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Principal Characters

Annie Raft

Mia Raft – Annie’s daughter

Birger Torbjörnsson – the district doctor

Åke Vemdal – the district chief of police
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The Brandbergs:
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Dan Ulander

Lotta

Petrus and Brita

Sigrid and Gertrud – Brita’s daughters

Bert and Enel

Pella – Enel’s daughter

Marianne Öhnberg (Önis)

Mats – Onis’s son


A sound woke her. Four o’clock in the morning. 4.02 in the red digits of the clock radio. There was a grey light in the room. The window panes were streaked with rain and outside damp was rising from the grass.

She wasn’t frightened, but alert. Now she could hear what it was: a car engine ticking over. No one would come up here to see her this early. Saddie was still asleep on the sheepskin below the bed. She was thirteen and rather deaf.

A car door slammed. Another. So at least two people. Then this silence. No voices.

She slept with a shotgun beside her. There was a gap between the bed and the wall, and the gun lay in this space. A very neat weapon, Spanish. A Sabela. She kept the cartridges behind the clock radio. It took her twenty-two seconds to broach the gun and put in the cartridges. She had practised and timed it. But she had never had any serious need to load it.

The house was locked. She had never forgotten to lock the front door, not even by accident. Not in eighteen years.

She lay with her hand on the finely carved butt of the Sabela, feeling its dull, greasy surface. Rigid and a little cold.

She didn’t want to go out into the kitchen to look because she would be visible through the window. Instead she got up and stood listening by the door. Saddie followed her, but collapsed on the rug under the low table and started snoring again. No voices could be heard.

In the end she went out into the kitchen after all. Without the shotgun. That’s probably what you do. You think it will be all right.

The rain was now pouring soundlessly down the window panes. Beyond the veil of glass and water, Mia was standing in front of the car, her body welded to another.

They were very wet. Her jacket had been soaked through across the back and shoulders; her hair lay plastered to her head, looking darker than it was. He had really dark hair, brownish black and straight. There were leaves in it, dwarf birch twigs and fern leaves. Mia must have put them there. She had been playing with him. They were so close, it looked as if he had penetrated her out there in the rain. But that was not it. What she saw was something equally primaeval, as if a wound were opening itself in time. And then closed, was gone. As the faces detached themselves from each other, she recognised him.

She leant against the worktop, standing there in her old nightdress oblivious of the fact that they might see her. Her heart was moving inside her like an animal. After a while, her mouth had filled with saliva and a violent nausea forced her to swallow.

The same face. Firmer and coarser after eighteen years, but it was him. The rain was streaming as if down a window in time, and he was there, in flesh and blood.

She backed away from the window. They couldn’t have seen her. By the time Mia had put the key into the lock, she was already back in bed. She heard Saddie plodding out to the porch and her quiet delight as her tail struck the coats in the hall, making the hangers jingle. Mia went out into the kitchen and the car started up. She was presumably waving to him. Then she went upstairs with Saddie at her heels, not bothering to go and wash. It was not difficult to understand why.

Annie’s feet had turned cold and the chill spread upwards. But she didn’t dare go out into the kitchen to light the stove, or even hunt out a warm dressing gown. She did not want Mia to hear she was awake.

They had made love. Perhaps outside, in the rain. He was that boy. Though much older. With budding leaves in his wet hair, he also looked like something else. Something she had seen, an image perhaps. In spite of herself, she pictured a knife. She could see the knife in those strong young bodies.

Now Mia was lying up there in the smell of him, not even wanting to wash. She wanted to keep him with her.

What should she say when Mia came down?

You’re twenty-three. There must be fifteen years between you. Keep away from him. He’s dangerous.

It was eighteen years since she had seen that face, a young face then, and the agitation on it had been of another kind. But it was the same face.

The bed above creaked. Mia couldn’t sleep or didn’t want to. His presence was throbbing inside her, in her thighs, stomach, vagina and her kiss-bruised lips. While Annie lay frozen dry in her bed, stretched out stiffly.

She reached for the telephone. It was not even half past four yet, but she wanted to hear his voice although she perhaps shouldn’t talk for long. She might be overheard up there.

He must have been totally closed off at that moment, sealed into sleep like an envelope. But he answered at the first signal and she thought about how used he was to being woken and that he ought to have been allowed to sleep this Saturday morning.

‘Only me. Sorry. I woke you, of course.’

‘Doesn’t matter. Are you ill?’

His voice was indistinct.

‘No, no.’

‘What is it then?’

What should she say? He waited.

‘I’ve seen him. You know. The one I saw that night.’

He said nothing, but he must have known whom she meant because he didn’t ask again.

‘That’s impossible,’ he said finally.

‘Really, I’ve seen him.’

‘You couldn’t recognise him.’

‘I did, though.’

She heard him breathing heavily though his mouth.

‘I don’t know who he is,’ she said. ‘But I’ll find out soon. I can’t talk any more now. I’ll phone later.’

He was reluctant to put the receiver down. She realised he wanted to calm her down, perhaps persuade her she’d been mistaken. But she said goodbye. She could still hear his breathing as she replaced the receiver.

His voice remained with her, as if he had spoken with his lips to her ear. The warmth in it, the moistness in the whorls on his chest.

A valley with night mist, birds in the leaves.

All she could do now was wait.

Mia didn’t sleep late. Annie was having a cup of tea when she came down. Mia’s lips were bruised and the look on her face was absent. She ought to be embarrassed because she hadn’t phoned to say she was coming.

But she probably hadn’t been coming to see Annie. She had come in that man’s car. It was clear she was thinking about him all the time. He wouldn’t disappear like the squalls of rain over the mountain this cold morning. They would have to talk about him.

‘What a lot of flowers,’ Mia said finally, probably not realising that it had been the end of term. ‘I didn’t phone. We just drove up. It just happened.’

We, she said, as a matter of course.

‘We were going to stop overnight at Nirsbuan.’

‘Did you give up?’

‘It got so cold. There’s only that little stove and there wasn’t much wood. But we saw the blackcocks. They’re playing in the marsh.’

‘Still?’

‘There’s snow up there. In some places, anyway.’

