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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


‘A complex plot suffused with the nightmarish quality of Twin Peaks and a tough-minded, resourceful protagonist add up to a stand-out read.’


Guardian


‘Makes the blood run even colder than Dark Pines: Will Dean goes from strength to strength.’


Erin Kelly, author of He Said / She Said


‘Even better than the original… Dean couldn’t have a finer talent for ingenious metaphorical description of snowy landscapes as if he were an Inuit. His feeling for place is matched by the quality of his characterizations, and his book is blessed with one of those wonderful multi-layered plots in which a dozen mysteries large and small are finally connected at the end with a craftsman’s skill. This is just what crime fiction readers want: the old magic formula made to seem fresh.’ The Telegraph, best thrillers and crime fiction of 2019 so far


‘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
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For Dad. Always.
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The vintage American car on the hard shoulder bursts into flames.


Orange flames from its turquoise bonnet and from the air vents above the front wheels. The driver’s standing behind, his head in his hands, and I’ve already called the fire department. A belt hangs down from the boot. The driver looks like it’s his mother who’s ablaze, burning to death in front of his eyes. He’s sweating through his rockabilly shirt and he’s yelling at the distant fire truck to hurry up.


When the sirens approach I switch off my hearing aids. Then I photograph it all: the old car with its chrome features reflecting the fire, the driver standing there in his cowboy boots screaming at the firefighters, the thick grey smoke heading off towards an abandoned DIY store beside the motorway. Anders, my new editor, is a stickler for good photos. There’s a group of eight or nine shirtless guys. They’re grilling sausages on disposable gas-station barbecues, and they’re watching the fire, and they’re filming the whole scene on their phones. My dash reads 30 Celsius. Could the turquoise car explode? Could its gas tank ignite and engulf us all in a searing fireball? I switch my aids back on and take in the scene: hazy motorway just outside Malmö, smoke from a burning Buick, nine shirtless guys with nine charred pork dogs.


‘You call yourself firemen?’ yells the driver. ‘Get the water on it!’


The firefighters are calm and they are not impressed with cowboyboots driver-guy. I have never seen anyone ignore a person as much as they ignore the angry, sweaty Buick owner. They talk amongst themselves. Two men take the fire hose and drag it towards the burning car as two more place cones to stop curious Midsommar drivers from getting too close.


You’d expect the firefighters to stand back and hose down the car from a distance but they walk straight up to it and aim the hose through the open door into the front seat and onto the bonnet. The fire goes out in about thirty seconds flat. The turquoise car isn’t turquoise any more.


‘What am I supposed to do now?’ asks the driver. He still has his car keys in his sweaty hand.


The firefighters ignore him some more.


I step out from my air-conditioned Hilux, the air thick with heat and noxious smoke, and gesture to cowboy-boots guy. He steps closer, a puzzled expression all over his glazed, indignant face.


‘Tuva Moodyson.’ I show him my press ID. There are two photos tucked behind it. One of Mum and Dad. One of me and Tammy out by Gavrik reservoir. ‘I’m a reporter at the Sundhamn Enquirer.’


He looks at me like ‘so?’


‘It was a beautiful car. What caused the fire?’ I ask.


He moves closer.


‘What?’


‘What caused the fire?’ I say again.


He just points to the fire crew.


‘They were too slow getting here and they didn’t get water on the flames fast enough. She could have exploded. I have a mind to sue…’ He turns to the firefighters. ‘Why were you so fucking slow?’


A woman climbs down from the fire truck. She’s about a head taller than me and she has a slightly different uniform from the other firefighters. She walks straight to cowboy-boots driver-guy.


‘Did you have an extinguisher in your vehicle, sir?’


‘Never needed one before,’ he says, his voice an octave higher in front of the fire chief.


‘You needed one today,’ she says.


‘I never wanted to get the interior wet,’ he says. ‘Cream calf leather.’


‘Well,’ says the fire chief. ‘It’s wet now.’ She pauses and looks over to the smoking skeleton of a vintage car. ‘Shame. Nice vehicle. Looks like you restored her well.’


He says thanks but it’s so quiet nobody can hear.


‘We can help you with the recovery and the paperwork,’ she says. ‘Nobody’s hurt so that’s something.’


She takes him away and I open my truck door. The coolness is a balm but the smoke’s trapped inside the cab like someone just got cremated. Reminds me of the fire behind the Grimberg Liquorice factory back in February, back up north, back in my old life. I’ve been down here for four months and they may not have been fun months, quite the opposite, but I’m not drinking. I’m starting fresh. Good new job with a boss I can learn from. Friends can come later. There’s still time. My phone starts vibrating so I sync it to my hearing aid.


‘Tuva Moodyson.’


‘Tuva, it’s Lena, I’m on the runway. I can’t talk, listen to me.’


‘What’s wrong?’ I ask. ‘You sound strange. Is the plane okay?’


There’s interference and I can hear people shouting at Lena, my old Gavrik boss. I can’t make out the words but I can hear people yelling at her.


‘Lena, can you hear me?’


There’s more smoke in my truck now. The young guys have finished grilling their sausages and they’re standing closer to the motorway looking at the car wreck and the fire truck and me in my Hilux, each of them with a hot dog in hand, each of them shirtless.


‘Missing,’ I hear her say. ‘Get to Gavrik,’ I hear her say.


‘What?’ I ask.


Then there are more voices and it sounds like someone’s trying to take Lena’s phone from her hand. People are threatening her. Forcing her.


‘She’s missing,’ says Lena. Someone screams in the background. Lena says, ‘Tammy’s gone missing.’
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The line goes dead.


My core temperature rises to fever levels. I’m sweating all over and my air con is freezing the moisture as it exits my pores.


Tammy? My best friend’s gone missing?


I call Lena but it goes straight to voicemail.


Is Tammy hurt?


I start my engine and pass the fire truck even though they’re telling me no, you can’t do this ma’am. I indicate and move to the fast lane and accelerate as hard as I can.


I call Tam.


Nothing.


Not even a voicemail greeting.


I’d give anything for her to pick up right now and say, ‘it’s okay, all a big misunderstanding, I was at the mall in Karlstad, some ratshit guy wouldn’t leave me alone, I’m fine, told him where to go, no big deal.’


But nothing.


I call Lena again but her phone’s off. She must be up in the air by now.


The E6 northbound is a mirage of heat-haze and Volvos driving at a sensible speed. I’m pushing 140. Sign says Gothenburg 277km. You can double that for Gavrik.


My dash reads 29 Celsius and 9:55pm. But outside it’s as light as a September lunchtime.


I call my old office on the off-chance someone’s working late.


