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Border



As soon as the man appeared, Tina knew he had something to hide. With every step he took towards the customs post, she grew more certain. When he chose the green channel, Nothing to declare, and walked right past her, she said, ‘Excuse me, could I ask you to stop for a moment?’ Glancing over at Robert to make sure he was on board. Robert gave a brief nod. People who were about to be caught could resort to desperate measures, particularly if they were smuggling something that would attract a prison sentence. Like this man. Tina was sure of it.


‘Could you put your suitcase here, please?’


The man heaved a small case up onto the counter, unlocked it and opened the lid. He was used to this. Not surprisingly, given his appearance: angular face, low forehead. Small, deep-set eyes beneath bushy eyebrows. A beard and medium-length hair. He could have played a Russian hit man in an action movie.


Tina pressed the hidden alarm button as she leaned across the counter. Her instincts told her with absolute certainty that this man was carrying something illegal. He might be armed. From the corner of her eye she saw Leif and Andreas position themselves in the doorway leading to the inner room, watching and waiting.


The case contained very little. A few clothes. A road map and a couple of Henning Mankell crime novels, a pair of binoculars and a magnifying glass. There was also a digital camera; Tina picked it up to examine it more closely, but her gut feeling was that the camera wasn’t the issue.


Right at the bottom of the suitcase lay a large metal box with a lid. In the middle of the lid there was a round meter with a needle. A cable ran from the side of the box.


‘What’s this?’ she asked.


‘Guess,’ the man replied, raising his eyebrows as if he found the situation enormously amusing. Tina met his gaze. She saw a kind of exalted calm in his eyes, and that could be down to one of two things. Either he was crazy or he was certain she wouldn’t find whatever he was hiding.


She didn’t even need to consider a third option—the idea that he didn’t have anything to hide. She knew.


The only reason she was working in Kapellskär was that it was so close to home. She could have worked anywhere. Customs posts all over the country sought her help when they knew that a large shipment of illegal drugs was on the way. Sometimes she would go, staying in Malmö or Helsingborg for a couple of days until she spotted the courier and taking the opportunity while she was there to point out a few miscreants smuggling cigarettes or people. She was almost never wrong. The only thing that could mislead her was if a person was carrying something that wasn’t illegal, but that they wanted to hide anyway.


Usually that meant sex toys of various kinds. Dolls, vibrators, films. In Gothenburg she had stopped a man coming off the ferry from England whose suitcase had turned out to contain a huge amount of newly bought science fiction: Asimov, Bradbury, Clarke. The man had stood there looking around nervously with the suitcase wide open on the counter, and when she caught sight of his clerical collar she closed the case and wished him a nice day.


Three years ago she had been in the United States, monitoring the border crossing in Tijuana. She had pointed out five people carrying heroin—two in their stomachs, inside condoms—before the delivery they were waiting for actually arrived.


Three trucks with hollow wheel drums. Twelve hundred kilos. The biggest haul in ten years. She had been rewarded with a consultation fee of ten thousand dollars; they had also offered her a post with five times the salary of her job in Sweden, but she had turned it down.


Before she left she suggested to the head of the operation that he might like to investigate two members of his team. She was virtually certain they were being paid to facilitate the transportation of heroin. It turned out that she was absolutely right.


She could have become a multimillionaire by travelling around the world carrying out temporary assignments, but after her trip to the US she had turned down every offer. The two team members she had unmasked had secreted not only a high level of anxiety, but also threat. For safety’s sake she had stayed with the chief customs officer and travelled to work with him. Knowing too much is dangerous, particularly when big money is involved.


And so she had settled in Kapellskär, ten minutes from her house in Gillberga on the island of Rådmansö. The number of seizures had increased dramatically when she first took up her post, and had subsequently fallen and continued to fall. The smugglers knew that she was working here and Kapellskär was now regarded as a locked-down port. Over the past few years she had dealt mainly with spirits and the odd disorganised chancer with steroids stuffed in the lining of his suitcase.


Her shift patterns changed from week to week so that the smugglers wouldn’t know which times to avoid and which times they could exploit.


Without touching the box, she pointed at it and said, ‘This is not a game. What is that?’


‘It’s for hatching out larvae.’


‘I’m sorry?’


The man was smiling almost imperceptibly beneath his beard as he picked up the box. She could now see that the cable ended in an ordinary plug. He opened the lid. The interior was divided into four compartments, separated by thin walls.


‘For breeding insects,’ he said, holding up the lid and pointing at the meter. ‘Thermostat. Electricity. Heat. Hey presto! Insects.’


Tina nodded. ‘And why do you have such a thing?’


The man put the box back in his case and shrugged. ‘Is it illegal?’


‘No. I’m just curious.’


The man leaned across the counter and asked her in a low voice, ‘Do you like insects?’


Something very unusual happened. A cold shiver ran down Tina’s spine and presumably she began to secrete the same anxiety she was so good at detecting in others. Fortunately there was no one here who was capable of sensing it.


She shook her head and said, ‘I’d like you to step in here for a moment.’ She gestured towards the inner room. ‘You can leave the case here for the time being.’


They examined his clothes, they examined his shoes. They went through every single thing he had in his case, and the case itself. They found nothing. They were only permitted to carry out a body search if there were reasonable grounds for suspicion.


Tina asked the others to leave the room. When they were alone, she said, ‘I know you’re hiding something. What is it?’


‘How can you be so sure?’


After everything he had been subjected to, Tina thought he deserved an honest answer. ‘I can smell it.’


The man laughed out loud. ‘Of course.’


‘You might think it’s ridiculous,’ said Tina. ‘But—’


The man interrupted her. ‘Not at all. It sounds eminently reasonable.’


‘And?’


He spread his hands wide and gestured towards his body.


‘You’ve examined me as thoroughly as possible. You’re not allowed to go any further. Am I right?’


‘Yes.’


‘There you go. In that case I’d like your permission to leave.’


If it had been up to Tina she would have liked to take him into custody, keep him under observation. But she had no legal grounds for doing so. And besides … There was after all one option left. The unlikely third option. The possibility that she was wrong.


She accompanied him to the door and said what she had to say: ‘My apologies for the inconvenience.’


The man stopped and turned to face her.


‘Perhaps we’ll meet again,’ he said, then did something so unexpected that she didn’t have time to react. He leaned forward and kissed her lightly on the cheek. His beard was rough, the hairs pricking her skin like soft needles just before his lips touched her.


She gave a start and pushed him away. ‘What the hell do you think you’re doing!’


The man raised his hands defensively as if to show that he wasn’t going to do anything else, said, ‘Entschuldigung. Goodbye for now,’ and left the room. He picked up his suitcase and made his way out of the entrance hall.


Tina stayed where she was, gazing after him.
She finished early that day and went home.


The dogs welcomed her with their usual angry barking. She yelled at them as they stood there behind the fence, their hackles raised and their teeth bared. She loathed them. She had always hated dogs, and of course the only man who had ever shown any interest in her just had to be a dog breeder.


When she first met Roland, his dog ownership had been restricted to a single breeding male—a pit bull by the name of Diablo that had won a number of illegal fights. Roland allowed him to mate with promising pure-bred bitches for five thousand kronor.


With the help of Tina’s smallholding and her financial support, he had been able to increase his stock to two breeding males, four bitches and five young dogs that were next in line to be sold. One of the bitches was a real champion, and Roland often took her to shows and competitions where he made new business contacts and screwed around.


It happened as a matter of course, it had become part of their everyday life. Tina no longer asked him about it. She could smell when he had been with another woman, and never reproached him. He was company, and she had no right to hope for anything more.


If life is a prison, then there is a moment in a person’s life when she realises exactly where her walls are located, where the boundaries to her freedom lie. Whether there are walls, or possible escape routes. The end of year party when she left school had been one of those moments for Tina.