She had sat down opposite Annie and was holding the hot mug of tea between her hands. Her hair was dry now, curly with reddish tints again. She had found an old tracksuit in the attic, a faded blue with coup du monde across the chest.

‘Johan Brandberg drove me up,’ she said. ‘You know who I mean?’

‘No.’

‘No, of course not. He hasn’t been living at home. Not for many years.’

‘Eighteen.’

She looked up.

‘Then you do know who he is?’

‘I’ve seen him.’

Mia could know nothing of what her mother had seen that day. She had been deep down in the grass, her face pressed so hard against the ground that a pattern of grass and moss had been left on her soft skin afterwards.

The telephone rang. Annie answered and heard it was from a payphone. The voice asking for Mia was light, far too light for his age. Had he seen her, slid down into time?

Mia left after the conversation. Annie needn’t drive her down, she said. He had rung from the payphone down by the store and was waiting for her there with the car.


Mia had been with her when it happened. Annie had tried to keep it secret from her and it was unlikely she had any memory of it. But of course she had heard all about it afterwards, ad nauseam. Whenever she said she had been brought up in Blackwater, people would exclaim, Oh, there!

In the early 1970s, Blackwater had been a dying village among many others. Rain fell on the faces round the Walpurgis Night bonfire. The air smelt of diesel oil. They filled coffee tins with oil-soaked sawdust and set them alight. The roads glowed from those lanterns for a few hours on one single evening a year. Otherwise nothing.

Since then this village had become a black jewel. Visible. Full of power.

Yes, it was here. Or rather, four kilometres up from the village, by the water called the river Lobber. It had had other names and would be given more. In places it was a fast-running river, hurtling over precipices further up and forming rapids. But here several large, deep patches of calm water opened up between the racing stretches. The banks were boggy and tangled with bluish willow. Alpine sowthistle and northern wolfsbane grew above head-height and you could fall into beaver holes trying to make your way through it. All round the river was inaccessible marshland crisscrossed by animal paths. The place had no name.


Midsummer Eve almost eighteen years ago. A hot day. They had travelled to Östersund by train. She knew that. But how did she know?

Clear and irrefutable memories were actually very few. She had stood with the telephone crank in her hand. That was a fact and she remembered it, but not much more. The heat. Later that day, the asphalt outside the Tempo store had been soft.

She couldn’t remember what they had been wearing or what time the train had got in. They had to wait a long time at the bus station. The bus to Blackwater left at half past two, then as now. Over all those years, the timetable had never changed.

It was Midsummer Eve, so it was a Friday. The old Midsummer Eve was not until Saturday. She had looked it up. There was nothing about their journey in her notebooks, because they hadn’t existed then. Her loneliness had not begun, everything was still hectic, her head, her whole body singing. She was to start a new life.

And she had done so. When she tried to wind the crank of the taxi telephone, the handle came off in her hand. She might have thought that a bad start. But she didn’t. The song inside her was too powerful.

She got hold of a taxi in the street and they spent a long time walking round Östersund. In the afternoon, they sat on a park bench and ate some kind of junk food. For the last time, she probably thought. They boarded the bus with all their luggage from the train and the goods shed. Mia began feeling sick at Gravliden. A horrid name, burial grove, so she remembered that it started there. An old man smelling of goat had got on. The heat rose in the packed bus and the air grew oppressive. The smell of filth and goat hung all round the old man, spreading in irregular waves, perhaps from the movements on the bus. People got on and off with carrier bags. They had been shopping in Östersund. It occurred to her that she would not be able to shop like that any more.

She had a paper bag ready, because Mia kept feeling sick all the way. They got out for a while at every stop to give her some fresh air, but it was suffocatingly hot that afternoon. An hour later, the old man got off and things were better. Hot and exhausted, Mia fell asleep on her lap.

‘It’ll be better now,’ said the driver.

‘How much further is it?’

‘Going to Blackwater, are you? You one of them Starhill people?’

‘No.’

That had nothing to do with him.

‘On holiday then?’

She thought that a silly question. But he couldn’t know she was going to live a new life. To escape any more questions, she agreed she was on holiday. Mia was asleep so couldn’t contradict her. She never found out how much further it was. He did not speak to her again.

Then the forests began, and the major areas of felling. The bus no longer stopped so often. At every village, crates of milk and other perishables were set down on the stand by the store. The post-women came out and opened the door for the driver and he carried in the mailbags. People were waiting in their cars for letters and the evening papers, many of them beery, hullooing at the driver and each other.

‘What are they saying?’ Mia whispered.

But Annie didn’t understand what they were saying either.

They were travelling in a foreign country. When a large, cold lake was glimpsed between the trees, that was only a break in the monotony that would soon disappear and be replaced by another. She didn’t know they were travelling upwards along a system of lakes extending right up to the high mountains in Norway, where it ran out of marshlands and mountain streams. In the felled clearings the great network of water had been cut off and the ground had dried to dead flesh in the body of the landscape. Nor did she know that the felled clearings they could see from the road were only the small ones, that larger and larger areas had been cut off from their links with the clouds, making them incapable of giving anything back when the acid rain trickled through them.

They didn’t reach Röbäck, where the church was, until evening. They were to register in the parish there, but the rural district was large. She had no idea how far it extended. They got off and looked at the church while the driver unloaded at the store. The church walls were dazzling in the strong evening sunlight. The church stood on a tongue of land stretching out into Lake Rösjön, a white fence running out towards the water like the railing on a boat. The whole church on its spit out into the great mountain lake resembled a ship. Perhaps the idea had been that on the Day of Judgement it would move out from the shore with all its dead.

The water looked cold. The shores were covered with dark spruce forest, with no greenery nearest to the water. Rocks and bare, smooth stones ran down into the lake. She knew it was cold. Twelve or thirteen degrees, Dan had written.

‘Look at those funny kids,’ said Mia.

A small column of children appeared by the bus. Only four of them, but they were walking in a line, three girls in long skirts and plaits, carrying bark baskets, and a boy in a knitted cap, the ear-flaps dangling as he walked. They stood talking to the driver for a moment. Then the whole troop set off slowly down the road. They appeared to her as a projection, an extract from an old film or from a different age as the milk crates thumped on to the stand outside the store. Or weren’t they children?

