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  PRIME TIME




  







  FRIDAY, 22 JUNE:


  MIDSUMMER EVE




  I can’t take this, Annika thought. I’m dying. She pressed her palms against her forehead, forcing herself to breathe

  regularly and calm down. The pile of baggage by the front door mushroomed before her eyes, a shapeless blob threatening to conquer the hall and the entire world that was impossible to take stock

  of. How on earth would she figure out what she had forgotten?




  There were the kids’ clothes, the beach bag, the packets of formula and jars of baby food, the rain gear and the rubber boots, the tent, the baby carriage and its rain hood, the sleeping

  bags, the backpacks with her own and Thomas’s stuff, the security blanket and the cuddly toys . . .




  ‘Is Ellen supposed to look like that?’ Thomas wondered on the other side of the bedroom door.




  Annika looked at the one-year-old toddling over by the beach bag.




  ‘What do you mean?’




  ‘Don’t you have something nicer for her to wear?’




  She felt her brain short-circuit.




  ‘What’s wrong?’ she roared.




  Thomas brushed his hair off his forehead and blinked in astonishment.




  ‘I was only asking – what’s your problem?’




  Feelings of inadequacy, always lurking right below the surface, bubbled up and boiled over.




  ‘I’ve been busy packing all morning,’ Annika said, ‘but I didn’t pack any frilly dresses. Was I supposed to?’




  He snorted.




  ‘I only wondered if the kid had to look like a construction worker.’




  Five rapid steps brought her face to face with him and she glared.




  ‘A construction worker? What’s going on here? Are we going out to your parents’ summer place by the seaside, or is this some fucking final exam in being well

  adjusted?’




  Thomas’s surprise was genuine: Annika hardly ever challenged him. The force of the rage that enveloped him was paralysing – he opened his mouth to yell at her, but no sound emerged.

  Instead, one of the countless electronic devices that they owned sounded off, insistently and increasingly louder.




  ‘Is that mine or yours?’ Annika asked.




  Thomas turned and went into the bedroom to check his pager, his cellphone and his Palm Pilot. Annika’s gaze surveyed the chaos in the hall without being able to locate the source of the

  signal.




  ‘It’s not anything in here,’ Thomas called out.




  Annika started to rummage through their belongings. The muffled buzzing was coming from somewhere in the pile. Ellen tried to stand while holding on to Annika’s bag, but it slipped away

  and she fell face first on the floor.




  ‘Oh, my goodness! Mommy’s going to kiss that, boo-boo, and make it better . . .’




  The terrified sobs of the child drowned out the buzzing. With a soothing murmur Annika pulled her daughter close, inhaling her sweet scent, feeling her softness and warmth. They sat on the shoe

  stand and the small figure relaxed, thumb in mouth. By the time the crying had ceased, the buzzing had stopped too and the phone started ringing instead. Still holding her daughter, she got up and

  wedged the phone in between her shoulder and her ear while continuing to comfort Ellen.




  ‘Heard the news?’ Spike, the news-desk editor, demanded.




  Annika rocked and soothed her daughter.




  ‘What?’




  ‘Out in the province of Sörmland, Michelle Carlsson.’




  She stopped her soothing motions and flicked her tongue quickly over her dry lips. The paper she worked for, Kvällspressen, barrelled into her hall with all the delicacy of a tank

  – totalitarian and omnipresent.




  ‘We’re talking about your old hunting grounds, right?’ the news-desk editor said. ‘The photographer’s already left. It was Bertil Strand, right?’




  The last sentence was directed at someone else, presumably the news editor, and Spike came back on the line.




  ‘Berra’s on his way, he’ll be picking you up in five minutes.’




  ‘Did you pack the nappies?’ Thomas asked, taking Ellen.




  Annika nodded and pointed at the pile of stuff, trying to get a grip on the situation.




  ‘What’s up?’ she asked.




  ‘Don’t you have a flash?’




  Damn, the pager with the built-in newsflash service from TT. She grabbed her bag and rummaged through the contents without finding it.




  ‘Um,’ she mumbled, ‘I heard it go off, but I haven’t had time to check it.’




  ‘Michelle Carlsson’s been murdered. In a control room on the outskirts of Flen, shot in the head.’




  The words didn’t register, comprehension eluding her again. Thomas set Ellen on the floor and the girl headed straight for Annika, wobbling along with outstretched arms.




  ‘You’ve got to be kidding,’ she said.




  ‘Carl Wennergren’s at the scene. It seems he was there when they were taping the show yesterday, so we have a head start. Talk about timing.’




  The admiration in Spike’s voice was pure and unreserved. Annika heard him take a deep drag on his cigarette, the sounds of the newsroom coming across as an indistinguishable backdrop of

  noise. She sank back down on the shoe stand.




  ‘Berit’s over in Öland doing a piece about juvenile drinking sprees. She’s dropping everything and driving up there, so she should be there late this afternoon.

  Langeby’s vacationing in the Canary Islands, so you’re the only one left. You’ve got to leave on the double. Bertil Strand’s bringing everything we’ve got so far from

  the news agency, which amounts to virtually nothing, so you’ll have to call in on the way. Are you familiar with the Sörmland police force?’




  Annika closed her eyes, trying to bring her separate worlds together as she felt her daughter’s warm hand clasping her leg.




  ‘Pretty familiar.’




  ‘Talk to Wennergren, get a feel for the situation and call me . . . like around noon?’




  ‘Sure,’ she replied.




  Thomas stared at her, his shoulders going rigid.




  ‘What was that all about?’




  Annika hung up and met his gaze.




  ‘No,’ he said. ‘I don’t want to hear it. Not another fucking assignment, not today.’




  ‘Michelle Carlsson’s dead,’ Annika said, feeling incredibly empty.




  ‘That girl on TV?’ Thomas asked. ‘Anne’s friend?’




  She nodded, the adrenalin reaching her brain and bringing out goose bumps on her upper arms. Leaning against her mother’s knees, Ellen gurgled.




  ‘How? How did she die?’




  Annika moved the child away, got up and got a change of perspective. The baggage cluttering her hall shrunk and disappeared; all that remained were her computer and her big bag. With a thud,

  Ellen flopped down on her behind and started to cry again. Thomas picked her up.




  ‘They’re already on their way over to pick me up,’ Annika said.




  For two seconds, Thomas stared at her uncomprehendingly.




  ‘The boat leaves at eleven,’ he told her.




  Annika took their daughter, carried her over to her crib and kissed the top of her head. The relief she felt at getting out of the visit to her in-laws and the island cottage was replaced by a

  sense of loss.




  ‘Oh, baby,’ she whispered into Ellen’s hair, ‘Mommy loves you so very much.’




  Not wanting to nap, Ellen resisted. Annika couldn’t make herself let go of the baby.




  ‘Mommy will be back later. You and your daddy and your big brother will be together, and you’ll have a great time. I know this is for the best.’




  The child turned her face away from the lie, tucked her legs in under her and put her thumb in her mouth. Annika stroked Ellen’s hair awkwardly, her hands and her heart suddenly lacking

  grace. She quickly left the bedroom, bumping into the doorpost on her way out. The soundtrack noise of Scooby Doo being chased by a ghost trickled in from the living room. Kalle’s sweet

  little singing voice was there, behind the wall of noise.




  Everyone else can do it, Annika thought. I can do it too, I have to.




  ‘Are you serious?’ Thomas demanded when she came back into the hall. ‘Are you really going to work? Right now?’




  The last words boomed loudly. She looked down at the wooden floorboards.




