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It was many and many a year ago,

 In a kingdom by the sea,

That a maiden there lived whom you may know

 By the name of Annabel Lee;

And this maiden she lived with no other thought

 Than to love and be loved by me.

From ‘Annabel Lee’ by Edgar Allan Poe
























That night

Fog had settled across the fields and crickets were chirping from the grass verge. The girl was staggering down the gravel road. There was a throbbing between her legs; something was seeping out of her. She thought to herself she should be crying, but no tears came.

What time was it? Eleven? Twelve? She pulled her phone out of her purse. Almost half twelve. Her mum was going to have a fit. She was going to meet her at the front door, shake her shoulders and furiously demand to know where she had been. Then she would notice the rips, the blood, her torn dress. And how was she going to explain those things?

She was so preoccupied she didn’t notice the figure in front of her until he was no more than a few feet away. A yelp escaped her at first, but when she recognised his face, she relaxed.

‘Oh, it’s just you?’ she slurred. ‘You scared me half to death.’
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It was early June and the nights were never truly dark. Fredrik Roos was sitting in his car, gazing out across the misty meadows. He knew Annabelle often cut across them, that she had tramped her own paths through the tall grass. Naturally, Nora had told her she wasn’t allowed to walk there at night, but Fredrik knew she did it anyway and he could see why. With Nora’s miserly curfews, every minute was precious. He hoped he would see his daughter walking through the tall grass any second now, wearing the thin, blue dress that was apparently missing from Nora’s wardrobe. Nora had flown off the handle when she noticed. He thought about his wife for a while, about her fiery temper and anxiety. She had always been unstable, a worrier. When they first met, he had found it somehow fascinating: the way she had been able to build nightmare scenarios out of regular, everyday events. As the years went by, his fascination had been replaced by exasperation. And now, as he sat in the car, sent out by Nora yet again to bring Annabelle home, he realised he was reaching the end of his tether.

You can’t protect them against everything, he would tell her, even though he knew nothing irked Nora more. The fact that it was impossible to protect them from everything was not an argument, obviously, for not protecting them whenever you could. The only problem was that they disagreed on where to draw that line. As far as Fredrik was concerned, Annabelle should be allowed to walk home from her friends’ houses on her own, even if it was the middle of the night. And he didn’t like it that she had to call and tell them where she was if her plans changed. When he was growing up, he had come and gone as he pleased. He would have kicked off big time if someone had tried to control him the way Nora did with Annabelle. No wonder Annabelle had started breaking the rules. Too much free rein is not the issue here, Fredrik mused: it’s Nora’s enormous need for control that is causing problems.



The building that had once been a village shop was on the other side of town. It had been empty for years and was a long-standing venue for parties thrown by the local youth. Fredrik knew many townspeople wanted the house torn down. He had signed one of the petitions about it himself, but mostly for appearance’s sake. He knew very well that tearing the building down would only mean the young people took their partying elsewhere, probably even further from the town centre.

He parked in front of the main entrance. Decades-old yellowed newspaper placards still clung to the big glass window. A deep bassline could be heard all the way to his car. Fredrik picked up his phone to call Nora and ask if Annabelle had come home yet. He wasn’t going to crash a teenage party if he didn’t have to. Just as he was about to dial, Nora rang. Was he there yet?

‘I just pulled up.’

‘Is she there?’

‘I just stepped out of the car.’

‘So go in then.’

‘I was just on my way.’

The overgrown flowerbeds along the building’s facade were littered with beer cans, cigarette butts and bottles. Entering through the main door, he stepped straight into the large space that had once housed the shop. A smell of dereliction hit his nostrils and for a moment he paused to survey the filthy floor, the counter with the old cash register and the long, empty shelves lining the walls. The music was pumping above his head. He walked towards the door he knew led up to the flat above the shop. Locked. He went back outside and around the corner to try the back entrance. A young man was asleep on the veranda with his hand down his trousers. Fredrik had to step over him to reach the door.

A sweet smell hit him in the hallway. He followed the music up a long, winding staircase.

They were in the kitchen, three boys, around a dark wooden table buried under ashtrays, bottles, cans and tobacco pouches. One of them was compulsively stabbing at the table top with a small knife. Their faces looked familiar, but Fredrik couldn’t remember their names. They must be a slightly older than Annabelle, otherwise he would have known. None of them noticed him until he was standing right in front of them.

‘Hi there!’ yelled the one with the knife.

And now Fredrik realised it was that one, the plywood factory owner’s son. Wasn’t his name Svante, or possibly Dante?

‘Have a seat, and a drink!’ he bellowed. ‘Hey, no need to look so glum,’ he continued. ‘It’s a party. Everyone else pussied out but we’re going to keep going till the sun comes up.’

‘It’s already up, Svante,’ the boy next to him laughed. He tapped on the dirty kitchen window. ‘In fact, I don’t think it ever fucking set.’

‘Is Annabelle here?’ Fredrik asked.

‘Annabelle?’ The young men looked at one another.

‘Annabelle,’ Fredrik repeated.

Svante shot him a smile and said he knew Annabelle liked older gents, but that there were limits. ‘You’re old enough to be her bloody father, mate.’

