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Chapter 1

Gavrik, Sweden

An elk runs along the snowploughed road searching frantically for her lost calf.

Panic in her eyes. Myriad headlights picking out that panic.

The thick scent of exhaust fumes.

I slow my Hilux truck and switch on my hazard lights. The traffic on the other side is still moving, drivers desperate to exit these bleak winter roads and retreat to their apartments, their twenty-first-century caves.

The calf looks light as air. It is running, legs long and fragile, and it is desperate to be reunited with its beloved mother, its sole protector in this cold, dark wilderness.

A Volkswagen slows and hoots its horn. A teenager hangs out of the back window filming the towering mother elk on his phone. I look down on this behaviour and yet, at the same time, I know I will likely be using that same footage later this evening for the paper, crediting the very same teenager.

Complicit.

The cow elk summons an ungodly noise and runs onto the asphalt, falling, scrambling to stand back up, the calf lost among the mayhem, the halogen-lit chaos. A man yells something unintelligible from his lorry cab. The calf stops dead for a moment. Its mother trots down into a ditch, nostrils steaming, and someone overtakes me, beeping like this whole scene is an inconvenience, and I am struck, not for the first time, by the spectrum of priorities I witness from my fellow humans. Money, power, convenience, comfort, kindness. White light split through a prism into its many constituent parts.

A grey Saab on the other side of the road skids on a patch of black ice and then recovers. The cow elk makes one last effort to run across the road, to risk everything for her offspring, and a Ford pick-up brakes hard, swerving, missing the beast by a fraction. The elk bolts across in front of me. The Ford crashes down into a ditch, dirty slush-water erupting from its bonnet, red lights glowing through the mist at head height.

The elk family are lost to the forest in seconds. Running, together, nature corrected, back into the shadowy world of Utgard forest. You might try to search for a larger, denser forest than Utgard, but you will likely never find one.

The driver of the Ford is okay. Wet and cold, but okay. I have already called Thord at the police station, my hearing aid synched to my phone. He will probably drive by for ten minutes but this is more a job for a tow truck than law enforcement.

Traffic resumes. I make a turn and head back to Gavrik town, my home, the place the world forgot. A marginal settlement surrounded by vast forests. Hunters and salt liquorice. More than our fair share of darkness.

We haven’t had much news these past two years, truth be told.

Quiet place.

Time to heal.

I drive between McDonald’s and ICA Maxi, the two gateposts of Gavrik, and snow begins to fall. December flurries are always welcome. Check back again in March when my fellow Swedes are dreaming of moving south to Spain, or maybe Malmö. I moved here years ago when Mum was ill. After she passed away I just kind of stayed. Don’t ask me why. No, in fact, do ask me. Because the people I care about live in this desolate place. It is as simple and as complicated as that.

I go on.

Pensioners wearing more layers than most people on this planet would ever contemplate: merino wool as life support. Streetlights forming halos within pale clouds of snowflakes. A young man pulling his weekly shop home on a sledge.

The long-stem weeds on the roadside, despised all summer, are admired now that they are adorned with ice crystals.

I spot Tammy’s food truck in the distance. She will be in there listening to nineties dance classics and slicing chilies and spring onions. My best friend in the world. My sister in all but blood. Tammy will be refining her bone broths and cleaning out her rice cookers. Working culinary magic inside a van in the most inauspicious corner of a car park. An unlikely hero but a hero nonetheless.

Past Benny Björnmossen’s hunt shop, the stuffed brown bear looking back, judging me. Hunting is the main pastime here in Gavrik so Benny does well, although he’ll never say as much. Past the police station and through the long shadows cast by the twin chimneys of the Grimberg Liquorice factory, our largest and oldest employer.

Welcome to Toytown, population: 8,000 souls. Most of them lost, or on their way there.

I head into Gavrik Posten and the bell above the door tinkles. Lars looks up from whatever Jedi-level Sudoku he is currently working on.

I start peeling off layers and slipping off my snow boots. My blonde ponytail feels more dishevelled and dry than it usually does and that is saying something.

‘Elk out on the Utgard road. Almost hit a truck.’

Lars, as a general rule, takes a while to react. He used to be the sole full-time reporter here until I took over, and he’s much like an old-fashioned vinyl record playing at half speed. I take my gloves off and then, after a moment, he says, ‘Elk?’

‘Cow with her calf on the other side of the road. Both looked panicked.’

‘Almost hit a truck?’ he says.

‘Truck’s in a ditch. Everyone’s okay.’

‘Everyone is okay,’ he repeats, like he’s trying to reassure himself of the fact.

Lena is back in her office fixing for the print and Nils is in his trying to sell ad space to the same poor axe shop owners and hairdressers he’s been trying to sell ad space to for years. Swedes don’t bother so much with hair styling in the dark months, you see, not in rural parts. If you have your skull encased in a woolly hat all day every day why would you even bother?

The office smells of coats drying out.

I open up my last file and turn down the volume on my new hearing aids. They are superior to my old pair in almost every way – battery life, interference, water resistance – but they hurt. Every night when I return home I pull them out as soon as I open my door, and the relief is immediate.

One piece of breaking news grabs my attention.

It scrolls across the base of my screen.

Deaf teenager goes missing in Esseberg.