  ‘There isn’t anyone else. I’m on call, and you know how understaffed––’




  Red in the face, he leaned forward and shouted: ‘Come on! Fifty people are waiting for us out at Gällnö, and you’re not going?’




  The gamut of emotions ranging from panic to relief to loss passing through her now exploded into unexpected and unreasonable rage.




  ‘Waiting for you,’ Annika said, ‘not me. They couldn’t give a damn about me, and you know it.’




  Kalle came into the hall, the raised voices of his parents leaving him wide-eyed. He slipped into Annika’s arms, throwing his arms around her neck. His softness threatened to undo her.




  ‘You really are something else,’ Thomas said.




  ‘Don’t make it any worse,’ Annika said in a low voice while crouching down to embrace her son. ‘Go out to the island, party with your buddies and your brother and let the

  kids play, and everything will be just fine.’




  Her son nuzzled her ear.




  ‘Buddies? You make it sound like this was some kind of pleasure trip. Buddies! We’re talking about my parents and my aunts here.’




  Annika tore herself away from the warm embrace, kissed her three-year-old son on his velvety cheeks, and gazed up at Thomas.




  ‘What happens next is up to you,’ she said. ‘I’ll be here when you get back on Sunday.’




  She set the boy down, got up and pulled on her raincoat.




  ‘You can’t be serious,’ Thomas exclaimed. ‘You can’t leave me like this.’




  ‘There’s going to be so many people around that no one will miss me, not even the kids. Have a good time.’




  Annika put on her boots, slung her bag over her shoulder and picked up her laptop in its black case. Watching Thomas the whole time, her expression reserved.




  ‘Well, wasn’t this convenient,’ he remarked tersely.




  ‘It’s not like we haven’t discussed this,’ she countered. ‘It’s not easy for me. You know that I have no choice.’




  ‘A fine mother you are!’




  Annika blanched.




  ‘Do you think I like to do this?’ she asked him breathlessly. ‘That’s awfully unfair of you.’




  ‘This stinks,’ Thomas said, his back rigid and his face red. ‘I’m never going to forgive you for this. Damn you!’




  Annika blinked, at one level stung by his words, at another, untouched. The armour that protected her working persona had locked into place and made her impervious. Slowly, she turned around,

  hugged her son, whispered something into his ear and left.




  Bertil Strand had been assigned a new company car, another Saab, while she had been on maternity leave. Annika presumed that he was even fussier, if such a thing could be

  possible, about this car.




  ‘You sure took your sweet time,’ he said as she tossed her bag and her laptop in the backseat.




  The expression on the photographer’s face told her that she had shut the car door too hard.




  ‘What lousy weather,’ she murmured.




  ‘It’s Midsummer,’ Bertil Strand remarked. ‘What do you expect?’




  He shifted into first gear and left the bus stop right before the No. 62 bus pulled up. Annika’s mouth was dry as she wriggled out of her raincoat and clumsily fastened her seat belt.




  ‘Got those telegrams?’




  The photographer pointed at a thin stack of papers at her feet.




  ‘Seeing as our reporters are scattered halfway across the globe, this won’t be easy. We’re damn lucky that Wennergren was at the scene.’




  Annika bent over to pick up the papers and the seat belt she had just fastened kept her from reaching them. Irritated, she unbuckled it again.




  ‘Right,’ she said. ‘And just what do you mean by that? Am I invisible even though I’m right here in the front seat beside you?’




  The photographer gave her a quick glance out of the corner of his eye.




  ‘It’s a crying shame we aren’t prepared to accommodate situations like this – poor planning and no forethought. Schyman ought to take charge instead of bickering with

  Torstensson. Put your seat belt on.’




  Annika didn’t have the energy to care about the power struggle between the managing editor and the editor-in-chief. She buckled up again, then closed her eyes and felt how the lack of

  power teamed with the longing for her children made her stomach churn. Her mother-in-law would certainly have a field day. Poor Thomas – why did her son’s life have to fall apart?

  Annika forced herself to exhale, then she opened her eyes wide and focused on the news-agency printouts. The telegrams, all five of them, had been set at one-minute intervals. Flash 09:41 a.m.: TV

  journalist Michelle Carlsson dead. 09:42: Michelle Carlsson killed by a shot to the head. 09:43: Michelle Carlsson found in a mobile control room near Yxtaholm castle. A weapon was found next to

  the victim. 09:44: The police suspect that Michelle Carlsson was murdered. 09:45: Several individuals are being interviewed by the police with regard to the murder of Michelle Carlsson.




  ‘They were taping a series that was going to be aired next week,’ Bertil Strand said.




  ‘Summer Frolic at the Castle,’ Annika said. ‘My friend Anne Snapphane has been working on the production team since March . . .’




  She stopped talking and stared at the tracks of the raindrops on the side window, small streams that converged and diverged, relentlessly pressed back towards the rear until they smashed into

  the chrome strip of the car door. She remembered her friend’s rage and despair when Anne, after working for this production company for six years, was demoted from producer to researcher and

  studio hostess. This new position meant that Anne Snapphane would clean up the site after the shoot, take care of the taped material and file it, and do all the tiresome dirty work. This meant that

  she was probably still at the castle. Annika turned around and fished out her pen and her pad from her bag in the back seat.




  ‘Who are the suspects?’




  ‘I haven’t the vaguest,’ Bertil Strand replied and groaned.




  The Saab had reached the Essinge highway, Stockholm’s ridiculously undersized beltway which, naturally, was clogged with cars at a standstill.




  ‘This is going to take for ever,’ he sighed as he put the car in neutral.




  Annika couldn’t contain herself.




  ‘What did you expect?’ she said. ‘It’s Midsummer Eve.’




  The photographer closed the vents and the windows started to fog up. The windshield wipers maintained a steady beat, the left wiper squeaking every time it reached the top of the windshield.

  Annika closed her eyes, forcing Thomas’s voice and her sense of failure to recede and concentrated on the rain, the windshield wipers, and the asthmatic wheezing of the climate control

  system.




  ‘Summer Frolic at the Castle’, she thought. The big family extravaganza slated for the TV Plus channel, filled with entertainment and discussion panels, guest stars and

  artists. Michelle Carlsson’s prime-time comeback, the TV star’s chance to show who was boss. Actually, Annika reflected, Carlsson was pretty good.




  ‘What do you think of Michelle?’ she asked.




  Bertil Strand’s head was swivelling back and forth as if operated on ball bearings while he looked for an opening in traffic.




  ‘Fluff,’ he said. ‘No credibility. Fine in kids’ programmes and game shows, but that discussion forum she had wasn’t anything to write home about. She was so

  ignorant.’




  Annika was surprised by the protests that welled up inside her.




  ‘Well,’ she said. ‘Michelle spent ten years working with radio and TV broadcasting. She must have learned something.’




  ‘How to smile for the camera,’ Bertil Strand said. ‘Now how hard could that be?’




  Annika shook her head, holding back tired protests. Still, she had often reasoned along the same lines when she and Anne Snapphane discussed journalism.




  ‘My best friend has worked with television broadcasting for the past six years now,’ she said. ‘Everything’s a lot more complicated than you’d think.’




  Bertil Strand cut in front of a rough-and-ready Land Rover. The man behind the wheel of the Land Rover slammed on his horn.




  ‘It seems like one hell of a strange job,’ the photographer remarked. ‘All that technical junk that never works and droves of conceited morons running around.’




  ‘Sounds sort of like Kvällspressen,’ Annika said and looked out the window again, grinding her teeth. The man in the Land Rover gave her the finger.