After everyone in the class had got fairly drunk in the hired venue, they drove down to the park in Norrtälje to sit on the grass and finish off the last of the wine.


Tina had always felt uncomfortable at parties because they usually ended up with people pairing off. But not tonight. On this occasion it was the class that counted, this was their last evening together, and she was part of the group.


When the wine had been drunk and the in-jokes had been trotted out for the very last time, they lay sprawled on the grass, not wanting to go home, not wanting to say goodbye. Tina was so drunk that what she thought of in those days as her sixth sense was no longer working. She was just one of the group, lying there and refusing to grow up.


It was very pleasant, and it frightened her. The fact that alcohol was a kind of solution. If she just drank enough, she lost the thing that made her different from everyone else. Perhaps there was some sort of medication that could block it out, stop her from knowing things she didn’t want to know.


She was lying there thinking along these lines when Jerry shuffled over to her. Earlier in the evening he had written in her hat: ‘I’ll never forget you. Love Jerry.’


They had worked together on the school newspaper, written several things that had circulated all around the school, been quoted by their fellow students. They had the same dark sense of humour, took the same pleasure in writing poisonous articles about the teachers who deserved it.


‘Hi.’ He lay down next to her, resting his head on his hand.


‘Hi yourself.’ She was almost seeing double. The pimples on Jerry’s face faded away, became blurred, and he looked almost attractive in the semi-darkness.


‘Bloody hell,’ he said. ‘We’ve had so much fun.’


‘Mmm.’


Jerry nodded slowly for a long time. His eyes were shiny, unfocused behind his glasses. He sighed and adjusted his position so that he was sitting cross-legged.


‘There’s something … something I’ve been wanting to say to you.’


Tina rested her hands on her stomach and gazed up at the stars, piercing the foliage with their needles of light.


‘Oh?’


‘It’s … well … ’ Jerry ran a hand over his face and tried to stop slurring. ‘The thing is, I like you. I mean, you know that.’


Tina waited. She had thought she needed a pee, but now she realised it was a kind of tingling feeling. A warm nerve trembling in a previously unexpected place.


Jerry shook his head. ‘I don’t know how to … Right. I’m just going to say it, because I want you know how I feel, now we … now we might not see each other again.’


‘Yes.’


‘Well, it’s like this. I think you’re a bloody fantastic girl. And I wish … this is what I wanted to say … I wish I could meet someone who’s exactly like you, but who doesn’t look like you.’


The nerve stopped trembling. Grew, went cold. She didn’t want to hear the answer, but she asked the question anyway:


‘What do you mean?’


‘Well … ’ Jerry banged his hand down on the grass. ‘For fuck’s sake, you know what I mean. You’re … you’re such a bloody fantastic girl and you’re great to be with. I … oh, what the hell: I love you. I do. There. I’ve said it. But it’s just … ’ He banged his hand on the grass again, more helplessly this time.


Tina finished the sentence for him. ‘But it’s just that I’m too ugly to go out with.’


He reached for her hand. ‘Tina. You mustn’t … ’


She got up. Her legs were steadier than she’d expected. She looked down at Jerry, still sitting on the grass holding his hand out to her, and said, ‘I don’t. Why don’t you take a look at yourself in the fucking mirror.’


She strode away. Only when she was sure she was out of sight and Jerry wasn’t following her did she allow herself to collapse into a bush. The branches scratched her face, her bare arms, finally embraced her. She drew her body in on itself, pressed her hands to her face.


What hurt most was the fact that he had been trying to be kind. That he had said the nicest thing he could say about her.


She lay there in her prickly cocoon and wept until she had no tears left. No doors. No way out. Her body wasn’t even a prison, more like a cage inside which it was impossible to sit, stand or lie down.


The passing years hadn’t improved matters. She had learned to tolerate life inside the cage, to accept her limitations. But she refused to look in the mirror. The revulsion she saw in the eyes of other people when she met them for the first time was mirror enough.


When all hope was lost for the people she caught smuggling, they sometimes started screaming at her. Screaming about the way she looked. Something about Mongols, about the fact that she ought to be put out of her misery. She never got used to it. That was why she let others do the tough stuff once she had pointed out a miscreant. To avoid the horror when the acting stopped and the mask slipped.


An elderly woman was sitting on the steps of the little cottage, reading a book. A bike was propped up against the fence. The woman lowered the book as Tina went by and carried on staring for just a little too long after they had nodded to one another.


The summer had begun. The woman’s eyes burned into her back as she walked into the house and found Roland sitting at the kitchen table with his laptop. He looked up when she came in. ‘Hi. The first guest has arrived.’


‘Yes. I saw her.’


He turned his attention back to the computer. Tina looked at the guest book that lay open on the table and discovered that the woman’s name was Lillemor, and her home address was in Stockholm. The majority of their guests came from Stockholm or Helsinki. Plus the odd German en route to Finland.


Renting out the cottage for the summer had been Roland’s idea, after he heard how well things were going for the hostel a couple of kilometres down the road. That had been early on in their relationship, and Tina had gone along with it because she wanted him to feel he had a role in deciding how the place was run. The kennels came six months later.


‘Listen, I think I’ll probably go down to Skövde this weekend,’ said Roland. ‘I think we might just do it this time.’


Tina nodded. Tara, the pit bull bitch, had been named Best in Class twice, but still hadn’t won Best in Show, which would really put Roland’s kennels on the map. It was like an obsession. And a good excuse for going away, of course. Having a bit of fun.


Even if Roland had been in the mood for talking, she wouldn’t have been able to tell him what had happened at work. Instead she went out into the forest, to her tree.


Summer comes late to Roslagen. Even though it was the beginning of June, only the birch trees were in full leaf; the aspens and alders were a pale green shimmer amid the eternal dark green of the conifers.


She went along the little track leading to the flat rocks. In the forest she was safe, she could think without worrying about pointing fingers or drawn-out looks. Even as a little girl she had been happiest in the forest where no one could see her. After the accident it had been several months before she was brave enough to go out again, but when she did go out, the pull was so much stronger as a result. And she went straight to the scene of the accident, then as now.


She called it the Dance Floor, because it was the kind of place where you could imagine the elves dancing on summer evenings. You went up a slight incline, then the forest opened out into a plateau, a series of flat rocks with a single tall pine tree growing out of a deep crevice. When she was little she had thought of the pine as the central point of the earth, the axis around which everything spun like a merry-go-round.


Nowadays the pine was no more than the ghost of a tree: a split trunk with a few bare branches sticking out from the sides. Once upon a time the rocks had been covered with fallen needles. Now there were no needles left to fall, and the wind had blown away the old ones.


She sat down next to the tree, rested her shoulder on the trunk and patted it. ‘Hello, old friend. How are you?’


She had had countless conversations with the tree. When she finally got home from Norrtälje that night after the end of term party, she went straight to the pine tree and told him everything, weeping against the bark. He was the only one who understood, because they shared the same fate.


She was ten years old. The last week of the summer holiday. Since she didn’t really like playing with other children, she had spent the summer helping her father work on the cottage, and walking and reading in the forest, of course.


On that particular day she had taken one of the Famous Five books with her. It might have been Five Go to Billycock Hill. She couldn’t remember, and the book had been ruined.


She had been sitting under the pine tree reading when the rain caught her unawares. In just a few seconds it went from drizzle to a downpour. After a couple of minutes the rocks were a delta of gushing rivers. Tina stayed where she was, the dense crown of the pine tree forming such an effective umbrella that she was able to carry on reading, with only the odd drop of rain landing on her book.


The thunderstorm moved across the forest, drawing closer. Eventually there was a crash so loud that she could feel the vibration in the stones beneath her, and she got scared and closed her book, thinking it might be best to try to get home in spite of the weather.