Police believe he has no money with him, or contacts outside of Esseberg town.

Mountain rescue are launching a search party but conditions hinder their efforts.

The deaf teenager is described as vulnerable.

The tunnel is being kept open all night as an exception.





Chapter 10

A frail man wearing a long sheepskin jacket walks in, and the Deacon’s wife goes off to sit him down and bring him a mug of something hot. I observe this church hall. A bookshelf serving as some kind of casual library, sparse tables from IKEA, radiators on full blast, a self-service table with buns and bread and soup. The kind of room we have needed for millennia. We may always need them.

The deacon’s wife comes back over.

‘Can I ask you a question?’ I say.

She nods.

‘Who do I need to know in this town?’

She looks around the room then leans in closer to me. ‘You don’t need to know any of us.’

I smile. ‘You know those little dogs hunters send down holes to catch rats? I’m one of those. I never realised it until this past year. I go down the holes too tight for others to fit through and I come back up with useful things.’

She frowns at me.

‘I will find out what happened to young Peter Hedberg. I have the patience of a wronged parent. I will not stop.’

‘Somehow, I believe you.’

‘Who should I be speaking with, Hilda?’

‘My husband, when he has the time. You might also try Chief Skoglund, and Ulf Samuellson. He works the door at Wrath.’

‘A priest, a cop and a Hells Angel walk into a bar . . .’

She smiles flatly. ‘They do in this town.’

‘Anyone else?’

‘Bertil Lind, perhaps? He’s our long-suffering choirmaster so he’s seen many of the locals grow up. Painfully shy but I can introduce you. Most people around here are tight-lipped. They are eking out a living and they don’t welcome any trouble.’

‘They’ve got trouble.’

She takes a sip of tea. ‘We’ve had people go missing before. A few years ago. People care until they don’t have the energy for it any longer. They need to keep moving forward. Stacking their firewood and paying their taxes. The person’s still missing but locals need to prepare for winter, for the next unavoidable hardship. They move on and keep pushing.’

‘Who else do I need to speak with?’

‘There’s Sven, I guess. He runs the power station. He’s not the boss over there but he manages the men who do the actual work, most of them Wolverines. And then there’s one of Bertil Lind’s choir stars, at least back when he still had the voice of an angel. You probably know about Johan already. He has one of those new podcasts everyone is so interested in. All sorts of guests fly up here to speak with him. It’s about awful crimes. Not my sort of thing at all.’

‘Where can I find him?’

‘Find him?’

I nod.

‘You can find him driving a piste-basher every night. He grooms the slopes for the hotel. That’s your best bet as he lives outside town. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to check everyone’s okay.’

She leaves.

They are not okay. They may think they are but I can sense an oppressive weight in this settlement, like a heavy chemical cloud weighing down on everyone from above.

Appropriately, it is foggy when I emerge onto the street.

I walk a few doors down to the ski-hire store.

The door bleeps as I enter.

‘How can I help you?’ asks the moustached blue-eyed man behind the counter. He’s backdropped by racks of skis and boots.

‘Can I buy a lift pass here?’

‘You sure can.’

I approach. The store smells of boot sweat and air freshener.

‘Day pass or a weekly?’

I check the prices on the board. Is it bad that for a hearing missing person I’d choose a day pass but for Peter I’m considering a weekly? It probably is bad. But it is also the truth.

‘I’ll go for a weekly, please.’

‘Well, I’m happy to hear it. The powder is exceptional. You have all the equipment you need or you want to hire gear? I’m running a five per cent discount until Wednesday.’

Five per cent? This is typical in Sweden. One of Lena’s neighbours asked her builder for a ten per cent discount on the cost of their new three-bedroom flat-pack home. The builder told them: sure, ten per cent off is fine, but your house will be ten per cent smaller. Scandinavians don’t really negotiate.

‘No need for gear. I want to check out the hotel on the top.’

‘Are you going up there now?’ he asks. ‘In the dark?’

‘The lift’s open, isn’t it?’

He looks out of the window at the inky mountains beyond and nods.

‘Lift closes at eight prompt,’ he says, his bushy eyebrows twitching. ‘If you’re not on the last run down you’ll need to stay in the hotel, and it’s pretty expensive up there. Eight o’clock is your last chance.’

He hands over my lift pass. It looks like a credit card.

‘Got it. Thanks.’

I check my phone again. No mention of a police presser on the official website. No updates whatsoever.

It feels all kinds of wrong to jump on a ski lift and ride up a steep mountainside on the same day a young man’s body was found frozen solid in the snow. In a city it wouldn’t be so strange carrying on with your life following such an event, but in a place as intimate as this, it feels disrespectful.

Few people out on the streets. One man pushing a buggy: the kid inside covered in more layers of blanket and hi-tech fabric than your average climber on Everest.

The chairlift squeaks, causing piercing interference in my aids.

I approach the queue of zero skiers and present my pass to the barrier and it opens automatically. There is one man here supervising. He wears a bright red ski jacket and a matching red hat with ear flaps. I can see he has a tattoo of a cross on his right cheek, beneath his eye.

I move into position and someone arrives behind me suddenly, almost pushing me into the snow. She apologises. The woman is carrying two large fabric bags.

