




[image: image]






FROZEN
MOMENT


CAMILLA CEDER


Translated from the Swedish
by Marlaine Delargy


[image: image]




‘These two guys. They were obviously shot by the same killer, but that’s the only thing about them that matches. I mean, we’ve got Lars Waltz, a photographer with artistic ambitions. Divorced suburbanite with two well-behaved teenage children. A bitter ex-wife, that’s true, but not bitter enough to kill him. Grew up in a normal family, no hint of anything criminal. Fairly well balanced, has friends, is popular, has a relationship. And then we have Olof Bart, a complete oddball. Troubled childhood, criminal activity from an early age. Never had a long-term relationship with a woman, as far as we know. Socially inept. Unbalanced. Makes a living doing this and that, not all of which is strictly legal. Lives alone in the forest; nobody wants to let on that they know him.’


‘You’re wondering what these two men have in common.’


‘Exactly. Why would you go on a killing spree, taking out Mr Average and then Mr Weirdo, in a very similar way, as if it were some kind of ritual? I mean, it would have been enough to shoot them, but to run over them as well?’


Gonzales followed Tell into the hallway.


‘We have to assume that their paths crossed somewhere, however unlikely it seems.’


Tell nodded mournfully.


‘And the worst of it is, the more we look into it, the more unlikely it seems.’
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20 December 2006


In the old days, when they were both working, Åke Melkersson liked to get up an hour before his wife – she was more of a night person – just to indulge himself for that hour with a cup of coffee and the crossword in the morning paper. A quarter of an hour before they were due to leave, he would wake Kristina; she would get dressed more or less in her sleep, then stumble her way to the garage and collapse in the passenger seat with a blanket over her knees. She would sleep all the way to the timber factory gate, where he would get out and she would drive the short distance to Hjällbo and the post office where she had worked for so many years.


In the afternoons she would pick him up at the factory gate at twenty to six, every day except Thursday when she arrived two hours later after meeting her sister at Dahl’s for coffee and cakes. And so on Thursdays he would have a shower at work instead of when he got home.


Since Kristina retired he had had the car to himself, and had been forced to rent a space in the factory car park for the first time in twenty-seven years. Sixty kronor a month it cost him. At first he had thought about leaving the car in the free car park down by the holiday cottages and walking the last bit of the journey. It wasn’t the money that annoyed him. It was just so penny-pinching on the part of the company.


Anyway, now he didn’t need the space any more. He had paid until the end of the month, but he wouldn’t need it after today – his last day at work.


The realisation had coursed through his body like an electric shock when the alarm clock went off. For a second he had considered calling in sick for the first time in many years, pretending that he had been struck down by a nasty bout of the flu in order to avoid the obligatory cake and the laboured speech from the director.


A frozen branch had caught on the dining room window during the night and was stuck fast in the rime. December hadn’t been this cold for a long time. He lingered over his empty coffee cup and thought that this was the last time he would spend an hour like this: sitting alone in the early morning, by the soft light of the Advent candles in the holders Kristina had inherited from her family.


He decided to set off a little earlier than usual so that he would have time to empty his locker before work started; he stood up a little too quickly and knocked over the glass of milk which had been dangerously close to the edge of the table.


When he got in the car it was almost half past six. The first hesitant snowflakes fell from the lingering night sky and landed on the windscreen. He switched on the wipers and watched them sweep the snowflakes away, hypnotised by the movement.


Kristina had been saying for days that it was going to snow, warning him that the roads would be slippery; they were always at their most treacherous just before it snowed. And you can always tell it’s going to snow when the air tears at your skin and ice particles form on your face, invisible but feeling like frosted glass.


It was those five years that made the difference, the fact that she was five years older than him. It had been an issue when they decided to get married almost half a century ago but the age difference had levelled out over the years, and for most of their marriage they had hardly noticed it. Now it was making itself felt once again. Kristina had turned seventy in May, but he thought it was the lack of social contact that had changed her, rather than the encroaching years. That was what had made it easier for anxiety to tighten its grip.


Was that what happened to people who retired? People like us, he thought for a second, who no longer have anything to do. Who have long ago exhausted every topic of conversation and established that the pleasure gained from the various activities available barely compensated for the effort involved.


The last hill, the steepest, had been gritted. That was the only advantage of the shocking amount of building and the mass influx of residents during the 90s: the roads were gritted during the winter. From being the back of beyond, the area had suddenly become highly desirable. One pastel-coloured house after another had shot up with impressive speed. The potholes left by last year’s deep frost needed filling in, however, and Åke grimaced as the undercarriage of his old Opel Astra jolted. It carried on banging rhythmically beneath his feet as he took the bend at Johansson a little too quickly and felt the tyres lose their grip on the surface of the road. No, the new highways agency was in no hurry to get the holes filled in. After all, the younger generation drove around in enormous cars with tyres to match.


As he pulled out on to Göteborgsvägen, which was still deserted, early risers were starting to switch on the lights in their kitchens. The windows of the houses showed up as soft yellow points of light in the midst of all the blackness. He braked and let the six-thirty bus pull out from the stop. As usual it was almost empty.


Bang-bang-bang. It sounded like the exhaust pipe.


The bitterly cold morning was hardly conducive to the idea of pulling over and waiting for the next bus. It wouldn’t be daylight for a long time yet. Åke decided to chance it, hoping the car would make it as far as work, then he would drive straight to the garage in Lerum at the end of the day. He could ask Christer to take a look at it.


Happy with his decision he increased his speed as much as he dared on the twisting, icy road. The sparse street lights showed the way over the hills to Olofstorp like a string of beads. In a way it felt good to have something specific to do when he left the factory for the last time, with his personal effects in a cardboard box on the seat beside him. Like a kind of assurance that life didn’t end there, that there were still things that wouldn’t be done if you didn’t exist.


Kristina’s prediction of bad weather came to nothing when the snow stopped falling just as suddenly as it had started. He switched off the windscreen wipers and turned on the radio so that he wouldn’t have to listen to the banging from underneath the car. Bloody old heap. He was now passing through Olofstorp: the school, the nursery, shops, the folk museum, and then the street lights came to an end and he was once again on a deserted road. He was trying to get rid of the mist on the windscreen while simultaneously struggling to find a frequency on the radio when suddenly the car decided enough was enough. A deafening clatter made him swear out loud. He managed to manoeuvre off the road at the petrol station, which was closed, rolling the Astra under the roof, which seemed to float freely above the self-service pumps. With one more curse, he breathed out. He was grateful that the exhaust pipe – it had to be the exhaust pipe – had fallen off here, and not on one of the pitch-black stretches of road between the villages.


He took out his mobile and weighed it in his hand for a moment. The thought of ringing Kristina and asking her to find the number for a breakdown truck or for Christer, then spending another half-hour calming her down, wasn’t exactly appealing. He would have to find another solution.


In the boot he discovered an oily piece of rope with which he was able to do a reasonable job of tying up the exhaust pipe – that should enable him to drive to the nearest garage. Buoyed up by having coped with the challenge so far, he acted on impulse and drove along the gravel track into the countryside instead of carrying on towards the town. The track crossed the river Lärje over a narrow stone bridge, then continued to slice its way among the hills. Åke was taking a chance. A few years ago he had driven their grandchild out to a friend’s house somewhere around here and he had a vague memory of a garage by one of the farms a short distance past the bridge.


Perhaps his memory wasn’t quite as reliable as it had been. Each curve revealed only fresh stretches of road running between deserted fields and meadows. He was glad that dawn was beginning to break. There was no guarantee the garage would still be there, of course, he thought, regretting his impulse just as the car rounded a bend and the full beam of the headlights illuminated a dilapidated old barn. The house opposite wasn’t exactly in tip-top condition either, but in the yard in between stood a considerable number of dead cars. The place was run-down, that was obvious, but the iron sign proclaiming THOMAS EDELL – VEHICLE REPAIRS AND SCRAPYARD was still there.


It was a relief to park the rattling car in the yard between two scruffy pickup trucks. The silence that followed felt almost sacred. He got out and stretched his legs, took a couple of deep breaths, inhaling the bitterly cold morning air, and gazed up at the greyish-white wooden house. There were no lights in any of the windows. However, bright light was pouring out from a metal annexe attached to the barn – a garage, with its doors wide open.