Then there was nothing but a bright white light.


Her father found her an hour later. If he hadn’t known that she often went to the tree, it could have been days, even weeks.


She was lying underneath the crown of the tree. The lightning had snapped off the top of the tree, raced down the trunk and continued on its way into the girl down at the bottom, at which point the crown had fallen and landed on top of the child. Her father said his heart stopped when he reached the plateau and saw the shattered tree. Exactly what he feared most had happened.


He pushed his way in among the branches and caught a glimpse of her lying there. With a strength he didn’t know he possessed he managed to overturn the crown and get her out. Much later he said that what had really stuck in his memory was the smell.


‘It smelled like … like when you’re trying to start the car with jump leads and you accidentally short-circuit the whole thing. You get sparks and … that exact same smell.’


Her nose, ears, fingers and toes had been black. Her hair had been a single clump stuck to her head, and the Famous Five book in her hand was almost burnt to a crisp.


At first he had thought she was dead, but when he put his ear to her chest he had heard her heart beating, a faint ticking. He had run through the forest with her in his arms, driven as fast as he could to the hospital in Norrtälje, and her life had been saved.


Her face, which had been less than attractive before the accident, was now actually ugly. The cheek that had been turned towards the trunk was so badly burned that the skin never healed properly, but remained permanently dark red. Incredibly, her eye had survived, but her eyelid was stuck in a half-closed position that made her look constantly suspicious.


When she started to earn decent money she looked into the possibility of plastic surgery. Yes, skin could certainly be grafted, but since the nerve damage was so deep it was unlikely the new skin would take. They wouldn’t even consider touching the eyelid because an operation could damage the tear duct.


She gave it a go. Paid to let them scrape skin from her back and graft it onto her face. The result was as expected. After a week the skin was no longer getting any oxygen, and it shrivelled and died.


Plastic surgery had made great strides in the intervening years, but she had accepted her fate and had no intention of trying again. The tree hadn’t got better, so why should she?


‘I don’t understand it,’ she said to the tree. ‘There have been times I’ve had my doubts, when I thought someone might just be carrying an extra bottle or two, and I’ve let it go. But this man, he … ’


She leaned her healthy cheek—the one that had today received its first spontaneous kiss since she was a child—against the trunk and rubbed it up and down on the rough bark.


‘I was absolutely certain. That was why I thought it was a bomb, that metal box. Something major. And after all, they do say there’s a risk that the ferries will be the next terrorist target. But why should anyone coming off the ferry smuggle a bomb, now there’s a question … ’


She kept on talking. The tree listened. Eventually she got around to the other issue.


‘ … and I don’t understand that either. It must have been a way of showing that he had the upper hand. A kiss on the cheek, there there, you have no idea what’s going on. Like some kind of revenge. What do you think? And it’s hardly surprising after what he’d been subjected to, but it’s a funny way of doing it … ’


Dusk had started to fall by the time she finished. Before she got up she patted the tree and asked, ‘And what about you? How are you getting on? Aches and pains all the time. Life’s hell. I know. OK. I know. Take care of yourself. Bye bye.’


When she got home, Lillemor was sitting on the porch with a paraffin lamp glowing. They waved to one another. She would have a word with Roland. No more after this summer.


That evening she wrote in her diary: I hope he comes back. Next time I’ll have him.
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For the same reason that her shifts varied from week to week, her holidays were spread throughout the summer. A week here, a week there. If she had asked for a continuous break they would have agreed because they valued her, but she didn’t feel the need for it. After all, work was the place where she felt most at ease.


She took her first week so that she could go down and help out at the customs post in Malmö. An unusually sophisticated press for printing euro notes had been discovered in Hamburg, and they knew that hundreds of millions had already been printed, ready to be spread right across Europe.


On her third day the couriers arrived in a campervan. A man and a woman. They even had a child with them. The situation became clear to Tina only when she realised she was picking up signals from the man, not the other two. The woman and child knew nothing about the false floor and the ten million in hundred-euro notes hidden underneath it. She explained this to the police, and they said the information had been noted.


However, she also made contact with the public prosecutor in Malmö, whom she knew from a previous case, and repeated that the woman was innocent (the child was eight years old and subject only to the worst punishment of all: being taken away from his parents). The prosecutor promised to do what he could.


When she got back to Kapellskär at the beginning of July, she let a few days pass before she asked.


She and Robert were taking a coffee break in the cafeteria in the entrance hall. The next ferry wasn’t due for an hour, and when they had finished their coffee she leaned back in her chair and asked, quite casually, ‘That guy with the insects. Has he been back?’


‘What guy?’


‘You remember—I thought he was carrying something, but he wasn’t.’


‘Are you still thinking about him?’


Tina shrugged. ‘No, I just wondered.’


Robert folded his hands over his stomach and looked at her. She glanced over at the pinball machines, and at first she thought she had turned her head so that the sun was catching it, because her healthy cheek suddenly felt hot.


‘No,’ said Robert. ‘Not as far as I know, anyway.’


‘OK.’


They went back to work.


During her second holiday week at the end of July she went to a dog show in Umeå with Roland. He took the car and she took the train because she didn’t want to travel in the car with the dogs, and the dogs didn’t want to travel in the car with her.


She didn’t actually go to the dog show either, but she and Roland had two free days together. They spent the first wandering around Umeå, and on the second day they went for a long walk in the surrounding area. Occasionally he stroked her arm or took her hand when there was nobody else in sight.


She couldn’t work out exactly what it was that made them a couple. They were much too different to be friends, and the only time they had tried to have sex it had been so agonisingly painful that she had been forced to beg him to stop. It was probably a relief for him.


He slept with other women, and she didn’t blame him for that. He had been kind enough to try with her, and she had told him to stop. The morning after their failed attempt, she remembered saying, ‘I don’t think I’ll ever be able to have sex with you. So if you … if you want to do it with someone else then … then that’s OK.’


She had said it out of despair, and had hoped that he would say—well, whatever. She had said it. And he had taken her at her word.


During the rest of her week off she went to see her father a couple of times. Took him out in his wheelchair so that he could escape from the residential home in Norrtälje for a little while; he had gone there after the death of his wife.


After the death of my mother, Tina forced herself to think. They had never been close. Unlike Tina and her father.


They sat down by the harbour eating ice cream. Tina had to feed her father from a carton. His mind was completely clear, his body almost completely paralysed. When they had finished their ice creams and watched the boats for a while, he asked, ‘How are things with Roland these days?’


‘Fine. He had high hopes in Umeå, but they ended up with Best in Class as usual. People don’t like fighting dogs.’


‘No. Perhaps things will improve if they stop attacking children. But I really meant how are things between you and Roland.’


Tina’s father and Roland had met once, when her father called in to say hello, and it had been a case of mutual dislike at first sight. Her father had questioned the wisdom of both the kennels and renting out the cottage, wondered if Roland was intending to go the whole hog and turn his family home into some kind of theme park, with carousels and goodness knows what.


Fortunately Roland had been diplomatic, but when her father left—after coffee drunk in an uncomfortable, brooding silence—he had launched into a tirade about old farts who couldn’t accept change and senile fools who wanted to block any kind of progress; he had stopped only when Tina reminded him that was her father he was talking about.


Her father normally referred to Roland as the Small Businessman; it was rare for him to use his name.


Tina didn’t want to talk about it. She went off and threw their serviettes and empty cartons in the bin without answering him, and hoped he would drop the subject.


No chance. When she came back, ready to take him to the residential home, he said, ‘Stop right there. I asked you a question. Am I so old that I no longer deserve an answer?’


Tina sighed and sat down on the plastic chair beside him.


‘Dad. I know how you feel about Roland … ’


‘Yes, you do. But I have no idea how you feel.’


