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for Pia


In films murders are always very clean. I show how difficult it is and what a messy thing it is to kill a man.

—ALFRED HITCHCOCK



PAST

PREMIERE




When the film begins she has no idea what she is about to see. Nor does she realize what devastating consequences this film and the decisions she then makes will have on the rest of her life.

She has placed the projector on the coffee table, and the film is showing on a screen which she hastily dug out of the storeroom and set up in the middle of the floor. To get the angle right, she has propped the projector up on a book: Ira Levin’s A Kiss Before Dying. A friend gave it to her for Christmas, and she hasn’t yet plucked up the courage to read it.

The sound of the projector as it feeds the film through sounds like hail tapping against a windowpane. The room is in darkness and she is alone in the house. She can’t explain why she was curious about the film right from the start. Perhaps it’s because she can’t remember having seen it before. Or because she feels there is a reason why it has been kept hidden from her.

The first frame shows a room; she is sure it looks familiar. The picture is gloomy, the focus slightly blurred. Someone has covered all the windows with sheets, but the daylight still finds its way in. There are a lot of windows; they seem to go all the way up to the ceiling. The film continues, the picture grows sharper. A door opens and a young woman appears. She hesitates in the doorway; she seems to be saying something. She looks toward the camera with a tentative smile. The picture bobs up and down and it becomes obvious that the camera is not fixed to a tripod; someone is holding it.

The woman walks into the room and closes the door behind her.

When she sees the door closing she realizes where the film was made: in the summerhouse in her parents’ garden. Without knowing why, she suddenly feels afraid. She wants to switch off the projector, but cannot bring herself to do it.

The door of the summerhouse opens once more and a masked man walks in. He has an axe in his hand. When the young woman sees him, she cries out and begins to back away. She bumps into one of the sheets and the man grabs hold of her to stop her from falling through the window and into the garden. He pulls her toward the middle of the room; the camera is shaking slightly.

The scenes which follow are difficult to comprehend. The man swings his axe at the woman’s chest. Once, twice. Then at her head. He switches to a knife and—oh, God—soon she lies dead on the floor. One, two, three seconds elapse, and the film is over. The projector rattles impatiently, waiting for her to switch it off and rewind the film.

She is incapable of doing anything. She gazes blankly at the screen. What has she just seen? Eventually, she switches off the projector with stiff fingers. Rewinds the film. Runs it again. And again.

She isn’t certain that it’s real, but that doesn’t actually matter. The content is disgusting, and the second time she watches the film she recognizes the man in the mask. When was it made? Who is the young woman? And where were her parents when someone took over their summerhouse, covered all the windows, and made a violent film inside it?

It is evening before she decides what to do. There are still more questions than answers, but that doesn’t affect her ability to act. By the time he puts his key in the door and calls out, “Hi darling!” she has already made up her mind.

She will never be anyone’s darling again.

And her child will never have a father.
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QUOTATION FROM INTERVIEW WITH ALEX RECHT, 05-01-2009

“I have worked as a police officer for more than half my life. This is without doubt the most revolting case I have ever encountered. It is a nightmare, an inferno of evil. A tale with absolutely no chance of a happy ending.”


TUESDAY
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The sun had been up for less than an hour when Jörgen saw a dead person for the first time. The frequent snowfalls of the winter followed by the spring rain had softened the ground and made the water levels rise. The combined forces of wind and weather had worked through layer after layer of the earth covering the body, and eventually a huge crater had opened up in the ground between the rocks and the trees.

However, the dead woman still wasn’t fully visible. It was the dog that dug her up. Jörgen was standing among the trees, somewhat at a loss.

“Come on now, Svante.”

He had always found it difficult to make his voice heard, to gain the respect of others. His boss had pointed this out in countless appraisal interviews, and his wife had left him for that very reason.

“You take up so little room that you’re practically bloody invisible,” she had said on the night she moved out.

And now here he was, standing in an unfamiliar forest with a dog that didn’t even belong to him. His sister had insisted that he move into their house while he was looking after Svante. It was only for a week, after all, and surely it didn’t make any difference to Jörgen where he lived for such a short time?

She was wrong; Jörgen could feel it in every fiber of his body. It made a huge difference where a person lived. Neither he nor Svante were particularly happy with this arrangement.

Weak rays of sunshine filtered down through the trees, making the glade glow softly in a golden light. Silent and peaceful. The only disturbing element was Svante’s constant scrabbling in the pile of earth, his front paws thumping out a drumbeat on the ground. Soil was flying in all directions.

“Svante, come here,” Jörgen ventured, with a little more authority this time. But the dog was deaf to his plea and started to whimper with excitement and frustration. Jörgen sighed. He walked wearily over to the dog and clumsily patted his back.

“Listen, it’s time we went home. I mean, we were here yesterday too. We can come back tomorrow.”

He could hear the way he sounded: as if he were talking to a small child. But Svante was not a child. He was a German shepherd who weighed something in the region of thirty kilos, and he had picked up the scent of something that was a lot more interesting than his owner’s weary brother, standing there on a mossy mound banging his feet up and down.

“You need to show him who’s boss,” Jörgen’s sister had said. “Give clear commands.”

A burst of birdsong made Jörgen glance around anxiously. He was overcome by a sudden fear that someone else was nearby.

With one click he attached Svante’s lead, and was about to embark on the final battle to get the dog home when he saw the plastic sack that had been exposed by Svante’s efforts. The dog’s jaws were locked, his teeth biting through the plastic; he tore away a large piece of the sack.

A body?

A dead person buried in the ground?

“Svante, come away!” Jörgen roared.

The dog froze in midmovement and backed away. For the first and only time he obeyed his temporary master.