It was gone seven o’clock by now, and he wasn’t surprised to see that someone was already busy in the workshop. Real grafters make an early start, that’s what he had always believed, although it was a little odd that no one seemed to have noticed his noisy arrival. Everything was as silent as the grave. He cleared his throat and shouted a greeting as he walked across the grass.


The floor of the workshop was covered in tools, but there wasn’t a soul in sight. A Nissan Micra up on the ramp was obscuring his view, so he took a few steps further inside.


‘Hello there!’


Where the annexe joined the old barn there was a chaotic office made of white plywood screens; that was empty too, but a radio was playing away to itself almost inaudibly. He stood there nonplussed for a moment, then managed to make out the sound of Soothing Favourites. Then he realised he was late for work, late for his own leaving party, and this place was obviously not manned, despite all the indications to the contrary. He stepped outside again and decided to walk around the house just to make sure there was no one there who might help him. He didn’t really want to drive that rattling heap much further.


Afterwards he would recall that a feeling of unease gradually crept over him. Perhaps it was the thought of the director and being late for work, but there was something else as well, something indefinable. He almost had a heart attack when a black and white cat shot out of an open cellar window, yowling loudly. The next moment he saw the man, lying spreadeagled on the ground where the gravel path continued around the back of the barn. He didn’t need to go any closer to see that the man had been run over, probably several times. The whole of the lower half of his body had been more or less … destroyed.


He’s only half a man, thought Åke Melkersson, a hysterical, terrified giggle rising in his chest. He’s flat, half of him smeared over the gravel. He thought back to the cartoons of his childhood, in which characters were always getting run over by steamrollers, ending up as flat as pancakes. There was never any blood in the cartoons, but there was blood here, collected in a hollow in the gravel around the man’s head, like a gory halo.


Then Åke did what the characters in the cartoons never did: he walked backwards and threw up. He wiped his mouth on the sleeve of his jacket, then he threw up again all over his trousers. I can’t go to work like this, he thought irrationally before he stumbled back to the car and reversed out at high speed, making the exhaust pipe come crashing down again; it dragged along the ground all the way back to the main road.


When he finally reached something that could with a little goodwill be classed as civilisation, he pulled over at a bus stop. With trembling hands he keyed in the emergency number.


Afterwards he sat for a while in the car with the window down, hoping that the cold air pouring in would stop him from fainting. The policewoman’s voice had been matter-of-fact, gathering information. This had helped him to calm down, and to come to his senses sufficiently to offer to drive back to the scene of the crime; he could wait there to be interviewed by the police, instead of giving his home address and telephone number. He didn’t want to worry Kristina unnecessarily, least of all in a situation like this.


The traffic, increasing as usual as the time approached eight o’clock, also had a calming effect on his nerves. He turned the heater up to maximum and picked up his mobile once again.
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Andreas Karlberg was sitting at his desk in the police station watching a magpie that had obviously taken a wrong turning and ended up on his windowsill. Its feet made a muted tapping sound as it moved across the metal ledge. The small coal-black eyes stared straight into his, then the bird seemed to take fright and flew away.


Karlberg had other things on his mind. He was pondering whether he was a man of integrity, a man who knew how to draw suitable boundaries around himself, or whether he was just using this as an excuse for behaving like an egotistical pig. In the top drawer of his desk lay a popular psychology book entitled Energy Thieves. He had found the book lying on his doormat in a padded envelope on his birthday a couple of weeks ago. It had turned out to be from his ex, whom he hadn’t seen for months. On your 34th birthday. To someone who ought to learn how to say no. Good luck, love from Marie.


His first impulse had been to ring her up and ask her what she meant, but he realised there was a risk that she would immediately see this as an opportunity to explain at length why she had left him six months ago and he wasn’t sure he wanted to know. Not any more, not when the wound left by the broken relationship had started to heal.


Presumably it had something to do with his job. He worked too many hours, too many evenings, was too preoccupied with the job. But he couldn’t agree that he had a problem when it came to putting her before other people. If you had the chance to be there for a friend, he still thought you ought to do so. Even if it meant you often found your weekends taken up with helping someone to move house, giving someone a lift to the airport at some ridiculous hour or lending money to someone in a tight spot.


Good luck, Marie had written. He presumed she was encouraging him to practise the art of saying no, and he had actually taken her seriously. Not that he had since become notorious for saying no, but he had started by carefully evaluating every situation where he would previously have said yes without a second’s hesitation. Like yesterday evening, when he had stood in the queue at the supermarket checkout watching the woman in front of him puffing and blowing as she unpacked a mountain of food from her trolley. She had suddenly turned to him and asked, somewhat apologetically, if he would mind loading her shopping on to the conveyor belt while she went to the other end and started packing it into bags. It would speed things up, she said. And she might well be right, he had thought, glancing in confusion from his prawn baguette to her enquiring expression, and back to his baguette.


‘No, I’d rather not do that,’ he heard himself say.


‘No?’ said the woman, surprised, as if he’d had THE GUY WHO ALWAYS HELPS OUT tattooed on his forehead.


‘No,’ he said firmly, running a hand nervously through his light blonde hair. The woman’s face turned dark red. Now he suddenly saw with painful clarity the checkout assistant’s embarrassed smile, the woman’s crushed expression; in the end she had managed to pack away all her Christmas food shopping and had lumbered off with her bags. To catch the tram, no doubt – she wouldn’t have a car. She was probably a single mother with several children.


He ought to ring Marie and boast about what he’d achieved. And he might have done if he hadn’t heard on the grapevine that she’d started dating again. A market analyst, whatever the hell that was.


He was brought back to reality when Inspector Christian Tell stuck his head round the office door.


‘You’re here, great. We’ve got a body in the Gunnilse area. He’s been run over, but the old guy who rang in thought he’d been shot as well. In the head.’


A short while later they had passed the county governor’s pastel-coloured house in the old town and put the grey concrete buildings of the northern suburbs behind them. One outlying district of semi-detached houses and rows of terraces had given way to the next, finally tapering out into the smaller communities: Knipared, Bingared, Linnarhult. Between these lay undulating grazing land. It always surprised Tell that the city was actually so small – it only took half an hour to get out into the countryside.


After a drive at breakneck speed along a bumpy gravel track they finally pulled into a farmyard. A police van was parked by the entrance, and representatives from the local force seemed to have already made themselves at home. Tell growled something inaudible.


Karlberg took a deep breath and cleared his throat.


‘So where’s the old guy who called in?’


‘I suppose he’s on his way back.’


Tell lit a cigarette and opened the car door.


‘Apparently he panicked and took off, not surprisingly. Then his car packed up and he got stuck on the main road. He knows we want to talk to him.’


Karlberg took several deep breaths to slow down his pulse after their high-speed drive. The feeling was always the same when you went out on a case: you wanted to get on with it, and yet you also didn’t. Open that door, walk round the corner of that house. Violent deaths were not unusual in his job but outright executions like this one, at least according to the emergency call, were not exactly something they came across every day. They had discussed in the car whether it might be the result of some kind of gang warfare, but it didn’t fit the context. Not here, on a farm, in the middle of nowhere. A drunken brawl perhaps, one neighbour losing it with another. Although there was no sign of any neighbours out here, just fields and forest.


‘They’re certainly not living on top of one another,’ he muttered as he heard the sound of a car in the distance.


‘OK, let’s get started.’


Tell had already taken a few rapid drags of his cigarette, stubbed it out in an empty McDonald’s paper cup and set off towards one of the uniformed officers. The police surgeon’s car turned in and drove up on to the grass, followed by the crime scene team. The investigation was under way.
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Nine minutes before the telephone rang Seja had switched the alarm clock to snooze in case she fell asleep again. One foot in reality, her gaze fixed on the cracks in the painted ceiling, one foot still in her dreams. She jumped when the clock emitted its vaguely encouraging beep, followed swiftly by the shrill sound of the telephone. The noise drilled into her skull, and for a moment it startled her. The meagre daylight seeped in through the gaps between the curtains, but the cottage was still in darkness.


