goodies to cheer her up. That’s a hell of a pile she’s got to work through.”

			Von Post’s smile got even wider.

			“It’s really incredibly good for her, you know, to work through the backlog. She didn’t get her position as prosecutor the normal way, did she. I was a trainee prosecutor for nine months and then an assistant prosecutor for two years. So there are certain basics she lacks.”

			Rebecka gritted her teeth and stared at von Post. It was outrageous that he should be talking over her head while making it sound as though she were less qualified than him. In truth she was overqualified, and he knew it. She imagined he lay awake at night tortured by the realisation that she had given up what would be his dream job, a lawyer at Meijer & Ditzinger, for her current position in the Prosecution Service.

			And he’s bound to think they would welcome me back with open arms if I wanted, she was thinking. Though I’m not sure that’s true.

			“Anyway, I really should let you get on,” von Post said to Rebecka, and gave Tommy an encouraging look.

			But Tommy made no move to leave. Rebecka leaned back in her chair and fished a raw food ball from the paper bag.

			“Feel like sharing?” she asked Tommy.

			Von Post vanished down the corridor.

			“That guy,” Tommy said.

			Rebecka gritted her teeth.

			Do not complain, she admonished herself.

			At the beginning, when Björnfot went off on his long vacation, she had not been able to stop talking about von Post and how awful he was. She constantly referred to him as von Pest and all her police colleagues had dropped by to see the Post-­it note that soon became notorious: She had coined the term “the Pestilence” for the period they were having to endure.

			Eventually she began to sense they were getting bored with her harping on. And she had found it difficult to stop. She had made up her mind to say “Good” when people asked how she was, and to talk about something pleasant instead, but after only a few sentences she would hear herself going on about the rat that was von Pest. It just wasn’t meant to be.

			She was feeling bitter and depressed. Police officers passed her room on their way to see von Post about various matters. She suspected they were telling each other that she wasn’t that easy to deal with either. Think about the way she treated their colleague Krister Eriksson.

			She and Krister had had eighteen months of what you’d have to call a relationship.

			Throughout that time, though, she had said, “We’re not a couple.” He had replied, “No, no” and smiled. Then he had kissed her hair and dragged her into the woods, or out fishing, or into bed. He wanted more. She wanted less. Then she ruined it all. She was the villain. Everyone knew.

			Once Krister had slammed that door shut, she had gone back to Måns Wallgren. He wanted less as well. They were so-­called “friends with benefits”. He had stopped nagging her to move back to Stockholm. But he thought she was out of her mind to work in the prosecutor’s office in Kiruna. “When are you going to resign from that place?” he would ask. “When that idiot von Post tells you cleaning the toilets is part of your job too?”

			She came back to the present and tried to smile.

			“Screw von Post,” she said as cheerfully as she could. “These balls are so delicious, shall we share another one? What was that about a corpse in a freezer?”

			“Don’t know yet, it looks like it had been there for a long time.”

			“Butchered?”

			“No, apparently not. Shame you’re not going to be the lead on this one, von Post is all psyched about it.”

			“So you’re going to have fun together on a freezer murder,” Rebecka said. “Don’t think about me sending shoplifters and taggers and speeders to prison.”

			“You’re a terror, you are,” Tommy said with admiration. “You know we all think that.”

			“All but one,” Rebecka said, before adding, quick as a flash, “not that I’m bothered though.”

			She rooted around the paper bag with exaggerated interest.

			“She’ll get over it,” Tommy said. “You know what Mella’s like.”

			Rebecka immediately lost interest in the bag and the raw food balls.

			“Mella?” she asked.

			“Oh hell, you meant von Post . . .”

			Tommy swallowed the rest of the sentence; his eyes turned towards the Post-­it note on Rebecka’s wall.

			“Mella!” Rebecka exclaimed. “Is Anna-­Maria pissed off with me? Why?”

			“Forget it,” Tommy pleaded. “I thought she’d been in here to complain. Please forget I said anything.”

			“Just what have I done to her?” Rebecka said, upset. “I mean, we haven’t even seen one another for . . .”

			She dropped the bag on the desk and walked towards the door.

			“There’s no need to say anything. It really won’t be that hard to find out.”

			She strode noisily along the corridor

			Tommy debated whether to rush after her but decided not to.

			“No, I’m off home,” he said aloud. “This is about to blow.”

			 

			Police Inspector Anna-­Maria Mella turned on the coffee machine in the lunchroom; it started up like a wood chipper. When her cup was ready, the word “Enjoy” flashed onto the display. She stared at those red letters.

			“Does that drive you mad as well?” Anna-­Maria asked her colleagues. “It’s not supposed to tell me to bloody enjoy it. I’ll enjoy if I want to.”

			Sergeant Fred Olsson and two new uniforms who were already seated snorted in approval.

			“It’s like this guy I went with once,” Anna-­Maria continued, encouraged by their laughter. “When we were, how should I put it . . . being intimate, he kept on like that the whole time: ‘Enjoy. Enjoooy!’ All I could think was: I might enjoy it if you were doing a better job, OK?”

			She scored another laugh but felt a bit of a phoney. Though the story was true, it made it sound like she’d had several men and he’d been one of many, and as though she’d been older when it happened. In truth that was the only time she’d slept with anyone other than Robert. She’d been seventeen and she and Robert had broken it off. She was unhappy and drunk, Jalle mostly just drunk. He was doing the vehicle maintenance programme at school and living in a bedsit in Kiruna with its own front door. A week later she and Robert were back together, a hiccup is all it was. It had always been just the two of them. Why the hell did she have to go and bring up Jalle? What was his surname? Thank God she’d forgotten.