‘I am her father,’ Fredrik said. He took a few steps towards the table. He suddenly had a violent impulse to wipe the stupid grin off this boy’s face.

All three of them stared at him.

‘Shit, that’s right,’ Svante said. ‘You actually are.’ He kicked at an unoccupied chair and apologised profusely. He hadn’t meant … he didn’t mean … he just hadn’t recognised him. They’d had a few too many. ‘And with this heat as well, anyone could be excused for feeling parched, no? Get the man a drink, Jonas,’ Svante said, nodding to the boy across the table. ‘Go mix up something proper fucking strong. Go on then, get up.’

‘I don’t want a drink,’ Fredrik said. ‘I just want to know where my daughter is. Have you seen her?’

‘There was quite a crowd here earlier,’ Svante said. ‘Things went a bit mental, if you know what I mean. We were already going at seven, that’s why everyone’s fucked off already. But yeah, she was here, though I think she left. But some people are still upstairs,’ he said, pointing at the ceiling. ‘If it were me, I’d go have a look. There’s several floors,’ he called as Fredrik made his way to the stairs. ‘Check all of them because people will lie down anywhere.’

Fredrik climbed a flight of stairs. The music grew louder with every step. There was a big landing on the next floor up. There was an aquarium against one wall. When he moved closer, he discovered a turtle bobbing around in water full of cigarette butts. What are people like, he thought, putting cigarettes out in an aquarium?

Beyond the landing was a living room with ripped, green plush sofas. A girl with tangled hair was sprawled on one of them. At first, Fredrik thought she was asleep, but on closer inspection he realised her eyes were wide open and staring.

‘Are you all right?’ he asked.

‘Wonderful,’ the girl whispered. ‘Thanks for asking.’ Then she started giggling and waving her hands about. Fredrik figured she had enjoyed something other than just plain alcohol, that maybe he should find out her name and give her a ride home to her parents. He would, he decided, as soon as he had located Annabelle.

The stereo was in the next room. The music was ear-splitting. It took Fredrik a while to find the volume and turn it down. Then he walked on through the house, opening one door after another, but the rest of the rooms on that floor were empty. He ended up in a small hallway with yet another staircase. How many floors are there in this house? he wondered. Does it go on forever? At the top, there were two doors. The left one was locked, but the door on the right opened when Fredrik pushed the handle down.

A window was open in the room; a white curtain billowed in and out on the wind. In a bed sitting in the middle of the room, something was moving rhythmically under a duvet.

‘Annabelle?’ Fredrik said. ‘Is that you?’

‘What the fuck!’ A boy peered out from under the duvet at the foot of the bed. ‘Get out,’ he said. ‘Are you some kind of pervert, or what? Get the fuck out!’

‘I’m looking for my daughter. I just want to know if Annabelle is here.’ Fredrik watched for a reaction to the name.

‘No. I have no idea where she is.’

‘So who’s under the duvet then?’

‘Rebecka,’ the boy said. ‘Show him it’s you.’

‘It’s me,’ Rebecka said from under the duvet. ‘I don’t know where Annabelle is. She said she was going home.’

‘I thought she was at yours,’ Fredrik said. ‘Nora told me you were going to be at your house, watching a film.’

‘We were,’ Rebecka replied, ‘but then some stuff came up.’

‘When did she leave?’

‘I’m not sure. We had a bit too much to drink and Annabelle … she was … she was pretty drunk. I’m sorry!’ Rebecka called out as Fredrik was leaving the room. ‘I would have walked her home, but …’

‘She wasn’t up there, was she?’ Suddenly Svante was standing right behind him.

‘No. Rebecka just told me.’

‘Like she’d know.’

‘What’s behind this door?’ Fredrik said, pointing.

‘She’s not in there. That much I can promise you.’

‘How can you be sure?’

‘Because,’ Svante said, ‘I’m the only one with a key to that door.’

‘Then maybe you could open it for me?’

‘I’d be happy to. Except I’ve lost the key. I lost it yesterday. That’s how I know no one’s in there. Do you need help looking for her, by the way? We have a moped downstairs, it’s souped up like nothing you’ve ever seen, we could head out and …’

Fredrik looked into Svante’s big eyes. There was something strange about them. He thought to himself that this was not a person he wanted out on the roads looking for Annabelle; that in this state he would in fact constitute a clear danger to the public.

‘Of course we’re going to help you look,’ Svante pressed on, ‘I mean … I’ve heard she has to be home pretty early and …’

Fredrik studied the young face and thought to himself it was true what he had heard them say: the factory owner’s son was an unpleasant sort. 



When Fredrik returned to the car, he had three missed calls from Nora. He called her back, hoping she just wanted to tell him Annabelle had showed up, but he could instantly tell from her voice that wasn’t the case.

‘Are you still at the shop?’ she asked. And before he could reply: ‘Was she there?’

‘No,’ Fredrik said. ‘She’s not here.’

‘Well then, where is she?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Go by Rebecka’s.’

‘Rebecka is here,’ Fredrik said. ‘Calm down,’ he continued, as Nora burst into tears. ‘I’m sure she’s on her way home. I’ll look for her on the way.’