INTERVIEW WITH FREDRIKA BERGMAN, 05-02-2009, 1:15 PM (tape recording)

PRESENT: Urban S, Roger M (interrogators 1 and 2). Fredrika Bergman (witness).

URBAN: Could you tell us about the events which took place out on the island of Storholmen on April 30, late in the afternoon?

FREDRIKA: No.

(The witness looks annoyed.)

URBAN: No? OK, why not?

FREDRIKA: I wasn’t there.

ROGER: But you should be able to tell us about the background.

(Silence.)

URBAN: It’s an offense if you don’t cooperate with us in this situation, Fredrika.

(Silence.)

ROGER: After all, we already know everything. At least we think we do.

FREDRIKA: So why do you need me?

URBAN: Well, the thing is, thinking we know something isn’t really what police work is all about. And Peder Rydh is a colleague of all three of us. If there are any mitigating circumstances, we would really like to hear about them. Right now.

(The witness looks tired.)

ROGER: You’ve had a pretty rough time over the last few weeks, we’re well aware of that. Your husband has been held in custody and your daughter . . .

FREDRIKA: We’re not married.

ROGER: Sorry?

FREDRIKA: Spencer and I are not married.

URBAN: That’s irrelevant; this case has been incredibly difficult and . . .

FREDRIKA: You’re out of your bloody minds. Mitigating circumstances . . . how many do you need? Jimmy, his own brother, is dead. Dead. Do you get that?

(Pause.)

ROGER: We know that Peder’s brother is dead. We know that Peder was in a dangerous situation. But backup was on the way, and there is nothing to indicate that he didn’t have the situation under control. So why did he fire his gun?

(The witness is crying.)

ROGER: Can’t you just tell us the whole story, from start to finish?

FREDRIKA: But you already know everything.

URBAN: Not everything, Fredrika. Otherwise, we wouldn’t be sitting here.

FREDRIKA: Where do you want me to start?

URBAN: From the beginning.

FREDRIKA: From the discovery of Rebecca Trolle’s body?

URBAN: Yes, I think that would be a good place to start.

(Silence.)

FREDRIKA: OK. I’ll start there.
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Inspector Torbjörn Ross was standing motionless among the trees in the forest glade. Straight-backed, his feet kept warm by lined Wellington boots. A chilly spring breeze crept by as the sunlight filtered down through the trees. It would soon be time to put the boat back out on the water.

Torbjörn gazed at the macabre discovery that had come to light when the two sacks unearthed by the dog an hour ago were slit open. The lower part of a body, and the torso.

“How long has she been lying there?” he asked the forensic pathologist.

“It’s impossible to be precise out here, but I’d guess at around two years.”

Torbjörn let out a whistle.

“Two years!”

“I’m guessing, Ross.”

A constable coughed to attract Torbjörn’s attention.

“We can’t find the hands or the head.”

Torbjörn muttered to himself, then said, “This is an old crime scene. I want a detailed examination of the entire area to see if the missing body parts are nearby. Use the dogs, and dig carefully.”

He didn’t expect to find either the hands or the head, but he wanted to be sure. Cases like this always attracted a great deal of media attention. There was a limited margin for error. He turned back to the pathologist.

“How old do you think she is?”

“Unfortunately all I can say at this stage is that she’s young.”

“And there’s no sign of any clothing.”

“No, I can’t find any traces of rotted fabric.”

“A sex crime.”

“Or a murder where it was vital that the victim couldn’t be identified.”

Torbjörn nodded thoughtfully.

“You could be right.”

The pathologist held out a small object.

“Look at this.”

“What is it?”

“A navel piercing.”

“Bloody hell.”

The piece of jewelry rested between his thumb and forefinger: a silver ring with a tiny disc. Torbjörn rubbed it on his sleeve.

“There’s something engraved on it.”

He peered at it, turning away from the bright sunshine.

“I think it says, ‘Freedom.’ ”

It slipped out of his hand and disappeared in the soil as he spoke.

“Damn.”

The pathologist looked distressed.

Torbjörn retrieved the item and went to fetch an evidence bag to put it in. Identification shouldn’t be a problem now. Strange that a murderer who had been so meticulous otherwise should have missed such a crucial detail.

The body parts were lifted onto a stretcher with great care; they were then covered and taken away. Torbjörn stayed behind and made a call.

“Alex,” he said. “Sorry to disturb you so early, but I wanted to warn you about a case which is bound to end up on your desk.”

• • •

It would soon be time for lunch. Spencer Lagergren wasn’t really hungry, but as he had a meeting at one o’clock and didn’t know how long it would take, he wanted to make sure he had something to eat beforehand.

He ordered chicken and rice at Kung Krål restaurant in the Old Square in Uppsala, and after his meal he walked quickly through the town, up toward Carolina Rediviva, past the majestic library, and on toward the English Park where the Department of Literature was based. How many times had he taken this route? Sometimes he almost believed he could do it with his eyes shut.

His leg and hip began to ache when he was only about halfway there. The doctors had promised him a return to full mobility after the car accident, if only he would be patient. In spite of this it had been difficult to remain optimistic at first. It had been such a close thing. How ironic it would have been if he had died just when everything was starting to come right. After decades of unhappiness, Spencer was about to pull himself together and do the right thing. And that led to even more unhappiness.

He had been off sick for several months. When he became a father for the first time, he had just started learning to walk again. During the birth he didn’t know whether to sit or stand; the midwife offered to wheel in a bed so that he could lie down. He declined, politely but firmly.

With the baby came fresh energy and an ability to recover. The split from Eva was nowhere near as dramatic as he had imagined it would be. His departure was overshadowed by the car accident that almost cost him his life, and the woman who was now his ex-wife didn’t say a word as the movers emptied their home of his belongings in just a few hours. Spencer was there to make sure everything went smoothly, keeping an eye on proceedings from his favorite armchair. When the van was loaded, it felt almost symbolic as he rose from the chair and allowed it to be carried out as the very last item.