‘Maybe they were the little people, the wee folk?’ she said to Mia, immediately regretting it, for with great seriousness Mia watched the little troop disappearing round the bend of the road.

The driver waved. Time to leave.

Blackwater was the last stop. The lake was bright that evening, the shores below the mountain reflected in the water, blue-black, every detail of the jagged contour of firs as clear as the original. It no longer looked like a reflection in the water, but like another atmosphere, with depths continuing downwards in long wooded slopes towards a bottom they could not see.

They were stiff-legged when they got off. Mia’s lips were dry and cracked, all her fruit drink long since gone. Annie looked round for Dan, so that he could stay with Mia while she went into the store to buy her something to drink. It was half past seven and the store was closed, but the storekeeper was there while the goods were being unloaded. Cars were coming and going all the time, people fetching their mail and newspapers just as they had in the other villages.

She could see neither the VW Beetle nor Dan. Mia was unwilling to wait alone outside the store and grabbed Annie’s hand, her small triangular face pale and grey under the freckles, her hair plastered at her temples and forehead as the sweat dried. She needed to pee, and something to drink, then perhaps something to eat, but Annie could do little for her until Dan came. She had to make sure the driver included everything that was theirs as he unloaded. He was a quarter of an hour early, he said, and she presumed that was why Dan had not yet put in an appearance.

After all the cars had driven away and the storekeeper had locked up and gone down to his house on the headland beyond the store, they were left alone on the gravelled patch with their suitcases and cardboard boxes. The silence was violent after the noise of the cars. It was strange to experience the stillness she had longed for and feel uneasy at the same time. Dan ought to be there by now.


On Midsummer Eve, Johan Brandberg was sitting at his desk in his room. It was afternoon and it had grown very hot. He was reading about the Antarctic expedition with the Maud in the 1950s. He was free. Since the end of term, he had been working with his father, clearing in the forest. There had been no talk of any other job. Later on in the summer, Väine and he were to plant. He wondered what it would be like to be out all day with Väine. His half-brother was scarcely a year older than he was, but he was stronger, and not just physically. Johan thought about the Lajka dog, and that disgusted him so much he began to feel sick in the stuffy room.

He leant over the desk and opened the window. Down there he could see the yard and the barn, the enclosure and some of Vidart’s goats. They had grazed it bare inside, but on the other side of the fence the grass was thick and full of flowers. He recognised the globeflowers.

During the October elk shoot, the Lajka had come back twice and sat on the steps. On the Saturday, the day before the share-out of the meat, Torsten shot her. The body lay in the woodshed over the weekend, then he had told Väine to bury it.

Johan remembered the sound of Väine hacking into the grass behind the barn with the spade. The ground was already frozen hard. He had been at his desk, as now, but with a social-studies textbook in front of him. Suppose he’d asked me, he had thought. Suppose I’d vomited into the hole.

On the Monday he had been on the school bus again, leaving it all behind him. Now he had to stay. All week. All the weeks up to 22 August. He was to clear eight hectares of pine forest and then they were to plant contorta pines in the clearing above Alda’s.

But now he was free and was sitting there with a book, free thanks to Gudrun. He might become a vet, or a surveyor. There were books and books. Not everything was the same muck, not even for Torsten. Per-Ola worked in Åre as a crane driver. Björne felled for the Cellulose Company and Pekka had as well this last year. But now he was talking about the mines in Spitsbergen. Or an oil rig. But that was probably just talk. Or dreams.

Pekka had dreams in that mess called brain tissue. And what had he got in his testicles? Mine look the same, he thought. And I have the same kind of matter in my brain.

But not the same genes.

Those thoughts were coming again. He kept having them, and wanting to have them, but he would never have dared ask Gudrun. Not straight out.

He had had those thoughts once when he was out skiing with her, when he was about eleven or twelve, old enough anyhow to manage Bear Mountain. They were on their way up the last steep slope when they heard a scooter. At first they couldn’t make out where the sound was coming from and then it was suddenly deathly quiet again. But they zigzagged up a bit further and had just taken off their skis to climb the last bit on the ice crust, when they saw the man on the scooter outlined against the sky.

Johan was able to call up that sight at any given moment. A tall man. Orange sweatshirt and worn black leather trousers. Belt with silver studs and a knife in a horn sheath, bigger than any knife he had ever seen before and fiercely curved towards the tip. The man had taken his cap off and put it on the scooter seat. His hair was black with streaks at the temple that looked silvery. Narrow slits of eyes in the strong light, black inside. And behind him all the spiky white Norwegian mountains.

‘He’s looking for his reindeer,’ said Gudrun. And when they got up there, he cried out, ‘Bouregh!’ and then they had gone on talking to each other in their Sami. Johan understood no more than every tenth word and was deeply embarrassed when the tall man said something to him and he couldn’t answer. The man ruffled his hair and touched him.

He could visualise the scene at any time. But he was thrifty about doing so. It must never get worn out, nor must the sight up there against the sky of the tall man who was his father.

That was it. There was no other explanation.

Then he heard Vidart’s car, a Duett with a faulty silencer. The dogs had heard it long before he did and were already barking.

Vidart repaired and sometimes bought and sold used cars. He only used the Duett to carry the milk churns in. His wife always used to drive it across Torsten Brandberg’s yard up to the enclosure. But a stop had been put to that now.

Gypsy bastard, Torsten said. That cripple who can’t work. Assessed disabled at fifty thousand. Of course he’s stealing.

Torsten had himself bought four brand-new Hakkapeliitta tyres from Vidart. Given eleven hundred for them. And don’t think he kept quiet about it, either. He had told them all over the kitchen table that Vidart had simply phoned the insurance company and said, ‘I had four new Hakkapeliitta tyres stolen last night. And what’s worse, I’ve promised them to someone who’s driving down to work today. So you must get a move on over settling that claim.’

‘Is Vidart a gypsy?’ Johan had asked Gudrun afterwards, but she didn’t know. Torsten said that people called that were that. ‘Why does he hate him?’ Johan asked. What a word! But she had let the needle stop in the cloth, as if testing out the word on Torsten and Vidart. ‘He’s always disliked Vidart,’ she said in the end. ‘Probably because he’s new here.’