  What am I doing here? Here I am, with a pompous ass of a photographer, on my way to the scene of a senseless violent crime, leaving Thomas and the children behind, the only people who really

  matter. I must be out of my mind. She sniffed at her hands; the scent of Kalle’s hair and Ellen’s tears still lingered. Her throat closed up. She turned around, got her cellphone

  and some paper towels out of her bag and wiped her hands.




  ‘I see an empty slot ahead,’ Bertil Strand exclaimed and stepped on the gas.




  Annika dialled the number.




  The police had ordered everyone to switch off their cellphones. Anne Snapphane was sure that she had obeyed orders, so the vibrations emanating from her jacket pocket came as a

  bit of a shock. She quickly sat up in bed, her pulse throbbing at the base of her throat and right above her eyes, and realized that she must have dozed off. Her phone buzzed like a gigantic insect

  hidden in the inside pocket of her rain jacket. Dazed, she brushed her hair off her face with her hands. Her tongue tasted mouldy. She dragged herself across the chaotic tangle of covers, throw

  pillows and bedspreads, unearthed her jacket and pulled out her phone. She regarded the display with distrust. No number had come up, making her hesitate. What was going on? Some kind of test?




  She pressed the button and said in a whisper:




  ‘Hello?’




  ‘How are you?’ she heard Annika Bengtzon say, her voice sounding distant and indistinct. ‘Are you alive?’




  A sob escaped Anne Snapphane’s lips. Covering her eyes with one hand, she pressed down hard to relieve the pain in her head and listened to the wireless connection. It whistled and

  rattled, there were engine noises and the wobbly moans of passing car horns.




  ‘Just barely,’ she whispered.




  ‘We’ve heard about Michelle,’ her friend said, speaking slower than usual. ‘We’re on our way over. Can you talk?’




  Anne started to cry, softly and silently, salty tears dripping into the receiver.




  ‘I think so.’




  Her reply came out as a gasp.




  ‘. . . Lousy traffic jams . . . you out there now?’




  The connection broke up and went fuzzy; Annika’s sentences came out in fragments. Anne Snapphane took a deep breath and felt her pulse slow down.




  ‘I’m not allowed to leave my room in the South Wing. They’ve detained us all and I guess they’ll question us one by one.’




  ‘What’s happened?’




  She swiped away the tears with the back of one hand, clutching her phone in the other hand and pressing it to her ear, her end of a lifeline.




  ‘Michelle,’ she whispered. ‘Michelle’s dead. She was in the OB and the back of her head was blown away.’




  ‘Are there lots of cops around?’




  Anne Snapphane’s heart stopped racing and approached a manageable rate. Annika’s voice represented normality and the real world. Her knees sore, Anne got up and looked out the

  window.




  ‘I can’t see much from here, just a bridge over a channel and a few archery targets. I’ve heard a few cars and a helicopter landed a while ago.’




  ‘Did you see her?’




  Anne Snapphane shut her eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose while the images flashed past, piercing through her wooziness.




  ‘I saw her. I saw her . . .’




  ‘Who did it?’




  There was a knock on the door. Anne froze and stared at the door, paralysed. Her lifeline snapped – confusion swallowed her up once more.




  ‘I’ve got to go,’ she whispered into the phone and hung up.




  ‘Anne Snapphane?’




  The voice on the other side of the door was commanding. She tossed the phone under the covers and cleared her throat. Before she had the chance to reply, the door swung open. The officer

  standing in the doorway was young and obviously nervous.




  ‘Right, you can come along now.’




  She stared at him.




  ‘I’m pretty thirsty,’ she said.




  The policeman didn’t see how unreal she felt, he didn’t see her as a person at all. He looked right through her.




  ‘Go out through the door and to the left. Hurry up.’




  The rainy weather and all the closed doors left the hallway dark. The walls seemed to billow – she wasn’t quite sober yet. In order to gather some physical and emotional support, she

  walked down the hallway with one hand touching the wall. No other members of the TV team were in sight.




  When the policeman opened the front door, the chill and the damp slapped at her like a wet towel. She gasped, swaying there in the doorway and looking up at the castle. Policemen and police cars

  were blurred by the curtain of grey rain.




  ‘You wouldn’t happen to have an umbrella, would you?’




  Her guard replied by pointing to the corner of the house. Anne Snapphane hunched up her shoulders and reluctantly walked out on the stone steps. Water seeped inside her collar in no time at

  all.




  ‘Where am I supposed to go?’




  ‘To the house down by the water. Right now.’




  A cold rivulet ran down her spine and she had water in her eyes. She blinked to get rid of it, started weaving her way down the three steps to the gravel path and followed the boxwood hedge over

  to the herb garden. She followed the whitewashed wall that led her to the New Wing, passed a small group of enamelled cast-iron furniture items and stopped. The wall encircled a small courtyard: it

  had arches and was topped with red tile. It wouldn’t be hard to escape from here, she thought.




  ‘Straight ahead, keep moving.’




  Anne Snapphane looked away from the wall and focused on the door.




  The police lieutenant was seated at a table in the large conference room. Right behind him, on the other side of the window, the OB bus was parked. Unconsciously, Anne shrank

  back, stepping on the guard’s toes. The bus stood out like a cardboard cut-out, white than white and emblazoned with the extremely flashy company logotype.




  I wonder if she’s still in there, she thought. I wonder if she’s gone cold by now.




  ‘Have a seat.’




  Anne sank down on the chair that the officer had indicated, wiped the rain out of her eyes, blinked and noticed that the lieutenant was wearing a colourful Hawaiian shirt. A sense of relief

  washed over her.




  ‘Oh my God,’ she said. ‘It’s you.’




  The man didn’t seem to have heard her.




  ‘We’ve met, in Stockholm,’ she told him eagerly. ‘Annika Bengtzon was there.’




  ‘You were one of the people who found her,’ he said.




  Confused, Anne blinked.




  ‘Um,’ she said. ‘Yes, I was one of them.’




  Suddenly, the sense of unreality returned, the floor began to rock under her feet and she grabbed hold of the desk.




  ‘Could I . . . please have some water?’




  An officer came over with a pitcher and a glass. With shaking hands, she poured herself a glass of water and greedily downed the entire contents of the glass, spilling some.




  ‘Got a hangover?’




  Waves of nausea swept over Anne Snapphane as she leaned back in her chair.




  ‘I think I’m going to have an asthma attack.’




  ‘Is it customary to have a blow-out when you wrap up a TV show?’




  She smoothed her hair and noticed how damp it was.




  ‘Why am I here? When do I get to go home?’




  The lieutenant got up.




  ‘We’re going to interview the whole group of you today, one by one. So far, no one is more of a suspect than anyone else but, naturally, we have to ask you all about last night. I

  hope you understand.’




  Trying to make sense of what he was saying, Anne looked at the man, her mouth half-open.




  ‘Until we have finished these interviews, you will be restricted to your rooms. You will be summoned at our convenience. You are not allowed to talk to each other, or communicate in any

  other fashion. Is that clear? Anne Snapphane, did you hear what I said?’




  She forced herself to nod and thought of the cellphone under the covers in her bed. The man pushed a button on a tape recorder and sat down on the table in front of her. His jeans were worn at

  the knees.




  ‘This is a record of the interview with Snapphane, Anne, born . . .’




  He stopped and fixed Anne with his gaze. She swallowed and mumbled her date of birth.




  ‘. . . Conducted by Q at Yxtaholm castle, in the conference room of the New Wing, on Friday, 22 June, at 10:25 a.m. Anne Snapphane is being interviewed with regard to the probable homicide

  of Michelle Carlsson.’




