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To my father, Karl-Erik




Warm thanks to Chief Inspector Torbjörn Åhgren, who read the whole manuscript and had valuable opinions, and equally warm thanks to Chief Inspector Lars Björklund for his help through the years.





1


The woman’s right eye was blinking. One, two, three, four times. Chief Inspector Erik Winter closed his eyes. When he opened them again he saw that the blinking continued, like a spastic movement, like something alive. Winter could see the August light reflected in the woman’s eye. The sun sent a ray through the open window. Winter could hear the morning traffic down on the street; a car passed, a streetcar clattered in the distance, a seabird screeched. He heard steps, a woman’s heels against the cobblestones. She was walking quickly; she had someplace to go.


Winter looked at the woman again, and at the floor under her. It was made of wood. The ray of sunlight carved its way through the floor like fire. It continued through the wall, into the next room, maybe through all the rooms on this floor.


The woman’s eyelids trembled a few more times. Take away those damn electrodes now. We know now. He moved his eyes away from her. He saw the curtains in the window billow from a slight breeze. It brought with it the scents of the city as well as the sounds. The smell of gas, the oil perfume. The salty scent of sea, he could smell it. He thought suddenly of the sea, and of the line of the horizon, and of what lay beyond. Of journeys, he thought of journeys. Someone said something in the room, but Winter didn’t hear. He was still thinking of journeys, and of how he would have to go off on a journey through this woman’s life. A journey backward. He looked around in the room again. This room.


•   •   •


The desk clerk had been on an errand to the room; it was still unclear why.


He had rushed up to her.


He had called from there, on his cell phone.


The county communications center had sent an ambulance and a patrol car to the hotel. The police car had driven the wrong way on a one-way street. All the streets were one-way in the old neighborhoods south of Central Station.


The two detectives, a man and a woman, had been shown to the room on the third floor by a woman who looked very frightened. The desk clerk had been waiting outside. The door had been open. The police saw the body on the floor. The desk clerk had explained in a thin voice what he’d seen. His gaze had searched its way into the room, as though it belonged there. One of the police officers, the watch commander, the woman, had quickly gone into the room and knelt next to the body, which lay in an unnatural position on the floor.


The noose was still pulled tight around her throat. There was an overturned chair a meter from her head. There was no life in her face or in the ruptured eyes. The commander felt for a pulse that didn’t exist. She looked up and saw the beam that crossed the ceiling. It looked strange, medieval. The whole room looked medieval, like something from another world, or from a film. The room was neat, aside from the overturned chair. She could hear the ambulance howling through the open window now; first from far off and then loudly and brutally as it slowed down on the street. But it was a meaningless sound.


She looked at the woman’s face again; her open eyes. She looked at the rope, at the chair. At the beams up there. It was a long way up.


“Call forensics,” she said to her colleague.


•   •   •


The forensics team had come. Winter had come. The medical examiner had come.


Now the examiner was taking away the two electrodes she had stuck next to the woman’s right eye. There was nothing she could fix here anymore, but she could try to determine how long the woman had been dead. The closer she was to the moment of death, the stronger the contractions of her muscles. The moment of death, Winter thought. It’s a strange phrase. That is a strange method.


The medical examiner looked at Winter. Her name was Pia Eriksson Fröberg. They had been working together for nearly ten years, but to Winter it sometimes felt as if it had been twice as long. That might be a result of the crimes, or of something else.


“Six to eight hours,” said Fröberg.


Winter nodded. He looked at his watch. It was quarter to eleven. The woman had died in the early morning, or late at night if one preferred. It had been dark outside.


He looked around the room. The three forensics technicians were working with the chair, with the beam, with the floor around the woman, with the few other pieces of furniture that were in the room, with everything that might yield clues. If there were any. No, not if. A perpetrator always leaves something behind. Always. If we don’t believe that, we might as well pack up and head out into the sunshine.


The flash from the camera caused the room to take on a different light at uneven intervals, as though the sun outside also wanted to be a part of the action in here.


If there is a perpetrator. He looked up at the beam. He looked at the woman on the floor again. He looked at the overturned chair. One of the technicians was working with the surface, the surface for sitting. Or for standing. He looked up at Winter and shook his head.


Winter looked at the woman’s right hand. It was painted white, bright white, snow white. The paint was dry; it extended halfway up to her elbow. It looked like a grotesque glove. White paint. There was a can on the floor, on a sheet of newspaper, as though the most important thing in this room was to protect the floor. More important than life.


There was a paintbrush on the sheet of newspaper. The paint had run out a little bit, over a photograph that depicted a city in a foreign country. Winter recognized the silhouette of a mosque. He could smell the paint when he stood nearby, when he knelt.


There was a sheet of paper on the room’s only table.


•   •   •


The letter was handwritten and barely ten lines long. Maybe she’d written it somewhere else. There were no pads of paper, no pens in the hotel room. Room number ten. The numbers were made of gilded brass; they hung from the door on a nail. The third floor of four. Inside, a scent lingered after the window had been closed. It was sweet, but that word has many implications.


Winter picked up the copy of the letter from his desk and studied the handwriting again. He couldn’t tell whether her hand had shaken as she wrote her last words, and he hadn’t yet been able to compare them with other words, with other writing by her. They had sent everything to SKL, the national forensics lab—the letter and other things the woman had evidently written.


I love you both and I will always love you no matter what happens to me and you’ll always be with me wherever I go and if I’ve made you angry at me I want to ask for your forgiveness and I know that you’ll forgive me no matter what happens to me and no matter what happens to you and I know that we will meet again.


That’s where she had put the first period. Then she had written the next lines and then it had happened. No matter what happens to me. It was repeated two times in the letter to her parents, written with what Winter thought was a steady hand, even if the technicians thought they saw tremors under a microscope.


The hand that she’d used to write the letter that Winter held in his own hand. He looked at it. He couldn’t see it shaking, but he knew that it could be. He was still human, after all. Her white hand. A perfect painting. Or a hand made of plaster. Something that no longer belonged to her. That might as well be removed. That’s what he had thought of. He wondered why. Had someone else thought the same thing?


Her name was Paula Ney and she was twenty-nine years old and in two days she would have turned thirty, on September 1. The first day of fall in Sweden. She had her own apartment, but she hadn’t been living there the past two weeks because the landlord was renovating and the workmen went from apartment to apartment and then back again; one hour here, one hour there, and the renovation was going to take a very long time. She had moved back to her parents’ house.


Early yesterday evening she went to the movies with a friend and after the show they each had a glass of red wine at a bar in the vicinity of the theater and then they parted at Grönsakstorget. From there, Paula would take the streetcar, she had said, and that’s where the traces of her stopped until she was discovered in the room at Hotel Revy the next morning, one and a half kilometers east of Grönsakstorget. There was no streetcar that passed Revy. It was a strange name.


•   •   •


The hotel was also strange, as though it had been left behind from a worse time. Or a better one, according to some. It was in the dense neighborhood south of Central Station, in one of the buildings that had survived the demolitions of the sixties. Five blocks had survived, as though this particular part of the city had been in the shadows when the city planners had studied the map, maybe during a picnic in Trädgårdsföreningen just across the canal.


Revy had been there for a long time, and before that a restaurant had been there. It was gone now. And the hotel stood completely in the shadow of the Sheraton on Drottningtorget. There was some sort of symbolism in that.