‘Just get her home,’ Nora said. ‘You bloody well get her home right now, Fredrik.’
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Charlie woke up at seven. She never slept well after a night of drinking, particularly not in a strange bed. She looked over at the man next to her. Martin, was that his name? And what had she told him her name was? Maria? Magdalena? She always lied about her name when she picked up men in bars – her name and her profession. Mostly so they wouldn’t try to look her up, but also because nothing was a bigger turn-off than jokes about handcuffs and women in uniform. Being easily bored was one of her many problems.

Anyway, this Martin bloke had come up to her to ask why she was sitting alone at the bar, then without waiting for a reply he had bought her a drink, and then another; and when the place closed they had moved on to his house. Martin was not the type to go home with someone on the first date; he had told her so while fumbling with his front door lock. And Charlie had replied that she was. Martin had laughed and said he really liked women with a sense of humour and Charlie hadn’t had the heart to tell him she wasn’t kidding. 

She got up quietly. Her head was pounding. I need to get home, she thought. I need to find my clothes and then get home.

Her dress was on the floor in the kitchen, she didn’t bother looking for her knickers. She had almost made it out when she accidentally stepped on a toy that started playing a loud tune, ‘Mary Had a Little Lamb’. ‘Fuck,’ she whispered. ‘Goddamnit.’ She could hear Martin moving in the bedroom. She quickly found her way to the front door, grabbed her shoes, opened the door and ran down the stairs.



She was unprepared for the light that hit her as she stepped out onto the street; it took her a moment to sort through her sensory impressions and pin down exactly where she was. Östermalm, Skeppargatan. A taxi would get her home in five minutes. She looked around, but there were no taxis in sight, so she started walking.

When she had walked three blocks, Challe called.

‘Out running?’ he said.

‘Sure, it’s important to stay healthy. Are you at work?’

‘Yep. After all, if you’re going to be up at the crack of dawn, you might as well make yourself useful.’

Charlie smiled. In terms of work ethics, she and her boss were peas in a pod. In other respects there were many differences, but unlike some of the older men on the force Challe didn’t seem ever to doubt her professional abilities, at least not privately. It bothered her no end that he wouldn’t stand up for her when she took abuse for being young or a woman, but at the same time she couldn’t help but find it flattering that, behind closed doors, he called her his star detective.

Charlie had started at the NOD two years earlier. It had been tough at first. During her police training, she had heard horror stories about how the old guard were all chauvinists, but she had never fully realised just how pervasive the sexism really was. The jargon, the jokes, the PMS insinuations whenever she didn’t agree about something. Most of her colleagues at the National Operations Department were middle-aged men who had been looking out for each other for decades. That much had been clear on the very first day; they were far from pleased at having a little girl for a colleague, at least in the job Charlie had. One of them had even told her to her face that the only time he accepted a woman on top was in bed. It made no difference that Charlie was a rising star, that she had completed a BA in psychology before she even started her police training. How had she had the time to do that, one of the men on her team had asked her when she first started. How had she managed to squeeze in a three-year degree, if she was only twenty when she enrolled at the Police Academy?

And Charlie had told him the truth, that she had skipped a grade in school, completed school at seventeen and gone straight to university. Her colleague had frowned and said something about how it wasn’t a good idea to go straight from school to university, that it was better to get some life experience, travel and grow as a person. Charlie had almost retorted that she didn’t see the point of travelling around, wasting time, just for the sake of it. And as far as life experience went, studying had given her plenty. It’s not like life stood still just because you were at university. Her colleague had given her a superior smile as though she was too young and foolish to understand what he meant.

For a long time, Charlie had hoped their disappointing attitude would improve over time, but it was as though their jealousy and suspicion only intensified as she rose through the hierarchy. When she was new, she had defended herself, argued, left the break room in protest and written angry emails to her managers. But then she had done what most of the women who had made it within the police profession had done: lowered her voice and stopped smiling. And after that, she had had more time and energy to dedicate to what she was paid to do. Lazy, she berated herself sometimes: cowardly and selfish. But if she hadn’t done it, she wouldn’t have been able to stay, develop, climb – and that drove her more than her desire to fight meatheads who didn’t know any better.

Not all men on the force were the same, of course. There were some exceptions, and one of those exceptions was called Anders Bratt and was her closest colleague. He was only a few years older than her, and she had liked him from the first. They came from completely different backgrounds. Anders was a typical upper-class bloke, the kind of person who had enjoyed a stable and well-to-do childhood, sailing camp in the summer and skiing in the Alps in the winter. He could be smug, condescending and annoying, but Charlie forgave him everything because he had the three qualities she appreciated in a person: a good heart, a sense of humour and self-awareness.

Anders would often joke about how much he had enjoyed her joining the group, stirring shit up. There had been talk about her name. On the first day, someone had asked her if she would be okay with being called Charline, just to make things easier, otherwise they would have to add surnames every time they referred to her or the boss. And Charlie had said that she wasn’t okay with it. She wanted to be called Charlie and nothing else.

Later on, Anders had told her that everyone had laughed at that, at how the boss had been forced to change his name when she started. How many people could make their boss change their name, just like that?

Charlie missed a step and let out a curse.

‘What’s happening?’ Challe said.

‘Nothing.’