Tina looked out across the harbour. The Vaxholm ferry, which had been converted into a restaurant, scraped gently against the quayside. When she was little there had been a plane on the other side of the channel. The counter had been inside the fuselage, you could sit at a table out on the wing, drinking your coffee. Or juice. She had been sad when it was taken away.


‘The thing is … ’ she said. ‘It’s a bit difficult to explain.’


‘Try.’


‘It’s nothing like … what about you and Mum, anyway? Why did you stay together? You had next to nothing in common.’


‘We had you. And to tell the truth, things weren’t too bad in bed either. When we got around to it. But what about you two? What have you got?’


The sun struck Tina’s cheek again.


‘I really don’t want to discuss this with you, Dad.’


‘I see. And who are you going to discuss it with, exactly? The tree?’ He turned his head towards her just a fraction, which was all he could manage. ‘Do you still go there?’


‘Yes.’


‘I see. Good.’ He blew air out through his nose, sat quietly for a few seconds, then said, ‘Listen, sweetheart. I just don’t want you to be exploited.’


Tina studied her feet through the straps of her sandals. Her toes were bent; even her feet were ugly.


‘I’m not being exploited. I want someone to be with and … it can’t be helped.’


‘Darling girl. You deserve better.’


‘Yes. But it’s not going to happen.’


They made their way back through the town in silence. Her father’s parting words were: ‘Say hello to the Small Businessman from me.’ She said she would, but she didn’t.


She was back at work on Monday. The first thing Robert said after they had exchanged the usual pleasantries was: ‘ … and no, he hasn’t been here.’


She knew what he meant, but asked anyway: ‘Who?’


Robert smiled. ‘The Shah of Iran, of course, who do you think?’


‘Oh, you mean … Right. I see.’


‘I checked with the others too. In case he came through when I wasn’t on duty.’


‘It’s not that important.’


‘No, of course not,’ said Robert. ‘I’ve asked them to let me know if he comes through, but you’re not interested then?’


Tina got annoyed.


‘I got it wrong once,’ she said, holding up a rigid index finger in front of Robert’s face. ‘Just once. And I don’t think I did get it wrong. That’s why I’m wondering what he does. Is that so strange?’


Robert held up his hands and took a step backwards.


‘OK, OK. I thought we’d agreed it was something to do with that—what was it called—insect hatching box.’


Tina shook her head. ‘It wasn’t that.’


‘So what was it, then?’


‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘I don’t know.’


[image: image]


The summer rolled back its warmth and the holidays came to an end. The ferries began to run less frequently, and the little cottage was empty, thank goodness. When Tina brought up the idea of not renting it out in the future, Roland got annoyed. She let it be.


During the summer the house next door had been sold to a middle-aged couple with two children from Stockholm. The woman, who was pregnant with what she referred to as Tail-end Charlie, was always popping round. No doubt she thought that’s what people did in the country.


Tina liked the woman, whose name was Elisabeth, but she kept on and on about the fact that she was pregnant. She was forty-two years old, and slightly obsessed with the fact that she was going to be a mother again, and Tina sometimes found it painful to listen to her.


She would have liked to be able to have children herself, but as she was incapable of doing what was necessary in order to create a child, it was never going to happen.


She envied Elisabeth, but she liked the particular aroma surrounding the pregnant woman. A secret aroma, filled with expectation.


Tina was also forty-two, and from a purely theoretical point of view she could have talked to Roland about IVF, but that wasn’t the way things were between them. Not at all.


So she sat and breathed in Elisabeth’s aroma and longed for something that could never be.


The weather had been unusually warm during the summer, and the autumn was taking its time to arrive.


In the middle of September he turned up again.


The feeling was just as powerful as it had been on the previous occasion. So powerful that there was an aura around him, a flashing neon sign with the words HIDING SOMETHING.


She didn’t even need to say anything. He walked straight to the counter and heaved up his suitcase, then linked his hands behind his back.


‘Hello again,’ he said.


Tina made an effort to sound normal: ‘I’m sorry? Do we know each other?’


‘No,’ said the man. ‘But we have met.’


He waved one arm towards the suitcase in an inviting gesture. Tina couldn’t help smiling. She waved her arm in turn, indicating that he should open the case.


He’s treating the whole thing like a game, she thought. But this time I’m going to win.


‘How was your summer?’ he asked as she went through the case. She shook her head. He might be treating this like a game, and she might have thought about him now and again, but when it came down to it they were on opposite sides of the counter. He was trying to bring in something illicit, and she forced herself to think Drugs …  drugs that will be sold to thirteen-year-old kids. The man in front of her was one of the bad guys, and she was going to break him.


The contents of the case were largely the same as before, except that the Mankell novels had been replaced by Åke Edwardson. She picked up the insect hatching box and looked inside. Empty. She tapped on the base to check that there was no hidden space. The man followed her movements with amused interest.


‘Right,’ she said when she had established that the case contained nothing more than the eye could see. ‘I am convinced that you are hiding something, and this time I intend to have a more thorough search carried out. Could you come this way, please.’


The man didn’t move. ‘So you do remember,’ he said.


‘I have a vague recollection, yes.’


He held out his hand and said, ‘Vore.’


‘I’m sorry?’


‘Vore. That’s my name. What’s yours?’


Tina met his gaze. His eyes were so deep set that hardly any light from the fluorescent tube on the ceiling reached them, and they looked like faintly reflective black mountain pools. Most people would probably be frightened by such a gaze. Not Tina.


‘Tina,’ she said dryly. ‘This way, please.’


Since the search was of an intimate nature, Tina did not participate. No ferries were due for some time, and while Robert carried out the external physical check she wandered around the entrance hall making bets with herself, fixing the odds on what might be found.


Drugs of some kind: two to one. Heroin: four to one. Amphetamines: eight to one. Something to do with spying: ten to one.


But the more she thought about it, the more the odds on spying shortened. He wasn’t the type to smuggle drugs.


Vore’s suitcase was still lying on the counter. She took out the two detective novels and flicked through them. No words were highlighted or underlined. She held the pages up to the light. Then she looked around and took out a lighter. Ran the small flame to and fro underneath a page to see if any invisible writing might appear. She singed the edge of the paper, but no writing emerged. She quickly put the book back in the case, its blackened edge glistening.


This is ridiculous. Kalle Blomqvist.


But what was it, then?


She walked between the pinball machines and the panorama windows and back again. Her job, her ability was something she simply took for granted. This was something completely new. The man spoke with no accent whatsoever. But Vore? What kind of a name was that? She supposed it must be Russian, Slavonic.


At any rate, if the external physical examination didn’t produce any results, she would apply for a warrant allowing a doctor to carry out a proper search. Check every orifice.


Robert came out, made a comment to the occupant of the room, and closed the door behind him. Tina hurried over. Her heart sank when she was only halfway across the hall; Robert was shaking his head.


‘Nothing?’ she asked.


‘No,’ said Robert. ‘Well, nothing that concerns us, anyway.’


‘What do you mean?’


Robert drew her a little distance away from the door.


‘Let me put it this way: you can rest easy. He did have something to hide, but nothing punishable by law. The problem is that we’ve now stopped him twice without … ’


‘Yes, yes. Do you think I don’t know that? So what is it, then?’


The thought had struck her, but she hadn’t seriously considered what Robert was suggesting: the fact that they might have been guilty of professional misconduct. Subjecting Vore to an examination on two separate occasions without any solid evidence for doing so. If Vore made a complaint, they would probably be reprimanded.


‘The thing is,’ said Robert, ‘he’s … he’s a woman.’


‘Come on, stop winding me up.’


Robert folded his arms and looked uncomfortable. With exaggerated clarity he said, ‘He … or rather she, does not have a penis but a vagina, to use the technical term. You should have carried out that search, not me.’