Nothing.


I call Tam’s food van.


Nothing.


I call Thord’s direct line at the police station.


Nothing.


Tammy, where the hell are you?


I stare out my windscreen, the dry summer landscape flying by at an unfamiliar rate, and I think of Dad. I look at the shimmering blue sky and I plead an unspoken plea. ‘See her,’ I plead. ‘If she’s in danger – help her.’


I hit traffic approaching Helsingborg and do something I never do. I weave, I undertake, I piss people off. I get through and call the general police station number.


‘Gavrik police department, Thord Petterson speaking.’


‘Thank God. Thord, it’s me, Tuva.’


‘Hello stranger. How’s life down south?’


I live in a tiny overpriced apartment. I don’t have any friends in Malmö yet because I am sober. Three months sober to be precise. I have shrunk my life down to a tiny thing just like Mum did. But with me it’s a fresh start. A strategy. A survival plan.


‘Have you heard about Tammy?’


There’s a pause. I hear him swallow.


‘Yes, I have. Town’s gossiping about it already, people talking in Ronnie’s bar. But I don’t reckon there’s too much to worry about. She’s a grown woman, been reported missing less than a full day. Happens more than you think and it always works out okay. She’ll be on a date, or got the food poisoning holed up in some bathroom someplace, or else she’ll have taken a few hours off is all.’


‘But Lena called me from her plane. She sounded very worried and she doesn’t scare easy.’


‘We got reports of a scream but that could have been anything.’


‘A scream?’


‘Some ICA shopper heard a yell when she was packing up her shopping. You want to call me back in the morning for an update, Tuvs? I’ll know more by then and more than likely she’ll be able to tell you what happened herself.’


‘I’m driving up right now,’ I say.


‘All the way up here?’


‘I’m halfway,’ I lie. ‘When does your shift end?’


‘6am,’ he says. ‘This time of year it feels more like a day shift.’


‘Call me if you hear anything,’ I ask. ‘Anything at all.’


‘You got it.’


I end the call and accelerate harder.


They heard a scream?


At eleven I take my sunglasses off and pass Gothenburg.


By one I’m at Vänersborg and the light’s coming back.


By three I’m passing farmers out with their tractors on the E45 getting their working days started. They have to fit a year’s worth of work into a few light, non-snow months so they tend to get a jump-start on the day. Some are driving real tractors and others EPA tractors, aka unregistered, uninsured trucks. Those ones can be a real nuisance, let me tell you.


The view in front of me, through my bug-speckled windscreen, is of dark storm clouds. Indigo. Threatening. But in my rear-view mirror it’s clear blue skies and sunlight. I’m driving from the light back into the dark.


Should I have waited before driving up here? Am I overreacting?


I don’t care if I am. Tam is the human closest to me in the world. Like a sister. She’s the reason I lasted all those years in Gavrik. Her warmth, her humour, her innate toughness. I should have visited her in the past months. Why the hell didn’t I? Because I was afraid I’d take the easy option and stay. Be trapped in Gavrik forever. Since Mum died I’ve only really got Tammy and Noora, and some miserable part of my brain wants to distance myself from them. To escape Gavrik. Where could Tammy be? I get flashbacks to the eyeless Medusa victims lost in the depths of Utgard forest. Except this time it isn’t a dead hunter. It’s Tammy. Each socket empty to the bone.


By four I’ve refilled with gas and I’m on the familiar E16 to Gavrik. The lanes are empty save for lumber lorries feeding the pulp mill further north. These routes are never-ending; further and further away from the big cities. The forests on the side of the motorway are thickening. It’s wilder this far north. You can feel it in the air.


I text Lena and Noora and tell them both I’ll be arriving soon. Then I remember Noora’s in Gotland on vacation. Lena calls back. She’ll meet me by Tam’s food van.


It’s 5am and I have to wear sunglasses. I’ve drunk three bottles of proper Coca-Cola and I’ve eaten a whole pack of wine gums. My teeth feel like I haven’t brushed them for weeks and my eyelids are heavy. But I’m here.


Toytown.


A place the world forgot.


The twin chimneys of the liquorice factory glow gold in the clear morning sun. I approach the two gateposts of Gavrik town, McDonald’s and ICA Maxi, and feel queasy in my stomach. A one-horse town surrounded by a one-thousand moose forest. There are no people around. The sun’s out and it’s strong but the roads are empty like an apocalyptic movie. It looks like a nuclear accident at midday. A leak. Some toxic emergency. I pass ICA Maxi and see Tammy’s food van in the distance and I see the police tape wrapped around it and my stomach twists and knots itself and I feel like I might sink through my seat.


Lena’s Saab is parked by the food van.


I drive towards it and she steps out and stands, her arms crossed, by her driver’s side door. She looks sad, exhausted, worried.


I open my door and almost fall to the tarmac. I’m not sure if my jelly legs are from the long drive or from worry or from seeing blue and white police tape. I walk, unsteadily, to Lena, not looking straight at the van, and she opens her arms.


‘I came straight up,’ I say.


‘I know.’


We both turn to face Tammy’s food van.


It’s not that there are chalk body outlines or blood pools or spent shotgun cartridges. It’s nothing so obvious. Most people would miss the slightly open door and the spoiling food. They’d ignore the sliced spring onions scattered on the ground: light green rings rolling around in the morning breeze like tiny car tyres. A Tupperware box lies upended. The serving hatch is open. It’s never open at this time. And the entrance to the van, the door with the two steps, is ajar. Tammy’s van, her place of work, her livelihood, has never looked more vulnerable. How the hell did I ever let her work here alone? At night? With cash in the till?


‘Did they take the cash?’ I ask.


‘No,’ says Lena.


Oh, God.


They didn’t steal the money? What does that mean? I know it isn’t good. They want her, they want Tammy, not her kronor.


‘Tell me everything,’ I say.


‘Customers found the van abandoned,’ says Lena. ‘They came for their food and they stayed a while and then a group formed. Someone realised the door was open and that Tammy’s handbag was still in the van. Her car was still here.’ She points to Tam’s Peugeot. ‘They checked the toilets in ICA, but nobody had seen her, they know her pretty well in there. So, eventually, they called the police. Lars found out. He called me.’


I step closer to the food van. Tam’s ingredients are boxed and ready; long chef tweezers beside a stack of plastic boxes, prawn crackers bagged up. The six menu options are there. Wasting. Rotting.


I squeeze Lena’s hand.


‘Thord says someone heard a scream.’


She sighs and shakes her head. ‘I know. But that could have been someone else. Kids. Teenagers messing around. It’s that time of year.’