‘Could you stop by later?’ Challe said.

Charlie’s chest went cold. Was she on today? Challe telling her to take the day off – had that been a dream?

‘I know you’re supposed to be off,’ Challe continued, ‘and I know there’s a heatwave and all that, but something’s come up. Have you seen the headlines?’

‘Headlines?’ Charlie realised she hadn’t checked the news on her phone.

‘A seventeen-year-old girl is missing in Västergötland.’

‘Since when?’

‘Friday. The hicks down there reckoned at first that she’d run away, so they didn’t file a report. But since then things have come to light that suggest suspicious circumstances.’

‘Like what?’

‘The usual: her phone hasn’t been used and her bank account hasn’t been touched.’

‘Where in Västergötland?’ Charlie asked.

‘In Gullspång.’

Charlie froze mid-step. Challe carried on talking about the case, but she had stopped listening. The only thing ringing in her ears was the name of the place. Gullspång.

‘Charlie?’ Challe said. She could hear him lighting a cigarette. ‘You still there?’

‘Yes.’

‘I’m sending you and Anders. It might do you good,’ he continued, ‘to get away for a bit.’

Charlie couldn’t help retorting that if that were true it would be equally good for Hugo to get away. Besides, she had her hands full with other things. But Challe told her he was going to reassign the case she was working on, since the investigation was in its early stages anyway, and, well, of course he could send Hugo just as easily, but Charlie shouldn’t think of it as a punishment but rather as a …

This is it, Charlie thought. This is the time to tell him I can’t go.

‘Charlie?’

‘All right,’ she said. ‘I’ll go.’ Is the old police station even still there, she wanted to ask. But instead she heard herself say she would be there in an hour.

After they hung up, she went into the nearest 7-Eleven. Under the headline Missing, a big-eyed, strawberry-blonde girl started at her from the newspaper placards. She opened her news app and read. The girl was seventeen-year-old Annabelle Roos. The surname sounded familiar, but Charlie couldn’t place it. How was she supposed to remember all the families in that place? She hadn’t been back for … she counted the years. Had it really been nineteen years?
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Charlie was still several blocks from her flat. No taxis had turned up and she never took the underground. There was something about being underground that made her struggle to breathe. Her feet ached in her high-heeled shoes. She stopped and took her shoes off. The asphalt was warm against the soles of her feet. If people saw me now, she mused, they’d be hard-pressed to guess my profession. 

When she entered her flat and caught sight of her face in the hallway mirror, she cursed loudly. A cut just above her left eyebrow glowed angrily against her pale skin. She touched the thick scab and realised she wouldn’t be able to magic it away with make-up. How the fuck had she cut her forehead? Then it suddenly came back to her: the shower, how she and that Martin bloke had been lathering each other up and how she had slipped and hit … the shower head? She didn’t even know what she had hit.

I’m like a caricature of a detective, she thought to herself, this lonely loser who drinks too much. But then she told herself it was only a periodic thing. Everything always got more dire when summer was approaching or when life messed her about.

She almost regretted not having a man for her colleagues to focus their suspicions on. Now everyone would assume the cut was … actually, what would they assume? Given their most recent office party, over-indulgence in alcohol would probably be high on the list. Challe would tell her she needed help and she would say she was doing fine, that everything was under control.

But did she even believe that herself?

Self-medication? an earnest therapist had once asked her when she had reluctantly told her about her relationship with alcohol. Do you drink to reduce your anxiety?

Charlie had told her it wasn’t about that.

So what was it about then?

It was about being able to relax, about calming her nerves, silencing her thoughts; sometimes she just needed a glass or two to feel good.

The therapist had given her a stern look and told her that was the very definition of self-medication.



Charlie went into the living room. Beer cans and an ashtray littered the coffee table. Good work on the smoking, she thought to herself as she went to fetch a plastic bag to put it all in. When she had cleared the worst of it, she sat down on the sofa and looked at her flat: the surfaces, the high ceilings, the wooden floors. It might have been beautiful if not for the dying plants, the piles of clothes and the windows that hadn’t been washed in years. Everything pointed to its occupier being someone who didn’t care one jot about decorating. In fact Charlie would have liked to have a nice home, but it was as though she was incapable of creating one. Every now and again, on a whim, she would decide to turn her flat into a show home – the kind she saw in pictures in the glossy magazines at her dentist’s. She reckoned a completely white flat would make her happier, or at least less unhappy. White walls, white floors and then a few strategically placed antiques, either inherited or brought back from foreign lands … But she had never inherited anything, and as for foreign lands … she never went anywhere. Besides, she knew far too many miserable people who had lovely homes to fall for the ruse.

A single cigarette was sitting on the kitchen counter. She was about to bin it when she changed her mind, lit it instead, sat down under the kitchen fan and smoked it all the way down to the filter. This is when I call, she thought. This is when I call Challe back and tell him I can’t go, not to that place … that I have personal reasons. She picked up her phone, then put it back down again. The cigarette had made her feel nauseous, so she stood up and went into the bathroom instead.

