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September


1

IT HAD STARTED raining. Simon Morelius adjusted the radio. No instructions from HQ for five minutes. It was nearly 10.00, and everything was quiet. Two women crossed the road and one turned to look at the police car and smiled. Greger Bartram raised his hand in greeting.

“Twenty-seven and good looking,” he said. “And she thinks the same about me.”

“She was smiling at me, not you,” Morelius said.

“She looked me straight in the eye,” Bartram said.

The lights changed and Bartram drove on to the roundabout at Korsvägen.

“Yeah, and found there was nobody at home,” Morelius said.

“Ha, ha.”

“She looked you in the eye and found nobody at home. Just a middle-aged copper at the wheel of a panda car and then . . .”

A woman’s voice on the radio. “Nine one twenty. Nine one twenty, come.” A mumbled response from somewhere or other. Then the woman’s voice again. “There’s somebody lying outside Focus at the Liseberg funfair, drunk or ill with a crowd of youngsters.”

They heard the patrol who’d responded to the call.

“Roger. We’re in Prinsgatan and will head for Focus.”

Morelius reached for the microphone: “Eleven ten here. We’re closer, we’re in Korsvägen and will deal with it.”

“OK eleven ten.”

The patrol car from the Lorensberg police district left the roundabout and drove up to the shopping centre. A group of youths was huddled together in the car park. As the police pulled up one of them ran over to the door that Bartram had just opened.

“It was me who rang,” said a girl who looked no more than 16. She was waving her mobile phone as if it might confirm what she’d just said. Her hair was straight and shiny, moulded on her head by the rain. Big, scared eyes. She smelled of alcohol and tobacco. Arms flailing. “She’s lying over here. Maria’s lying over here, but she’s better now.”

“I’ll phone for an ambulance,” Bartram said.

Morelius went with the girl to the group of youngsters. They were gathered in a semicircle round a girl who was slowly getting to her feet. As Morelius approached her she staggered and he reached out an arm to grab hold of her. She weighed nothing. She looked like the twin of the girl they’d been talking to, but her eyes were miles away. Certainly nobody at home here, thought Morelius.

She stank of alcohol and vomit. Morelius could feel the sticky mess under his shoes. Be careful not to slip. Seconds later the girl was staring at the police officer, her eyes suddenly focused.

“I want to go home,” she said.

“What have you taken?” Morelius asked.

“No – nothing,” she said. “Just a couple of beers.”

“A couple of beers, eh?” Morelius eyed the group of friends. “What has she got inside her? This is important. If you know, speak up now, and I mean RIGHT BLOODY NOW.” They looked frightened.

“It’s like she said,” a boy in a woolly hat and a tracksuit top piped up. “A couple of beers . . . and a drop of spirits.”

“Spirits? What spirits? Who’s got the bottle?”

They looked at one another.

“THE BOTTLE,” Morelius said.

The boy in the woolly hat put his hand inside his baggy top and produced a bottle. Bartram held it up in the light from one of the street lights.

“There’s no label,” he said.

“Er . . . no.”

“What is it?” said Bartram as they all heard the sirens from an approaching ambulance. “What kind of piss is this? Is it moonshine?”

“Yes . . . I think so,” said the boy. “I bought it off a mate.” He looked as if he were about to burst into tears. “He said it was completely OK.”

“Well it’s not OK,” Morelius said. He could feel the girl’s weight increase on his arm. She was about to pass out again. “Where’s that bloody ambulance?”

They were in the A & E waiting room. The girl had been taken for treatment. Twenty minutes later a doctor appeared. Morelius could see from his face that she was all right.

A young boy was shuffling nervously in the waiting room. Morelius recognised him. Maybe he’d been one of those outside Focus. How had he got here?

“Alcohol in a young body, well . . . not a good combination.”

“How is she?”

“Not too bad, under the circumstances. She’ll have to stay in overnight though.”

“So the stuff she drank was . . . OK?” Bartram asked.

The doctor gave him an odd look. “You mean the moonshine? Is that ever OK?”

“You know what I mean, for fuck’s sake.”

The doctor eyed him up and down.

“There’s no need to lose your temper,” he said. He stroked his hand over his white coat as if to brush off Bartram’s outburst. “No need at all.”

“I’m sorry,” Bartram said. “It’s just that we care about the girl. Some police officers are like that.”

“We just want to know if she’s . . . done any other damage to herself, apart from the usual, whether the stuff was more dangerous than spirits normally are,” Morelius said.

The doctor looked at them doubtfully, as if he thought they were winding him up.

“Everything seems to be normal at the moment,” he said. “But we leave nothing to chance here. Has her family been contacted, by the way?”

“Yes,” Morelius said. “Her mum should be here any moment.”

“Well . . . in that case,” said the doctor, making to leave.

“Thank you, Doctor,” Bartram said.

They watched the doctor disappear through the swing doors.

“Arrogant bastard,” Bartram said.

“He no doubt thinks the same about you.”

Bartram muttered something inaudible and looked at his colleague. It was shortly after 11.00 and Morelius’ face seemed speckled in the bright light of the waiting room.

“So she’s the vicar’s daughter, is she? Are you sure? Hanne Östergaard, who heals our suffering souls.”

“There’s no need to be sarcastic.” Morelius had the girl’s purse in his hand. He’d examined her ID card. “Maria Östergaard. An address in Örgryte. Our police chaplain is called Hanne Östergaard and lives in Örgryte. And she has a daughter called Maria.”

“How do you know all that?”

“Does it matter?”

“No, no.”

“I’m not a hundred per cent certain.” A woman hurried in through the door. “Now I’m certain,” said Morelius, and went over to Hanne.

“Where’s Maria?” she asked. “Where is she, Simon?”

“She’s still in the treatment room, or whatever it’s called,” said Morelius. “But everything seems to be all right.”

“All right? Everything seems to be all right?” Hanne looked as if she were close to hysterics. “Is there anybody here who can show me where to go?” A nurse had just come in through the swing doors and the police officers watched as Hanne half-ran into the corridor leading to the treatment room.

The boy who’d been hovering in the background followed her. He glanced over his shoulder then disappeared into the corridor.

“You were right, dammit,” Bartram said. “And you’re on first-name terms.”