Vidart had lived in Blackwater for only seventeen years. That was longer than Johan’s lifetime. The goats in the enclosure were Harry Vidart’s. They leapt about between the wrecks of cars and had gnawed all the tree trunks clean. Torsten had told him to remove a rusted-up Volvo PV and shift the electric fence further in. The bit of the enclosure facing the road was the Brandbergs’.

Torsten had told him long ago. Vidart had bought the property from the widow of old man Enoksson and she didn’t know about the enclosure situation. Most people said the road up there was public, but Torsten said the bit from the barn was his, as was the bit of the enclosure where the Volvo was. It glowed fox-red with rust and the goats clambered on it to get at a willow that still had some leaves on it. Apart from that the enclosure looked as if it had been sprayed with defoliant.

In the presence of witnesses, Torsten had told Vidart for the last time to move the wreck and the fence. It was to be done by Monday at the latest, he had said. That was the same week as Johan’s end of term.

Vidart had moved the fence a bit further in and removed everything loose from the wreck. He was going take the rest in the front-loader, but there was something wrong with the hydraulics. So that week went by.

On Tuesday morning, when Vidart’s wife came with the Duett loaded with churns for milking, there was a gate right across the road. She got out and saw it was just fastened with a twisted wire. She didn’t dare open it, but turned round and drove away. After that, Vidart took the tractor across the hay meadows up to the enclosure and the goat shed every morning and evening.

Naturally all this could not go on in the long run. He couldn’t do the milking twice a day when he had his workshop to run, and his wife couldn’t drive the tractor. He was clearly fed up now. He didn’t send his wife in the Duett, but came himself.

He left the engine running as he got out and opened the gate, fiddling for a long time with the wire. As he drove through and the car disappeared behind the barn, Johan’s heart began to thump. He knew his father and brothers must have long since seen Vidart. It had gone quiet downstairs. The radio had been on in the kitchen before. The dogs were quiet, too, once the Duett had disappeared.

Then Per-Ola came out. Johan saw him as he strode out of the shade of the porch. He had already changed and was wearing white trousers and a white shirt. The others were obviously still indoors and it was still absolutely quiet.

Per-Ola crossed over to the carpentry shed and came out with a chain and a padlock, then went across and padlocked the gate to the gatepost. The timber in it gleamed yellow in the sun.

When he had finished with the padlock, he went back in. Now they’re having coffee, Johan thought. No, liquor. Or liquor in their coffee. Gudrun had put out bunloaf before she had left. She was in Byvången visiting Torsten’s mother at the old people’s home. All the brothers were at home, down there waiting, and Torsten was the one to decide what was to be done. So far, he had only sent out Per-Ola. But Johan’s heart was still thumping.

It took Vidart an hour to do the milking. The yard was silent. No one seemed to move or speak down in the kitchen. Johan wanted to break the silence but didn’t dare switch on the radio. Best if Torsten didn’t know he was up in his room, sitting there looking down at the enclosure. He sat there in silence and his legs, turned sideways because he could no longer get them under the desk, had long since gone to sleep.

Both the new Lajka and the Jämte hound started barking madly from the dog pen. Watching Vidart driving out from behind the barn and stopping the car was like watching a film. Johan knew everything in advance. Now he would find the chain and padlock. Shake it. Then look up towards the house.

And then?

Vidart walked past the gate along the edge of the ditch, where there was no fence. The enclosure began a little further on. Torsten had put the gate like a boom across the road.

As Vidart came out into the gravel yard, he slowed down. That made the dogs even more furious. Then Torsten came into Johan’s line of vision. He had a rake in his hand and started raking the yard gravel.

‘Open the gate!’ Vidart shouted.

‘Quiet!’ Torsten yelled. The dogs abruptly fell silent. The only sound now was the scraping of the rake’s teeth in the gravel. Then Vidart called out:

‘Open the gate! I’ve got the car.’

But Torsten didn’t answer. Johan got up. He had no desire to listen any more. He stood leaning against the door. Vidart was talking loudly and shrilly outside, but when Torsten finally answered, only his words could be made out.

‘I can’t see no man to open up for.’

Shrill talk again, the goat voice Vidart’s. If only he would keep his mouth shut. Why didn’t he understand that the only thing he could do now was to go away? Leave the car there. Fetch the milk with the tractor from the other side.

Johan heard a strange noise. Something cracked. He ran over to the window and looked down. Torsten had half the rake handle in his hand, splintered and sharp at the broken end. He must have broken it across his knee. Vidart was standing quite still, glaring at him. When he said something in that high chattering voice, Torsten took two long steps towards him and thrust the handle against his throat. The goat voice bleated, then they both ran into the enclosure, Vidart ahead, dragging his polio-damaged leg, Torsten following stiffly. Yet it all happened very quickly. They ran past the barn and disappeared behind it.

The dogs had started barking again and didn’t stop until Torsten came back, now without the rake handle. He disappeared out of Johan’s sight as he reached the veranda, yelled at the dogs to be quiet and they obeyed. Vidart should have done the same if he’d had any sense. Then the glass in the veranda door rattled.

Through the floorboards, Johan could hear Per-Ola asking something and Torsten answering. Then Per-Ola said something that made the others laugh. Vidart had been cowardly and fled. That was why they thought it funny down there. But if he headed homewards, he ought to have come out into the part of the enclosure not hidden by the barn. He would be visible all the way as he slanted across the hay meadows on his way home.

Or had he hidden? It was quiet in the kitchen again and Johan had a feeling that, like him, they were all waiting for Vidart to appear. It was quite still in the heat, the dogs silent. Through the window, Johan could smell the grass as well as the birch leaves from the branches Torsten had put on the steps.

Johan sat quite still, glancing occasionally at his watch. Eleven minutes had gone by since Torsten had come back. Then the veranda door rattled and his father came out with Per-Ola behind him, followed shortly by Björne and Pekka and finally Väine. They didn’t walk towards the enclosure, but vanished behind the house. After a while Johan heard two cars starting up.