			“What’s going on with all the machines?” said one of the new uniforms, Karzan Tigris.

			He’d started as a junior police officer six weeks ago and had a popular Instagram account where he wrote about the job he loved, posting photos of himself drinking “today’s cop coffee” or doing a handstand in full armed-­response gear. Anna-­Maria thought he looked like he was still at school. Though that was happening more and more these days. Doctors, teachers, priests, it was hard to take them seriously. Many of them didn’t look as though they’d even got their moped license. It was so weird.

			Karzan continued in the same vein:

			“They all beep or make noises. Washing machines, for instance, keep beeping once they’ve finished. And it never stops. You can’t put a wash on before you go to bed.”

			“There’ll be some boffin goes round adding all those features just because they can,” Magda Vidarsdotter, the other uniform, said.

			Born in Flen, she had no children but a horse she kept stabled in Jukkasjärvi. A junior officer too, but not a complete rookie. She had worked in Eskilstuna and then looked for a job in Kiruna because of the natural environment up here. She could talk horses and dogs with Rebecka until you wondered if you were actually working on a farm. Anna-­Maria was desperately hoping Vidarsdotter and Tigris would stay on in Kiruna.

			“What do you think it’s going to be like in the future, when all that AI technology gets cheaper?” Magda said. “Then it’ll be like: Hello Anna-­Maria. Your cortisol level is higher than normal. Take three deep breaths and ask yourself if you really need to drink that coffee?”

			She said the last bit in a pretend digitised voice. Words without intonation, with slightly odd pauses and a bright and self-­affirming voice.

			Anna-­Maria laughed that bit harder because Magda was normally not one to say much. She was starting to thaw. They were forming a pack, like dogs barking happily. Anna-­Maria was good at being the alpha bitch. They had the makings of a great team. Though there was nothing to be done about the emptiness left behind by Sven-­Erik Stålnacke; it was still there.

			And it felt strange to be the veteran of the team. She had felt like she was twenty right up until Sven-­Erik’s retirement.

			“If your kids aren’t going to teach you how to behave, there’s always your household appliances,” Anna-­Maria said with mock resignation. “All you can hope is that . . .”

			But her colleagues never found out what she was hoping because Rebecka Martinsson appeared in the doorway that very moment. The lack of expression on her face signalled danger was imminent.

			Anna-­Maria noticed immediately that her cortisol levels had shot up. She didn’t need a coffee machine to tell her that.

			“Hi there, Martinsson,” Fred Olsson said cheerfully, completely insensitive to the change in atmosphere.

			Rebecka nodded curtly and got straight to the point.

			“Something the matter?” she asked Anna-­Maria. “Tommy said.”

			Anna-­Maria flushed. Bloody Tommy, what did he have to go and blab to Rebecka for? She could feel the officers’ eyes on her back.

			 “Shall we deal with it in my office?” she said.

			“Let’s deal with it here and now. Since it seems you’ve been talking about it to everyone except me.”

			“No, I haven’t. I was a bit upset yesterday, which is when I said to Tommy that . . .”

			She fell silent and then began again.

			“It’s about Eivor Simma.”

			Rebecka raised her eyebrows.

			“Aggravated theft!” Anna-­Maria said. “The old girl is eighty-­one. She was mugged inside the Co-op on Trädgårdsgatan. While some guy asked her if this was the right kind of rice to make rice pudding with, his accomplice nicked the wallet out of her bag. Eivor called yesterday to tell me she’d got a letter signed by you saying there would be no prosecution.”

			“And?”

			“That seemed a bit strange. The shop’s CCTV showed Humpty and Dumpty—”

			“Wróblewski and Harjula,” Rebecka said drily. “I remember the case perfectly well.”

			“—the camera showed them leaving the shop together while Eivor Simma was inside,” Mella went on. “She picked out Harjula from a photo array.”

			“Right, it was that photo array, you see,” Rebecka said. “Ten faces. Eivor Simma identified Harjula, whose photo was the only blurry one into the bargain. I would have pointed to that photo too. Anyone would have. The evidence just wouldn’t have stood up, Mella.”

			“Well, to me it seemed only right it should have gone to court.”

			“You know the photo of the accused isn’t supposed to stick out in any way,” Rebecka said in a tone that made Anna-­Maria feel she was back at her school desk. “The defence would have picked up on it, and there is no chance in hell they would have been found guilty.”

			Mella gnashed her teeth. She had taken the photo of Harjula on her mobile. And OK, maybe she had rushed it. It came out blurry and she hadn’t taken a new one. But what the hell, the case was cut and dried. And now she was having to put up with being lectured in front of her new colleagues.

			“It felt really shitty,” she said to Rebecka, her voice tight. “When Eivor Simma rings you at home and you have to explain that we’re not even considering prosecuting those bastards. Even though we know they’re one hundred per cent guilty. Now she’s too afraid to go shopping. That really sucks for us as police officers. And it’s the sort of story that spreads like wildfire. You do know it was a thread on ‘We live in Kiruna and we’re not afraid to let you know what we think’, don’t you? And we’re the ones who have to face the backlash out there. No wonder people spit on the street in front of us and scratch our cars. What’s the point of our investigations when all you do is shut them down?”

			“So it’s us and you now, is it?” Rebecka said. “And all we do is shut cases down? Do you realise this is the only case of 152 I’m not taking to court? I’ve no intention of wasting tax-­payers’ money by initiating proceedings that are doomed to fail just to make you feel better.”

			“That’s not what I meant,” said Anna-­Maria, thinking she was making a really good job of keeping her voice calm. “It’s not about my feeling better. It’s about our all being on the same team. And a bit of communication from you wouldn’t hurt.”