Revy had also had a reputation for being a brothel. It was probably its proximity to Central Station and the great turnover of guests of both sexes. Most of that was over now; the rumors and the reality. Winter knew that the trafficking team took a look at the place sometimes, but not even the whores and the johns were at home in the past. Maybe the owner had been charged with pimping one time too many. God knows who stayed there now. Hardly anyone. The room they had found Paula Ney in had been empty for three weeks. Before that, an unemployed actor from Skövde had stayed there for four nights. He had come to the city to audition for a television series but hadn’t gotten the role. Just a small role, he had said on the phone with Winter’s colleague Fredrik Halders: I was going to play dead.


Winter heard a knock and looked up. Before he had time to say anything, the door opened and Chief Inspector Bertil Ringmar, third in rank in the homicide unit, stepped in through the door and closed it behind him and walked quickly through the room and sat down on the chair in front of Winter’s desk.


“Please come in,” said Winter.


“It’s just me,” said Ringmar, pushing the chair closer. It scraped against the floor. He looked at Winter. “I went up to Öberg.”


Torsten Öberg was a chief inspector, like Winter and Ringmar, and he was the deputy chief of the forensics unit on the floor above the homicide unit.


“And?”


“He was working on someth—”


The telephone on Winter’s desk rang and interrupted Ringmar in the middle of his sentence. Winter lifted the receiver.


“Erik Winter here.”


He listened without saying anything else, hung up, stood.


“Speak of the devil. Öberg wants to see us.”


•   •   •


“It’s hard to hang someone else,” said Öberg. He was leaning against one of the workbenches in the laboratory. “Especially if the victim is fighting for his life.” He gestured toward the objects on the counter. “But it’s difficult even without resistance. Bodies are heavy.” He looked at Winter. “That goes for young women, too.”


“Did she fight?” Winter asked.


“Not in the least.”


“What happened?”


“That’s your job, Erik.”


“Come on, Torsten. You had something for us.”


“She never stood on that chair,” said Öberg. “From what we can tell, no one has ever stood on it.” He rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Did the desk clerk say that he jumped up and grabbed hold of the end of the rope?”


Winter nodded.


“He never climbed up on the chair?”


“No. It tipped over when the body fell.”


“She has a wound on her shoulder,” said Öberg. “She could have gotten it then.”


Winter nodded again. He had spoken with Fröberg.


“The desk clerk, his name was Bergström, Bergström got hold of the end and pulled down as hard as he could and the knot came loose.”


“Sounds like he knew what he was doing,” said Öberg.


But he hadn’t had any idea, he had said to Winter during the first short interrogation in a small, nasty-smelling room behind the lobby. He had only acted. Instinctively, he had said. Instinctively. He wanted to save lives.


He hadn’t recognized the woman, not then, not later. She hadn’t checked in; she wasn’t a guest there.


He had seen the letter, the sheet of paper. The suicide note—he had realized what it was the second before he took action. Someone who was tired of life. He had seen the chair standing under her, but also the end of the rope, and he had thrown himself forward and up.


“That chair has been carefully cleaned,” said Öberg.


“What do you mean by that?” Winter asked.


“If she wanted to hang herself, first she would have had to climb up on the chair and tie the rope around the beam,” said Öberg. “But she didn’t stand on that chair. And if she did, someone wiped it off afterward. And it wasn’t her.”


“We understand that,” said Ringmar.


“It’s a smooth surface,” Öberg continued. “She was barefoot.”


“Her shoes were by the door,” said Ringmar.


“She was barefoot when we got there,” said Öberg. “She died barefoot.”


“No clues on the chair,” Winter said, mostly to himself.


“As you gentlemen know, the lack of clues is as interesting as clues themselves,” Öberg said.


Winter could see that Öberg was proud, or something like that. He had something to tell them.


“There are no fingerprints on the rope, but I forewarned you of that, didn’t I?”


“Yes,” Winter answered, “and I’m not unfamiliar with nylon rope.”


The rope was blue, an obscene blue color that recalled neon. The rough surface seldom captured any prints from fingers. It was hardly even possible to tell whether someone had been wearing gloves.


But there were other clues. Winter had seen the technicians working in room ten. They carefully swabbed the rope for traces of saliva, strands of hair, sweat. It was very difficult not to leave some trace of DNA behind.


A person who wore gloves might have spit on the glove.


Brushed back his hair.


But it wasn’t impossible to go free. Winter tried to keep a cool head these days, when the DNA dream of solving and resolving every crime could be a pipe dream, a daydream.


He knew that Öberg had sent all the tests to SKL.


“Gert found something more,” said Öberg, and there was a flash in one of his eyes. “Inside the knot of the noose.”


“We’re listening,” said Winter.


“Blood. Not much, but enough.”


“Good,” said Ringmar. “Very good.”


“One of the tiniest flecks I’ve seen,” said Öberg. “Gert loosened the knot, and because he is a thorough man, he took a thorough look.”


“I didn’t see any blood in that room,” said Winter.


“None of us saw any blood,” said Öberg. “And above all, not on the woman.” He turned to Winter. “Has Pia found any small cuts on her body?”


“No. At least not yet.”


“So if the rope isn’t Paula Ney’s . . .” Ringmar said.


“. . . then it’s someone else’s,” Öberg supplied, and his eye flashed again.


•   •   •


“I talked to Paula’s parents an hour ago,” Ringmar said; he moved his chair back half a meter, and the sound was louder now. They were back in Winter’s office. Winter felt a warmth, like the beginning of a fever. Ringmar moved his chair again; it scraped again.


“Can’t you lift up the chair?” Winter said.


“But I’m sitting in it!”


“What did they say? The parents?”


“She hadn’t seemed different on the last night, or the afternoon. Or the week before. Just irritated at the workmen, or the landlord. That’s what they said, anyway. The parents. Or the mom, rather. I spoke to her mom. Elisabeth.”


Winter had also spoken to her, yesterday afternoon. He had spoken with her husband, Paula’s father. Mario. He had come to Sweden at a very young age and found work at SKF, the ball bearing factory. Many Italians had found work there.


Mario Ney, Paula Ney. Her purse had been on the bed in the hotel room. Until now, Öberg and his colleagues had not found out whether anyone had gone through the contents in the purse. There was a wallet with a debit card and some cash. No driver’s license, but a gym membership card from Friskis & Svettis. Other little things.


And a pocket with four photographs, the kind that are taken in photo booths. They looked recent.


Everything in that bag indicated that it belonged to Paula Ney, and that it was Paula Ney who had been hanged in the dark hotel room that only let in a thin streak of sun at a time.


“When would Paula have moved back to the apartment?” Winter asked.


“Sometime in the future, as she put it.”


“Did she say that? Did her parents say that she said that?”


“It was the dad who said it, I guess. I asked the mom.”


Winter held up the letter, a copy of the letter. The words were the same as in the original. Those ten lines. Above them: “To Mario and Elisabeth.”


“Why did she write this? And why to her parents?”


“She didn’t have a husband,” said Ringmar.


“Answer the first question first,” said Winter.


“I don’t have an answer.”


“Was she forced to?”


“Absolutely.”


“Do we know that she wrote this letter after she disappeared, or whatever we should call it? After she left her friend at Grönsakstorget?”