The old copy of Rekordmagasinet fell on the floor as she rolled out of bed and dashed across the cold wooden floor.


‘Hello?’


‘Hello. Were you asleep?’


‘Who is this?’


‘Your neighbour. Are you up and about?’


‘Åke, is that you?’


She sighed to herself. Since Martin left she had been grateful for some contact with her next-door neighbours. It gave her the feeling that she wasn’t entirely alone with her fears during all those dark nights; she could peep through the curtains, and even if the only thing she could see was the fir trees silhouetted against the night sky, she knew that behind those fir trees there was a peat bog and another little house where Åke and Kristina Melkersson lived.


It was true that Åke could be a bit too chatty in his old man’s way, and annoyingly flirty, but they had developed a comfortable relationship; it was quite pleasant to meet someone by the mailboxes in the mornings. She had also enjoyed being around to help Kristina during the day while Åke was at work. It was often something small, such as bringing an item back from the shops or posting a letter. Seja suspected that Åke was grateful for the sense of security this gave him, despite the fact that her involvement with his wife was comparatively limited. On a couple of occasions he had even, with a certain amount of embarrassment, offered to pay her for coming round. Which, of course, she had declined, equally embarrassed. She was on her own after all, and despite the fact that she was halfway through a training course to become a journalist after several years of aimless study, she had oceans of time at her disposal. However, being woken up in the morning by Melkersson was definitely a step in the wrong direction.


‘What do you want, Åke?’


‘I need your help. I’ve got into a bit of a … well … an odd situation. To say the least.’


He sounded stressed.


‘What do you want me to do? Where are you?’


‘Pick me up outside the ICA supermarket in Gunnilse. My car has broken down, but that’s not all. I’ll tell you about it when you get here. I don’t really want to talk over the phone. I’m hanging up now.’


‘Åke!’ she yelled down the phone. ‘I’m going nowhere unless you tell me what this is about. What’s going on? Has the car packed up? Why don’t you just ring for a breakdown truck?’


He lowered his voice.


‘Listen … A man has been murdered. At a garage not far from here. I found him. He’s been executed, shot in the head, that’s what must have happened, there was so much blood. But that wasn’t all, Seja, he’d been run over. He was completely squashed. Someone has … You have to drive me there, I promised the police and my car’s completely—’


‘Åke! The police? What—’


‘I’m hanging up now.’


Click.


He was very pale, standing there in front of his old Opel. Seja pulled in next to him and pushed open the passenger door.


‘Jump in. And explain yourself.’


An acrid smell surrounded Åke as he slumped down on the seat.


‘I only wanted to ask him to take a look at the car.’


He seemed to be concentrating on his breathing.


‘For God’s sake, you tell me there’s a body in a garage, and for some unknown reason I’m on my way there. I just don’t understand why – you could have called a breakdown truck. Or a taxi.’


‘Left here. Don’t you understand, Seja? I’m too old for this kind of thing. I need a bit of support.’


She didn’t say anything. The first rays of the sun hit the wing mirrors and dazzled her as she took the bend a little too fast. Åke grabbed hold of the handle on the roof and gave her an inscrutable look. She swallowed and thought about how she had rushed off without taking the time to feed her horse or let him out into the field. She couldn’t be away for too long.


She often got annoyed when she was afraid. It seemed easier to be afraid and angry than afraid and merely weak. Easier to be driven by an idea than to allow chance to make a fool of you. The sense of excitement, because it was there too, came from her nightly reading of fifty-year-old crime reports in Rekordmagasinet. She had found the pile down in the cellar, left behind by the former owner of the cottage. She had intended using them for the fire, but instead had become caught up in a wealth of old-fashioned and innocently formulated articles about long-forgotten crimes. They interested her, giving a picture of how society had changed or perhaps of the general fascination for the darker side of mankind. Recently she had started to think about using them as a basis for her undergraduate dissertation: a historical overview of crime journalism. Or perhaps this was just an excuse to avoid getting down to the reading she should be doing for her next exam. Right now the thought of the grainy black and white pictures and the sensational headlines gave her a reassuring sense of distance from the current situation.


She was thirty years old, and had only recently decided what she wanted to do with her life – or perhaps the realisation that it was actually possible was something new, for the writing had always been there, so much a part of her that she had hardly even considered that it could become her profession. So far she had only managed to get published in insignificant contexts: she had sold a short story to a monthly magazine; done a brisk report in the local paper about a long-distance ski club that was celebrating an anniversary; carried out an investigation into local procedures for clearing snow. She was happy just to be paid for her writing.


At that moment she caught sight of the place. There was no doubt that this was where the crime had been committed. A collection of cars was already blocking the entrance to the yard, and she had to park by the side of the road a short distance away.


It was an old farm, the paint flaking. A sign was swinging in the bitter wind: THOMAS EDELL – VEHICLE REPAIRS AND SCRAPYARD.


An electric shock ran through her body. Her heart beat so fast it felt as if her chest was actually vibrating. Her hands started to shake and she had to take a deep breath in order to regain control of her body.


Åke didn’t seem to take any notice; he was completely taken up with his own anxiety. He got out of the car and, with as much composure as he could muster, walked over to a group of what she presumed were plain-clothes police officers. Her mind was racing feverishly. She couldn’t hear what was being said, but Åke was directed towards a man who was over at the side of the yard, staring down at the ground like a tracker dog.


She opened the car door and stepped out. All around her was a hive of activity, but she could see no sign of the body. Her heart turned a few more somersaults in her chest. Driven by a strength she neither understood nor could analyse, she walked towards Åke and the man in the coat. Her neighbour didn’t turn around when she stared at his back. Help me now, Åke. Help me be allowed to stay here and see the body. I can’t explain why, it’s too complicated; I just have to do it.


The police officer caught sight of her and she took a tentative step in his direction.


‘Excuse me, but I assume you’ll be wanting to question me. I was with Åke when he found the body.’


She pretended not to notice Åke’s surprised expression.


‘And you are?’


‘I think there’s been some kind of misunderst—’


‘Seja Lundberg,’ she interrupted, her voice sounding reasonably steady as she met the officer’s gaze. He had a finely chiselled face: with its straight slender nose and thick eyelashes it could have been regarded as feminine had it not been for his bushy eyebrows. Seja thought she caught a hint of his breath: coffee and cigarettes, a trace of mint.


He extended his hand towards her.


‘Inspector Christian Tell. Right. Melkersson here told me that you found the body just after seven, then drove up to the main road to telephone us. Hmm …’


He’s wondering why Åke gave the impression he was alone. Seja was already regretting her stupid lie.


‘That seems about right,’ Tell went on after a brief pause. ‘The emergency call was logged at seven thirty.’


He seemed a little distracted, raising his shoulders up towards his ears and shivering as if he had just noticed that the temperature had fallen well below zero overnight. It was hardly surprising that he was frozen. His coat was much too thin for the weather, a typical city coat, perfect for someone who only moved between his apartment and the car, the car and work.


‘I’ll see if I can find somewhere inside where we can talk. It’s too bloody cold out here. If you’ll excuse me.’


Seja nodded mutely after he had turned on his heel. She got the idea that she had met the man before, in a completely different context. There’s something ludicrously familiar about him. The thick black eyebrows that met in the middle and didn’t seem to match the ash-coloured hair, which fell below his ears. The deep voice and the accent: broad Gothenburg to start with, but a real effort had been made to tame it. She recognised the voice and thought she knew from which evening the memory came.


They had just moved into the cottage. She was due to pick up Martin from the pub at the central station; he had been bowling and had gone for a few beers afterwards with a friend from Stockholm who was staying over. Both the guys were pretty drunk, very drunk in fact, loud and not at all interested in going home with her. She had grown tired of nagging them and had considered driving back on her own and leaving them to their fate, but instead she had sat down crossly on one of the bar stools while they ordered another beer and a shot each. The man who resembled Christian Tell had been sitting next to her, and had made a comment on her unfortunate situation, half amused and half sympathetic. She remembered that she had found him attractive and had been embarrassed at being so feeble. At just sitting there, sweaty and furious with her jacket on, waiting, like a dog, once again placed in the box labelled nagging old bag, while Martin was the one who was such fun, so ready to embrace life. The one who was absolved of responsibility because there was always someone else to shoulder it, the martyr who yet again would come tiptoeing along with the Alka-Seltzer the next day, doggedly tidying up, cleaning up, picking up the pieces of something that had been fun but wasn’t any longer.