			Rebecka was looking at Anna-­Maria as if she were reading aloud from some cheap self-­help book.

			“Right then,” she said. “I’ll take a course in communication and you can learn how to use your camera.”

			Then she turned on her heel and marched back along the corridor.

			Fred Olsson and the new uniforms leaped to their feet and set off for their good deed of the day, busting a few road hogs. In an instant they were gone.

			Anna-­Maria was left alone in the lunchroom. The coffee machine turned itself off with a sad gurgle. The display showed “Have a nice day”.

			 

			Rebecka shut the door to her office.

			“Fuck . . . the whole lot of them!” she said to the empty air.

			She had begun to think she and Anna-­Maria were getting to be good friends. And not just at work. But during her time serving in the courts they had barely seen one another. Anna-­Maria had her plate full with the newly appointed officers and her family. She got that. But why hadn’t Anna-­Maria taken up the case with her directly? She’d been talking about Rebecka with her workmates instead. That was so disloyal. Turning her into the enemy of the police.

			She wanted to kick something, or go home and binge-­watch some series, but she had to finish the job she was doing. Even though she felt she couldn’t put up with her lonely office a moment longer.

			She took out her phone and rang Maria Taube. The moment her friend answered she regretted it. She was always calling and going on about how frustrated she was.

			“Martinsson,” Maria exclaimed. “I thought you’d forgotten me. We never talk anymore.”

			Rebecka had to laugh. “We talked yesterday,” she said. “And the day before. And I’m always the one disturbing you while you’re doing important stuff.”

			“I’d completely forgotten,” Maria lamented. “How are things?”

			Rebecka resisted complaining about the current set-up. She knew Maria would say anything she wanted to hear. That Anna-­Maria had been wrong. That von Post was a nobody, just like all his family. Maria Taube knew all there was to know about them as it happened. She would insist that Rebecka was ludicrously overqualified for the prosecutor’s office up there and it was incomprehensible that she wasn’t prosecuting tax cases at the regional level.

			At the same time Rebecka would be able to hear from her voice that Maria’s eyes had not left her screen, that she was still working while talking to her. Mid-­sentence Maria would announce she would have to call back later because she had to go into a meeting, or there were a hundred red-­flagged e-­mails she had to deal with.

			 And then Rebecka would sit in her office and feel excluded, deeply embarrassed at being such a demanding, boring, needy person. To cap it all it she would remember that Maria used to say Rebecka ought to come back to the firm, move back to Stockholm. She’d stopped doing that; Rebecka realised why. There was no place for her now at Meijer & Ditzinger. That train had left the station.

			Pull yourself together, she told herself and made an effort to be amusing.

			“Things are really happening up here,” Rebecka said. “The Kurravaara village association has procured a defibrillator. So we’ve got to have another meeting to decide where to put it. And they’re building the new town hall.”

			“It’s completely crazy, moving the whole town,” Maria said. “We really should talk about that at some point. Seriously.”

			“No way, how utterly depressing.”

			It was depressing. New Kiruna was going to be built on some old marshland. Ten degrees colder in the winter than in Haukivaara, where the town was currently located.

			“Listen, I was actually meaning to ring you,” Maria said. “The second weekend in May some girls and I are going to the resort at Riksgränsen. They’ve still got loads of snow up there. And I was thinking if we left on Thursday we could stay the first night in Kiruna and crash at your place. Wouldn’t that be a blast? You wouldn’t have to arrange anything. We’d bring food and booze with us. Just turn on the sauna, that’s all.”

			Rebecka felt trapped. She liked Maria Taube, but what about her posh friends from Djursholm?

			“So what are they like, these friends?” she said with laughter in her voice. “They can’t be the sort that do a detox.”

			“No, no, none of them are like that,” Maria assured her. “They’re incredibly nice, you’ll love them.”

			“‘Incredibly nice’ are they?” Rebecka said. “‘Nice’ does sound awful. Do they post stuff like ‘Friends don’t let friends skip yoga’ on their Insta accounts?”

			“No, they don’t,” Maria said. “I promise we’re all slightly overweight overworked lawyers and economists. None of us work out. No-­one’s got time for yoga.”

			“Do all of them eat red meat?” Rebecka asked. “Do they eat carbs? Do they believe that giving children white sugar is the same as injecting them with heroin?”

			“Yes and no! We eat anything. Roadkill and refined sugar.”

			“Oh well then,” Rebecka said. “Come and have a sauna; it’ll be great. I’ll provide beer and a bit of roadkill. Anyone who wants bean sprouts will have to bring their own.” And she quickly added, “I’ve got to go, speak soon.”

			“Toodlepip,” Maria chirped. She wasn’t the kind of person to feel left out just because she hadn’t been the one to end the call.

			At least I didn’t complain, Rebecka said to herself. And I was the one to say goodbye. But how the hell did I manage to invite a gang of upper-­class twits to a party in Kurravaara?

			Barking could be heard from the car park. Rebecka looked out of the window. She had the Brat in a cage in the boot of her car. The boot was open. The weather was perfect, not too cold and not too hot. And the officers would stop and talk to him, stroke him through the grille. Much more fun than life under her desk. The Brat was on his feet, yapping eagerly at a car that was pulling in. Krister Eriksson’s jeep.

			It wasn’t often you got to see him at the station these days. His work as a dog handler took him all over the province and he was mostly away on a job.

			The Brat was whirling round inside his cage. Krister Eriksson used to take him along for training sessions in tracking when Rebecka and he were together. The Brat loved him with a completely submissive devotion.