We sit together awkwardly on the chairlift and it lifts us off the ground. Two people on a chair built for three. She is in the middle seat and I’m on the far end. The whole thing is out of balance. Rushed. We’re leaning quite severely to one side.

‘Nice day for it.’

She doesn’t know. Surely she doesn’t know. But how could she not know in a town this small?

‘You live here in Esseberg?’

‘I was born here. Four brothers and three sisters. You’re an outsider. I can always tell.’

I need to mine this lady wearing a misshapen fur hat for information. A captive audience if ever there was one.

‘I’m Tuva Moodyson.’

The chair leans even more as she contorts herself to offer me a gloved hand.

I take it.

‘Klara,’ she says. ‘Klara Svensson.’

‘Your bags look heavy,’ I say.

‘They are heavy. Wine for the hotel. I bring it to them from the Systembolaget in Åre when they run low in the cellars. They stock expensive wines there. French grapes.’

I wish she was sitting in the far seat. But now it’s too late to do anything about it.

‘You want me to hold a bag for you?’

She eyes me suspiciously for a split-second and then says, ‘Would you?’

I take the canvas bag. Six bottles inside. One of the labels says, ‘Margaux.’

She has a pretty face but her mouth is broad and I can’t help thinking, somewhat ungenerously, that it resembles a duck’s bill.

‘Very sad news,’ I say.

‘Peter Hedberg? Awful. His poor grandmother. He was her last living relative.’

‘So sad,’ I say. ‘Who could do such a thing?’

‘What do you mean?’

The chairlift rises dramatically up and over a vertical cliff of black granite.

It shudders.

‘I mean,’ I say, holding on tight. ‘Assuming he was killed by someone. I heard there were signs of a struggle.’

‘He was depressed, Tuva. I know about people because I used to work with the church youth programme. People talk. He didn’t have many friends in this town. Peter was an outsider. I think he made this terrible decision for himself. Which is another kind of struggle, I know, and it is very sad.’

‘I guess we’ll find out soon. Is there anyone in the town who could have hurt him?’

‘In this town?’

I adjust my grip on the safety bar and she says, ‘It’s high, eh? And in the dark, with the floodlights this weak. It’s hairy, isn’t it?’

I nod.

‘Town keeps itself to itself, Tuva. We have the Wolverines to make sure of it.’

‘You keep mentioning Wolverines. Who are they exactly?’

‘They are the men who congregate at Wrath, the pub outside town. They’re kind of like a team to keep watch over us all. The deacon keeps them in check, don’t worry. We have no official police of our own in Ice Town but the Wolverines do their best.’

‘I’d like to meet your deacon.’

‘I bet you would. The deacon’s a busy man. He doesn’t tend to mix with people he doesn’t already know.’

‘Are the Wolverines a biker gang?’

She takes back the wine from me. ‘I knew you weren’t from these parts.’

‘Värmland.’

‘Southerner.’

Hardly.

‘Wolverines are good men. Fair. They keep us safe.’

Not from what I can see, duckface.

‘What’s the hotel like?’

‘The Pinnacle?’

I nod, and she puts on her ski mask against the cold. A mallard with goggles.

‘Used to be a famous hotel. The King came here to ski in the forties. It still looks luxurious if you don’t stare too close, but most of it’s locked up now. Can’t afford the heating costs. Eric wouldn’t like me telling that to you, he’s convinced he’ll still find some Saudi or American money to inject into it just in time. A little delusional, my husband says.’

‘Eric?’

‘Eric Lindgren. He owns the Pinnacle. His family built it a hundred years ago and aside from his training at The Grand Hotel in Stockholm back in the day, he’s been here his entire life. Eric’s furious that all our ski custom went away when the major resorts became popular. Then his railway broke down, not the freight one, the rack and pinion that used to transport guests up to the hotel. Tremendous quote to fix it, there was. So now the only folks who stay are young snowboarders and such. You can’t take a suitcase up there anymore so it’s just youngsters with backpacks who ride this chairlift. They like the fact the mountains are so clear and challenging. I suspect Eric will be very displeased about all the police action today.’

‘Displeased?’

She nods. ‘He thinks of this as his family’s private town. Some say he looks down on us all from his summit, but I think that’s unfair. He will have been watching through his father’s antique telescope and cursing all the attention, though. If there’s any news that reflects negatively on Ice Town and the Pinnacle, Eric tends to lose his temper.’





Chapter 11

The anatine lady with the wine skis off elegantly to the rear of the hotel and I am left to trudge alone through the snow towards the main entrance. I can’t see any lift supervisor up here. The whole place has the vibe of a safari park with no wardens, or a theme park with rides running all by themselves.

I turn around.

It is like being on top of the world looking down. Esseberg appears as a model railway village down there. It seems to come out of nowhere. Most places have motorways or lit roads leading in and out, connecting it firmly to the outside world. Not here. A dark mass of mountains all around, carpeted with thick snow, and then, as if placed down gently by some benevolent deity long ago, an illuminated self-contained town.

‘Welcome,’ says a booming voice just behind me.

I turn abruptly and say, ‘Oh, hello.’

‘Hello indeed. Welcome back to The Grand Hotel Pinnacle. Quite the view, isn’t it?’

