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Just another morning.


He woke up, and even if there could possibly have been any discernible change in the room itself, he did not discern it.


The stillness was as usual. The grey light of dawn cautiously filtering through the thin curtains was as usual. Everything was as usual – or seemed to be: the low stone seat running along under the window and the wicker chair in the darkest corner, the clothes on hangers, the sparse leaves of the potted palm, the photographs of the children in a row on the wall beside the door; everything the same as it had been when they moved in, four years ago.


And within him: the fragment of a dream – an interview room with a table and a faceless elderly man who had just said something important; it faded away, vanishing into its own secret landscape.


And the heaviness and fatigue in every joint and limb: that, too, the same as usual, and gradually worsening; he was in his fifty-first year, after all, no cause for concern, merely something to register and live with. He turned his head and looked at the clock. Twenty past six. The alarm would go in ten minutes. He stretched out a reluctant hand and switched it off. With some effort he turned over and then reached out to put his right arm over Marianne. He burrowed under the covers, too, to make contact with her skin. It didn’t matter where.


For one second more, it was the most ordinary of mornings.


Then he was jolted awake by something like an electric shock, running from his hand via his arm and his whole body. It exploded in his head like a flash of ice-cold lightning.


The chill. The absence.


The utter lack of sound and movement. Every atom of every cell in him knew what had happened, before the viscous membrane of his consciousness was ripped apart by a silent scream and a No.


It had happened.


It has happened. For a whole series of moments it was only those three words that presented themselves. Nothing else.


It has happened. It has happened.


And after a while, something more.


This is real. It’s not a fear. Not something I’m imagining. It’s really happened.


I’m lying here.


Marianne’s lying there.


It’s morning.


We’re lying here after a night like any other.


But I’m the only one here.


She isn’t lying by my side. She will never lie by my side again.


It has happened.


It has actually happened.


Once more he let his hand rest on her body. It didn’t matter where.


Her body, yes, possibly. But not her. No one is that cold.


Dead.


It was 6.26 in the morning. It was 29 April 2012. Marianne was dead. That was how it was, there was no escaping it.


No escaping it.


Her eyes were not quite closed. Or her mouth. As if she had somehow taken one last sight with her. As if she had intended telling him something in that final second.


Perhaps she actually had. Told him something; uttered a few words that might conceivably have found their way through the heavy carapace of his sleep. Or not.


Or perhaps death had caught her unawares. He would never know. He would never stop wondering.


So far it’s just me, lying here, he thought. So far, I’m the only one who knows. It’s still just about possible to convince myself everything’s normal. Maybe I’m actually asleep and this is merely a dream. It makes no sense for it to have happened so fast. It’s absurd. From one second to the next. It simply isn’t . . .


But all these thoughts were flimsier than the surface of a soap bubble as it bursts.


And they burst. Everything burst apart.


Marianne? he whispered.


Marianne?


And somewhere inside him, her voice answered.


I’m not here.


I’m sorry.


I’m so sorry for you, but I have moved on.


Sorry for you and the children.


Look after the children. I love you all. It’s hardest for you and them, but we shall be reunited one day. I know that.


He took her hand and even though it didn’t belong to her any more, he held it. He felt its rigid chill, held it close and closed his eyes.


At a quarter to seven he got up. He had heard one of the children moving about, and it was time to tell them their mother was dead.


That she had died in her bed during the night.


An aneurysm, presumably, like the last time. A little blood vessel in her brain that had burst. Eighteen months ago. He had not been unprepared. The possibility of it happening had been embedded in him like a poisoned barb. Now that barb had gone.


Before he even reached the door, grief felled him with a single blow. It came from behind with the force of a hurricane and hurled him to the floor. He lay there as if trapped in some kind of spasm until he finally managed to put his hands together and ask God for strength.


Strength to get himself down to the kitchen, gather the children round the table and tell them.
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Eva Backman knocked and came in.


She stopped just inside the door and scanned the room. Asunander was standing at the window with his back to her, talking on the phone. Behind the desk there were cardboard boxes piled against the wall – she estimated there were eight or ten of them. She wondered if he really needed that many. When the time came for her to vacate her office, she would probably be able to make do with one. At some distant future date.


Or even a couple of paper carrier bags.


But then Asunander was a chief inspector and the boss, so of course there was a difference. He had presided over this spacious office for more than fifteen years and had accumulated a lot of stuff in the process. He kept quite a well-stocked bookshelf, for example; presumably most of the books were his own private collection. She had noted the fact before and, as she ran her eyes along the shelf while waiting for him to finish his call, she noted it again. A policeman who read books. History mostly, both general and of the criminal variety. Dictionaries and encyclopaedias. Half a metre of fiction.


And who could say: perhaps he kept fine whisky and other such things behind the rows of books? Or in his desk drawers? There were sides to Asunander that she had never really been able to explore and, now that he had barely two months left in post, he must presumably be allowed to take his secrets with him.


So thought DI Backman, taking a seat in the visitor’s armchair.


Asunander ended his call, turned and nodded to her. He rocked from his heels to his toes and back again a few times before he sat down at his desk.


‘You’ve started packing up?’


She indicated the boxes. He glowered at her. She reflected that she had never got close to him in all those years, and that she wouldn’t be doing so in these final weeks, either. She was in good company. Asunander was as he was: a lone wolf.


‘Toivonen had some spare boxes. He moved house in March, you’ll recall. He brought them in this morning.’


Backman nodded.


‘But it wasn’t my departure for the hereafter I wanted to discuss.’ He cleared his throat and rummaged among the pile of papers on his desk. ‘It was Barbarotti. How in heaven’s name is he doing, honestly? Is there any improvement to speak of?’


Eva Backman sighed and wondered what she ought to answer.


Improvement? She contemplated Asunander’s heavy face for a few seconds. Was there some understanding behind the frown lines and elephant-like folds of skin? Was there a drop of warmth and humanity, or had the years, the tedium and the solitude worn away the last traces of empathy?


It was hard to say.


It was three weeks since Marianne’s death, and just over a week since the funeral. Backman had spoken to Barbarotti more or less every day. Often twice or three times. Well, tried to speak to him. Most recently that very morning. She didn’t know if the word ‘improvement’ was in any way appropriate, in the circumstances. She couldn’t detect any herself, but she had no idea what lay concealed beneath Barbarotti’s robotic exterior.


Like dark water under the crust of ice on a lake in the forest: that was the image that had come to her that morning, and it seemed a reasonable description.


‘He’s coming in this afternoon.’


‘Yes, I know,’ said Asunander. ‘The question is, what can we use him for?’


‘Use?’


‘Don’t pick me up on my choice of words. You know what I’m talking about.’


‘I think it’s important for him to get back into his work,’ said Eva Backman.


‘We can’t set ourselves up as therapists here,’ said Asunander. ‘Not even in a case like this. Don’t misunderstand me; even I have a heart, you know.’