In the shower, she turned to face the jet and told herself she was going to behave professionally. So long as she behaved professionally, everything would be fine. Right? She had done what she could to forget and move on. Forget the place, the house, the parties, forget Betty’s light and darkness. Sometimes she almost thought she had succeeded, but over the years she had come to learn that it was only ever a temporary respite, that calmer periods were inevitably followed by heavier ones, that the memories could overwhelm her at any moment and hurl her back to that place, that night.

Such an inspiration, that was what a lady from social services in Gullspång had called her when they ran into each other in central Stockholm one day. A neglected child who had succeeded against all odds.

And Charlie had looked at her over-enthusiastic face and thought, maybe you should learn to read between the lines.

When she was done in the bathroom, she went to pack her things. The three books she was reading were piled on the bedside table. She dog-eared each one and put them in a bag. There were almost no clean clothes in the pile in her wardrobe. She grabbed a few dresses, jeans and jumpers from the laundry basket and reflected that what she was going to wear was the least of her problems. 
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‘What the fuck happened to your forehead?’ was the first thing Anders said when Charlie met him in the lobby of the police headquarters on Polhemsgatan.

‘I hit my head.’

‘Yeah, I figured, but how?’

‘What’s it to you?’

‘You’re going to have another scar.’

‘I’m a good healer.’

They walked through the barriers. At the lift, they parted ways. Charlie always took the stairs. She didn’t care that her colleagues made fun of her claustrophobia. The worst thing that could happen, they liked to explain to her, was that the elevator got stuck, and all you had to do then was call maintenance. But to Charlie, the thought of being stuck between floors in such a small space was horrifying. She would lose her mind well before help arrived.

‘Challe is waiting for you in the conference room,’ Anders said, when they met outside the lift on the third floor.

‘Where are you going?’

‘To get a cup of tea. I had a brutal night.’

And how is tea going to help with that, Charlie thought.

‘Annabelle Roos,’ Challe said when Anders had joined them with his cup of tea and they had sat down on the soft red conference room chairs. ‘She disappeared last Friday after a party she did not have permission to attend. From the looks of things, it was a fairly wet event, so the other guests have not been able to provide much in the way of information. At some point during the night, probably between midnight and one a.m., she left the party on her own and since then … since then she’s missing. Her phone has not been found and no money has been withdrawn from her bank account.’

‘Four days ago,’ Anders said. ‘How come they didn’t start looking earlier?’

‘She’s seventeen,’ Challe replied, ‘and apparently, this isn’t the first time she’s gone missing. According to the local police, she has a reputation for being … uninhibited.’

‘Uninhibited?’ Charlie said. ‘What kind of word is that anyway?’

‘I’m only telling you what they told me. In any case, they need assistance, that much is obvious. I’ve emailed you all the information we have. It’s almost two hundred miles to Gullspång, so you’ll have time to start going over the material on the way.’

Anders disappeared to the bathroom. Charlie pulled out her laptop, logged in, opened her email and started skimming the documents Challe had sent her. It didn’t help that the reports were formal and matter-of-fact; for her, it was all in vivid colour.



‘You look pale,’ Anders said as they walked to the car.

‘I’m just a bit tired,’ Charlie replied. ‘It must be the heat.’

Neither one of them liked riding shotgun, and their trips always started with bickering about who would drive. But today, with breath that reeked of a night out and alcohol, Charlie was not in a position to argue.

Charlie turned down the sun visor and studied her face in the little mirror. Anders was probably right. She was going to have another scar. Just next to her left eye was the white reminder of the incident with the glass bottle. It was shaped like a backwards S. Betty had told her she had been supremely unlucky to have such an unfortunate fall, but lucky nonetheless that her eye was okay. It could have been a lot worse.

‘Late night?’ Anders looked at her.

Charlie nodded.

‘I don’t know how you do it. And you never go home either. You always have to close the place when you go out.’

‘It actually wasn’t that long since you and I used to close those places together.’

Anders heaved a sigh. ‘It feels like a whole other lifetime.’

Charlie didn’t reply. It bothered her that Anders had changed so much since becoming a father. These past few months, he had been irritable and grumpy most of the time. Charlie knew his wife was keen on gender equality and to her that meant the two of them taking turns staying up nights. It made no difference that she was on maternity leave, Anders liked to gripe, because taking care of a child all day was as much work as a salaried job. He would say things like that to elicit Charlie’s sympathy, but Charlie honestly didn’t know what she thought about it; she figured it depended on what kind of job it was, what kind of child.

Anders turned the radio up. A country song was playing.

‘Don’t,’ he said when Charlie leaned forward to change the channel. ‘Listen – it’s about a girl named Annabelle.’

Anders upped the volume even more.

‘Eerie for this song to be playing. A dead girl with the same unusual name as the one in our investigation.’

‘That’s just chance,’ Charlie said.

‘Aren’t you the one who’s always saying you don’t believe in chance?’

‘You have me mixed up with Challe. Fate is what I don’t believe in.’

‘Isn’t that a bit dull, to just believe in chance? Most people I know believe in some form of predestination.’

‘That’s because they can’t tell the difference between fate and chance,’ Charlie said, ‘that, and a lot of wishful thinking.’

‘I suppose most people would like to imagine things happen for a reason.’

