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Praise for Lina Bengtsdotter’s debut thriller, For The Missing


‘This smash hit Swedish debut breathes new life into a few well-worn det-fic themes to create a thriller that lingers in the memory’


– Sunday Times Crime Club


‘A powerful Scandi Noir debut by a promising new author . . . Atmospheric, evocative and with a heroine who overcomes some of the genre’s clichés, this is a first-class procedural with all shades of grey unveiled like onion peel as the narrative progresses. With various parallel story strands deepening the mystery before they all come together in a flurry of unwelcome truths, this makes for an altogether excellent thriller’


– Crime Time


‘This debut novel is intelligent and arresting. And grim’


– Morning Star


‘This debut novel upholds the recent tradition of dark Nordic noir. A girl goes missing on her way home from the party in the forested village of Gullspång. Enter a Stockholm detective with a secret of her own’


– i Newspaper


‘A brilliant, dense crime novel’


– Dagens Nyheter


‘The next big Swedish crime sensation’


– Dagbladet


‘A wonderful debut’


– Dziennik Zachodni




To Enna and Elmira. Hold on.
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Prologue



They were sitting in a circle on the floor, in their nightgowns, slippers, and Thorazine hats. For a split second, I thought they were asylum patients who had lingered on the wrong side of life. Unhappy souls who had failed to find peace after being subjected to treatments like rotation therapy, surprise baths, and lobotomies.


‘Who’s there?’ a voice said. ‘Step into the light, stranger.’


‘It’s me.’


‘Come in, Sara,’ Lo said. ‘We were just about to have story time.’


I entered the room. Candles in bottles burned in the middle of the circle. Their flickering flames cast long shadows across the girls’ pale faces under the wide brims of their straw hats.


‘What happens if we get caught?’ I asked.


‘We’re not going to get caught,’ Lo replied and made room next to her. She accepted a bottle from Nicki.


Heart’s-ease, Dad used to call spirits. A bottle of heart’s-ease. And he was spot on, I thought to myself as the burning liquid trickled down my throat and the pressure in my chest eased.


‘Go on, Nicki,’ Lo said.


Nicki bowed her head and went on: ‘Once upon a time, there was a girl …’ She looked up and asked us to close our eyes.


I closed my eyes and wished I was a girl who believed in fairy tales and sunshine stories. I wanted there to be hope for us somewhere, wanted us to leave the asylum strong, healthy people, capable of building normal lives for ourselves. Nothing fancy. Just regular lives.
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The decibel level in the bar had risen. Charlie’s head was spinning. She should have gone home hours ago, but then a man in a suit with no ring on his finger had sat down next to her, giving her hope the evening might still end the way she wanted.


They’d been talking for a while when the man, whose name was Jack, asked her where she was from.


‘Stockholm,’ Charlie replied.


‘I meant originally. Isn’t that a hint of dialect I detect?’


‘It’s been a long time since anyone commented on my dialect,’ Charlie said. ‘I thought it was gone.’


‘It’s not. Are you from Östergötland?’


‘No, I grew up right on the border between Västergötland and Värmland.’


‘In which town?’


‘It’s a tiny place. You don’t know it.’


‘Try me.’


‘Gullspång.’


Jack frowned. ‘You’re right,’ he said. ‘I don’t know it. Sorry.’


‘No need to apologise.’


‘So, tell me about it, then,’ Jack said. ‘Tell me about Gullspång.’


Charlie was just about to say there was nothing to tell, but with four pints in her, she was feeling unexpectedly talkative.


‘I lived in a small cottage pretty far outside the town proper.’ She paused and took a sip of her beer. ‘There was a cherry grove and a woodshed and a sparkling lake.’


Jack smiled and said it sounded like a fairy tale.


‘Lyckebo,’ Charlie said.


‘Pardon?’


‘That was its name, the house I grew up in. Lyckebo.’


‘Were you happy there?’


‘I was,’ Charlie replied. ‘I really was.’


She’d read somewhere it was never too late to have had a happy childhood. Maybe this was how you made it happen. By exaggerating the good and erasing the bad, by lying and beautifying until you believed it yourself.


Jack asked if she had any siblings and Charlie thought about the boy’s room that was never completed, about the cars Betty had painted on the walls, the bed that was going to be a bespoke built-in.


‘Yes,’ she said. ‘A brother. We are very close.’


Were, she corrected herself inwardly. We are nothing anymore. She pictured Johan’s face, the worry in his eyes when suspicions had surfaced about them being related by blood.