  Silently, the police lieutenant studied Anne.




  ‘Why are you here?’




  Anne drank some more water.




  ‘I’m being interviewed by the police,’ she said softly.




  Lieutenant Q sighed.




  ‘I’m sorry,’ Anne Snapphane said and cleared her throat. ‘I’m a researcher at Zero Television – a production company that makes TV programmes that are aired

  by various networks. I’ve also been a studio hostess this week, while we’ve been taping these shows.’ She grew silent and looked around the room. There were police officers in

  front of her and behind her, and the broadcast bus was outside the building.




  ‘Shows?’ the police officer asked. ‘In the plural. Does that mean there are several of them?’




  She nodded.




  ‘Eight shows in a row,’ Anne replied, her voice a bit steadier now. ‘Two whole shows a day for four days running, and it’s been raining the whole fucking time!’




  Suddenly and inappropriately, she laughed shrilly. The policeman didn’t react.




  ‘And how did it go?’




  ‘How did it go?’




  Anne bowed her head.




  ‘More or less as expected, apart from the weather. We hadn’t counted on having to put up canopies to be able to shoot the various slots and segments. And that meant that we had to

  keep rearranging the shooting schedule – some of the artists had to perform up in the music room on the second floor of the manor house. But apart from that, everything went according to

  plan.’




  She tried to smile.




  ‘Any conflicts?’




  ‘What do you mean?’




  She finished the water in her glass.




  The policeman spread his hands in a tired gesture.




  ‘Fights,’ he explained. ‘Arguments. Threats. Unruly behaviour.’




  Anne Snapphane closed her eyes again and took a deep breath.




  ‘Some, I guess.’




  ‘Could you be more specific?’




  She took another sip of water, noticed that her glass was empty and waved it to get a refill.




  ‘Millions of things can go wrong in a big production like this,’ she said, ‘and there’s just no room for it. If everyone’s stressed, things can get out of

  hand.’




  ‘Could you spell that out for me?’ Q asked.




  Her heart started racing again and she began to shake.




  ‘Michelle,’ she began, ‘could be a real pain. For the past few days she’s locked horns with every single member of the team.’




  ‘Including you?’




  Anne Snapphane nodded a few times and swallowed. The policeman sighed.




  ‘Could you please give us a verbal answer?’




  ‘Yes,’ she said, her voice booming much too loudly. ‘Yes, including me.’




  ‘When was that?’




  ‘Last night.’




  The policeman studied her closely and didn’t lower his gaze.




  ‘What happened?’




  ‘It was nothing, really. We got into this argument over money, about what things are worth. It all started with a discussion about the stock market, and I’m principally opposed to an

  economy based on speculation, while Michelle insisted that it was an essential cornerstone of democracy, and then we went on to discuss salaries. According to Michelle, corporate managers and other

  people in public positions were worth their high salaries and pension deals, and she mentioned Percy Barnevik and all the other high-rollers, even though she was really talking about herself, as

  usual.’




  She stopped short and her cheeks started to burn. The policeman regarded her, his face a mask.




  ‘Were you angry?’




  I’ll lie, Anne Snapphane thought. I can’t tell it like it is, they’ll think I did it.




  The man in front of her studied her, examined her, read her mind.




  ‘Lying will only complicate things,’ he said.




  ‘I wanted to throttle her,’ Anne said, looking away, tears burning in her eyes. ‘But we were drunk.’




  The lieutenant got up, walked around the table and sat back down again.




  ‘Drunk,’ he repeated. ‘How drunk? Does that go for the whole film team?’




  She shrugged her shoulders, suddenly exhausted and fed up with the whole business.




  ‘Words, please.’




  Her brain short-circuited, signalling error and overload.




  ‘How should I know?’ she shouted. ‘How could I know such a thing? It’s not like I went around picking up the empties, even though certain people seemed to think that was

  my job.’




  ‘Like who? Did Michelle think you ought to clear away the empty bottles?’




  ‘No,’ she replied in a somewhat more subdued voice.




  The silence deepened, her nausea increased.




  ‘Were there any other disputes as the night wore on?’




  Out of breath, Anne Snapphane swallowed hard.




  ‘Maybe,’ she whispered.




  ‘Who was involved?’




  ‘Ask the others. I don’t know, I wasn’t listening.’




  ‘But there was some sort of commotion around here last night, wasn’t there? Things got kind of rowdy.’




  ‘Ask around and you’ll find out,’ Anne replied. ‘Ask what it was like over at the Stables.’




  ‘Were you there?’




  ‘Not for long.’




  ‘But you were one of the people who found her, right?’




  The lieutenant didn’t insist on hearing her affirm this.




  ‘Apart from you, who else entered the bus?’




  She closed her eyes briefly.




  ‘Sebastian,’ she said, noticing how feeble her voice sounded.




  ‘Sebastian Follin, Michelle Carlsson’s agent?’




  Anne nodded. Then she remembered something.




  ‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘Oh, he’s her manager. Sebastian Follin is Michelle’s manager.’




  Confused, she stopped.




  ‘How should I put that? That he is? Or was . . .?’




  ‘Anyone else?’




  ‘Karin. Karin Bellhorn, the producer. She was there too.’




  ‘Anyone else?’




  ‘Mariana and Bambi. They can’t stand each other.’




  ‘Why were you up all night?’




  Anne laughed, a single short bark.




  ‘There was still some booze left.’




  ‘Who are Mariana and Bambi?’




  ‘Mariana von Berlitz is a feature editor for Summer Frolic at the Castle, we work for the same production company. Bambi Rosenberg, the soap actress, was a guest on the next to last

  show. She and Michelle were pals.’




  ‘Right,’ the policeman said. ‘The manager, the producer, the editor, the friend and you. Would that be everyone?’




  Anne considered the question briefly.




  ‘Well, Gunnar was around too,’ she said. ‘He had the key. His last name’s Antonsson. He works in the bus and you should have seen him.’ A fit of the giggles bubbled

  up inside her, passing through her brain and over her lips, oozing like green poison. ‘He was more upset about the mess than . . .’




  She motioned with a hand and grew silent.




  ‘What do you mean?’




  ‘It bugged Gunnar more that Michelle had messed up his equipment than that she was dead.’




  ‘Messed up?’




  ‘Yeah, all that grey goo, you know . . .’




  The image flashed before her, filtered through intoxication and shock: the slim body sprawled in a grotesque position, enormous eyes that would never see again.




  ‘I can’t do this . . .’ Anne Snapphane murmured and passed out.




  The pier in front of the Grand Hotel was clogged with people. The passenger boats to Stockholm’s archipelago bobbed like whales behind a curtain of rain, the wind

  whipping the bunches of birch branches embellishing the bow and stern of each vessel. This is impossible, Thomas thought. There won’t be room for us.




  ‘Gällnö? That’s the boat at the far end. Have a nice Midsummer.’




  Thomas tried to smile at the employee from Waxholmsbolaget shrouded in raingear, gripped the handle of the stroller firmly, ploughed through a deep puddle and managed to ram a young woman in the

  legs from behind.




  ‘It’s customary to apologize, you know,’ she hissed at him.




  Thomas averted his gaze and felt how the plastic handle on the package of diapers cut into his wrist and the frame of his backpack slammed against his hip bones.




  ‘I want ice cream,’ Kalle declared, pointing at the stand behind them on the pier.