‘Exactly. That’s why they start imagining there’s such a thing as fate.’ She turned the music back down and wished Anders would stop talking.
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‘Have you read up on where we’re going at all?’ Anders said.

They had reached the motorway and Charlie was feeling increasingly peevish about his uneven driving. She shook her head and tried to suppress her rising nausea by watching the road and not thinking about all the things she had poured down her throat last night. She had promised herself to stick to beer (most nights began with a promise of that kind). She had met up with a former colleague and everything had started so well: a few pints, memories and shooting the breeze. But around midnight her colleague had called it a night: he had to get up early to travel somewhere. And that was when that Martin bloke had come over and ruined everything. She thought about the sweet cocktails and suppressed a gag reflex. More and more memories of the night before were surfacing. She had spilled a glass of wine all over herself, and that was when Martin had carried her into the shower and in there … in there he had pressed her up against the shower wall and taken her while the water streamed down on them. Almost like a film, she thought, if they hadn’t been so drunk, if she hadn’t slipped and hit her head and had needed help to get to the bed and … bloody hell, why did she never learn from her mistakes?

Anders started telling her what he had read about Gullspång online. It was a small manufacturing town, six thousand inhabitants, youngest mothers in the country, bad dental health, high unemployment. Sounded like a great place, he chuckled.

‘You’re such a Stockholmer,’ Charlie sighed, ‘condescending and sarcastic about anything outside the city limits.’

‘Someone’s in a right foul mood.’

‘How am I supposed to feel when I’m being thrown from one case to another?’

‘You don’t usually have a problem with that. Aren’t you the one who always says you play the position the coach gives you?’

‘Not when he’s punishing me.’

Anders didn’t understand. What did she mean ‘punish’? Challe wasn’t the kind to hold a grudge. If she was still thinking about the Christmas party, surely that was water under the bridge by now?

He knows, Charlie thought. He knows everything.

‘What have you heard?’ She turned to him.

‘What do you mean? I was mostly thinking about how you got a bit … how you were somewhat inebriated. Why are you staring at me?’

‘Because I suddenly have the feeling you know things about me I haven’t told you.’

‘But you never tell me anything about yourself.’

‘Who blabbed?’ Charlie said. ‘Challe? Hugo?’

‘Neither. I saw you once. One time when you probably thought everyone had left. In the conference room …’

Charlie blushed. She thought about how she had told Hugo no, how she had told him they should go back to hers instead. It’s not that she was a prude, but her job was everything to her and she had no desire to be caught with her trousers around her ankles on a conference table. She had tried to resist but Hugo had been adamant. He had wanted her right then and there. And so he had touched her in all the right places until she gave up and forgot where she was. And meanwhile, Anders had still been around, apparently. What had he seen?

‘I didn’t see much,’ Anders said. ‘At first, I couldn’t tell who it was, but then I realised it had to be the two of you, since everyone else had left.’

‘Why didn’t you say something?’

‘What was I supposed to say?’ Anders shot her a look.

‘Well, to me, later, that you knew.’

‘I guess I reckoned you would tell me yourself if you wanted me to know.’

‘It’s over now anyway.’

‘Good,’ Anders said.

‘What’s good about it?’

‘I just reckoned … I mean, he’s obviously married and …’

‘He told me he was unhappy,’ Charlie said. Then she had to laugh because it was only just then, as she said it out loud, that she realised how predictable it had been. A married man with a wife who didn’t understand him. How was it even possible she had fallen for that?

‘And I don’t like him either,’ Anders said. ‘Just between us, he’s … he just thinks far too highly of himself.’

Charlie could only agree. She thought about that time in the archipelago. Hugo and her in bed. He had tried to get her to ‘open up’ and tell him about her past. How had she grown up and where? For God’s sake, he didn’t even know where she was from.

Does it matter? Charlie had asked.

No, it didn’t matter in the slightest.

There you go then, she had said.

Still, couldn’t she … couldn’t she tell him something.

Like what?

Like maybe a secret.

Charlie said she would if he went first.

Hugo had made himself comfortable and with poorly concealed pride told her about how he used to do graffiti when he was young. And then, when she burst out laughing, he had been offended. What was so funny?

And she said that it was nothing. Just that surely all young people did their fair share of vandalism. That it wasn’t exactly a mortal sin.

And what had she done that was so bad then, Hugo had wanted to know.

And for a split second she thought she might tell him, I let a person die once; but then she got a hold of herself and told him she had never done anything illegal.

Liar, Hugo had said. Everyone has broken the law. He had straddled her and locked her wrist in a one-hand grip. Now tell me.

Nothing illegal, but I’ve been with quite a few men, she had told him.

How many? His grip had tightened and she had seen the lust spark to life in his eyes.

A few hundred.

And Hugo had laughed. That’s why he liked being with her so much. He loved women who could make him laugh.

And she remembered thinking that Hugo was wrong about that thing he always said, that he was great at reading people. Now, when the passion had faded slightly, she could see it clearly, that he was the kind of person she normally didn’t have much time for: deluded, devoid of self-awareness and intuition. So why couldn’t she just move on?