I really hope I’m not your brother.


And her response: I thought you’d always wished for a family.


Johan. For a while after he died, she’d been unable to turn off the slideshow of images playing on a loop in her head: his eyes when she came out of the lake with no clothes on, the motel bed, the cherry wine in Lyckebo. And then: all the things that never came to be.


‘I have a sister,’ Jack said, ‘but I hardly ever see her. We didn’t even play together as children, despite being only two years apart. Maybe because we didn’t like doing the same things.’


‘For me and Johan, it was the opposite. We always liked doing the same things. We built forts in the woods behind our house and played down by the lake.’


‘Your house was on a lake?’


Charlie nodded. It was practically true. ‘We used to row out on the lake in our own little boat,’ she went on, ‘and we had a pet fox. It was as tame as a dog.’


‘Is that even possible?’ Jack said. ‘Taming a fox?’


Charlie thought about the bloodbath in the chicken coop, about Betty telling her you can’t take the wildness out of a wild animal: They may seem as tame as anything, but sooner or later, their animal instincts will take over. And later, when the disaster was a fact: I told you so. Didn’t I tell you it would end badly? Now look what happened.


‘It is,’ Charlie said. ‘Our fox was as meek as a lamb.’


Jack leaned closer. ‘It sounds idyllic.’


‘It was idyllic. A proper fairy-tale existence. Want another?’ She nodded towards his empty pint glass.


‘I’ll get it,’ he said, stood up, and began to push his way towards the bar.


Charlie watched him walk away. He was tall and nicely built, but that wasn’t what had caught her interest. There was something about the confident way he walked, the way he looked at her like he was curious about her, the balance between possibility and resistance.


‘Now you tell me a bit about you,’ she said when he came back with fresh pints. ‘Tell me about your job.’ She’d already forgotten what he did for a living.


‘There’s not much to say,’ Jack replied. ‘Being an economist isn’t particularly exciting. I actually wanted to be an actor. But my parents said that wasn’t a real job, so … And I suppose I might not have made it, but …’


‘But what?’


‘Sometimes I wish I’d given it a go. I mean, what’s the harm in trying? Now, I’ll never know if it might have been for me.’


‘It’s never too late, though, is it?’ Charlie said, thinking she was probably full of it, that it probably was exactly that, too late.


‘I’ll drink to that,’ Jack said and raised his glass. ‘Here’s to it never being too late.’


‘It just makes me sad,’ Charlie added. ‘Parents limiting their children.’


‘Did yours?’


‘Definitely not. My mum always said I could be anything I wanted – anything except a dancer.’


‘So, what did you become?’ Jack asked.


‘A dancer,’ Charlie replied. ‘I became a dancer.’


It was quarter to one. The place was about to close.


‘What do we do now?’ Charlie asked.


‘I’m … married,’ Jack said. ‘I’m sorry if I—’


‘Don’t worry about it,’ Charlie replied, trying to hide her disappointment. She felt duped. Why didn’t he wear a ring? If he wasn’t going to let the women he sat down next to by his volition pick him up, he should at least have the decency of wearing a ring.


‘Wait,’ Jack said when she got up. ‘I mean, can’t we—’


‘I have to go home,’ Charlie said. ‘I have work tomorrow.’


‘Dancing?’


‘What?’


‘I was asking if you’re dancing?’


‘Yes.’


‘Can I walk you part of the way?’


‘I’ll be fine.’


‘I’d like to walk with you, though, if that’s OK?’


She shrugged. Her flat was less than five hundred yards away and she didn’t mind him walking along if it was that important to him.


It was mid-April. The smell of gravel and dry asphalt made Charlie feel free, happy, and sad all at once. She wished time would stop when spring came, that she wouldn’t have to listen to her colleagues go on and on about their summer holiday plans and then face the feeling of emptiness that always overwhelmed her whenever she had time off work.


‘This is me,’ she said when they reached her building. ‘This is where I live. Thanks for a lovely evening.’


‘Thank you,’ Jack replied. ‘You’re interesting to talk to. You’re … different.’


But I hope you aren’t, Charlie thought when he seemed to struggle with himself.


‘I wouldn’t mind coming upstairs with you for a bit …’ he continued. ‘I’m … not really the type to do something like this, but …’


I know, Charlie thought as they walked up the stairs. No one thinks they’re that type, and yet there are so bloody many of you.


She missed the keyhole and made a small dent in the door. Soon enough, it would look like the one to her last flat, like someone had tried to hack their way in.