She was brought back to reality as Åke grabbed hold of her arm. She pre-empted him by whispering, ‘I thought if I said I was in the car with you I’d be allowed to stay. Otherwise I would have had to leave.’


He seemed to have regained the power of speech.


‘Do you realise what you’ve done? You’ve lied to the police in a murder case, and dragged me along with you. Now we’ll have to carry on lying and—’


‘Please, Åke … I can’t explain.’


It was hopeless. Åke’s expression made it clear that he had no intention of listening to her. Instead he bent down to pick up some rubbish as if he too were part of the police operation.


‘Excuse me, but could you identify yourselves?’


A uniformed officer placed his hand on Åke’s shoulder. Seja realised that her options were limited at this point: she could either keep digging herself into a hole, or she could hold up her hands, apologise and be told off and sent away. A part of her wanted to disappear before she was found out. It must be breaking some kind of law, surely, poking around a crime scene like this? But another part of her wanted to stay, wanted to see before it was too late. See the dead man before they carted him off.


It was like the morbid fascination that affects people driving past the scene of an accident, but it wasn’t only that. She came closer without actually making a conscious decision to do so, her legs moving of their own volition, taking her round the side of the barn. A group of men and a woman were crowding round a figure dressed in dark clothing who was lying in an odd position on the gravel.


Her camera phone was burning a hole in her pocket. Seja forced herself not to look away. She took a few steps closer. Somewhere behind her she could hear Åke being told off for having destroyed evidence by picking up a chewing-gum wrapper. She heard the words murder investigation uttered in a stern female voice. It didn’t concern Seja. Only this body concerned her.


A moment of confusion arose when she finally saw the man’s face. She ransacked her memory, her mind racing. He didn’t look the way she remembered him. She felt both relieved and disappointed at the same time.


She wouldn’t have dared to sneak out her mobile if it hadn’t been for the fact that she was even more afraid to encounter the dead body without some form of protection. She shot from the hip, and each time she pressed the button she expected one of the uniformed officers to come rushing over and grab the phone. But it didn’t happen, and as long as the button was clicking between her and the glassy eyes, half-covered by a milky film, she could cope.


Close his eyes, for fuck’s sake. The words leapt into her mind and the thought surprised her.


The navy-blue Helly Hansen sweater was similar to the one her father had often worn under his jacket during the winter. The blonde hair was drenched in blood; it had stiffened and darkened. ‘Close his eyes,’ she repeated in a whisper, and she could no longer hold back the tears.


Tell reappeared. For a second he met her tear-filled eyes with an intense questioning expression before waving Åke into a police van parked by the side of the road. She ran across the grass, feeling that she had been caught out.


In the van there was a Thermos flask on a folded-down table, along with a stack of plastic cups and some broken ginger biscuits in a tin with no lid.


‘Coffee?’


Seja nodded mutely, although her stomach was churning. Christian Tell busied himself serving the coffee. His hands had a calming effect on her; they were broad, and in the light from the steamed-up window she could see the fair hairs on the back of them. He wasn’t wearing a wedding ring.


‘So … you made the call, Åke. Is it OK if I call you Åke?’


Åke nodded. He still looked pale.


‘Did you know the victim? Who he was? His name?’


‘No, no idea. Edell, I mean that’s what it says on the sign.’


Tell turned to Seja. She shook her head.


‘OK, so your call came in at 07.49, Åke. By that time you had found the body and driven up to the main road.’


Seja couldn’t bring herself to look Tell in the eye. She left her steaming cup of coffee where it was – her hands wouldn’t do as they were told, they were shaking and would have given her away immediately. And yet she couldn’t do the obvious thing and tell him what had really happened, that she hadn’t been there when the body was found. She was painfully aware of the shapeless black heap just a few metres away. The corpse. She carried on staring down at her red chapped hands.


Tell went on: ‘I need to know, as accurately as possible, what time it was when you arrived at the garage and found the body.’


Åke cleared his throat.


‘Er … I, or rather we, left home – we’re neighbours, you see – at half past six. I know that for sure because I saw the six-thirty bus at the stop.’


Happy now because he had managed to be helpful, give concrete information. Then he frowned.


‘I was driving quite slowly, of course, because as I said there was something wrong with the car. The exhaust pipe fell off up by the petrol station. It must have taken me a while to tie it back on. Twenty minutes, maybe. Then I looked – I mean we looked for the garage …’


‘So you did know the place?’


‘No … well, I knew it must be around here somewhere, if it was still open. I’d only driven past it before, seen the sign, and that was a few years ago. I usually go to Christer. Or sometimes I go to Nordén & Son in Lerum. I’ve always—’


‘So that was all the two of you did: you drove up to the main road and made the call. So can we make a rough guess that you found the body say ten or fifteen minutes before you called?’


Åke nodded again.


‘Yes, I think I – I mean we – sat at the bus stop for a while, but it can’t have been long. Just to gather my thoughts. I mean I was in shock, you understand. I realise I should have stayed here, of course, until you arrived, but … I wasn’t even thinking. I just wanted to get away. It didn’t even occur to me that I had a telephone with me. I haven’t had one long, but my wife—’


‘It’s perfectly fine, I realise the first impulse is to get away,’ said Tell reassuringly. Åke seemed to relax slightly. He took a gulp of his coffee and crossed his legs.


Tell leaned forward.


‘I want you to tell me exactly what happened, as accurately as you can. Did you see anything in particular? Did you hear anything? Did anything seem odd? Whatever comes to mind.’


While Åke Melkersson took his time formulating his reply, Tell spotted Karlberg chatting to the doctor who had certified the death. The medics were getting ready to move the body into the ambulance, and Tell considered asking them to wait. He would have liked to go over the way the man was lying one more time before they moved him, but decided to let it go.


Reluctantly he turned his attention back to the disparate couple in front of him, just in time to see Seja cast a pleading look at Åke. She shrugged her shoulders.


‘I didn’t really see anything other than what Åke has already told you.’


‘Can we just go through it once more, Åke.’


‘The house looked empty but the door of the workshop was open. There was a light on inside. I went in to have a look, I called out but nobody answered. The radio was on – Soothing Favourites. I usually listen to that myself.’


‘Good. That’s something else. And where were you, Seja, when Åke went off to look for help?’


‘In the car. I stayed in the car, so I didn’t see … the dead man.’ If you’re going to lie successfully, say as little as possible.


Tell nodded slowly. When she didn’t go on he turned back to Åke, who picked up where he had left off.


‘I decided to take a walk around and see what was happening. I mean it seemed as if somebody was there, or had been there not long ago.’


Åke pointed in the direction of the yard by tapping on the van window.


‘And then I saw him. He was just lying there. I could see straight away that he was dead. I didn’t get too close … then I think I … brought up my breakfast. It happened so suddenly, I mean you don’t expect to find someone, not like that …’


‘It’s perfectly understandable, Åke. Perfectly understandable.’


Tell had taken out a notebook and started jotting down some points. The colour had come back to Åke’s cheeks, and he had regained his confidence. He risked a question.


‘I was just wondering … He’d been shot, hadn’t he? Someone shot him and then ran over him?’


Tell glanced up from his notes and pushed his fringe out of his eyes.


‘It’s up to the pathologist to establish the cause of death. But he’s definitely been shot, so we can assume that’s what killed him.’


He took a packet of cigarettes from his inside pocket and shook one out with an apologetic smile. Seja noticed he had a crooked front tooth, which made him look younger.


‘It’s not acceptable to smoke anywhere these days, but if you don’t mind I’m going to have a couple of drags.’


He smiled again, slightly embarrassed, and turned away to exhale the smoke, which immediately filled the small space. Seja felt her nausea welling up, like a delayed reaction, and suddenly she was enormously and irrationally irritated with this ugly, attractive, smug man who clearly thought the world was there for his convenience, although he did stub out the cigarette after two drags.


‘So, back to your story … Åke, you said the car broke down and you couldn’t drive it from the bus stop where you made the phone call. So the car you arrived in just now, that’s not the one that broke down?’