They had been on the road for twenty minutes when Charlie realised she had left her sertraline at home. Had she even taken it this morning? The first thing she would have to do when Anders was out of earshot was call her doctor and sort out a prescription. She had made the mistake of going cold turkey before, thinking the warnings about withdrawal symptoms were exaggerated, but then she had got the sweats and felt nauseous and anxious. It wasn’t an experience she was eager to repeat, especially not considering where they were heading. She might even have to up her dosage. 

‘What do you think about the girl?’ Anders asked.

‘Too soon to say.’

‘Yeah, I realise. But she seems the type who could potentially disappear for a while of her own accord.’

And then Anders started talking about what they had been told about Annabelle. She had a history of running away. Maybe she was the kind of girl you didn’t start looking for until some time had passed.

‘She hasn’t gone missing before,’ Charlie said.

‘But Challe said …’

‘I went over the file; the report was about her not coming home on time. She was staying over at a friend’s house; her mother found her there herself before the next morning. Completely normal.’

‘When did you have time to read that?’

‘I skimmed it when you were in the bathroom.’

‘I can’t have been away for more than five minutes.’

‘I’m a fast reader.’

‘You’re fast, period,’ Anders said. ‘You do everything so bloody fast.’

Charlie thought about how often people commented on how fast she was. She almost never gave it any thought herself. It was only when she had to read together with someone else, or walk next to someone, or when people said she talked too fast, that she realised she was out of sync with the world around her. But that usually only led her to conclude that everyone else was slow.

‘Come across anything else of interest?’ Anders asked.

‘It was not a derelict house. The party. It was in a boarded-up village shop.’

What difference did that make? Anders wanted to know. Did it matter what kind of house it was?

Not to an outsider, Charlie thought, not to someone who hadn’t had their first drink there, who hadn’t made out there, fallen down the stairs and vomited all over the floor. To someone who had grown up anywhere else in the world, it made no difference. But to her … every detail was significant.

‘Would you mind not driving so fucking unevenly,’ she said.

‘What do you mean?’ Anders looked at her uncomprehendingly.

‘I mean that you keep braking and accelerating instead of keeping an even speed.’

‘I’m just following the flow of traffic.’

‘No, you’re not. You always drive like this, even when there’s no traffic. That’s why I prefer to drive.’

‘In that case,’ Anders said, ‘you might consider trying to stay sober.’

‘Lay off, will you.’

‘I’m serious.’

They were quiet for several miles. Charlie was thinking that she was tired, that she should be at home, in bed, with sertraline, a couple of aspirin and an oxazepam in her, but instead she was sitting here, feeling sick and shaken, on her way to the one place on earth she had promised herself she would never go back to.
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They stopped to eat at a roadside restaurant. There was something familiar and attractive about the dark chairs and the tables with their red-and-white checked plastic tablecloths. An older woman took their order. Anders was being indecisive at first, but eventually settled on the same thing Charlie had ordered: a shrimp sandwich.

‘Not hungry?’ he said, watching her push her shrimp around.

‘All right, enough already. I don’t need a daddy.’

‘Who said you did?’

‘I just don’t understand why people can’t mind their own business. I’m thirty-five. What’s the problem if I like to have a drink from time to time?’

‘Thirty-three.’

‘What?’

‘You’re thirty-three.’

‘Whatever.’

She watched Anders pick all the toppings off his sandwich and discard the bread.

‘Why don’t you just eat it as is?’ she asked.

‘Trying to cut carbs.’

‘Pretty stupid to order a sandwich then – if you’re not eating bread, I mean.’

‘There wasn’t exactly a superabundance of outstanding options,’ Anders said and shoved a lettuce leaf in his mouth.

He started talking about how there was nothing wrong with exercising a bit of caution. We all get just one life, one body, after all. And Charlie said she agreed, which was why only fools would waste their time counting calories, working out and messing about with miracle cures.

‘Our brains actually need carbs,’ she added.

‘There’s nothing wrong with the activity level up here,’ Anders said, tapping his forehead with his middle finger. ‘At least, I haven’t noticed a slowdown.’

‘Maybe you’re just deluded. You do know men tend to over-estimate their abilities, right? I mean, generally speaking.’

‘I mean, generally speaking,’ Anders mimicked. ‘Aren’t you the one who hates it when people make generalisations?’

‘Only when it’s someone else doing it. I suppose it’s because I like to think I have facts to back my statements up.’

‘Doesn’t everyone when they make generalisations? Isn’t that the problem?’

‘Maybe,’ Charlie said. She put her fork down and stood up.

‘Where are you going?’ Anders said.

‘Cigarette.’

‘I thought you’d stopped?’

‘I started again.’

She went over to the petrol station next door and bought a pack of Blend Menthol, the same ones Betty used to smoke. She stood under the roof in the forecourt, because she was dead certain she would faint if she ventured out into the sunshine.

The taste of mint instantly transported her back in time. She could see Betty sitting at the kitchen table with a cigarette dangling from the corner of her mouth, hear Joplin’s raspy voice from the record player in the living room. There had always been music playing at their house. I can’t bear the silence, Charline. Without music, I’d lose my mind.

And Charlie’s forbidden thought: You’ve already lost your mind, Mum.

A memory: dancing with Betty in the garden. The cherry trees in full bloom, the cats slinking about their feet. Betty has thrown the windows open so they can hear the music from outside.