‘We need to find her,’ I say. ‘This isn’t Tam. She wouldn’t just leave all this. We need to track her down fast and help her. There are too many bad people in this town. Thord isn’t as worried as he should be. I’ll make him worried.’


‘She’ll turn up soon,’ says Lena, her words not as clearly enunciated as they usually are. Her voice betraying her fears. She’s seen too many things. In Lagos, in the States, in little old Gavrik.


Tam left her handbag? Her cash? Her car? What happened here?


‘I’ll find her,’ I say, straightening my back. And then I worry that maybe I can’t. Maybe I’m not up to the task. Maybe I’ll fail my best friend. ‘Tam wouldn’t leave all this. I’ll search everywhere. Use all my old contacts.’ I feel feverish. Exhausted. The start of a migraine. I swallow hard. ‘I will find her.’
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‘Come to my place and freshen up,’ says Lena. ‘We’ll look for her together.’


‘I don’t need to freshen up.’


Flies are buzzing around the spring onions scattered on the asphalt. There are wasps and ants and bluebottles picking over Tam’s food.


‘It’s not even breakfast time,’ says Lena. ‘You haven’t slept. Let’s go to my place, have a quick sandwich, strong coffee, and come up with a plan.’


‘A plan?’ I ask.


‘An aggressive plan,’ she says.


We set off, her in her Saab and me in my truck. Then I change my mind and gesture to Lena and swerve and do a U-turn. I head in the direction of Tam’s apartment building. I have to check it. She could be there, injured or unconscious.


I see Lena in my mirrors. She turns and follows me.


I park outside Tam’s building and look up at her window.


Nothing.


I try the external door code and it hasn’t changed since I left town in February. I go in and sprint up the stairs to her floor.


‘Tam?’ I yell, banging on her door with my fist. ‘Tammy, you in there? Tammy?’


A door across the corridor opens and a young guy with a sunburnt face steps out in his robe.


‘You got any idea what time it is? It’s not even breakfast time.’


‘Have you seen Tammy Yamnim?’


‘Who?’


‘Your closest neighbour,’ I say. ‘Twenty-two, black hair, runs the food van near ICA.’


‘I just moved here,’ he says, adjusting his robe.


I pass him my card. ‘If you see anyone come into this apartment or you hear anything at all, you call me on that number.’


He rubs his eyes.


‘You have to keep the noise down, it’s the building rules.’


‘You hear of anything. You see anyone suspicious, you email, text or call me right away. Okay?’


‘I’ll be talking to the head of the association about this.’


‘What?’ I say.


‘The chairman. Of this building. About the noise.’


‘Good,’ I say. ‘You do that, mate.’


Sunburnt shithead.


I try her door one more time and then walk back downstairs. Lena’s waiting outside.


‘Anything?’ she asks.


‘Locked,’ I say. ‘One guy who hasn’t seen anything. Let’s go.’


We drive in convoy up Storrgatan, past Benny Björnmossen’s gun store, past my old office, past the liquorice factory. Shallow sunbeams make St Olov’s church ruin look almost normal. We head back down the other side of the hill towards the cross-country ski trails. Fancy suburb this side of town. Well-kept houses. We park up outside Lena’s two bedroom detached house. White clapboards, neat garden, robot mower.


‘If you need a place to sleep,’ she points to the friggebod hut in the garden. It’s basically a shed with insulation. They’re so small they don’t need planning permission and so most Swedes stick one in their garden as guest accommodation.


‘Thanks,’ I say. ‘But I need to work out what happened. I know the cops are relaxed but I have a bad feeling. Small town like this, good light, everyone summer-extroverted, someone must know. And if they don’t, then I’ll find her myself…’


‘I believe you,’ Lena cuts in. ‘But the offer stands if you need it. Come inside.’


She opens her front door and I take a deep breath to calm myself. The house is spotlessly clean, it always is, but with this kind of summer light any house looks dusty. The light’s too clinical and it shows things, dead skin and old fluff, floating in mid-air.


‘Use the bathroom if you need to freshen up. I’ll make coffee.’


I use her bathroom. I spent time in this very house after Mum died. I spent days in this home being looked after by Lena, even though we’ve never really spoken about it – not then, not since. She just took me in like an injured sparrow, and she kept me alive for a while.


When I get back to the pine kitchen table there’s a thermos of coffee, rye bread in a basket, slices of cucumber and pepper, and a slab of Västerbotten cheese. I’m starving-hungry so I eat. Ten minutes. A refuelling stop. The cheese is the good kind with actual salt crystals that melt on your tongue, and the coffee is strong and smooth. My body gets the jolt it needs.


‘A strategy,’ says Lena, draining the last of her coffee.


‘You ever done this before?’ I ask.


She shakes her head. Then she pulls a pad of paper and a pen from next to her landline, and it occurs to me that I’ve never had a phone attached to a wall.


‘Top ten places to look first,’ she says.


‘I’m going to talk to Thord again,’ I say. ‘I’m meeting him at McDonald’s after his shift.’


‘Good,’ she says.


‘After that, there’s the reservoir. Tam goes there when she needs headspace, when a guy’s been a dick, when her mum’s difficult to contact on account of her backpacking around Mozambique or Colorado or someplace.’


‘Big reservoir,’ says Lena. ‘You’ll need help to search it all.’


I nod and get a battery warning in my left hearing aid.


‘Apart from that, there’s the university,’ I say. ‘But why would she leave her food van, cash in the till, door unlocked; leave her bag, leave her car and go there? Go anywhere?’


‘I have no idea,’ says Lena.


I rub my eyes and pour us both more coffee.


‘Was she dating anyone?’ asks Lena.


I shake my head. ‘I’m not sure.’ How can I not know this? What kind of friend am I? For a moment I despise myself. I’ve been selfish and shut off for months now. Cocooned. Not drinking. Focusing on my new job. On myself. Impressing Anders, my new editor. But Tam’s always been guarded, even with me. She dates via apps and websites. I only get a filtered version of events and, stupidly, I never push for more. ‘I’ll ask around,’ I add quietly.


‘Town this size and knowing you, you’ll find out by lunch,’ she says, a hopeful look in her eyes.


Not if I know Gavrik. People here cover for each other, they lie and deceive and watch each other’s backs. Families are interconnected and grudges run deep down into the Toytown bedrock. There have always been rumours here and in the surrounding towns. Urban myths. Young women going missing. Gone ‘travelling’ or ‘moved to the USA’ or ‘just upped and left.’


Too much wilderness this far north. Too much space. Too many hiding places.


‘I’d better get off to meet Thord,’ I say. ‘Is Johan upstairs?’