As soon as the sound of engines had died away, without thinking, Johan ran down, simply racing down the stairs and out. He was behind the barn in less than two minutes. Vidart was lying on his back in the sun, blood on his throat. It had run down into the hollow of his throat, where he had a disc or a coin on a silver chain, now resting in a shallow pool of blood, glinting like a small crescent. A little way off, the entire flock of goats stood staring at Johan. After a while they started grazing.

Johan lightly touched Vidart’s hand and cheek. His stubble was grey and he looked older than usual. His peaked cap was behind his head, a large sweaty brown patch on it. He had just milked the goats – that was obvious. His body and clothes smelt strongly.

There was no point in going back for help. The house was empty. If Gudrun had been at home, she would have seen to Vidart. Again he touched the pale-grey cheek and thought it was like touching a big ewe.

He ran off again, taking the route across the hay meadows towards the nearest farm, Westlund’s. Elna met him on the steps, caught him up, and he didn’t know whether he was crying or vomiting. It felt as if he were doing both.


Birger had set off for Blackwater together with Åke Vemdal with the idea of going fishing. Midsummer was the time to start. But somehow it had become the usual from the very beginning – raising the man’s eyelids and looking at the cloudy globe, its iris turned upwards. Feeling his pulse at his wrist. He couldn’t touch the man’s neck until he had washed.

Anyhow, there was no flow of blood to be stemmed. That had run down into the hollow of his neck and coagulated. He showed Åke how close to the artery it had come. The wound had ragged edges as if it had been made by some jagged tool.

Vidart regained consciousness after a while. He had been knocked down, he said. By Torsten Brandberg.

‘What did he hit you with?’

‘His fist.’

They helped him to his feet, and he had some difficulty standing. ‘Head’s going round,’ he said. ‘Everything going black.’

Birger got him upright. He had a feeling Vidart was acting up a bit, hoping to show Åke Vemdal how bad things were, since he had been so bloody lucky that the police chief in Byvången had just happened to be there. The doctor, too. But he had been unconscious for quite a while, so Birger was taking no risks.

‘You must go to hospital,’ he said.

Vidart had no objections, but he was worried about the milk. The sharp look had come back into his eyes and he looked cunning, apparently himself again as soon as he got his cap back on. Hell, why did I have to be here right now? Birger thought. He said as much as soon as they had got Harry Vidart into the Westlund kitchen. They had dropped in on the Westlunds because Birger wanted to hear how Elna was. He had sent her to Östersund for her gallstones two weeks earlier. Assar Westlund had phoned for Ivar Jonssa. No ambulance was needed. Ivar’s big taxi would do.

While they waited, they went out on to the veranda for a smoke. Birger had thought of telling Åke something about Vidart and Torsten Brandberg, but Vidart’s wife came while they were there. They had phoned for her, of course, and she had her hair in big curlers and was sobbing as she ran When Ivar had come with his Mercedes and they had helped Vidart lie on the lowered seat, she called out:

‘But what shall I do about the milk? And the car?’

Assar Westlund said he would take the milk back for her with his tractor.

‘Best to leave the Duett there for the time being,’ he added. ‘But I’ll have a word with Torsten.’

Then the taxi left and Birger and Åke went in to the boy lying on the dark-red sofa in the parlour. Elna had pulled down the blinds and the bluish light made his face look even whiter. He was no more than sixteen and had coarse black hair and narrow brown eyes. When he got up, he turned out to be tall and gangling. Otherwise he looked more like Gudrun than Torsten. They shook hands and once they had sat down, the boy glanced at the bucket Elna had put in. He had vomited a little into it and now he shoved it behind the sofa, looking both frightened and embarrassed.

‘How are you feeling?’

He made a movement but didn’t reply.

‘Vidart’s gone to hospital,’ said Birger. ‘But he’s in no danger. He can stand.’

The brown eyes widened. Had the boy thought Vidart was dead?

‘This is Åke Vemdal. Do you know who he is?’

The boy shook his head.

‘I’m the new police chief in Byvången,’ said Åke.

‘Who...who reported it?’ said Johan.

‘No one. We were here in the Westlunds’ kitchen when you came. We were going fishing.’

‘What happened?’ said Åke.

‘I don’t know.’

He had his arms propped on his thighs, his head forward, so they couldn’t meet those brown eyes.

‘But you ran for help?’

‘Yes.’

‘Did you see him being knocked down?’

He shook his head.

‘But how did you know he was lying there?’

‘I saw when he came.’

‘And Torsten went after him?’

The boy didn’t reply, but looked round for the bucket, swallowing several times as if wanting to show them he was nauseated. It was certainly hot in the room, but Birger wondered whether he was really feeling sick. Maybe he was acting up to avoid answering. Åke waited a moment, then spoke again.

‘Did you see your father going after him?’

‘I don’t know. I didn’t think about it.’

‘Did you see him? Had he any tool in his hand?’

Johan said nothing.

‘We found one,’ said Åke. ‘A kind of sharp stick. Broken off.’

The boy made an almost catlike movement with his long body and the next moment was lying curled up on the sofa with his back to them.

‘Wait,’ said Birger quietly. ‘Let’s go out into the kitchen, and I’ll tell you what’s behind all this.’

‘Do you know?’

‘Everyone knows.’

But they hadn’t time. Loud voices came from the kitchen, then the door opened and Gudrun was standing on the threshold with the light from the kitchen behind her so that her face looked almost black.

‘What are you doing?’

She went over to Johan and touched him.

‘He’s got nothing to say about this,’ she said. ‘He just went to get help for Vidart.’

‘We have to ask him what happened.’

‘To hell with that,’ said Gudrun. ‘Nothing’s happened that he’s seen.’

She was small. It looked odd as she pulled the tall youth off the sofa and hustled him out with her. He walked with his head down. Åke followed.

‘You must know there’ll be an investigation into this.’

‘You carry on and investigate. But Johan’s not testifying against his father.’

She shoved the boy out, slamming the kitchen door behind her. Åke took a step as if to stop them, but Birger said:

‘Leave them. You can’t question him now, anyhow.’

They heard Gudrun’s car starting up and driving away. Elna and Assar were sitting beside each other on the sofa, looking like guests in their own kitchen.

‘Let’s go outside,’ said Birger.