‘No. I had to leave the Opel up there by the road. I didn’t have anything else to secure the exhaust pipe with.’


‘I understand. But the person who came to help you, I presume that person was driving the dark blue Hyundai you just arrived in?’ He looked out through the steamed-up window. The Hyundai was in full view a little way off. ‘Who does the car belong to?’


He’s looking at the registration number.


‘Me,’ said Seja quickly.


Her impulse was to stand up and walk out.


‘So someone borrowed your car to come out and pick you up. Did you drop that person off somewhere, before you came here?’


Åke gasped for breath a little too loudly and nodded.


‘Exactly. In Hjällbo. It was my wife, Kristina. Her sister lives in Hjällbo, so I dropped her off there. We dropped her off there.’


His face was now quite red, and a vein was throbbing in his temple just below the edge of his fur hat. Seja was just about to put a stop to the whole charade by explaining what had really happened, that she was to blame because she was so insanely curious, that she had wanted to write a crime report or just to see a dead body, but then Tell closed his notebook.


‘I noticed that the back seats were folded down.’


The comment broke Seja’s train of thought.


‘I had horse fodder in the back.’


She knocked over her coffee cup, which contained only the last few dregs. A thin stream ran towards the edge of the table and dripped on to her knee. Christian Tell passed her some toilet roll.


‘Where was Kristina sitting?’ he said.


‘Kristina?’ said Seja stupidly.


Tell nodded.


‘Where was Kristina sitting, if you were driving and Åke was sitting next to you and the back seats were folded down?’


Seja wiped her trouser leg with exaggerated care. She sighed when the silence became too much for her.


‘Nowhere,’ she admitted. ‘She wasn’t with us. I lied because I didn’t want to leave Åke alone.’


Tell nodded tersely.


‘Right, let’s start from the beginning. And let’s have the truth this time.’
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1993


Once upon a time there was a workhouse close to a mountain lake; apart from the house there were only gravel tracks covering the forest landscape like a spider’s web.


The red three-storey house with its high stone foundations still sits there on the edge of the forest. The lake still reflects the clouds when there is not a breath of wind. The gravel area in front of the house is just the same, apart from the fact that three cars have been carelessly parked there, their paintwork dulled by the dust from the road.


On the side of the minibus it says STENSJÖ FOLK HIGH SCHOOL, and something else that has been eroded to the point of illegibility. And it is also Stensjö Folk High School that is filling up all the rooms. She will soon be familiar with the history of the house. She will also find out that it is boiling hot in the summer beneath the roof beams – she will be one of the few who do not leave Stensjö during the summer break. In the winter an open fire burns in the common room on the ground floor, but its warmth does not find its way up to the boarders’ bedrooms. The electric radiators are of course turned up to maximum, but they barely keep the worst of the cold at bay.


It has taken Maya almost a whole day to get there, travelling by bus and train up through the country. It is a cleansing process: she is leaving Borås with its suburbs and outlying areas and the strategies she has so far employed in order to get by. No one knows where she is going, well, her family does, but no one in her circle of acquaintances. As far as they are concerned she has disappeared in a puff of smoke. Perhaps she is letting people down, but no one would be able to take her to task for that. After all, it is a well-known fact that morality is closely linked to the risk of discovery.


She is not quite eighteen, and three years seems an absolute eternity. No one will even remember her when she goes back, if she ever does go back. All the people to whom she has been so closely bound during those turbulent teenage years will have entered the adult world they know so little of as yet. A world they want to forswear, nevertheless, as if it were a matter of life and death. They think they are defending themselves against the boring, middle-class mentality of adulthood, but in fact it is their childhood they are fighting against.


The idea of flight has always been like a balm to her soul, often with the help of drugs: hash, trips and amphetamine bombs rolled in scraps of cigarette paper and swallowed with a glass of water. Now she is running away with the feeling that this is her last chance. That she is jumping on the last train to somewhere completely unknown. It is terrifying, but not as terrifying as what she knows is waiting if she stays in town: the meetings with stiff-necked social workers; the youth centre with its employment training programme because she dropped out of grammar school; in the long term, a residential facility for young people.


And she would continue to pretend to fit in with her friends while at the same time feeling a marked distance that only she seemed to see: those last few inches of closeness that were simply not there. She had chosen the security of the gang because she felt even more of an outsider with everyone else. And her circle of acquaintances has at least formed some kind of fixed point, even if it is more apparent than structured. They have made something of having grown up in the wake of prog music, freshly plucked from both the hippie movement and punk; they have been political in those contexts where it attracts attention, running the gauntlet at every opportunity to demonstrate, going barefoot or sitting cross-legged on the streets in the town centre. But the drugs have a definite tendency to take over.


She has never been afraid of ending up an addict; the drugs were to make her happier, to enable her to stay awake at night, to have the courage to be against something or for something. She has never been afraid of getting hooked on them, only of getting hooked on the rest of it – never being able to move on, suddenly realising one day that she has forgotten what she was for or against, that the revolt has faded into everyday life and she is no longer streetwise, just bloody stubborn. She has always been afraid of being pathetic.


She is sitting in the buffet car on the train to Stensjö, writing in her black notebook. It’s an ordinary black book with a red spine, although she has stuck a newspaper cutting on the cover: Ulrike Meinhof, a black and white prison photograph. Beneath the picture it says, This book belongs to Maya. On the lined pages are her poems.


She writes a great deal but keeps very little. If her words frighten her once the heat has died down, she burns them. Even as she sits on the train she scrutinises and crosses out old words in a frenzy of shame. And yet the poetry she keeps is painfully unstructured, self-centred and obscured by powerful unidentified emotions. As if to force some future reader to feel the mood of the author rather than his own. It is mostly about love, because she has devoted the years since leaving junior school to believing that she is constantly in love, among other things.


A middle-aged ice cream maker tries to strike up a conversation with her in the buffet car. He asks almost straight away what she does for a living, and she tells him she is unemployed. It sounds more mature than saying that she has dropped out of school and hasn’t yet decided what to do with her life. He waves vaguely in the air as if to say it’s nothing to be embarrassed about.


‘I’ve got money, but I don’t think I’m better than anyone else because of that. I’m just as happy talking to a company director as to someone who’s out of work and has a ring through their nose,’ he says.


He invites her to share one of the tiny ridiculously expensive bottles of wine they keep behind the counter. She accepts his offer. After a glass of red he gets personal and wants to talk about his ex-wife. She soon loses interest.


‘I’m just going to the toilet,’ she says, and goes to sit a couple of tables behind him. The lie, when he discovers it on his way back to his seat, doesn’t seem to bother him. Perhaps he’s used to it.


She starts a letter to her mother. She writes that growing up has been the very opposite of an Oedipal child’s great fear. Her father has never even existed on paper, and so there was no united parental front to make her feel alone and excluded. Instead her anxious mother, desperate for approval, wanted to carry her daughter close to her heart; to keep her like a child as yet unborn. Intimate. Like a partner. Mum. I have to put some distance between us in order to be free of you. In her mind’s eye she can see her mother opening the envelope as if it were a great event. As if she had been waiting for the moment when she would finally understand her daughter. As if she had spent years wondering.


But deep down Maya knows that her mother has not spent years wondering, despite all the arguments and reconciliations. Not really. Her mother has had enough to cope with just looking after herself.


In the notebook Maya has scrawled on page after page, words that have somehow burned themselves into her mind, embarrassing and full of overblown emotions. It was a significant part of her adolescence, this revelling in her emotional life. Constantly giving every Tom, Dick and Harry information about how she is feeling, which is not so different from her mother, in fact. She has frightened off a whole load of potential boyfriends in this way. She spoke with such insight about angst that the supervisor at the youth centre contacted the psychiatric service. He was afraid she might be suicidal. Which, after some consideration, she feels she wasn’t really, not at that particular time.


Out in the wilds she is picked up by the minibus at a bus stop with a shelter on the narrow tarmac road. The bus to and from the railway station evidently runs just twice a day, once in the morning and once in the afternoon, and is the only way to travel to the school if, like Maya, you have neither a car nor a driving licence.