Tina stared at him open-mouthed for a few seconds. ‘You’re not joking?’


‘No. And it was rather … embarrassing.’ Robert looked so miserable that Tina burst out laughing. He looked at her, his expression furious.


‘Sorry. Has he got … breasts as well?’


‘No. He must have had an operation or something. I didn’t actually ask. He’s got like a big scar just above his bum, by his tailbone. Whatever that might be. Now it’s your turn to talk to him and try to explain that—’


‘What did you say? A scar?’


‘Yes. A scar. Here.’ Robert pointed to the bottom of his back. ‘If you want to take this any further, you can do it yourself.’ He shook his head and headed off towards the cafeteria. Tina stayed where she was, looking at the closed door. When she had thought things through she opened it and went in.


Vore was standing by the window looking out. When she came in, he turned to face her. It was impossible to think of him as ‘her’. If you wanted to define the repellent aspect of his appearance in a few words you could perhaps say: exaggerated masculinity. He looked too much like a man. The coarse, broad face. The squat, muscular body. The beard and the powerful eyebrows.


‘So,’ he said, and now she noticed how unusually deep his voice was. Up to now she had taken it as a natural complement to his body. ‘Are we done here?’


‘Yes,’ said Tina, sitting down at the desk. ‘Could you spare a few moments?’


‘Of course.’


He showed not the slight sign of being angry or offended on this occasion either. He sat down opposite her.


‘First of all,’ said Tina, ‘I would like to offer my sincere apologies. Again. I must also inform you that you have every right to make a complaint against us. You can—’


‘Why would I do that?’


‘Because of the way we’ve treated you.’


‘We can forget about that. What else did you want to say?’


‘Well … ’ Tina’s fingers began to twist themselves around each other under the desk, where he couldn’t see them. ‘ … I was just wondering. Who you are. This is purely … private.’


The man looked at her for such a long time that she had to lower her gaze. She shouldn’t be doing this. To begin with, she was completely on the back foot after what had happened. A position she hated. In addition, it was against regulations to have any personal contact with those she was supposed to be investigating. She shook her head.


‘Forgive me. You’re free to go. We’re done.’


‘I’m in no hurry,’ said Vore. ‘Who am I? That’s something I’m not too sure about, like most people I suppose. I travel. I stay somewhere for a while. Then I continue my journey.’


‘And you study insects?’


‘Among other things, yes. Although perhaps your question is mostly concerned with my … physical attributes?’


Tina shook her head. ‘No. Not at all.’


‘And what about you? Do you live locally?’


‘Yes. In Gillberga.’


‘I don’t know it, unfortunately. But perhaps you know the ramblers’ hostel here in … Riddersholm, I think it’s called. Would you recommend it?’


‘Absolutely. It’s good. Beautiful surroundings. Are you thinking of staying there?’


‘Yes. For a while, anyway. So we might see one another.’ He stood up and held out his hand. ‘Goodbye for now.’


She took his hand. His fingers were thick, strong. But so were hers. A strange excitement was growing in her stomach. She led the way to the door. As she stood there resting her fingers on the handle, she said, ‘Otherwise I have a cottage that I rent out.’


‘In … Gillberga?’


‘Yes. There’s a sign by the side of the road.’


Vore nodded. ‘In that case I’ll call round one day and … have a look. That would be nice.’


She stayed where she was, looking at him. The moment was exactly the same as last time. Perhaps it was a desire to pre-empt him, to regain control. Perhaps it was something else altogether. It was impossible to say, it was beyond everything she was capable of knowing or determining. She quickly leaned forward and kissed him on the cheek.


This time it was her lips that were pricked by his sharp beard, and the moment they touched his skin a hammer of regret struck her on the forehead, making her jerk backwards.


She quickly opened the door, refusing to look him in the eye. He went out, picked up his suitcase and disappeared.


As soon as she was sure he had gone, she scurried off to the toilets, locked herself in a cubicle, sat down and hid her face in her hands.


Why did I do that how could I do that what’s the matter with me?


Something had fallen apart inside her head. The mistake had made her confused. The ground had been snatched away from beneath her feet, and she wasn’t responsible for her actions.


What’s the matter with me?


She rocked back and forth, whimpering to herself. What would he think of her? She! What would she think of her?


Why … why?


But somewhere she knew the answer. When she had calmed down and managed to stop her hands shaking, she got up and pulled down her trousers and her panties.


It was difficult to turn her head so far, it was just on the edge of her field of vision, but it was still clearly visible. It was years since she had last looked at it in a mirror: the big red scar just above her tailbone.


She rinsed her face and dried it with a paper towel.


There was a better reason why she had invited Vore to her home.


Robert could think what he liked, and the information about Vore’s body was certainly a surprise, but she was still sure that wasn’t it. She couldn’t put her finger on how she knew, but she definitely knew.


Whatever he was hiding, it wasn’t his own body. It was something else, and she had to find out what it was. Which meant that having him close by was the most sensible thing to do.


Wasn’t it?


As Tina drove home from the harbour the sky was a dark grey lid covering the world, and the treetops swayed alongside the motorway. It didn’t take an expert to realise that an autumn storm was on the way.


The first drops fell as she turned into the drive. During the short time it took her to walk up to the house they began to fall more heavily, and with a sudden squall the downpour was upon her. She ran the last few steps and pulled the door open.


The dog came racing towards her across the hall. She probably wouldn’t have had time to react if she hadn’t heard the patter of claws before she realised that the black mass of muscle was a dog.


Just as Roland yelled ‘Tara!’ from the kitchen she slammed the outside door and heard the dog crash into it with a thud that made the handle vibrate. The dog barked and scrabbled at the door, eager to get at her.


Use the handle, you stupid bitch.


She backed away from the door and ended up beyond the plastic roof covering the porch. The rain ran down the back of her neck. The door opened a fraction. Inside stood Roland, hanging on to the furious, barking dog with some difficulty while at the same time trying to plaster on a conciliatory smile. Above the noise of the dog he yelled, ‘Sorry. Had to put some ointment on her, she’s got an attack of mange on her—’


Tina stepped forward and slammed the door shut. She didn’t need to know where the dog had mange. Through the door she could hear Tara being dragged across the floor, still barking.


The landscape beyond the porch was beginning to disappear. A grey veil covered everything and the noise of the rain was like a TV channel with nothing on it. White noise. The water splashed over the guttering, made a fan shape in the water butt.


Between the dog and the rain she had a strip about two metres wide in which she could move, and she was sharing the space with a box of old newspapers and a broken bilge pump. She picked up a copy of Dagens Nyheter, held it over her head and ran the hundred metres across to the cottage.


A thermostat ensured that the temperature in the cottage never dropped below twelve degrees. If a guest arrived it took no time at all to get the house pleasantly warm. As soon as she got inside she turned the radiator full on, took a towel out of the cupboard, dried her hair and sat down at the desk just in time to witness a scene she found remarkably upsetting.


The neighbours’ sheets were pegged out on the line. They were flapping wildly in the growing storm, tugging at their moorings like fettered ghosts. Just as Tina sat down, Elisabet and Göran came out of the house. Elisabet’s belly was so big by now that her body was an appendage to it rather than vice versa.


They ran across the garden in the pouring rain. If you could call what Elisabet was doing running. It was more of a fast waddle. For some reason they were in a really good mood, laughing as they tried to grab hold of the flailing sheets. Elisabet was slow and only managed to take down two, while Göran seized the other four and rolled them up into a big ball, which he stuffed under his jumper. It was impossible to say whether this was a practical measure to protect the sheets or a joke right from the start, but as he waddled off with his false belly, Elisabet laughed so much that Tina could hear her inside the cottage.


She spun her chair around so that she was facing into the room.


How silly can some people be?