‘I’ve never doubted it,’ said Backman. Though I have, actually, she thought. On several occasions.


‘Well?’ said Asunander.


Eva Backman thought for a moment. ‘I don’t really know how he is,’ she admitted. ‘Or how much use he’ll be at the moment.’


‘He’s a damn good police officer,’ said Asunander. ‘An odd customer, but good.’


And you’re pretty damn odd as a boss, Backman continued her inner monologue. Good perhaps, but definitely odd.


‘You’re right there,’ she said.


‘And having your wife drop dead on you doesn’t make you any better, of course. In fact it’s likely to make you even odder.’


He leant back, clasped his hands behind his neck and stared up at the ceiling, apparently weighing his next pronouncement.


No better, but even odder?


Eva Backman just sat there in silence for a while, wondering what Asunander really wanted from her. Whether he did in fact expect her to make an assessment of Barbarotti or had simply called her in because the situation called for some sounding out.


But Asunander rarely contented himself with sounding things out for the sake of it and he didn’t care for small talk. She decided that behind all this, he was really seeking some advice on the matter. He wanted her considered opinion on what sort of task could be put in the hands of a good, if odd, detective inspector whose wife had died at the age of only forty-seven and left him alone with five children, mostly still adolescent, and a . . . a burden of grief so all-encompassing that it was simply impossible to imagine. Yes, she assumed that was the nut he was hoping she could crack for him.


‘Maybe we shouldn’t expect him to jump straight into Fängström,’ she said. ‘That wouldn’t be right.’


Asunander gave a curt nod but kept his eyes fixed on the ceiling. Eva Backman involuntarily found the Fängström case forging its way up to the surface of her mind. It was hardly surprising, of course; it was only two days old and she had been in on it from the word go.


Raymond Fängström, twenty-nine and single, had been found dead on his kitchen floor on Sunday morning by his loving mother when she came round to lend a hand with the housework. Cleaning and ironing, and so on. She had found him lying on his stomach with his arms trapped beneath him in the space between the cooker and sink on one side and the refrigerator and freezer on the other, and it didn’t take long to establish that he had been lying there since late the previous evening. He had thrown up quite extensively and his head was resting in a patch of his vomit. On the table were the remains of a meal; by the look of it, two people had dined on spaghetti with bolognese sauce and had shared a bottle of red wine.


They still had not established who his dinner guest had been, but the pathologist, one Herbert Lindman, who tended to be right three times out of four, had examined the body for a few minutes and then declared that it looked more than likely to be a poisoning. Samples of the wine, pasta and bolognese sauce, and of the contents of Fängström’s stomach – both the vomit and what he had retained – had been sent off to SKL, the National Forensic Laboratory in Linköping, and the answer would no doubt be with them before long. In the course of the coming week, hopefully.


The problem was not only that Raymond Fängström had died in murky circumstances. The problem was also that he was who he was: a local councillor in Kymlinge, elected in 2010 for the Sweden Democrats. Voices had already been raised to claim that it was a case of politically motivated murder. That Fängström had fallen prey to malicious forces from the political left. Maybe an immigrant, maybe a homosexual; there was no shortage of opponents to the policies and xenophobic opinions that Fängström represented and was attempting to ram through the local council, where he had to some degree held the balance of power.


The fact that these voices were greater in volume than in number seemed less important; the media had made a big splash of the story, both nationally and locally. Sweden was rather short of political murders and more than fifty journalists had turned up to the press conference at Kymlinge police station.


Eva Backman had so far interviewed six people who had all had dealings with the dead Sweden Democrat; she had a further twelve on her notepad and she was not looking forward to those conversations. Late the previous day she had sat eye-to-eye with Sigmund Stiller, second on the party’s list for the local elections and the man expected to take over Fängström’s council seat. She was still clenching her jaw at the very thought of it.


Stiller had not asked to have a lawyer present, but he had insisted on a bodyguard. He considered himself under threat from left-wing terrorists, and had made the fact very public in every possible media outlet. He also demanded that each and every Sweden Democrat in the country be allocated a bodyguard, a proposal that had immediately been toned down by the party leadership in Stockholm or Skåne, or wherever it was. After just a few hours on the case, Eva Backman had started feeling that she would gladly be a traffic cop or a narcotics investigator, or virtually anything else. Anything but a DI embroiled in the fate of a dead racist.


Admittedly the Sweden Democrats had stopped calling themselves racists once they started wearing ties and getting elected to parliament, but at the local council level – at least in Kymlinge – no one was left in any doubt about their views on that score. In his barely two years in post, Raymond Fängström had successfully shown the electorate two things: he hated every individual born south of the Alps, and he did not have the sharpest brain in the land.


And Sigmund Stiller (Eva Backman had uncovered the fact that his real name was Jan Johansson, but that he had changed it after being bullied at school) had soon proved that he was more than a match for his party leader in both respects.


‘What makes you think Fängström’s death has a political dimension?’ Backman had asked.


‘It’s bleeding obvious,’ Stiller had replied. ‘They’re after us.’


‘And who are they?’


‘Them, of course. The Islamers. The immigrants. Raymond was murdered; this is the beginning of the big race war, geddit?’


‘Dead right,’ added the bodyguard, who was called Hank and looked as if he weighed about 150 kilos. In English he added, ‘The hit has shit the fan.’


No, it didn’t seem fair to let Barbarotti anywhere near Fängström.


‘We’ll have to keep Barbarotti well away from all that,’ said Asunander. ‘Hot air really isn’t what he needs, eh?’


‘Not in overly large doses,’ said Backman.


Asunander lowered his hands onto his desk and rummaged some more. Then he seemed to change his mind and extracted a brown folder from his top right-hand desk drawer.


‘What do you think of this?’


He did not let go of the folder, but turned it round so that she could read what was written on the front:


Arnold Morinder


It was just a name and she did not immediately recall the circumstances. It certainly rang a bell, but she had not been involved. Except perhaps in a very peripheral way. Asunander opened the folder and muttered something she could not catch.


‘I don’t entirely remember,’ she admitted. ‘He was the one with the blue moped, wasn’t he?’


‘Spot on,’ said Asunander. ‘Coming up for five years ago. We didn’t ever really get to the bottom of it.’


‘No, I remember,’ said Backman. ‘Though I wasn’t actually on the case. It was abandoned fairly quickly, wasn’t it?’


‘It was,’ confirmed Asunander, a look of dissatisfaction settling around his mouth. ‘Uninvestigable. It proved impossible to draw any conclusions. But the wretched fellow never turned up.’


‘Disappearances,’ observed Backman. ‘Always difficult to get anywhere.’


‘You’re telling me,’ said Asunander.


Backman reflected for a moment. ‘What did you have in mind for Barbarotti to do with it?’


