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Praise for Dark Pines


‘Dark Pines crackles along at a roaring pace . . . This is the first in a series, and Moodyson, whose deafness is handled sensitively by Dean, is a character whose progress is worth following.’ Observer, thriller of the month


‘The tension is unrelenting, and I can’t wait for Tuva’s next outing.’ Val McDermid


‘The best thriller I’ve read in ages.’ Marian Keyes, author of Anybody Out There


‘A remarkably assured debut, Dark Pines is in turn, tense, gripping and breathtaking, and marks out Will Dean as a true talent. Definitely one to watch.’ Abir Mukherjee, author of A Rising Man


‘Dean never lets the tension drop as his story grows ever more sinister.’ Daily Mail


‘Bravo! I was so completely immersed in Dark Pines and Tuva is a brilliant protagonist. This HAS to be a TV series!’ Nina Pottell, books editor for Prima Magazine




Praise for Red Snow


‘For all those who loved Dark Pines by Will Dean I can tell you that the forthcoming sequel, Red Snow is even better. Scandi noir meets Gormenghast. Just wonderful. Can’t get enough of Tuva Moodyson.’ Mark Billingham


‘In Red Snow, Will Dean has proved again that he is a master of suspense. This is a crime novel of poise and polish, peopled with utterly compelling characters. Claustrophobic, chilling and as dark as liquorice. Brilliant.’ Fiona Cummins, author of Rattle


‘Will Dean, you just pulled my heart out of my rib cage. Bravo! What a rollercoaster . . . I absolutely loved it. Super characterization and enough intrigue to keep me up at night. Loved the weirdness. So bloody good. Who will play Tuva in the TV series?’ Liz Nugent, author of Skin Deep


‘This Swedish-set thriller reminds me of Anne Cleeves’ Shetland series . . . Tuva Moodyson is uncompromising, dogged and vividly drawn.’ Francesca Haig, author of The Fire Sermon


‘Thoroughly enjoyed Red Snow . . . Great Scandi noir with an excellent heroine. Though beware – liquorice will never taste the same again.’ Ruth Ware, author of In a Dark, Dark Wood




RED SNOW


WILL DEAN
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For Alfred. Always.
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There’s a Volvo down in the ditch and I’d say it’s been there a while.


I touch the brakes and my truck comes to a stop nice and easy; studded tyres biting into ice and bringing me to a silent standstill. It’s all silent up here. White and utterly, utterly silent.


The display on my dash reads minus nineteen Celsius. I pull on my hat and move the earflaps so they don’t mess with my hearing aids and then I turn up the heat and leave the engine idling and open my door and step down.


The Volvo looks like an ice cube, all straight lines and sparkling crystals, no signs of life, not a colour or a feature to look at. It’s leaning down hard to the right so I’m roughly level with the driver’s side window. I knock. My gloved knuckle sounds dull on the frosted glass so I rub my hand over the window but it’s blasted solid with ice.


I step back, cold air burning my dried-out cheeks. Need more creams, better creams, prescription winter-creams. My mobile has no reception here so I look around and then head back to my pick-up and grab my scraper, one from a collection of three, you can never be too careful, from my Hilux door well.


As I scrape the Volvo window the noise hits my aids like the sound of scaffolding poles being chewed by a log chipper. I start to get through, jagged ice shards spraying this way and that. And then I see his face.


I scrape harder. Faster.


‘Can you hear me?’ I yell. ‘Are you okay?’


But he is not okay.


I can see the frost on his moustache and the solid ice flows running down from each nostril. He is dead still.


I keep scraping and pull the door handle but it’s either locked or frozen solid or both. My breath looks nervous in front of my face; clouds of vapour between me and him, between my cheap mascara and his crystallised eyelashes. I’ve seen enough death these past six months, more than enough. I knock on the glass again and strain at the door handle. And then his eyes snap open.


I pull back, my thick rubber soles losing purchase on the shiny white beneath.


He doesn’t move. He just looks.


‘Are you okay?’ I ask.


He stares at me. His body is perfectly still, his head unmoving, but his grey-blue eyes are on me, searching, asking questions. And then he sniffs and shakes his head and nods a kind of passive-aggressive ‘thanks but I got this’ dismissal which is frankly ridiculous.


‘My name’s Tuva Moodyson. Let me drive you into Gavrik. Let me call someone for you.’


The frozen snot in his moustache creaks and splinters and he mouths, ‘I’m fine’ and I can read his lips pretty well, over twenty years of practice.


I pull on his door handle, my neck getting hot, and then it starts to give so I pull harder and the ice cracks and the door swings up a little. It’s heavy at this angle.


‘You trying to snap my cables?’ he says.


‘Sorry?’


‘It’s about minus twenty out here I’d say and you just yanked my door open like it’s a treasure chest. Best way to break a door handle cable.’


‘You want to warm up in my truck?’ I say. ‘I can call breakdown?’


He looks out toward my truck like he’s deciding if it’s a suitable vehicle to save his life and I look at him and at the layers of clothes he’s entombed himself in: a jacket that must contain five or six other jackets judging by its bulk, and blankets over his knees and thick ski gloves and I can see three hats, all different colours.


He coughs and spits and then says, ‘I’ll come over just to warm up, just for a minute.’


Well, thanks for doing me that favour mister Värmland charm champion.


I help him out and he’s smaller than me, half a head smaller, and he’s about fifty-five. There’s a pair of nail scissors on the passenger seat next to a carrier bag full of canisters, and there’s a bag of dry dog food in the footwell. He locks his Volvo like there are gangs of Swedes out here just waiting to steal his broken down piece of shit car, and then he trudges over to my pick-up truck.


‘Japanese?’ he says, opening the passenger side.


I nod and climb in.


‘Ten minutes and I’ll be out your hair,’ he says.


‘What’s your name?’


He coughs. ‘Andersson.’


‘Well, Mr Andersson, I’m Tuva Moodyson. Nice to meet you.’


We look out of the windscreen for a while, side by side, no talking, just staring at the white of Gavrik Kommun. Looks like one of those lucky blanks you get in a game of scrabble.


‘You that one that writes stories in the newspaper?’ he says.


‘I am.’


‘Best be heading back to my car now.’


‘If you go out there again you’re gonna end up dead. Let me drive you into town, your car will be fine.’


He looks at me like I’m nine years old.


‘I’ve driven more tough winters than you’ve had hot lunches.’


What the hell does that even mean?


‘And I can tell you,’ he says, rubbing his nose on his coat sleeve. ‘This ain’t nothing. Minus twenty, maybe twenty-two, it ain’t nothing. Anyhows, I texted my middle boy three hours ago, told him my location, and when he’s done up at the pulp mill he’ll come pick me up. You think I ain’t spent time in ditches in winter?’


‘Fine. Go,’ I say, pausing for him to think. ‘But I’ll call the police and then Constable Thord’ll have to come by and pick you up. How about we save him the bother.’


Mr Andersson sighs and chews his lower lip. The ice on his face is thawing, and now he just looks flushed and gaunt and a little tired.


‘You gonna be the one driving?’ he says.


I sigh-laugh.


He sniffs and wipes the thawed snot from his moustache whiskers. ‘Guess I don’t got much choice.’


