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      When I stand in the forest, she cannot see me, but through the large windows I can study every step she takes. You might say I have mapped out her life. I want her in my life, as is my right.

      From the forest I move slowly and carefully around the house. I make my way up the kitchen steps. Gloves on. It’s now or never. She has to understand now, or she might as well die. The door is unlocked and easy to open. Further inside the house I can hear someone talking and moving something heavy. Isn’t she alone? It hadn’t looked as though anyone but her was home when I watched through the window.

      Suddenly there’s a fucking cat right at my feet, staring up at me with large, piercing eyes. It lets out a low growl. As if one cat weren’t enough, suddenly there’s another. They’d better not ruin this.

      “Kitties, where have you got to?”

      I freeze. Nothing must go wrong now. I ease the kitchen door open again and slip out onto the steps. Patiently, I stand outside and wait. After a moment I look in through the glass in the kitchen door and see her back. Her hair is up in a ponytail, as always. She moves easily, a cat tucked under each arm. It looks as though she’s walking about talking to them. It’s not fair. If anyone deserves attention, it’s me, not some fucking cats. The decision I have already taken hardens inside me. It’s now or never. Life or death.

      I draw a deep breath and place my right hand on the door handle, pressing it slowly down. As quietly as I can, I step inside and close it softly behind me. My pulse has quickened, and I gently push back the doubt that surfaces. It’s now or never. The voices I heard before, this time I can identify as the television. I creep into the kitchen and step past the kitchen island towards her dining room. On the kitchen island, an orange casserole dish is simmering on the hob. A chopping board has been left out, with a meat mallet and a knife on top of it. There is a ball of crumpled, bloody kitchen paper. She has probably used it to wipe the meat.

      “What are you doing here?”

      I freeze. She has come into the kitchen from the hall. She catches me off guard. This wasn’t how it was meant to happen. I turn quickly and grab the meat mallet. Everything I had rehearsed to say to her is gone. My mind goes blank and my body is in chaos.

      When the kitchen falls quiet again, I watch both cats bolt out through the cat flap in the kitchen door.

      Run!
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      Wednesday, 2 February 2022

      On the stone steps outside the kitchen of the large farmhouse, two cats sat yowling loudly. One was large, with long beige fur; the other was a small tortoiseshell female. Hjördis Gustavsson opened the door and the biting wind came in through the gap. She gave a small shiver. Both cats darted straight into the kitchen the moment the gap was wide enough for them. It was strange for them to come to her house like this, and so hungry.

      “Yes, yes, you’ll get your food. Settle down now, dear hearts. Is your mummy not at home?”

      The two cats wound themselves round Hjördis’s legs, following her every movement with their eyes and keeping up their loud, insistent yowling. Once she had served them wet food on separate saucers, she stooped down with some effort and ran her hand along their backs and tails.

      “Goodness, you’re soaking wet. I think I’d better ring your mummy and see how she’s getting on. For all we know, she could be lying ill with that pandemic illness.” She made her way from the kitchen through the dining room, where a beautiful tiled stove stood, and into the room she used as a TV room, where the dark green telephone was. On the small table beside it lay an address book, and Hjördis looked up her neighbour’s name.

      “Now then, let’s see,” she said, keeping her finger on the number even as she dialled. She knew it perfectly well by heart, but it was an old habit. She tried the landline first. The phone rang out and she let it ring. If Marie Persson happened to be in one of the outbuildings, she would not hear it. The answerphone clicked in and Marie’s voice asked the caller to leave a name and telephone number. Hjördis put the phone down and dialled Marie’s mobile instead. After several rings, that too went to voicemail.

      “Hi! You’ve reached Marie Persson. I can’t come to the phone right now, but please leave a message with your name and number and I’ll get back to you as soon as I can. Have a lovely day!”

      “Dear Marie, your cats are here with me and they’re terribly hungry. I’ve given them something to eat so they won’t come to any harm, but I’m wondering whether you forgot to let me know you were going away.” Hjördis drew breath and continued. “If I remember correctly, today was the day you were going to the supermarket for me as well. You usually drop by with what I’ve ordered online, so I’ll see you when you’re back. I won’t bother you any longer. Goodbye for now.”

      Hjördis’s hip was not quite right, and she rocked herself gently on the chair to get to her feet.

      “Oh now, old girl, you’re going to have to get yourself moving a bit more, or you’ll seize up entirely,” Hjördis said aloud. She expected no reply. Her late husband Sune had been dead for fifteen years, and they had never had children; Marie was the nearest thing to a child of her own she would ever have.

      

      Darkness was beginning to settle around the house, and the two cats had finally settled in the sitting room, on a blanket in front of the  open fireplace that Hjördis lit each afternoon when she sat down to do the crossword. But today was not like other days. The cats had seemed agitated even after they had eaten and asked for more several times. Hjördis could sense that something was not right. She looked out through the spruce trees towards Marie’s place. It was still dark there. Marie always put the outside lights on, even when she went away.