‘Some hydroelectric conference up in Östersund,’ she says. ‘I’m home alone.’


‘Lock your door behind me,’ I say after a pause.


Lena’s eyes widen.


McDonald’s looks like lunch not breakfast. The sun’s already beaming down hard. Light bouncing off car roofs and cooking the interiors to the point where you could fry a McEgg on any one of them.


‘Long time no see,’ says Thord as I walk in. He’s still in uniform, short sleeves this time of year, and he looks tired.


We hug, an awkward half-hug, by the drinks dispenser. His gun’s right there on his hip. I order coffee and he orders a McMuffin with tea, and we sit down away from the window.


‘Tell me everything,’ I say.


‘Thought I already did on the phone,’ he says.


‘It’s not normal for Tammy to leave cash in her till, her bag, her car, or leave the van unlocked. She wouldn’t do it. It’s totally out of character. She’s never done anything like this.’


‘People do strange things this time of year,’ he says. ‘Insomnia. Stress or money problems. People sometimes up and leave. I seen it a dozen times before.’


‘You don’t think she was kidnapped? Abducted?’


‘Well,’ he says. ‘We can’t rule that out but it’d be mighty unusual for a full-grown woman to get kidnapped.’


‘But you do think something is off, otherwise you wouldn’t have put police tape around the van.’


He chews his McMuffin and swallows and wipes his mouth with a paper napkin. He sighs and then he moves closer.


‘It probably ain’t nothing, and we haven’t gone public with this yet.’


I bend forward to be closer to him and he recoils a little.


‘Don’t get worried, it probably ain’t connected.’


‘Tell me.’


‘Chief Björn found some blood splatter on the ground near them onions.’


I put my hands to my neck.


‘No.’


‘I said don’t get worried, Tuvs. It could be someone else’s blood, it could be nothing. Just a few drops. Maybe a bleeding customer, or Tammy cut herself on a knife and a customer took her to the hospital, something like that.’


‘Have you checked the hospitals?’ I ask.


He nods.


I raise my eyebrows.


‘Nothing,’ he says. ‘Not yet, anyways. We’ll keep checking.’


‘You have any leads? Any witnesses? Any fingerprints?’


‘Blood’s getting tested. We got people checking all the traffic cams but there aren’t too many in Gavrik town. CCTV from ICA doesn’t reach to the far side of the van. Doesn’t cover that exit of the car park. Only leads we got are that scream and some gossip about her dating history.’


‘And?’


‘I was hoping you could tell me, fill in the gaps.’


‘Sure,’ I say, taking a gulp of lukewarm coffee. ‘Tell me what you know and I’ll fill in the gaps.’


‘Rumour was she was having an affair with a married man, some kind of dam designer. A married engineer. No proof, mind. Rumour was she was head over heels in love and wanted him to leave his wife but he wasn’t having any of it. Ring any bells?’


‘Nope,’ I say. ‘Not her style.’


‘Then there’s the fella up at Snake River Salvage, up at the big junkyard. I never did like that place. Word is they’ve been dating on and off.’


‘His name Karl-Otto, by any chance?’ I ask.


‘That’s him. Karl-Otto Sandberg’s a big shot eBay trader so they say. Car parts. Good economy. So she mentioned Karl-Otto to you?’


‘A little,’ I say. ‘Just in passing. Who else?’


‘Kid who works in the shoe shop.’


‘Freddy Bom?’ I ask. ‘Young-looking guy?’


Thord snort-smiles. ‘That’s the one. Looks like he still needs a bottle-feed but they tell me he’s well over thirty.’


‘Tam never mentioned him,’ I say.


‘Tinder dot com,’ he says. ‘Just saying what I heard.’


‘I’ll talk to them both.’


‘Don’t go breaking laws or stirring up no hornets’ nests,’ he says. ‘You hear anything or you sense something ain’t right, you call the station right away, you hear?’


‘I’ll be careful,’ I say. ‘Snake River’s just past Utgard forest, right?’


‘On the far side,’ says Thord. ‘Practically merge into one another at some points. Used to be called Black River in my granddaddy’s day. Unusual people out there, so you be real careful. Watch your back, Tuva. Them Snake River folk don’t like the government much, otherwise I’d go with you. And that Freddy Bom might look like a harmless kid but my ex-girlfriend went to him for a fitting once and she reckons he got overfamiliar with her arches, too much touching her toes, reckons she won’t ever set foot in that shoe shop again.’


‘Okay.’


‘Thing with summer,’ says Thord, rolling his McMuffin wrapper into a tight ball, ‘is that people don’t see the threats. It’s like they’re tricked by it every year. Midsommar looks nice from the outside, but folk are drinking too much and you get people driving under the influence. There’s a hundred-thousand elk calves born right around now in Sweden and that means there’s a lot of hormonal, protective half-ton mothers out there in the woods. Just cos there’s no night-time don’t mean there’s no darkness. I have people falling off their scaffolding when they’re re-painting their houses, had others drowning to death in the reservoir. And then there’s the poor old folks dehydrated in their own homes. Silent killers. People let their guard down cos they think nothing bad can happen in summertime. In truth, it’s my busiest time of the whole damn year.’
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I climb into my truck and open the window to let out some heat. I’ve never been to Snake River Salvage before so I google it on my phone. In map mode it looks like a big field next to the dark, county-sized mass of Utgard forest. But in satellite-photo mode it looks like what it is. A junkyard. Biggest in the Kommun. Thousands of cars, trucks, boats and caravans. Wrecks. Imagine a clock sitting between two horizontal lines. The top line is the snake river itself and the bottom line is the country road that passes by south of Utgard forest. The clock face is the salvage yard. At nine o’clock is the entrance track. The track bends round to twelve o’clock where there’s a riverside house. Then round to three o’clock where there’s some kind of large industrial warehouse butting up against the Utgard pines. There’s another house at six o’clock, some kind of L-shaped thing, and then the track continues its circle back to the nine o’clock entrance. In the centre of the circular track is the biggest car park you’ve ever seen. Dead cars, all of them.


I smell bad but that’ll have to wait. I drive past smug early-morning joggers – who the hell jogs on a hot summer day? – and head to the underpass under the E16. There are wildflowers bursting out from the ditches and a farmer’s at work drilling seed into his marginal field, a flock of greedy white birds following him wherever he goes.