I start the engine and turn on both heated seats. As we pass his frozen Volvo he looks mournfully out the window like he’s leaving the love of his life on some movie railway platform.


‘Why don’t you buy Swedish?’ he asks.


‘You don’t like my Hilux?’


‘Ain’t Swedish.’


‘But it goes.’


We drive on and then he starts squirming in his seat like he’s dropped something.


‘My seat hot?’ he says.


‘You want me to switch it down a notch?’


‘Want you to switch the damn thing off cos I feel like I peed my pants over here.’ He looks disgusted. ‘Goddam Japanese think of everything.’


Okay, so I’ve got a racist bore for a passenger but it’s only twenty minutes into Gavrik town. It’s never the cute funny smart people who need picking up now, is it?


‘Where do you want dropping off, Mr Andersson? Where do you live?’


‘Just drop me by the factory.’


‘You work there?’


‘Could say that. Senior Janitor. Thirty-three years next June.’


I pull a lever and spray my windscreen and the smell of chemical antifreeze wafts back through the heating vents.


‘How many janitors they got up there?’ I ask.


‘Just got me.’


‘You get free liquorice?’


‘I ain’t got none so don’t go asking. I’m the janitor and that’s it.’


I drive up to an intersection where the road cuts a cross-country ski trail marked with plastic yellow sticks and they look like toothpicks driven into a perfect wedding cake. The air is still and the sky’s a hanging world of snow and it is heavy, just waiting to dump.


‘You did the Medusa story, eh?’


I nod.


He shakes his head.


‘You just about ruined this place, you know that? Good few people be quite pleased to see you run out of town, I’m just saying what I heard.’


I get this bullshit from time to time. As the sole full-time reporter here in Gavrik, I get blamed for bad news even though I’m just the one writing it.


‘I’d say it was a job well done,’ I say.


‘Well, you would, you done it.’


‘You’d rather elk hunters were still getting shot out in the woods?’ He goes quiet for a while and I switch the heat from leg/face to windscreen.


‘All I know is we lost some hard-won reputation,’ he says. ‘And thank God we still got the factory and the mill to keep some stability. That’s all I’m saying and now I done said it.’


As I get closer to town, the streets get a little clearer, more snow-ploughing here, more yard shovelling, and the municipal lighting’s coming on; 3pm and the streetlights are coming on. Welcome to February.


‘Suppose you were just doing your job like anyone but we’re a small town and we’re cut off from everywhere else so we’ve learned to stick together. I got eight grandkiddies to worry about. You’d know if you were from these parts.’


I drive on.


The twin chimneys of the factory, the largest employer in town, loom ahead of me. It’s the biggest building around here save for the ICA Maxi supermarket. Two brick verticals backdropped by a white sheet.


‘Say, you hear me pretty good for a deaf person, don’t mind me saying.’


‘I can hear you just fine.’


‘You using them hearing aid contraptions?’


I feel his eyes on my head, his gaze boring into me.


‘I am.’


‘I’ll be needing them myself pretty soon, sixty-one this coming spring.’


I drive past the ice hockey rink and on between the supermarket and McDonald’s, the two gateposts of Gavrik, and up along Storgatan, the main street in town. I head past the haberdashery and the gun shop and my office with its lame-ass Christmas decorations still in the window, and on toward the cop shop, and then I pull up next to the Grimberg Liquorice factory ‘Established 1839’ – or so it says on the gates.


‘This okay?’ I ask.


He gets out without saying a word and I look around and there are five or six people scattered about all looking up to the sky. This doesn’t happen, especially in February. A hunched figure in a brown coat slips on the ice as he walks away. I try to look up through the windscreen but it’s frosted at the top, so I open my door and climb out onto the gritted salted pavement. I can hear mutterings and I can sense others joining us from Eriksgatan.


They’re looking up at the right chimney, the one I’ve never seen smoke coming out of. There’s a man, or I think it’s a man, a figure in a suit climbing the ladder that’s bolted to the side of the chimney, climbing higher and higher past the masts and phone antennas attached to the bricks. He’s in a hurry. No hat or gloves. I look up and the sky is blinding white, dazzling, and the pale clouds are moving fast overhead, the wind picking up. As I stare up it’s like an optical illusion, like the chimneys are toppling over onto me. And then the man jumps.
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He hits the cobbled area in front of the factory, in front of the arch, and his head breaks like a watermelon.


One person screams.


One.


A singular howl from a woman standing behind me.


‘Get Thord,’ I say to Janitor Andersson. ‘Get the police.’


But he just stands there looking down at the man on the cobbles and then up to the chimney and then back down to the man. More people are coming out now, fastening coats and adjusting hats and gasping as they work out what just happened.


I see someone head off to the police station all of one minute away so I run into the factory lot and the snow is turning red.


‘Stay with me,’ I say, louder and more forcefully than I’d expected, but it’s no use, he is the most dead person I have ever seen. His limbs are twisted and his arms are pulled in tight to his cracked head like a child in deep sleep. I feel useless. I can’t help this broken man, I can’t do anything for him.


Thord arrives at my side and takes the man’s pulse and moves his cold ungloved hands toward the man’s head but then stops because what good would it do?


He leads me away from the body and turns around and after a while an ambulance pulls up.


‘Out of our way,’ says one of two paramedics.


They get to work and I stagger a few steps back toward the iron gates and half of Gavrik has turned out now; took some of them a while to get their outdoor gear on I guess, their boots and their mittens and their jackets and their bobble hats. But they’re here now.


I feel faint so I let my back rest against the railings. I slouch down and notice a speck of pink snow on my boots and I think I’ll pass out but I don’t. And then I hear scream number two.


A well-dressed woman runs out through the factory arch and throws herself down next to the dead man. The paramedics retreat for a moment like they know who she is and they can’t do much anyway.


‘Step back, everyone,’ says Thord, his arms outstretched, walking toward the street, toward the crowd of ski jacket people. ‘Best thing you can all do is step back and return to your offices and your homes. Step back, please.’


And they do. Because they’re Swedes and because they can’t see much now that the ambulance is blocking their view, and also because it’s minus nineteen, maybe less.


An old couple walk off up the street consoling each other.


Constable Thord looks at me.


‘You alright, Tuvs?’


I nod.


The woman who threw herself down at the dead man, I’m pretty sure he was the boss of the factory and she’s his wife, Anna-Britta I think her name is, she’s wailing now, quietly sobbing from behind the ambulance. Chief Björn turns up and says something to Thord and then heads over to the body and pulls off his hat. It’s getting dark now, whites turning into greys.


A Volvo taxi drives past slowly and another cop arrives. The new one. She started last week and that story made my front page. I can only see her back right now, black hair under her police hat, a tortoiseshell grip holding it all together. She turns and I see her face in this dull light and her eyes flash to me.


‘We’re gonna close up the gates,’ Thord says, frost in his eyebrows, a red-haired woman passing behind him. ‘Need to take photos and whatnot, and also talk to witnesses so maybe you can help me get a list together, seeing as you were here?’


I nod to him. ‘Sure. Now?’


‘Head over to the station in, I don’t know, about an hour, an hour-and-a-half.’


‘Okay.’


‘Best if you get back to your office now. Sorry you had to see that.’