Morelius didn’t answer.

“Not even vicars are spared,” Bartram said.

“From what?”

“From shattering events involving their nearest and dearest. You don’t have any children, do you?”

“No. But it looks as though this business is going to have a . . . happy ending.”

“Thanks to us.”

“Maybe. A young kid has too much to drink and throws up. She’d probably have come round after a while and her mates would have helped her to get home. Happens all the time. Hasn’t it happened to you?”

“Me? Not that I remember.”

“That doesn’t mean a thing.”

“Let’s be on our way,” Bartram said.

They drove towards the centre of town, past Chalmers and Vasa hospital. The rain had got worse. Street lights seemed fainter now, as if wrapped up in the night. Bartram stopped at a red light. Two women crossed the road but neither turned to look at the patrol car and smile. Morelius adjusted the radio. They listened in to the spasmodic calls. A bewildered old pensioner who’d been reported missing in Änggården a few hours ago had turned up again. A heated discussion taking place in a flat in Kortedala had calmed down by the time their colleagues arrived. A drunk leaning against a stationary tram in Brunnsparken had fallen over when it moved off. Could that be classified as a traffic accident? Bartram thought to himself.

Morelius was thinking about Hanne Östergaard and the conversation he’d had with her a couple of weeks ago. Bartram hadn’t asked any more questions, and he was grateful for that.

Erik Winter turned off the light and left his office. It had stopped raining. He cycled home through Heden, giving way to somebody in Vasagatan who seemed to assume there was nobody else in the road. Water splashed all over his trousers, probably other crap as well. It was too dark to see. He had thought of calling in at the covered market, but decided to give it a miss. His mobile rang. He stopped and took it out of the inside pocket of his raincoat.

“I can’t make up my mind about the sofa,” Angela said when he answered. “I just had to get some advice without delay.”

“I hope you’re not lifting anything?”

“No, of course not.”

“I reckon you should bring it with you if you can’t make up your mind. I’ve got bags of room after all.”

“But where would we put it?”

“Can’t this wait until tonight?”

“I wanted to be as well prepared as possible.”

“Hmm.”

“It’s a big decision, this.”

“I know.”

“Have you really thought it through? Maybe we should buy a house . . .”

“Come on, Angela.”

“All right, all right. It’s just that everything’s so bewildering. Everything.”

Maybe that’s the right word, Winter thought, brushing some drops of rain off his shoulder. Bewildering. For the first time in his adult life he was about to start living with somebody else. He and Angela had been having an affair for years, but now they were going to live together. He had the feeling that she was the driving force behind the decision. No, that wasn’t fair on her. He would have to accept some of the responsibility as well.

There was no alternative. Either they would live together or . . . it would be over. But they’d gone beyond that now. He wouldn’t dare to call it off. The loneliness would be too great, no doubt about it. It would make things worse. Lonely into the new millennium. New Year’s Eve: a disc in the CD player and a glass of something. That would be it. Bleak prospects lit up by all the fireworks.

Soon there would be only three months left before the year 2000. He would soon be 40 and before long not the youngest Detective Chief Inspector in Sweden any more.

Winter got back on his bike.

“See you at eight,” Angela said, and he switched off his phone.

*

It was night in the flat, no lights burning any more. A standard lamp had been on all day, but the bulb had gone. As dawn broke, autumn sidled in through the venetian blinds and a roller blind in the bedroom let in patches of light.

The fridge was humming away. There were wine glasses on the kitchen table, and an empty wine bottle. On the work surface next to the cooker was an oblong dish with some dried-up lumps of tagliatelle. Next to it was a pan with the dregs of some mushroom sauce. The sauce had turned black. Three slices of tomato were slowly decomposing on a wooden chopping board.

Three dinner plates were in the dishwasher, with some side plates and more glasses, cutlery, another saucepan.

The tap was dripping, it needed a new washer. The sound could be heard throughout the flat, day and night, but the couple on the living-room sofa didn’t hear a thing.

Items of clothing were strewn around them, and traced a line from the kitchen and through the hall to the living room: men’s socks, a couple of pairs of trousers, a pair of stockings, a skimpy jumper. Round the sofa were a blouse, a pair of knickers, a shirt, a pair of underpants. The sounds of the night drifted in through the window. Trams. A few cars. A sudden gust of wind. A laugh from somebody on the way home from a restaurant.

The man and woman were naked. They were holding hands. They were turned towards each other. There was something odd about their heads.

Was that right? Was that how it should be? Was that the image? He tried to conjure it up, tried to envisage it.

He was in the kitchen. He walked through the hall. The clothes were on the floor. He put his hand over his eyes as he approached the sofa. Then he looked. Nobody there. He looked again and there they were, facing each other. Her face was so familiar.

Their heads. Their HEADS.

He rubbed his eyes. Now he could hear the street noise as he opened the car door. He could feel the rain on his face as he got out of the car and stood in the street in front of the building.

He wished he could put the clock back. The people strolling down the street didn’t know, they knew nothing. Nothing. They didn’t know they were living in paradise.
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WINTER STOOD IN the hall without switching on the light. Angela would be home in an hour, if not sooner.

How long had he been living here? Ten years? Was it really ten years? Something like that. How many women had he brought back to his flat during all that time? He preferred not to think about it. He could hold up both hands and count his fingers: that would probably be enough.

He walked through the rooms illuminated by the light from the city streets. He smiled. Soon he’d have to wade through piles of underwear in the hall. A stocking draped over the back of the sofa. He knew Angela. You need a bit of untidiness in your life, she’d said. You’ll bring chaos, he’d said. About time, was her reply.

What if she said no in the end? He’d thought not very long ago. Grown tired of him?

The trams came and went in Vasaplatsen down below. The wall opposite the big window in the living room was white in the evening glow. Just to the side was the red dot on the CD player. Winter went over to it and took out the Springsteen box he’d been sent at great expense last autumn by his London friend, DCI Steve MacDonald. He’d done it so that Winter would be impressed by how much the postage had cost and listen as seriously as he could. Winter liked jazz and MacDonald accepted that, but he’d damn well see to it that Winter got a decent education in all the good things he’d missed during his sheltered youth, growing up with John Coltrane.