‘Nice place,’ Jack said as they entered. He looked up at the ceiling as if trying to gauge how high it was.


Charlie had used part of the inheritance from her father to buy the flat on Östermalm. At first, she had refused to take even so much as a penny from Rikard Mild, but a stubborn lawyer had counselled her to swallow her pride, or it would all go to his other children and his widow. That had made Charlie consider her half-sister’s enormous villa in one of Stockholm’s poshest suburbs and decide to accept what she had a legal right to.


Anders had been the one who convinced her to invest in a new home. Charlie had put up a fight at first. There was nothing wrong with where she lived. And Anders had explained that he hadn’t meant to imply there was, but that maybe she should plan for the future, just a little. Even if she didn’t care for her own sake, it might come in handy if she ever wanted to start a family.


I won’t, Charlie had replied.


But then she had started going with Anders to open houses because he was looking for a place to move after his divorce. And there was something about this loft conversion she’d fallen for. Maybe it was the fireplace and the beamed ceiling, or the big balcony that made her stomach flip when she looked down from it. It was out there she’d heard one prospective buyer whisper to another that the previous owner had hanged himself in the flat. Afterwards, Anders said that was probably just a trick to turn off other buyers. Some people were willing to go to pretty sick lengths to keep prices down.


For Charlie, the effect was the opposite. She didn’t believe in signs, but something about the alleged hanging had made her more emotionally invested in the property. She’d thought about what Betty used to tell her about Lyckebo, about how she’d been able to buy it cheaply on account of the previous owner’s suicide. One man’s trash is another’s treasure …


A week later, she’d won the bidding war and the flat on Grev Turegatan was hers.


‘What a painting!’ Jack exclaimed, pointing to the big artwork in the butler’s pantry. ‘Who’s it by?’


‘Susanne,’ Charlie said. ‘Susanne Sander. She’s a friend. She’s … unknown.’


‘She shouldn’t be,’ Jack said. He walked closer to the painting. ‘I love the details.’


Charlie nodded and thought about how happy it had made her when Susanne gave her the painting. She loved everything about it: the swirling black water, the flowering cherry grove, and the old red house, the woman in a dress and clogs on the porch, the girl in her arms, a mother with her daughter. Betty and her.


‘She’s really talented,’ Jack went on. ‘I like the contrasts. Darkness and light, depth and surface. It’s two different seasons.’ He pointed to the corners of the painting, done in more muted colours. ‘They’re dressed warmer,’ he said, referring to the two backs that belonged to a grown man and a little boy. Mattias and Johan.


Charlie thought to herself that Jack had missed the saddest part of the painting: the little children to the left of the house, a baby girl and a slightly older boy, both with their eyes closed. She hadn’t noticed them herself at first, because their clothes were the same colours as the flowers and grass around them; you had to look really closely to make out their bodies and faces.


‘Want a beer?’ Charlie asked, turning to Jack.


Jack nodded.


‘I didn’t realise dancing was so … lucrative,’ he said when they stepped into the spacious, newly renovated kitchen.


Charlie made no reply. She just stopped, turned around, pulled off her top in one smooth motion, and kissed him.


‘How do you want me?’ he whispered as she pulled him into the living room.


They stumbled and ended up on the plush rug.


‘Do you like this?’ he said, after they’d pulled off all their clothes and he was kissing the inside of her thigh.


It tickled, but Charlie still whispered yes and hoped he would cut to the chase soon. She dug her fingers into his hair and slid down to hurry things along.


‘Wow, so you’re keen,’ he mumbled. ‘You’re the keen type.’
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When they were done, Charlie wriggled out of Jack’s embrace. As much as she had yearned for closeness thirty minutes ago, she now wanted nothing more than for him to leave. But Jack wasn’t the perspicacious type, she thought as he put his arm back around her.


‘You haven’t lived here long, have you?’ he asked.


‘No, why?’


‘I was just thinking you don’t have curtains, or a lot of stuff in general, really.’


‘I don’t like curtains or stuff,’ she said, and thought about what Betty had always said.


No heavy baggage for me. I travel light.


But in the end, Betty’s baggage had grown too heavy after all, and it had pulled her under.


‘Would you mind … going home now?’ Charlie said, pushing his arm off her chest.


‘Are you having me on?’ Jack sat up.


‘No. I have work tomorrow and aren’t you … married?’


‘My wife’s out of town. I’m not in a hurry. But sure. I’ll leave if that’s what you want.’


‘It’s OK,’ Charlie said. ‘You can sleep on the sofa.’