“Look after yourself,” he said as he stood in the doorway.

“You too,” Eva said.

“I’ll be in touch.”

He raised his hand in a hesitant gesture of farewell.

“Good.”

She smiled as she spoke, but her eyes shone with unshed tears. Just as he was about to close the door he heard her whisper,

“Things were good between us for some of the time, weren’t they?”

He nodded to show his agreement, but the lump in his throat prevented him from speaking. He closed the door of the house that had been their shared home for almost thirty years, and one of the movers helped him down the steps.

That was almost nine months ago, and so far he hadn’t been back.

However, life had been full of other, more trivial steps on the road to recovery. His return to work was one example. Rumors spread like wildfire through the faculty that the esteemed professor had left his wife and home to live with a young woman in Stockholm who had just had his baby. Spencer realized with a wry smile that people couldn’t decide whether it was appropriate to offer their congratulations when he became a father.

The only thing he found difficult about his new life, apart from his restricted mobility, was the move to Stockholm. All of a sudden he felt spiritually lost. When the train pulled into the station in Uppsala, he didn’t want to go back. This town was a big part of his identity, not only professionally but privately, too. The rhythm of life in Stockholm didn’t really suit him, and he missed Uppsala more than he was prepared to admit.

He had reached the university. The head of the department of literature was Erland Malm, and he and Spencer had known each other ever since they were both newly employed graduates working toward their doctorates. They had never been close, but nor had they been enemies, or even rivals. Their relationship could be described as good, but nothing more.

“Sit down, Spencer,” said Erland.

“Thanks.”

It was nice to rest his leg and hip after the walk. He leaned his stick against the arm of the chair.

“I’m afraid I’ve received some rather distressing information,” Erland went on.

Distressing?

“Do you remember Tova Eriksson?”

Spencer thought for a moment.

“I was her supervisor last autumn, along with Malin, the new tutor. I’d just started working part-time.”

“What are your recollections of your work with Tova?”

A sound from the corridor reminded them that Erland’s office door was open; he got up and closed it.

“I don’t remember there being any problems.” Spencer spread his hands wide, wishing he’d been offered a cup of coffee.

“She wasn’t particularly conscientious, and both Malin and I wondered why she’d chosen such a tricky topic for her dissertation. It wasn’t easy to set her on the right track. As far as I recall, her dissertation wasn’t approved at the final seminar.”

“Did you have many meetings with her?”

“No, only a couple; Malin took care of the rest. I think that annoyed Tova; she didn’t really want to be supervised by a tutor rather than a professor.”

Spencer’s stick slid to one side, and he propped it against Erland’s desk.

“What’s this actually about?”

Erland cleared his throat.

“Tova Eriksson claims that you put obstacles in her way from start to finish. That you said you wouldn’t help her unless she . . .”

“Unless she what?”

“Carried out sexual favors for you.”

“I’m sorry?”

Spencer laughed out loud before the anger kicked in.

“I’m sorry, but surely you’re not taking this seriously? I hardly had anything to do with her! Have you spoken to Malin?”

“We have, and she backs you up. But at the same time she acknowledges that she wasn’t present at your meetings with Tova.”

The last sentence was left dangling in the air.

“Erland, for God’s sake! The girl must be out of her mind. I’ve never overstepped the mark with my students, you know that.”

Erland looked embarrassed.

“You had a child with one of your former students. Several members of the department find that rather strange. Not me, of course, you know that, but some people.”

“Like who?”

“Now let’s not get upset . . .”

“Like who?”

“Er . . . Barbro and Manne, for example.”

“Barbro and Manne! Bloody hell, Manne lives with his own stepdaughter, and . . .”

Erland slammed his hand down on the desk in sheer frustration.

“It’s you we’re talking about, Spencer! Manne was a bad example—I take that back.”

He sighed heavily.

“Another student saw you giving Tova a hug on one occasion.”

Spencer ransacked his overheated brain.

“She said her father had had a heart attack, and that was why she was finding it difficult to concentrate. She said she was spending a lot of time at the hospital.”

“Her father is dead, Spencer. He was a town councilor; he died of leukemia several years ago.”

The stick slid to the floor and Spencer didn’t bother to pick it up.

“Are you sure that’s why you gave her a hug?”

Spencer looked at him, and Erland tried again.

“I mean, a hug isn’t necessarily a bad thing, just as long as you know what’s behind it.”

“She said her father was ill, Erland. That’s what she told me.”

Erland shuffled uncomfortably.

“I’m afraid this will need to be taken further, Spencer.”

The April sunlight found its way into the room, making the shadows of the flowers in the window dance on the floor. Soon it would be the festival of Valborg, April 30, and the students were getting ready to party. Picnics in the parks, raft racing on the River Fyris.

“Spencer, are you listening to me? This is serious. Tova’s best friend has just been elected chair of the student union’s equality committee; it doesn’t look good if we don’t pay attention to what she is saying.”

“But what about me?”

His heart ached for Fredrika.

“You’ve had a tough year; take some time off.”

“If that’s your final word on the matter, there’s a risk that I won’t come back at all.”

Consternation on the other side of the desk.

“Listen to me, Spencer. This will all be sorted out by the summer. Girls like Tova are always caught out if they’re not telling the truth.”

“If they’re not telling the truth?”

Spencer snorted and got to his feet.

“I would have expected more of you, Erland.”

Erland Malm walked silently around the desk and picked up Spencer’s stick.

“Say hello to Fredrika from me.”

Spencer left the room without bothering to reply. He was furious and anxious at the same time. How the hell was he going to get out of this?

• • •

“Rebecca Trolle,” said Alex Recht.