I photograph the chimney and the ambulance on my phone. After I turn my back on the scene, on the frozen weight of what has just happened, I can still feel the power of it behind me. It’s uncomfortable to turn my back, to shun it, the brick factory and those two chimneys and the dead man broken in the snow. The shadow, the shadow of all of it, is stretching down Storgatan, and I follow it for a few minutes, a black Mercedes 4x4 skidding away as if to escape the chimney’s darkness, and then I turn left and open the door to Gavrik Posten.


The bell tinkles and I step into warmth.


Lars isn’t in, he’s part-time and he’ll be in tomorrow. Nils is back in his office slash kitchen on the right selling ad space to the same people he’s been selling ad space to for the last twelve years. Lena’s in her office on the left fixing for the print.


I kick off my boots, my stomach queasy, my legs unsteady, and then pull off my coat and gloves and hat. I hang up the coat on its reinforced hook and place the other woolly stuff in my basket.


Lena opens her door. Jeans and a ski undershirt. She has more grey in her afro than when I arrived here in Toytown and I think it suits her.


‘Something happened?’ she asks.


‘Yeah.’


I pull off my fleece and lay it down on my desk.


‘Grimberg jumped,’ I say.


‘What?’


‘Climbed up the factory chimney and jumped off. He’s dead.’


She covers her mouth with her hand. I’m always surprised and impressed by how affected she gets by bad news, the amount she’s seen in her life, in Nigeria, in New York, in Gavrik. There is no blasé in Lena Adeola.


She shakes her head. ‘You see him do it?’


I nod and she steps closer and puts her arm around me. Maybe it’s because of what I’ve been through these past six months or maybe because of Mum or maybe because I’m leaving in ten days or maybe it’s all of it. She’s not normally a hugger.


I shudder at the thought of Grimberg hitting the cobblestones. That noise.


‘Get you a coffee?’ she says. ‘You need a break?’


‘I need to give a statement. Tell Thord what I saw and who was around.’


She heads into Nils’s office slash kitchen and I catch sight of his tube-socked feet up on his desk and then she pours coffee from the machine into two chainsaw store freebie mugs and hands one over to me.


She sips and looks back to her office.


‘We’ll have to move things around now,’ she says.


‘I’ll work tonight,’ I tell her. ‘We’ll have enough for the front page.’


‘If that’s alright,’ she says.


I nod and take my winter cream and spread it onto my chapped hands and work it into the valleys where my fingers meet, and my knuckles, and then onto my cheeks and eyelids. My lids are the worst, weeks of dry and cold. The February air can’t hold humidity. I look at the clock, ten past four, and I think about that noise. That crack. Why did he jump? What could be so awful that you’d climb up a chimney in February and then end it all? I pull out my aids and switch on my microwave-sized PC and open my stories.


Six leading headlines that will now be trumped by the factory suicide. Valentine’s dinner at Hotel Gavrik next week with a secret special guest. That will be dogshit deluxe, make no mistake. I think of the man’s head on those cobbles, the snow, the dash of colour, the sound, the life leaving him right then, the exact pinpoint moment of death. I cringe and rub my eyes and open the next story. The local council have called for a Kommun-wide roof clearance effort this coming weekend. They’re worried about collapses. They’re also warning trespassers not to approach the abandoned black warehouse behind the Toyota dealership because with all the recent weather they say it could fall down any minute. The pulp mill an hour or so north of here is sponsoring the annual Gavrik vs Munkfors ice hockey match on March 13th. It sponsors the match every year and in most towns this wouldn’t be a news story but this isn’t most towns. Björnmossen’s, Gavrik’s largest gun store, is starting its sale on March 3rd. All ammunition half price. Next story: there was a scare last week when a little girl skated into an ice-fishing hole on the reservoir so the owners have cordoned off an area exclusively for skating. Fishing trumps skating, or at least it does here in Gavrik. And finally, perhaps the biggest story until the grisly events of today: the sole full-time reporter at Gavrik Posten, yours truly, is leaving after next week’s issue to start work at a bi-weekly publication down near Malmö. I got my golden ticket.


I try to dodge the indoor puddles of water that mark every entrance area this time of year, and pull on all my Gore-Tex fleece-lined gear. This is the deal in February in central Sweden. You spend half your time pulling on gear or taking it off, and the other half’s spent either digging out your truck or else scraping it.


My hearing aids are still on my desk so I reach over and pull them on, each one uncomfortable on account of my dry crocodile skin, and then head back out onto the street.


It’s cold and there’s nobody around. The ambulance is gone, the cops are gone, the body’s gone. But the factory’s still there. Oh yeah, it’s still up there on its granite hill, looking down over the whole of Toytown and casting its shadows all the way out to McDonald’s.


The cop shop’s empty and the new girl’s nowhere to be seen. I ring the bell on the counter and Thord wanders through.


‘You wanna do this back there where it’s warm?’ he asks.


‘You bet.’


He opens the heavy code-locked door and I step through. I’ve been back here one time before, when I was interviewing sources about the Medusa murders last October. Place hasn’t changed much. Filing cabinets and six desks, three occupied. A kitchenette and a rack for police coats, and photos on the wall of Chief Petterson, Thord’s late father.


‘Coffee?’ he asks.


‘I’m good, thanks.’


This is February and that means peak coffee and peak booze and peak TV and peak online poker and that’s about all there is until the snows melt away in late April.


‘Horrible thing,’ Thord says, sitting down at his desk and pointing to the chair on the other side.


I sit down. ‘Horrible.’


‘What happened before we arrived? Can you tell me in your own words?’


His cheeks are red and sore and his lips are peeling like old bark from a log.


‘I arrived about three-thirty and there were maybe six or seven people looking up at the old chimney, the one on the right that never smokes. I got out my truck and looked up. Mr Grimberg was climbing that rusty metal ladder that runs up one side of each chimney, he was close to the top, just past the faint G of the Grimberg Liquorice lettering that runs down to the factory roof.’


‘He was the only one on the ladder?’


‘I think so. Didn’t see anyone else, but it all happened very fast. He got to the top and then, real quick, he jumped off. It was silent and then I heard a crack and he hit the cobbles by that arch tunnel that runs through the middle of the building. Then you came.’


‘Anyone talking to him from below? Any arguments? Raised voices? He look scared?’


‘Don’t think so, it all happened so quickly.’


‘We heard he was being spoken to. That he looked terrified climbing that ladder, almost like he was being chased. Nobody else around?’


I shake my head.


‘Spoken to?’ I say. ‘Chased?’


Thord hasn’t made a note of anything I’ve said, even though he has a chewed biro and a pad of paper in front of him.


‘Horrible thing to happen in your last week,’ he says.


‘It is.’


‘You recognise any of the other witnesses? I saw most of them myself, but two old-timers were walking off as I arrived.’


‘There was Linda from the newsagent and a woman with bright scarlet red hair. And there was Bertil with the bad knee, used to work out at the sewage works.’


‘Bertil Hendersson? The bee man?’


I nod.


‘Okay, that’s helpful,’ he says, standing up. ‘Thanks for coming by.’


‘Quote for the paper, Thord?’


‘Say what now?’


‘I’ll be needing a quote from the police, please.’