They were like something out of Astrid Lindgren’s Life on Seacrow Island, one of the scenes that was cut because even the director thought it was too nauseating.


Although this was real, of course. People can be this happy.


Tina made a conscious effort not to hate her neighbours because they were happy. For a moment she sat there at the desk staring out of the window and wishing that Elisabet’s child would be stillborn, just so that she could have a taste of the other things life serves up.


Then Tina excised the thought because she wasn’t that kind of person.


But Tina is exactly that kind of person.


No I’m not. Haven’t I promised to drive them to the hospital when the time comes, if I’m home?


You’re hoping you won’t be home. You don’t want to do it.


Because I don’t like hospitals, that’s all.


You saw it so clearly: Elisabet bent double by the washing line, clutching her belly. The sheet torn free, entangled in her flailing arms. Her screams, her—


Stop it, stop it, stop it!


Tina got up and pressed her hands to her temples. The wind, gaining strength, tore a flurry of leaves from the trees, set them whirling in the air outside the window. The small television aerial on the roof shook and swung like a tuning fork, sending a single long, mournful note through the house as if it were a sound box.


With her hands still pressed to her temples Tina fell to her knees and sank down until her forehead was resting on the floor.


Help me, God. I’m so unhappy.


No reply. Prayer requires humility, self abasement. That was what her mother had told her in front of a picture in the church.


The picture showed Jesus and three fishermen. They were out at sea in a small boat. There was a storm. The three fishermen, portrayed in the time-honoured way, with seamen’s caps and beards, had fallen to their knees in the boat and were gazing at the bright figure in the stern.


Her mother explained what the picture meant: the fishermen had placed their fate in the hands of the Lord. They had let go the oars and the rudder, abandoned all attempts to save themselves from mortal danger. Now only Jesus could save them. And that is exactly what man must do if his prayers are to have any power: let go of everything, hand it over to the Lord.


Tina had disliked the idea even at that early age, and as an adult she had decided that holding onto the rudder and the oars was her preferred option, not falling to her knees.


But help me anyway.


It took another ten minutes before there was a knock at the door. Roland was standing outside with an umbrella.


‘Are you there?’ he asked.


‘Yes,’ Tina replied. ‘Where else would I be?’


Roland had no answer to that. He held out the umbrella towards her, exposing himself to the rain.


‘Come on,’ he said. ‘I’ve locked her in my bedroom.’


‘You take the umbrella,’ said Tina, holding up the towel she had used to dry her hair. ‘I’ve got this.’


‘Don’t be silly. Here.’ He shook the umbrella, wanting her to take it. The rain had already soaked his hair, plastering it to his scalp.


‘Roland, you’re getting wet. Take the umbrella and get inside.’


‘I’m already wet. Here.’


‘I’ve got the towel.’


Roland stared at her for a few seconds. Then he closed the umbrella, placed it at her feet and walked back to the house. Tina waited thirty seconds then followed him, using the towel to protect her. When she was a few metres away from the cottage, she stopped.


Silly. Now who’s being silly?


But she still didn’t take the umbrella. The rain was so heavy that it had soaked through the towel before she got back inside the house. Roland was standing in the hallway pulling off his wet clothes so that he could drape them over the stove. He pulled a face when he saw her arrive without the umbrella, but said nothing.


She put her blouse on a hanger in the bathroom and thought it was going to be one of those evenings. Just as they hadn’t huddled together to share the umbrella, so they had no way of dealing with conflict.


They didn’t want to solve their problems, so disagreements always ended up in a mutual silence that went on until it ebbed away. On the rare occasions when they really did quarrel, there was a huge store of assorted unresolved issues to be tipped out and hurled at one another.


Tara was whining in Roland’s room, and Tina had just started wondering how she was going to get through the evening when the problem solved itself: Göran rang to say the baby had started. Did she have time to drive them to the hospital?


She certainly did.


Elisabet and Göran sat in the back of the car, their arms wrapped around each other. Their older children were fifteen and twelve, and were fine on their own. Göran explained that they had had the foresight to buy a new video game a month ago, ready to hand over when the time came.


Tina murmured something appropriate and concentrated on her driving. The windscreen wipers were working at full speed, swishing spasmodically back and forth without managing to clear the water completely. Her tyres were worn down to the point of illegality, and she didn’t dare go over fifty in case of aquaplaning. There might have been an evil Tina inside her wishing miscarriage and misery on her passengers, but the Tina behind the wheel had no intention of crashing the car with a pregnant woman in the back seat.


Just as long as we don’t have a thunderstorm.


Thunder and lightning could still knock her completely off course. Admittedly the car, with its rubber insulation on the ground, was the place she preferred to be during a thunderstorm, but not while she was driving.


As they passed Spillersboda the rain eased off and visibility improved. She glanced at the back seat. Elisabet was bent over, her face contorted with pain as she leaned against her husband.


‘How’s it going?’ asked Tina.


‘Fine,’ Göran replied. ‘But I think the contractions are quite close now.’


Tina increased her speed to seventy. She was revolted by the thought that the child might be born in her car. The smell emanating from Elisabet was anything but pleasant. It would cling to the upholstery for months.


They arrived at the hospital and Göran half led, half carried Elisabet to the maternity unit. Tina stood by the car for a moment, unsure what to do, then she followed them. It had more or less stopped raining; there was just a film of drizzle hanging in the air.


As they walked into the hospital a couple of nurses immediately came over to Elisabet, and the little group set off with Göran two paces behind. He didn’t even glance in Tina’s direction. Her job was done, and she no longer had anything to do with the proceedings. She stood in the corridor and watched them disappear round a corner.


How were they intending to get home?


Did they expect her to sit here and wait?


If so, they were going to be disappointed. Tina opened and closed her hands, gazing at the spot where they had vanished.


A nurse came over and asked, ‘Has someone been to help you?’


‘No,’ replied Tina. ‘But I don’t need any help, thank you.’


The nurse smelled more strongly of hospital than the building itself, and Tina quickly made for the exit. Only when she was outside in the carpark did she dare to breathe again. That smell of disinfected clothes and antiseptic soap almost brought on a panic attack. It went back a long way. She remembered being terrified all the time when she had been in hospital after being struck by lightning. Just wanting to go home.


It was quarter to seven, and the storm had blown over as quickly as it had come. There wasn’t a cloud in the deep blue evening sky, and the half-moon was as sharp as a blade. She pushed her hands deep in her pockets and strolled over towards the residential home for the elderly.


Her father was watching Jeopardy. ‘Viktor Sjöström, you idiot!’ he muttered at a contestant who thought The Phantom Carriage had been directed by Ingmar Bergman. The next question was about the director of Sir Arne’s Treasure, and when the same contestant went for Bergman again, her father said, ‘Turn it off, for God’s sake. It’s driving me mad.’


Tina leaned forward and switched the television off.


‘A trained gibbon could do better,’ her father said. ‘I don’t know why I watch it, I always end up getting really annoyed. Could you be an angel and give me some of that orange drink?’


Tina held the plastic cup with the straw up to his mouth, and her father drank for a while as he gazed into her eyes. When she took the straw away, he asked, ‘How are you? Is something wrong?’


‘No, why?’


‘You just look as if there might be. Is it the Small Businessman?’


‘No,’ said Tina. ‘It’s just that … I was at the hospital. I gave my neighbours a lift—she was having a baby. I don’t know why, but being in a hospital always shakes me up.’


‘I see. Right. But otherwise everything’s OK?’


Tina looked around the room. It was sparsely furnished so that it would be easier to clean. No rugs on the lino. Only a couple of pictures from home and a few framed photographs above the bed indicated that the occupant was someone who had lived a life of their own.