“How do you know?” asked Torbjörn Ross.

“Because I was in charge of the investigation when she disappeared almost two years ago.”

“And you never found her?”

Alex stared at his colleague.

“Obviously not.”

“The hands and head are missing and the body is in a very poor condition. Identification will be difficult, but of course it will be possible using DNA if we have something to compare it with.”

“Which we do. But you can regard the official identification as a formality; I know it’s Rebecca Trolle.”

Alex could feel his colleague’s gaze; he had encountered more looks like that than he could count over the past six months. Curious eyes that pretended to convey sympathy, but in fact held only doubt.

Is he going to make it? they seemed to be wondering. Can he cut it now he’s lost his wife?

Margareta Berlin, head of human resources, had been a refreshing exception to the rule.

“I’m trusting you to give me the signals I need,” she had said. “Don’t hesitate to ask for help. And don’t doubt that I’m behind you, because I am. One hundred percent.”

It was only then that Alex had lowered his guard and asked for some leave.

“Do you want me to sign you off on the grounds of ill health? I can sort that out.”

“No, I just want some leave. I’m going to do some traveling.”

To Baghdad, he could have added, but it sounded far too exotic to say it out loud.

Alex held up the item of jewelry from the navel piercing.

“Her mother gave her this when she passed her final exams at school. That’s why I know it’s her.”

“That’s a hell of a present.”

“She was also given twenty-five thousand kronor to help her with her studies. Rebecca was the first person in the family to go on to higher education, and her mother was incredibly proud of her.”

“Has anyone contacted her? The mother?”

Alex looked up.

“Not yet. I thought I’d do it tomorrow.”

“Not today?”

“No, I want to see if we find the victim’s head and hands today. There’s no reason to act quickly. Her mother has already waited for such a long time; one more day won’t make any difference.”

It was only when he had spoken the words that he realized how painful they were. One day could be a lifetime. He would have given ten years of his life for one more day with Lena. Just one day.

It hurt so much to be without her.

His hand trembling slightly, Alex slipped the piece of jewelry back into the bag.

“What’s the staffing situation as far as your team goes? Can you take on such a big case?” Torbjörn wanted to know.

“I think so.”

Torbjörn looked dubious.

“Is Rydh still on the team?”

“He is. And Bergman. But she’s still on maternity leave with her daughter.”

“Ah, yes.”

His colleague smirked.

“She ended up with a bun in the oven from some old professor, didn’t she?”

He stopped smirking when he saw the expression on Alex’s face.

“Talk to somebody else if you’re going to come out with that kind of crap, Torbjörn. I’m not interested.”

Torbjörn changed the subject.

“But she’ll be back soon, won’t she?”

“I think so. Otherwise, I have other investigators I can bring in. But it would be excellent if Fredrika came back very soon. Tomorrow, for example.”

Alex gave a wan smile.

“You never know,” Torbjörn replied. “Perhaps she’s tired of being at home.”

“Perhaps,” said Alex.
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Tomorrow?” said Fredrika Bergman.

“Why not?” Spencer replied.

Fredrika sat down at the kitchen table, completely taken aback.

“Has something happened?”

“No.”

“Oh, come on, Spencer.”

There was a click as he switched on the kettle. His back told her everything she needed to know. There was something wrong.

She had been perfectly happy with their decision not to share parental leave equally. The future had been crystal clear: Spencer would stay married to Eva, and Fredrika would be the main carer for the child they were expecting. But then everything had changed. Spencer had chosen to tell his story little by little. A father-in-law with a hold over his son-in-law. A wife who demanded a lifestyle he couldn’t afford. A mistake in his youth that ended up shaping his entire life. And then—from nowhere—the strength to break free.

“If you want to,” he had said when she went to visit him in the hospital after the car accident last winter.

“If I want to what?”

“If you want to live with me. Properly.”

For various reasons, she had found it difficult to answer right away. She and Spencer had been an unofficial couple for more than ten years; it would take time to get used to the idea that he could be hers for real.

Is that what I want? she had asked herself. Do I really want to live with him, or did I just think that was what I wanted when he was unattainable?

The question made her heart race. I do want to. I do I do I do.

His disability following the accident had frightened her. She couldn’t bear the idea of him aging any more quickly than he was already doing. She couldn’t cope with him becoming a burden at the same time that she was taking care of a newborn baby. Perhaps he sensed her fear, because he worked furiously to get better. He was still using a walking stick, but not for much longer.

The baby woke from her lunchtime nap, and they could hear noises from the nursery. Spencer beat Fredrika to it, and went to fetch Saga. She rarely cried when she woke up, but would lie there talking to herself. Or, rather, babbling, blowing little bubbles of saliva. She looked so much like Fredrika it was almost spooky.

Spencer came back into the kitchen with a smiling Saga in his arms.

“You did say you’d want to go back to work.”

“I know, but these things need planning. How long were you thinking of staying at home?”

“A couple of months,” Spencer replied. “No more than two.”

“And then?”

“Then she can go to nursery.”

“We’ve got a nursery place from August, Spencer.”

“Exactly. And before that we’ve got time for a holiday. It would work out perfectly if I stayed at home until the summer.”

Fredrika fell silent, gazing at his lined face. She had seen the way his love for Saga had taken him by surprise, how amazed he had been at the strength of his feelings for the child. But at no point had he shown any interest in taking paternity leave.

“What’s happened, Spencer?”

“Nothing.”

“Don’t lie to me.”

His pupils dilated.

“The department’s in a hell of a mess,” he said.

Fredrika frowned, recalling that he had mentioned two colleagues who had fallen out. She hadn’t realized that he was involved.

“Same arguments as before?”

“Yes, except it’s worse this time. The atmosphere is terrible, and I feel it’s affecting the students.”