‘My first time.’

‘Really? I could have sworn I’d seen you before.’ He looks down at the valley. ‘Spectacular vista.’

‘Stunning.’ He ushers me closer to the entrance of the hotel and its revolving doors. I look up at the facade. Stone, in a style I would associate more with Colorado rather than Sweden, and then wood shingles from the second storey upwards. A Scandi version of The Over-look. Towering brick chimneys, and the hotel’s name in gilt lettering.

‘Please, do come inside.’

He has thin blonde hair with a side parting and pale blue eyes like mine. He’s a little taller than me, fine-boned, with a slightly anglophile attitude, like he’s impersonating a lord of the manor.

I follow him through the doors. Impressive flagstone floor, a roaring fire at the centre of the room, a pine reception desk with bell, and a brass luggage trolley on wheels.

‘Let me show you to Reception,’ he says.

‘Oh, no, I’m only here for a drink if that’s okay.’

He looks crestfallen but replies, ‘Of course. Choose any table you like. I’ll ask someone to come and take your order immediately.’ Eric has an awkward warmth to him. He shows his disappointment outwardly and I can’t help admiring that.

‘What do you think of our town so far?’ he asks.

‘Scenic,’ I say, trying to sound positive.

He smiles a rueful smile and I have to turn away. He reminds me of somebody.

There are no other people here. I have the whole place to myself.

After a minute or two Eric leaves to answer a call. He is replaced by a woman who approaches my table wearing cargo shorts with multiple pockets, a hammer hanging from her belt, and a blue denim shirt. The shirt emblem says, ‘Grand Hotel Pinnacle.’

‘What can I get you?’ she asks, unsmilingly.

‘A hot chocolate, please.’ I’ve had enough coffee today to euthanise a small horse.

‘Whipped cream?’

‘No, I’m fine, thanks.’

She looks relieved. I guess her to be fifty or fifty-five, muscular and capable. She comes back through holding a mug of hot chocolate and places it down on my glass-topped wooden table.

‘Lovely hotel,’ I say.

She sighs. ‘It will be when it’s finished.’

I frown.

‘We’re doing a lot of renovations.’

‘What’s changing?’

‘Most of it. We’re modernising the place. Of course, the main improvement will be having the train operational again. Are you from Stockholm?’

‘Originally, yes. But I live in Värmland now.’

‘Lovely part of the world.’

Bizarrely, I find myself agreeing with her.

‘When is peak season for you?’ I ask.

She laughs and says, ‘This is it, I’m afraid. Not easy competing with Åre, Sälen, and Hemsedal. But in my opinion we offer the best runs.’

‘Best runs?’

She shifts her weight from one leg to the other, like she’s in discomfort.

‘Pistes. The purest downhill experience, particularly for advanced skiers.’

‘Do you want to sit with me a minute? If that’s allowed?’

She says no but then, after a few awkward moments, she sits down anyway and I can see she is relieved to take the weight off her feet. The fire in the centre of the room spits and crackles.

‘We have the finest double black runs in Sweden,’ she says. ‘In all of Scandinavia, in fact. We’ve had Olympians stay at the Pinnacle. Slalom medallists. But these days it’s usually thrill-seekers with backpacks.’

‘No train,’ I say. ‘No suitcases.’

‘Exactly,’ she says. ‘It’s not easy. Our vintage chairlift isn’t for everyone.’

‘Have you worked here long?’

‘Over thirty years,’ she says, looking up at the ceiling for a moment. ‘I knew Eric’s father back when we were fully booked from one winter to the next.’

‘You run the hotel?’

She cringes. ‘No, I wouldn’t say that. Eric runs the place. Mr Lindgren I mean. I manage reception, serve tables, cook in the kitchen. I organise for provisions to be brought up on the chairlift when needed. Oh, and I clean the rooms when we’re short-staffed. You could say I wear a lot of hats.’

‘Goodness. When do you sleep?’

‘I don’t sleep much, truth be told. I’m a genuine insomniac. Have been ever since I was a young child. I have the dark circles to prove it.’

I take a sip of the hot chocolate. It is rich and sweet. Delicious. She’s grated fresh chocolate on top even though I asked her not to.

‘Thanks for this.’

‘You’re welcome. Here on holiday?’

‘Work. I’m a journalist. Tuva Moodyson.’ I reach out my hand. I need to make contacts if I’m to dig deeper into this story.

She takes my hand. ‘Karin Bates.’

‘Bates?’

‘American father. Minneapolis. Swedish mother. You’re a journalist, you say? Web journalism?’

‘No, the old-fashioned type. I’m looking into, well, it was a missing-person’s case but now he’s been found, unfortunately.’

‘Awful business.’

‘Did you know him?’

She shakes her head and I notice, out of the corner of my eye, an ornate chess board on the next table. It is set and the pieces look antique and hand-carved. ‘I didn’t know Peter Hedberg, no. But Khalyla did. She’s Eric’s partner. She used to work with Peter down in the town.’

I recall hearing about this.

‘Friends?’

‘I guess,’ she says. ‘I think the boy had a thing for her. Years ago, it was, when they both worked at Willy’s.’

‘Was there any bad blood?’