Utgard forest is overwhelming. Bigger than ever. Dark and summer-full; undergrowth exploding outward and upward, brambles and nettles creeping out from the forest fringes. I drive for fifteen minutes and Utgard forest is the constant shade on the right-hand side of the road. I pass the narrow entrance to Mossen village – nothing good’s ever come out of that place – and I drive on. Eventually Utgard thins and I see the Snake River site. Nearest the road, nearest that six o’clock area, are stacks and stacks of shipping containers. Like a cargo terminal after an earthquake. I turn right off the road and bump along a dry gravel track. There’s a ‘Welcome To Snake River Salvage’ sign on metal poles but the words ‘River’ and ‘Salvage’ have either peeled off or else been tampered with so now it just says ‘Welcome To Snake’.


There’s a car wreck halfway down a shallow dry ditch and its electric cables look like the veins and arteries of some disembowelled beast; some unfortunate victim that’s dragged itself off the road to go die in peace in the shade.


I enter the main site and I have never seen so many half-rusted vehicles. Endless decay. Chaos. The sun’s rising in the sky and reflecting off windscreens and steel corpses and I have to squint to stay on the gravel. The smell of bonfires drifts through my Hilux vents but it’s more acrid. Like someone’s been burning plastic or tyres or diseased animals. Hell’s own parking lot. I drive slowly, taking the place in, keeping an eye out for clues, anything to connect all this with Tammy.


The first house, the one at twelve o’clock, is a big semi-derelict wooden shack with a wraparound deck. Most of the windows are boarded over. I drive on past a firepit, some kind of oversize bonfire area that I guess is at about the two o’clock mark. Then there’s the big warehouse. It’s grey with a shallow roof like a huge agricultural barn with doors tall enough to let tractors in and out. Utgard forest looms behind like it’s making a threat. After that there’s a big rusting machine with green rope dangling down from it to the dirt. Maybe a car crusher? I keep driving past nettles and marsh thistles and then I see the L-shaped house. It’s four shipping containers arranged like kid’s building blocks. But these have windows and doors and window boxes stuffed with blood-red geraniums. I keep driving around, past more containers and past neat rows of rotting motorhomes until I return to the ‘Welcome to Snake’ sign at nine o’clock. I drive round again and there’s a woman at the twelve o’clock shack, the one with the big deck. I park and get out.


‘Good morning, friend,’ she says.


‘Good morning,’ I say. ‘I’m Tuva Moodyson.’


She’s sitting on a swing seat. It’s a double swing seat but she fills the whole thing. Her toenails and thumbnails are painted bright red and she’s wearing ICA Maxi jeans and a white T-shirt.


‘How can I help?’ she asks.


I walk over and my heart’s beating hard from too much caffeine.


The window behind her is boarded over with horizontal planks.


‘Mind if I step up?’ I say.


She beckons me over with her hand. And those two red thumbnails.


‘I’m looking for my missing friend, Tammy Yamnim.’ I show her Tam’s photo on my phone. ‘Have you seen anything out of the ordinary around here recently? Anyone strange?’


She takes two miniature teabag-like sacks of snus tobacco from her pocket and stuffs them under her upper lip.


‘No,’ she says. I have to focus more to understand her words with the snus under her lip. ‘But I ain’t gonna lie, we don’t see too much out here, ordinary or not.’


Her hair is thick and silvery, the plait running down her back as substantial as a rope tethering an ocean liner.


‘You haven’t seen anyone you don’t recognise?’


She adjusts the snus tobacco under her upper lip and then moves a vaping e-cigarette to her lips.


‘You from the police, friend?’


Steam pours from her nostrils.


‘No, I’m a journalist.’


‘We don’t want no trouble here,’ she says. ‘My husband Sven, he built all this,’ she fans her arm to take in the entire junkyard. ‘We ain’t had no trouble since big Sven passed in 2009.’


‘The reason I’m here…’ I say, edging closer to her. ‘Is that someone told me Tammy was dating Karl-Otto Sandberg.’


She leaps up off her swing seat. She has only four toenails on each foot – her little toes are almost non-existent.


‘Karl-Otto’s my boy, my only child,’ she says, her frown deepening. ‘He’s a good son, a kind soul. Be mindful what you say about Karl-Otto around me.’


‘I’m sorry,’ I say, grateful to be getting somewhere. ‘Mind if I sit down, I drove all night to get here and I haven’t slept a wink.’


She points to a white plastic patio chair and we both sit down.


‘I didn’t mean to upset you,’ I say. ‘I’m just trying to find my friend.’


‘Karl-Otto ain’t home, he’s off delivering an engine block to Munkfors. They gotta pay extra for that.’


I stare at her fingernails. Not the red thumbnails, the other eight.


‘Wow,’ I say, trying to relate to her, to build trust. ‘I love your nails. Who do you go to? Paradise Spa in town?’


She looks down at her fingers and smiles.


‘Do ’em right here, friend. Shed snakeskin ain’t strong enough to do much, but it works magic for nails. Base coat, snakeskin, trim to fit, top coat. You like it, really?’


‘Love it,’ I say.


‘My name’s Sally Sandberg,’ she says. ‘People call me The Breeder.’ Sally stretches over to shake my hand, then turns her fingers so I can take a closer look.


‘Beautiful,’ I say. ‘So intricate.’


The tessellating reptile scales are beautiful. Like honeycomb.


She inhales from her e-cigarette and blows dragon smoke out her nose. The vapour smells minty.


‘When I saw you driving around and around I thought to myself, now who’s this, Sally? You was going round in circles like a Norwegian lost on a roundabout.’ She laughs at her own joke. ‘But now I see you’re alright. Where’s that photo of your missing friend so I can take another peek?’


I show her two photos on my phone. She bends closer. Sally’s about fifty-five years old and she has the smooth skin of an angel and hair to die for.


‘Ain’t seen her, I’m sorry to say. But if she does turn up here I’ll let her know you’re searching for her. Tuva, you said your name is?’


I nod.


‘Are the people with the shipping containers home?’ I ask. ‘Could I go speak with them?’


‘They tell people round here they’re cousins,’ says Sally, her eyebrows up by her hairline. ‘Well, you don’t need to study no biology schoolbooks to see that’s a bunch of prime hokum.’ She adjusts her snus and I see dribbles of brown saliva rolling down her teeth. ‘Cousins!’


‘They’re not cousins?’ I ask.


‘They got a boy, funny kid. They took him outta school even though he ain’t finished his books yet. Those two ain’t true genetic cousins, mark my words.’


‘Why do you say that?’


‘I know all about bloodlines, see,’ she says. ‘I’m a certified breeder. I practice breeding every day.’ She smirks at me and shakes her head. ‘Get your mind out the gutter, friend, I don’t mean it like that. I’m a specialist. I bred for years now, ever since Sven passed. If I cross an albino python with a reticulated python, I know pretty much what I’ll end up with. In my professional opinion, those two ain’t so much cousins as you and me are.’