He pulled a face and put Saga down on the floor. Fredrika could see that the movement caused him pain.

“Can you cope with Saga on your own all day every day? I could go back part-time to begin with.”

He nodded. “That’s a good idea. I’ll still need to go over to Uppsala to attend meetings and so on.”

His eyes flickered to one side, unable to meet her gaze. He was keeping something from her. She could feel it.

“OK,” she said.

“OK?”

“I’ll talk to Alex. I’ll call in at work this afternoon and see what he says. He might be working on something new.”

• • •

A dismembered body in two plastic bags. Rebecca Trolle, according to Alex. Peder Rydh stared skeptically at the pictures of the body parts. The head and hands were still missing, but Alex recognized the navel piercing. DNA tests would either confirm or disprove his theory. Peder had his doubts. Admittedly, the piece of jewelry was unusual, particularly in view of the disc with the word Freedom on it, but they couldn’t base the identification on that alone.

The damp earth and the plastic bags had played their part in preserving the body, but judging by the photographs it was difficult to imagine what the woman had looked like when she was alive. Had she been fat or slim? Straight-backed, or the kind of person who always lifted her shoulders a fraction too much, giving a hunched impression? Peder opened the file Alex had given him and took out a photograph of Rebecca Trolle, taken just before she disappeared. Pretty. Healthy. A freckled face, smiling broadly into the camera. A plum-colored top that brought out the blue of her eyes. Dark blond hair caught up in a ponytail. Confident.

And now she was dead.

She had had many strings to her bow. Twenty-three years old, and working toward a degree in the history of literature at the University of Stockholm. She had spent a year in France after leaving school, and was a member of a French reading group. She sang in the church choir, and ran a swimming class for babies one evening a week.

It made Peder feel tired. How could young people cope with doing so many different things at the same bloody time? He didn’t recall living that way himself, with so many irons in the fire, always on the way to a different activity.

She had been single at the time of her disappearance. There was an ex-girlfriend who had been interviewed by the police on several occasions, and there were rumors of a new love, but no one had come forward and the police hadn’t managed to extract a name. She had had a lot of friends, all of whom seemed to have been interviewed at least once. The same applied to her tutors at the university, her colleagues at the swimming baths, and the members of the choir.

Peder realized that the investigation had gotten absolutely nowhere. He was relieved that he hadn’t been involved in such a depressing case. He read through Alex’s notes in the margins of the documentation, and could see that the situation must have been desperate. In the end the police had started to wonder whether Rebecca Trolle might simply have decided to disappear. She had been upset by a quarrel with her mother, and this might have made her firm up her plan to spend some time studying abroad. Her father no longer lived in Stockholm; he had moved to Gothenburg when Rebecca was twelve. The police had spoken to him as well.

Rebecca had disappeared on a perfectly ordinary evening when she was on her way to a so-called mentors’ social event at the university. She had called her mother at about six o’clock and told her about the party. Then she had received a call from a mobile with an unregistered pay-as-you-go card. At seven o’clock her neighbor had met her in the corridor of the student hostel on Körsbärsvägen where she lived, dressed up and obviously stressed. There were witnesses who had seen her on the number 4 bus at quarter past seven, heading toward Radiohuset, the headquarters of Swedish Radio. This had puzzled the police, because it was in completely the opposite direction of the university. The friends who had been waiting for her at the party said that she never arrived. And nobody knew where she might have been going on the number 4 bus.

Just before seven thirty, she had been seen getting off the bus and walking toward Gärdet. There were no more witness statements from that point; it was as if Rebecca had been swallowed up by the earth.

Peder took out a map that had been used in the original investigation. All the people who had featured in the case in any way and who lived in the vicinity of Radiohuset had been marked on it; none had seemed more suspect than any other. There were only a handful of individuals, and they all had viable alibis. None of them had arranged to meet Rebecca that evening. No one had seen her. Until now—if it was Rebecca’s body in those plastic bags.

The discovery had been made on the outskirts of Midsommarkransen. Was there anyone in the original investigation who had a connection with that part of the city? It was a long shot, but worth checking.

The case had been short on suspects. The analysis of Rebecca’s mobile phone traffic had been of no help; the last link to a cell tower merely confirmed that she had been in the vicinity of Radiohuset, after which all activity ceased. They hadn’t managed to find any enemies, but that didn’t necessarily mean they didn’t exist. Rebecca’s mother had mentioned a dispute with a colleague at the swimming baths, but that particular trail had quickly gone cold. The colleague had reacted with surprise, referring to the argument as nothing more than a trifle. In addition, he had had an alibi for the evening when Rebecca was reported missing.

Peder stopped in his tracks. Who misses a single girl the same evening she disappears? The first report showed that a male friend had called the police at eleven o’clock that night. Rebecca hadn’t turned up at the party as agreed, and she wasn’t answering her phone. The reaction from the police had been cool to begin with. Her parents were contacted as a matter of routine, but they hadn’t heard from her either. Her mother hadn’t been worried at first; her daughter was perfectly capable of taking care of herself. By two o’clock the situation had changed. According to her mother, Rebecca still hadn’t been in touch with any of her friends, and her phone was switched off. Early in the morning, she was officially logged as missing, and the investigation was under way.

The person who had first called the police was one Håkan Nilsson. Why the police rather than Rebecca’s parents? Perhaps he didn’t know them. But why didn’t he wait? Why was he worried? Peder flicked through one document after another. Håkan Nilsson had gone out of his way to assist the police throughout the investigation: a friend who thought her disappearance was terrible, and wanted to help out. But why had Nilsson been more helpful than any of Rebecca’s other friends? He had printed posters, given an interview to the student newspaper. He kept on saying that “we” were concerned, but there was no indication as to who “we” might be.