She strokes the claw of her hammer dangling from her belt. ‘Bad blood? Oh, no, I wouldn’t say that. Khalyla, unlike me, is a forgiving type. You could say she’s moved up in the world. She’s moved on from the stalking.’





Chapter 12

As I stand up to leave, Eric Lindgren, the proprietor, approaches again and says, ‘If you need anything else, a room for the night, a dinner reservation, let us know and we will do our very best to accommodate you.’

‘You know what I’d like most of all, Eric? A brief tour.’ He might know something. He’s lived here all his life. ‘Could you show me around?’

‘Well,’ he says. ‘I’d be delighted, of course, but large parts of the hotel are closed for renovations at the moment. We are in somewhat of a fallow period, so to say.’

‘It’s just that I have a large readership at my newspaper down in Värmland. It might be fun to write a piece, perhaps early next year, about the town and specifically your hotel? I know lots of my readers are keen skiers.’

‘Interesting.’

I seize my chance. ‘And potential investors, too. People looking to buy shares or lend money to Swedish entrepreneurs. Gavrik is home to one of the largest pulp mills in Sweden as well as a privately owned liquorice factory. The other town I cover, Visberg, has plenty of old money sloshing around.’

His eyes light up. He wears his heart on his sleeve, this man, and I like that I can read him so clearly. ‘Let’s begin that tour.’

We walk and I notice the festive decorations for the first time. Pine-cone garlands draped around the fireplace. Knitted trolls, standing to attention, their eyes hidden by their pointed hats. Branches of spruce cut and set outside each main door like a green mat.

‘We’ve been here ninety-eight years. We keep it in the family.’

‘And before?’

‘Before what?’

‘Before the Lindgrens arrived.’

‘Well, there was a small hamlet down in the valley, prospectors and miners, pioneers, hence the long tunnel. It was never really built for modern cars and trains, though. It’s not fit for purpose.’

We pass through into a seemingly endless wooden hallway with uneven floorboards sloping down to the left, and he pauses next to a framed photograph.

‘My grandfather’s idea,’ he says.

I look at the black and white photo and something is off about it. I can’t put my finger on it.

‘Your grandfather’s idea?’

‘Look closely at the image, Tuva.’

I look closely.

‘Sorry, what am I looking at?’

‘You are looking at a photograph taken in June. It is a Midsommar composition.’

‘Late snow?’

‘The piste is covered in salt, you see. Tons and tons of sodium chloride. My grandfather invited his friends, regional dignitaries from Östersund, ecclesiastical relations, for the Midsommar festivities, and he managed to delight them all by miraculously, and at enormous expense, transforming summer into winter.’

I look again at the photo. There are wild flowers fringing the white piste.

‘Extraordinary,’ I say.

‘Håken Lindgren was a truly unique individual. Despite being a religious man, a dedicated student of the Bible, he also had a frivolous side to his character. He installed the rack-and-pinion rail line as well, at great personal cost. It is my long-standing ambition to bring this hotel back to its former glory. The railway operational again, the lifts renovated, the pistes extended. If Åre and Sälen can jolly well do it then so can we.’

‘Do you think the dead teenager will affect your plans in any way? I mean, that kind of news can be challenging for tourism.’

He scratches his blonde-grey hair and lowers his voice. ‘Very sad. Only time will tell, I suppose. But we have endured tragedies here before. We’ve had our share of accidents. My own dear son perished on the black cliff when he was the same age as Peter Hedberg. The very same age.’

The black cliff? ‘I am so sorry.’

He looks away. ‘I still talk to him, you know; still argue with him sometimes.’

‘What was his name?’

‘Gustav. He was such a clever boy. Excellent chess player. In fact the rather eccentric, hand-crafted board out in the lobby was my Gustav’s favourite object. He played a timed match on it with me the morning before he fell.’

‘The priest’s wife told me there had been dark periods in Ice Town over the years. I didn’t realise you’d been affected so directly.’

‘Deacon.’

‘Excuse me?’

‘We have no priest here in Esseberg. Sahlin is merely a deacon. There is an important distinction to be made.’

I nod.

‘We’re two years from our centenary here at the Pinnacle,’ he says, opening the door to room 237. Is it unusual that a room with this number is situated on the ground floor? ‘I intend to hold a celebration to rival those once hosted by my ancestors.’

We walk into the room and suddenly it is too small and Eric Lindgren too tall. He lingers in the doorway, between me and the corridor, and he says, ‘I knew a Moodyson once when I was younger. Fond memories, in fact. She wasn’t in Värmland, though. She was in Stockholm.’

‘I’m from Stockholm.’

‘It was before your time.’

I squeeze past him and head back into the main foyer of the hotel, the fire burning brighter than before.

‘Have you met our Wolverines yet, Tuva?’

‘The bikers?’

‘Acolytes of the deacon, you could say. A most unusual set-up, I admit. They are his modern-day disciples, however unorthodox that may appear.’

We step outside. The snow glows blue and the sky is a pale pink. We are above some of the clouds and the town comes and goes in the valley below.

‘Have you ever tried night-skiing?’ he asks.

‘I can hardly do it in the daytime.’