Asunander shrugged, pretending he did not already know. ‘It would keep him occupied. Wasn’t that what the doctor ordered? And if he doesn’t get anywhere, at least it will do no harm.’


Backman made no reply.


‘I’d like you to run an eye over the material before he does,’ said Asunander with an expression that was presumably meant to illustrate they had come to a joint decision. ‘Then you can take him through it this afternoon. But he’ll have to do the work on his own, remember that. A one-man investigation – we can’t allocate any real resources to this. A week or two, so he starts getting back into the swing, what do you think of that, Inspector?’


‘I don’t think anything at all,’ said Eva Backman.


‘Right then,’ said Asunander. ‘The prosecutor has been informed, but there are to be no formal interviews. Just some cautious soundings, and I want you to make that clear to Barbarotti.’


Cautious soundings? she thought irritably, once she had closed the door behind her. One-man investigation? If you were going to work, it was best to make a proper job of it, wasn’t it?


And Barbarotti was bound to see through Asunander’s ploy, wasn’t he? To realize that all it amounted to was easing him back into the job. That he wasn’t considered capable.


But then again, perhaps that was exactly what was needed? The medicine Barbarotti himself would favour, in the current situation? A sheltered workshop in a corner while all the real police activity went on around him?


If he were to be asked, that was.


Always assuming that he felt any sense of will at all. There had been little enough of it in evidence in the phone calls Backman had had with him to date. None at all, in fact.


Bereavement, she thought as she went into her room. That’s what this is about. The permafrost of the soul.
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The Morinder case involved Arnold Morinder, naturally enough. But he could hardly be called the main character.


It was his wife who featured in the leading role, and there were specific reasons for that. It took Eva Backman twenty minutes to read through the summary of the case; it had been written by DI Borgsen – generally known as Sorrysen because of his grave demeanour – and even though she had not had a great deal to do with the investigation, the story came back to her quite vividly, now that she had it in front of her again.


It was August 2007. A little under five years ago, just as Asunander had reminded her. Arnold Morinder, fifty-four years of age and an employee of Buttros Electrics in Kymlinge, had vanished from his summer cottage out on the northern shore of Lake Kymmen. He had set off on his moped to go to the Statoil petrol station to buy an evening paper. When he still had not returned three days and three nights later, his partner, a certain Ellen Bjarnebo, phoned the police. Inspector Sorrysen and Assistant Detective Wennergren-Olofsson went to her place to interview her. Suspicions were aroused almost immediately that a crime had been committed.


Not that there was much evidence pointing in that direction – neither initially nor later on, in fact – but it was because Ellen Bjarnebo was who she was.


The Axe Woman of Little Burma.


At the end of the 1980s she had experienced brief notoriety under that title. Little Burma was the name of the medium-sized farm about five kilometres north-east of Kymlinge where she had lived with her husband and their one child. There was a Great Burma too, and the track that led between the two farms was called the Burma Road, a borrowing from the in-famous construction project in Asia that was completed about the same time as the farms came into being in the late 1930s. The new settlers were two brothers, Sven and Arvid Helgesson, and it was Arvid’s son Harry who was butchered with an axe fifty years later.


But first he was killed by a blow from a sledgehammer; that was in early June 1989, and about five months later his wife Ellen Helgesson, née Bjarnebo, was found guilty of murder and desecration of a dead body and sent to Sweden’s only women’s prison, Hinseberg just outside Frövi, in the region of Bergslagen. And there she stayed until her release eleven years later.


The Axe Woman of Little Burma?


She had been released from prison in November 2000. She had moved back to a flat in Kymlinge and eventually got a job at the Post Office. There she had worked until the incident in the summer of 2007 – latterly for its offshoot, the Swedish Cashier Service. Backman wondered if her colleagues had known that they had a murderess among them. Maybe, maybe not; someone must surely have been aware of her background when she was first appointed to the job? Even if the Royal Swedish Post Office was not what it had once been.


Ellen Bjarnebo – she had reverted to her maiden name by the time of the trial in 1989 – had moved in with Arnold Morinder about a year before he disappeared on his moped. Sorrysen’s summary did not reveal how they had met, but they had lived together in a flat in the suburb of Rocksta from June 2006 onwards. Morinder had been married once before but had no children, and had owned the cottage out by Lake Kymmen since the mid-1970s, when he inherited it from his father.


They had started looking into the electrician’s disappearance. The preliminary investigation was led by Prosecutor Månsson, known in police circles as Fusspot Månsson and still a very active member of the HQ team. Backman wondered why he had agreed to more or less reopen the case – if that was the way to describe it. Maybe Asunander had not informed him; it wouldn’t surprise her. In their many years as colleagues, the chief inspector and the prosecutor had worked about as well together as a fish and a bicycle.


Anyway, it was pretty soon established that Morinder had bought his evening paper at the filling-station shop in Kerranshede as planned, but what had become of him after that remained a mystery. Just over a week after he vanished into thin air his moped, an old blue Zündapp, was found in a boggy area about eight kilometres west of his summer cottage. The bog, called Stora Svartkärret, was known for its vast numbers of mosquitoes and was searched for a week by a sizeable group of police officers and technicians with a wide range of expertise, but nothing came to light that offered the slightest hint as to what had become of the missing Morinder.


After a week of squelching around in mosquito hell they were presumably pretty sick of the whole thing, thought Eva Backman. So it was hardly surprising the case was abandoned. Written off as uninvestigable.


Eighteen years had elapsed between the murder at Little Burma and the disappearance of Arnold Morinder, she reminded herself. Now a further five had gone by.


A suitable task for a detective inspector in the grip of raw grief? Suitable for anyone in fact? What was going on in the back of Asunander’s mind? Anything?


Good questions. Eva Backman looked at the clock. It was time for lunch.


Time to prepare herself for her meeting with Barbarotti, who would be setting foot in Kymlinge police HQ for the first time since Marianne’s death. That, too, was a task.


No better, but even odder?


She felt a sudden wave of queasiness.
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Gunnar Barbarotti switched off the engine and unclipped his safety belt, but did not get out of the car.


This was a moment he had been dreading. Back at the police station.


Or not dreading, really, because there was nothing left to dread.


But a moment of stone. He was afflicted by those from time to time, he had noticed. A kind of paralysis that came over him without warning; it could catch him mid-step, or still sitting at the kitchen table, and render him incapable of moving from the spot. Incapable of thinking a single forward-moving thought.


The petrifaction of grief. It was the kindly therapist he had seen a couple of times who had been able to put a name to the condition.


Bereavement counsellor. What a hopeless profession, because he genuinely was a specialist in that affliction, he had admitted as much.


Or maybe it wasn’t so hopeless? Maybe Åke Rönn really did manage to help one or two of his wretched patients? Little by little. Grieving always takes time, he had explained. It is a sluggishly flowing river, but it is still possible to travel along it in the right direction, and sooner or later you emerge into the sea. The current is feeble, you can’t be in any hurry. You have no oars and there is no wind.