He swallows hard and looks over toward Chief Björn’s desk. There’s a speedboat brochure laying open by the telephone.


‘Well, this ain’t like other things, you know that.’


‘I still need a quote.’


‘I don’t mean the . . .’ he hushes his voice and sits back down, ‘. . . suicide, I mean the family, the Grimbergs. They’re discreet people and they wouldn’t want me saying too much if you know what I mean.’


‘I’ll be respectful. But I need a quote.’


‘Let me talk to the Chief and I’ll call you first thing in the morning.’


‘Need it for the print, Lena’s over there right now waiting for it. Just give me a soundbite.’


‘Police say . . .’


I wait but he keeps on looking over at the direction of the factory and then at Chief Björn’s desk. There’s a stack of cruise holiday brochures next to the speedboat one.


‘Police say . . .’ I say.


‘This was a tragic incident. Our thoughts are with the Grimberg family at this time.’


‘That it?’


He frown-nods.


‘Okay then, that’ll have to do.’


‘Don’t go meddling with the Grimbergs, Tuvs. They’re private people and the whole town relies on them.’


‘We have to tell the news, Thord.’


‘They’re private people and they’re not like me and you. They’ve been in that factory as long as my family’s been in Gavrik, since 1840 or some such, and they pretty much built the whole town. If it wasn’t for Grimberg Liquorice there’d be no Gavrik so we owe them the courtesy. They’ve had more than enough tragic deaths over the years. Blighted, they are. Leave them be.’
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I step out of the cop shop and ice-cold wind blasts my face.


Why did Gustav do it? Why end it all? And why kill yourself in front of the whole town?


Shuffling, I cross Storgatan, empty of cars and people, and head back to the office. Snow is falling in sporadic flakes, floating down slowly and gently. I look to my left toward the factory and see a flash of warm colour up at one of the top windows. Then it disappears. I cup my hands over my ears to protect my aids, each one worth a month’s salary here, or three weeks’ worth at my new job, and then I run like anyone runs on an icy road. Ronnie’s Bar, now refurbished, opened last week for the first time in years. A new place in a town with nowhere else to go. The office bell tinkles and Nils steps in from his office slash kitchen holding a bunch of white helium balloons.


‘Kid’s birthday. Happy Meal and all these and a tricycle. Nice day for it.’


I’m not sure if he’s being sarcastic about the chimney death, or sincere.


‘Have fun.’


He sets the balloons down. They have a lead weight to keep them from escaping Gavrik town, from leaving all this behind, and then he pulls on his huge jacket and hat and mittens.


‘See you in the a-m.’


Lena’s door’s ajar so I stick my head around.


‘Thai?’


She signals her approval.


I sit down at my desk, a pine catalogue thing from the early nineties, and pick up my phone and dial.


‘Print night?’ asks Tammy.


‘Good memory,’ I say. ‘You should count cards in Vegas. Two pad thais, please, fierce as you are, pick up in fifteen minutes.’


‘Got it.’


I google Gavrik and there are chimney jump headlines in the regionals and even some of the nationals are running with it. Wermlands Tidningen talks about the family and how important they are to the community but they spell Anna-Britta, the widow, they spell her name wrong, and that really pisses me off. Göteborg Posten focus on Grimberg Liquorice, Sweden’s third largest producer of salt liquorice and seventh largest producer of sweet liquorice. Lots of talk about heritage and secret recipes and other impersonal filler. Nothing much about the man who actually died or the grieving people he left behind.


My right hearing aid beeps so I pull it off and pop out the battery and take a new one from my key fob and then I pull off its sticker and wait a few minutes: a neat trick that gives me extra battery life. I drop in the new one and close it up. The aid plays a jingle as I switch it on.


I look at Gavrik on Google Maps because I want to see the factory’s location relative to everything else. The building has an extra pull tonight. It’s always had its own special feel, an ancient superiority, but now it’s more intense. I zoom into Sweden and into Värmland and into Gavrik and there it is. An industrial lot of three acres or so at the top of Storgatan, north of the cop shop and Hotel Gavrik, its nearest neighbours, and south of St Olov’s church ruin.


My Hilux’s door is frozen shut so I tug on it gently remembering what Janitor Andersson said about cables snapping. If I lose this vehicle I am one hundred per cent fucked, especially in February. The thing about being a small town reporter in the north pole is that you need a good reliable truck to get you to stories – and even more importantly, to get you away from them.


I pull the door and snow from the roof falls in and settles on my seat. Thord asked if someone was chasing Grimberg up the chimney. Was that even possible? I turn the key in the ignition and switch on the blower, full speed, full heat, all of it focussed on the windscreen, and then set the heated seat to max, and then grab my scraper. It’s a routine, like a fighter pilot’s pre-flight checks. I scrape the windscreen and mirrors and front windows and spray blue antifreeze on the rear ones. Then I get in and turn the wipers on and release the handbrake and set off. There is no noise and the dash says minus twenty-two.


Three-minute drive to Tammy’s van on the edge of ICA Maxi’s supermarket lot and I don’t see a single person on the way. Not one. Her van’s steaming and lit up and it’s probably my favourite place in town and the only place I’ll really miss.


Everything’s white. It looks like God poured a bottle of correction fluid over the whole town, and who the hell could blame him.


Tammy’s there leaning out of her hatch with her lumberjack hat tied under her chin, a bag of delicious food in each hand. I stand on tiptoe and kiss her cheek and stick two hundred kronor on the counter and grab the bags and run back to my truck.


I pass seven snow-topped For Rent signs on empty shops on the way back to the office. Seven.


Lena and I eat in silence at her desk. My noodles are glistening and ferocious with chili flakes and they are good. Really good. We both have a can of red Coke from the newsagent across the road and I wish mine had some rum in it. Fifty-fifty would do me just fine. We eat from the plastic containers. I have crackers, Lena doesn’t.


‘Hell of a day,’ she says.


I have a mouthful of shrimp and peanuts so I just nod.


‘You ever been inside there?’ she asks.


‘The factory?’


Lena nods, chopsticking noodles into her mouth.


‘Just into the modern bit at the back when they launched some new flavour years ago. Seemed normal enough back there, just with that old building stuck on the front.’


Lena pulls a thread of spring onion from her teeth and picks up her Coke.


‘They’ve got vermin trouble,’ she says. ‘Monster rats out in the liquorice root barns. God help them if they ever get inside.’


I wipe my mouth.


‘Did you meet Gustav Grimberg, the man that died today?’ she asks.


‘I’ve never actually talked to him. Seen him in the bank I think, but no.’


‘His dad died the same way,’ she says.


‘Off the chimney?’


‘No,’ she shakes her head. ‘They say Ludvig Grimberg poisoned himself but that was maybe twenty years ago and you know how these stories get out of hand.’


I take a swig of Coke.


‘Couldn’t stand the girl his son chose to marry. That’s the hearsay. Old man Ludvig blamed her for the business getting into trouble. That place has seen more than its fair share of death over the years.’ She sucks a noodle into her mouth. ‘You all packed?’


‘Flat’s ready pretty much. I kiss goodbye to the Hilux next week. Then I got to visit . . .’ I pause and swallow hard, ‘. . . Mum’s grave, I haven’t been since the day itself, and then I’ll be gone to the south where the girls are pretty and the boys are even prettier.’