			Rebecka watched as Krister got out of his car and said hello to the Brat through the grille. Then he looked up at Rebecka’s office. She gave a little wave. He nodded almost imperceptibly. Then he looked down. Just as his girlfriend got out of the car.

			Rebecka forced herself to remain at the window. Marit Törmä was sportily dressed in the best way, a faded red anorak from the seventies. Gloves of hand-­tanned reindeer skin. Her hair gathered in a blond ponytail. She was a cheerful sort. Pretty too. The local police force had flipped its collective lid when Krister and Marit started dating. Rebecka may have been a catch, but this girl! Marit Törmä had won gold in the biathlon as a junior. In other words, a true mountain lemming. Whenever she and Krister had time off they headed for the hills.

			It’s the right thing, Rebecka thought. They’ll be getting married soon. He deserves someone like her.

			Marit looked up at her all of a sudden and gave a huge and enthusiastic wave.

			“Hi there!” she called.

			Rebecka was smiling so hard her face hurt and waved back. She watched them walking together towards the entrance.

			Stop it, she said to herself. Stop making a fool of yourself.

			Her phone rang. It was Lars Pohjanen, the medical examiner.

			“Hello Martinsson,” he croaked. “I’ve heard your life’s been miserable lately.”

			Rebecka backed away from the window and sat in a visitor’s chair that was covered in papers.

			“Where did you hear that?”

			Pohjanen drew a few wheezing breaths before replying.

			“The rumour mill. Von Post has got you reviewing police cases. I thought I might show you a corpse, if you’re interested.”

			“Is it frozen? Rantakyrö came by and told me about it. That’s just the kind of thing to cheer a girl up.”

			He laughed. An appalling sound.

			“So get over here then.”

			“I don’t mean to be . . .” Rebecka said hesitantly, “but isn’t von Post the one who . . .”

			“That idiot,” Pohjanen said irritably. “He can read the report when I’ve finished. Get over here now Martinsson, before I change my mind.”

			She packed away her laptop, deciding that was enough for today. On the way to Pohjanen’s she thought about Krister. He’d looked up at her window, hadn’t he? What could that mean?

			She kept lurching between Nothing and Something.

			 

			Marit Törmä was saying hi to Krister’s colleagues. Krister was just handing in a report and then they were heading off into the forest. She was discussing exercise routines with Karzan and asking Magdalena how her horse was doing.

			Fred Olsson was a bigger challenge. She knew he had filled his garage with servers and was mining Bitcoin. And while you could always ask, understanding any part of his reply was impossible. And Rebecka Martinsson kept niggling away at her like a lash in your eye. Krister could hardly bring himself to say hi to his former girlfriend. The expression on his face when the Brat licked his hand through the cage. It was gentle and sad. And when he turned back to Marit his face had been wiped clean and was as empty as a flat for sale.

			They bumped into Anna-­Maria upstairs in the lunchroom. Marit asked how her kids were doing and Anna-­Maria told them which ones she had listed under “for collection free of charge”. Why couldn’t Krister just forget Rebecka? He clearly had good reason to be pissed off at her. But it had been two years since they broke it off and he had Marit now, didn’t he?

			And I am a catch, she thought.

			She could have had her pick. She’d never had any reason to be jealous. So the feeling that she wanted to yank him away from that dog cage was a new and difficult one.

			 

			Rebecka was walking along the empty corridors of Kiruna hospital. The county council had closed the maternity ward and emergency surgery. But they hadn’t managed to dislodge Pohjanen, the medical examiner. “Go on, shut my department down, transfer it, why don’t you, and then I can finally stop working.” Which meant that would never happen while he was alive. He continued to be the lord of his subterranean realm.

			When Rebecka rang the bell at the pathology department it was Anna Granlund, Pohjanen’s technician, who opened the door.

			She smiled at Rebecka the way you smile at a relative you’re about to share a loss with. Pohjanen was living on borrowed time. He was working only because he wanted to. Granlund made that possible. She undressed his corpses, opened them up, making the incisions as neatly and cleanly as he could ever want. She weighed the organs, sectioned and arranged livers, hearts, kidneys and lungs in neat rows on the steel counter. She split open stomachs, cut out intestines and examined their contents, sawed skulls open, removed brains, changed the batteries in Pohjanen’s Dictaphone, got him to sip apple juice and when he had finished she wrote up his notes and sewed the dead up in preparation for their final journey.

			“Hello,” Anna Granlund said in a hushed voice. “He’s asleep, but he wanted me to wake him when you got here.”

			Pohjanen was sleeping on his scruffy sofa in the break room; his rapid breaths were irregular and shallow. He woke up before Anna Granlund could nudge his arm. His face took on a gentler expression at the sight of Rebecka.

			“Martinsson,” he said, pleased, getting up on frail legs only to exclaim: “What has happened to you? You look like you’ve been released from a penal colony.”

			Rebecka exchanged a look with Anna Granlund. He could insult them as much as he liked, just as long as he didn’t go and die.

			He worked on the principle that attack is the best form of defence. He was the one who looked like famine personified. His skin was as yellow as cheap paper, he had dark rings under his eyes, his cheeks were caved in and there was a stick leant against the sofa. Pohjanen glared at the stick with disdain and made his way laboriously without it to the autopsy room.

			“I don’t have to appear in court until next week,” Rebecka said. “I’ll have a shower before and wear a skirt and jacket. Maybe brush my teeth.”

			The dead man lay on a steel bench in the autopsy room.

			Like something an archaeologist has discovered in a peat bog, Rebecka thought.

			There was a pile of clothes she assumed belonged to the dead man on a bench beside the wall.