Gunnar had nodded, but made no comment. There were so many words. So many clichéd images. Well-meaning, but clichéd.


You’ve got to try to focus on the children, Eva Backman had told him when they were on the phone the night before.


I know, he had answered. That’s what I am doing. Focusing on the children.


Do you want me to come over?


No, there’s no need.


Are Jenny and Johan back from their dad’s?


Yes, they got back this morning.


How are they?


All right, I think, considering.


And you?


Not so good.


Are you sleeping?


Not much.


Have you tried sleeping tablets? I know you’re against them, but . . .


No.


Questions and answers. In the end he said he couldn’t talk any more, cited some domestic chore that was waiting, and hung up.


Once this conversation, too, had left his head, Barbarotti took two deep breaths and climbed out of the car. It was raining as he cut across the car park to the main entrance, but it didn’t bother him.


Time to start work. Time to face everyday life.


‘Thank you.’


‘What are you thanking me for?’


‘For her. An axe woman. I wasn’t expecting a welcome present.’


Eva Backman attempted an apologetic smile, but it wouldn’t stick. ‘I think it’s one of those old cases playing on Asunander’s mind. He’s only got about six weeks to go. It was his idea, at any rate.’


‘I get the point.’


‘Eh? What point?’


‘He doesn’t think I’m really fit for work.’


She thought quickly. ‘And are you fit for work?’


Barbarotti shrugged. ‘I’m no worse than usual. As far as I can tell.’


‘I liked what you said at the funeral.’


‘Which bit?’


‘About looking forward, yet still having her in a room inside you.’


‘Saying it is one thing. Living it is another.’


‘A guiding star surely can’t do any harm?’


‘No, you’re right. It goes on hanging there, even when you’re not looking at it.’


‘What are we actually talking about here?’


‘I don’t know. Tell me about the axe woman instead. I still drink coffee, by the way.’


She got up to go and fetch some. Gunnar Barbarotti looked out at the rain.


‘You didn’t have anything to do with the investigation, either?’


He shook his head. ‘No. It must have been while our letter-writing friend was keeping us busy. All I remember is something about a blue moped in a lake.’


‘A bog,’ Backman corrected him. ‘But you’re familiar with Ellen Bjarnebo, I assume? Or Helgesson, as she was at the time.’


Barbarotti nodded. ‘When was it again?’


‘In 1989. I was on maternity leave after I had Viktor.’


Gunnar Barbarotti contemplated his coffee cup with a frown. ‘It was that year when I was redeployed. To a narcotics investigation in Eskilstuna, whatever the point of that was. I got back for Christmas, and by then she’d confessed. But we read about it in the papers, of course.’


‘We certainly did,’ said Backman. ‘The Axe Woman of Little Burma. Hard to forget. I wonder how things are going on that farm nowadays?’


‘Hmm,’ said Barbarotti.


Eva Backman just sat there for a while, saying nothing. The rain came down harder.


‘Do you want us to talk about Marianne?’


He shook his head. ‘Not yet. Not in this building. But thanks for asking.’


‘I don’t want you to be all pig-headed and macho about it and keep everything bottled up inside.’


‘I know you don’t want me to. There’s no need to remind me. Not too often, anyway.’


‘OK,’ said Eva Backman. ‘I’ll accept that for now.’


‘Good,’ said Barbarotti. ‘Then let’s turn our attention to the man on the blue moped. What happened?’


Eva Backman cleared her throat and launched into her recapitulation of the case.


‘So she waited three whole days before she reported it, is that right?’


‘She did indeed.’


‘Why?’


‘She thought he would turn up. Or that was what she claimed, at any rate. You’d better talk to Sorrysen, I think he was the one who interviewed her. Once or twice anyway, but it was mostly that Gunvaldsson who was the lead investigator. Remember him?’


Barbarotti nodded. ‘Have you read the interview transcripts?’


‘No. Only a summary. Asunander gave me the task of briefing you. I’ve only had two hours, lunchtime included.’


‘Hmm,’ said Barbarotti.


‘And what does “Hmm” mean this time?’


‘Not much,’ said Barbarotti. ‘Maybe that there seems very little point in what we’re doing here. There seems very little point in most things now, mark you.’


‘I can understand that,’ said Backman. ‘Anyway, I think we can conclude that Ellen Bjarnebo wasn’t particularly happy about having to contact the police. Given her background.’


‘Remind me, will you?’ said Barbarotti. ‘Was she the one who reported her husband missing in the Burma case? It took them a long time to find him, didn’t it?’


‘Two questions,’ said Backman. ‘But yes, she was the one who raised the alarm. And they started finding him after about two months, but I think it took a little while to complete him – as it were. A few days, but I could easily be remembering wrong.’


‘Female murderers who butcher their victims?’ said Barbarotti. ‘They don’t exactly grow on trees, do they?’


Backman grimaced. ‘She worked at an abattoir in Gothenburg in her younger days. Developed quite a skill, evidently. And they kept beef cattle and pigs at Little Burma. Not when this happened, but earlier on.’


‘That explains it,’ said Barbarotti.


‘Maybe,’ said Backman.


‘But they found no trace of the man on the blue moped?’


‘Not so much as a foot,’ said Backman.


‘Were there any genuine suspicions that it was her the second time? Apart from her CV, obviously.’


‘I don’t really know,’ said Backman. ‘A couple of witnesses turned up, I think. Claiming to have seen a few odd things . . . an incident at a restaurant or something. But you’d better read it for yourself. Talk to those who worked on it, of course, and go through the interview transcripts.’


‘Where is she now, Ellen Bjarnebo? If we’re reopening the case, she should probably have her say, too.’


Eva Backman pushed a slip of paper across the desk.


‘Number forty, Valdemar Kuskos gata,’ read Barbarotti. ‘Where’s that? Who the heck is Valdemar Kusko, anyway?’


‘It’s in Rocksta,’ Backman informed him. ‘But I don’t know who Kusko is. Or was – normally you have to die before they call a street after you.’


‘Yes, you’re right,’ said Barbarotti. ‘But that’s where she lives, is it?’


‘Yep,’ Backman confirmed. ‘All by herself and one hundred per cent alone, I’m given to understand.’


‘Maybe she’s had enough of men,’ suggested Barbarotti.


‘And they of her.’


‘Best for all concerned,’ said Barbarotti.


They sat in silence for a while, staring out at the rain, which gave no sign of either intensifying or easing. Backman tried to think of something to say, but couldn’t come up with anything worthwhile.


‘Thanks for the briefing,’ said Barbarotti, picking up the files. ‘I shall go and sit in my room and look through these. I presume the intention is for me to work on this on my own?’