  ‘Once we’re on the boat, I’ll get you some ice cream,’ Thomas promised, his forehead breaking out in a sweat. A gust of wind splattered rain against his face. Ellen

  whined. His heart sank as he gazed down the pier.




  The old steamer Norrskär was tied up at the far end, and it was pitching and rolling. She looked like a humpbacked old lady next to the potent modern brutes. In this weather, on this

  boat, it would take them more than three hours to reach his parents’ place out in the islands.




  One of the last passengers to make it aboard, Thomas stashed the stroller, their bags and his backpack indoors, under the bridge.




  ‘Come on, time for a snack,’ he said, hearing how feeble he sounded.




  The sea was pretty rough. Kalle was seasick before they even passed the first islands on the route, Fjäderholmarna. He threw up all over the table in the cafeteria and dropped his jumbo

  ice-cream bar in the slimy puddle.




  ‘My ice cream!’ the boy sobbed, trying to pick up the slimy stick while wiping his mouth on his sleeve.




  ‘Hang on,’ Thomas exclaimed while Ellen tried to wriggle out of his arms.




  The other passengers edged away from them as inconspicuously as possible.




  ‘Clean it up yourself,’ the girl behind the counter said resentfully, handing Thomas a roll of paper towels.




  ‘Don’t worry,’ he said, sensing how the stares of the other passengers were growing more disapproving. ‘It’s okay, Ellen, Kalle, everything’s going to be fine

  . . .’




  Thomas fled out on deck, clutching his daughter under one arm, the stroller under the other and urging a tearful and unwilling Kalle on in front of him.




  There, in a shelter by the stairs, he deposited his children. He pulled off his raincoat, wrapped it around the boy and sat him down on the bench. The boy stopped crying at once and fell asleep

  in less than a minute. Thomas lowered the backrest of the stroller, tucked his daughter in snugly with a blanket and began to rock the stroller quickly back and forth, back and forth. Aided by the

  rolling motion of the boat, it did the trick. She too fell asleep.




  Thomas applied the stroller brakes and made sure that his children were protected from the rain before going up to the railing to be embraced by the spray and the wind. A sudden and inexplicable

  sense of loss engulfed him. There was something here that he no longer had.




  It struck him that it was the sea water, the semi-salty water found in this part of the world. The way it felt, its characteristic scent.




  Something he had grown up with. The sea was a part of his frame of reference, it had always been there. Its pure transparent depths were not only a feature of Thomas’s childhood and the

  summer season, the sea had been a presence in Vaxholm as well, where he had lived until the age of thirty-two. That facet of his life had only slipped away during the past few years, and he had

  forgotten one of the cornerstones of his life.




  She isn’t worth it, he thought.




  And suddenly another thought struck him with full force: I regret it.




  Thomas gasped, never having allowed these feelings to surface before. The acknowledgement of his deceit tied his stomach up in knots, threatened to bring him down.




  He had betrayed Eleonor, his wife, all because of a fling with Annika Bengtzon. He had left his fine house, his home and his life to go and live in Stockholm, in Kungsholmen, in Annika’s

  ramshackle apartment building that was scheduled to be torn down, where there was no hot water. He hadn’t kept his promise to God and to Eleonor, he had let his parents, his friends and his

  neighbours down. In Vaxholm, he and Eleonor had been important members of the community, involved in the church and various societies. She was a bank manager and he had been employed by the local

  authorities as a chief financial officer.




  ‘All for a piece of tail,’ he told the wind.




  Then the pendulum of guilt swung back again, striking him with the same shattering force.




  Oh, Kalle, he thought. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it that way.




  Turning his back on the sea, Thomas studied the children asleep in the shelter. They were fantastic, and they were his. His!




  Eleonor didn’t want to have children. He hadn’t really given it much thought until Annika had turned up on their doorstep that night right before Christmas, pregnant and weeping. How

  long ago was it? Three and a half years ago? Not longer than that?




  It felt like much longer. After that scene, he had only been back to the house once, accompanied by the movers. Eleonor had kept the house and he had put his share of the settlement into

  the stock market, into the Tech sector that his broker had so warmly recommended.




  ‘Don’t buy junk like that,’ Annika had said. ‘What’s the point of broadband connections when they can’t even make computers that work, for God’s

  sake?’




  Then she’d dropped her laptop on the floor and stomped on it.




  ‘Now that’s mature,’ he had told her. ‘Your analysis of the stock market is truly confidence-inspiring.’




  Of course, in the end she was right. A month later, the market took a nosedive, and his stocks took the worst beating of them all.




  Thomas moved out of the wind and noticed that he was cold and wet.




  And they hadn’t even passed Gåshaga yet.




  ‘Why isn’t the elevator working?’ Anders Schyman wheezed as he reached the fourth floor of the paper’s high-rise office building.




  Tore Brand regarded him with a sulky expression.




  ‘It’s the damp weather,’ he said. ‘The repairman will be here on Monday.’




  The managing editor tried to catch his breath, deciding that he wouldn’t broach the subject again until some other member of the maintenance staff was on duty.




  All on his lonesome, Spike was parked at his desk: feet up and the phone practically glued to his ear. He jerked in surprise when Schyman put his hand on his shoulder.




  ‘I’ll get back to you,’ he said, slamming down the receiver.




  ‘Where’s Torstensson?’ Schyman asked.




  ‘With his family in the province of Dalarna, playing the fiddle. Ever see him gussied up for traditional folk music?’




  Spike grinned. The boys in the newsroom had absolutely no respect for their editor-in-chief. Schyman knew it was of secondary importance. As long as the boys could push Torstensson around, make

  him do their bidding, the man would stay on the job.




  Schyman sat down facing the news-desk editor and leaned back. He knew that the boys respected his know-how and experience, but that was of little consequence as long as he didn’t have the

  executive power.




  Suddenly Annika Bengtzon’s name for the newsroom editors popped into his head. ‘The Flannel Pack’, she called them, due to their virtually interchangeable dark-blue flannel

  jackets. He grinned.




  Then he cleared his throat.




  ‘So what do we do about poor Miss Carlsson?’




  ‘Annika Bengtzon was supposed to call me around noon, but she hasn’t.’




  Schyman raised his hands in a gesture of impatience.




  ‘Who’s she riding with?’




  ‘Bertil. They left not long after ten.’




  ‘Then I bet they’ve hardly passed the city limits. The traffic is unbelievable.’




  ‘Damn right,’ Spike exclaimed. He lived in Solna and drove his company car four kilometres to work every day. ‘Now that would be something to start a crusade about.’




  Schyman stifled a sigh.




  ‘You’re aware that Michelle Carlsson had filed two court cases against us for defamation of character, aren’t you?’




  ‘So what?’ Spike countered. ‘Are we supposed to hold back at a time like this because some broad was a legal disaster while she was alive?’




  Schyman regarded his news editor in silence for ten seconds.




  ‘Who’s doing what?’ he finally asked.




  In a somewhat agitated manner, Spike leafed through stacks of paper, his upper lip beaded with perspiration.




  ‘Like I said, Annika Bengtzon and Bertil are on their way to Flen, and Berit Hamrin is on her way from Öland. She was supposed to write a piece about kids boozing it up and causing

  Midsummer mayhem. We booked a photographer for the assignment and I’ve spent the better part of an hour on the phone with the guy. He’s pissed off now that the assignment’s been

  canned.’




  ‘It goes without saying that we’ll pay him anyway,’ Anders Schyman replied and extracted a newspaper from the mess on Spike’s desk.




  ‘All right, but the guy wasn’t doing it for the money, he was after a byline in the paper. I told him to shoot something anyway and send it over to us with details about the names

  and ages of the people in the photos.’