“No. But we’re assuming it.”


“We’re linking the letter to the murder,” said Winter. “But maybe it’s about something else.”


“What would that be?”


They were into one of their routines, methods, questions and answers, and questions again in a stream of consciousness that might move forward or backward, any direction at all, as long as it didn’t stand still.


“Maybe she needed to get something off her chest,” said Winter. “She couldn’t say it face-to-face. Face-to-faces. Something had happened. She wanted to explain herself, or find reconciliation. Or just contact them. She wanted to leave home, for a little while. She didn’t want to be with her parents.”


“That’s wishful thinking,” said Ringmar.


“Sorry?”


“The alternative is just too horrible.”


Winter didn’t answer. Ringmar was right, of course. He had tried to see the scene in front of him because it was part of his work, and he had closed his eyes when he saw it: Paula in front of a piece of paper, someone behind her, above her. A pen in her hand. Write. Write!


“Are those her words?” Ringmar asked.


“Was she taking dictation?” Winter asked.


“Or was she allowed to write what she wanted?”


“I think so,” Winter said, reading the first sentences again.


“Why?” Ringmar asked.


“It’s too personal.”


“Maybe it’s the murderer’s personality.”


“You mean that it’s his message to the parents?”


Ringmar shrugged.


“I don’t think so,” said Winter. “They’re her words.”


“Her last words,” Ringmar said.


“If more letters don’t show up.”


“Oh, hell.”


“What does she mean by saying she wants to ask forgiveness?” Winter said, reading the words again.


“What she writes,” said Ringmar. “That she wants to ask forgiveness if she made her parents angry.”


“Is that the first thing a person thinks of in a letter like this? Would she think of that?”


“Would a person think at all?” said Ringmar. “She knows that she’s in a bad situation. She’s ordered to write a suicide note.” Ringmar fidgeted in his chair again but didn’t move it. “Yes. It’s possible that thoughts of guilt would pop up then. Same with thoughts of reconciliation.”


“Was there any guilt? I mean, real guilt?”


“Not according to her parents. Nothing that was . . . well, anything more than the usual between parents and children. There’s no old feud, or whatever you’d call it.”


“Although we don’t know that,” said Winter.


Ringmar didn’t answer. He got up and walked over to the window and looked out through the slits in the blinds. He could see the wind in the black treetops in front of Fattighusån. There was a weak light over the houses on the other side of the canal; it was something other than the clear glimmer of a high summer night.


“Have you ever been involved in something like this before, Erik?” Ringmar said without turning around. “A letter from . . . the other side.”


“The other side?”


“Come on, Erik,” Ringmar said, turning around, “the poor girl knows she’s going to be murdered and she writes a letter about love and reconciliation and forgiveness, and then we get a call from that damn flea-ridden hotel and all we can do is go there and find out what happened.”


“You’re not the only one who’s frustrated here, Bertil.”


“So—have you ever been involved with something like this before? A suicide note like this one?”


“No.”


“Written by a hand that is then painted? Painted white? As though it were . . . separate from the body?”


“No, no.”


“What the hell is going on, Erik?”


Winter got up without answering. He felt a sharp pain in his neck and across one shoulder blade. He had sat deep in concentration over the letter for too long and had forgotten to move his forty-five-year-old body, and that didn’t work anymore; he could no longer handle sitting still for very long. But he was still alive. He had his hands in front of him. He could lift them and massage his neck. He did so, lowered his hands, and walked over to Ringmar, who was still standing at the window. Winter opened it a few centimeters. He could smell the scents of the evening; there was a sort of freshness to them.


Ringmar was furious. He was professional and furious, and that was a good combination. It invigorated the imagination, urged it on. A police officer without an imagination was a poor hunter, mediocre at best. Police officers who managed to turn everything off when they stepped out of the police station and went home. Perhaps it was good for them, but it wasn’t good for their work; an officer with no imagination could turn it all off after working hours—and then wonder why he never got results. Many were like that, Winter had thought many times during his career at the CID; there were plenty of barely competent second-raters who couldn’t think farther than to the top of the hill. In that way, they were related to psychopaths, lacking the ability to think past their own noses: is there anything on the other side of the hill? Nah, I can’t see anything there, so there can’t be anything there. I think I’ll pass this car.


“I don’t know if it’s a message to us,” Winter said. “The hand. The white hand.”


“What was it about her hand?” said Ringmar.


“What do you mean?”


“Is there some . . . history surrounding her hand? Why did he paint her hand with that damn enamel paint?”


The paint came from Beckers; it was called Syntem, and it was an antique white semigloss enamel paint for indoor carpentry, furniture, walls, and iron surfaces. All of this could be read on the liter can that stood in room ten. It was the technicians’ job to establish that the paint had also been used on a human body. There was no reason to doubt it, but they had to be certain. One thing was already certain: Paula Ney had never touched the paintbrush that lay next to the can, which was nearly full. The paint that had been used had been used to paint Paula’s hand. Then the shaft of the paintbrush had been carefully wiped off.


“Nothing . . . abnormal about her hand, according to her parents,” Winter said.


Good God. Her parents hadn’t seen her hand yet. Fröberg and Öberg weren’t done with it. Winter had had to keep it from her parents and simultaneously tell them about it, ask questions about it. What a fucking job this is.


“I have all the family photos in my office,” Ringmar said.


“We won’t find anything there,” Winter said.


Ringmar didn’t answer.


“What was he going to do with it, then?” said Ringmar. “The hand?”


“You make it sound like he was carrying it with him.”


“Well, doesn’t it feel like that?”


“I don’t know, Bertil.”


“There is some reason for this. That bastard wants to say something to us. He wants to tell us something.” Ringmar flung one hand into the air. “About himself.” He looked at Winter. “Or about her.” He looked out through the window. Winter followed his gaze. There was only darkness out there. “Or about both of them.”


“They knew each other?” Winter said.


“Yes.”


“They had planned to meet at an out-of-the-way hotel? And to be on the safe side they didn’t bother to announce their arrival in the lobby?”


“Yes.”


“And we believe this?”


“No.”


“But she knew the murderer?”


“I think so, Erik.”


Winter didn’t answer.


“I have been in this damn line of work ten years longer than you, Erik, I’ve seen almost everything, but I’m having trouble putting this together.”


“We’ll put it together,” said Winter.


“Naturally,” said Ringmar, but he didn’t smile.


“Speaking of before,” said Winter. “When I was really green, it was my first year as a detective, I think, I worked on something that involved Hotel Revy.”


“This is definitely not the first time that place has been involved in an investigation,” said Ringmar. “You know that as well as I do.”


“Yes . . . but the case . . . or whatever I should call it, was special.”


Winter contemplated the night outside, a dim darkness and a dim light, as though nothing could make up its mind out there now that summer was nearly over and autumn was slowly sliding up out of the earth with the mist.


“It was a missing person,” said Winter. “I remember it now.”


“At Hotel Revy?”


“It was a woman,” said Winter. “I don’t remember her name right now. But she disappeared from her home. Was going to run some errand. She was married, I think. And as I recall she had checked in at Hotel Revy the night before she disappeared.”


“Disappeared? Disappeared to where?”


Winter didn’t answer. He sank down into his thoughts, into his memory, as the darkness out there sank over roof ridges and streets and parks and harbors and hotels.