He smiles. ‘Look down there. The cold air sinks and then it settles over the town. Snow everywhere: a beautiful eiderdown to hide sin; past and present. You cover a mass grave in enough snow and even that will appear scenic. Be careful down in the valley, Tuva. I was a parent once and I have never lost that protective instinct. There are tales to be told and there are local curses here dating back centuries. Stay out of the shadows and watch your back.’





Chapter 13

The woman in white from the crime scene bursts out of the hotel and says, ‘Eric, Eric, it isn’t Peter. It’s someone else. Thank God. It’s not Peter.’

I gasp.

Eric looks pleased and then he looks at me and his smile fades. He walks over to her.

‘That’s . . . thank goodness. Sorry, darling, this is Ms Moodyson. Ms Moodyson, my partner, Khalyla.’

Khalyla glances at me briefly and then turns back to Eric. ‘I thought it was him. I thought Peter was gone.’

Eric shuffles on the spot and looks like he’d rather be anywhere than here right now.

‘Do they know who it is down there?’ he asks. ‘The young man in the snow?’

I have a strong urge to grab my phone, to check the news, but that would be rude.

Khalyla checks her phone. She seems like the kind of person who isn’t as encumbered by social norms. Hers has some form of elaborate selfie attachment at the rear. She says, ‘I heard it from a friend but now it’s all over social media. Nothing from the police. Rumours it was a young alcoholic. A Sami, most likely.’

‘Well,’ says Eric, deepening his voice. ‘Let’s not jump to conclusions.’

Damn right. And then I realise that I, also, have been jumping to conclusions. Lena would not have assumed the deceased was Peter. She’d have waited for a positive ID, for forensic results, for an official police statement. I let my mind run away with me because I am too personally invested in Peter. And because here in Esseberg I have no calm, experienced journalist in the next office to talk things over with.

Khalyla shows us her phone but she is too far away for us to see the screen clearly.

‘I should go,’ I say.

‘Goodbye,’ she replies, curtly.

Eric steps away with me for a moment and says, ‘If you need a room you know where we are. Friends and family rates. And Karin will rustle you up a hot meal at any time, day or night.’

That makes sense. She told me she doesn’t sleep.

‘I’m sorry this is going on in your town. We’ve had similar tragedies in Gavrik and it always hits everyone in some way or another.’

‘With any luck Peter will be found alive and well now, and we can all move on and make this resort what it used to be. So much potential up here, you see, Tuva. Best advanced slopes in all of Sweden.’

‘So I’ve heard.’

‘Of course, the Norwegians would disagree. But, they always do.’

‘Reporter saying it was a drunk twenty-two-year-old from Vikböle,’ Khalyla says, still looking at her phone. ‘No name released yet.’

‘I should go. I can still take the chairlift down?’

Khalyla doesn’t look up from her scrolling.

‘Yes, for another fifteen minutes or so,’ says Eric. ‘Try not to shift your weight around. Sit in the middle and keep the bar on your knees.’

Hardly inspires confidence.

I set off down the steep slope towards the lift barrier. Looking back to the hotel in all its former glory, part luxury hotel part dilapidated relic, I ponder what this kind of extreme isolation and disappointment can do to a person.

The chairlift squeaks and judders.

I move into position and brace myself and then it scoops me up and lifts me away. I pull the safety bar down but it won’t budge. It is stuck. I look around desperately for help as I rise off the ground and descend down the mountain, up and down at the same time, and my boots feel heavier than usual. Like I’m being pulled lower. I heave the bar again and something gives. It crashes down and bangs hard onto my thighs with a dull thud.

My anxious breath clouds in front of my face.

Countless snowflakes falling gently between me and the town far below.

My teeth begin to chatter. The constant threat of northern climes: a quiet, unseen killer. You don’t even know it is taking over. You slow down: entropy at work. The frog in boiling water, inverted. Hypothermia. You grow sleepy. And then you leave the world behind.

At the base of the chairlift, the man with the bright red coat and matching hat mumbles something I can’t pick up as I dismount. The ground is icy. It sounds harsh through my hearing aids.

‘Sorry, what did you say?’

He mumbles something else.

‘I’m deaf.’

He mumbles again. Impossible to hear or lip-read in all our winter gear.

‘I am deaf,’ I say again. ‘Can you repeat that, please?’

He walks up to me, right into my face, and with exaggerated diction, says, ‘Careful. It’s slippery. You could break your neck.’

I focus on the cross tattoo. The top section of the cross melts into the dark circle beneath his left eye.

‘The bar needs fixing,’ I say. ‘It was stiff.’

He walks away from me mumbling again.

Meathead.

I continue briskly to the Golden Paradise B&B. I pour water from the kettle into my pot noodle and warm myself up from the inside. Best way. I don’t have any bread left so I eat it with a croissant.

Back out there.

I walk towards Wrath, the biker bar, but receive a notification on my phone as I’m passing Willy’s: Police presser in the school gymnasium in forty minutes. Passes to be collected ten minutes before. No bloggers or internet journalists will be eligible for passes. Professional newspaper, radio and TV reporters only.

A wood-panelled station wagon slows. Hazard lights on. Driver’s side window down.

‘Excuse me,’ says a young woman my age. ‘Do you know the way to the town school, please?’

In a city this would be a strange coincidence. In a town this small it’s just what happens.

‘Journalist?’ I ask.