‘Are you serious?’


Charlie thought to herself that this was the problem with bringing men home; you had no control of how long they stayed.


‘I just prefer to sleep alone,’ she said. ‘It’s nothing personal.’


‘It feels bloody personal.’


Jack got up and started gathering up his clothes with quick, hostile movements.


‘You want to know what I think?’ he said once he was fully dressed.


Charlie figured she was about to find out whether she wanted to or not.


‘I don’t think your childhood was as amazing as you make out. You’re … You seem kind of damaged.’


‘Isn’t that a bit of a leap, just because I like to sleep alone?’ She sat up.


‘It’s not just that. It’s something else, too. Something’s off with you. I can feel it.’


Charlie lay back down and closed her eyes. It was just her luck that the man she brought home was a thin-skinned ­amateur psychologist. She had never given much thought to the fact that she couldn’t bear to sleep with another person. The few short periods when she’d been in any kind of relationship, she’d avoided overnights as much as possible because the inevitable lack of sleep left her exhausted.


Charlie thought about the parties in Lyckebo, about Betty falling asleep anywhere but her bed and being impossible to rouse, the feeling of waking up in her room with stinky alcohol breath all over her. Are you asleep? Are you asleep, sweetheart?


‘You’re wrong,’ Charlie called after Jack as he walked towards the front door. ‘I’m no more damaged than anyone else.’


‘I don’t believe you,’ he said, adding before he slammed the door behind him, ‘and I don’t believe for a second that you’re a dancer, either.’



Sara



‘I don’t understand why I have to go to this place,’ I said, turning to Rita. She was sitting far too close to the steering wheel and revved the engine every time she shifted gears.


‘That’s scary to me,’ Rita said. ‘That you don’t understand why. Don’t you know what you’ve been like this past year?’


I said nothing.


‘You’ve been acting like a crazy person,’ Rita went on, ‘like a mental patient. I don’t know why you’re smiling. I’ve barely had the energy to do my job, what with all the phone calls and rules around you. I have a life, too, you know, a family to look after. Do you understand?’


I nodded, even though I didn’t understand, because all Rita had was a weird boyfriend she didn’t live with and never seemed to see. We were each other’s closest living relatives and it sucked that after everything that had happened, she would still say such awful things to me, her own niece. Which one of us was the mental patient?


‘It’s not all my fault,’ I said.


‘Stop blaming others,’ Rita replied. ‘You’ve put yourself in this situation. No?’ she went on when I rolled my eyes.


I thought to myself that most aspects of my situation were outside of my control. It wasn’t my fault Dad was dead, or that Mum hadn’t come back, or that Rita hadn’t offered to let me stay with her.


‘Open the glovebox,’ Rita said.


I opened the glovebox.


‘Take out the cigarettes.’


I dug around old first-aid kits and manuals but couldn’t find any cigarettes.


‘Damn it,’ Rita said. ‘That prick took my smokes again. That’s why I can’t live with him. He doesn’t understand the difference between yours and mine.’


‘I have some,’ I said.


We pulled over at a rest stop.


‘Aren’t you cold?’ Rita asked, nodding towards my top, which showed half my midriff. She had tried to persuade me to put something else on, anything that didn’t make me look like a streetwalker, but they were going to have to take me as I was at this place. ‘This isn’t a summer holiday you’re going on, you know,’ Rita added.


I said I did know that. But her words made me think of Dad and all his holiday plans. He used to talk about taking me to white beaches and palm trees, to coconuts and crystal-clear water. I quickly learnt not to believe him, but I’d still loved to listen to him talking about it. He described places so vividly I almost felt I’d been there. You and me under a palm tree. I’m drinking a cold beer and you … something else. White sand and turquoise water and not a soul as far as the eye can see.


‘I’m selling the house,’ Rita said and ground her cigarette out. ‘Look, there’s no reason to keep it. And I can probably find some German or Norwegian who’s willing to pay far too much for it. But I need to clean it out first and that’s going to take a while, what with all the rubbish he collected.’


I pictured Rita and her friends emptying out our house. How they would laugh at the old Christmas curtains that had hung in the windows for years, be revolted by the smell of urine in the bathroom, roll their eyes at all the rubbish Dad had refused to get rid of. How do people live like this? The thought made me seethe with rage.


‘He was almost like one of those hoarders at the end,’ Rita commented.


‘He just had a hard time throwing things out,’ I said and thought about the jars full of bottle caps, broken lighters, and old coins.