			Pohjanen dropped onto his stainless-­steel stool which moved on little wheels and snapped on latex gloves. Rebecka shoved her hands deep into her pockets. One lesson she had learned from working with Pohjanen right from the start. “Put your hands in your pockets, clench your fists and keep them that way.”

			“This is no fresh corpse, as you can see,” Pohjanen said. “It’s obvious he was in the freezer for a long time. He ended up being freeze-­dried, to put it simply.”

			“Shot,” Rebecka said, looking at the hole in the dead man’s chest.

			There was a tattoo of a stripper, with boxing gloves hanging on a cord around her neck. The shot had gone through her throat.

			“We’ll get to the cause of death. Älä hättaäile, don’t rush me. I thought I could make out tattoos, so I scraped away the outer layer of skin to see what the images were. The tattoos are actually in the dermis so they could be seen quite clearly after a bit. The sixty-­four-thousand dollar question: What do they make you think of?”

			“Nothing.”

			“Nothing? That stripper? The sailor’s tattoos on his arms. The polar bear baring its fangs? The one with the three dots? Eh, you’re too young. This fellow’s got the same tattoos as Börje Ström!”

			“The boxer?”

			“Yup. Odd, isn’t it? Ström is still very much alive, after all. So I rang him. We’re actually related. His mother and my father were cousins. So that—”

			“You rang him . . . you don’t think the police should be—”

			“His old man, Raimo Koskela, disappeared in 1962 when Ström was eleven. He confirmed that his father had the same tattoos he does. Not something he has ever revealed in an interview as far as I know. No-­one in the family has mentioned it either, not that we talked that much about him, I’ll have to admit.”

			Pohjanen cracked his neck as if he were pulling his skull up out of a bucket of icy water. Rebecka wondered what kind of thoughts and memories had been calling to him – the same ones he was now forced to distance himself from.

			“I checked the freezer he was in when he arrived,” Pohjanen continued as he pulled off his gloves, throwing them into the waste bin with remarkable accuracy. “It ought to be on one of those antiques programmes on the telly. I took a picture and sent it to a forensic specialist. She said it is perfectly plausible that it was manufactured at the end of the fifties, beginning of the sixties. Which is where we get to my . . . erhh . . . predicament erhh . . .”

			Rebecka waited patiently as Pohjanen struggled to clear his throat and catch his breath. Over at the counter Anna raised her head like a reindeer scenting danger.

			“Jesus fucking Christ,” Pohjanen blasphemed, coughing wetly into a handkerchief he quickly crumpled and tucked into his pocket.

			“Your predicament,” Rebecka said in a neutral and supportive tone, as if she were in court helping a witness with their testimony.

			“Right,” Pohjanen said and wiped his forehead with the back of his hand. “As you so percipiently observed he was shot through the chest. The problem is that the crime is barred by the statute of limitations.”

			“Bad luck for von Post,” Rebecka said. “He’d have loved a freezer murder. A real spectacle.”

			“And a bit of luck for you,” Pohjanen countered. “Because I was thinking you could take a little look at the murder. Just for fun.”

			“What?” Rebecka said. “Why would I want to investigate a time-­barred case, a murder that happened more than fifty years ago, ‘just for fun’? I’m not an amateur sleuth.”

			“For Ström’s sake then,” Pohjanen said through his teeth. “His dad had been gone for all his life. And now he turns up in a freezer. How do you think that feels?”

			“That must be really awful,” said Rebecka, switching to her gentlest professional voice, the one that signalled there wasn’t a snowball’s chance in hell of the other person getting what they wanted. “But I’m not going to go snooping around in private so he can have peace of mind. I’m sure you get that?”

			A millimetre-­wide smile, crossed arms, her head tilted slightly to one side. Her gentle-­on-­the-­outside-­rock-­hard-­on-­the-­inside pose. Pohjanen took that in and it made him angry. He didn’t like being handled.

			“No, I don’t get it,” he snapped. “All I’m asking is for you to take a little look into it in your free time.”

			“My free time!” Rebecka exclaimed with a chilly laugh. “What free time?”

			“How would I know!” Pohjanen barked. “The time you’re not fetching your kids from pre-­school or cooking for your family.”

			Rebecka’s eyes darkened like marsh lakes in late autumn. Her lips parted slightly as she gasped for air.

			Pohjanen immediately regretted his unthinking comment, but saying sorry had never been his strong point. He went on talking instead, but in a softer voice.

			“You could have a talk with the sister of the man who owned the freezer, couldn’t you? We’ve got the owner here. So it’s too late to have a chat with him.”

			He chuckled and nodded at the cold store. And then went on as if more words might help to distance him from the insensitive comments he’d just made.

			“He died two weeks ago, apparently of what would be natural causes for an elderly alcoholic. Arrhythmias and ultimately cardiac arrest. The heart weighed half a kilo, the fact that he reached the age of seventy-­two is something of a minor miracle. His sister skied across that morning to check on things and the brother was lying there dead, and Ström’s dad was in the freezer. She rang the police and they winched the freezer by helicopter over to the mainland and drove it here. The sister’s called Ragnhild Pekkari. She was going to head back to the island soon, she said. There was some dog or other she had to find. If I give you her phone number—”

			He broke off because Rebecka was staring at him as if she had seen a ghost.

			“Ragnhild Pekkari?” Rebecka said slowly. “What did you say the name of the island was?”

			“I don’t remember off the top of my head—”

			“Palosaari?” Rebecka prompted. “In Kurkkio? And the owner of the freezer, the dead alkie, is his name Henry Pekkari?”

			“It is,” Pohjanen said. “Do you know him somehow? We’ve got him in here.”

			He pointed over his shoulder to the cold store.

			“Do you want to take a look?”