The end of August brings the heat of high summer when the sun is at its zenith. The evenings have begun to grow cooler as autumn approaches. In her suitcase is a blank calendar boasting of a fresh start, her nicest clothes and a mishmash of things representing the room she had as a girl and her earlier life. Being seventeen means that every step is for ever.


Her stomach is churning. Apart from that she is stone-faced behind the black-painted eyes and lips. She is wearing black jeans, a black long-sleeved sweater and Doc Martens. She took the ring out of her nose at the railway station, only to put it back in ten minutes later. It is difficult to decide how she will behave until she has observed what the others are like.


Most of all she is afraid of having to share a room with someone. That is also the first thing she asks the woman who pulls over in front of her on the empty road, just as she thinks the school bus is going to drive past her. The woman responds with an inscrutable smile, if indeed it is a smile. It makes Maya feel embarrassed because she has forgotten to introduce herself. She realises then that it is the borderlands that are the most difficult.


Being angry and rebellious is easy; being well-behaved is something she knows all about. If you’re a girl and you’ve grown up in a small town, gone through school before the equal opportunities programme kicked in, you get to be good at making room for other people. Standing with one foot in each camp in front of a woman who is ten years older than you, with cropped hair and a leather waistcoat worn over paint-stained dungarees, with that smile and that indulgent expression –that’s the difficult part. She thought her appearance would protect her. Instead she wishes she could turn back the clock. She wants to be a blank sheet of paper coming to this new situation, with nothing to fall back on.


The woman throws Maya’s bag into the back of the bus. She has a pale rose tattooed on her upper arm. It looks as if something had been written on the leaves of the rose, something that has almost been erased. Down the side of her neck winds the shape of a black snake. For a second Maya thinks it looks ominous.


Next to the main building a handful of smaller cottages are scattered over the lawn. High above the roofs are the tops of deciduous trees, their trunks so gnarled and thick that you probably couldn’t put your arms all the way round them. Maya has no idea what kind of tree they are. She wonders if there is a garden round the back, and feels a sudden impulse to become a child again, to run around the corner and have a look. Maybe hide deep inside the leafy greenery. Instead she stands on the gravel, rooted to the spot.


She stands there until Caroline comes back and takes her by the hand, leading her on her way to her first day at school. Through the brown doors and up the stairs to the attic, where the boarders’ rooms lie. Maya switches off the bigger picture, as she always does when she feels stressed, and silently adds together the details. Stains and scratches beneath the shining surface of the varnish on the staircase. The black snake on the neck. Long snakes of scar tissue winding their way up the inside of Caroline’s arms, towards the crease of her elbow.


Maya just goes along with her.
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2006


The fried cod eaten in haste, along with countless cups of coffee and several ginger biscuits during the course of the morning, had left a stale taste in his mouth. Tell had intended to top up his cup yet again when he discovered to his annoyance that someone had removed the coffee maker from the kitchenette. Instead, a huge apparatus had been placed in the corridor, and apparently countless drinks could be ordered through this machine. He hadn’t even heard of most of them.


‘Vanilla macchiato. What the hell is that?’


Renée Gunnarsson, one of the indispensable office staff, was walking by and patted him on the back.


‘Aren’t you up to date with all that kind of thing, Christian? You’re a city boy after all. Don’t you go to cafés?’


‘Not recently,’ he muttered, pressing a button at random. You couldn’t go far wrong with café au lait. The machine started grinding coffee beans, and finished off with a long drawn-out hiss as the foaming milk covered the top of the paper cup like a blanket.


‘At last, a proper coffee machine!’


Karin Beckman’s eyes were sparkling like a child’s on Christmas Eve. She immediately started to run through the list of choices.


‘Café chocolat, Café mint, Café au lait, Café crème, Macchiato, Latte …’


‘And you call that proper coffee?’


Bengt Bärneflod joined the more or less admiring group surrounding the machine. For once, Tell nodded appreciatively at his older colleague. They had worked together since Tell joined the squad fourteen years ago. A sudden awareness of the passage of time made him punch Bärneflod playfully on the shoulder.


‘Come on, Bengt, for God’s sake! Who wants to live in the past? Of course we need café au lait in this place!’ He took a large gulp and pulled a face at the chemically sweetened drink.


‘Right, I’m going to find our good old coffee maker. Where the hell has it gone, anyway?’ Bärneflod looked at Karlberg with a challenging expression as he stuck his head out of his office, as if he were personally responsible for the removal of the old machine.


‘OK, we’ve got a murder on our hands, in case you haven’t noticed,’ Tell said. ‘Conference room in five minutes, please.’


He clapped his hands impatiently like a PE teacher, and could just imagine them all rolling their eyes behind his back as he walked away. Tough. It was part of his job to get people working.


Ten minutes later Karin Beckman drew Tell’s attention to his unconscious but probably extremely irritating habit of clicking his ballpoint pen, by placing her hand on his wrist. He was stressed, anxious inside, as he always was at the outset of a murder investigation.


He looked around the room, examining his colleagues in what was inaccurately known as the murder squad. They still hadn’t finished joking about the finer points of the coffee machine or the bag of buns in the shape of animals that Karlberg had chucked down on the table with some embarrassment. He’d obviously been baking with his niece.


Bengt Bärneflod, sitting to the left of Tell, looked increasingly tired with every passing day, and Tell often caught him doing crosswords during working hours. He was also increasingly prone to expressing less than sympathetic views on immigrants. These days he constantly maintained that everything had been better in the old days, when you could sing the national anthem without the risk of treading on someone’s toes. And he hardly ever took the initiative any more. But he was good in a critical situation. The slowness that got on Tell’s nerves the rest of the time served him well then, for he could persuade any lunatic at least to listen, if not to be entirely reasonable.


Beside him sat Andreas Karlberg, who in contrast to Bengt never expressed a single opinion about anything. He was ambitious and well intentioned, but was often like a weathervane in a strong breeze.


Karin Beckman was experienced and had been a promising investigator before she had kids, Christian Tell thought bitterly – although naturally he would never dare to be so politically incorrect as to say this out loud. Dead on five o’clock she dropped whatever she was doing and went home, quoting some law and the union. On top of that, both her daughters were still at nursery school, and she was off almost every other day looking after one of them because they were ill. At times he had completely given up counting on her as part of the team. But to look on the bright side, things could only get better from now on. The kids were growing up, after all, and she was hardly likely to have any more; she’d already turned forty.


She was a good police officer, though, when she was working. He had to admit that. And she was good in sensitive situations. She had a good knowledge of people, a competence when it came to psychological issues. Sometimes that kind of insight was lacking in the squad. And she had almost finished the basic psychotherapy training she had been undertaking for the past two years. It would be good for the squad to be able to rely on her full time again.


As far as Michael Gonzales was concerned, Tell hadn’t really had time to form a definite opinion. He had only been working with the squad for about a year, and hadn’t yet been involved in any major investigations. Gonzales was the only officer who had actually grown up and still lived in an area that was over-represented in the crime statistics – it was something he had mentioned in his initial interview. Tell probably hadn’t been the only one to think that the squad might be able to make use of his contacts and experiences, even if this was an idea somewhat coloured by prejudice. In fact, Gonzales’ contacts with the underworld would turn out to be negligible; on the contrary, he appeared to be miraculously naive. Even though he had legally been of age for ten years, he still lived at home and had no plans to move out, as far as Tell could discern. The high-quality service provided by Mrs Gonzales wasn’t something he intended to swap for a bachelor pad with piles of dirty dishes and laundry. However, he seemed to be sufficiently intelligent to understand that he couldn’t count on being treated like a little prince in any other context. With endearing self-awareness he told them what had happened when he got into the police training academy – Francesca Gonzales had wept for over a week out of sheer happiness, until the neighbours had told her in no uncertain terms to pack it in.


In any case, Gonzales was a diligent officer, ready to learn. He was also a textbook example of positive thinking, which was not to be sniffed at in a job like this.


Tell turned his gaze back to Karlberg. Perhaps it wasn’t fair to think of him as a weathervane. It was more that he had a subtle ambition which, if Tell were to make use of the self-awareness he had acquired during his forty-four years, didn’t threaten Tell’s own ego. Karlberg worked quietly from his own hypotheses, which were frequently well thought out, without making a fuss about it. He sneezed loudly and wiped his nose with the back of his hand in some embarrassment.