‘You breed snakes?’ I ask.


‘Breed them, do handicrafts, you seen my nails. I’m as ethical as I can be, not like them two Utgard sisters making them ugly little men. I use the whole animal and respect each one like family.’


I try to peek inside the house. There are red stains on some of the deck boards and others look like they’ll snap if I step in the wrong place.


‘Can I see?’


‘You ain’t afraid?’ she says, smiling.


I shake my head. I need to look inside every house, every shed, every lock-up, so I can discount them from my search.


She stands and walks over to her front door. The undulating way she moves is hypnotic, it’s like she glides. ‘My friend will be here soon as his shift’s over, so I ain’t got long.’


I follow her in, the deck boards creaking under my every step. It’s dark inside and the walls are pine like a giant sauna. An airport multipack of Park Lane cigarettes sits untouched on a window sill. The place smells of warm rot and vinegar.


‘Them’s the rooms,’ she says.


There’s a corridor with perhaps forty doors, all padlocked.


‘Them’s the boxes,’ she says, pointing to a rack on the far wall. She walks over and pulls out a plastic box with a white label. ‘This one had her babes last night. Take a look, won’t hurt you.’


There’s a mother snake, a thing about a metre long with a diamond-shape pattern along her back, and she has about twenty offspring.


‘This type give birth to live young. But some’s stillborn, poor dears. They’ll go to my others. Nature’s way,’ she says.


‘What are in the padlocked rooms?’ I ask.


‘Secrets.’


‘Secrets?’


‘I’m just messing with you. ‘The big ones are locked up,’ she says. ‘The antisocial ones. And the mean ones.’


There’s a dull thud from somewhere inside this place.


‘Sally?’ says a deep voice from behind us.


‘Hello, friend,’ says Sally with a big smile, extracting her snus packets from under her lip with the discretion and swiftness of a master magician performing a trick. ‘This is Tuva, she’s just leaving.’


‘Hi,’ I say holding out my hand to the handsome Viking paramedic I’ve seen before around town. He has a fresh blood stain on his sleeve. I guess that goes with the job.


‘Hi,’ he says, shaking my hand, then turning to Sally and kissing her full on the lips.


‘Thanks for dropping by, friend,’ says Sally from behind the paramedic’s tattooed neck. She scratches her cheek with a snakeskin fingernail. ‘See you again soon.’
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I leave them to their kiss. It’s the kind of kiss I haven’t had for four months and it makes me yearn for Noora. But part of me knows that if I’m still here when Noora gets back from her Gotland holiday then that means Tammy will still be missing. And I don’t want to think about that possibility.


I leave the acidic house, Sally and the paramedic still locked together, and retreat to the covered deck. There’s a rifle leaning against a pine pillar and I’m not sure if it’s a BB gun or a lethal weapon.


Behind Sally’s house is the river but there’s something else back there. Halfway between the shack and the bubbling water there are ten or twelve large white vats. Buckets full of God knows what. I can’t see from back here and something tells me Sally wants me off her land now her ‘friend’ is here. I get into my truck.


I’m sweating and I have a bad taste in my mouth. Not sure if it’s from Sally’s house or from feeling so impotent in this search. Unprepared. Powerless. Or else it’s the fact I’m surrounded by thousands of wrecked cars and that always makes me queasy. Takes me back to the night of Dad’s crash. I thought it was my fault. Me, a fourteen-year-old girl. I never got to see his car again. Never got to see him again.


I always blamed myself for his accident. All through my teens. He was planning on staying overnight after his conference and I pleaded with him to drive back so we could have his birthday breakfast together. I don’t blame myself anymore. I’ve dealt with that. But I will always be aware that if he had not driven back that night he’d still be alive today.


An Utgard crow caws high above. I amble up to the warehouse with my windows down. There’s a forklift parked next to the corrugated steel structure and there’s some kind of hideous animal head mounted on the wall.


A hunting trophy?


My dash reads twenty-one degrees but it feels more like thirty. No wind. I step out and walk to the loading doors. Sally said her son lives here but it doesn’t look like he’s in. The animal on the door is staring at me like it’s guarding the place. At first I don’t recognise the breed, the size of its teeth. But it’s a wolverine. The head. Looks like a shrunken, bloodthirsty bear or a rabid rat. All sharp incisors. Its jaws are wide open and this Karl-Otto character, the man who apparently dated or is dating my best friend, has placed his doorbell button inside the wolverine’s mouth. I’ll have to stick my finger between its razor-sharp teeth to buzz. So I do. What kind of meathead chooses a doorbell like this anyway?


The buzz is more like an insect drone.


‘You lost?’ asks a voice behind me.


I spin on my axis towards the gleaming cars and the sun’s reflection is so dazzling I need to shield my eyes to see him.


‘Looking for Karl-Otto,’ I say.


The man comes closer. He’s carrying an exhaust pipe in one hand and he’s wearing a baseball cap.


‘Not here,’ says the man, who, on closer inspection, is more boy than man.


‘My name’s Tuva Moodyson,’ I say. ‘I’m a friend of a friend of


Karl-Otto’s.’


‘You sick?’ he says.


What?


‘No,’ I say. ‘Why?’


‘Your voice is all weird. Like you got a cold or something.’


‘I’m deaf,’ I say.


He looks at me and then looks over to my Hilux and then looks back at me.


He says nothing for a full minute.


‘Can you drive a truck if you’re deaf?’ he asks.


Do not test me today, kid. Do not test me.


‘I can do everything except hear. What’s your name?’


‘Viktor.’


‘When will Karl-Otto be back, Viktor?’


He shrugs and carries the exhaust pipe towards the loading doors. This kid’s good-looking except his eyes are too far apart. Looks like a hammerhead shark.


‘You seen a woman around here in the last twenty-four hours, Viktor? She’s Swedish but her parents are both Thai. Name’s Tammy.’


His head snaps around to me. His eyes are almost round by his ears.


‘Karl-Otto knows a Tammy. Heard him speak about her.’


‘Saying what?’


He shrugs and blinks. ‘Can’t…can’t remember.’


I catch a whiff of my own sweat.


Can’t remember?


‘Are your parents here, Viktor? Can I speak with them?’


He looks over towards the shipping container home.


‘Mum’s shopping,’ he says. ‘Karlstad city. Axel’s with her buying his stupid audio equipment. Thinks he’s got a voice. I call him my uncle but he ain’t really.’


‘Can I check inside?’ I ask, pointing to the loading doors. ‘Just for a minute? Want to check Tammy’s not hiding in there.’