The strange thing was that he listened to even more jazz now that he’d started listening to rock as well, and he could hear different nuances in Coltrane, a new dark side. To his surprise he’d also discovered things he liked in simple rock. Perhaps that was just it. The simplicity.

As you grow older you search for simplicity. I’m getting older. I’ll soon be 40. That’s old, relatively speaking. Maybe I’m not a simple person but I can learn, still. Or perhaps I’ve always been a simple soul. Angela has noticed that. That’s why she’s picked me out of ten thousand others.

He put the fourth disc into the CD player and selected the tenth track, his favourite all this last month, or at least, ever since the decision was made. The decision. “I’m happy with you in my arms, I’m happy with you in my heart, Happy when I taste your kiss, I’m happy in love like this.” The simple life. Angela had understood. Maybe he would find happiness.

The ballad oozed through the room as he got undressed, “happy baby, come the dark,” and suddenly he was in the shower thinking of nothing. He could hear the music through the water, and then the clattering as Angela let herself in.

*

Lars Bergenhem drove over Älvsborg Bridge. The car was rocking in the wind. He was off duty, and when he came to the tunnel he wondered what the hell he was doing there. In the tunnel. In the car. He could be sitting at home, watching his two-year-old daughter as she slept. That’s what he used to do. Ada would sleep, and he would watch. He could be watching Martina cleaning up the kitchen after Ada’s evening meal. He could be doing the cleaning up himself.

It had started the way it always did. A word neither of them understood. After Ada had fallen asleep it was so quiet that he didn’t have the strength to try to find words that wouldn’t make everything worse. He was used to investigations, but this was too much for him. He was a detective, but he wasn’t a “detective of love”. Didn’t that come from some song or other? Detective of love? Elvis Costello? “Watching the Detectives”.

He turned northwards when he came to Frölunda Torg, heading back. A drive he’d done before, but not for a long time.

Everything had been fine. The apprehension inside him had long since died away. Had it come back? Was it his fault? Was it to do with him or Martina? Those words that neither of them wanted to understand. Where did they come from? It was like a headache.

His semi looked cosy when he got out of the car. Cosy. There were more lights on than necessary.

Martina was in the kitchen with a cup of tea. She’d been crying and he felt guilty. He had to say something.

“Is Ada asleep?”

“Yes.”

“Good.”

“What is?”

“That she’s asleep. Ada.”

“What are you talking about? You just march out of the house and drive off then come back home as if nothing had happened.”

“What did happen?”

“And you need to ask?”

“Was it me who started it?”

She didn’t answer. Her head was bowed but he knew she was crying again. He could do one of two things. Either say something sensible or go out to the car and drive over the bridge again.

“Martina . . .”

She raised her head and looked at him.

“We’re both tired,” he said.

“Tired? Is that it? We should be merry and bright and be thinking about Christmas that’s just round the corner. Ada has started talk . . .” She let her head sink down towards the table again.

He was searching for words. The wall clock was ticking louder than before.

“Is it going to be like this until I go back on duty?” he said.

She muttered something.

“I beg your pardon?”

“Not everything is about you going back on duty,” she said. “Does everything have to be calm and quiet so that you have enough strength to work as a detective?”

“You know what I mean.”

“I won’t know anything at all soon.”

He stood up and went to Ada’s room and watched the girl sleeping with her thumb in her mouth. She didn’t make a sound. He bent down over her face and listened for her breathing, and heard a faint peep as she breathed in through her nose.

They had let things calm down as far as was possible. He was drinking coffee in the living room and Martina came in from the kitchen.

“Winter and Angela are going to live together,” he said.

“Why do you call him Winter when his name’s Erik? People don’t refer to us as Bergenhem and Martina, do they?”

“No, of course not, but people just usually call him Winter.”

“It’s not so personal that way, is that it? Does that make it easier? Is that what it’s all about?”

“I . . . I really don’t know.”

Martina had met Angela for the first time nearly two years earlier, just before Ada was born. It had been pretty dramatic. Bergenhem had been badly injured and had disappeared and Winter had asked Angela to go with Martina in the ambulance while he searched for his colleague.

“I hope it turns out well,” she said as he sat, lost in thought. “I think it will.”

“What?”

“The move. Moving in together. Erik and Angela. I hope it goes well.”

“Yes.”

“Where are they going to live?”

“I haven’t asked. But I . . . well, I suppose the obvious place is his flat. It’s bigger than hers.”

“How do you know?”

He looked at her. She was smiling now.

“I don’t know, to tell you the truth,” he said. “It’s funny. I just took it for granted.”

“Perhaps they’ll buy a house.”

“I can’t imagine Winter in a house.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t know . . . He seems part of the city somehow. High-rise buildings, squares, taxis.”

“I don’t think so. He’ll buy an old house in Långedrag and fill it with his family.”

“That sounds like Utopia.”

“It will soon be the year 2000,” she said. “Anything can happen.”

Not quite anything, he thought. Some things mustn’t happen. It would be best if everything stays as it is, as it is just now.

“There might be a moving-in party,” she said. “When’s it happening?”

“What?”

“Them moving in together, into wherever it is they’re going to live?”

“Before Christmas, I think.”

“Good. I’m happy for them.”
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ANGELA ARRIVED BEFORE 8.00. Her hair was down, and gleamed in the light from the staircase following her in through the open door. Perhaps she had a new expression in her eyes, something he hadn’t previously noticed: a conviction that there was a future for them despite everything. But there was something else as well. The other thing. It appeared as a different sort of light in her eyes, as if the strong lamps on the staircase had shone through the back of her head and given them a special glow.

She pulled off her boots and dirty water splashed onto the parquet floor. Winter saw, but made no comment. Angela knew that he had noticed. She raised both hands over her head.

“It won’t happen again,” she said.

“What won’t?”

“I saw you looking.”

“And?”

“You were thinking at that moment: What the hell is going to happen? What will my floor look like once she’s moved in?”

“Hmm.”

“It’s something you’ll have to work on,” she said.

“Meanwhile I suppose I’d better go round to your place with muddy shoes and wander around the flat with them on and jump up onto the bed and the armchairs. Get it out of me, as it were.”

“As I said. Work on it.”