      Hjördis began to pace up and down, wondering what she ought to do. Decisively, she went through to the TV room and dialled Marie’s home number again. The ringing went on like echoing waves into the night. No answer. Hjördis tried Marie’s mobile once more, only for it to go straight to voicemail. Not that Hjördis had any idea how those contraptions worked, but she knew that Marie always had hers with her wherever she went. Marie had actually said that when she was tied up in meetings she sometimes couldn’t answer. Hjördis didn’t want to seem a nuisance, and so she held back from leaving yet another message.

      “Yes, I think you’d better stay here with me until your mummy comes home. There’s still no light on in the house, so she can’t be back yet.” Hjördis went through to the kitchen and fetched her coffee cup, a small biscuit and the crossword from the daily paper. She settled herself comfortably in her favourite armchair with the blanket over her knees and sipped at her warm drink.

      Several more hours had passed, and Hjördis tried ringing Marie again. Still no answer.

      “Right, I’ll tell you what – I think I’d better go over there first thing tomorrow morning and take a look. Yes, I know your mummy  has told me not to go out walking unnecessarily before my hip operation, but this isn’t right, is it? At least I’m not going out in the dark – that at least deserves a round of applause,” said Hjördis, and put out fresh food for the cats before bedtime.

      

      The little alarm clock on the bedside table showed five minutes past five, and Hjördis was wide awake. The cats lay beside her. The warmth of their small bodies was a joy to her. Perhaps she would get a cat of her own by the summer. But who knew how much longer Hjördis would remain on this earth. She certainly didn’t. She scratched both cats in turn and they purred contentedly.

      “Where on earth can your mummy have got to? If only you could talk,” she said, and she meant it. It would have made things considerably easier if she could understand animals. “I’m going to get up now, but you can stay if you’re not hungry.” She sat up with some effort, her bare feet meeting the cold floor.

      “Meow!”

      “What’s that, Maja?”

      “Meow,” the little tortoiseshell replied.

      “I shall go round to Marie’s as soon as it gets light, but I’ll try ringing first so she can’t tell me off,” said Hjördis, rocking herself to her feet as she spoke. Pain shot through her hip and she pressed her hand to it. “Once you’ve had your breakfast, I’ll take my pain relief. My hip is really giving me grief today.”

      After her morning chores, Hjördis tried ringing Marie, but with no answer yet again. She grew increasingly impatient and restless. Surely it would grow light soon.

      

      Daylight had come at last and Hjördis put on her thick raincoat, pulled on her wellington boots and took her stick in her right hand. The key to Marie’s house was in her coat pocket. The cats pressed close against her legs and she could barely make any headway.

      “Now then, Lufsen, don’t walk right in front of my feet — I could fall straight over you. And you, Maja, keep to the side as well, or I’ll tread on those little paws of yours.”

      The drizzle had stopped, the spruces were stirring in the wind and there was no snow. Always something to be grateful for. The hollows in the gravel road were brimming with water, and Hjördis had to zigzag her way along to avoid them. The cats did exactly the same, following her every step. Had it still been raining, they would probably not have come out at all. The closer the little party drew to Marie’s place, the more slowly the cats walked. Hjördis turned at the open gate and looked back for the cats, who had stopped some ten metres behind her. They had sat down in the road.

      “Come along then, kitties,” she coaxed, but they stayed where they were. Hjördis shrugged and followed the gravel path — wide enough for a car — all the way up to the house. Marie always drove into the yard in front of the house before putting the car away in the outbuilding. When Marie had bought the subdivided smallholding from Hjördis and Sune, she had converted the outbuilding as a garage, a store and some sort of studio.

      Then it occurred to Hjördis that she might go and check the garage to see whether the car was there. She turned back and walked a little way along the path to reach it. Her hip was aching more and more, but she could always sit in a chair and rest inside at Marie’s. The cats were sitting now between the gravel road and the outbuilding, watching her go. Most unusual. They were usually first at the kitchen door.

      Hjördis opened the garage door and the first thing she saw was Marie’s car. A small blue one. She went over to it and tried the handle. The car was locked; Marie must be home. She turned and looked at the main house, which appeared just as it always had. Hjördis made for the kitchen door. She tried the handle and the door was unlocked.

      “Hello, Marie, are you in?”

      No answer. Hjördis’s pulse quickened as she stepped inside. What was going on?

      “Marie, are you there?”

      Silence.