He shakes his head. ‘Karl-Otto told me to keep it locked up tight. We had problems one time someone stealing his cameras and his computers and stuff. Have to keep it locked up real tight.’


Below this kid’s denim shorts are a hundred raised red bumps. Bites.


‘Mosquitos bad this year, eh?’ I say.


‘Loggers,’ he says.


I frown, like ‘sorry?’


He points behind the warehouse towards Utgard forest. Impenetrable trees as tall as space rockets. ‘Two lumberjacks in there harvesting. Reckon it’s a whole summer’s work. Got ‘em living in a caravan and they got this cat, more like a lynx uncle Axel says, anyway it ain’t been fixed, and it’s making bitch cats pregnant all over the area. Axel says they’re all pests, them two and their tom cat.’


‘Where’s the lumberjack’s caravan, Viktor? I might need to talk to them.’


‘Top of the Mossen hill just before the troll-carving sisters’ house. Got their caravan near a passing place. Outsiders, not from round here. Axel reckons they’re ex-cons.’


I give Viktor my card and tell him to call me if he hears of anything at all about Tammy and he looks at it.


‘You from Malmö? What you doing all the way up here?’


‘I lived in Gavrik for years. I’m back to find my friend.’


He nods and stares towards Sally’s shack with its snake rooms and its rifle shining in the June sun. ‘Good luck with that,’ he says.


I drive off, thirsty from the heat. I trundle along at 10kph and my eyes are everywhere. Every wreck, every patch of head-high weeds, every hollow and dip.


The shipping containers at the six o’clock area are deserted. The red flowers in the window boxes have opened more since my earlier drive-by, each bright petal flexing to maximise its ration of light. This doorbell has no incisors. The patch of garden is parched brown. Normal-looking. But the house itself doesn’t look like any house I’ve ever seen. On the left: two long shipping containers stacked on top of each other, painted dark green, with windows and blinds. On the right: two more containers. They’re all connected. I suppose there’s a good amount of living space but it looks uninviting. Gloomy. I see shipping containers and I think exploited people being smuggled from one side of the globe to the other. Decent people being taken advantage of. Some of them dying on the voyage.


I step out of my truck and walk around pretending I don’t know there’s nobody home. There are maybe twenty or thirty more containers stacked and scattered around the place, and there’s a crane, and there’s a long loading lorry. Some of the containers haven’t got windows and others haven’t been painted yet; they’re still sporting names like Maersk and Pacific Cargo.


There are pipes sticking up out of the ground. Maybe ventilation ducts? Or some kind of drainage system? And then something shiny catches my eye. I walk towards a grey container. It has a window hole cut out and inside I can see timber joists and beams. The shiny thing on the wall, hanging from a nail, is a pair of steel handcuffs.


I step towards them and whisper, ‘Tammy?’


Nothing.


I peek inside the container and say, ‘Tammy, are you in there?’ But it’s completely empty.


I photograph the handcuffs on my phone and send the photo to Thord. But if someone kidnapped Tammy they wouldn’t leave handcuffs lying around, would they? Would they even use handcuffs?


Something behind me.


The hairs on the back of my neck prickle.


I turn.


It’s Viktor. No exhaust pipe. One hand in his pocket. He’s walking towards me with a claw hammer hanging from a loop on his trousers. I walk fast towards my truck.


‘Best come back when Karl-Otto’s here,’ he says, his eyes flitting from my T-shirt to my face.


‘Okay,’ I say, jogging now to get to the safety of my Hilux.


He speeds up.


‘Karl-Otto don’t like people here,’ says Viktor.


I get to my truck and climb in and close the door and lock it. Then I nod at Viktor through the window. As I switch on my engine I look forward and there’s an EPA tractor parked up – a small truck with a red triangle in its rear window, the kind of truck that farmers use. This one looks about twenty years old and there’s a wooden lid bolted down onto the flatbed to enclose it, and the wood’s been covered in roofing felt.


But that’s not what I’m staring at. I’m staring at the dry earth beneath the truck. The sticky patch. I’m staring at the dark blood dripping down from the back of the truck.
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I fumble with my phone as Viktor stares at me through my windscreen. I turn my key in the ignition. Nothing. I try again but something’s wrong.


I speed-dial Thord.


Viktor looks at me then looks at the EPA truck. My phone isn’t connecting. Viktor bangs my bonnet with the flat of his hand and then he turns and tries to heave the wooden cover off the flatbed of his EPA tractor.


I try the key again. What the hell is wrong with my truck?


‘Thord speaking.’


Viktor removes the claw hammer from his tool belt.


‘It’s me, I’m at Snake River, I’ve found a truck. There’s blood dripping out the back…’


‘Are you in danger, Tuva? Can you get away from the scene?’


‘I…’


‘Tuva, listen to me very…’ but I’ve tuned out. Viktor’s managed to open the homemade lid on the back of the pickup. He’s staring at me, hammer in hand, and he’s pointing to the roe deer lying in the truck. There are half a dozen black flies buzzing round the torso of the animal. A sheet of blood cascades from the truck.


Viktor’s lips are saying, ‘Roadkill.’


I take a deep breath.


‘It’s my mistake,’ I tell Thord as I stare at its broken neck. ‘It’s just a deer.’


‘Deer?’ he says. ‘This time of year?’


‘Roadkill,’ I say.


‘Well, alright then,’ he pauses a moment. ‘Tuvs, it’s good you’re out searching but don’t go putting yourself in any danger, you hear? Can you do this with a friend or something?’


‘Tammy’s my friend,’ I say, still staring at the dead deer not much larger than a family Labrador.


‘Yeah, I know. But you make sure you get some rest and some food. Keep your stamina up.’


‘Sure.’


I end the call and Viktor gestures for me to wind down my window. Deep breaths. My gear is in drive. That’s why the truck isn’t starting. I move it to park and start it up. Another deep breath. I open my window a few centimetres because I don’t feel safe here even though my engine’s running and I can leave any time I want.


The smell of blood. An iron tang from the carcass.


‘Didn’t shoot it, I promise on my mamma’s life. Found it on the side of the road, I did.’


‘Okay,’ I say.


‘Okay,’ he says, looking back at the deer, its head twisted round, its shiny lifeless eyes staring right at me, judging me. ‘We’ll spit-roast her over at the firepit by Karl-Otto’s place. Got some hog fat in the freezer that’ll juice her up real nice.’


‘I have to go,’ I say, letting my foot off the break, winding my window back up. It feels good to be moving again and to be hermetically sealed inside my own vehicle. The Snake River site doesn’t feel like anyplace I’ve ever visited before. It has a frontier vibe, like the laws of the land don’t quite reach all the way out here.