Leaning against the door frame stood Chief Inspector Ann-Christine Östergren, dressed as always in black: velvet trousers and a polo-neck sweater, contrasting sharply with her instantly recognisable white frizzy hair, which stood out like a curly halo around her lined face.


She was a good boss; the squad were in agreement on that, even if they all had different views on what made a good boss. She knew what she was doing and had plenty of experience after spending almost her entire working life as a female police officer in a male-dominated world. During the six or seven years she had been in her current post she had built up a strong sense of trust among her colleagues, despite the fact that in the beginning there had been gossip that she had moved because of irreconcilable differences in her previous job.


What Tell appreciated most was her clear readiness to rely on her team, the ability to delegate tasks and responsibilities without constantly feeling the need to check up and make adjustments according to her own views. There was an unspoken agreement between Tell and Östergren: as long as he did his job and made sound decisions, he didn’t need to keep running to her to check every step he took during an investigation. And that was just the way he liked it.


Östergren cleared her throat, and just before she began to speak Tell caught sight of Beckman discreetly raising her eyebrows in the direction of Renée Gunnarsson. Renée sat in on the initial meetings so that she would know the direction the investigation was going to take; this was because part of her job involved dealing with telephone calls from the press and anxious members of the public. It would be Christian Tell’s decision as to how much should be revealed and which questions should be passed on to the investigating team.


Gunnarsson rolled her eyes at Beckman in return. Tell suspected that this silent exchange of views was to do with the fact that Östergren was standing in the doorway rather than sitting down at the table like the rest of the group. Tell was annoyed with Beckman and Gunnarsson’s attitude. Instead of being so ready to criticise her, surely they ought to be supporting their female colleague? But wasn’t it often the case that women were most critical of other women?


‘OK, listen up. As you all know a man has been found dead, in all probability murdered, on one of the minor roads between Olofstorp and Hjällbo, in Björsared to be precise. I say in all probability because we’re still waiting for the report from the pathologist, but given the fact that he had been shot in the head, we can assume that was the cause of death. He was also – probably after death, but we’re also waiting for confirmation on that – run over several times by a vehicle. Most likely a car.’


Östergren took off her glasses and held them in front of her for a moment before rubbing off a mark with the sleeve of her sweater.


‘The location is under the jurisdiction of the Angered police force, and I have already been in touch with their chief. He’s promised to give us as much support as he can in the form of manpower and local knowledge. Unfortunately it’s obvious they’ve got their hands full at the moment – a whole load of arson attacks and some kind of burglary boom over the past few weeks. We have therefore agreed that they will step in as and when they are needed rather than giving us an officer on a permanent basis. To begin with we will work together on the routine matters: door-to-door enquiries, checking for any similar crimes, anyone on release from psychiatric care – I’m sure you get the idea.’


She nodded in Tell’s direction.


‘Christian Tell will be coordinating the operation. The whole team will get together for a follow-up meeting next Monday, or whenever Christian decides it’s appropriate. Anyway, you can talk to them about all that, Christian. Over to you.’


She put on her glasses and left with a tense smile. Although he couldn’t quite put his finger on it, Tell thought he perceived an uncharacteristic distance in Östergren. He wondered for a moment if something had happened in her private life. But Ann-Christine Östergren wasn’t the kind of person you would tackle about something like that. If she wanted to talk, she would.


‘OK, so we have a dead man, executed and run over. According to the electoral register one Lise-Lott Edell and one Lars Waltz live at that address. We haven’t been able to get in touch with her yet, but hopefully a more thorough investigation will tell us where she is and how we can get hold of her. Karlberg, you and I will head straight over there after this meeting. There are actually two companies registered to Lise-Lott Edell: the main one is a fabric shop in Gråbo, and then there’s Thomas Edell’s vehicle repair workshop and scrapyard. The latter operates from the scene of the crime.’


Yet another loud sneeze from Karlberg frightened the wits out of Bärneflod, who was doodling psychedelic patterns on his notepad. Karlberg didn’t look good at all. Tell had managed not to notice that his colleague had been coming down with a cold over the past few days, but now you couldn’t miss it: Karlberg’s nose was glowing like a beacon, and his eyes were covered with a fine network of red lines. Beckman wasn’t slow to put Tell’s thoughts into words, although diplomacy wasn’t her strong point.


‘Bloody hell, Andreas, you look rough. Shouldn’t you be at home in bed?’


Karlberg shrugged his shoulders. It was the best he could do to avoid a discussion that often caused bad feeling. On the one hand there were those who came to work whatever state they were in due to an ambitious attitude to work, but also to police pay and benefits and a general shortage of money. And then there were those who chose to stay at home to minimise the risk of passing on the infection to their colleagues. Over the years these differences of opinion had developed into a matter of principle.


Karlberg pulled his fleece more tightly around his shoulders and gratefully accepted the packet of tissues Beckman pushed across the table. Tell took a sip of the sweet, cloying coffee before he went on.


‘For the time being we can proceed with the hypothesis that the man lying in the yard is Lars Waltz. Please note that this is only a hypothesis. He had no form of identification on him so he could also have been an employee. We’ve sent the body off to Strömberg and will have a verbal report as soon as he knows anything. I don’t need to tell you that this investigation is our top priority.’


He scratched his head.


‘We’ll make a start on door-to-door enquiries as soon as possible, working with the Angered police. Beckman can take care of that, along with Gonzales. The gravel track follows an arc, parallel to the main road. Call at every house in both directions up as far as the road. It’s possible we might have to go round again once Strömberg has established the exact time of death, but it won’t do any harm to ask people twice. The first time they’re too shaken up to think clearly.’


Bärneflod was drawing matchstick men in his diary when he felt Tell’s eyes on him.


‘Bengt, you can look after things here until we have more to go on. Look for anyone else who might be involved, as many people as you can find. As soon as you’ve got a list, start sorting them into groups. Relatives, employees and so on. Call me on my mobile then we can decide together how to tackle things.’


‘Are the technical team out there at the moment?’


‘Yes. They’re not exactly cheering, but the tyre tracks are pretty clear, so we might get something from those. There might be fibres too. There’s a chewing-gum wrapper – the old guy who was first on the scene picked it up – but to be honest, the probability that the murderer decided to have a piece of chewing gum while he was waiting to murder Waltz isn’t strong.’


‘Not to mention the chance of finding a decent fingerprint among all the rest on a wrapper from some newspaper kiosk.’


That was Bärneflod’s contribution.


‘Exactly. Talking of the old guy, one … Åke Melkersson.’ Tell read from his notes. ‘And his neighbour Seja Lundberg, we need to take a closer look at those two.’


‘Why?’


The sharpness in his voice gave away how offended Bärneflod was. He ought to be grateful to escape shitty jobs such as knocking on doors while the rain was lashing down, but he seemed to feel that Tell was doing more than looking after Bärneflod’s creature comforts by leaving him out of the main investigation.


‘Because they were first on the scene. And because they lied.’


Tell stood up a little too quickly and managed to knock over his chair, which fell backwards with a crash.


‘OK, let’s get a move on.’


He turned to Karlberg, who already had his jacket on.
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It was as if a sigh passed through the plane as it landed.


At last. Lise-Lott Edell realised every muscle in her body had been tense ever since they left Puerto de la Cruz. Next time she flew she was going to take a taxi out to Landvetter instead of leaving the car in the long-stay car park. Not that she travelled a great deal; it had been eight years since her last trip abroad. But that was exactly why she should have been able to indulge herself with a whisky or a Martini on the plane to calm her nerves. Her fear of flying certainly hadn’t lessened over the years.


‘You look as if you’ve seen a ghost!’ said Marianne when the plane finally came to a halt. Marianne had seemed completely unmoved by the fact that the plane was sufficiently high up in the air for the earth to look like an abstract map of itself. She had even said that she loved flying, as if sitting on a plane was the next best thing to being able to fly under your own steam. A feeling of freedom – filled with expectation about the coming holiday, or sated with tales to tell, memories to cherish.