  ‘I’d like to see those pictures before we use them,’ the managing editor said. ‘We’ve had our fill of faked shots of trashing teens.’




  Spike went pink. Last year he had sent two reporters who weren’t on the regular staff to Öland, and they’d brought in some fabulous material. The only drawback was that the

  reporter and the photographer had been hitting the bottle as hard as anyone else, and they had forgotten to tell their new-found friends that they would be immortalized barfing, crying and

  defecating in the pages of Kvällspressen. The result of this episode had been that the Swedish Press Council found the paper guilty of unethical behaviour in five instances, and

  therefore liable for damages of more than SEK 150,000 to keep things out of court. Kvällspressen would have won in court, but the whole business was so sordid that it was better to buy

  out the Council and preserve whatever was left of the paper’s good name.




  ‘That’s why we sent Berit this year,’ Spike replied curtly and clicked on his computer screen. ‘I only said that crap about the photos to get that freelancer off my

  back.’




  ‘Just make sure that he doesn’t clog up the modem with five hundred useless pictures five minutes before deadline,’ Schyman countered drily and got up. ‘I want to talk to

  Bengtzon when she calls.’




  ‘If she calls,’ Spike said. But by then Anders Schyman had already left the room.




  The holiday motorcade inched its way along Route 55. Rain was coming down in buckets and the car’s windshield wipers creaked. The slow monotonous pace charged the

  atmosphere in the Saab with tension, and the silence was oppressive. Annika tried to get comfortable, but the seat belt chafed and the seat itself was designed to support the small of a taller

  person’s back. She realized that her discomfort had nothing to do with the seat, really; her feelings of insecurity were the culprit. Her maternity leave was over and she had only worked a

  few weeks so far, but she could tell that the others were already questioning her presence on the crime-desk team.




  During her pregnancy, Annika had been posted to other departments – Women’s Issues and stupid trivia assignments. Despite feeling demoted and dismissed, she hadn’t raised a

  fuss. Naturally, she was fully aware of management’s attitude towards young women who got pregnant soon after being made a permanent staff member. She knew that in their eyes she had let them

  down, that she was seen as deadbeat, as using the system to get paid maternity leave and leave the paper in the lurch. Adding insult to injury, a very pregnant crime reporter was something to joke

  about. One, it was presumed that she went brain-dead as soon as one of her eggs had been fertilized, and two, she had to be punished for letting everyone down. She could still remember the bitter

  tears that she’d shed and how Thomas, unable to really understand, made clumsy attempts to comfort her.




  ‘You’ll feel better soon, you’ll see,’ he had said, bringing her a glass of milk.




  Annika never told him that she wasn’t crying because she felt sick to her stomach.




  Her neck ached. She massaged the uppermost vertebra and tried to unclench her jaw muscles. During most of the trip she hadn’t been able to use her cellphone: her worthless service

  provider, Comviq, didn’t have enough coverage out in the sticks.




  The tiny morsels of information that she had told her that both the Eskilstuna police force and the national homicide division had been called in, a fact she found simultaneously comforting and

  disturbing. Annika was pretty familiar with the national homicide division, particularly Q, who was often in charge of these investigations. Her relationship with the Eskilstuna police force was

  somewhat more complicated. They had investigated the death of Sven Matsson in Hälleforsnäs, and she was certain that they hadn’t forgotten her.




  She stared out the car window, saw the blur of pine trees flash by; the same lush green landscape that she had been chased through all those years ago. Escaping from her stalker.




  It had been a chilly autumn day, the air crisp and clear. She had left Sven the night before, had broken off their sadistic relationship once and for all. His response had been to threaten to

  kill her, and he had chased her through the woods with a hunting knife and then attacked her cat, gutting the animal.




  Annika closed her eyes and let the poorly paved road in combination with the new Saab suspension rock her, concentrating on relaxing. Eyes closed, she saw Sven’s head being crushed by an

  iron pipe by her own hand. Saw him slowly crumple and fall over the railing into the blastfurnace and disappear. She started breathing rapidly and the skin of her legs was crawling, so she forced

  the image to recede.




  She had been convicted of manslaughter. The Eskilstuna County Court sentenced her to two years of probation. The court determined that she had acted in self-defence, so the charge had not been

  second-degree murder. She wasn’t certain that the verdict was the right one – she had wanted to kill Sven. Cradling her dying cat in her arms, its intestines spilling from its belly,

  she had been convinced that she had done the right thing.




  ‘Is this the right exit?’




  Annika looked up.




  ‘Yeah. Make a left.’




  They followed the long avenue leading to the drive at Yxtaholm. As they reached the side road leading to the stud farm, the drive was sealed off by a large road barrier.




  Bertil Strand groaned.




  ‘Now isn’t that just damn typical?’




  Annika looked over to the left and caught a glimpse of the white walls of the castle through the foliage. Further up the drive she could see people walking around and an uplink bus pulling up in

  the parking lot next to the Stables.




  ‘Everyone in the whole fucking media sector is here already,’ the photographer said.




  ‘Quit complaining,’ Annika said.




  She opened the door and got out while Bertil revved up the car to leave.




  Calling out to the police officer at the barrier Annika asked: ‘How much of the area is sealed off?’




  ‘The whole point.’




  ‘Why were the others allowed to enter?’




  Pretending not to hear Bertil Strand’s angry protests, she slammed the car door.




  ‘We’re going to seal off and clear the entire area bit by bit,’ the officer replied in authoritative tones that were belied by his behaviour; his Adam’s apple bobbed

  nervously and he gazed out uneasily over the lake. He was a local, probably a member of the Katrineholm police force.




  Annika decided to try an aggressive approach. She whipped a press card out of her pocket, marched up to the policeman, shoved the card in his face and glared.




  ‘Are you trying to interfere with my work?’




  The officer gulped.




  ‘I have my orders,’ he replied, gazing intently at Lake Långsjön.




  ‘Do they include obstructing the press? I don’t think so.’




  The officer looked at Annika.




  ‘Say, aren’t you from Hälleforsnäs?’ he asked.




  Annika recoiled. Then she spun around and got back into the car, landing in the front seat with a thud.




  ‘We won’t be getting in this way,’ she said, slamming the door.




  ‘Damn it, how many times do I have to tell you––?’




  Bertil Strand released the clutch carefully to avoid a spray of gravel that would scratch up the paint job.




  ‘Hang on,’ Annika said. She closed her eyes, smoothed her brow, and felt the adrenalin start pumping away. ‘There’s got to be some other route.’




  The photographer revved up the car and put it in second gear, skidding slightly on the wet gravel.




  A sense of failure felt like a stone slab on Annika’s chest.




  ‘Stop the car,’ she pleaded. ‘We’ve got to think.’




  Bertil Strand parked next to a faded traffic sign.




  ‘There’s got to be some other way to get in,’ she said.




  The photographer gazed out over the lake.




  ‘Is it possible to approach this place from the other side?’




  ‘The castle’s on an island located between two lakes,’ Annika told him. ‘This is Lake Långsjön. On the other side, Lake Yxtasjön continues quite a long

  way up to the left. I don’t think there are any public roads there. There could be a tractor path, but they’re usually gated.’




  She scanned across the lake and caught a glimpse of Finntorp Farm through the foliage. When she’d been a teenager, she’d been to riding camp there, jumping her horse Soraya and

  winning ribbons. Impressions flashed through her mind: the scent of new-mown hay, the warmth of the horse between her thighs, the dust of the dirt road, the love and the sense of utter harmony she

  felt in the mare’s company.