He took her hand and they went into the kitchen. There was a smell of coffee and warm bread. On the table was a tub of butter, Västerbotten cheese, radishes, coarse liver pâté, cornichons.

“A banquet,” she said.

“Rustic and simple. But elegant even so.”

“You mean the liver pâté?”

“That’s the rustic bit. Here comes the elegance,” said Winter, going to the work surface and fetching a glass dish.

“What is it?” she asked, going to the table. “Ah. Pickled herring. When did you find the time to make this? I assume you made it yourself?”

“Don’t insult me.”

“When did you find the time?”

“In the early hours of yesterday. Just before two in the morning. And now it’s perfect.”

“Now it’s perfect,” she repeated. “All that’s missing is the schnapps, but we’re not allowed to have any of that, are we?”

“You are not allowed to have any of that,” he said. “I could indulge, but I’ll display my sympathy for your situation. For tonight, at least.”

“It’s quite usual for men to show their sympathy for their women in a situation like this.”

“Really?”

“Some of them even put on weight.”

“You can count me out on that score.”

*

Morelius felt stiff. He’d felt stiff before setting out for work, and it hadn’t gone away as a result of the routine work-out before the forthcoming night shift.

Afterwards he sat on the bench in front of his locker, massaging his neck and looking at the pictures of naked women taped to the inside of Bartram’s locker door. They were fairly innocent pictures, cut out of some 1960s men’s magazine. Not the kind of thing that got printed nowadays. Bartram lived in the past. He sometimes claimed the pictures were of his wife, but he didn’t have a wife.

They were now in the last week of the six-week rota. That meant an extra night shift this Friday followed by two more over the weekend. It was the last Friday of the month, pay day. He knew that people were already out celebrating the fact that their pockets were full. It had just turned 8.00 and the station was closed.

“A touch of the wrynecks, is it?” asked Bartram. He was fiddling with his pistol, checking the mechanism with an ease born of long experience. His Sigsauer still had the original wooden butt. Bartram sometimes went on about losing the Walther, which he considered a better weapon for the job, but not today. He was calm and serious, ready for the coming night and the coming weekend.

“It’s just a bit stiff,” said Morelius.

“Watch out for draughts.”

“I will.”

“You’d better stay indoors tonight.”

“Why?”

“Draughts. There’s a nasty wind blowing through Gothenburg tonight.”

“Rubbish. It’ll be a routine shift.”

“It’s pay day today, Simon.”

Morelius and Bartram were walking down the Avenue. Some officers preferred to walk it alone, and Morelius had been one of those; but the last six months had been different. Being on his own no longer felt like liberation as far as he was concerned. He’d been well and truly scared on several occasions. Had seen things that terrified him.

On one occasion he’d come face to face with death in the Gnistäng tunnel when a young couple drove straight into the wall. He’d been in the car behind and seen everything. Like in a film. Real, but somehow unreal. The Mazda in front of him had swerved left and crashed into the wall with a noise of shattering glass and twisting metal. He wasn’t even on duty, he’d just been driving around for fun, as he sometimes did when he was off duty. He’d managed to execute an emergency stop then leaped from his car and raced over to the wreck where the girl was hanging with . . . with . . . He’d been violently sick, right in front of her, like your common-or-garden . . . your common-or-garden . . . and then he’d tried to phone, but even as he was punching in the number he could hear sirens as his colleagues and an ambulance converged on the scene.

He thought about that now, as they passed the park for the second time. Beautiful people glittered on the other side of the windows, in bars, in restaurants. Women. Bartram turned to admire the sights to the left.

“Watch out for wryneck.”

“Ha, ha.”

“Maybe it would be worth it.”

“The trick is to compensate by looking in the other direction as well.”

Morelius looked in the other direction, over the Avenue. A gang of youths was approaching from Götaplatsen. One of 20 or so that were tempted to gather in the centre of town on a Friday night. The Avenue became an odd mixture of middle-aged elegance, desperate 30-year-old crises, and desperate 15-year-old crises.

Those who were most drunk tried to make contact, to provoke. The gang pushed their smallest member to the front, waited, then attacked. Bartram looked to his right now too.

“I recognise her.”

“Eh?”

“That blonde girl over there, in the gang. Nearest to us. She’s the vicar’s daughter.”

“Yes. Maria Östergaard.”

“She recovered pretty quickly.”

“That was a week ago. I said at the time that it wasn’t all that serious.”

“But she’s out on the town, even so. What does our vicar have to say about that?”

“Why not ask her? Here she comes.”

It was true. Hanne Östergaard was hurrying towards them, practically running, crossing over the Avenue from the theatre, and the two police officers watched her march up to the gang of youths. She grabbed hold of her fair-haired daughter.

“Come home with me this minute!”

“You can’t tell me what to do.”

“I asked you to stay at home tonight.”

“You always want me to stay at home.” She tried to pull her arm away. “Let go of me!” She looked at her friends.

“I just want you to come home with me,” Hanne said. She had let go of her daughter’s sleeve. “I’m worried stiff by all this. What if it hap– if it happens again?”

“Nothing’s going to happen,” the girl said. “I haven’t even had a beer.” She breathed in her mother’s face. “Can you smell beer? Well, can you?”

Hanne had started crying. “Please, Maria, I just want you to come home with me now. I get so . . . so terribly worried.”

“There’s nothing to be worried about, Mum. I’m with my friends. I’ll be home by one, like I said.”

Hanne looked at the girl, at the gang of teenagers, then over the street at the two police officers. She made a move as if she were about to run over to them, ask them to arrest the girl and take her home to the house in Örgryte.

Please don’t come over here, Morelius thought. Though if it gets much worse we’ll have to go and sort it out. He heard a shout. “NO!” He watched the girl turn on her heel and start running down the Avenue. The gang hesitated. One youth suddenly started running after her. It looked like the kid who’d been lurking in the background at A & E. The gang moved off, seeming to be pulled along the wide pavement, away from the woman who was left standing there on her own.

*

“Do you often think about what it’ll be like, being a father?”

The question took him by surprise. It was like interrogating a suspect. Taken by surprise. No time to think.

“Of course.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“How on earth could I fib about that? It’ll be the most important event of my life, along with my own birth.” He looked at her. Hair combed back. A slight swelling of the stomach. “That and when I met you, my dear.”