			Rebecka flushed.

			“No. Though Henry Pekkari is my maternal uncle. Ragnhild is my aunt. Well, my mother was a foster child in their family.”

			“You’re not serious?” Pohjanen exclaimed, incredulous. “Well, then there’s even more reason for you to—”

			“Not a chance,” Rebecka cut him off. “As far as I’m concerned the Pekkari family can rot in hell.”
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			Pohjanen sank into the bobbles on his scruffy sofa. Rebecka had said a hasty goodbye and left. He had tried to ask about her aunt, tried to get her to stay but that turned out to be like stopping an ore train.

			It really was a remarkable coincidence. What he knew about Rebecka’s kin on her mother’s side amounted to less than nothing, he realised. Her mother had died in what appeared to have been an accident, or maybe suicide, when Rebecka was twelve. She had stepped out in front of a lorry. So there was an aunt on the mother’s side. Only Rebecka’s mother had been a foster child, so what would you call the relationship in that case? Foster-­aunt? That just sounded silly. And a dead foster-­uncle. Along with a corpse in her uncle’s freezer.

			“I never cease being surprised,” he croaked to Anna Granlund, who was unloading the dishwasher. “They can put that on my gravestone.”

			Anna appeared in the doorway.

			“What were you saying about a gravestone?” she asked anxiously.

			But Pohjanen had fallen asleep again. His chin was nodding against his collarbone. Anna crept over and coaxed a cushion in between his shoulder and his ear.

			When he next woke it was thanks to a rather cautious nudge. It was not Granlund standing beside him but a nurse he did not know. His mood worsened right away. He didn’t like strangers watching him sleep. And she shouldn’t be bloody touching him either. She was wearing a pink top and nurse’s uniform trousers in the same colour.

			When did they start looking like chewing gum, he wondered. What’s going on?

			He looked at his watch. A quarter past seven. His wife would be expecting him for dinner.

			“There’s someone here to see you,” the chewing gum said. “I told him you weren’t seeing visitors, only . . . it’s Börje Ström. He turned up at A & E and asked for you. He drove all the way from Älvsbyn.”

			There was a man behind her; his shoulders were as wide as a barn door and he had long arms that ended in fists like gnarled birch. His hair was blond and wavy; his eyes were as blue as spring ice though their outer corners drooped a bit which made him seem sad. His nose was broken, of course, the boxer’s badge of honour.

			Pohjanen got to his feet. He ran one hand over his hair and across the corners of his mouth in case he had been drooling; he adjusted his green coat, gave it a quick glance to make sure it didn’t have any stains on it and that he’d done the buttons up right.

			“Börje Ström,” he said out of breath. “This is . . .”

			He put out his hand. The chewing gum took the opportunity to disappear out the door.

			Börje Ström gave the medical examiner’s hand a gentle squeeze as if he were afraid of crushing it.

			They were contemporaries. Ström had turned sixty-­five. Pohjanen was only two years older. Twenty would have been most people’s guess.

			All of a sudden it seemed to occur to Pohjanen that he ought to close his mouth. Only he opened it again to say that they were related, weren’t they? Second cousins.

			“Though I already told you that on the phone,” he continued apologetically. “And I suppose everyone says they’re related to you some way or other.”

			“That does happen,” Börje Ström admitted. “It just struck me . . . after you rang . . . I should drive over and take a look at him.”

			“I understand,” Pohjanen said. “Of course. It won’t be pretty though.”

			“Right, I get that,” Börje Ström said.

			“He’s not his old self, as they say,” Pohjanen said.

			And immediately wished he’d bitten off his tongue instead of rabbiting on.

			16 June 1962

			The day Börje’s father disappears begins like any other day. He will remember the details of this day, even the most banal of them, for the rest of his life. The vanishing of a flare that shed its light on everything around.

			Börje wakes early, just after seven even though it’s a Sunday. He creeps into the kitchen and makes two sandwiches. His mother is still asleep. The bread slices crumble because the butter from the fridge is too hard.

			Dad is coming to pick him up today, and they’re going to be together for a whole week.

			He stays in all day, watching the clock, the hands barely move. His mates ring the doorbell and ask if he wants to come out for a bike ride, but he doesn’t.

			Mum is sitting at the kitchen table, doing crosswords. She has just washed her hair and put it in large rollers. She’s smoking and doesn’t look up as she asks:

			“Why don’t you go out and play? He won’t be here before evening.”

			Then she adds almost under her breath:

			“If he comes at all, that is. He owes me money.”

			But all Börje wants is to wait for his dad. Waiting is the only thing he can do. He sits on his bed with a pile of comics. Donald Duck, the Phantom and Illustrated Classics. He can’t focus on what he is reading. He is thinking about Dad and the week to come while trying to remember to turn the page because Mum can see him from the kitchen table.

			Normally he would have shut the door behind him. And he’d have told his mother he doesn’t actually ‘go out and play’ anymore. He’s about to turn twelve. Mum thinks he’s still five years old. The important thing now, though, is not to irritate her. So: no closed doors and no backchat.

			“Are you going to have fun, then?” Mum asks while they’re eating lunch, it’s the leftovers from Saturday’s deluxe dinner: pork chops and pineapple.

			Börje can hear she is making an effort to sound light-­hearted. As though she wasn’t bothered. But Börje gets the picture. Mum never usually washes her hair on a Sunday. She’s taken the rollers out now and put on her best day dress.

			“Are you?” she asks, trying to catch his eye. His gaze is locked on a single panel in his Donald Duck comic. “You’re bound to have some fun, aren’t you?”

			Börje shoves the food quickly into his mouth so he can’t answer. He shrugs. As though he wasn’t bothered either.