‘Nice life.’


I throw my food carton into the bag it came in and tie a knot in the end.


‘Gonna send this to the printers in thirty minutes,’ she says. ‘You gonna have the front-page suicide ready?’


‘Will do.’


I head to my desk and my ears are quite painful now, all dry crusty skin at the top where there’s not enough fat. I write for twenty minutes. Turns out it’s not easy to distil what I saw, what I heard, into headlines and copy. The watermelon crack, the two screams, one from a passer-by, all the sharper for it being so alone, so completely from just one person, and one from Gustav Grimberg’s wife. It’s not what I’m used to. I wrote about murder a lot last year. Medusa. The deaths in Utgard forest just outside town. This is totally different. A man jumped. There will be unanswered questions and guilt and thoughtless whispers of ‘there’s always another option’ and ‘took the easy way out’ and there’ll most likely be some distasteful chat in the haberdashery store over the road.


I write with an eye on the victims. His family. According to the official online records, God love Sweden for making all this stuff public, Gustav had a daughter, Karin, aged twenty, and a wife, Anna-Britta, the woman I saw, the second scream, aged fifty-three, and a mother, Cecilia, aged eighty-two. I have to be mindful of them. When Dad died the papers made mistakes and that pained Mum for the rest of her life. They said he died on June 26th when in fact he died on June 25th. These mindless errors made things worse for Mum. And, consequently, for me. When Medusa was stopped back in October there was all sorts of nonsense printed. Online and traditional papers. Good ones, even. Mistakes and lies and sloppy journalism and bullshit alluded to, but never quite clearly enough for anyone to sue.


I finish up and fact-check and read it through out loud and then I send it to Lena. She says thanks and I say goodnight.


There’s a white taxi outside when I get to my building, a Volvo with its engine idling. Is it Viggo Svensson, the dangerous creep from Utgard forest? I speed up and lock myself into my flat and place a kitchen knife next to the door and then I double-check the locks. Most of my belongings are packed into three big suitcases for me to take on the night train down to Malmö. The train will take eleven hours whereas a flight would take one, but airports and planes are hell on earth if you’re deaf. The announcements, the rotten acoustics, everyone in a rush, me trying to hear scary security and police people. I vote trains.


I put my aids in desiccant to dry out overnight and then I get ready for bed. My sheets need changing. I say goodnight to Mum and Dad; the photo beside my bed, the one I can look at straight in the face now that they’re both gone. I can look even though she stopped taking care of me after he died. Even though I had to feed us and shop for us and cook for us. Even though she never really asked how I was for all those years. I can look at her photo now. It’s a start.


I think back to a guy I studied with in London, a redhead – don’t think about the watermelon crack, not now, nothing you can do to help, think about the student – nice guy, never really knew him, safe to think about him, nice neck, nice hands, nice voice. And then I hear the sound of skull bone cracking on cobblestones.
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My pillow alarm shakes me awake at seven and I drag myself over to the window and check the thermometer. It’s minus six, a mini heatwave. Halle-fucking-lujah.


I get to the office and write for an hour or so, drafting headlines and story ideas for next week’s issue. The pile of Postens in reception reduces in height through the morning as Svens and Ingrids drop in to say how awful it was with the, you know, at the factory, just dreadful, he had a drinking problem, no it was drugs, and business worries, but it’s the young girl they feel for. Then they take a copy and place twenty kronor in the biscuit tin honesty box and pull on their hats and leave.


I need to visit Mum. I’ll buy flowers and one of those long-lasting weatherproof candles from Ica Maxi and drive down to Karlstad and spend time at the grave before I leave town. Maybe I’ll go twice. Once seems disrespectful; an obvious, lazy, throwaway gesture.


Lars schlepps in at eleven and my God it takes him an eon to get undressed from his winter gear. The hat gets un-Velcroed and then placed in his basket. The jacket comes off like an arthritic polar bear freeing itself from a straightjacket. He hangs it up. The boots are pulled off and placed on his rack. Then the fleeces and the static crackles and the big Christmas sweater with the bad stitching and then he says ‘morning’ and wanders through to Nils’s office slash kitchen with his bifocals atop his bald patch to start his coffee and sandwich routine. Honestly though, I’ll miss him.


I draft a list of people I’ll need to talk to regarding Gustav Grimberg’s death. I’ve never covered a high-profile suicide like this and it’s tricky to know where to start. An accident, a car crash or lumberjack maiming, a murder even, or a medical procedure gone horribly wrong, I’d wait the requisite amount of time that Lena taught me was appropriate in a small town like Gavrik, and then, respectfully with condolences, I’d approach the family to see if they wanted to say a few words. Can’t do that with the Grimbergs, not yet anyway. Because they’re reclusive and pretty much unknown to the whole town, but also because their grieving process will likely be so much more jagged and complex than most. I can’t even imagine what the three women left behind must be going through.


I pull on my jacket and boots and cross the road to the newsagent for chocolate. Storgatan’s grey with slush and grit and old salt. The factory seems larger today, that disused chimney on the right side staring the whole town in the eye, complicit in a death, responsible by way of its obscene and pointless height.


The store has some new dark-chocolate pistachio special-offer thing but I ignore that because dark chocolate makes me want to bite my tongue off. I buy 500g of Marabou milk chocolate goodness and stick the bar in my deep coat-pocket and head to the police station. The ticker tape queue machine thing says two and the screen above the counter says two so I take the ticket and ring the bell.


‘Thought I might see you this morning,’ says Thord, a slice of rye toast in his hand with a limp piece of red pepper on top.


‘You thought right.’


He takes a bite from the toast and a spray of fine brown crumbs showers down the front of his uniform.


‘What happens now?’ I ask. ‘You still think he was chased? Will the coroner from Karlstad be involved?’


‘Already is involved, this one’s been fast-tracked.’


‘Fast-tracked?’


‘Post-mortem happening as I eat this sandwich. And if it’s all tickety-boo, they’ll release the body and sign off the funeral taking place tomorrow afternoon, cos that’s the family’s wishes.’


‘That fast?’


‘Fast-tracked, like I said. The Chief knows the coroner real well, old friends, and the coroner can make it happen. Nothing unusual about the body, so I’m told. The Chief reckons its’s tragic but it’s an open and shut suicide. We ain’t got any other funerals planned in St Olov’s cos it’s February and cos nobody really gets buried there anymore. So this can go straight to the front of the queue.’


‘Poor man.’


‘Expecting they’ll find cigarette burns on Gustav cos he was bullied pretty bad at high school as far as I can remember.’


‘Bullied?’ I say.


‘Real bad,’ he says.


‘You asked me about people talking to Gustav before he jumped.’


He stops eating. ‘You remember something?’


‘No.’


He carries on eating. ‘Wasn’t nothing. Incitement to suicide is the thing. Karlstad police explained it to us cos we ain’t never come across it before. But there wasn’t no evidence. No note. No eyewitness reports.’


‘Incitement?’


‘Happened a few times on internet forums so I’ve been told. Facebook and the like. Manipulation. Mainly teenagers telling each other to take pills or whatnot, sometimes filming it, live-streaming.’


‘But . . .’