It wasn’t all that easy to tell Åke, who knew nothing, about Torsten Brandberg and Vidart. Åke had not even been to Blackwater until now, but he belonged to the district. He had come to take up the post a month or two earlier. They had been out together once, a case of suicide up towards the border. Åke had had no one to send and no car available. An alcoholic living with his parents had gone up into the attic and killed himself with a shotgun. As they were going back in the car a few hours later, Birger thought he heard a bird screeching. He hadn’t realised until later that it had been the mother.

Birger had looked in on them earlier in the summer when he had been out on a call nearby. The mother had been admitted to the Frösö clinic at the time, and he had found the father sitting in the kitchen. He had been living on coffee and cigarettes for some time, and he collapsed when Birger came. That was the first time he had wept since the son’s death. Birger had gone up to the attic to see if they had cleaned up. But the stains were still there, and dried brain matter and marks from the shot could be seen on the ceiling, a shattered light bulb still hanging from the flex. He cleaned up as best he could with a scrubbing brush and scraper, then arranged for a home help to go in to cook for the father, now on his own.

Åke and he had got to know each other on that first visit and the long car journey back.

‘I know Johan,’ said Birger. ‘He’s at senior high in Byvången in the same class as my boy. He’s bright. But his mother Gudrun is the only one who thinks he should go on. The other boys are sons of Torsten and his first wife, Mimmi. She died of a cerebral haemorrhage giving birth to Väine. Then Gudrun came and helped him with the boys and the household. She’s one of a large Sami family. But on the poor side. She worked for Torsten, then became pregnant and Johan was born. That was hardly a year after Mimmi’s death. So Väine and Johan are practically contemporaries.’

‘Are they all Sami?’

‘No. Only Gudrun. And Torsten has never been a friend of the Sami. Lapps shouldn’t live in the village, he says. That’s his opinion and he is not alone in that. Torsten’s been a damned great fighter in his day. When he was younger and got drunk, he went and asked people: ‘Anyone here want beating up?’ He could go all the way to Byvången to knock a man down. I don’t think things have ever been good between Johan and the half-brothers, nor really any good between him and his father, either. But you saw Gudrun. They daren’t touch a hair on the boy’s head when she’s looking. So you see Johan may have trouble if they start thinking he’s told on Torsten.’

‘That can be explained, can’t it? He didn’t know we were here.’

‘I’m not sure they’d listen,’ said Birger.


When they got into the hall, she indicated with a movement of her head that he should go straight up to his room. A quarter of an hour later, she brought him bread and cheese and a glass of milk. Johan was sitting on the bed and hadn’t even dared go to the lavatory, he was so afraid Torsten might hear him. But she told him they hadn’t come back home yet. Then he went to the toilet on the landing and peed for what seemed to him a quarter of an hour.

Gudrun was at the desk, staring out at the enclosure when he came back. She was looking unhappy, nibbling bits of skin off her lips. He had always felt uneasy when she was unhappy, because it was usually his fault. He irritated Torsten and annoyed the brothers.

‘I didn’t know the police were there,’ he said.

‘You’ve done nothing wrong,’ she said, but it sounded mechanical to him. He wondered what she was thinking. It struck him that she knew everything about him, almost, anyhow, but he knew nothing about her. She was his mother and everything she did down there in the kitchen and out on the farm was predictable. Nearly everything she said, too. But he didn’t know any of the important things. Nothing about the time she was pregnant. Nothing about her and the man on the scooter. Or why it was Torsten she had married.

‘If he’s charged with assault, they’ll take his guns off him, won’t they?

‘We don’t know if he’s been charged yet.’

‘I only meant if he should be. Then he won’t be able to lead the shoot?’

‘Stop it now,’ said Gudrun. She seemed to think he wanted Torsten to lose his licence. Then he started telling her what he had really seen from the window, but she didn’t want to hear it.

‘Stay here for a while,’ she said. ‘I’ll talk to Torsten later.’

She looked tired as she got up. She was all dressed up in a white cotton cardigan over her flowery dress, and she had high-heeled sandals on. But her face was looking ordinary again. She had nibbled off all the lipstick as she sat there on his bed.

A little later he heard her in the kitchen, a cupboard door slamming and the clatter of china. She was emptying the plate rack, ordinary sounds, and they calmed him.

At about half past six, the cars came back. The brothers’ voices were loud and raucous. They had clearly taken quite a lot on board. Torsten was laughing at something Väine had said. Gudrun had started frying fish and the smell wafted up to John, but they ate their delayed evening meal without her calling up to him. He was shut in his room as if he had done something criminal.

He was the only one of the brothers never to have been thrashed by Torsten, and it was Gudrun who protected him. But although he had never been thrashed, he was the one most afraid of it, and they knew it. Her protection made him look foolish.

He got up and went down. But halfway down the stairs, his fear returned, not of them hitting him, but of Torsten’s half-closed, heavy eyes, the way he waited for an opportunity when drunk. Of the swift movements of the brothers, intended to frighten him. He decided to go fishing.

On these early summer nights, he fished at Dogmere, just by the path up to the outfield buildings. There he could see if anyone went up to the peregrine falcon’s nest by the river Lobber. He didn’t think the attacks would come from the main road. Henry Strömgren saw every single car up there. Two chicks had disappeared the previous summer.

His jacket was hanging in the hall and his rod and boots were in the porch. He was careful not to clatter with the rod, but when he got outside and started up the moped, he revved up loudly so they wouldn’t think he was running away from them. He knew they were watching him from the kitchen window.

He fetched bait up at Alda’s, as he usually left the moped there and then walked up to Dogmere. The old woman was in a long-stay ward permanently now and the grass was already growing in great clumps round the steps. He usually dug for bait behind her woodshed.

He found a tin on the garbage heap just inside the forest, and an old potato digger in the woodshed. He hadn’t been digging long before he heard a car. It skidded on the grass as it took the corner. The doors slammed almost the moment the car stopped. He listened for voices and footsteps.

The brothers had surrounded him before he had time to decide whether to run or not. He stood with the digger in his hand and they were all round him, apparently in a playful mood. They shifted their feet like footballers waiting for kick-off. As they came closer, he could smell aftershave and beer.

They must have got up in the middle of the meal to come after him. Gudrun had not be able to stop them. She was sure to have tried.