“What happened to her?” Ringmar asked. “I guess I’ve investigated too many missing persons; they run together.”


“I don’t know,” Winter said, staring at Ringmar’s face. “No one knows. I don’t think she was ever found. No.”


•   •   •


Winter had been twenty-seven and a green detective, and the late summer had been greener than usual because it had rained more than usual all summer. Winter had moved through the city every day without a thought of vacation, but he had thought of the future, this future, the future of a detective; he had cut his legal studies short before they really even started in order to become a police officer, but after his training and one year in uniform and six months in plainclothes he still wasn’t sure if he wanted to devote his life to penetrating the underworld. There was so much aboveground that was so much brighter. Even when it rained. In his six months or so on the force he had seen things that normal people never see, even if they live for a hundred years. That was how he thought: normal people. The people who lived aboveground. He lived there, too, sometimes; he came and went, crawled up and crawled down again, but he knew that his life would never be “normal.” We have our own world down here, we police officers, along with our thieves and murderers and rapists. We understand. We understand one another.


He had begun to understand what understanding involved. When he did, it became easier. I’m becoming like them, he thought. The murderers.


I’m becoming more and more like them because they can never become like me.


He realized that he had to think in irregular patterns to find answers to mysteries. It was easier then. It was also more difficult then. He could feel himself changing as he became better and better at his job, at the way he thought. When he had found the answers to the mysteries, or parts of the answers, he said that he had an active imagination and that was all there was to it. But it wasn’t just imagination. He had thought like them, gone into the darkness like them. He didn’t have a life of his own for long periods of his life; the more clever he became, the more difficult it was to live “normally.” He was alone. He was like a rocky point of land. He didn’t keep track of the time of day. He didn’t keep track of anything more than his mystery. He tended to the mystery, tucked it in, watered it; when it came to the mystery he was a perfectionist, compulsive in his care. His documents lay in straight lines on his desk. At home, his clothes lay in messy piles on the way from the bedroom to the bathroom. He had neat civilian police clothes because he didn’t see any virtue in being a slob, but sure as hell, he was a slob beneath a lovely shell. He tried to cook real food but gave up in the middle of it. He opened a bottle of malt whiskey instead, when hardly anyone knew what malt whiskey was; that put Winter ahead of the game in the normal world, and he tried to drink the whiskey as slowly as possible and listen to the atonal jazz that no one else could stand. Whiskey and jazz, that was his method, when night fell, and so did everything else out there, and he sat in the half darkness with his plots, his mystery, and soon enough with a laptop that dispersed a cold light.


After a few years in the unit he realized that he had found himself because he had slowly lost what had been himself, and he thought that it was nice; it was liberation from normalcy.


•   •   •


Ellen Börge had been liberated from normalcy. Or had liberated herself. She had gone out to buy a magazine and never come back. It really had happened, reality imitated fiction: Ellen had really gone out to buy a magazine, a so-called women’s magazine. Winter had guessed at first that it was Femina because there was a small pile of Femina magazines on the coffee table, and no other magazines. Her husband, Christer, had no idea. Femina, huh? Well, I have no idea. She didn’t say.


She had never arrived at the ICA store nearby where she usually bought her magazines, and everything else, too. They were lucky in the sense that the two clerks who had been working that afternoon recognized Ellen Börge and they said they would probably have remembered if she had been there.


Christer Börge had waited for five hours before he called the police. First he was transferred to local district station three, as it had been called then, and after twenty-four hours without Ellen the investigative unit was called in; more specifically the security forces that worked with missing persons reports. Greenhorn Erik Winter had gotten the case; wet-behind-the-ears Winter. He suspected foul play because it was his job to suspect foul play; it was also his nature to suspect foul play, and he had sat in front of the coffee table with Femina on it and asked questions about the twenty-nine-year-old Ellen of her thirty-one-year-old husband. The trio were all about the same age, but Winter felt like an outsider; he hadn’t met Ellen, and Christer hadn’t rejoiced when Winter arrived. Christer had been nervous, but Winter didn’t understand what kind of nervousness it was. That kind of understanding of people required years of being an interrogator. It wasn’t something that could be taught at the police academy. All you could do was wait for years, or wait them out, ask your questions again and again, read faces, listen to the words and simultaneously try to understand their implications. Winter had known even then, at the beginning of time, in 1987, that scholars of literature talked about subtext, and that was a good word for police interrogations, too: there could be a gulf between what was said and what was meant.


“You waited five hours before you called the police,” he had said to Börge. This was no question.


“Yeah, so what?”


Börge had shifted on the sofa across from him. Winter had been sitting in an easy chair, some kind of white plush; he had thought that the furniture seemed too . . . adult for people of his same age, the whole home seemed . . . established, lived in, as though by a couple in late middle age, but here he didn’t trust his own judgment; his own apartment was two rooms with a bed and a table and some kind of easy chair, and in a direct interrogation he wouldn’t have been able to account for what kind of furniture he had, and what its purpose was.


But Börge would be able to account for everything in his home, a complete contents list down to the number of napkins in the second kitchen drawer from the top. Winter had been sure of it. Börge had looked like someone who had to have total control if the world were to retain its normalcy. His wife looked about the same in a photograph that stood on the coffee table, a conservative face, a hairstyle that didn’t take any chances, a gaze that was somewhere else. But Ellen had had beautiful features, neat and regular, in that photo. It was a face that could be nearly sensational in a different context, with a different hairstyle, and Winter had thought, while sitting in the chair, that perhaps Ellen Börge hadn’t been so happy with her husband. Too much control. Maybe children had been planned in their timetable, but not for a couple of years, when the moon was in the correct position, when the tide had gone out, when finances permitted it. Winter didn’t have any thoughts of children himself, but on the other hand he didn’t have a woman to share such thoughts with.


Maybe Ellen hadn’t been able to stand it.


Five hours. Then her husband had called the police. If Christer was who he seemed to be, he ought to have called immediately. Demanded his rights. Demanded a massive effort. Demanded his wife back.


Winter had wondered.


“Weren’t you worried? Five hours can be a long time when you’re waiting for someone.”


“Would you have done anything if I’d called earlier, huh?” Börge’s voice had suddenly become more clear, almost shrill. “Wouldn’t you just have said that we had to wait and see?”


“Have you called before?” Winter asked. “Has Ellen disappeared before?”


“Uh . . . no. I just mean that you have to wait. You know, that’s what you read. The police wait and see, right?”


“It depends,” said Winter, who was suddenly the one answering questions. This was difficult; interrogations were very difficult. “It’s impossible to generalize.”


“Sometimes . . . she would take a walk,” Börge said, though Winter hadn’t asked a follow-up question. “She would be gone for a few hours without saying anything. Like, ahead of time, I mean.”


“Five hours?”


“No, never. Two, maybe; three on rare occasions.”


“Why?”


“What do you mean why?”


Börge was sitting still on his sofa now, as though he had begun to calm down when he looked back on what had been.


“Why was she gone for hours without saying anything ahead of time?”


“I said a few.”


“Did you ask her?”


“What would I ask?” Börge stroked the plush, as though he were petting a dog, a cat. “She was just taking a walk, after all.”


“And this time she went out to buy a magazine. Maybe Femina.”


“If you say so.”


“That’s the only magazine here,” Winter said, grabbing the pile in front of him and reading the month of publication on the top issue. “You’re sure that she said that she was going to buy a magazine?”