“Good answer. But I think you’re already starting to worry about all the bad things that could happen.”

“That’s where you’re wrong, Angela. I’m an optimist, as you know.”

She burst out laughing.

“About this anyway,” he said.

“I think you’re already starting to think what it will be like when . . . when our child is a teenager roaming around the Avenue with a gang.”

“Pack it in.”

“I’m right, though, aren’t I? That’s what’ll happen.”

“There won’t be any Avenue by then.”

“No parade street in Gothenburg any more? Is that the optimist talking?”

Winter’s mobile rang on the bedside table. It was 12.03 a.m. The few people who had his mobile number rang on police business, apart from Angela, but she was lying in bed beside him, still soft and red, with three small beads of sweat on her forehead.

His mother was the only other person it could be. It’s either murder or mother, Winter thought, without smiling. He scrambled over to the other side of the bed and answered.

“Erik! Thank God you answered.” His mother was out of breath, as if she’d just run up two or three hills in Nueva Andalucía. Winter could hear crackling over the line from the Costa del Sol.

“What’s the matter, Mum?”

“It’s your dad, again. This time it’s serious, Erik.”

Winter recalled the last time, last year. His father had been taken into the Marbella hospital with a suspected heart attack, but it was in fact myocarditis. Winter had considered flying down to Spain, but it turned out not to be necessary.

He hadn’t seen his father since his parents had more or less fled Sweden, taking their money with them. He hadn’t wanted to see him last year and he didn’t want to do so now, if it could be avoided.

“Is it myocarditis again?”

“Oh, Erik. He’s had a heart attack. Just a couple of hours ago. I’m phoning from the hospital. He’s in intensive care, Erik, ERIK? Can you hear me?”

“I’m here, Mother.”

“He’s dying, Erik.”

Winter closed his eyes, took a deep breath. Keep calm. Calm.

“Is he conscious.”

“What? No, he’s unconscious. They’ve just operated on him.”

“They’ve operated on him?”

“That’s what I said. He’s undergone a long operation. Cleaned out his ducts, I think.”

Angela had pulled the sheet up to her chin and sat up in bed. She looked at him, a serious expression on her face. She gathered what had happened.

“Have you spoken to Lotta?” he asked. His sister was a doctor. Angela was also a doctor, but she couldn’t speak Spanish. His mother spoke a bit of Spanish, but he wasn’t sure whether she understood what people said to her. She was best at wines and spirits. Even if the doctor spoke to her in English, she would be too upset to listen properly. Even if the doctor spoke Swedish.

“I phoned you first, Erik.”

“Has the doctor said anything?”

“Only that he’s still under the anaesthetic.” She was sobbing into his ear. “What if he doesn’t come round, Erik?”

Winter closed his eyes, saw himself in the car on the way to the airport, in an aeroplane seat. A blue sky over the clouds. He glanced at his hand. It was shaking. Perhaps these are his last hours, he thought.

“I’ll take the first flight.”

“Will there be . . . will there be any seats? Flights are nearly always full at . . . at this time of year.”

“I’ll fix that.”

Angela looked at him. She had heard it all. He would fix that. He would be aboard that aircraft at 7.00, or whenever it left. Some other passenger would have to lean against his golf bag and wait for another flight before he could lower his handicap on the Costa del Sol.
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HE HAD LOCKED the door to the flat behind him when he came in. Or left the others in the room and did it later, before they’d started, he wasn’t sure. Anybody trying to get out would lose a few valuable seconds.

He had eaten, he couldn’t remember what. He hadn’t thought about what he was putting into his mouth. She had laughed, once or twice. He, the other one, hadn’t. As if he sensed it . . .

As if he knew who he was. Why he was there.

Here I am, he thought, sitting. Now I’m speaking. I’m saying words that don’t mean a thing. I don’t know if they’re listening either.

He could hear the music inside his head. It started soft, got louder, then faded away, got louder again, then softer. It was like being at home, listening, or in the car, but he rarely did it in the car. He didn’t want to drive into a tunnel wall.

He was listening, that was before it started. Or maybe it started with him listening. He had tried to avoid listening and that had worked for a while but now it was impossible. And it didn’t matter now, now that he was sitting here. He looked around the kitchen. They’d asked if he wanted to sit in the kitchen and he’d shrugged. We’ll move into the living room later, she’d said in a tone of voice that had made him feel cold inside his head as the music got first louder then softer. He wondered if they saw that, if they’d eventually get round to hearing it, the very moment before it happened.

The guitars were screeching inside his head. The vocals screeched, rattled, hissed through the music that wouldn’t leave his head: lying in the black field, memories start to move into my mind, visions of the red room, my bloodied face, her bloodied head.

Visions of the red room. He closed his eyes. He grew more excited. She noticed that and smiled. She had no idea. The man seemed to be fidgeting but gradually started to fade away, to turn into a shadow. When he looked at her she too started turning into a shadow. It was time.

She spoke.

“What?”

“Hello! Anybody home?”

“What . . .? Yes . . .”

“You look miles away.”

“No . . . I’m here.”

“You were moving your head as if you were listening to something. Inside your head.”

“Yes.”

“Can’t we listen as well?” she said with a grin. The other man didn’t laugh. He looked straight at him, as if he could see them sitting there, playing inside his head. “What’s it sound like?” she asked, getting up and walking round to him and leaning against his ear. He could feel her weight and the strong smell of alcohol on her breath. They’d been drinking before he arrived. He hadn’t touched a drop. Not then and not now. “I can’t hear anything,” she said, leaning more heavily against him; then she kissed him. He could feel her inside his mouth. He didn’t move. “What’s the matter with you?” she said. “Aren’t you feeling randy?” She turned to the other man. “He doesn’t seem to be very randy. I thought he was a swinger.”

The other man said nothing. He was still scrutinising him. Maybe it didn’t mean anything.

She left the kitchen. When she returned there was music coming from another room. He didn’t want to look at her. He could see exposed skin.

“What do you think of that, then?” she asked.

“Eh? What?”

“The music,” she said. “The music! I thought we could all listen to something!”

He tried to listen but no sound could penetrate the metal screeching inside his head.