One of the photographs was of Tina herself, aged perhaps seven. She was sitting in a garden chair gazing into the camera with a serious expression, her small, deep-set eyes buried in her skull. She was wearing a floral-patterned dress that looked all wrong on her angular body. As if someone had put trousers on a pig to make it look presentable.


Ugly little bugger.


‘Dad? I was wondering about something.’


‘What’s that?’


‘I’ve got a scar here.’ She pointed. ‘When did I get that?’


There was a brief silence. Then her father answered, ‘But I’ve already told you. You fell on a rock when you were little.’


‘How little?’


‘I don’t know … four, maybe? A sharp rock. Can you give me another drink? The stuff they give you in here is horrible. Could you bring me some proper juice next time you come? Without all these preservatives?’


‘Of course.’ She held up the beaker again, and her father drank without looking her in the eye. ‘But I was wondering … was I in hospital then? I think I ought to remember it, because … ’


Her father spat out the straw. ‘You were four years old, maybe even three. How would you remember that?’


‘Did I need stitches?’


‘Yes, you needed stitches. Why are you thinking about this now?’


‘I was just wondering, that’s all.’


‘Well, that’s what happened. That’s probably why you’re frightened of hospitals, for all I know. Have you got anyone staying in the cottage at the moment?’


‘No, not just now.’


They carried on talking about summer visitors, tourism in general and the cheap vodka from Russia that was flooding in across borders where Tina wasn’t around to stop it. At half past seven she got up to leave. As she stood in the doorway, she said, ‘It was Mauritz Stiller, wasn’t it?’


Her father, who seemed lost in thought, said, ‘What was?’


‘Sir Arne’s Treasure. Mauritz Stiller.’


‘Yes. Yes, of course. Take care of yourself, sweetheart.’ He looked at her and added, ‘And don’t spend too much time thinking about …  what’s in the past.’


She said she wouldn’t.


When she got home she stood outside for a long time checking things out before she went in. Even if there hadn’t been a real storm, the wind was still quite strong and she could see the silhouettes of the pine trees swaying against the night sky. The air was chilly and she breathed in deeply through her nose, picking out rotting apples, damp earth, rosehips and a host of other smells she couldn’t place or identify. There was an animal close by, probably a badger. The smell of its wet fur was coming from the forest behind the house.


A blue glow flickered in one of the windows at the neighbours’ house. The children were busy with their video game. There was a blue glow from their own living-room window. Roland was watching some sports program.


As so many times before when she stopped and thought about it—rather than automatically getting out of the car and going inside—she had no desire to walk into her own house. Into any house. She just wanted to keep on walking past the lights and the warmth, out into the forest. To push her way through its dark wall and allow herself to be surrounded by the smell of badger, pine needles, moss. Allow the trees to protect her.


She looked over at the house next door. Should she knock on the door, check that the kids were OK? Nobody had mentioned it, and she didn’t like the idea. The children shunned her because of the way she looked. As if they thought she might do them some harm. No, she would leave it. If they wanted anything they could come to her.


Roland was indeed watching sport. Ice hockey, even though it was only September. There were no seasons these days. A chemical smell hovered in the air, presumably the ointment Roland had used on the dog. She could also smell the dog from behind the closed door of Roland’s bedroom.


As she walked through the living room, Roland said, ‘Oh, by the way—someone called round.’


She stopped. ‘Oh yes?’


Without taking his eyes off the screen, he went on, ‘Some guy wanting to rent the cottage. Shady-looking character. Said he’d spoken to you.’


‘Yes.’ Tina clasped her hands together, tightly. ‘What did you say to him?’


‘I told him straight. That we don’t usually rent the cottage out in the autumn. But it was mainly because … ’ He glanced up at her. ‘Well, he didn’t exactly look … nice. And you said you didn’t want to carry on renting the cottage out anyway, so … ’ Roland shrugged his shoulders, looking pleased with himself. ‘He looked like some kind of arsonist or something.’


Tina stood there for a while just looking at him. The glow of the television gave his skin a greyish tone, bringing the incipient rolls of fat around his neck into sharp relief and flickering in his eyes, making him look like a monster.


She shut herself in her room, read The Old Man and the Sea and got through the hours until it was time to sleep.


She started work at ten o’clock the following day, but left home at quarter past nine and drove to the ramblers’ hostel. There was only one car in the carpark: a small white Renault which proudly proclaimed in blue letters that it had been hired from OKQS at a cost of only 199 kronor per day.


She knocked on the main door of the hostel.


When nothing happened she opened it and stepped into a small hallway. There was a stand displaying tourist leaflets, and a sign on the reception desk explained that the hostel was open only on request. The building exuded desolation and soap.


She foolishly pinged the bell on the desk, as if it might magically produce someone who could help her; perhaps the autumn staff, a little old man who slept in a cupboard and woke up only when guests arrived.


When the bell had no effect, she shouted, ‘Hello? Is anyone there?’


She knew his name, of course, but she had no intention of shouting it out. The situation was already sufficiently absurd. A police officer shouting for a thief so that she could ask if he’d like to come and live with her.


She had just thought Right, I’m going, when a door opened along the corridor in front of her.


Vore emerged from the room and she gasped.


In the spacious expanse of the ferry terminal he had looked big, but here between the narrow walls of the hostel he was enormous. In spite of the fact that he was wearing only a singlet and pants, he seemed to fill the entire corridor. Tina could understand why Roland had felt a little nervous. Vore looked as if he could crush Roland between his thumb and forefinger.


When he spotted Tina his beard shot up on both sides of his face in a great big smile. He covered the corridor in a few thundering steps and extended a hairy arm.


‘Good morning,’ he said. ‘I do apologise. I was fast asleep.’


She shook his hand. ‘No, I apologise. I didn’t mean to wake you.’


‘No problem. It’s time I got up anyway.’


Tina nodded and looked around. ‘I’ve never actually been here before.’


‘But you still recommended it?’


‘Well, it was actually the surroundings I recommended, if I remember rightly.’


‘I’ve no complaints on that score. I went for a long walk yesterday afternoon. I love forests like these, where man hasn’t had the chance to destroy everything.’


‘Yes. It’s a nature reserve.’


‘Let’s hope it stays that way.’


Tina herself was very fond of the forests around Riddersholm. Since the area was protected, no one was even allowed to chop up a fallen tree unless it was lying right across the track, and in that case permission was needed.


Just for something to say, she came out with, ‘It’s just a pity they hunt elks.’


Vore frowned. ‘Yes, it’s a terrible thing. You don’t go in for hunting with dogs around here, I hope?’


‘Not as far as I know. Why?’


‘Because you end up with dogs running around all over the place with that kind of hunting.’ He looked at her. ‘But you have dogs, I noticed.’


‘They’re Roland’s. He’s my … ’ She waved her hand vaguely. ‘He lives there too.’ She took a deep breath. ‘Which actually brings me to my reason for coming here. If you’re interested in renting the cottage, then of course you’re welcome to do so.’


‘He … That’s not what Roland said.’


‘No. But it’s not his decision. It belongs to me.’


‘I see.’


‘So … if you’re interested, just turn up.’


‘I’ll give it some thought. How are you?’


‘Fine. Why do you ask?’


‘He said you were at the hospital.’


Tina laughed with relief. ‘Oh, I see. I’d just given my neighbours a lift—they were having a baby.’


Now he’s going to ask if I have children, she thought, and decided to bring the conversation to an end. Admittedly Vore was a woman, and it shouldn’t be difficult to discuss this kind of thing with a woman. But as he stood there in front of her … she would have had to pinch her arm until it was black and blue to remind herself of that fact.


‘Did it all go well?’ he asked.


‘I don’t know.’ She looked at her watch. ‘I have to go to work.’


‘In that case I’ll see you this afternoon. What time do you finish?’


‘Five.’