Betty is the man and she is the woman. Don’t forget that the man leads, Betty says, pretend-sternly.

And when Charlie asks why, Betty shrugs and says she doesn’t know, that it’s just a silly rule. And what the hell – rules are meant to be broken, so sure, she can lead. 

Betty teases her about her feet, saying they are like missiles aimed at her toes. Relax, you have to relax.

But Charlie can’t. She is stiff and limp in all the wrong places.

You’ll never be a dancer, Charline.

You always told me I could be anything I wanted.

Anything except a dancer, sweetheart.

Charlie pulled hard on her cigarette. She was no longer the lanky teenager who left town almost two decades ago. Even her dialect was gone. And yet, she thought – and yet so much remains. She thought about the people who had been in her life back then, about who might still be there and who wouldn’t be. She hadn’t had too many friends and everyone she had hung out with had agreed they would leave Gullspång at the first opportunity. Because of the tedium, because there was nothing there, because their dreams drew them to the big cities. And then she thought about Susanne, the girl who had been her best friend once, the two of them together in Betty’s bedroom window in Lyckebo, their legs dangling against the wood panel, their parents laughing, shouting, cavorting down in the garden.

We’re the only grown-ups here, Charlie.

And then, the memory of the two of them on the cliff beneath the falls, their tanned naked bodies, Susanne squinting at the sun, sketchpad in hand. It really bothers me that I can never draw you the way you look. No, you can’t look, I’m not done, stop it!

Charlie grabs the pad from her.

You’ve drawn me much more beautiful than I am.

But I wasn’t finished!

So finish.

Charlie leans over Susanne’s shoulder as she carefully draws the scar next to her eye and adds a dot under it so it looks like a question mark.

You’re a riddle, Charline Lager.

Susanne … Charlie had left her without saying goodbye.

Why?

Because she hated goodbyes.

Charlie closed her eyes, leaned her head against the wall behind her and saw herself in the forest that night, barefoot, screaming, stumbling.

‘How many are you going to smoke?’ Anders was suddenly standing in front of her. ‘And what’s with standing so close to the pumps?’

‘It’s not that close.’

‘I was going to get a cup of coffee.’

‘I’ll be right there,’ Charlie said. ‘As soon as I’m done.’

Before going back into the petrol station, she pulled her phone out and called her GP. Annoyed, she navigated through all the choices and prayed they would call her back. She really needed her prescription.



‘You’re quiet,’ Anders said. They had brought their coffees back to the car.

‘I’m thinking,’ Charlie said.

‘What about?’

‘All kinds of things.’ Oh my God, why couldn’t he just leave her be?

Her phone rang. Charlie looked at the screen, where an H appeared. It bothered her that it still triggered a split second of hope. Love or passion or whatever it was really had a way of making people stupid.

‘If you’re not going to answer it you could at least turn the sound off,’ Anders said.

Charlie turned the sound off. Seconds later, she had a message from her voicemail. She couldn’t stop herself from calling to listen to it.

‘Hi, it’s me. I think we need to talk. It’s Anna. She went through my phone and all hell broke loose and I … I told her it was just a harmless fling, that we’re not seeing each other any more, but she doesn’t believe me and now she’s saying she’s going to call you and … Well, it would be nice if you could call me back as soon as possible.’

Fuck that, Charlie thought and put her phone back in her bag.

‘Who was it?’ Anders asked.

‘What’s it to you?’

‘I thought it might be about work.’

‘If it was, I’d tell you, wouldn’t I?’

‘I just feel like you’re being really secretive,’ Anders replied. ‘I mean, more than usual.’

‘It’s the place we’re going to,’ Charlie said, ‘Gullspång. I used to live there.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Exactly what I said, that I used to live there.’

‘And you’re only telling me now?’ The look Anders gave her made it clear he thought she was insane.

‘It was ages ago.’

‘What difference does that make? So is that where you grew up?’

‘Yes.’

‘And what’s it like?’

‘I guess it’s like the rest of small-town Sweden,’ Charlie said. ‘Young mothers, bad dental health, unemployment. I haven’t been back in almost twenty years.’

‘Why?’

‘I guess I didn’t feel like it.’ She thought to herself that it had been a mistake to tell him, but in case anyone recognised her, unlikely as that seemed, it was probably best to have mentioned it.

‘Do you know the girl?’ Anders asked.

Charlie shook her head. How could she, when Annabelle hadn’t even been born when she left?

‘When was it?’

‘A long time ago,’ Charlie said. ‘I was just fourteen.’

‘Your family moved to Stockholm?’

‘I did,’ Charlie said.

‘Just you?’ Anders looked at her.

‘Yes, things weren’t great at home. I ended up in foster care. Could you look where you’re going, please?’ she continued.

‘Why haven’t you told me this?’

‘It’s not something I think about, and if you don’t mind, I’d rather not talk about it.’

But Anders didn’t seem to get it. He wanted to know what her foster family had been like. Because obviously there were a lot of horror stories about teenagers who ended up in foster care.

‘I was fine,’ Charlie said.

‘And so this is the first time you’ve been back since then?’

‘Yes.’

‘But what about your parents?’
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