			They pretend as hard as they can, Mum and him. That Dad doesn’t matter. The important thing for Börje is not to let on. Not to seem too happy. Not to seem too keen. Because then Mum might suddenly stub out her cigarette, put her hand on his forehead and decide he’s got a temperature. So she can stand in the doorway when Dad turns up and cancel the whole thing.

			 

			Mum seems to be buying his offhand shrug. She’s almost cheerful as she turns on Radio Nord and gets on with the dishes, singing along to the songs.

			Then Mum goes round to the lady next door. While she’s away Börje looks out of the kitchen window and down at the courtyard hundreds of times. The day goes by. Mum comes back and starts cleaning the blinds without changing into a less fancy dress. Börje gets compote made with mixed dried fruit and a sandwich for dinner. At twelve minutes to seven the doorbell finally rings.

			And there Dad is in the doorway.

			Börje can hardly bring himself to look at him. It’s all he can manage just remembering to breathe. Dad is so big. Tall and broad-­shouldered. His waist is narrow and the muscles on his arms make his shirt look a bit tight. It almost feels like he won’t fit in the space between the mirror and the coat rack. He stays on the doormat in the hall. Mum, who has taken off her apron, gives him a little toss of her head and Dad takes a half-­step inside now he’s got permission. He is tanned even though it is only the beginning of summer. His hair is so blond it is almost white and cut very short. Even white teeth and blue eyes. His nose is crooked because Dad knows how to box as well. One of his ears may stick out a bit but that does nothing to mar the overall impression.

			“Typical Finn,” Mum usually tells her girlfriends when Dad comes up in conversation, “God knows what I was thinking. And then I got knocked up before I even had time to blink.”

			Only now in the hall Mum’s cheeks are flushed. She holds out Börje’s backpack, dangling it from two fingers. Dad takes it from her.

			“Do you need all that as well?” Dad asks, looking at the paper Co-­op bags Börje is holding. “I came on the bike, didn’t I,” Dad says and strokes his chin thoughtfully.

			Mum rolls her eyes so much her entire head rotates in a semi-­circle towards the ceiling. Her curls fail to move even a millimetre. Her hair is a sprayed-­on helmet.

			“I’ll repack it,” she says and grabs both the bags and the backpack. “Were you planning on him wearing the same clothes the entire week?”

			“It’ll be OK, Mum,” Börje says. “I won’t need that much; it’s summer.”

			Mum disappears into the kitchen. They can hear her yanking open the drawstring of the backpack and angrily rustling the plastic bags.

			“You owe me money as well,” she calls to Dad from the kitchen. “When were you planning on paying?”

			Börje is getting worried. She’s angry now but Dad is smiling and winking, so Börje smiles back.

			He smiles so hugely his face gets tight and his hands feel sticky all over with happiness, like they were covered in fizzy drink.

			 

			When Börje and Dad go into the courtyard, the lads are already gathered around his Dad’s motorbike. They send envious glances Börje’s way when he pulls on the leather jacket and crash helmet Dad brought for him. Dad jokes and chats with them and shows them around his black BSA Gold Flash 650, the 1956 model. Börje lives alone with his mother. So he’s usually the one standing there looking on enviously as his mates’ fathers pack their cars so the family can drive to their home villages in the Torne valley, or when those dads clear the snow outside the front doors and wax their boys’ skis. But this time there isn’t a single boy in the courtyard who wouldn’t trade places with Börje. With a Dad like that!

			“Show us your tattoos,” one of the smaller boys says.

			Dad laughs and asks which one they want to see. The bigger lads grin in embarrassment but one of the younger ones says:

			“The bird, of course.”

			Dad opens his shirt and shows them the naked girl sitting in the middle of a boxing ring with large boxing gloves hanging round her neck on a cord, hiding the most secret parts of her breasts.

			The boys have got loads of questions. Did it hurt? How old was he when he got his first tattoo? How can he have so many? Has he got a tattoo on his cock as well? The bravest of them presses his finger against Dad’s chest, as if to check it really wouldn’t rub off.

			“It does hurt,” Dad warns. “Don’t get tattoos, lads. Only sailors, ex-­cons and drifters get tattooed. If you want a job in the mine, you need to keep your skin clear of rubbish like this.”

			They are all thinking they’ll be damned if they end up working in the mine like their dads. They want to get tattoos. They want to box and ride motorbikes.

			 

			Börje and Dad are breezing along the highway in the early summer evening. Börje has his backpack on and his arms are wrapped around Dad’s waist. Dad has his backpack around his belly. They pass farms, forests, fields with silvery-­grey barns. Dad stops for cows returning from the woods. They fill the entire road so you can’t drive past. Börje will always remember the flat-­sounding bells around the necks of the lead cows, the way they keep mooing out of longing for the evening milking, their heavy udders like bags under their bellies. He will remember the swallows hunting food for their chicks and the telephone lines glowing in the evening sunlight. The river he will remember for ever. The river that is always there, running beside the road.

			In Junusuando they drive over the bridge and head for Kurkkio. Dust whirls up behind the bike.

			The last stretch is along a forest road. The exposed sandy soil makes it feel like driving on sawdust. And then they are there.

			The cottage is brown with a corrugated roof. The key is hidden in an empty jam jar behind the privy.

			“I can borrow it for a week in exchange for building a new set of stairs to the door and painting the woodshed,” Dad explains. “We’ll get that done in a flash, you and me. We’re good at working together.”

			Börje nods.

			“Are you hungry?”