‘If I understood Asunander correctly,’ said Backman.


‘I’ve no doubt you did,’ said Barbarotti.


He was just getting to his feet, but Backman put a hand on his arm.


‘Wouldn’t you like to come round to mine for dinner one evening? I don’t want to force you, of course, but . . .’


‘I’d have nothing against it,’ said Barbarotti. ‘But I’ve got at least four kids to look after. Give me a few days; I’m finding it difficult not being at home, for some reason.’


‘OK,’ said Eva Backman. ‘It probably isn’t to be wondered at. I’m here in the building, don’t forget that.’


‘Thanks,’ said Gunnar Barbarotti, slinking out of the door.
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He had not been unprepared.


Much could be cited and many wounds of grief were bleeding, but not that. It was a year and a half since Marianne had suffered her first aneurysm, and the time since then had been perforated with those thoughts. She was a millimetre from death. It could happen again.


He had thought it and he had dreamt it. Imagined it and tried to picture the worst: one day she would not be at his side. That possibility had been his shadowy and dogged companion, walking beside him these last eighteen months; once or twice he had woken from a dream and been convinced it had really happened. They had talked about it, several times and without any real fears. With a kind of accepting calm, which in retrospect he found hard to understand. Hard to find his way back to.


The only certain thing in life is that it will end one day. We are not made for eternity, not here on earth. Make the most of the days and the hours. A time will come – those are the terms.


No, he had not been unprepared.


And they had made the most of them, they really had. Standing close to death had sharpened their senses, honed their perceptions; however you looked at it, their last times had been their best.


And we shall wait for one another on the other shore.


Or the alternative, those stubbornly recurring lines of Larkin’s:


The sure extinction that we travel to


And shall be lost in always.


It was meagre consolation, particularly Larkin of course, but he had known it would be. For that, too, he had been primed. For that, too, he had been prepared.


The children, she had said. If one of us is gone, the other has to pull them through.


She said it more than once.


They had five, but none of them together.


His own: Sara, Martin and Lars. Sara was twenty-four and had flown the nest. She was studying law and had been living in Stockholm since last winter. She’d had a new boyfriend for a while now, but Barbarotti still hadn’t met him. He was possibly called Max. Or Maximilian.


The boys were seventeen and fifteen. They each had their own room up under the eaves of the rambling old house that had been the family home these past four years. He felt he was getting to know them better all the time. The years they had been in Helena’s care were now past, years in which he had felt that they were slipping away from him. They had loved the new mother they had just lost, there was no doubt about it, but it had not hit them as hard as it had him. They were secure enough to keep their heads above water, or so he liked to think. They had school, friends and leisure activities. Handball and geocaching. There was something so healthy and uncomplicated about the two of them; he hoped it wasn’t merely him making excuses and wearing blinkers.


Marianne’s eldest, Johan, had turned twenty. He still lived at home, worked in an espresso bar in the centre of Kymlinge and knew more about coffee than anyone else Barbarotti had ever encountered. He would be going away to university in the autumn, to Lund, Uppsala or Linköping. Something media-related – Barbarotti hadn’t really listened properly. Johan was the one he felt least close to.


Jenny was seventeen. When he found himself able to raise his eyes from his own grief, he saw that she was the one finding things hardest. She was emotional, torn up by the roots. She was possibly closer to him than any of the others; perhaps she was clinging to him so that she wouldn’t have to move back to live with her real dad. The man had proposed as much at the funeral, and subsequently in a couple of phone calls, but Barbarotti couldn’t judge whether he meant it seriously or was simply afflicted by a guilty conscience. Trying to compensate. Jenny and Johan had spent the weekend with this Tommy and his doll’s-house family in Halmstad, but neither of them seemed keen to say anything about the visit.


One thing he could tell for certain was that Jenny wanted to carry on living at Villa Pickford. She didn’t have much time for her actual father, and that comment about helping the children through had applied to her, above all. Jenny was also the only one he could sit and grieve with, late into the night.


Raw grieving – she was the one who came up with the term. Come on, Gunnar, let’s sit here and do some raw grieving for a while. Just you and me.


Tea, a lighted candle. The house silent, or as silent as an eighty-year-old wooden house ever could be. A few words now and then. A few memories of Marianne. Tears and a bit of laughter as they sensed her listening from up there on her puff of cloud, telling them to buck up.


Yes, that sort of thing. They were moments of healing and it seemed rather strange that this was so.


On the way back from police HQ on this Day of Return, he stopped at the little ICA supermarket in Rocksta to lay in supplies. Lars and Martin had promised to cook a pasta recipe and they were a few ingredients short. It was only half past five by the time he emerged into the car park, and he decided he might as well locate Valdemar Kuskos gata. Seeing as he happened to be in Rocksta, where Ellen Bjarnebo lived these days, according to the paperwork.


His first assignment since Marianne’s death.


The Axe Woman of Little Burma.


Was that how people still thought of her? Was that how she thought of herself?


More than twenty years had passed, but presumably it was not a title you could shed very lightly.


And Arnold Morinder. What had happened to him? Vanished after buying an evening paper at the petrol station in Kerranshede. Five years ago. That was the part of this tangle he ought to try to unravel first, of course. That was the case he had been told to investigate; what happened at Little Burma had been laid aside long ago. But putting a bit more meat on the bones, so to speak, before he found himself face-to-face with the axe woman presumably wouldn’t hurt.


And he really did wonder why Asunander had tossed him this particular old bone to chew over, but on reflection he decided it would be as well to put it out of his mind.


To leave the question unasked. Words like ‘faltering capability’ and ‘retraining’ sprang all too readily to mind for him to want to engage at closer quarters. For now, surviving was enough. Surviving and, as previously underlined, getting the children through all this.


Yes, that was the main thing.


There was a map at the entrance to the housing area and he found Valdemar Kusko right away. It was one of the banana-shaped roads enclosing the whole development, with the forest to the east. He climbed back into the car and drove round there; number forty was the final staircase in a row of three-storey blocks, 1970s-style. They were red-brick, with inset balconies. He did not know which floor Ellen Bjarnebo lived on and was not intending to find out today. Today it was just a question of cautious soundings, a preliminary manoeuvre of no importance whatsoever.


He thought about Rocksta as he turned the car and started making his way back.


It had been a typical problem area for the first ten or fifteen years of its existence, but it had calmed down now. It was still top of the league in the Kymlinge crime statistics, of course, and there it would remain for the foreseeable future, but Barbarotti could not remember them ever being called out specifically to Valdemar Kuskos gata. No grievous bodily harm, no drinking binges that got out of hand, no domestic abuse, as it was termed.


But more than 5,000 people lived in Rocksta. More than fifty different nationalities were clustered together in this one district; it was a piece of Sweden that was a significant part of the country’s demographic map at the start of the twenty-first century. He knew that at least three of his colleagues lived here; passing its little shopping precinct again, he wondered why the place made him feel like a fish out of water.