“Yes.”


“Did she subscribe to any others?”


“What? No . . . she used to . . . but now I guess it was . . . single copies or whatever it’s called.”


“When did she stop subscribing?”


He could check everything like that, but he wanted to ask anyway. They could be important questions. Often you didn’t know until afterward.


“Well . . .” Börge said, looking at the little pile on the table. “I don’t really remember. A few months ago, I think.”


“Does she read any other magazines or journals?”


“Well, we have the daily paper of course, GP. And other than that it’s just those.” He pointed at the pile that Winter was still holding in his hand. “You’re welcome to look in the closets, but I’ve only seen that one.”


“She had it already,” Winter said.


“What?”


Winter held up the two top magazines.


“She had the August issue, and the September one.”


“September? But it’s not September yet.”


“They come out a bit before the new month starts, I would guess.” Winter read the cover again. “It says here: September 1987.”


“Maybe it wasn’t that magazine,” Börge said. “I mean, the one she talked about going out to buy.”


Winter didn’t say anything. He waited. He knew that it was good to wait sometimes. That was the hardest thing, the hardest part of the art of interrogation.


Thirty seconds went by. He could see the silence causing Börge to think he had said something that Winter didn’t like, or had become suspicious of, and that he ought to say something now that made the atmosphere around the coffee table a little better, a little lighter, maybe.


He suddenly got up and walked over to the bookcase, which mostly resembled a very large cabinet along the wall, a glass case, with space for china, knickknacks, books, a few photographs in frames. Winter had seen Ellen’s face.


Börge was still standing in front of the books, as though he were looking for a particular title. He turned around.


“We had argued a little bit.”


“When?”


“Before . . . when she went out.”


“What were you arguing about?”


“Children.”


“Children?”


“Well . . . she wanted to have children but I thought it was early. Too early.”


Winter said nothing to the thirty-one-year-old in front of him, mostly because he himself didn’t have anything to say about children because “early” in his case was just the beginning, just a preface. A family of his own lay eons in the future. Not even his imagination could see over that hill.


“You were fighting about it?”


“Like I said. But it wasn’t so bad.”


“What do you mean by that?”


“It wasn’t really a fight. It was just that she was . . . talking about it.”


“And you didn’t want to talk about it?”


Börge didn’t answer.


“Had you argued about it before?”


“Yes . . .”


“Did these arguments end with her going out? Without saying when she would come back?”


Börge nodded. Winter wanted an answer in words. He repeated the question.


“Yes,” Börge answered.


“Is that the reason she went out this time?”


“Well . . . we weren’t really arguing. And, you know, she was going to go out and buy a magazine.” Börge’s eyes fell to the magazine that Winter had lifted from the pile, the magazine she was going to go buy but already owned.


“Was that always the reason that she left?” Winter followed Börge’s gaze. “Arguments about when you would have children?”


“Eh . . . I can’t remember,” Börge said. “But she always came back.” He looked straight at Winter now, sought his eyes. “She always came back.”


•   •   •


But this time she didn’t come back.


She never came back.


“I remember now,” Winter said. “She never came home. Ellen. Her name was Ellen. Ellen Börge.”


They were still standing at the window. The late August evening was as dark as in November. Winter thought of a magazine cover with “September” printed under the magazine’s name.


September came and went through the years, but Ellen Börge didn’t collect magazines in a pile anymore; not on that coffee table, anyway.


“I remember, too,” Ringmar said. He gave a weak smile in the glow from outside. “And I remember you. I think that was your first case, or one of the first.”


“First case, first failure.”


“In a long line,” Ringmar said.


Winter nodded.


“But all jokes aside,” Ringmar said, “that’s a missing-person case that we didn’t solve, but we never found out whether there was foul play behind it.”


“We haven’t even solved whether it was a crime that we would then solve,” Winter said.


“Does it mean something to you?” Ringmar said. “Something in particular? Her disappearance? Ellen’s?”


“I don’t know.” Winter suddenly felt damn tired, as though the years from then to now had come staggering in a single line and lay down on top of him, all at once. “But there was something about it . . . about Ellen . . . that made it hard to let go of.”


“It’s worse at first,” said Ringmar. “When you’re green.”


“No.”


Winter stroked his chin. He felt and heard the rasp of his stubble. It had begun to turn gray a few years ago. It wasn’t his age. It was genetics, pure normalcy. He wasn’t that old yet.


“I’ve thought about it occasionally,” he continued. “Throughout the years. That there was something there. Something I could have done. Something I could have seen. It was there, in front of me. I should have seen it. If I had seen it I would have gotten farther.”


“Farther where?”


“Farther toward . . . Ellen.”


“You talk about it like it was a crime,” said Ringmar. “That she was the victim of a crime.”


Winter threw out his arms, toward Ringmar and the night.


“But we have a completely real and obvious crime in front of us,” Ringmar said.


“Mm-hmm.” Winter shook his head. He felt something rattling suddenly in there, a loose screw or something. “I suddenly feel tired. Now I can’t even remember how we got on the topic of Ellen Börge.”


“Hotel Revy,” Ringmar said. “She had also checked into the city’s coziest lodgings.”


“But Paula Ney never checked in,” said Winter.


“No,” Ringmar said. “And she never checked out either.”





2


Had Paula Ney really written the letter to her parents, Mario and Elisabeth, herself? The handwriting looked like hers, and at present they were assuming that Paula had written the letter, but closer analysis would settle the matter. Closer analysis of everything they’d found at the scene was under way, but Winter couldn’t just sit in his office and wait for others to do all the preliminary work, or the background work. The analyses would arrive when they arrived. From the very start, he had to think about four big questions that always had to be asked, immediately: What happened, exactly? Why did it happen, and why in that particular way? Who could have carried out the murder in that way? In which case, what are the reasons behind it?


Winter was standing in the hotel room at Revy. The living city moved outside, mumbling behind the drawn curtains. He walked over to the window and pulled aside the curtains, which were like drapes, and the light over the city blinded him and the sound suddenly became louder, as though someone had turned up the volume by way of a central dial in city hall.


Just a few more days until September, and the warmth that had remained at the Tropic of Cancer all summer, and never reached up here, had suddenly been pushed north. The sun was on its way down to Capricorn now, but the warmth itself was heavy and compact over Scandinavia. Rusty grills came into use, fires burned in yards in the black evenings, it smelled like soot in the humid darkness and Winter thought of other countries, down there between Cancer and Capricorn. The tropics. One day he would be on his way there, Thiruvananthapuram, Kochi, Madurai, Georgetown, Singapore, Padang, Surabaya.


There were no shadows in the tropics. A person cast no shadow; it ran straight down through your body and disappeared under the soles of your feet.


He blinked in the surprising light that came through the windowpane and turned in toward the room again and waited for the contours to become sharp.


The room shimmered with gold. Red gold. If he squinted, he couldn’t see the stains on the walls. Some of them belonged to the wallpaper; some had come later.


He took a few steps back toward the bed, which stood beside the far long wall. He moved his eyes to the door. There was a pattern on it, like a flower. It looked as though someone had thrown a glass of dark wine at the door. Wine? Why did I think of wine? It looks like ink. It’s as black as the writing in Paula’s letter. The suicide note.