He cuts me off. ‘Nothing of the sort here, Tuvs. Grimberg had two liquorice coins in his breast pocket and nothing else. There was talk of some old man, some hunched old man with a walking stick and a dog, talking to Grimberg before he jumped. Some kind of argument, but that could have been anyone. This was just a tragic accident.’


‘Accident?’ I say.


‘Incident,’ he says.


I watch him swill his toast down with coffee.


‘Which church?’ I ask.


‘Call the factory office,’ he says, taking another bite. He swallows and says, ‘Gotta go, police business to attend to.’


He picks up a copy of today’s Posten, my words all over its front page, the suicide, and also the back page, the ice hockey grand slam, and heads back to the office, probably to ‘take care of business’. I catch sight of the new cop back there as the key code door closes. I see her ears and the back of her head. She has excellent hair.


When I step back out a big, black raven swoops down toward me and then flaps its uneven wings and craws and flies high between the twin chimneys of the factory and beyond. I see a man walking through the arch that cuts through the centre of the building and I’d recognise that soft body anywhere.


Why is David Ghostwriter Holmqvist heading into the Grimberg factory on a day like today?


I get to my desk and my left aid’s hurting in my ear. What I really need is a few days, no, a week, a whole entire uninterrupted week with no hearing aids. I’d stay silent. It’s as much of a relief as going braless, more even at this time of year. Shame my new job down south starts a day after this one ends. I can’t afford a gap. I have bills to pay, funeral expenses and arrears dating back to Christmas. Envelopes I couldn’t bear to open. Blocked it all out. I didn’t manage and now I can’t afford a week between jobs. Sucks to be me.


I dial the factory office.


‘Grimberg Liquorice, Agnetha Hellbom speaking.’


‘Hello, this is Tuva Moodyson from the Posten. I’d like to offer my condolences, and if I may, could I ask you a few quick questions about the service tomorrow?’


‘Hm-hm.’


‘Where is it to be held?’


‘Service in the Lutheran church on Eriksgatan. Strictly family only, I’m sure you’ll understand what with the tragic accident and all.’


Accident?


‘Will there be a public memorial?’ I ask.


‘Don’t know yet, it’s only just happened, wouldn’t you say? Let’s allow Mr Grimberg some respect before we start involving the masses.’ There’s a pause. ‘The burial part will be public. You can pay your respects then if you have any. Will that be all?’


‘May I ask where Mr Grimberg will be buried.’


She takes a long breath. ‘If you were local you wouldn’t need to ask. Family plot in St Olov’s, right here next to the factory. Now, this is the one thing the family have asked me to communicate to the public: donations to the Swedish Childhood Cancer Foundation. No flowers. None whatsoever. Anything else?’


‘No, that’s all.’


She hangs up.


I keep an eye out the window, past the mouse-nibbled Christmas decorations that one of us should really think about removing, the nativity Joseph is quite horribly disfigured, the nose and ears are almost completely gone, and I keep look out for David Holmqvist. All I see is a white Volvo taxi, probably Viggo Svensson’s, drop off a girl dressed in black. She’s as thin as a spider leg and she’s wearing a heavy backpack underneath her coat that makes her look like Quasimodo.


Holmqvist doesn’t pass by so I head outside in all my gear and I reckon I lose about an hour a day during winter just pulling on and peeling off the ugly man-made layers that keep me alive. I buy a ham sandwich from the newsagent, it has a criminal margarine-to-ham ratio, and walk up to the factory gates. The one operational chimney, the left one, is still pumping out aniseed steam. They haven’t shut down production. Through the iron gates I can see Andersson, the janitor with the attitude problem.


‘Hello Mr Andersson.’


No response. He’s pushing sludge-snow with a shovel as broad as my desk.


‘Mr Andersson,’ I try a little louder.


He turns to me and tuts and walks over to meet me at the gates.


‘What do you want?’


‘Sorry about Grimberg.’


‘Yeah, me too.’


‘You going to the church service tomorrow?’


‘Not invited,’ he says. ‘Family only. Going to the burial though, reckon half the town will turn out and it’s my job to make sure the grave’s shipshape tidy. Terrible business.’


‘Very sad.’


‘He has a daughter, just got back from her fancy art school.’ He coughs and wipes his mouth on his coat sleeve. ‘I’d do anything for that girl after all that she’s been through. Poor Karin.’


And then I notice the snow skalle.


I almost step on it.


Fist-sized snow skulls were popular in the town back in the 1800s and they’ve recently come back into fashion. It’s a peculiar Gavrik thing. I wrote about them in last week’s Posten. Kids make them. Kind of like a Scandi-folkloristic practical joke mixed with good Christmas cheer. The skull is the size of a snowball. It is a snowball. But the cheeks have been smoothed away, and little fingers have been pushed in to make eye sockets and nasal sockets and a gaping mouth. A piece of grit sits in each eye hole. And this one, this grotesque snow skalle, has red lingonberry jam dribbling from its cranium and it has toothpicks for teeth. Andersson looks at me looking at it. He raises his shovel and crashes it down on the skull sending pink snow shards flying in every direction and then he says, ‘Damn kids, no respect.’


We say our goodbyes and when I watch him get back to shovelling I notice the area he’s working on is the area where Gustav Grimberg died. Under the snow and the frost and the slush I imagine scarlet gravel, blood frozen into the grit binding the stones. Perhaps it’ll show itself in late April when the town thaws.


I work all afternoon from the office and never see Holmqvist leave the factory. Is there another exit? What’s he doing there the day after a suicide?


By four, Lars and Nils have left. Some new reality TV show starts tonight, and Friday night is taco night in Sweden; tacos which bear no resemblance whatsoever to anything Mexican, swilled down with Danish beer and consumed in front of an American Netflix series and all polished off with Swedish salt liquorice from that sad, old place across the road.


‘Staying long?’ asks Lena.


‘Five minutes,’ I tell her. ‘Story to follow up on.’


She returns to her office and I get my gear on and take my Leica binoculars and my torch and leave. And then I realise that this is my last ever normal Friday at Gavrik Posten, so I head back indoors and keep my big boots on – fuck it – and head into Lena’s office at the rear of our building.


‘Thanks for keeping me . . .’ I swallow a big hard dry nothing, ‘for keeping me on the level these past years.’


‘What do you mean?’ she says. ‘You’re worse now than when you started.’


‘I’ve learnt a lot.’


She smiles and turns back to her screen and I leave the office with a good feeling in my belly. I need to say these things more often. I never said them to Mum, not the things I needed her to hear, even when I knew she only had weeks left. I needed to tell her that I forgave her, or that I at least understood it, that she did the best she could even though that was almost nothing. But I never managed to get the words out. I was too late.


I leave and turn right and pass by the factory and head up toward the pitch-black emptiness of St Olov’s ruin.
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I pass the factory and it looks like a fancy brick house. The ground floor is four windows to the left of the arch and four windows to the right. The upstairs windows all have net curtains except for the one directly above the arch. There’s some kind of metal hook over the arch-tunnel entrance and it looks like a ready-to-strike scorpion tail in this dim grey light.


I slip and slide as I walk up the shallow hill to the church; well it’s not a church, not like you’d recognise, it’s a pile of old stones. A snowplough passes. It’s lit up like a lunar exploration vehicle, scraping back snow from Storgatan and dumping down salt from its rear end. The noise is godawful.