Peder decided to mention it to Alex. He opened the database of residential addresses on the computer and ran a quick check on Håkan Nilsson. He had previously lived in the same student hostel as Rebecca, and his current address was Tellusgatan. In Hägersten. Which was in Midsommarkransen.

Peder stared at the screen. If it really was Rebecca Trolle in those plastic bags, then Håkan Nilsson had some explaining to do.

• • •

When Fredrika Bergman knocked on Alex’s door, he was slumped in his chair, his brow deeply furrowed. Fredrika had seen him only a few times since he was widowed, and she could have wept when she saw how much he had aged in just a few months. Although it went against the grain to admit it, she had noticed the same thing with Spencer. Both men had recently gone through difficult times, which had left their mark. She forced herself to smile.

“Fredrika,” Alex said as soon as he saw her.

His face broke into a warm smile that put her at ease. After a brief hesitation he got up and came around the desk to give her a hug. Strong arms around her body; she felt herself blushing.

“How’s it going?” she asked.

Alex shrugged. “Not too bad,” he replied.

They sat down.

“How’s your daughter?”

“Saga’s fantastic. She’s almost walking.”

“That’s early, isn’t it?”

“Not really; she’ll soon be one.”

Fredrika glanced around the room. He had several photographs on the wall behind him. Photographs of his family. Of the wife who no longer existed.

Life’s a bitch and then you die.

“We were talking about you earlier on today,” Alex said.

“Really?”

Alex immediately looked brighter, cautiously optimistic.

“We miss you. We were hoping you’d be ready to come back soon, perhaps in the summer?”

Fredrika felt ridiculous.

“Well actually . . . I could come back before then.”

“Wonderful. When were you thinking of?”

Should she tell him? Should she explain that her partner had suddenly announced that he wanted to spend some time at home with Saga after all? That things were difficult at work, and he couldn’t face going in?

Suddenly she asked herself if she even wanted to come back to work. The days with Saga had been wonderful. Fredrika had been pregnant at the same time as several of her friends, and they had met up almost every week during her maternity leave. They would think she had lost her mind if she rang and told them she had started work so suddenly.

“I could start off working part-time—say seventy-five percent?”

“From when?”

She hesitated.

“Tomorrow . . . ?”

• • •

Margareta Berlin had a meeting with Fredrika a little while later. She didn’t normally concern herself with routine matters, but when she realized it had to do with the staffing of Alex Recht’s team, she sent for Fredrika.

“Thank you for coming.”

Fredrika smiled and sat down.

“I was just on my way home, so I hope this won’t take too long . . .”

“No, of course not.”

Margareta gathered up some papers and placed them in the filing cabinet behind her. She was tall and strong, or, rather, powerfully built. Fredrika didn’t want to describe her as fat, but Margareta gave an impression of sturdiness.

“How are you?” she asked.

The question gave Fredrika a bad feeling.

“Fine. Thank you.”

Margareta nodded.

“You look well. I just wanted confirmation, really. How’s Alex?”

“You’ll have to ask Alex about that.”

“But I’m asking you.”

There was a brief silence as Fredrika considered the question.

“I think he seems OK. Better, anyway.”

“I think so too. But I have to admit that things weren’t too good for a while.”

She leaned across the desk.

“I’ve known Alex for over twenty years, and I want nothing but the best for him.”

She paused.

“But if he’s guilty of misconduct, if he turns out not to be up to the job, then I will have to act.”

“Who says he’s not up to the job?” Fredrika asked, sounding more confused than she would have wished.

“Nobody, so far. But I’ve been told on the quiet that he’s been unnecessarily hard on certain colleagues. You could say he’s been doing my job.”

She laughed softly.

Fredrika wasn’t laughing. She had the greatest respect for Margareta Berlin, not least because she had finally put a stop to Peder Rydh’s nonsense. But Fredrika’s loyalty lay with Alex, not with the head of HR. She hadn’t expected this to cause any kind of conflict.

“Anyway, Margareta said in conclusion, “I just wanted to give you an opening in case you feel you need to talk at some point in the future.”

“About Alex?”

“Or anything else.”

The meeting was over, and Fredrika got ready to leave.

“This new case,” Margareta said as she stood in the doorway.

“Yes?”

“I remember what Alex was like when he led the investigation into Rebecca Trolle’s disappearance.”

Fredrika waited.

“He was like a man possessed. It was the last case he dealt with before he was given the chance to form his own team, the one you and Peder belong to. He took the fact that we didn’t find her very badly.”

“And you’re afraid things will be too much for him now that she’s finally turned up?”

“Something like that.”

Fredrika hesitated, her hand resting on the door handle.

“I’ll keep an eye on him,” she said.
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It was a fantastic spring, Malena Bremberg thought, as she dealt with the flowers that one of the residents in the care home had received from her son. All those hours of sunshine after a long winter.

She returned to the old lady’s room with a vase.

“Aren’t they lovely?” she said.

The old lady leaned forward to inspect the flowers.

“I don’t like the yellow ones,” she said firmly.

Malena found it difficult to suppress her laughter at the emphasis on the word don’t.

“Oh, dear,” she said. “I’m sorry to hear that. What would you like me to do with them?”

“Chuck the lot.”

“Oh, no, they’re so pretty! And from such an elegant young man.”

“Stuff and nonsense, he’s only after my money. Take the flowers away—give them to Egon. He never has any visitors.”

The glass vase was cool against her palms as Malena carried it into the kitchen.

“Doesn’t she want them today, either?” asked her colleague, who was busy emptying the dishwasher.

They both laughed.

“She told me to chuck the lot.”

Malena’s colleague shook her head.

“I don’t know why he keeps on turning up week after week, when she’s so unpleasant.”

“She says it’s because of his inheritance.”

“And I say it’s love.”