‘Exactly,’ Rita said. ‘And now all of it is my problem.’


‘I’m sorry his death is so inconvenient for you.’


‘That’s not what I meant,’ Rita said.


I told her I just wanted to go back home, that I wanted to take care of myself. But that wasn’t possible, Rita said. I couldn’t keep living like some Pippi Longstocking. Someone had to look after me.


Why?


For two reasons. One: I was destructive. Two: I didn’t own a suitcase full of gold coins.
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Charlie woke up before her alarm. She was lying naked on the sofa with just a thin blanket over her. Her throat was dry and her airways tight. She got up, pulled a shirt she found on the floor over her head and went to the kitchen.


Her breathalyser was sitting on the shelf above the fan. She blew into it and felt relieved to see the 0.0 on the screen. A few months ago, she had been pulled over the morning after a night out and been lucky to avoid trouble. She was done taking chances.


She took down the jar of sertraline and washed down four pills with a big gulp of water. A year and a half ago, she had doubled her dose from one to two hundred milligrams and the world had retreated even further. She was on the maximum dose now, the doctor who’d written the prescription had informed her. If this didn’t help …


She hadn’t asked, then what? Because she already knew what the methods of last resort were.


The side effects had been exacerbated by the increased dosage. She now perspired excessively, suffered from in­somnia, and had trouble remembering things, but she didn’t mind, so long as it took the edge off the anxiety.


She forced herself to down a drinking yoghurt she found in the fridge, to settle her stomach. It wasn’t until she noticed the strange aftertaste that she thought to check the expiration date and realised it was almost a week past it.


Fifteen minutes later, she went down to the garage, thinking about how much easier life is when you have money. She no longer had to look for a parking spot on crowded city streets or scrape ice off windows in the winter. The satisfaction of having more than just the necessities was really all in the details.


‘Charline?’


Damn it, Charlie thought when she heard the whiny voice. She turned to her neighbour. Dorothea was, despite the spring weather, dressed in a fur coat that reached all the way to her feet.


‘If this is about the paper things I put outside my door, I’ve removed them,’ Charlie said.


‘It’s not about that.’


‘OK. Do you mind if we talk about whatever it is some other time?’ Charlie said. ‘I’m on my way to work.’


‘This habit you have of … bringing strange men home late at night,’ Dorothea ploughed on. ‘A lot of people in the building think it’s a problem.’


Charlie turned cold, then hot. She was Betty. It didn’t matter that the setting was different. She was Betty and Dorothea was the lookouts in town, the home visits by the school staff, the screeching of women with adulterous husbands.


We don’t care about them, sweetheart. We don’t see them, don’t hear them. Chin up and look straight ahead.


‘In what way?’ Charlie asked, levelly meeting Dorothea’s eyes. ‘In what way is it a problem?’


‘Well, I’m sure you can see how,’ Dorothea replied. ‘It just doesn’t seem safe, having all kinds of loose people running up and down the stairs, being given the entry code to the building.’


‘How do you know it’s loose people, that they’re not my friends?’


‘I don’t know about you, Charline, but I for my part find it inappropriate. Maybe you should consider socialising with these friends of yours during the day instead. I believe I speak on behalf of the homeowners’ association.’


‘Then maybe you can relay a message from me to the homeowners’ association,’ Charlie said.


Dorothea nodded.


‘I will invite whomever I like, whenever I like. And I don’t care what people who don’t know me think about me. Literally couldn’t care less. Can you tell them that?’


‘Why don’t you tell them yourself at the next meeting.’


‘I can’t make it,’ Charlie said. ‘I’m busy that day.’


‘How can you know that? We haven’t even set a date for it yet.’


Charlie thought back to the previous homeowners’ association meeting. The hours of complaining about bikes in storage areas, entry codes, and the poor cleaning job the contracted company had done in the stairwell. There were overly shrill children in the courtyard, strangers had been seen lurking around the entrance to the building, and one of the shrubberies hadn’t been watered properly.


‘Everyone has to attend, Charline, we’re a small association and—’


‘Am I required to by law?’ Charlie said. ‘Would it be illegal for me to not be there?’


Dorothea gave her a look of distaste and said that in this association, everyone came to the meetings, always had. Then she turned around and stomped off towards her car.


Charlie thought about Betty again.


We don’t care. We don’t see, don’t hear. Chin up.


But Charlie had seen the looks and heard the whispers. Sometimes, she’d even felt she could read minds, hear people thinking that the daughter was going to turn out as crazy as the mother.