Her pronouncements might have had something to do with the fact that she had had a drink, or a couple to be accurate. Not that this particularly bothered Lise-Lott – if you were on holiday, you were on holiday. But there was no doubt that Marianne’s fondness for a tipple had made Lise-Lott look like a Sunday school teacher. And there was no doubt that the nightcap in the hotel bar after they’d done the round of all the pubs and clubs had been one drink too many for Marianne. Every night.


Despite this, Lise-Lott was more than happy with her trip, and grateful that her friend had eagerly agreed to come along when she had suggested as late as the previous week that they should take a last-minute holiday in the sun. After all, Lars could never get away because there was just too much work in the winter. And the few short weeks in the summer had a tendency to disappear while they mowed the lawn and fixed things in the house that had been waiting all year. The thought depressed her.


There wasn’t really anything wrong with the way they felt about each other. They loved each other and still had plenty to talk about, and they still wanted each other – if only they had time to talk or the energy to make love. It was stupid, really: two people burying themselves in their work to the extent that they had no time to live.


They had only been married for six years, but with Lars having two jobs and Lise-Lott getting the fabric shop up and running, which had been a dream come true but had cost so much in terms of time and energy, they had already begun to drift apart. She recognised the signs: Lars fell asleep downstairs on the sofa in front of the television more and more often. She would hear him nod off and drop the remote on the floor. When she got up in the small hours to go to the toilet, the war of the ants would have taken over the television screen. He didn’t always bother to have a shower before he came to bed after working on the cars, and the smell of oil and petrol put a definitive stop to her interest in marital relations.


He was also spending an increasing amount of time in the darkroom, developing his photos. That was his second job, even if the line between job and hobby was only a hair’s breadth when the activity in question took up time without actually generating any money. In the 80s he had published a book of photographs which received very good reviews, but these days it was mostly a case of commissions from the local council, pictures for brochures and that sort of thing, which brought in a little extra cash. He had tried the advertising industry for a few years and had done fairly well as an art director before he developed an allergy to computer screens and, with considerable relief, was forced to abandon his ambitions on that front.


But photography was still the activity closest to his heart. Apart from that he really only wanted a job that would bring in money and wouldn’t make any more demands on him than he was prepared to meet. He wanted to be able to work less so that he had more time for his passion. At least that had been the logic when he gratefully agreed to run Thomas’s old workshop. It was just that the hours in the workshop on top of the hours in the darkroom turned out to be far more than a full-time job, which was something he perhaps hadn’t reckoned with.


Lise-Lott no longer had any idea what he was developing in his darkroom. That was the saddest sign – the fact that he had stopped taking photographs of her. When they first met she had been his favourite subject. Lise-Lott in bright sunlight, Lise-Lott when she’d just woken up, Lise-Lott slightly tipsy, her eyes seductively half closed. She had loved it, once she had got over her initial shyness of course.


That was the price they’d had to pay for fulfilling their dreams and combining their work with their interests: they had to work all the time. But it was fortunate that Lars had the workshop to provide a steady income, fortunate that Thomas had left her the workshop and that she had been so stubborn, or perhaps so incapable of doing anything, that she hadn’t sold it straight after his death. It was also fortunate that she had met Lars and that he had been handy with cars.


She thought about how lucky she had been, and this put her in a better mood. Despite everything, Lars was a real catch.


A middle-aged widow in a run-down house out in the middle of nowhere with a car workshop and no employees wasn’t exactly at the top of anyone’s wish list, but Lars had seen her qualities. Not only on the inside, but on the outside – his camera had brought out a beauty she didn’t know she possessed, and presumably no one else did either. It was also Lars who had persuaded her to follow her dream, who had supported her every time she almost lost heart in the struggle to open her fabric shop. He could make most things seem easy. And with that attitude everything became achievable.


Looking back now, she couldn’t understand why she had gone through life being so afraid of … of failing, perhaps. She had grown several centimetres in the last few years, she felt. That might have had something to do with the fact that she had shrunk several centimetres during her marriage to Thomas, and that she had rediscovered herself and her self-confidence in the calm waters of a normal relationship with a normal, nice guy. Whatever the reason, she was very happy.


In the car on the way home she decided that things were going to change, and that she was going to initiate that change. From now on they would invest more time in each other. Special candlelit dinners, taking a bath together, romantic weekends at that little hotel in Österlen. She started planning, aware of the soppy grin on her face. It didn’t matter, because Marianne was fast asleep beside her, her cheek pressed against the seat belt. She had a red stripe on her temple when Lise-Lott helped her unload her suitcases outside her terraced house.


‘Thanks for a fantastic week, Lise-Lott. Can we do it again next year?’


Lise-Lott waved as she drove off. She had a good feeling in her stomach. Christmas wasn’t far away, and for once she could hardly wait to make a start on the preparations.


She felt a great sense of calm as she made the sharp turn on to the gravel track. She would be home in a few seconds.
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They hadn’t needed to break open the front door when they went into Lise-Lott Edell’s house that morning; a cellar window had been left ajar. Karlberg was constantly surprised at how careless people were when it came to their hard-won possessions. Mostly people fell into two categories: a minority who went over the top and built walls taller than the house, got themselves a guard dog or a security firm or ridiculously expensive alarm systems; and then there was the vast majority who fastened the front door with a double lock and left the cellar window open.


Perhaps they hadn’t thought a burglar would find his way to a house that was as inaccessible as this one. Perhaps all the years in the job had damaged Karlberg.


At any rate, the murderer had found his way here. Karlberg gave an involuntary shudder at the thought.


The neighbour – they couldn’t exactly chat over the fence, although they might be able to exchange light signals across the fields on dark winter evenings – had informed them that Lise-Lott Edell was away on holiday.


‘She’s gone to the Canary Islands – on her own! While her man is at home working.’


Yes, they were sure. Lise-Lott had told them all about it when they met in the shop.


‘Lars hadn’t time to go with her. Lars is the one who runs the workshop these days since Thomas – that’s Lise-Lott’s first husband – went and died. There’s plenty of work because I hardly ever see him leave the place, but she goes past here every day. You can’t help noticing, officer, because they have to drive past our house whenever they go anywhere. And if you’re as old as Bertil and I you haven’t got much to do apart from sit here and gaze out of the window. And there aren’t that many people who drive along here these days.’


Karlberg had declined coffee and cakes three times before he managed to get away. He could just imagine Tell’s reaction if he’d sat dunking cake in his coffee in the middle of an investigation.


‘We’ll be back to ask you some more questions, fru Molin, probably tomorrow. It’s good that you and your husband sit here looking out of the window; I’m sure you must have seen or heard something significant.’


He backed out on to the steps and pulled his woolly hat down over his ears. But fru Molin wasn’t satisfied. She was wringing her wrinkled hands.


‘I mean, we just presumed it was a break-in. But then we saw an ambulance, and of course that made us wonder if something might have happened to Lars. That would be terrible! You shouldn’t have to lose two husbands when you’re as young as Lise-Lott. You understand, officer – I knew Thomas when he was just a little lad … and his father too, in fact. When Thomas died, it was just too much for Lise-Lott, looking after the house and the workshop. I mean she didn’t know anything about cars or farming. For a while we thought she would sell up and move away, but … It would be absolutely dreadful if anything happened to Lars …’


‘Thank you, fru Molin. I just wanted to check if you knew where your neighbours were, but as I said, I will be back.’


Karlberg tramped across the muddy field, which was already beginning to freeze as the light faded. He could feel fru Molin’s gaze on his back for a long time. At the bottom of the field, with a grove of trees behind it, the Edell property stood etched against the darkening sky.


Tell was smoking impatiently at the bottom of the steps when he got back. Karlberg was glad he hadn’t spent too much time with the neighbour.


‘The woman has gone off on holiday on her own,’ he informed Tell. ‘Lars, the husband, runs the workshop, but as far as I understand, Lise-Lott Edell owns the firm; she inherited it from her late husband.’


‘Thanks, we already knew that.’


‘Anyway, the neighbours seem to have a fair amount of information. It’s probably worth having a chat with them again later.’


Karlberg walked past Tell towards the front door, aware that with the mood his boss was in, it was best not to get involved in any kind of discussion. Best just to get on with the job.
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