She shouted something, started wiggling in a sort of dance.

She dragged the other man to his feet, kissed him. Glanced over towards him. She started unbuttoning the other man’s shirt and put his hand on her left breast. Moved in time with the music. Laughed again.

“Elton John!” she yelled. “It’s swinging!”

He suddenly felt sick and at the same time extremely aroused. They were both looking at him. The other man nodded, had his hand inside her blouse.

They took two or three dance steps in front of him.

He stood up.
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WINTER COLLECTED HIS case from the carousel, passed through Customs and out to where his hire car was waiting. He took off his jacket and settled behind the wheel. The car had been parked in the shade behind the terminal building. As the plane approached, Malaga had announced itself as grey cliffs climbing skywards from burned earth three thousand metres below. A semicircle embracing a calm sea. It was 32 ºC in the shade. The heat was reluctant to release Andalucía from its grip. He’d never been here before.

He felt tired, and his head was pounding. He started the engine. He felt sad, and his emotion seemed to be exaggerated by the heat. As if the heat were an omen.

Winter unfolded the map of the Costa del Sol he’d been given by the car rental firm and checked his route to Marbella. It seemed straightforward. The E15 all the way. The motorway was reputed to be the most dangerous in the world, but he reflected that the media had suggested the same thing for other roads as well, as he reversed out of his parking space.

He drove westwards and switched on the radio. A Spaniard was singing a version of “My Way” in lisping Castillian. That was followed by a flamenco set for orchestra: it sounded cheerful but out of tune to Winter’s ear. The flamenco gave way to a Mexican rhumba with ten thousand trumpets. Then the Spaniard came back with “The Green, Green Grass of Home”.

The grass bordering the road was dry and almost colourless.

He drove through the suburbs. The high-rise blocks looked black in the shade. The concrete façades were dotted with colourful washing hanging higgledy-piggledy on balconies. The wasteland between the clusters of houses seemed to be deserted, apart from small groups of feral dogs chasing one another through heaps of rubbish. No sign of any people now that it was siesta time. Just mad dogs.

He steered well clear of a lorry that overtook him on a bend. The driver was sitting back, smoking, his elbow resting on the window-frame. A woman in the passenger seat was playing with a couple of toddlers in the seat next to her, and the children waved to Winter. He waved back, then wiped his face. He was pouring with sweat. The air conditioning didn’t work (“The very best, señor!”) and the slipstream was insufficient to cool his head.

To the left he could see what must be Torremolinos, or “Torrie”, as his mother had called it, the way the English do: a series of concrete blocks halfway to heaven and halfway out into the sea. It could be a paradise or a living hell, depending on who you asked. Winter didn’t ask, and had no intention of staying: he devoted no more thought to Torrie, regarded it as no more than a wall built along the shore, and drove on to the hospital.

Six kilometres outside Marbella, Winter noticed the Hospital Costa del Sol to the right, coloured white and green. He turned off at the Hotel Los Monteros, followed a road running parallel to the motorway and then came round to the hospital. He parked close to a bus stop and followed the “Entrada Principal” signs. The grass was green and the flowers red. A circle of pines had been planted round the gigantic building: cactus, bougainvillea. Flowers tumbling from balconies.

Broad steps led up to the entrance, which looked like a black hole. Winter took a deep breath, ran his hand through his closely cropped hair, and went in.

*

Morelius left Bartram standing outside the Park Lane Hotel and crossed over the Avenue. Hanne Östergaard was still rooted to the spot; she didn’t see him until he was next to her. “You can’t stand here, Hanne.”

She looked at him.

“It’s not out of bounds, is it?” she said, and he thought he heard a dry laugh. She raised her head and looked for the youngsters, but they could no longer be seen among the mass of people. “This little drama seems to have attracted an audience. At least you were in the right place at the right time,” she said, looking straight at him. “Again.” Then she laid her hand on his arm. “Forgive me, Simon.”

“Nothing to forgive,” he said. “Can we give you a lift home?”

“No, thank you, I have the car parked at Heden . . . Assuming it hasn’t been stolen.” She looked down Berzeliigatan. “According to one of your younger colleagues who I spoke to a few times a year or so ago, all cars parked at Heden get stolen sooner or later.”

“That’s probably true.”

“Maybe I will need your help, then.”

“I can go there with you and take a look,” Morelius said.

“Aren’t you on duty? You’re in uniform. Shouldn’t you be on patrol?”

“This is duty.”

“All right,” she said, and started walking. Morelius signalled to Bartram, who waved back and continued towards Götaplatsen.

“All this makes you giddy,” said Hanne, staring fixedly ahead. “Chasing your child all over town.” She turned to Morelius. “I even start using words I’ve never used before. Like giddy.”

Morelius said nothing.

“It started out of the blue,” she said. “I never thought I would have to put up with this kind of thing. Never. Huh! Talk about being naive.”

Morelius didn’t comment. He knew that she lived alone with her daughter, but he didn’t want to say that it couldn’t be easy in those circumstances, or any of the other silly things people say.

“I suppose it’s a sort of emancipation,” she said. “And if your mum’s a vicar the emancipation is all the more hot-headed. More marked.” She looked at Morelius again as they crossed over the Avenue and waited for to the lights to change at Södra vägen. “Do you think that’s what it is, Simon?”

“I really don’t know,” he said, staring straight ahead. “I’m not the right person to ask about things like that.” He could feel the sweat breaking out under his cap. He hoped she wouldn’t see it. Sweat trickling down his face.

“Why not?” They crossed the road and aimed for the furthest corner of the car park. “Surely you can have an opinion on it. Why not?”

“I don’t have any children.”

“So much the better.” That dry laugh again. “No, I must stop this.” She stopped and looked around. “I’m not quite sure where I left it. The car, that is.” She looked again. “I didn’t think about it. Then.”

“What does it look like?”

“It’s a Volvo. One of the early models. It’s about ten or eleven years old.”

“Registration number?”

She looked round again. “Do you know, I can’t remember. This is ridiculous.”

“It’s pretty common,” Morelius said. “Forgetting your car’s registration number.”

“Especially when you’re under stress, is that right?”

“Yes.” He scanned the surrounding cars. Volvos everywhere.