Charlie had tried to make Betty be more like other ­mothers, the kind that didn’t throw parties and invite just anyone. Because it could be dangerous. But Betty had laughed at her. Said she couldn’t understand how she had managed to conceive such a critical and suspicious little girl.


And then, when the cash and booze were gone and Betty’s frenzied elation had morphed into gloominess and she was lying on the sofa, staring into space, she would call for Charlie and tell her she should have listened. She should have listened because Charlie was the world’s smartest person and Betty was an idiot. I’m afraid your mum’s an idiot, Charline.


Dorothea drove past, revving her engine slightly and giving her one last glare.


Charlie smiled. I’m impervious, she thought. I don’t care. And there it was again, a tiny flash of gratitude at being Betty Lager’s daughter.
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Her car. It looked like someone had lived in it. A jumble of paper cups, jumpers, and post. Why didn’t she just clean it out? Why did things that other people seemed to do automatically seem so impossible for her?


She didn’t remember that she’d promised to pick Anders up until she emerged onto the street. He lived just two blocks away and his car was at the garage.


While she was waiting outside his building, a family came out: a mum, dad, and a girl of about three. The mum had an infant in a carrier. Charlie watched as they set off down the street. What was it like to live that way? Creating little versions of yourself? Going to ballet lessons, parent-teacher meetings, and family get-togethers? Is that what it would have been like for her and Johan if not for …?


Don’t romanticise, Betty whispered in her head. Coupledom isn’t for us, and it always falls apart anyway. One way or another, it always does.


And yet, there they were, the mum, the dad and their children, and Charlie suddenly felt a wave of grief that life, or whatever it was, had damaged her so badly she would never be able to feel that kind of joy or safety with another person. It didn’t matter that it might be imagined, false, and ultimately doomed to end. She wanted to believe in it, at least for a little while.


‘This is lovely,’ Anders said and picked up a brown banana peel from the floor. ‘How can you bear living like this?’


‘I can’t.’


‘Then why don’t you keep it tidier? All you have to do is clean it out, right?’


‘I clean it out all the time,’ Charlie said. ‘Or at least occasionally, but it just gets messy again straight away. It’s the same thing at home. I don’t understand how people keep everything tidy all the time.’


‘It’s just a question of putting things back where they go, straight away,’ Anders said, as though it were the easiest thing in the world. ‘You should take this car for a complete interior clean. I have a place that—’


‘Some other time,’ Charlie broke in. ‘I have a lot on right now.’


‘I thought things were kind of quiet, actually.’


‘Not everything’s about work,’ Charlie retorted.


‘Oh no? Did I miss something? Have you met someone?’


‘Oh, come off it.’


‘I’m not judging. I’m just jealous.’


‘Of what?’


‘That you have such an easy time finding company.’


‘You would, too, if you just put some effort in.’


‘Maybe, but how do you even go about meeting someone?’ Anders said. ‘Whenever I don’t have Sam, I’m working. Besides, even if I did go out and make an effort, there’s not a lot to choose from … What are the chances of finding someone who’s single and for there to be mutual attraction? What?’ He turned to Charlie who had burst out laughing. ‘What’s so funny?’


‘It’s just that you sound like an old man, mutual attraction.’


‘So what’s your suggestion, then? I mean, to find someone things could work out with.’


‘Are you joking?’ Charlie said. ‘Since when have I ever met anyone things could work out with? At least the way you mean it. It usually works out for me, though.’ She thought about the night before and a wave of pleasure crashed over her. Once Jack had stopped talking and got down to business, it had been very good. If he hadn’t been so angry and accusatory afterwards, she would have liked to see him again.


Just then, a car turned out right in front of them.


‘Oh, stop,’ Anders said when she honked. ‘He had right of way, you know.’


‘Does that mean he has to throw himself out like that, though?’ Charlie said.


‘No, but you don’t have to be so aggressive. Zebra crossing,’ he added and pointed towards a lady with a dog who had already stepped into the street.


‘I see her,’ Charlie said.


‘Why are you so stressed?’


‘I’m not.’


‘You should relax and enjoy not having any emergency cases for once.’


‘I am relaxed,’ Charlie replied, and thought about how un­settling she found it not to have a case to focus her energies on. They had spent the day before at forensics being brought up to speed on the latest technology, and unless something urgent came in today, they were supposed to engage in what Challe liked to call ‘their own edification’. Charlie, for her part, intended to take a deep dive into the latest international research on criminal profiling. She was hoping that would keep her nagging restlessness at bay.