Spoilt? Perhaps.


On the other hand, it wasn’t only Rocksta that felt alien. It was everything. The police station. Villa Pickford. The entire town, where he had lived for thirty-five years.


The people, the times, the thoughts.


In the washed-out evening light, his own hands on the steering wheel looked as if they came from another planet. I have got to start talking seriously to Our Lord, thought Inspector Barbarotti.


He had thought that before.


It was almost midnight by the time he got to bed. Meals tended to be quite long affairs, now Marianne was no longer among them. Though they seldom managed to express their sense of grief and loss in words, the very fact of sitting together, being gathered round the big oak table, was clearly important. For every single one of them; no one wanted to be the first to leave the circle; and perhaps there was even an element of torturing themselves, but he never asked. They no longer laid a place for her. Initially they did, setting out a plate, a glass and cutlery at her usual place, but after the funeral Jenny decided it was time to stop.


Afterwards they sat there in the window alcove for a little while, raw-grieving, he and Jenny, while the three boys disappeared into their rooms. But around eleven she gave him a hug, saying she had half an hour’s maths homework to get done, and then he sat at the computer paying bills, until fatigue got the better of him and all the numbers and codes started to swim before his eyes.


Being tired was one thing, falling asleep was quite another. He remembered his resolution to start a conversation with Our Lord, but there was something blocking the way. It had been like that ever since catastrophe struck; he knew the problem lay with him, but also that God was a gentleman who had all the time in the world to wait. Perhaps it was surprising that he had not instantly thrown himself, his shock and despair into the hands of a benign higher power – particularly as he was now convinced of its existence, and he and Marianne had talked about it a lot. About putting things in other hands, trusting in them. Not bearing all those burdens alone.


But something else was missing, too. Something was in the way.


Perhaps he was waiting for a sign.


Waiting for Marianne to get in touch. She had sort of promised she would, but of course there was no way of knowing whether such promises could really be kept. And what the process would be, if so. What form the contact would take. The most natural way would probably have been for her to crop up in his dreams – or at least that’s how he would have approached it, if the boot were on the other foot – but so far, a good three weeks after her death, she had not shown herself.


It might be, of course, because he routinely slept poorly and was extremely short of dreams. There were no pictures left in his head when he woke up in the mornings, so he couldn’t be completely sure. Maybe she had been with him during the night, maybe he had just forgotten? It could be as simple as that.


It was a frightening thought, on top of all the general distress – that Marianne could be trying to reach him, but he remained oblivious to it – and he decided to give it no credence. He resolved instead to be watchful, alert to every sound, and not to make unreasonable demands of either his dead wife or Our Lord. That would be a presumptuous tactic and there was no reason to.


After this delicate deliberation process, and while he waited for elusive sleep to put in an appearance, he started looking through the material on the Arnold Morinder case. He had read the summary at the police station that afternoon, but at some speed, and if Asunander really did want to test his capacity for work, it would be as well to take the bull by the horns and do it properly.


Arnold Morinder was born in 1953. At the time of his disappearance, therefore, he was fifty-four years old. Or nearly, anyway, and his life to that point had been a far from glamorous one. If DI Sorrysen’s concise phrases were to be relied on, that was, and they undoubtedly were. Sorrysen was not prone to exaggeration, but in striving to be objective and correct, he seldom missed a detail.


Arnold was born in Kymlinge, the only child of Alfons and Anna Morinder. His father was a smith, his mother had various jobs in Kymlinge, predominantly as a cleaner, and they had died within two years of each other when Arnold was just past twenty. His parents had both been in their forties when he came into the world; there was no further information about them.


Arnold completed his nine years of statutory schooling in 1969 and then did two years at Samsö Upper Secondary to qualify as an electrician. He was employed by four different electrical firms in the course of his working life, three in Kymlinge or the surrounding area, plus one in Gothenburg in the 1990s. At the time of his disappearance he had been working for six years at Buttros Electrics, a local firm with a decent reputation, based out on the Gripen industrial estate and employing ten to fifteen people, depending on how business was going.


In March 1983 Arnold Morinder married a woman named Laura Westerbrook; they had no children and filed for divorce just eighteen months later. Between leaving his parental home and moving in with the former axe woman, Morinder lived in a small flat on Norra Kyrkogatan. He and his first wife also lived at that address for the short time they were married. While he was working in Gothenburg – from 1989 to 1996 – he had sublet the flat.


Then back to Kyrkogatan and ten years later, a move to 40 Valdemar Kuskos gata.


So she did hang on to the flat, thought Gunnar Barbarotti, wondering what this might indicate. Probably nothing at all.


Laura Westerbrook? Whoever she was, she must be of non-Swedish stock. British maybe, or American. He made a note to look her up.


The summer place out by Lake Kymmen, from which Arnold subsequently vanished, had been acquired by his parents back in the 1950s and was always referred to, even by Ellen Bjarnebo, as Fisherman’s Cottage. Fishing was Morinder’s only known leisure interest and in his case, according to the report, it consisted of taking a battered flat-bottomed rowing boat out onto Lake Kymmen and trying to catch perch or pike with a casting rod, or even a simple hook and line – the latter for preference.


Exactly how Ellen Bjarnebo and Arnold Morinder met was not described in any detail in Sorrysen’s presentation, beyond the fact that they happened across one another in a pub in town and started talking. Sorrysen’s account indicated that the former axe woman had not been particularly forthcoming on the topic. She and Arnold had started seeing each other and a year later they had moved in together, that was the long and the short of it. They lived in a free country, didn’t they?


Barbarotti sighed and turned the page.


Information about the day Morinder went missing was almost as sparse. Good weather had brought the couple to Fisherman’s Cottage for the weekend, both of them still with a week of their holiday left – and at around one o’clock on Sunday afternoon Morinder had taken the moped, the old blue Zündapp, headed off to the petrol station in Kerranshede about three kilometres west along the 272, filled up and bought an evening paper. He had left the petrol station just before one-thirty, never to be seen again. According to the girl on the till, he had behaved as normal, not been particularly talkative, but she seemed to recall they had agreed they’d been having an unusually nice spell of weather lately. She recognized both Morinder and his moped; he was a sporadic but loyal customer in the summertime. Things had been that way ever since she first started work at the petrol station at the end of the 1990s.


Ellen Bjarnebo called the police three days later, on Wednesday 8 August, to report her partner missing. About a week later the blue moped was found in the aforementioned mosquito-ridden bog, some five kilometres west of Kerranshede and eight kilometres from Fisherman’s Cottage, and that was where the trail went cold.


That was basically it. They had interviewed Ellen Bjarnebo, and a dozen or so other people had provided information, but that transcript was filed separately, and DI Barbarotti decided that enough was enough.