Most everything in there looked like before, when they had come here for the first time. The silence hung there like a reminder, or a memory. Like one of the pictures on the wall, the biggest one. There were no traces left that he could see now. No stains of that kind. The red in here was the red gold as fake as the room, the hotel, the neighborhood, sometimes the whole damn city. But it was quiet in here now, as though the cordon also kept out all the sounds of the city.


But it was related; everything was connected in a way that he couldn’t see yet, like when you look at a pile of puzzle pieces and know that all those pieces fit together, but you don’t yet know how.


The awful message in the letter was part of a larger message. He knew the words by heart now, her words. They were about love, a great love. Or only about the opposite. Had she been drugged? Was he dictating? What do you write for your last words? Did she know that they were her last words? No. Yes.


He let the question and the answers go and concentrated on the room. What happened in here, exactly? Paula had come here but they didn’t know whether she had done so alone, as though she were preparing for a meeting. The man down at reception hadn’t noticed anything, and maybe it wasn’t his job to notice anything. She hadn’t checked in, and no one remembered her standing alone at the reception desk. If she had stood there. People came and went here, women, men, women, men. Seldom any children. There was no playroom here. There were no sounds of children, and Winter didn’t think there ever had been. There were no such memories here.


•   •   •


The murderer had come here. Paula Ney had written her words on hotel stationery. There was stationery, like the remains of a better time. Remains. What a hell of a word that was. Had the murderer known that there was stationery in the room? Or was the letter a sudden decision, a random whim? Paula hadn’t left this room after she’d come in the door. Winter felt certain of this. After a few hours she had written a letter. He looked around again. Why this room? Why this hotel? Room ten. He thought suddenly of Ellen Börge. She had stayed here for one night. Which room had she stayed in? It must be in her file, such as it was. Winter could see it in front of him. It was down in the archives, a file that hadn’t been digitized because the contents dealt with a crime that happened before 1995. Then came modern times. The documents about Ellen Börge were stamped “No investigative results. PI suspended,” and it had been many years since Winter had held the papers in his hands. If it even said anything about a preliminary investigation.


Technically, there hadn’t been any preliminary investigation. He didn’t remember all the details of the text. Suddenly he wanted to know, as quickly as possible, and he took his cell phone out of the pocket of his linen shirt.


Janne Möllerström, the registrar, answered.


“The documents from Ellen Börge’s disappearance,” Winter said. “I mentioned the case to you yesterday.”


Ellen had disappeared long before Möllerström came to the unit. Winter had given him a brief description of the events.


“My short-term memory still works,” Möllerström said now.


“A day? You call that short-term?”


“Ha-ha.”


“Have you found the documents?”


“Yes. A missing-person case documented for posterity.”


“It’s no normal missing-person case.”


“In which case you’ll have to settle for paper, from the beginning.”


Möllerström was a big fan of computerized archives.


“Have you had time to bring up the archive file?”


“Actually, the answer is yes,” Möllerström said. “Feel free to ask how I had time to do it.”


“How did you have time to do it?”


“No idea.”


“One detail,” Winter said, staring straight at the wall above the bed. It was bare, without pictures. The pattern of the wallpaper ran together at this short distance. “Can you find out which room Ellen Börge had at Hotel Revy?” Winter tried to make out the pattern of the wallpaper anyway. “I’m standing in the Ney room now.”


Winter looked over at the window. The light was still bright out there. He felt a vague sense of recognition, an uneasy feeling, like the beginnings of feeling nauseous. There was something about the facade of the building on the other side of the street. The copper roofs.


“Should be somewhere at the beginning,” he said into the telephone.


“If it’s there at all.”


“I was there myself, damn it.”


“Well, in that case.”


“Call me as soon as you find it.”


Winter hung up and stood there with the phone in his hand. The sun swept over the green copper roofs on the other side of the street. It wasn’t more than twenty or thirty meters over there. There was a sudden flash in through the window, like from a powerful spotlight, as the weathervane on the roof to the left turned in a sudden breeze and was hit by the sun.


Winter knew that it was a rooster, a red comb.


He had stood here before, in a different time, another life. A younger, more uncertain, more open one. Unfinished, more unfinished than now.


The sense of unease moved in his stomach again, like a reminder of something.


He felt his hand tremble the second before the phone rang.


“Room number ten,” Möllerström said. “It was on page two.”


“Yes.”


“You don’t seem surprised.”


“I just recognized something.” He watched the rooster revolve in a quarter turn and the spotlight went out. “But thanks for the quick answer, Janne.”


Winter hung up and remained standing in the middle of the room.


A coincidence?


Of course.


How many rooms did this stinking flea nest have?


More than anyone knew.


Was room ten reserved for solitary women without escorts? Escort services had otherwise been Revy’s specialty. He had been back here a few times during his career. Prostitution, narcotics, assaults. Revy was like an old punch-drunk boxer who always got up at the last second. The building had been allowed to remain when the rest of Nordstan and the surrounding neighborhoods were torn down by the wrecking balls. Was it for nostalgic reasons? Was it the blind sunspot on the map in Trädgårdsföreningen? Had the city planners been old customers here? In two cases they were, a city architect and a former municipal commissioner. Social Democrat. They tore down everything else, the beautiful and the ugly indiscriminately, but Revy was allowed to remain. The city architect allowed construction on lots that the municipal commissioner had had demolished. Maybe they arranged it at the bordello, two old gangsters. Winter saw the Social Democrat around town now and then; he walked with a cane now and presumably still thought with his dick. He had a lot on his conscience. He always seemed to be in a good mood.


Revy had remained until now, until Paula Ney’s death. Had stood here during Ellen Börge’s disappearance. Room ten. Had other things happened here? He would have to put Möllerström on it. Keyword: room ten. Good God. And a dig through the dusty archives. Without archives, electronic or otherwise, they might as well quit, give up. Everything that happened now was related to the past, directly or indirectly. It was never like in the tropics. The past cast long shadows here, at Winter’s latitude.


There were shadows that moved in room ten. The bed didn’t really look the same now as when he had come in; nor did the table or the easy chair; nor the pattern on the walls and floor. A reproduction of a work of art hung on the wall next to the window. It was the worst place for a picture; there was almost no light there. It was a portrait of a woman with dark features. Gauguin. Winter had seen the original at a museum in Rome, a work on loan. Gauguin, he thought with his dick, too. Winter had quite recently read a biography of him. He chose the tropics, lived there, died there. Syphilis. Winter took his notebook out of the back pocket of his linen trousers and wrote: Check pictures all rooms. He didn’t know why right now. It wasn’t necessary to know. He knew that there were more questions than answers; there were a hundred questions for every answer. It would change; there would be more answers, but the questions would continue to be in the hundreds, thousands; and if the answers became more plentiful than the questions, it still wouldn’t be a given that they’d come closer to solving the mystery. Solving. Dissolving. Resolving. There were several words for something that almost always remained unclear, unfinished.