The churchyard is lit from two streetlights but it is dark within. I’ve worked about five minutes from this place for over three years now and I’ve never visited. Why would I? I open the gate and there’s a woman there.


‘Sorry, are you coming out?’ I ask, holding the metal gate open and standing aside.


She stands in the shadow of a leaning yew tree and I can’t hear her words; she’s wearing a scarf, and I can’t read her in this darkness.


‘I’m deaf,’ I say. ‘I can’t hear you.’


She walks through the gate and stands under the streetlight. She looks ancient, a brown fur coat dragging in the snow, its hood hiding her hair. She pulls the scarf down a little exposing a shrivelled mouth painted with bright orange lipstick.


‘Sorry,’ she says. ‘Are you coming in?’


‘Yes,’ I say. ‘Just for ten minutes. Why?’


‘Take this.’


She sticks her gloved hand into the pocket of her fur coat and pulls out something and places it in the palm of my ski glove.


‘What is it?’


‘It’s just a piece of bread. If you walk through the graveyard it’ll keep you safe. Pop it in your pocket. And . . .’


‘Yes?’ I say.


‘Try to hold your breath when you get deep inside. If not hold, then keep your breathing shallow.’


Mad as a fruit bat.


‘Okay,’ I say.


‘Goodnight.’


I walk in through the gate and she shuffles off down the street. The moon is out and it’s waxing three-quarters full but the ice clouds are floating past so the light comes and goes.


There’s a large sign in front of the ruin itself telling me the church dates back from 1100 and was roofed and used regularly until the Gavrik black flu of 1917.


The walls are a metre thick in places and topped with lead and moss and leaves and a thick carpet of untouched snow. It’s a small building with a large flat stone at the far end where I guess an altar once stood. This place almost feels like nature: a forest or a moor or an unlit bog. Places that terrify me. On the stone someone’s graffiti’d a symbol. I step closer and the moon brightens and I see it’s an emoji. A sad smiley face in black with huge angry eyes.


I step through the tangled rhododendron bushes, their tight buds wilting and shrivelling from the unending cold, and look at the graves. I’m trying to find the Grimberg family patch because I need to unpick why Gustav died the way he did. I need to unearth the story.


There are little stacks of snowballs piled near many of the tombs and they have candles flickering inside. One is a stack of snow skulls, these ones quite beautiful, the grown-up version, polished to almost clear ice, with no grit in the eye sockets. They look like glass ornaments or expensive crystal paperweights. And they sparkle from the candlelight within.


Poor Mum. She deserves better. There are solar lights on sticks next to some of the stones, generally the newer-looking stones, and they’re flickering with the tiny dribble of electricity they’ve managed to eke out of the Toytown winter sky.


The toughest to look at are the old and the new.


The oldest stones are unreadable, moss-crusted and pocked. They’re not remembered, the people underneath, too many degrees of separation between them and the living world. Most are not quite upright. They’re forgotten and they are falling as slowly as anything in the world could ever fall.


And the new. The freshest graves are still mounded with earth or gravel, humps of fresh soil that haven’t had time to settle. I give these a wide berth. No logical reason but I just can’t walk too close to them.


An owl toots from a nearby tree and I reach instinctively for the old woman’s bread in my pocket.


Toward the very corner of the graveyard, the most pristine section, the area closest to the factory itself, I find the Grimberg family plot. It’s the largest here and the most grand. A low stone wall surrounds the twelve, maybe fourteen graves, and a short evergreen hedge skirts the wall. The hedge looks black. I get wind feedback in my aids so severe I’m tempted to switch them off, but I don’t want to be without them in a place like this.


These Grimberg graves have proper candles, real ones, not electric, and they look like they’ve been lit recently, their wicks still high in their windproof cases. I see recurring names: Gustavs and Cecilias and Ludwigs. At least two of each. And then I notice it.


My heart stops for a few beats.


There’s an area of ground covered with what looks like the top of a barbecue or half an oil drum. It’s smoking from a small chimney at one end. I’ve read about these. Thought we might have needed one for Mum, although in the end the ground in Karlstad cemetery was thawed enough to dig. But up here it’s colder. Up here in Toytown trapped between Utgard forest and hills and frozen rivers, up here in this frost pocket, up here the permafrost runs deep and true and the earth only thaws out properly in early May.


The heating device is connected to two tall propane tanks. The snow’s melted all around and I can actually feel the heat coming off the thing and it’s comforting even though I hate to admit it. This will be where the broken body of Mr Gustav Grimberg, CEO of Grimberg Liquorice, will be laid to rest tomorrow afternoon.


The surrounding graves have also thawed a little. I can see bunches of wilted flowers with black petals, and piles of mussel shells, and on one, a small one, not an ancient one, I notice a stone carving of a toy truck.


It’s like I’ve been punched in the throat.


‘Lilla Ludo,’ it says, and I almost have to turn away, suddenly aware of what I’m standing on. ‘1998-2005’ it says. ‘Beloved and much missed’ it says. ‘Son of Gustav and Anna-Britta and brother of Karin’ it says.


I step back and walk away to catch my breath. It’s cooler over here near the perimeter wall, away from the propane grave heater.


Maybe I wouldn’t feel like this if it wasn’t for Mum, for the fact that I haven’t visited her since the burial. I don’t really believe in it and neither did she for that matter. When someone’s gone, they’re gone. But that little boy’s grave and that warm plot are altogether more haunting.


I take the chocolate from my pocket and snap off a line and it’s hard and frozen solid, but then it thaws on my tongue and the roof of my mouth coats with its cheap cocoa-butter velvet and I feel better. Sugar hits my blood. I take the Leica binoculars from the other pocket and hold them. Should I do this? I’m a reporter and I need to get a grip on the factory death. My last big story. And in a way, doing all that at arm’s length is more respectful than talking to them face-to-face. I’m up here at the end of the building, at the right-hand side as you look from Storgatan. Connected to the back of the old factory building, through the archway, is a modern unit. There are nine or so vintage delivery vans, which I reckon must struggle this time of year, and then the old root barns Lena told me about. You see, a hundred years ago this was an important place. The Grimbergs would buy tons of raw liquorice from far-off countries and have the root bundles shipped all the way to little old Gavrik town to be processed into salt liquorice. Our salt cravings probably date back to Viking times, when everything was salted and brined and preserved underground, that’s what Lena reckons and who am I to argue. She told me once: too much salt and you die, too little salt and you die. I see a person wearing a huge coat walking out from behind the trucks. I think it’s a woman, and the barns look like gallows tonight, small cranes on wooden platforms lit with foggy white light.


I see another figure up in the attic window, maybe two or three figures, all dimly lit by low-watt light bulbs. Rumour is an old woman lives up there, Cecilia Grimberg, dripping with diamonds and pearls, but I don’t know, people like to talk. And I might have once asked why a family like the Grimbergs bother with cheap low-watt light bulbs if they’re so damn wealthy and then Mum might have said, on one of her better days, she might have said, well Tuva, maybe that’s why they’re so damn wealthy in the first place.