Anders and Charlie walked into the lobby of the National Operations Department and swiped their cards at the barriers. Charlie had worked at the NOD for four years and was the youngest member of a team that consisted of the country’s most skilled detectives. Despite that, she had never fully experienced that feeling other people often referred to: of not really knowing what they were doing and worrying about being exposed as an impostor. For her, it was the other way around. She was often surprised at the shortcomings and gaps in knowledge exhibited by her colleagues. Challe was her boss, but that wasn’t why she respected him the most. He was sharp and hard in a way that appealed to her because his mood and reactions were easy to predict. She was also grateful to him for giving her more and more responsibility and for believing in her even though she had often given him reason to doubt.


They had fifteen minutes before the morning meeting. Charlie quickly skimmed the big morning papers’ websites and then moved on to the local paper she had bought a subscription to. She had gone from avoiding anything to do with Gullspång to following almost everything that happened there. From the football team that had advanced from division five to division four and the dairy farmer who had become a silversmith instead, to bike and boat motor thefts.


Kristina was setting up refreshments in the conference room.


‘Lovely weather today,’ she said and opened the curtains. ‘It looks like spring has finally sprung.’


‘Yes, amazing,’ Charlie replied.


She took a coffee cup and filled it with water from a pitcher on the table. It was no secret she and Kristina didn’t get along, but Charlie was slowly learning to simply limit their conversations to the weather. That way, she didn’t have to waste energy on trivialities. It usually worked.


Hugo entered and then Anders and Challe and the rest of the team.


They had a new colleague, Greger Vincent. He was a transfer from the Stockholm CID and had only been at the NOD for a few weeks. They hadn’t worked a case together yet, but Charlie looked forward to doing so because Greger had a good reputation and had already made her laugh several times. Now, he sat down at the conference table, dressed in a white shirt with a coffee stain on it, which Kristina naturally couldn’t resist commenting on as she walked towards the door.


‘These things happen,’ Greger replied indifferently.


Charlie smiled at him. She liked when people weren’t too anxious about their appearance. Greger smiled back at her and raised his cup in a toast.


Sunlight streamed into the room. It was a happy, relaxed meeting, but, as usual, Charlie spent every minute of it hoping it would end. She could never get used to talking about nothing and participating in conversations with no direction or purpose. When the subject of travel plans came up, she picked up a second cinnamon roll and zoned out.


‘What about you, Charlie?’ Challe suddenly said.


‘I don’t know,’ Charlie said. ‘I might go down to my house in Gullspång. What?’ she asked when the others chuckled.


‘We’re talking about what we’re planning to do today,’ Challe said. ‘Our edification.’


‘Oh, right … Well, I guess I … There are some new German studies on criminal profiling. I was going to read up on that.’


‘Great,’ Challe said. ‘Maybe you can share with the group later if you come across anything interesting.’


Charlie nodded.


Greger left the room right ahead of Charlie. He kind of … sauntered, she noted, as though he were a young boy, even though he had in fact just turned forty. Some people were like that; they retained a childish quality as they aged, while others, such as herself, were born old. At least that’s what Betty used to say. I have the world’s oldest daughter.
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The first thing Charlie did when she got home from work was light a fire. Not because it was cold but because she liked to stare into the flames and listen to the crackling of burning birch wood. She hoped it might help to settle her restlessness, which had grown more intense as the day wore on. She should read for a while. She went and fetched her book from the nightstand. She was halfway through Will and Testament, and she had loved it from the first page, but right now, even Vigdis Hjorth’s captivating narrative wasn’t enough to distract her. Maybe she should head out for a bit, just a short outing and then home. It was Friday, after all.


She started scrolling through the numbers in her phone. It was full of incomplete names of men that required a brief description. Tim, the guitar guy, Bartender Adam, Ludde J. They would all either be too much hassle or it had been too long since she last saw them.


She gave up and texted Anders: A pint?


Within seconds, he texted back: a picture of a dinner table. Maybe later.


She sighed and resigned herself to going out on her own. Anders wouldn’t be done with that dinner for hours and by the time it was over, he might not have the energy to come out.


Of all the promises Charlie liked to make herself, the promise not to drink alone was the hardest to keep. She’d read somewhere that if you didn’t want to become an alcoholic, that was what you should avoid at all costs, but it was hard. The only thing that sometimes kept her from doing it was the fear that she would become properly addicted and therefore be forced to cut out alcohol entirely, because a teetotal life … She wasn’t sure it would be worth living.