  Suddenly she knew.




  ‘Go left,’ she said, ‘and then make another left.’




  Without questioning her, the photographer did as she said; either he trusted her or he was pissed off. It made no difference, she decided.




  ‘Where do we go now?’ he asked when they reached Finntorp.




  ‘Make a right turn,’ Annika said. ‘Head for the Ansgar Centre.’




  They made their way carefully up the hill, past the paddocks and the ‘closed to all vehicles’ sign. Red-painted wooden houses emerged from the gloom like huge building blocks.




  ‘What is this place?’




  ‘A Christian centre and retreat, I think it’s owned by the Swedish Missionary Society. Drive down the hill, there’s a parking lot in the back.’




  Apart from an RV at the far end, the lot was empty. They parked at the edge of a substantial lawn.




  ‘What are we doing here?’ Bertil Strand asked.




  ‘There’s a beach beyond that hill,’ Annika replied, ‘and there should be a lifeboat next to the jetty. I figure we could borrow it.’




  The rain showed no sign of letting up. They put on raingear and Bertil Strand packed his cameras in plastic bags and put them in a watertight backpack.




  ‘Cover that computer,’ the photographer said. ‘I don’t want anyone to break into my car.’




  Annika gritted her teeth and tossed a blanket over her computer bag in the back seat. Break in? When you’re parked in an empty parking lot at a Christian centre?




  The boat was there, half-filled with water. The oars had been tossed into the reeds, but they couldn’t find a bailer. They pulled the boat ashore, turned it over and watched the water

  carve a creek in the sand.




  ‘Do you know how to row a boat?’ an uncharacteristically timorous Bertil Strand asked.




  ‘I hope they haven’t sealed off the beaches,’ Annika replied.




  It was farther than she’d thought. The tiny rowboat bobbed like a float on the waves; at times it felt like they weren’t getting anywhere. The boat began to fill up with water again,

  and it wasn’t only coming from above.




  A lifeboat, huh? Yeah, right, she thought when they were halfway across the lake.




  As they rounded the point, the full force of the wind hit them. Annika’s arms started to cramp up.




  ‘Do you really think we’ll make it today?’ Bertil Strand asked, wet as a drowned dog.




  This made Annika row faster and more vigorously. Right when she was ready to give up, she caught sight of the sauna and the beach house.




  ‘We’re almost there,’ she said, squinting to see the island where the castle was located behind its cloak of rain.




  Something was going on there on the beach. She could make out some little black figures milling around outside the buildings. She could also see a large and colourful logotype on a white wall

  near the canal inlet.




  Pulling out a camera from a plastic bag, the photographer said: ‘That’s the outside-broadcast bus, isn’t it? Could you hold the boat steady? I might as well snap a few shots in

  case they run us off the place . . .’




  Annika paid no attention to Strand and rowed the boat further from shore, almost grateful for the bad weather. If they were in luck they could row clear around the island without being seen,

  land by the flagpole and make their way up to the estate.




  It worked. Chilled through and exhausted, Annika was shaking all over by the time they pulled the boat ashore through the reeds and up on the lawn.




  ‘Do you know your way around this place?’ Bertil Strand asked.




  She spent a few seconds gasping for air and tried to suppress a cough.




  ‘My grandmother used to bring me here every year, on her birthday. We would take a walk in the park and then have a three-course meal in the dining room.’




  ‘What fancy habits,’ Bertil Strand said as he wriggled into his backpack.




  ‘Gran was the matron of Harpsund. It’s less than ten kilometres away, through the woods. She knew the former manager at Yxtaholm. The meal was a gift.’




  Annika pointed to the right, into the mists.




  ‘The terrace,’ she said. ‘That must be where they taped the shows.’




  She waved to the left.




  ‘The North Wing: suites and two-room apartments. Straight ahead there’s the manor house, the dining rooms and the different lounges. Let’s go.’




  The manor house towered in front of them like a glistening palace, white and slick with rain. They approached the house from the direction of the north gable, its mansard roof blacker than the

  stormy sky. Halfway up the slope leading to the house, a bed of roses was on the verge of blooming. Three police cars were parked along the drive.




  ‘What kind of a place is this, anyway?’ Bertil Strand wondered as he unpacked a camera.




  ‘It’s an old country seat,’ Annika replied, ‘dating back to medieval times. Now it’s a conference centre and a hotel owned by the Swedish Employers’

  Confederation. It was built in 1753.’




  The photographer shot her a quick glance.




  ‘Not 1754, then?’




  ‘Check it out,’ Annika said, pointing to the year written over the entrance. It struck her that she hadn’t ever seen it closed before, the double doors had always been wide

  open and welcoming. Now the solid brown doors seemed massive, heavy and dismissive.




  She pointed across the slope, past the South Wing.




  ‘The first buildings were made of wood and they were located over there. The castle and the annexes have a core of brick that was fired in a furnace over there behind the trees. Want to

  see the crime scene first?’




  Bertil Strand nodded.




  They walked around the castle, progressing slowly and carefully from tree to tree through the park. They passed the terrace with its well-tended gravel paths, manicured lawns, hedges and flower

  beds. With a sideways glance, Annika looked at the exterior of the building – so austere and whitewashed, tidy rows of windows. The hundreds of intricately mullioned windows in their lead

  frames reflected the silvery surface of Lake Yxtasjön.




  ‘You can almost see people running around in crinolines,’ the photographer said, shooting away.




  They went down to the lake, passing the small labyrinth of hedges and walls and the jetty, and reaching the gable of the New Wing, the one that faced west.




  Pointing, Annika said: ‘There’s the bus.’




  Bertil Strand switched cameras and stretched out on the grass. Supporting the telephoto lens with his left hand, he triggered the winder motor with his right.




  Annika stood behind him, observing the scene of the murder. The broadcast bus didn’t really look like a bus, more like a gigantic Mack truck. It opened up lengthwise on one side, which

  created twice as much space. The entrance was facing them, and five metal steps led up to a narrow door to the left of the cab. She saw a policeman in uniform standing there, his back to them,

  talking to someone inside the control room.




  ‘Do we need to move in closer?’ she asked in a low voice.




  Even though Annika didn’t get on particularly well with the photographer, she respected his professional opinion.




  ‘Not really. I got a few shots from the other side, from the boat. We could move down to the right and try to get a shot of the annexes in the background. Stall them if they try to get rid

  of us.’




  Bertil Strand got up, slung his backpack over his left shoulder and walked along the beach. Scanning the white buildings, Annika followed him. The castle nestled at the top of the hill: the

  annexes, the walls, the lush trees – each one a different type – the contrast between the warm golden light emanating from the windows and the gloomy weather.




  I can see why Oxenstierna wrote the words ‘as beauteous as Eden’ in his diary here after staying here, Annika thought.




  ‘Got it,’ the photographer said and turned to face the lake.




  They went back the same way they’d come, Bertil Strand taking pictures along the way.




  When they reached the top of the drive they walked straight into a police officer from Eskilstuna whom Annika had met before.




  ‘What are you doing here?’ the man said in a commanding voice.




  Annika whipped out her press card and waved it in the officer’s face.




  ‘We’re looking for a colleague of ours, Carl Wennergren. He was present at the taping of the shows yesterday and presumably he’s still on the premises.’




  ‘He’s being interviewed,’ the police officer replied and came up very close to Annika. ‘Would you please leave the premises and join the other reporters?’




  ‘Is he a suspect?’




  ‘I am not at liberty to disclose information of that nature at the present time.’