He realised something quite new was beginning now. It had begun the moment he left the house, taking the moped, and also when he revved up to show them he didn’t care if they did see him.

He put the digger down on the brown soil full of nettle roots and bits of glass. He picked up his rod and the tin of worms and started up the path to the hut. They followed, shoving him from all sides and asking what he was scared of. He started half-running, although he wished he hadn’t. Väine caught up with him and tripped him up. Pekka grabbed his arm and hauled him back on to his feet.

‘Stand up, for Christ’s sake.’

‘What do you want?’

Björne drove his fist into his stomach, though not with full force. Johan doubled up as if bowing and they all laughed. Through his nausea, he caught the scent of the forest, but there was no way out in that direction. They were all round him. Per-Ola and Pekka had lit cigarettes. Björne shook his head when they offered him one and put a dose of snuff under his upper lip, which now bulged and looked swollen. He had his mouth open as usual, and was staring at Johan, but he didn’t appear to be going to hit him again.

‘What are you scared of?’ Pekka asked. ‘Aren’t you going to call the police?’

‘What the hell’s the matter with you? Afraid of pissing in your pants?’ said Väine, and the others laughed. Väine would be regarded as a man after this. He struck out, but playfully and not at Johan’s face. They left him alone, perhaps because of their clothes, for they had all changed into light jackets and trousers.

Hoping to show the others what he could do, Väine grew more and more annoyed when Johan ducked without defending himself. He started making karate blows with stiff hands, checking them just in front of Johan’s face.

Björne and Pekka had moved away from the others for a moment. Something rattled further up in the forest. When they came back, Pekka said to Väine:

‘Get the tow rope.’

They’re going to tie me up, thought Johan. They’ll tie me to a tree. Then they’ll go. That’s all. They daren’t do anything else because of Gudrun. Or the police.

Pekka didn’t tie him up once he had the tow rope, but just put it round Johan’s body under his arms, and pulled. It felt like a noose. Then they pushed him ahead of them. They made a detour off the path and in among the trees he saw a decayed wooden lid leaning against a stone. They kicked him ahead to the edge of a round stone-walled hole. Then he screamed.

As they let him down through the opening he resisted as best he could, kicking out, biting one of them in the arm, and received a blow on the back of his neck. Falling, he felt a violent pain as the rope tightened round his body from its own weight.

He was hanging, the rope cutting deeply under his arms from the weight of his body and legs. He could feel no water. Above, he could hear their voices, but not what they were shouting. Then he fell.

When he came to again, he was at the bottom of a well. It had dried up, he realised, and perhaps never been used in Alda’s time. He was half sitting in muddy clay with the rope round his body. At first he thought he had broken something, but when he cautiously moved his limbs he noticed it hurt only where the rope cut in. He had a thick sweatshirt on and thanks to that the rope had not cut in too deeply, but he could get at neither the knot nor the end of the rope. They must be on his back. He tried to sit down properly in the narrow space, then looked up. The well opening was almost white in the light of the summer evening. No face visible up there, and he couldn’t hear anything.

He was sitting in loose mud and water, stones underneath. He wriggled to get away from one hurting him, then began fumbling for his knife to cut the rope. Once he had got hold of it and cut through the nylon rope, the pressure lifted and he struggled into an upright position. Nothing broken. It was difficult to know how deep the well was. The circle of light up there had now turned blue and he could also see a little more of the well wall. The water came just over the foot of his boot.

At least they hadn’t put the lid back on. They would soon be back to let a rope down. Fairly soon. They wouldn’t want anyone else to hear his calls for help.

But he was not going to call out. They were probably sitting in the car waiting for him to begin shouting for help. They had always thought him a coward. He just used to walk away when they started picking a fight, hating to look on when people got knocked down. But down here at the bottom of the well, he felt he had something in him they knew nothing about. He would not shout. They would not have that pleasure. The bastards.

He tired of standing and tried leaning in various ways with his backside and lower arms against the well wall to lighten the pressure. His legs and back ached and prickled. He wouldn’t be able to stay standing in the long run.

How long were they going to leave him here? An hour? Or right into the night? The worst would be if they drove back to the village and got so drunk they forgot him – he wouldn’t be brought up until long into Midsummer Day. Gudrun would look for him if he didn’t come home. She would spot the moped if she drove round in the car. So presumably it was no use starting to shout until early morning. But he was not going to do that. This time Gudrun was not going to take him home. He was finished with that.


She took Mia by the hand and walked down towards the shore. There was a house by the water, an unpainted old wooden house eaten away by rain and age. A confusion of growth surrounded it: clumps of wild chervil flowering together with columbines in beds where the soil had sunk away and dried to a mouse colour. Currant bushes had grown into each other and put down a tangle of shoots that had rooted. On the slope towards the lake, raspberry canes had grown together into an impenetrable tangle. The grass came up to Mia’s waist and there were great clumps of nettles by the steps. She had no desire to go any further into this green mass, humming with insects, the smell of spices and venom rising from it.

Annie lifted Mia up on the concrete lid of a well and left her there while she went down to the water to fill a flask. But Mia refused to drink lake water, shook her head and clamped her mouth tight shut. The water was perfectly clear, like glass right down to the brown bed of immobile stones. But she wouldn’t drink.

The store was painted white and had the pennants of the two countries above the door. It wasn’t far from the house with the nettles. The patch of ground where the petrol pumps stood ended at the remains of a fence that had rotted away, probably once belonging to a cottage now gone. A long narrow wooden building, painted green, a parish hall or a community centre, had a collapsed timbered barn next to it, its shingle roof fallen in. The house on the other side was clearly occupied, with puckered nylon curtains in all the ground-floor windows. But the attic window had a big hole with a rag stuffed into it, a sheet of hardboard replacing the other pane.

The village was very quiet now the rush at the arrival of the post bus was over. Annie found it hard to make it all out, the decay and desolation jarring against the new buildings and improvements. Why couldn’t they be bothered to pull down the collapsed and decayed buildings? Didn’t they see them any longer?

Perhaps the villagers saw only what looked like urban developments. They saw modernity where she saw decay and neglect, and where Dan saw simplicity. For neither in his letters nor in his brief telephone calls, presumably made from the phone box by the store, had he described the village as she now saw it in the clear evening light.