He switched off the light, turned on one side and stretched out his arms to the empty space beside him in the bed. He so longed to convince himself there was still an impression there, still something left, and what is the world, after all, but our conception of it?
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2 June 1989


Drive straight past! Don’t stop at Burmavägen!


For almost as long as she could remember, she had had the voice. Perhaps other people had one, too; she didn’t know, she so rarely interacted with anyone else. There were six other passengers on the bus with her; she recognized four of them, three elderly men and a teenage girl, but she had never so much as said hello to any of them. She thought how typical it was; here they were, with metres of space between them, as if solitude was something fragile, something to nurture and cherish.


Drive straight past?


Over the years she had increasingly come to identify it as a real voice – a voice she had heard once, long ago, yes, that was it: Mutti, the caretaker. He was a terrifying figure at Hallinge school, where she was a pupil for her first three years in education, and was seemingly the only child in the whole town who wasn’t petrified of him. Which was strange, really, because she was generally known for being scared of most things. Scared and different.


Mutti was different, too, but in another way: people called him a cross between a cobra and Adolf Hitler, and said he had at least a dozen dead children on his conscience.


But that wasn’t true, of course. When she met Mutti face-to-face, that one time in his office, he had a single sentence of advice for her: Go and tell Miss Bolling what Annika Bengtsson really had to do with your bike disappearing. And once she did so, everything resolved itself for the better, exactly as he had promised. No, not promised, because he hadn’t done that, but exactly as she had understood from his voice that it would.


A quarter of a century later, she had forgotten what the bike incident was actually about, but she had not forgotten the voice. It was a most peculiar thing, but it grew more and more distinct with every passing year.


Don’t stop at Burmavägen?


Nor had she forgotten the fact that she was different, but then her father had made sure to impress it on her, long before Mutti came into the frame: That girl’s got a screw loose, there’s no doubt about it.


But then her mother was the same, he generally added. It’s passed down the female line from generation to generation.


She sighed and glanced out of the grimy window of the bus. She saw that they still had some distance to cover – it would be at least seven or eight minutes. Time enough for a quick plunge into the muddy waters of memory. Whether she wanted to or not.


She had never understood that last bit as a child. Down the female line from generation to generation? What did that mean? She had grown up with her dad and her brother Gunder, six years older than she was. Her mother had drowned when she was only four. An accident, people said. Later she had come to understand that this was not the case. It was the voice inside her that had said so, and when she thought about it later in life, she was pretty sure that was the first time she heard it. Or the first time she associated it with Mutti, at any rate, because it must have been shortly after her encounter with him.


Your mum killed herself, just so you know.


It was one evening, when she was trying to get to sleep. She must have been eight or nine. And sleep had not come readily.


Just so you know?


The next day, when she asked her father about it, he would not answer, but she could see from the way he looked that it was true. Her mother had no wish to live any longer and she had put her wish into action.


A screw loose – that was the phrase, wasn’t it? She had never discussed it with her brother Gunder. But then Gunder always thought the same as Father, so it would have made no difference.


She had never been afraid of the voice, because it was exactly like with Mutti; there was nothing frightening about it. Not really; it was always dry and matter-of-fact, rather like a public-service announcement on the radio. And it was rarely wrong, interpreting the situation precisely as it stood and making a single statement, plainly and clearly. The message was seldom hard to understand. Sometimes it was a piece of advice, but not always, and when that happened, it never felt like a demand that she was obliged to obey.


She was also aware of the voice being distinct from her normal thoughts, completely unmistakable. It was sparing in its visits, too; when it spoke today, on this early June evening, she recalled how long it was since she had last heard it. A couple of months at least, earlier in the spring, perhaps even longer ago than that.


What was perhaps a little strange about it was that it seemed to be addressing the driver, at the wheel of his bus. A big, burly chap with a back like a barn wall.


And it said: Drive straight past! Don’t stop at Burmavägen today. Let her sit here and rest a bit longer instead.


Her? Yes, it really did sound as if it was speaking to the driver – but out of concern for her. She was the one who mattered: Ellen Beatrice Helgesson, née Bjarnebo. Thirty-five years old.


In the middle of life, but already lost.


It didn’t take an inner voice to bring that home. Fifteen years of marriage to Harry Helgesson had taught her well enough. And the time of expectations was long gone. If life had any sort of flowering, it was a stage that she had personally now passed. Or even skipped entirely.


But now this Don’t stop! It might as well have urged her not to get off, or not to press the Stop button, but it didn’t. It transferred the responsibility to the bus driver in some way. The question was: why?


She blinked wearily a few times, realizing her eyelids were drooping. Which would have been one solution in fact. You could guarantee that Ellen Helgesson would be the only one to get off at the Burmavägen stop. No one else would alert the driver to stop, if she happened to have dozed off. What was more, he was new; she hadn’t seen him before and he would certainly have no idea where the various passengers lived.


She looked at her watch. It was just before five-thirty. It should have been shortly before four-thirty instead, but she had missed the bus. The shopping had taken longer than she had expected, both in the off-licence and at the ICA supermarket, and that meant she wouldn’t have dinner ready until getting on for half past seven. She could assume Harry would be hungry and petulant. Irritable and out of sorts, that was guaranteed. He would get through three or four beers before the meal and that wouldn’t help. The evening lay mapped out before her like a hopeless sheepfold into which she would be herded; over dinner they would share one of the bottles of wine she had bought, four glasses for him and one for her. After the meal she would clear away and wash up; Billy would be sent to bed around nine, or at least to his room; husband and wife would watch TV to an accompaniment of cigarettes, cheesy snacks and another bottle of wine, or maybe a couple of beers and a whisky and soda – she had bought everything on her list at the off-licence – and maybe Creedence Clearwater Revival instead of the television. There were variations, depending on his mood and the atmosphere and what had happened during the day. His hand would eventually start groping its way up her thigh and then it would be time for the Friday fuck. There was no variation to that.


Drive straight past! Don’t stop at Burmavägen!


There were only a couple of hundred metres to go now. She raised her hand and pressed the button.
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Gunnar Barbarotti spent the whole of Wednesday holed up in his room on the third floor of Kymlinge police station. Eva Backman stuck her head round the door just before lunchtime to ask if he wanted to come to the King’s Grill, but he said he’d brought his lunch in with him and declined the invitation.


He hadn’t brought a proper lunch to heat in the microwave, only a sandwich and a banana, but that was plenty. If there were two things in the world that didn’t go together, it was bereavement and appetite.


But before he got as far as his cheerless lunch, he read through all the material and briefed himself fully on the case. Or he tried to convince himself that was what he was doing. He was plugged into his iPod and had fado music in his ears, and it was hard to shake off the feeling that it was more of an occupational-therapy session than anything else. Of course he could go in to Asunander in a week or ten days’ time and say that he hadn’t found anything to bring the puzzle of Arnold Morinder’s death any closer to a solution – and Asunander would simply shrug and say, Ah well, in that case the matter is closed and we shall turn our attention to other things.