I don’t understand the attic window. It slopes at forty-five degrees and it’s not like that through subsidence, it’s like that through design. Makes me uncomfortable. I step away and tighten the scarf around my neck and my cheeks are numb with cold. In the distance I can see tower blocks built in the seventies, families in their cubic living spaces, TV lights flashing from the windows; they’re all warm up there with their beef-mince tacos and their salt liquorice and their wholesome family lives.


I trudge through snow, more aware of the graves beneath the white, more thoughtful of the souls down there than I was earlier tonight, and head back to the ruin. I have an urge to look one more time, a yearning to see that angry spray-paint smiley, so I step inside the ruin and David Ghostwriter Holmqvist is standing on top of the altar stone.
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He’s dressed in black.


‘David?’


My voice fails me as I try to say his name.


‘David?’ I try again.


He stays at the rear of the ruin, his pale face glowing against the thick stone walls, snow falling between my body and his.


‘I saw you walk up from the street,’ he says, like that’s a good enough reason to ambush me in this twelfth-century church skeleton.


I pad closer to him and the stillness returns; the heavy lead-topped walls holding back the wind like they’ve done for a thousand cold winters.


‘I’m heading home,’ I say, checking the exit. ‘Are you okay?’


He makes a kind of ‘oh, you know’ shrug and I notice the scar above his lip as it lights up in the snow glare.


‘New project,’ he says.


I want to get back out in the open.


‘I’m heading to my car now,’ I say.


He nods and tightens his hat strap and joins me and together we wade through our old boot prints to the entrance of the church ruin, the arch so low we both have to duck to walk through it.


Holmqvist looks up toward the factory chimneys.


‘I’m not convinced it was suicide,’ he says. ‘Such a strange choice of death.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘I’ve written several suicides and I’ve researched all the available methods. I’ve read about them all at some length, and an intelligent person would numb with pharmaceuticals and or alcohol, and then choose an exit both clean and final. And, if she or he was so inclined, a method to cause minimal pain to relatives.’


The owl in the tree hoots once and then hoots twice more.


‘Not sure people think that clearly when they decide to kill themselves,’ I say.


‘I’ve come close four times.’ He looks at me, straight into my eyes to judge my reaction, to read me. ‘I was thinking more clearly on each one of those occasions than I usually think, and, as I’m sure you realise by now, I usually think very clearly indeed.’


He steps to the iron gate and swings it open.


‘I didn’t know,’ I say.


‘But you do know what I’ve lived with. You do know I’ve been a pariah my whole life for no reason whatsoever, so you could have perhaps imagined that I’d have researched an available exit, you could have perhaps thought that through?’


We’re on the pavement now, all grey slush and icicles and myriad footprints with what look like the same tread design. That’s what old snow looks like when everyone buys their boots from ICA Maxi.


‘I’m sorry,’ I say, and I am. For so many things. Holmqvist was the bogeyman the whole town suspected of the Medusa murders. I mean, Jesus, he was arrested twice despite no real evidence against him. If I thought he was evil I wouldn’t be talking to him right now in front of St Olov’s ruin with not a living soul anywhere to be seen. ‘I noticed you go into the factory earlier,’ I say. ‘I must pay my condolences, too.’


‘No, that was . . .’ and then I can’t hear him because an ice wind has gathered on Storgatan and swept around the front of the factory.


‘What? Say that again.’


‘Doesn’t matter,’ he says.


‘What did you say? Tell me.’


‘I said it was business, the reason I visited. Book business.’


He slips a little as we cross the road by the cop shop so I grab his arm and he kind of pushes me off. Lena has switched on the Christmas lights in the office window. They look ghoulish. If she doesn’t take them down by my leaving drinks next Thursday I’ll have to do it myself.


‘You’re writing about the factory?’ I ask.


‘It’s all hush-hush,’ he says. ‘But to be honest with you it’s a rather exciting project. I expect you’ll hear more in due time when things are officially announced.’


He looks quite smug now, the mole on his Adams apple rising and falling as he raises his chin to smile.


We get to my Hilux.


‘Need a lift?’ I ask. I don’t want to give him a lift anywhere but I need more information. I need material for my last story.


‘I’m parked in ICA,’ he says. ‘Business, then food. The wrong order, but there you go.’


I unlock my truck and climb in and leave the door open and switch on the engine and the heater. ‘Will you be at the burial tomorrow?’ I ask.


He shakes his head. ‘I’m not welcome, and that’s fine, I’ve made my peace with it. A crowd of Gavrik’s masses plus myself is a recipe for disaster. No, I’ve paid my respects to Gustav, and I’ll spend tomorrow working at home.’


I get out and scrape my windscreen and he just stands there watching me.


‘Okay,’ I say. ‘I’m off.’


He doesn’t say goodbye or wave or do anything so I reverse slowly, snow crunching under my studded tyres, and pull onto Storgatan. He’s there in my mirrors, the man who wrapped his coat around me to keep me warm until the police arrived in Utgard forest last year, the man who had his German shepherd stand guard to keep the elk and the wolves and the God-knows-whats away from us.


The snowploughs have gone and my dash reads minus fourteen. Storgatan is deserted aside from two men standing outside Ronnie’s Bar smoking cigarettes and tapping their boots together and moving from side to side. February’s hard on smokers. Smoking involves three times as much pulling on gear and pulling off gear than I have to endure, and that’s saying something. There’s a kid in a bright red jacket sitting at a bus stop outside the haberdashery store and he looks about thirteen. His hockey bag is bigger than he is and his stick’s resting against the Perspex wall of the shelter. Winter’s tough for kids and old people, tougher even than for smokers. If you’re an adult, if you’re aged between eighteen and eighty, then you’ll most likely have a nice warm Saab and spend about zero time outside in the elements. But if you’re very young or very old, if you’re the most vulnerable to the cold, if you’re the least able to cope with icy paths and freezing temperatures, then you’ll be waiting for lifts and hiking along unploughed roads to bus stops in your heavy boots and you’ll see much more of winter than you’ll want to or need to.


Damp burger-scented air is rising into the sky above McDonald’s and hanging there like a fast-food cloud. I pull a left and pass ICA Maxi with its frozen pyramids, its growing Matterhorns of shovelled and ploughed snow, its mountains of dirty white that will linger, protected by trapped chill, long after the ground snow has melted.


There’s a Volvo with a trailer parked right outside Tammy’s takeout van like the driver thinks it’s a goddam drive-thru. He’s parked so close he can probably reach out of his window to the food hatch without getting out of his warm car with its Dire Straits CD and its fluffy steering wheel cover. He drives off and I park and jog over to her.


‘He parked up close,’ I say.


‘And who can fucking blame him,’ Tammy says, refilling her toothpicks and napkins, with her white-bobble hat on top of her head.


She mumbles something else but she’s turned her back to me and I can’t hear.


‘When are you closing up?’ I ask.


She turns around with a smile on her face.


‘Five minutes ago. Let me clear away and we can eat in your truck, deal?’


I nod and watch her chop the last of her spring onions. She slices each one into a hundred microscopically thin green-and-white discs with her Japanese Global veg knife. She told me once how much her chef knives cost, even the short-bladed ones, and I thought she was joking. She packs away shrimp and egg noodles, and locks the rings of sliced spring onion into Tupperware boxes.
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