  The policeman prodded her.




  ‘Watch it,’ Annika exclaimed sharply. ‘You can’t just detain journalists for questioning. If the police have detained or arrested a reporter working for one of

  Sweden’s major newspapers, you are required to report this fact to his employer.’




  This wasn’t true, but the officer didn’t know that for sure.




  ‘I honestly don’t know,’ he said. ‘I have no idea.’




  ‘How many people have been interviewed?’




  ‘Everyone who stayed here last night.’




  ‘How many people would that be?’




  ‘A dozen. And another associate of yours is here too – that older woman who writes a column.’




  Annika gaped.




  ‘Barbara Hanson? What’s she doing here?’




  Leaning in close, the policeman lowered his voice.




  ‘There haven’t been any arrests, at any rate,’ he said. ‘I would have been told.’




  ‘Has the staff here at the castle been interviewed too?’




  ‘Not at the present time. None of them were here last night.’




  ‘Anything else?’ Annika hurried to ask.




  A man in a raincoat and tall boots was heading in their direction, unsettling the policeman.




  ‘You’ve got to go,’ he said, taking her arm and turning her away from the castle.




  They walked slowly towards the bridge, back to where the other journalists were waiting. Annika pulled out her cellphone and called Spike.




  The news editor appeared to be eating at his desk. She could hear him chomping away and trying to talk in between bites.




  ‘What does Wennergren have to say?’




  ‘I don’t know, he’s only allowed to talk to the police.’




  ‘What the hell, have they arrested Wennergren? He’s a journalist, for God’s sake!’




  There was a sound of something moist landing on the receiver, Annika grimaced.




  ‘I didn’t say he’d been arrested, he’s only been detained for questioning. Anyhow, he’s in good company. Barbara’s here too.’




  ‘Hanson? Damn it, Schyman ordered her to quit writing any more crap about Michelle Carlsson.’




  Annika felt slightly stupid; she didn’t know what Spike was referring to. To be honest, she hadn’t really kept up to date during her maternity leave, particularly when it came to

  Barbara Hanson’s nasty gossip columns. She changed the subject.




  ‘A total of twelve people have been detained for questioning.’




  ‘Who are they?’




  The news editor had apparently finished his meal. He burped and lit a cigarette.




  ‘Mostly people from the TV team, I suppose, but I’ll find out.’




  ‘We want their names and pictures,’ Spike said, and began composing headlines. ‘“Survivors of the castle bloodbath. One of them is a murderer – and then they were

  twelve . . .” Great stuff!’




  ‘Pure poetry,’ Annika remarked and hung up.




  ‘What do we do now?’ Bertil Strand asked.




  ‘Head for the parking lot,’ Annika replied.




  They crawled under the police tape at the end of the bridge and joined the rest of the media representatives.




  ‘How did you get in?’ one of their competitor’s reporters asked, a tall blond man in a wet leather jacket.




  ‘We hid in the grounds last night,’ Annika said and started to head for the Stables.




  She relaxed. Her body was starting to return to normal. The cramps in her arms had gone away and the knot in her stomach had relaxed. The water that had trickled down the back of her neck had

  been warmed up by her skin and she walked around a bit to limber up her stiff joints.




  A policeman in uniform came out from the Stables and fiddled with the lock. He hurried off in the direction of the castle without acknowledging the presence of the journalists. Annika followed

  his progress and felt some more rain trickle down the back of her neck. The ground was spongy and waterlogged, creating puddles at her feet. She stared at the surface: brown, spotty gravel and

  debris. It smelled musty and sour.




  Sweden, she thought. What a lousy country it is.




  Shocked at her thought, she focused on the positive aspects.




  Our ice-hockey team is good, at least when Peter Forsberg is on it, and the social welfare system is good, and the countryside. The countryside. Annika tried to make it out behind the

  pouring rain. All she could see were various smudgy shades of brown and grey. There were no mitigating circumstances on a day like this. She wiped her nose, forcing the sour smell to recede.




  Several people had made it to the scene before it had been sealed off. In addition to the competition she noticed there were representatives from the national broadcasting service; the local

  radio station, Radio Sörmland; the regional news show Öst-Nytt and her old paper, Katrineholms-Kuriren. Their cars were all more or less sloppily parked up by the Garden

  Wing. She pulled out a pad and a pen and looked over the cars in the lot.




  A golden Range Rover, the largest and most expensive SUV on the market. Annika jotted down the licence-plate number. She continued: a VW Polo, red, with a black soft top; a rusty Fiat Uno; a

  black sports car that looked pretty ritzy until she realized that it was a Chrysler; a green Volvo S40; a bronze-coloured Renault Clio with a ‘Jesus Lives’ sticker on the rear window; a

  blue BMW and a brown Saab 900 that had seen a good decade or two.




  Her cellphone was working – well, thank you, Mr Stenbeck – and she got hold of a guy at the Department of Motor Vehicles in Stockholm within a minute or two.




  ‘Could you run a few licence-plate numbers for me?’




  The giant SUV belonged to TV Plus; the German convertible was listed as belonging to Barbro Rosenberg, a resident of Solna; the Fiat belonged to a Hannah Persson, Katrineholm; the sporty

  Chrysler belonged to Build&Create in Jönköping; the Volvo was the property of a Karin Andersson, Hägersten; the Renault belonged to a Mariana von Berlitz, Stockholm; a Carl

  Wennergren owned the BMW; and the Saab belonged to a Stefan Axelsson, who lived in Tullinge.




  Purposely disregarding the fact that hundreds of kronor would be racked up on her cellphone bill, Annika decided to check out the owners’ phone numbers.




  ‘There is no Barbro Rosenberg living in Solna, only a Bambi Rosenberg with an unlisted number,’ the operator, who introduced herself as Linda, drawled.




  The actress, Annika wrote on her pad.




  Linda had no listing for a Hannah Persson in Katrineholm.




  ‘Lots of people only have a cellphone without a subscription nowadays,’ she told Annika. ‘And then they wouldn’t be on our records.’




  Build&Create had scads of numbers and Annika wrote them all down. The first number belonged to Sebastian Follin, a manager. The name sounded vaguely familiar.




  Karin Andersson Bellhorn had dumped her middle name in the phone book and was listed as a TV producer. Annika knew who she was: they had met a few times at the office where Anne Snapphane

  worked.




  Mariana von Berlitz had an unlisted number, but Annika knew who she was too. Six years ago, they had shared a desk at Kvällspressen and had had a falling-out about who was expected

  to clean up. Mariana was Carl Wennergren’s girlfriend. And Stefan Axelsson was listed as a technical director.




  Annika made a quick calculation. She was fairly sure of seven people, if the manager guy was the right one. And she knew that Anne Snapphane was there. That made eight. Anne had travelled by

  train, and Annika guessed that Barbara Hanson had done the same. Nine. Who were the others? The Range Rover belonged to TV Plus, so it must be a bigwig’s company car, maybe it even belonged

  to the head honcho himself. Anne Snapphane only ever referred to him as the Highlander.

OEBPS/html/docimages/cover_ader.jpg
LIZA
MARKLUND

PRIME TIME

TRANSLATED BY
INGRID ENG-RUNDLOW

X/

24
=

SIMON &
SCHUSTER

London - New York - Sydney - Toronto - New Delhi

A CBS COMPANY





OEBPS/html/docimages/image1.jpg
LIZA
MARKLUND

PRIME TIME

TRANSLATED BY
INGRID ENG-RUNDLOW

A
g

STON &
SCHUSTER

fork - Sydney - T
cor






OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