Malena put down the vase on one of the tables.

“Do you think she’ll recognize the flowers by dinnertime?” she asked.

“No chance. Her memory seems to be getting worse and worse. It’s almost time to see if they’ve got room for her upstairs.”

Upstairs. The abstract paraphrase for the secure unit on the upper floor where those suffering from dementia were cared for. Many residents seemed to end up there sooner or later. The heavy doors of the unit frightened Malena. She hoped to God that she would never be affected by some form of senility.

The television was on in the kitchen. Malena’s attention was caught by a news item about a woman’s body that had been found in an area of forest in Midsommarkransen. The police hadn’t released many details, but the man who had found the body was happy to be interviewed.

“It was the dog that found her,” he said, standing up very straight. “Unfortunately, I’m not allowed to tell you any more than that.”

“But what did she look like?” the reporter asked.

The man looked confused.

“I’m not allowed to say.”

“Can’t you tell us if she was wearing any clothes?”

The man’s earlier self-confidence had completely disappeared.

“I’ve got to go,” he said. “Come along, Svante.”

He walked away from the cameras, dragging the dog behind him.

Malena’s mobile rang in the pocket of her overalls. The ugly uniform which the care home provided its employees had just one advantage: the big pockets where you could keep a mobile phone, throat lozenges, and other necessary items.

She stiffened when she saw who was calling. So long ago, and yet the memory hadn’t faded at all. He just kept on ringing, making his demands. Threatening and saying those foul things.

“Hello.”

“Hi, Malena. How are you?”

She left the kitchen and moved down the corridor, hoping her colleague wouldn’t overhear the conversation.

“What do you want?”

“The same as before.”

“We had an agreement.”

“Yes, and we still do. I can only apologize if you thought otherwise.”

She was breathing heavily; she could feel the panic rising like the bubbles in a bottle of cola.

“Nobody has been here.”

“Nobody?”

“Not a soul.”

“Good. I’ll be in touch when I need more information.”

She remained standing in the corridor for a long time after the conversation was over. She would never be free. Certain debts could never be paid off, it was that simple.
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Aren’t we meeting in the Lions’ Den?”

Peder stopped dead when he heard Fredrika’s question.

“We can’t use it at the moment; the air-conditioning system broke down and the whole corridor smelled of shit. We’re borrowing the others’ room for the time being.”

The others, Fredrika thought. An interesting way of describing the colleagues who were on the same corridor, but who didn’t belong to Alex’s team.

Peder glanced at her.

“You came back a bit bloody fast,” he said. “Overnight, in fact.”

When Fredrika didn’t reply immediately he added hurriedly, “It’s good to have you here, of course.”

“Thank you,” said Fredrika. “Things changed at home, so I ended up coming back to work a bit sooner than I’d intended.”

Peder still looked surprised, but Fredrika couldn’t help him. She was confused herself. The step from beginning to miss her job and thinking it might be nice to go back part-time to actually starting work had been rather shorter than she had expected. Astonishingly short, in fact. And she wasn’t really back, not properly. She would be working part-time for the next three weeks, and then . . . she would just have to wait and see what felt right.

Alex was waiting for them in the conference room, which looked almost exactly the same as the Den. The memory of her conversation with Margareta Berlin was bothering Fredrika. She had promised to report back if Alex’s leadership seemed unsatisfactory, out of the ordinary in some way. Few things were worse than volunteering to be a spy for the head of HR. But it wasn’t entirely voluntary.

It’s because I care about you, Alex.

Fredrika had heard about his trip to Iraq, and wept when she was told why he had gone. There were no words to describe how she felt when she thought about the kindness of what Alex had done, traveling halfway around the world to return an engagement ring to a woman who had lost the man she loved without knowing how or why.

I nearly lost you, Spencer.

They sat down around the table: Fredrika, Alex, Peder, and a number of faces Fredrika didn’t recognize. These were additional colleagues on loan to the team because of the dismembered body in the plastic bags.

Rebecca Trolle. Initial tests using DNA from a body in an advanced state of decay had proven her identity. The process had been speeded up because of the unusual circumstances, given priority at SKL, the National Forensics Laboratory in Linköping, and everywhere else as necessary.

Alex, who had never been in any doubt about the identity of the corpse, was keen to get started.

“We heard from SKL less than an hour ago, and we won’t be releasing any information to the media until Rebecca’s mother has been informed.”

“Are we telling her that her daughter’s dead?” Peder asked.

Is that the right term when you’re informing someone that a person who has been missing for two years has been found dead? Fredrika wondered. She decided it probably was. Even if death was the only logical assumption, there was no reason to give up hope. Not if you really loved the person who was missing, not if you needed that hope. If Saga disappeared, how many years would it be before Fredrika gave up? A hundred? A thousand?

“We will be informing her that her daughter has been found dead,” Alex said. “I’m going to do it myself when the meeting is over. Fredrika can come with me.”

“But there’s something I wanted to ask her,” Peder objected. “The mother, I mean.”

“There will be plenty of opportunities to speak to her, Peder. I’ve kept in touch with her since Rebecca disappeared, and I think this news will bring her peace of mind. She already suspects that her daughter is dead, but she wants that confirmation. And of course she’ll want to know what happened.”

Alex took a deep breath.

“It’s difficult to establish the exact cause of death because the body has been lying there for such a long time. There is nothing to indicate bullet wounds or other physical trauma—broken ribs as a result of a struggle, for example. She might have been strangled, but we can’t be sure.”

He opened a folder and took out a number of photographs.

“However, the pathologist was able to establish that she was pregnant at the time of her death.”

Fredrika looked up in surprise.

“Did we know that?”