The greenery was obscene. It made her think of bushy pubic hair (seen in bath-houses, before turning away). She hadn’t expected this, but rather some kind of barrenness. But all the preconceptions she had vividly held during the weeks of expectation and anxiety had now evaporated.

They went over to their cases and sat down to wait. On the other side of the road, grassy slopes were gleaming in the sun, the colours of the meadow flowers brighter than she had ever seen before. Opposite the store was a modern house, boxlike, painted green and dark brown. As the house was on a steep slope, the basement was high. In it was a small fishing-tackle shop with the name Fiskebua in pokerwork on a board outside and a Swedish flag hanging from a flagpole protruding from the wall. They could just see a man inside, so Annie took Mia’s hand and crossed the road.

The door was locked, but he opened up when she knocked. He had no soft drinks for sale, but he said Mia was welcome to some homemade juice. He refused to let Annie pay for the juice and buns he fetched from the kitchen upstairs, but she had to satisfy his curiosity.

He had greying hair brushed forwards, long at the back and round his ears, and his trousers were flared. She thought he looked idiotic, almost indecent in those tightly cut trousers, but the fashion had penetrated all the way up here, and she hadn’t expected that, either. He looked exhausted, with slack, baggy creases under his eyes, his nose big, the pores on it enlarged, his eyelids heavy. But he seemed anything but tired.

She told him as little as possible – that they were to be picked up and that they were on their way up to Nilsbodarna. He asked if she meant Nirsbuan. What was she going to do there?

‘We’re going to live there,’ said Mia abruptly. Up to then she had drunk her juice and eaten the buns without a sound. He laughed. Annie never forgot that laugh.

‘Are you one of the Starhill people?’ he said suddenly.

‘We come from Stockholm,’ she replied. But his guess wasn’t far wrong. It was thanks to the commune at Starhill that Dan had found Nilsbodarna.

‘Oh, so you’re taking Nirsbuan from the Brandbergs. That won’t be easy, I guess,’ he said, grinning. She didn’t understand what he meant. She didn’t like him, and now she didn’t want to talk about their circumstances any more.

They heard a car and Mia rushed over to the window, but it wasn’t Dan. Four men got out of large Volvo which had driven up by the house, the tyres scattering gravel. They were really three young men and a boy who was driving. He looked scarcely eighteen. A smell of aftershave and liquor wafted from them as they entered the shop. One of them was dressed in white and had muddy marks on his trousers, as if someone had kicked him. The trousers were tight, the material thin. Annie could see his genitals quite clearly outlined against his thigh and had to avert her eyes when he looked at her. They were dressed for the Midsummer events; once again she saw that fashion was being followed up here, and she felt childish with all her preconceived ideas.

They filled the little shop with their large bodies and loud voices, but fell silent when they saw her, as if no longer aware of what they had come for. They weren’t interested in fishing tackle, nor in the rack of chocolates and evening papers.

‘Yes, well then,’ said the man behind the counter, looking straight at Annie. She realised he didn’t want them in there any longer and that made her feel ill at ease. She took Mia’s hand and went out. The moment she had closed the door she heard the voices raised again.

Mia wanted to pee and they went down among the currant bushes. There was still no sign of Dan and it wasn’t as quiet as before. A bus had driven up in front of the community centre and musical instruments and large amplifiers were being unloaded from it.

She had considered sitting with Mia on the porch steps of the abandoned house to wait, but insects kept emerging out of the grass, almost invisible creatures which stung like sparks from a fire. Mia started crying. Annie picked her up and ran off into the tall grass, every step she took raking up a cloud of the stinging insects. Up on the store stand it was relatively free of them. They seemed to stick to grass and foliage.

Buttercups and red campion glowed in the evening sun on the grassy slopes. The lake was still just as calm, but the colour had deepened. From the community centre came the thump of an electric bass and keyboard riffs hugely amplified through the loudspeakers. The four men came out of the little shop, got into the car and started drinking beer from bottles, leaving the car doors open and their legs outside. The youngest stayed on the steps of the shop and belched ostentatiously after emptying his bottle, which he threw down on the gravel. The others laughed. The shopkeeper came out and said something in a low voice, then took the bottle back in with him, after a glance at Annie on the other side of the road. She presumed he had no proper licence so the purchase had been illegal.

More cars came skidding on to the gravel at the roadside, nearly all of them full of men, young men. She couldn’t make out what they were shouting at each other, but could hear some were Norwegians. Most of them appeared to be good-naturedly drunk.

Cars were also drawing up at the community centre and the instruments were rasping and thumping inside as they sound checked. Outside the little shop, a couple of Norwegians were teasing the young driver of the Volvo. He was now quite drunk, stumbling and swaying as he headed back to the car, singing in a slurred voice a short song she found it hard to catch. Anyhow, it caused some amusement and so he kept singing it again, over and over as he strode round in his tight trousers. In the end she could make out the words:


‘What the fuck

Dad’s cock’s in front

Just as well

Mum’s got a cunt.’



He pirouetted clumsily like a bear and almost fell over in front of one of the cars containing an older man in a cap on which it said Röbäck’s Garage.

‘Bloody hell, Väine, you don’t have to tell Evert about your dad and your mother,’ shouted the shopkeeper, causing loud and long laughter from the other cars. There was an abrupt silence when one of the men got out of the Volvo, the fattest of them, a large man with curly brown hair that looked sweaty under his peaked cap. He wasn’t dressed like the others, but in jeans and a thick blue sweatshirt. Strange, wearing that in the middle of summer, she thought. She noticed a sheath knife dangling below the hem at the back.

He strode up to the steps. It was just like watching a film. He raised his hand and she saw they were to witness a show of strength. The hand was rigid, the little finger and the outer edge turned towards the flag hanging out from the wall by the door. He struck out with the rigid hand and the flagpole snapped with a crack. The shopkeeper vanished inside and closed the door. The man who had snapped the flagpole strolled back to the Volvo and crawled into the back. Another man pulled in the youth who had sung the song, switched on and drove down towards the community centre. The other cars followed.

The music had started up properly now. More cars kept appearing. But Dan did not come.
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