She looks apologetic and nods her head. I notice she is wearing two scarves. One burgundy, one navy blue.

‘I’m heading there myself. Keep driving straight, left at the roundabout with the Circle K gas station. It’s signposted before you reach the power station.’

‘Don’t I know you?’ she asks, narrowing her eyes.

Another driver pulls up behind her and I make a gesture to apologise.

‘Tuva Moodyson,’ I say ‘Gavrik Posten down in Värmland.’

‘Astrid Svensson,’ she says. ‘Norrköping Nyheter. I don’t think we’ve met but I recognise your face.’

The car behind doesn’t beep, because we tend not to beep in tiny towns like this, but he does close the gap between the two vehicles.

‘You’d better go,’ I say. ‘See you there.’

The road clears and I climb into my Hilux. I came here for a missing-person’s case. Now I still have that same missing person, someone I desperately wish to find alive and well, but I also have an unexplained death.

The key question is: are the two linked?





Chapter 14

On the way to the school gymnasium I find half a dozen kids on the lake playing evening ice-hockey. They are using piles of bags as goals and they’re taking it in turns to fire a puck from their sticks. One wears a helmet with a Velcro patch on the back. It is an image of a Wolverine, white on black, within a red triangular border.

I drive into the school car park.

Mountains of ploughed and shovelled snow.

A pale brick building.

My stomach rumbles. Indigestion and angst.

The security lights burst on as I walk towards the door.

Warm air pushes my dry, brittle hair across my dry, brittle face as I step inside and I take a moment to push it back into place. I am tempted to put my hat back on to cover it up and save everyone the ignominy of having to avert their eyes.

Seven journalists seated.

One stands at the rear.

I take a seat on the second row. Back in Gavrik, Thord, my primary contact – an officer who used to be borderline incompetent but is growing more confident and useful with every year on the job – would have reserved me a seat right in front of the podium. Because I am the local reporter and almost a friend, but also because he knows I need to lipread.

I leave my bag on my chair and go place my Dictaphone next to the TV4 and SVT microphones already set up. I recognise one reporter, Slickback, a guy from Stockholm, and we nod to each other. The rest are most likely from Östersund and perhaps Strömsund. It takes a while to reach a place like Ice Town. I expect more of my peers will arrive tomorrow via airplanes and night trains.

The chief walks in and by her side is a younger guy with chinos and a striped button-down shirt. He has a name pass swinging from his neck but Chief Skoglund needs no such identifier.

‘Thank you, everyone, for coming. Welcome.’

Her tone is more personable that Chief Björn’s. He always looks like it’s an inconvenience having us hacks inside his precious building. Perhaps she is less affronted because we’re on neutral territory here. The realities of a northern town with no police station of its own. You use whatever public building you can.

She pours water for them both and we wait.

Flashbulbs as cameras capture the scene. Climbing ropes behind the stage. Some sort of pommel horse, and, surrounding it, dark red mats and pads.

She clears her throat. ‘At approximately 13:45 yesterday Åre police department received a call from an Esseberg resident who had discovered an apparent body close to the tunnel while out walking her dog. My team responded, together with an ambulance from the local station. At approximately 14:30 the individual was pronounced deceased at the scene. We are treating this death as suspicious and have opened a formal investigation. The homicide team at Östersund police headquarters are assisting us with our enquiries, and we are also assisted by forensic specialists at Linköping National Forensic Centre. On behalf of Åre police I am requesting that anyone with information pertaining to this case come forward immediately.’ She reads out the website, email and telephone details. ‘Now, due to the ongoing nature of this investigation I may not be able to answer certain questions.’

She pauses.

The man next to her says nothing.

A journalist in front of me with a purple coat asks, ‘Who is the man with you, Chief?’

‘Sorry,’ she says. ‘This is Per Gustavsson. Per is the Investigator-in-Charge.’

He smiles. He does not look put out or slighted in any way.

Per steps forward. ‘Thank you, Chief. This is an alarming discovery in a small community and my thoughts are with everyone affected. It is my understanding that door-to-door enquiries are being conducted in Esseberg and surrounding areas. We aim to work swiftly to discover what happened to this individual.’

‘Chief?’ says a tall man beside me. ‘Do you have any suspects? Any idea of cause of death?’

She looks at the man by her side and then at us. ‘I’m not going to comment on that right now.’

The man to my right goes on, ‘There’s talk the victim was found with a vodka bottle. That he was a local with addiction issues. Could this have been an accidental death, perhaps when taking into account the cold temperatures?’

The chief stiffens. ‘No comment on the identity of the deceased at this time. I can say that the forensic teams are working diligently on toxicology, prints, trace evidence, footwear impressions and so on. CCTV evidence is limited due to the out-of-the-way nature of the scene, but it can help us piece together the individual’s movements earlier in the day. Like you say, the cold weather is a complicating factor at this time of year.’

The tall man makes a note in his book.

Normally I would ask the first or second question but I judge I can gain more today from watching and waiting. I need to get a feel for the police, the investigator, but also for the local and regional journalists.

Astrid, the woman I gave directions to earlier, raises her hand. Her hat hair is even more dishevelled than mine, and for that reason alone I warm to her.