‘Good. Then I’ll call round in the early evening.’


They said goodbye, and Tina walked back to her car. As she drove out of the carpark she glanced in the mirror to see if he was waving to her. He wasn’t. She shook her head.


How did we get to be so familiar with one another?


It was impossible to say. If she was threatened with torture, she might perhaps admit that she had felt some kind of … affinity. Once the torture was well under way, she would add that the feeling had been there the very first time she saw him.


But red-hot pincers wouldn’t get any more than that out of her. Because there wasn’t any more. But there was an affinity. Just as difficult to grasp as a perch with your bare hands, but it was there nonetheless. Beneath the jetty on a sunny day. The warmth of the planks against her stomach, the sun glittering on the water. A shimmering movement.


Work was dull, to put it mildly.


A lorry driver she had been on nodding terms with for years had suddenly decided to bring in ten cases of cheap Russian vodka. He was furious with her when she explained that she had to report the matter and confiscate the liquor, as if she had broken some kind of trust.


A hundred bottles, what would he make on those? Five or six thousand, max. His son needed a new violin if he was going to be able to continue playing—did she have any idea what a violin cost? And now he would be facing fines and all hell would break loose. He would probably lose his job, and how would they manage to pay the mortgage then? Couldn’t she just let it go, just this once, for fuck’s sake, Tina. Won’t happen again, promise.


No, she couldn’t let it go. Dearly bought experience had taught her that the situation became impossible in the long run if she started ignoring this kind of thing. Secret smiles, unspoken complicity. When he had been going on for a while, still talking about the violin and the fact that she had no heart, she suddenly snapped.


‘Heikko, for fuck’s sake! Give it a rest! How many times have you brought in more than you should?’


He said it was the first time. She shook her head.


‘I’d say it was eight or ten times. Smaller amounts, admittedly. Perhaps a case or two above the limit. And I’ve let it go every single time, without saying a word. Thought it was for personal use, as they say, but now you’ve gone too far, you understand?’


The rough lorry driver shrank before her; he looked terrified. She waved in the direction of the lorry, which was parked down below the window.


‘If you bring in one extra bottle, or two or three, I can’t be bothered doing anything about it, but this can’t happen again, is that clear?’


Heikko nodded. Tina took out her notebook.


‘Right. This is what I’m going to do. I’m going to report you as a private individual. You’ll be fined and all hell will break loose as you so rightly pointed out, but you can keep the firm out of it. Next time you won’t be so lucky, OK?’


‘Yes. Thank you.’


She pointed to her chest. ‘And I do have a heart. It’s here, in exactly the same place as yours.’


‘Yes, yes. Thank you.’


‘And if you say thank you one more time I’ll change my mind. There might have been amphetamines hidden in those cases, now I come to think of it.’


Heikko grinned, held up his hands in defence. ‘You know I never—’


‘Yes, I know. Now get out of here.’


When Heikko had gone and Tina had watched him climb into the cab of his lorry and drive away, she was seized by a sudden melancholy.


The tough approach was necessary and it was like a second skin as far as she was concerned, but it wasn’t really her, just an essential façade that enabled her to do a job she was increasingly beginning to feel was pointless. What did she care about those cases of vodka? Who would suffer, apart from the state-owned liquor monopoly?


Heikko would have sold a couple of bottles to one neighbour, three to another. Everyone would have been happy, the boy would have got his new violin. Sweetness and light all around, if it hadn’t been for that witch on customs. Perhaps she should pack it in, just do consultancy work. Drugs were another matter. She had no pangs of conscience there.


She could see Heikko in her mind’s eye, arriving home. His wife. His son going sadly to his room, closing the door. Continuing to practise on his old violin, far too small for his big fingers.


Damn it, she thought. He was probably lying.


But he hadn’t been lying, and she knew it. That was why she had let him off lightly. The customs witch.


[image: image]




SEPTEMBER 18


Vore came last night. I knew it was him when the dogs started barking. He’s rented the cottage for a week, to begin with.


Roland wasn’t happy. Said it was down to me if there were any problems. He sounds like the Muddler from the Moomintroll stories. The only thing missing is the button collection.


The neighbours came home with a baby girl. Haven’t been to see her yet, but I suppose I’ll have to.


I’m not happy with my life. Bloody Heikko, he showed me that. I don’t like catching people out. Maybe there are those who do. The other people at work don’t seem to have a problem. Perhaps because it’s still a challenge for them.


Roland sulked all evening. The strangest thing about him is that he’s not an alcoholic. It would suit him very well. But then again, he has the TV. I asked Vore if he’d like me to put the small TV in the cottage. He said televisions gave him a headache. Yet another thing we have in common. We talked for a while about herbal remedies.


I’m not allergic to electricity, I don’t want to be allergic to electricity.


But if I had the choice, I wouldn’t want to be indoors at all during the warmer months. It makes my skin itch. Is being allergic to electricity actually an illness? Everybody who has it seems to be loopy.


Went for a walk this evening. Everybody says there are no mushrooms at all this year, but as usual I still keep finding them. They’re few and far between, though.


SEPTEMBER 21


Very windy, the TV aerial is making a noise. Roland has sold two of the puppies and is thinking of getting a satellite dish. Good. That will keep him occupied, and I won’t have to listen to the sound of the aerial.


Pulled up a bodybuilder with eight hundred cartons of M. He got aggressive, smashed the table in the little room. Had to lock him in until the police arrived. He broke the window overlooking the carpark. Didn’t try to jump, fortunately.


The autumn changes the forest. The conifers regain the upper hand. That’s it. That’s exactly how it is. In the summer the forest is a fairground. Bright, laughing colours. All welcome. It’s still like that, with more colours than ever. But everything is moving towards the colours of the conifers. In a couple of months they will be in charge, because they will be the only ones still breathing.


Went to see the addition to the family next door. The other children were playing video games. Looked at the little person all wrapped up in her blanket, and wondered how long it would be before she too was sitting in front of the television. The neighbours were tired but happy. The whole house smells of breast milk and static electricity. I can’t cope with it.


Something has just struck me: perhaps Vore took/takes hormones? How could he be the way he is otherwise? Perhaps that was what I sensed. After all, I have no problem knowing when someone is under the influence of drugs.


He’s hardly ever home. Either he’s off out in the car, or out walking. What does he actually do? I’ve never had a proper conversation with him.


The storm is picking up. The noise from the aerial is terrible. It sounds as if the entire house is moaning.


SEPTEMBER 22


Checked the cottage this afternoon.


Yes, there was a reason. This morning when I was on the way to work I thought I heard a child crying in there. Well, not exactly crying, it was more of a whimper. Of course it could have been something else (I think it was something else, or perhaps it was coming from the house next door), but … 


When I got home his car wasn’t there. So I did it.


There was no child, of course. Everything was neat and tidy. The bed was made, everything in its place. Piles of paperback crime novels and The Brothers Karamazov, also in paperback. On the desk lay his binoculars, his camera and a notebook.


Yes. I did read it. And I was none the wiser.


(Did I think there might be something about me? Yes, I did. I admit it.)


But it wasn’t a diary. Just numbers and abbreviations. Terrible handwriting. The numbers might have been times. The abbreviations could have been anything. Insects, maybe. The times when he saw them. Do people do that kind of thing?


The metal box was plugged in. I listened, heard a humming noise from inside. Didn’t dare open the lid. Thought a load of insects might come swarming out.


Now I’m going to say what I think: my life lacks excitement. I make things up. I pick on just about anybody and try to use whatever clues there are to piece together that person’s life. It automatically turns into a mystery. Why did he go there? Why did he do that? What did he mean by that?


It’s only in old-fashioned detective stories that everyone is gathered in the library for the final explanation. In real life there is no explanation. And if there is an explanation, it’s unbelievably banal.
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