“No, it didn’t come to light in any of the interviews during the course of the original investigation. And we spoke to every single person Rebecca knew. We went through everyone she’d been in touch with on the telephone, we checked out every friend listed as a contact in her email address book, but nobody mentioned the fact that she was pregnant.”

“So no one knew?” Fredrika said.

“It looks that way,” Alex replied. “In which case we have to ask why. Why doesn’t a young girl tell anyone she’s four months pregnant?”

“Four months,” Peder echoed. “Wouldn’t it have shown?”

“If it had, somebody would have told us,” Alex said.

“She must have confided in someone,” Fredrika insisted.

“The father, perhaps?” said Peder. “Who wasn’t very pleased to hear the news, and killed her?”

“Then chopped up the body,” said Alex.

He pointed to the photographs.

“There are two main reasons why a perpetrator dismembers the body of his victim. One: to make identification more difficult. Two: because he’s a sick bastard who enjoys sadistic activities. But in that case he would probably bury the whole lot in one place.”

“Perhaps both reasons apply,” Fredrika suggested.

Alex looked at her.

“Maybe. In which case we’re in real trouble. Because Rebecca might not be the only victim.”

“But if we bring the pregnancy into our hypothesis, that makes it personal,” Peder said.

“Absolutely, which is why we’re going to start from there,” Alex said. “Who was the child’s father, and why did nobody know she was pregnant?”

“What happened in the original investigation?” Fredrika asked. “Did you manage to narrow down a list of suspects?”

“There was talk of a new boyfriend, and we threw everything into looking for him, but we never found him. It was a peculiar story from start to finish. We couldn’t find any trace of him—not in phone calls or in her emails. Nobody knew his name, but several people claimed they had ‘heard about him.’ He hovered over the entire investigation like an evil spirit, but we never saw him. We didn’t find any other credible suspects.”

Peder frowned.

“There was also an ex-girlfriend.”

“Daniella.”

“Exactly, so how come Rebecca suddenly had a boyfriend?”

Alex looked weary.

“How the hell should I know? Her mother described her as a seeker. She’d had several boyfriends, but only one girlfriend.”

“Was this Daniella ever a suspect?” Fredrika asked.

“We considered that as a working hypothesis for a while,” Alex replied. “But she had an alibi, and we couldn’t really come up with a motive.”

“And what about Håkan Nilsson?” Peder wondered.

A smile flitted across Alex’s face, got lost among the lines, and disappeared. That short-lived smile had become the characteristic sign of his grief.

“We looked very carefully at Håkan. Not at first, but later on when we had no other leads to follow. His eagerness to help, his campaign to make sure she was found at any price—it all seemed to indicate rather more than friendship. It was almost manic. When her other friends just couldn’t go on any longer, Håkan was still there all on his own, still searching.”

“The person who has the most to hide . . .”

“. . . is the most keen to show he cares. I know. But in Håkan’s case, I don’t think that was true.”

When Alex paused, Peder spoke up.

“He lives in Midsommarkransen, Alex. We need to take another look at him.”

Alex straightened up. That was something he hadn’t been aware of.

“Absolutely,” he said. “We have to look at everyone again, but particularly Håkan. Put him under surveillance and see where he goes.”

Alex glanced at Fredrika.

“And you and I will go and see Diana Trolle, Rebecca’s mother.”

• • •

They hardly spoke on the way to Diana Trolle’s house. Alex could feel Fredrika’s questions hanging in the air—how were things, was he lonely, how did it feel to be back at work? He had questions of his own—how was Saga? Did she sleep through the night, or did she keep her parents awake? Was she eating well, was she teething? But he couldn’t get a word out. It was as if he had been transformed into a mussel that was impossible to prize open. The kind of mussel that was easily disposed of.

It wasn’t far to Spånga, where Diana lived. He had often been there in the past, but it was a long time ago. He remembered that he had liked her, found her attractive. An artistic soul, lost in a boring job at County Hall.

To begin with, she had been optimistic as they searched for Rebecca. Alex had been honest with her: the first few days were critical. If her daughter was not found at that point, the prospect of finding her alive at a later stage was minimal. She had accepted his words calmly, not because her daughter was an insignificant part of her life, but because she had decided not to meet trouble halfway. She had stuck to that point of view for a long time.

“As long as she’s not dead, she’s alive,” she had said, giving Alex a phrase he could use in similar situations.

But now there was no avoiding the truth. Rebecca was dead, desecrated, and buried. The piece of jewelry from her navel was in his jacket pocket. There was nothing merciful about the news Alex and Fredrika must now deliver. Perhaps there might be a chance for closure, but only if they could also explain what had led to Rebecca’s death. And they weren’t there yet.

Diana opened the door before they had time to ring the bell. It was Alex who told her when they were sitting in the living room. Diana wept as she sat alone in a big armchair.

“How did she die?”

“We don’t know, Diana. But I promise you we’ll find out.”

Alex looked around. Rebecca lived on in this room, in photographs with her brother and in a picture her mother had painted when she was confirmed.

“I knew as soon as I saw you getting out of the car. But I still hoped you might have come to tell me something else.”

Fredrika got to her feet.

“I could make us all some coffee, as long as you don’t mind me rummaging around in your kitchen?”

Diana nodded silently, and Alex caught himself wondering if he had ever heard Fredrika offer to do something like that. He didn’t think so.

They could hear the sound of the kettle and the clatter of cups being set out on a tray. Alex chose his words with care.

“We’ll be giving this investigation top priority from now on; I hope you don’t think otherwise.”

Diana smiled through her tears, the droplets shining on her high cheekbones. Dark eyes, hair slightly too long. Had the sorrow over her missing daughter aged her? He didn’t think so.

“You didn’t find the person who did it,” she reminded him.

“No, we didn’t,” Alex said. “But the situation is different now.”

“In what way?”

“We have a crime scene
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