He moved around the room. Paula Ney hadn’t checked out. She had been murdered. She had died here. She had died because someone hated. Was that the case? Naturally. How could anyone hate so much? She had written about love and then she’d died. The nature of the violence was such that it must have been personal. It wasn’t apparent in this room; there were no traces on the walls and floor. You murder the one you love. Or: The violence had increased to such a degree of impersonality that it had become . . . personal. Did they know each other, the murderer and Paula? No. Yes. No. Yes. He saw the shadows moving again, becoming longer. The afternoon traffic seemed to increase in density down on the street. He could hear it suddenly, as though the blockade had been broken. He heard a shout, honking from a car, a sudden ambulance over to the west, and, in the background, a dull buzzing from the whole city. A seabird started up when the sound of the ambulance cut off. And now: the sound of steps in a new pocket of silence. A woman’s steps. Paula must have heard all of those sounds; heard life outside, the city’s . . . normalcy. What had she thought of? Did she know that she would never again get to move around among all of those wonderful sounds? Yes. No. Yes.


•   •   •


“No,” said the man behind the desk, “I don’t remember there being anyone with her. I don’t remember her.”


He had an indeterminate appearance, which had been shaped during several decades. Maybe he was the same man as when young Winter stood here asking about Ellen Börge. No. It wasn’t him. Winter would have known. But he looked as though he had been here then, as though he had always been here. Some people had that sort of appearance; they appeared to be part of their surroundings.


Winter asked an impossible question. He wanted to ask it. Maybe it wasn’t impossible, maybe it was the best thing he could ask right now.


“Do you remember a young woman who checked in here in 1987? Her name was Ellen Börge.”


“Sorry?”


“She disappeared the next day.”


The man looked at Winter as though he were looking at someone who’d drunk his way through lunch.


“We were here asking about her. I was here.”


“I don’t remember,” said the desk clerk.


“She stayed in the same room,” Winter continued.


“The same as who?”


“Ney. Paula Ney.”


“In 1987?” The man looked around, as though there were a witness standing somewhere who could confirm that the inspector in front of him was drunk, or crazy. They got all sorts here. “Eighty-seven? At the moment I don’t remember anything from the eighties at all.”


“You don’t seem to remember any of last week at all.”


The man didn’t answer. He had already answered. He didn’t remember the woman checking in, and that was that. People came and went through the lobby all the time, and as far as he knew, they were all guests of the hotel. Someone had had a key to room ten, but he didn’t remember giving it to her.


“Do you have many regular customers?” Winter asked.


The man looked even more perplexed, behind his attitude. Winter realized why. He had phrased the question wrong.


“Regular male customers.”


“Some businessmen,” the man said, and smiled.


“Any you recognize?”


“I don’t usually recognize people.”


The man yawned. It was a big yawn. It was very demonstrative.


“Is there something wrong with your eyes?”


Winter had raised his voice.


“What? No . . .”


The man’s jaw had become stuck, half-open in the middle of another yawn.


“I haven’t done anything wrong, have I?!” he said after a few seconds. “You don’t need to get angry.”


“There’s been a murder here and you pretend that you’re a blind, deaf idiot. Get it together, for God’s sake!”


The man looked around again. There were still no witnesses in the lobby; no one behind the sooty cretonne that drooped at the base of the stairs, no one halfway up or down the stairs, no one behind a half-open door that led to God knows where, no one behind the palm in the pot over by the entrance. Winter suddenly thought of the tropics again; it was the palm and the fan that was rotating on the ceiling above them, and the humid warmth in there. The late summer had become tropical in the last few days. He felt the sweat through his shirt. And the lobby of Hotel Revy reminded him of a colonial hotel, or the set of one. It was the movie version of the tropics. But this movie was for real.


“So,” said Winter, taking out his notebook.


•   •   •


Detective Inspector Fredrik Halders declined coffee. No one in this apartment wanted any damn coffee anyway. He understood how they felt. The couple in front of him was trying to get through one day at a time, and coffee and buns were of no help with that. Nor was liquor. Halders had tried liquor when his ex-wife, the mother of his children, was killed by a drunk driver. He hadn’t started drinking right away. It began months after Margareta was murdered. Halders had felt the shock slowly letting go and the hate streaming into him, and he had drunk to keep the hate at bay, to make himself immobile, so that he wouldn’t carry out an execution of the murderer or slash his murder weapon to bits. Halders knew where the fucking car was, in front of the house that was waiting to be set aflame.


He had drunk his way out of the depression, and afterward he was ashamed. Not because he hadn’t carried out his plans for the drunk driver, but because he had used liquor as an anesthetic. Liquor had been an active accomplice in the murder. He ought to become a teetotaler, and he practically was one now. There was still time to be flexible; it was still too soon for AA, he wasn’t there yet. He drank coffee, liter after liter. But not at this particular moment.


Perhaps Mario and Elisabeth Ney were thinking of hate, or maybe they couldn’t think at all. But Halders had asked about enemies of theirs, of Paula’s. Who could have so much hate?


“Everyone liked Paula,” said Elisabeth.


It was one of the great clichés of language, but not for her. Elisabeth looked as though it was true for her. Halders found himself on the other end. Not everyone liked him. It was better now; he could actually count his friends on the fingers of one hand, but before, for many years, all it took was one extended middle finger. His own.


“How was her job?”


“What do you mean, Chief Inspector?” She spoke in a monotonous voice. Her husband, Mario, didn’t speak at all.


“Detective. But please, don’t worry about titles.” Halders had thought of himself as chief for several years, but that was also behind him now. He was not boss material. He couldn’t even compromise with himself.


“Her coworkers,” he continued.


“I . . . never heard anything.”


“Heard what?”


“That she had any enemies at work.”


“Did she like it there?”


“I never heard otherwise,” Elisabeth said.


“Did she like the work itself?”


“She never said otherwise.”


No enemies, no conflicts, no concern about her work. That was unique, he thought. Or else it was quite simply the case that she never said anything about anything at all.


He looked at the portrait of Paula. It was standing in the middle of the kitchen table. Elisabeth had placed it there when they sat down. Paula would be there during the conversation. It was about her.


The photographer had captured her in a black-and-white picture for eternity in the middle of the start of a smile, or maybe at the end. Halders had never understood portrait photographers’ obsession with smiles. Children who were scared into smiling by toys. Adults who were supposed to think of something pleasant. Say “cheese.” For Halders, it might as well be “shiiit.” Smiles. Did people become more beautiful clad in a demanded smile? Did the future become more beautiful?


Paula Ney was beautiful, in a conservative way. She didn’t take any risks with her hairstyle. Her gaze was somewhere else, maybe on the wall above the photographer’s head, maybe far beyond the wall. Paula Ney had beautiful, regular features in that photograph; it was a face that wasn’t transformed by the unfinished smile, and Halders thought, as he sat on the hard kitchen chair, that perhaps Paula Ney hadn’t been so happy.


“How many years did she work at Telia?”


Halders had turned to Mario Ney, but Elisabeth answered:


“Nine years. But of course it wasn’t called Telia before.”


“One year after secondary school . . .” said Halders. “What did she do that year?”


“Nothing . . . in particular,” Elisabeth said.


“School? Job?”


“She traveled.”


“Traveled? Where did she travel?”


“Nowhere . . . in particular.”


Everywhere is particular, Halders thought. Especially if you choose to travel there.


“In Sweden? Abroad?” He leaned forward over the kitchen table. The tablecloth was yellow and blue. “It’s important that you remember. Everything can be important in a preliminary investigation. A trip can be—”


“We don’t really know,” Mario interrupted. This was the first thing he had said; he hadn’t even said anything when they greeted each other in the hall. He didn’t look directly at Halders; his gaze was directed upward, toward the kitchen wall, maybe far beyond it. “She didn’t say very much.”