Wouldn’t he? You never really knew where you were with Asunander. If he asked someone – anyone – to take a closer look at a case when he only had a month left to retirement, there could be something else behind it. Perhaps he was genuinely expecting Barbarotti to come up with something? Find some detail or another that would allow them to make progress.


Solve the case even? Perhaps there was some kind of prestige at stake here? A personal interest on Asunander’s part?


Hard to tell. There was nothing in the documentation to indicate more than peripheral involvement on his part. The lead investigator was called Gunvaldsson and he had only made a relatively brief guest appearance in Kymlinge. He would have to be contacted, of course, but it would be better to give it a few days – wait until Barbarotti knew more about the matter himself.


But what about Asunander? Were there any hidden twists and turns in this business? He couldn’t rule it out. The chief inspector had always been a rum customer. And when it came down to it, there was no reason to do a bad job just because you had suffered a personal tragedy.


Once that constellation of words had gone through his mind – personal tragedy – he found himself paralysed again. He just sat there, staring out of the window. Incapable of going any further, in thought or in physical action. The sky outside was lowering and restless and the wind tugged at the newly unfurled birch leaves. He had changed rooms six months ago and had a new view. More open space and sky, designed for reflecting one’s soul, you might have thought, but today there were no such ways in for him. The reflection of his soul was as it was. The fado music changed track, from Lucília do Carmo to Fernando Mourinho.


Will I ever be happy again? he thought. Will I ever feel expectation or desire? And what for, if so?


This is the phase when you need to focus on getting through one day at a time, Rönn had instructed him. The bereavement counsellor. Don’t look forward, not more than a few hours. Your heart is still bleeding copiously, but with time you’ll reach another state.


Will I? Barbarotti had wondered, though he said nothing. What sort of state is that? And how do you know, incidentally? Have you got a wife who’s just died, eh? A woman you loved above everything else on earth and who’s left you all alone and abandoned, though she was only forty-seven? Have you in fact got the first idea what you’re talking about?


Feel free to be angry with me, Rönn had invited him. It can be a healthy part of the healing process.


Christ almighty, Barbarotti had thought.


But today, behind his desk, there was no anger to grasp hold of. Just rigid despair and hopelessness. He turned off the music, clasped his hands and started to pray.


Dear God, I’m sorry I haven’t been in touch, but things have been so hard. You know that as well as I do. But give me a sign now – I can’t bear this any longer. A straw to clutch at, a few words from the Bible, anything. This is my darkest hour; I simply don’t know if I can live without Marianne. I don’t know if I have the strength. Where is she? Are You looking after her?


Then he closed his eyes and strained his inner sense of hearing.


Initially, for the first fifteen or twenty seconds, he detected nothing. Then there was a discreet clearing of the throat, and then the familiar voice, the proper one, the one that was not his own.


Hebrews 11:32–40, perhaps that could offer some guidance?


Inspector Barbarotti unclasped his hands, opened his eyes onto the still-restless sky and gave thanks. He didn’t keep a copy of the Bible in his office, but he made a note of the reference on his pad. He tore out that page and slipped it into his wallet.


Then he leant forward to his desk, returned to the Portuguese blues and reapplied himself to the Arnold Morinder files. The acquaintances of the missing electrician who had given their opinions of his character were pretty unanimous.


Morinder was – or possibly had been – the shy and retiring type.


The woman who had been his wife for a very short period in the 1980s – Laura Westerbrook – had had nothing to say about the marriage other than that it had been a mistake from the word go. She was from England, born and bred in Birmingham, and had come to Sweden because she felt drawn to living in a country where someone like Ingmar Bergman had made his name – and was still working. She had interpreted Morinder’s sullen diffidence as profound thought and existential melancholy, but soon discovered he was a much simpler soul than that. They parted as easily as a skilled chef separates the yolk of an egg from the white.


And Morinder was not the yolk.


Those were the exact words recorded in the interview report, and Barbarotti was aware that the slight pulling sensation he could feel in his cheeks was the start of a smile. It was over in fractions of a second, but it was the first time since 29 April.


That was something, he supposed.


It was abundantly clear from other statements that Arnold Morinder was not of a sociable disposition, and the question of how he and Ellen Bjarnebo had formed a relationship remained unanswered across the hundred pages or more that Barbarotti ploughed through on that oppressively grey day.


They had met at the pub, or to be more precise at Brasserie Långe Jan on Heimdalsgatan one evening in September 2005, but that was simply a location and a point in time, and derived from Ellen Bjarnebo’s own statement. It was, incidentally, the same restaurant where the alleged altercation had taken place, just a few months before Morinder’s disappearance. There were three statements from witnesses of that little incident, one of them a waiter, and the other two customers who were there the same evening. No one could say exactly what it had been about, but voices had been raised, Morinder had violently thumped the table with his clenched fist, and his companion had marched out of the door with a furious look on her face. One of the two diners also claimed that she had muttered through clenched teeth, ‘An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth!’ This was categorically denied by Ellen Bjarnebo; she did, however, admit that she and her partner had had a difference of opinion, the details of which she refused to divulge. But she solemnly swore it had nothing to do with his disappearance.


The couple seemed to have had no friends or acquaintances, so there was no one to provide any insight into their relationship. Their neighbours on Valdemar Kuskos gata described them as quiet people who never bothered anybody. They would say hello if they saw you in the laundry room or bumped into you in the street or at the shops, but that was as far as it went.


They knew who she was. Of course they did. The Axe Woman of Little Burma. It didn’t make anyone particularly keen to form a closer acquaintance, not that they were prejudiced or prey to preconceived ideas. Absolutely not, God forbid.


The forensic reports from Fisherman’s Cottage, the blue moped and the mosquito-infested Stora Svartkärret ran to twenty pages and had about as much real content as an interview with an emotional Swedish sports star. Barbarotti had no idea why that particular analogy should pop into his head, but it did. Perhaps it had something to do with the white and yolk of the egg, and that was the moment at which DI Backman put her head round his door and was rebuffed. After his lunchtime banana, he sneaked along the corridor to fetch a cup of coffee. He got back to his room without seeing a single colleague and plugged his ears with some more fado, but instantly regretted it and turned it off. He stowed his iPod in his right-hand desk drawer and extracted the material on the Little Burma murder from the left-hand one.


It would be just as well to read up on that case, too, he thought. Especially as he would shortly be encountering the protagonist herself. He was not looking forward to the meeting; he disliked meeting anyone at all at the moment, apart from his children, but if you had been told to investigate the deeds and misdeeds of an axe woman, he presumed you would inevitably have to meet her. Sooner or later.


What with her still being very much in the land of the living and as fit as a fiddle. Or whatever.
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