			Börje shakes his head. He doesn’t dare even open his mouth to speak. That feels so strange, like he might start to cry if he did. Not from sadness. But from this enormous feeling he can’t explain. He has a wary look around. At the sun dissolving into the still river. A punt is lying upside down a little way in towards the woods; the jetty is still pulled up, a sign summer has barely begun.

			“So let’s get fishing. Can you see the rings forming in the water?” Dad says, pointing.

			Börje tracks his finger. Rings are expanding across the surface of the river.

			The boat takes in some water but it isn’t that big a problem, and Börje isn’t the least bit scared. They fish in silence. The only sounds are timid ones. The line hissing out, the lure plopping on the water, the clicking of the spool when they wind the lines in. A splash some way off. An animal diving in, a field mouse maybe. A screech in the distance.

			“Buzzard,” Dad says.

			They catch two perch and a trout. Dad has brought salt along and a carton of soured milk. He makes a fire on the bank and they grill the fish and eat it with their bare hands. They drink the milk out of plastic cups. Dad lights the fire in the sauna.

			They doze off beside the open fire while waiting for the sauna to heat up.

			Then they go inside. Börje sits on the lowest bench, Dad on the highest.

			They swim in the river to cool down. Börje dives and swims for long stretches under the surface.

			“Ninku saukko,” Dad says. Like an otter.

			 

			Later they practise boxing for a while by the riverbank. It is way past bedtime but that doesn’t matter. The night is light and Dad says that this week they can go to sleep when they feel tired. Dad is good at boxing but a blow to one eye spelled the end of his career.

			“You’ve got to be able to see the right hook coming,” he explains to Börje. “Otherwise you haven’t got a chance.”

			He holds up the palms of his big hands and has Börje hit them.

			“The jab to the head,” Dad says, cheering him on, “means your opponent raises his guard and you can land a blow on his body right away. The second punch is the most dangerous, the first is the one the opponent sees coming. Breathe. If you don’t breathe you won’t get any oxygen and you’ll get tired. Keep your guard up. Wow, that’s some clout you’ve got. A jab and a punch to the bottom rib. Bang. Boom. Nicely done.”

			“No, more!” Börje says when Dad asks if he’s getting tired and wants to go to bed.

			So then they practise dodging and ducking, quickly moving your head to the left, to the right, to avoid a blow.

			“Duck! Don’t drop your guard!”

			Suddenly Dad grabs Börje’s arm. Not hard but enough to make Börje stop moving.

			“Do you hear that?” he says, pricking his ears towards the woods.

			Börje can make out the sound of an engine. It is approaching rapidly. He looks at Dad’s face. There is a new expression on it. Börje feels a wave of anxiety run through him.

			Dad turns the boat over.

			“In here!” he says. “Crawl under. And stay inside, don’t move a muscle and not a peep out of you. Do you hear me? You’re not to move until I say the all clear. Not a moment before. Nod so I know you’ve understood me.”

			Börje nods and does as he is told. Dad takes off, moving quickly.

			Börje keeps listening. He can hear the car pull up and stop at the cottage. The engine keeps running. Börje can hear voices but can’t make out what they are saying.

			He can hear footsteps now. Someone is taking a walk around the cottage, they go inside and come out again after a while. They come down to the riverbank. Stop by the boat Börje is lying beneath, tense as a leveret. Börje can see the shoes. They aren’t Dad’s. The stranger’s feet are so close Börje could reach out a hand and touch them.

			Without making a sound, Börje manages to squeeze his feet under the sitting board beside the oars and put his hands on the inside of the boat. Then he raises his body. Bracing with his hands, he lifts his backside so his back forms a bow. The effort makes him tremble.

			The person outside puts his hands on the ground and looks under the boat. Börje breathes in tiny silent gasps. Then the person gets back on their feet. The steps disappear towards the cottage. Börje drops back with a thud to the ground, but the surface is so soft he makes hardly any noise. His heart is threatening to explode in his chest from the strain on his body.

			The car drives off. Börje wants to crawl out immediately because all the mosquitoes in the area seem to have discovered his hiding place. They are biting him in the exact spots he knows will itch the worst. Around his ankles and on the soles of his feet, on his instep and the back of his hands.

			Only he wasn’t supposed to move from the spot until Dad gave the all-­clear.

			Börje waits. Dad will be back soon. And before they fall asleep he’ll be lying on Dad’s arm. They’ll make a fire in the hearth and Börje will ask Dad to tell him about the World Championship bout between Ingo and Floyd. Dad knows it by heart, like a newspaper report he’s memorised.

			But the wait gets longer and longer. Maybe Dad went inside to put the coffee on. Could he have forgotten he told Börje not to move until he got back and gave him the all-­clear?

			In the end he wriggles out from under the boat. He listens hard. The silence is total. Just the mosquitoes and the river lapping at the bank.

			There’s no sign of Dad anywhere. Not in the cottage. Not in the sauna. Not in the privy.

			Börje starts running back and forth around the area in front of the cottage. In the end he feels brave enough to yell:

			“Dad! Isä!”

			No answer comes in the bright summer night. Just the sound of wings lifting off the water.

			Many years later Börje will think that in a sense his life stopped at that point. And he is still there by the riverbank calling for his dad.

		

OEBPS/font/Minion-Regular.otf


OEBPS/font/MinionPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/image/9780857389992.jpg
THE SINS

OF OUR

FATHERS






OEBPS/font/MinionPro-Medium.otf


OEBPS/font/Minion-Italic.otf


OEBPS/image/1.png
Asa Larsson

THE SINS OF
OUR FATHERS

Translated from the Swedish by
Frank Perry

MACLEHOSE PRESS
QUERCUS - LONDON





OEBPS/font/ArialNarrow.TTF