‘Chief, there’s a photograph circulating on Twitter of a mark around the victim’s neck. Do you care to comment?’

I note that all the questions have been directed to the Sami police chief so far. This surprises nobody, least of all me. She has a quiet authority. Sometimes it is obvious who is in charge and this is one of those times.

‘I won’t comment on that and I’d urge you and your audience to treat any speculative content, photos included, with caution.’

I raise my hand.

She points.

‘A question for both of you, if I may. The missing teenager, Peter Hedberg. Are there any updates? Is there a link that you know of between the two men?’

The investigator-in-charge adjusts his posture slightly, indicating he would like to answer. He says, ‘That case is ongoing. I can tell you that Peter Hedberg didn’t pack a bag or leave any note. No money has been withdrawn from his bank account. None of his cards have been used since his disappearance. He did not take his phone. We’d urge anyone with information on Peter’s whereabouts to contact local law enforcement. Peter is not in any trouble, I want to reiterate that. His family are keen to know he’s okay.’

His family. That sounds like a whole gaggle of people gathered around a Christmas table laughing and cheering, children and elders, everyone leaning on one another. Whereas in reality it is one elderly lady desperate to see her grandson again. The word has too much spectrum built into it, too much range. She is the entirety of his family and the vulnerability of that twists my stomach. It reminds me too much of my own childhood.

The man at the back of the room, the only person still standing, says, ‘Accounts of Peter Hedberg walking around in the neighbourhood where the latest victim was found dead. Accounts of him walking and jogging there regularly with no headlamp or torch. Is it true that, in actual fact, Peter Hedberg is your prime suspect in this case?’





Chapter 15

The chief wraps up the presser without answering the man’s question. Once they have vacated the stage everyone chats among themselves about Peter Hedberg, or the body, or whether it is possible to get a decent meal and a bed for the night in this veiled place. It is all too much for me, though. I don’t even feel guilty slipping out the door first. With so many voices coming at me all at once there is no way I can keep up.

The freezing air hits me as I exit. The barbarity of it. Snow and ice comes in myriad forms: this is the kind of breeze that carries tiny glass fragments with each gust. It burns, and it cuts deep into your skin.

The podcaster is lingering outside. I admire his resolve, honestly I do. He is talking into his digital SLR camera with a ring light illuminating his big, almost-handsome, heart-shaped face, picking out his grey-blonde stubble and blue eyes. As I pass, my head down, he pounces.

He does not ask permission to film me like a journalist might. He just includes me in his amateur performance.

‘What’s your theory on the body?’ he asks.

My appalled face is clear to see in the tiny pop-out screen attached to the camera.

I can’t say no comment. I’m not that much of a bitch. So I just keep on walking.

‘The deaf teenager. Any views? Any leads?’

Does he think I’m police?

‘Listen, hold up,’ he says, moving to stop me in my tracks, blocking my path. ‘Wait a sec, lady. You have your official pass and all; you have privileged access, but let me make one thing clear. Your newspaper in Jönköping or Lund or wherever it is you’ve come from; you’ll get a few thousand reads, right? Five thousand, maybe. A few more if you’re with a sensationalist tabloid, although most readers will skip right through your work, am I right? And yet you get prime access. Me, I regularly have hundreds of thousands of views and downloads. Sometimes millions. My shows are on average three hours long. And I don’t receive a press pass with that kind of reach?’

Astrid, the reporter from the wood-panelled station wagon, joins me at my side. She says, ‘Quality over quantity, bro.’

I can’t help smirking.

‘Legacy media,’ he says, disgruntled. ‘Have to move with the times, girls.’ And then he walks away to hassle the other reporters.

‘You want a coffee?’ asks Astrid.

‘No, I want a fucking beer.’

‘There’s a heavy-metal bar down the road,’ she says. ‘Only place in town, if I remember right.’

I smile again. ‘Tempting, but I’ve got work to do.’

‘Oh, please,’ she says, narrowing her eyes. ‘This is work.’

We walk out of the school grounds and she slips on ice. I help her up.

‘You okay?’

‘You notice how this town smells off?’ she says. ‘Smells metallic. No, it tastes metallic. Tastes like a damn nosebleed.’

‘It’s probably all the garbage they burn.’

Astrid makes a face. She wears an unusual shade of lipstick or lipbalm. Plum red.

As we walk west towards Willy’s and Wrath we take a break from talking for a block or two. I don’t know about her but I am digesting what the chief and investigator-in-charge told us. How we now have a body and a missing person, and how we don’t know for sure if they are connected. The thing is, in a town as miniscule and insular as Esseberg, they must be connected in some way. Everyone knows it. It is up to me to work out how.

‘Where are you staying?’ I ask. ‘The hotel up the mountain?’

‘Are you serious? I wouldn’t stay there if they paid me, and by the sounds of it, they’d need to. I’m at the Paradise Gold. It’s a B&B but they don’t run to breakfast right now. A dive, if I’m honest, but it’s clean.’

I have to ask her to repeat herself once or twice because of this incessant darkness, and she does so without making me feel bad for asking. I appreciate that.

‘I’m there as well. Golden Paradise.’

She glances at me. ‘Figures.’

‘Why do you say that?’

She adjusts her hat and says, ‘The older faces at the presser. They’ll
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