“There it is, over there.” She pointed and set off towards it. “The one with the empty space at the side of it. To the right.”

The car was very dirty. He could see that from ten metres away.

“We wouldn’t have been able to read the registration number in any case.”

“That’s what happens when you keep putting things off,” Hanne said. “But it’s not good, when you think of rust and suchlike.”

“No.”

“It doesn’t seem to matter just at the moment.”

They had reached the car. Hanne unlocked it and sat down behind the wheel.

“Anyway . . . thank you,” she said.

“It’s a pleasure.”

She was staring straight ahead with the car keys in her hand, then turned to look at Morelius, who was leaning towards the car. She started the engine.

“And I always thought we had such a good relationship,” she said, but Morelius didn’t hear.
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WHEN WINTER ARRIVED at room 1108 his father was awake. He approached the bed. It was a difficult moment. Winter had trouble swallowing. His father held out a hand. Winter took it. The hand felt warm and firm, as with a healthy man, but Winter could feel bone and sinew. He tried to say something, but his father got in first.

“Good of you to come, Erik.”

“Of course I came.” Winter could see that his father was in pain. Moving his hand had been awkward. “Take it easy now.” Winter squeezed the hand gently. “That’s the main thing.”

“It’s the only . . . possible thing.” Bengt Winter looked at his son. “This wasn’t exactly how I’d planned to greet you when you finally got yourself down here to the sun.”

“That doesn’t matter. Hurry up and get well and then you can greet me as planned later.”

“You can . . . you can bet your life I will. Oh sh–. Can you move this pillow up a bit?”

Winter pulled up one of the pillows behind his father’s head. He noticed a pungent smell, and something more. It took him a second to recall his father’s aftershave. When he did, his headache returned. The sadness of the situation stuck in him like a lump of stone.

He plumped up the pillow a little.

“That’s fine,” his father said.

“Are you sure?”

“It’s perfect,” his mother said. She was sitting on a chair next to the bed. Winter didn’t want to look at her.

“How was the journey?” his father asked.

“Everything went well.”

“Which airline did you use?”

“Some charter company. I forget what they’re called.”

“That’s not like you.”

“Hmm.”

“It was short notice. But they found a seat for you even so?”

“Yes.”

“I expect some golfer or other had to wait a few more hours, was that it?”

“I don’t know.”

“Serves him right. There are too many of ’em down here nowadays. They ought to have something better to do.” He looked up at Winter. “Look what happens. One minute you’re out on the golf course and the next you’re lying here.”

“Yes, it’s not good.”

“It’s an extremely dangerous sport.”

“You’ll soon be back.”

“On the golf course?”

“Yes. And . . . everywhere else as well.”

“I wouldn’t put a lot of bloody money on that. This feels like the big one.”

“Hmm.”

“It feels like . . .” Winter couldn’t hear what came next. His father’s speech became slurred. Winter waited, but no more words came. His father’s eyelids drooped, shot up again, drooped once more. Winter realised that he was still holding his father’s hand when it lost strength and sank down.

“He needs to rest,” his mother said. She had stood up and come to the bed. “He was so pleased that you’d come.” She gave Winter a hug. “He was quite excited when he heard you were here.”

“Hmm.”

“He woke up about a quarter of an hour before you arrived.”

“He seems to be pretty . . . strong, despite everything,” said Winter, looking down at his unconscious father. Could he hear what they were saying? Did it matter? “Everything will turn out all right.”

“That was a lovely chat you had,” his mother said.

It was a careful conversation, Winter thought. No risks taken. It went in big circles round a bloody big hole.

He could hear the hum from the air conditioning. It was the first time he’d noticed it. Maybe his nervousness was on the wane. Next time he would ask a few questions, and maybe receive a few answers.

*

They’d gone into the living room. She had turned on the video and bodies were writhing . . . The only light in the room was the blue glow from the television screen, the shadows flitting round the walls like living beings.

The sound was rising and falling. He couldn’t stand it. He wanted to march up to the television set and switch it off, but he couldn’t interrupt her ritual. He was sure she was the one who’d decided what was going to happen.

“Why are you standing there? Come and sit down here. With us.”

She beckoned from the sofa in front of the television where they were both sitting. The other man had his hand inside her blouse. On the table in front of them were glasses and bottles. He hadn’t touched a drop, but the pair on the sofa were well oiled.

He closed his eyes and it was like another time, when he’d come home and caught her on a sofa just like this one. He shouldn’t have been there. They had been surprised. He’d turned on his heel and left.

It wasn’t the first time this sort of thing had happened.

It was something to do with him. He’d thought it was to do with them, but he was beginning to realise that it was something inside himself.

He was trying to crack it. He was there now.

“Don’t laugh,” he said. “Please don’t laugh.”

They both looked at him. Their faces were patchy in the blue light. They looked as if their foreheads were tattooed.

“We haven’t laughed,” she said. “Nobody laughs here.”

“Please don’t laugh at me.”

“What the hell’s the matter with you?” said the other man, half rising from the sofa.

“Nothing.”

“I think you’ve come to the wrong place.”

The other man stood up and made to come towards him. She stayed where she was, glass in hand, her body following the movements of those on the television screen.

“I’ve brought some music with me.”

“Eh?”

“I’ve brought some music we could play.”

“Music?” The other man was still standing by the sofa, and pointed to the television screen. “We already have something going on here. Or hadn’t you noticed?”

“Have you got a cassette player? This is something else.” He’d already seen the stack system over to the right in a tall, black shelving unit. He walked over to it, taking the cassette out of his breast pocket. For a fleeting moment he saw another face in his mind’s eye, like a hovering head. He recognised it. He knew that it meant something. Now the head was gone. It hadn’t a body. The song was already echoing in his brain, he didn’t know if it was coming from his throat, if the others could hear it as well. His own head was spinning, floating towards theirs, everything was merging. He saw the face once again. Then the real music started.

*

Dusk would soon be falling, but it was still hot. Winter drove into Marbella. A flamenco singer gave vent to her pain over the car radio. Winter raised the sound and wound the window right down. There was a smell of petrol and sea. When he parked in a side street off the promenade, there was a smell of grilled octopus and eggs fried in oil. His back felt sweaty as he got out of the car and locked the doors.