I drive past more shipping containers, some partially buried in the dirt, some carved out with display windows in their sides like giant fish tanks at an aquarium. There’s a rusting sail boat called Lena III up on stilts and wrapped in tarp sheets. Everywhere I look I see a hiding place: a void or a room where someone could be holding Tammy against her will.


When I turn back onto the road I’m sweating and my heart’s beating too hard. Too little sleep, too much coffee. Classic Midsommar combo.


Utgard forest bears down on me, the monstrous pines standing straight, like malevolent spectators looking out at the world. Waiting. Poised.


As I drive back to the underpass I see the volume of traffic on the E16. It’s not a jam but it’s getting there. Cars, most stuffed with toddlers and spare bedding and sweating strawberries, are trundling along at about 30kph, windows open, tanned arms hanging out and scooping back air. This week, the Midsommar week, is peak summer-home time in Sweden. People pack up their shit and head to whatever lakeside shack their granddaddy built, or whatever forest cottage they bought off the internet, and they grill outdoors and they have lots of unprotected twilight sex and they get bitten by a thousand bloodthirsty insects, insects that have been waiting for them since the last snows melted away back in April.


I look out for Tammy. I see T-shirts and I see backs of heads that could be her but they’re not. Not even a strong resemblance; just my sleep-deprived mind desperate to find hope where there is none.


There’s a strawberry stall in the lay-by outside McDonald’s. Two girls who can’t be older than fifteen wearing cotton dresses and bored faces, two girls sitting on fold-up camp chairs behind a fold-up decorator’s table, two girls selling overpriced Swedish strawberries to Swedes who crave them and will pay almost anything to get them. Swedes buy Swedish. The table is red and the girls are dressed in white and the sky behind is a powder blue. The whole thing looks like the horizontal block-stripes of an artist; the kind some swear is a philistine and others laud as a genius.


I go to park in my usual space but there’s a BMW sitting there. My replacement. I pull into a guest space – there’s plenty of guest parking in Gavrik, ever-hopeful – and get hit by unseasonal heat as I step down. It’s this hot in August but not in June. This is a freak heatwave.


The bell above the door tinkles as I step into Gavrik Posten. Lars isn’t in, which is to be expected. Sebastian Cheekbones is sitting behind my desk with a mini-fan blowing his perfect blond hair like some cut-price MTV video.


‘Hej!’ he says, leaping out of his chair, his smile broad and bright.


‘Hej,’ I say.


He stretches over and offers me a fist-bump. What the fuck is wrong with this kid? I leave him hanging and say, ‘You heard about Tammy?’


He retracts his closed fist and says, ‘Yeah, I’m sorry. But the Chief reckons she’ll show up in the next few days, he says Midsommar madness hits all of us at some point.’


‘Midsommar madness?’ I say, grit in my voice.


‘You know,’ he says. ‘Insomnia from the incessant birdsong and the light, our body clocks not adjusting to the early mornings. And he says it’s even harder for people not of Swedish heritage.’


‘What did you just say?’


‘Because Tammy’s Thai, I think he meant.’


Sebastian’s looking like a puppy who just peed on a rug and knows what’s coming.


‘Tammy was born here,’ I say. ‘Not that it should matter, but she’s as Swedish as you or me or the acorn-dick chief of police over there. He really said that?’


Cheekbones fiddles with some tiny plastic toy no bigger than a toe, the kind of action figure you get free with a Happy Meal or a chocolate egg.


‘I was at a barbecue with him,’ says Sebastian. ‘Smokiest barbecue I’ve ever seen in my life. I think he was trying to be optimistic, you know, saying she’s gone off to a summer cabin or something.’


Am I being too harsh on this kid? But I’m not in professional-journalist mode anymore. I am in furious, terrified best-friend mode. I’ll be as harsh as I need to be.


‘Lena in?’ I ask, curtly.


He nods and throws the plastic toy in the bin.


I knock and step into her office.


‘Anything from Snake River?’ she asks.


‘I’ll need to go back, still haven’t talked with Karl-Otto, the guy she dated.’


‘Take this,’ says Lena, passing me a plastic A4 zip-up case.


I frown and take it.


‘Free night-pack the airline gave me,’ she says. ‘T-shirt, joggers, toothpaste, just the basics. More use to you than me.’


I smile at her and take the toothbrush out and thank her.


The downstairs toilet hasn’t changed much since I left. New pine-scented air freshener but the same budget ICA hand soap. I brush my teeth and feel about a hundred times better. Strange how toothpaste can lift your mood. I made an effort to brush Mum’s teeth right up until the end. Softly. Hardly any pressure at all. Her lips were dark by then and they were sore. Her gums were prone to bleeding. But the toothpaste perked her up a little each time. That’s mint for you. And it was one tiny thing I could do for her. Not medical, just a simple everyday human routine. One of my hands supporting the back of her head, the other brushing as gently as I could manage. Me and her. Mother and child.


I change my T-shirt for the airline one, it’s thin and unfitted but it’s clean, and then I use the miniature deodorant.


‘Thanks,’ I say, heading back into Lena’s office.


‘I came up with a plan of sorts,’ she says. ‘Tell me what you think.’


I take the paper from her. It has five bullet points. First, a flyer campaign using a recent photo of Tammy and listing a phone number.


‘Great,’ I say. ‘Let’s do something on social media as well. A Facebook account or a hashtag.’


She nods and makes a note.


Second bullet point is ‘press conference.’


‘Police press conference?’ I ask.


‘They won’t do one yet,’ she says. ‘We can try to get some journalists up here, pull in some favours, and do something ourselves.’


Lena is the best person in the whole damn world.


Third bullet point is ‘search party’.


‘How do we organise a search party?’ I ask.


‘No idea,’ she says. ‘But I guess we announce something at the press conference and then signal boost on social media. We can group together at a meeting point and fan out from there.’


Fourth bullet point is ‘reward for information.’


‘Reward?’ I ask.


‘I’m working on it,’ she says, tapping her nose. ‘Won’t be anything big but it might help.’


Final bullet point is ‘talk to everyone in Tammy’s life.’


‘Yep,’ I say. ‘I’ll track down Karl-Otto and I’ll talk to Freddy Bom from the shoe shop. And I’ll call Thai food wholesalers, some regular clients I know of, her friend who works the tills in ICA.’


‘We still haven’t got hold of her mum, you know,’ says Lena. ‘She’s in Central America. We’ve left messages every way we know how.’


‘Shit,’ I say. ‘And she hasn’t spoken to her dad for years. Not since he ran off with a Barbie lookalike. She wouldn’t want him getting involved, I don’t think.’
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