“She was nineteen years old and she traveled away for a year and she didn’t say where she was?” Halders asked. “Weren’t you worried?”


For his part, he would have called the police if Magda did that. Some other police.


“It . . . wasn’t a whole year,” Elisabeth said in her hesitant way. “And she sent us a few postcards. We knew that she was out traveling, of course.” Elisabeth looked at Mario. “We waved good-bye to her at the station.”


“Where was she on her way to then?”


“She had a ticket to Copenhagen.”


“Is that where she went?”


Mario shrugged slightly.


“Where did she send the first postcard from?”


“Milan.”


Halders tried to catch Mario’s eyes, but they slid away, up again. The man had been born in Italy. He looked like someone who came from a different part of Europe, or the world. A darker appearance, eyes, chin. His hair was nearly gone, a grayish-black crown around his ears. Halders’s hair was completely gone; what hadn’t fallen out on its own he had shaved off.


“Did she want to search for her roots?”


“Her roots are here,” said Mario. His tone was unexpectedly hard.


No Bella Italia for him, Halders thought.


“But she went to Italy,” he said.


“She went to other countries,” said Elisabeth.


“Do you still have her postcards?”


“Does it really matter?” said Mario.


“As I said before,” said Halders. “Everything can matter.”


Mario got up. “I’ll see if I can find them.”


He wanted to get away. Halders could see that his hands were trembling; maybe the rest of his body was, too. He kept his face turned away.


“Your husband doesn’t seem to be homesick for the old country,” Halders said when Mario had left the kitchen.


“Maybe he left for a reason,” Elisabeth said.


“What happened?”


She shrugged slightly, exactly the same way as her husband had. She had learned it from him, or he had from her. But it looked like a movement from a country far to the south.


“Was he forced to leave?” Halders asked.


“He hasn’t mentioned anything about that.”


Good God. Did anyone say anything about anything in this family?


“Did he come to Sweden alone?”


She nodded.


“From where?”


“From Sicily.”


“Sicily? That’s a big island. What part?”


“I don’t actually know.” She looked Halders in the eye. “I realize that it sounds strange, but it’s actually true. Mario has never wanted to talk about it.” She turned her gaze away. “And I . . . don’t understand what this has to do . . . with this.”


“Has Mario seen his family? Since he left?” Halders continued. “His family from Sicily?”


“No.”


“He’s never gone back?”


“No.”


“None of you?”


“I don’t understand.”


“That’s not where Paula was headed?”


“Wouldn’t she have said so if she were?” said Elisabeth.


I’m not so sure of that, Halders thought. But what did she know about Sicily? All she had to bring to her father’s island was her name, and perhaps Ney was a common name.


“Did Paula speak Italian?”


“Not then,” Elisabeth answered.


“Now I don’t understand,” said Halders.


“She learned it . . . a little later. A little of the language.”


“After that trip?”


Elisabeth nodded.


“After Milan?”


Elisabeth nodded again.


“Did she travel back?” Halders asked.


“I don’t actually know,” Elisabeth said, looking straight at Halders again, and he believed her. Or he thought that he believed her.


“She didn’t have a traveling companion?”


“No.”


“Never during that time?”


“If she did, she didn’t say anything about it.”


“What was she like when she came home? Had she changed?”


Elisabeth didn’t answer. When Halders had come here, he hadn’t been thinking of travel. Now his questions were leading him around the Mediterranean. Maybe it was completely wrong, a meaningless field trip.


“Was she happy? Sad? Exhilarated?”


“She was the same as usual,” the mother said.


She turned her head abruptly, as though toward a sound out in the courtyard. Suddenly Halders saw the similarity. There was something about the light. He hadn’t seen it before. There was something about her profile. Halders moved his eyes back and forth between the woman in the photograph and the woman who was sitting in front of him. At that angle she was a dead ringer for her daughter; he hadn’t seen it right away. Dead ringer. What a hell of a phrase.


“What does that mean?” he asked. “That she was the same as usual?”


Maybe Elisabeth had planned to answer. She had turned her head back. But Mario had come back into the kitchen and walked up to them quickly and placed several postcards on the table.


“This was all I could find. I think she took some home with her, too.”


Home. Halders had been in Paula’s apartment. The renovations were nearly finished, one and a half rooms wallpapered and painted. It had been a strange experience. Walking around in an apartment that was in the process of getting a new face, and a different smell, while at the same time the person who had lived there no longer existed. He couldn’t remember having been in the same situation before. There was something repulsive about it. An affront to life.


Halders had seen cupboards and shelves and a freestanding chest of drawers, all half-covered with transparent plastic; it looked like mist, as though someone were breathing under the plastic cover. In one corner, Öberg’s technicians had lifted the plastic and begun to move her belongings. That, too, felt like some kind of affront.


Maybe they would find a ten-year-old postcard. Would that help them? Yes. No. No.
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The group gathered in the conference room. It had been renovated twice during Winter’s time in the unit, but now that was over. There would be no more polishing in these corridors that were clad in a kind of brick that suggested another time. There would be no more renovation. The money for such things was gone. The bricks outside his office would fall to the floor in time.


He could see the remains of the sunrise over Ullevi, the soccer stadium. The sun rose reluctantly over his part of the world. A pointless job. Winter cold would come no matter what. The sun was on its way to the equator, where it belonged. This time of year was dominated by one big sunset, and then darkness. Arctic night, only a few months away. The long johns would itch at first, but you always got used to it.


“Damn, it’s warm,” said Ringmar, who had just come into the room and sat down, and he wiped the layer of sweat from his forehead.


“Stop that,” Halders said.


“Sorry?” Ringmar said, his hand still on his forehead.


“I hate it when northerners start whining about the sun as soon as it comes out.”


“I just said it was warm,” Ringmar said.


“You said damn, it’s warm,” Halders pointed out against the haze of heat. “Isn’t that a negative comment?”


“Says the great optimist in the police force,” Ringmar said, and wiped his forehead again.


“Carpe diem,” Halders said, smiling.


“Mea culpa,” said Ringmar, “mea maxima culpa.”


“Can someone translate?” said Lars Bergenhem, still the youngest detective in the group.


“Didn’t you do the classics option?” Ringmar asked.


“Classics what?”


“The classics option at the police academy,” Halders said. “Think first, act later. It’s gone now. Swept away.”


“Carpe diem I understand,” said Bergenhem, “but the other part?”


“My fault, I’m to blame,” said Ringmar.


Winter drank the last of the coffee in his mug. At least the coffee was cold in the warm room. He cleared his throat. The warm-up talk between Halders and Ringmar and Bergenhem grew quiet.


“The floor is open for debate,” he said, “but unfortunately the police can no longer afford translators.”


Aneta Djanali laughed very abruptly. It was the first sound from her in the conference room this morning. She had spoken with Halders earlier in the morning, and with Fredrik’s children, Hannes and Magda, but she was happy to stay out of the warm-up. She was already warm. This evening they would go out to the cliffs of Saltholmen and take the last dip of the summer. They had been saying this for a whole week already. But the sun went down behind Asperö like a blood orange every evening, and that meant it would come back the next morning.
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“Edwardson is an exceptionally gifted storyteller.”—Henning Mankell
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