The hotel was in the Avenida Duque de Ahumeda, near the beach. Winter had to wait a quarter of an hour in the foyer, then took the lift up to the twelfth floor with his bag. He wanted to see the room before checking in. That was his usual routine.

The door lock was hanging loose. The suite comprised two rooms and a kitchen. The window facing the balcony was ajar, and the wind was making the awning flap. It was ragged, faded by the sun and the salt air. A loose strip of the awning was slapping against the window. Winter investigated further and saw that the balcony faced east with a view of another hotel. He looked round the large living room. The furniture in imitation leather had once been white.

He went to the bathroom. There was a trail of rust underneath the bath taps. There were bits of soap in the wash basin. He examined himself in the mirror. He had lost weight in the last five hours, turned paler.

He shared the lift down with a couple in their forties who tried to avoid eye contact with the man of their own age. They had a five-day tan and were dressed for a sundowner.

“I don’t like that room,” Winter said to the man at the desk, handing back the key. Why do I always end up in situations like this? he wondered.

“What’s wrong with it?”

“I don’t want the room. Do you have anything else? Lower down?”

“But what’s wrong with it?”

“I DON’T WANT THAT FUCKING ROOM,” Winter said. “It’s out of order.”

“What isn’t working,” the man asked, his eyes darkening.

“Nothing’s working. Things are broken. The bathroom’s dirty. Do you have another room?”

“No. We’re fully booked.”

“For how long?”

“For another month.”

“Can you recommend another hotel near here?”

Winter had seen the hotel next door, but hadn’t been tempted. He was tired and hot and sweaty and miserable. He wanted a nice room and a shower and a glass of whisky and a little time to think things over.

“No,” the man said.

“A smaller hotel, perhaps. A more modest establishment.”

“No idea,” the man said, turning away. He has every right, Winter thought. It’s not his fault. I could have been more polite.

“Do you have a town guide that lists the hotels here?”

“What am I going to do with that room?” the man said, avoiding the question. He eyed Winter up and down like a hostile barrister. “I’m stuck with an empty room now.”

“Board it up,” said Winter, and marched out, trailing his case behind him.

He was lucky. When he’d driven into town earlier that day, he’d noticed a sign attached to a wall, it couldn’t be more than a hundred metres away.

He drove back a short stretch of the Avenida de Severo Ochoa and found the sign on the corner of a little side street that was for pedestrians only. He parked and walked down the Calle Luna, which was filled with afternoon shadow. A hundred metres along, on the right, was the Hostal La Luna, behind a glass door at the back of its own patio. Winter could see that each room had a little balcony.

There had been a last-minute cancellation, and he took a look at the room, which was very Spanish and quiet and clean, with a refrigerator and a bathroom.

He had a shower then drank his whisky naked in the semi-darkness. The elderly couple who ran the establishment were chatting quietly down on the walled patio. Marble floor and whitewashed walls.

They couldn’t speak English, not a single word, but the man had assessed Winter’s state and served him a chilled San Miguel on the table in the shade of a parasol, even before Winter had checked in for an indefinite stay.

The whisky circled round his mouth and slid into his brain. His head cleared somewhat. The room had an unfamiliar smell to it, as if it had been scrubbed with sea salt and southern spices. The twin beds were of timeless Latin design, mediaeval in style. Between them was an image of the Madonna, praying for him and his father. That was what occurred to him when he first saw the picture in his simple room. It was the only item of decoration.

This is the way to live.

He reached for his mobile. It was nearly 7.00 and the sun was much weaker now. The door to the patio was ajar, and the wooden venetian blinds were half up in the glassless window opening protected by a black wrought-iron grill.

“Angela here.”

“It’s Erik.”

“Hi! Where are you?”

“In my room. But not the hotel whose number you have.”

“So you moved.” And he knew she was smiling.

“Of course.”

“How’s your father?”

“They’ve moved him out of intensive care. Is that a good sign?”

“I suppose it must be.”

“Suppose? You’re the doctor.” He hoped he didn’t sound as if he were complaining.

“I don’t have access to his notes, Erik.” She paused. “Did you speak to him?”

“Yes.”

“And?”

“He seems pretty . . . well, strong.”

“That sounds encouraging.”

“Yes.”

“What was it like, seeing him again?”

“As if we’d been chatting only last week.”

“Sure?”

“Depends what you mean. We spoke about safe subjects.”

“Everything takes time. He has to get better first.”

“Hmm.”

“Are you tired?”

“Not so tired that I can’t indulge in a glass of duty-free whisky. What about you?”

“We’re fine.”

He took her “we” as a greeting from the new family: Angela and her ever-enlarging stomach.

“Take it easy at work.”

“I always do. You know the mergers have resulted in much better working conditions.”

“I know.”

“You are a genius.”

“Stop it, Angela. Give your stomach a hug from me instead.”

“What are you doing tonight?”

“I’ll find somewhere for a bite to eat, then drive back to the hospital.”

“With whisky in your blood?”

“It stays in my brain. And anyway, this is a different country.”
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HE COULD SEE the lights of ships plying the jet-black sea. The heat wafted into the car as he drove to the hospital. The eastern suburbs of Marbella were quieter now, with fewer cars in the streets. The street lights, rather too far apart, helped to soften the darkness.

Winter had eaten a seafood meal in a modest bar near Hostal La Luna. Five men almost hidden by a cloud of smoke in front of a telly in the corner had been shouting and making obscene gestures at the footballers. Football spectators were the same the whole world over.

His father was awake again. His mother was on the chair, which she had moved closer to the bed.

“I’m going down to the cafeteria for a coffee,” she said when Winter arrived. “Can I get you anything?”

“Nothing for me, thank you.”

“You can bring me a T & T,” his father said.

His mother smiled, and left. Winter sat down on the chair.

“I can hear that you’re fighting fit,” he said.

“It’s T & T time now,” said his father, who was lying with his head turned towards the window. “A little something cold and uplifting before dinner.”

“Isn’t it a bit late?” Winter said, pointing at his watch, which said 9.00.

His father started coughing, and Winter waited. There was a clanking noise as a trolley passed by in the corridor. A woman’s voice asking something in Spanish, and a reply from a man. A
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