Ten minutes later, she left her flat and hurried past Dorothea’s door.


She had walked a few blocks at random when she heard loud music from further down the street on her right. It was coming from a basement. Charlie stopped next to a group of women in their thirties who were smoking on the street outside and asked if there was a bar down there.


There was, one of the women said, and not just any bar, but the bar with the cheapest beer in all of Stockholm, despite being located in Östermalm.


Charlie walked down a flight of steps and was greeted by damp air and low ceilings. She sat down on a barstool and ordered a pint.



Sara



‘Isn’t this lovely?’ Rita said when we turned into the forecourt of the enormous brick building. ‘It looks like a palace. It’s hard to believe it used to be a madhouse.’


We walked up the gravel path. The park around the building was so big I couldn’t see where it ended. It was full of neatly raked paths, topiaries, trees, and benches.


‘Why are you stopping?’ Rita asked.


‘What’s that?’ I said, pointing.


‘A statue,’ Rita replied. ‘Of an angel.’


‘Yeah, I can see that, but why doesn’t she have a head?’


‘I guess it fell off,’ Rita said. ‘Why are you getting hung up on details?’


‘It’s Nike of Samothrace,’ a voice said, and then a girl stepped out from behind a shrubbery. She was as lightly dressed as me. ‘And it’s not just her head that’s missing,’ she went on, pointing to the statue. ‘She doesn’t have any arms, either, or feet. But she does have wings, for all the good it’ll do her. I mean, what’s the point of being able to fly if you can’t see where you’re going?’


When we entered the lobby, we were greeted by a woman who extended her hand and shook first mine, then Rita’s. Her name was Marianne, and she was the manager of the residential care home. She said she was sure I would like it there and asked us to follow her down a long hallway with fossils in the stone floor.


We had sat in Marianne’s office for several minutes before I noticed the tiny dog in the corner behind the desk. It suddenly stood up and came over to me. It looked like no other dog I’d ever seen. It was as though its parts didn’t quite go together; the teeth in its underbite were too big and its ears pointed in different directions.


I quickly got tired of listening to Marianne monotonously droning on about rules, visiting days, restrictions, and times to keep.


Rita seemed as unfocused as me. She was probably just waiting to get out of this place, smoke a cigarette, and go back to that man who didn’t know the difference between yours and mine.


Marianne left the room for a bit and when she came back, she had with her a nightgown, a robe, and a pair of flat, white slippers for me. The floors were cold at Rödminnet, she said, and robes were required at breakfast if you weren’t dressed yet. Eating in one’s nightgown or underwear was not allowed.


‘And this is for you,’ she went on and handed me a hardbound notebook. The front cover was a photograph of a sun beaming down onto a summer meadow. I asked what it was for, and Marianne said I was supposed to write in it, that every girl at Rödminnet had one. Then she asked if I had any questions.


‘I was wondering,’ I said, pointing at the dog in the corner, ‘what breed that is?’


‘She’s a mutt,’ Marianne replied. ‘I think there’s miniature pinscher and chihuahua in her, but I’m not sure. I found her in Spain,’ she went on. ‘You should have seen her back then, she was all skin and bone, and fleas. But I told my husband: I’m not leaving without that dog. And so, here she is, our little Piccolo, a true sunshine story.’


After Rita left, Marianne showed me to my room. We walked down long stone hallways. On the walls were large black-and-white photographs of people with sad eyes and weird hats. I stopped to read the caption under a picture of four women in white on a bench, all with embroidery hoops in their laps. Patients from pavilion two doing needlepoint in the sunshine.


‘Unique, aren’t they?’ Marianne said.


‘What are those weird hats?’


‘Thorazine hats.’


‘Huh?’


‘Thorazine is a drug that was used in the olden days to treat psychosis. It made the patients’ skin very sensitive to sunlight. The hats shielded them from the sun.’


A woman and a man were walking towards us from the other end of the hallway.


‘This is Emelie, my assistant, and Frans, who is a psychologist,’ Marianne said. ‘Come, say hello to Sara.’


They came over and shook my hand. Meeting so many new people was making me feel tired. I just wanted to go and lie down in a room somewhere.


‘This is it,’ Marianne said and knocked on a door as she opened it. ‘Lo, come say hello to your new room-mate. But, why aren’t you dressed?’ she exclaimed, and a hoarse voice replied that she was fully dressed.


Marianne sighed and asked me to come in. It was a fairly small room with pine bunk beds along one side and a long desk with two chairs along the other. The girl named Lo watched us from the top bunk.
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