      The kitchen door opened straight into the newly extended kitchen that Marie had renovated. Hjördis froze, her hand flying to her mouth. Between the kitchen island and the cupboards along the end wall, someone was lying still. The image of blood and Marie’s closed eyes would be burned into Hjördis’s mind forever.
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      Thursday, 3 February 2022

      Kajsa Rudolfsson, Detective Chief Inspector and former head of the serious crimes unit, pushed open the door to the department. It had been a good morning with the family, and now she was looking forward to a decent day at work. There were a few old loose ends on her desk, but if things stayed quiet she could clear them before the day was out.

      “Good morning, Kajsa,” said Lars “Biffen” Göransson when she met him and Sven “Tranan” Tranberg in the corridor.

      “Good morning. Are you both all right today?”

      She continued towards her own office. On the way she noticed that Bahram “Barre” Mohebbi’s door was open.

      “Hey, you’re in early,” she said, stopping in the doorway. “I thought we were driving in together today.”

      “Only if I got in touch, wasn’t it?” said Barre.

      “Yes, that’s what we said. Just as well we didn’t, as it happens — I had a few things to sort out at home.”

      “I had a pile to get through, so I came in early,” said Barre, smiling at her. “The boss was looking for you a little while ago.”

      That could mean one of two things: either the boss was pleased about something, or she wasn’t. Either way, Kajsa felt a small knot of unease in her stomach. She sighed inwardly and headed for Helena Stridsborg’s office.

      “Good morning, Kajsa,” said Klas Holmström, their lead investigator on the unit. He was just coming out of his office.

      “How’s the wife?” asked Kajsa.

      “She’s fine, and so’s the cat – thanks for asking.”

      The door to Helena Stridsborg’s office was open, and Kajsa tapped lightly on the doorframe.

      “Come in, Kajsa. Good that you came.”

      “Yes – Barre said you’d been looking for me.”

      “Close the door behind you and sit down.”

      Kajsa did as she was told.

      “The thing is, I find it rather difficult not being kept informed about what you’re all getting up to – and, in particular, I feel  that information from you tends to be slow in coming.”

      “What information is it that you feel I’m slow to pass on?” Kajsa asked, meeting Stridsborg’s gaze.

      “Well, I wouldn’t know, would I, since you don’t report everything to me.”

      “What exactly is it that I haven’t reported to you?”

      “I simply want you to remember to keep me informed. Always.”

      “But you have to understand that you can’t micromanage and control everything we do,” Kajsa said, hoping the words would sink in.

      “I want to know what my subordinates are doing, and no one can fault me for that. If I don’t maintain oversight, how am I supposed to know how things are going?” Stridsborg countered. Helena was the new head of the serious crimes unit in Halland.

      Just the fact that she called them her subordinates said a great deal. Stridsborg had taken charge of the serious crimes unit right in the thick of the pandemic, and Kajsa understood that was not ideal – but even so, a little humility from the new head might not have gone amiss.

      “I know what your position involves because I’ve held it myself,” Kajsa said, “and I know you’re under pressure from above. The fact that the whole team feels they’re working in a poor environment can hardly be good for anyone. I’m going to give you a piece of advice, and I hope you take it on board.” Kajsa fixed her with a hard stare; Helena lifted her chin and glared back. “Back off and let us get on with our work, and you’ll see the clear-up rate start to rise again. We’ve had a high rate for the past four years, but now it’s beginning to fall. I’ve spoken to my colleagues...”

      “That’s exactly the problem. You shouldn’t go around talking a lot of nonsense, Kajsa,” Stridsborg interrupted.

      “I’ll leave you with my advice and go before I say something I’ll regret.” Kajsa turned on her heel and left the manager’s office.

      “Close the door on your way out!”

      Kajsa did not. Perhaps it was childish, but how insufferable could one person be. Her colleagues had no time for Stridsborg, and it had soured the atmosphere in the unit. Helena Stridsborg stuck her nose into everything there was to stick her nose into. And then some. They had all nicknamed her “Hell-ena”.

      “Psst, Kajsa, how did it go?” Holmström asked as she met him in the kitchen. He was one of those who took it the hardest. Holmström was a detective with specialist expertise in criminology, IT, and a great deal more that was of use to the unit. He always had a solution to everything and could track down information in no time, but under Stridsborg’s leadership he was now effectively working with his wings clipped. He wasn’t allowed to do anything without checking with her first. It was the same for all of them, really. She interfered with  everything. Undermined all their work and kept trying to micromanage them all. It couldn’t go on. Kajsa had tried to find middle ground and mediate, but now it was the last straw.

      “I’ve spoken to her, so we’ll see if things improve — otherwise we’ll have to take it to the union. The working environment matters.”

      “We’ve had a good working environment these past few years, and our unit’s clear-up rate is one of the best in the country. Is the woman slow on the uptake or what? Maybe it’s time she took early retirement.”

      “We’ll sort it out, Holmström.” If Helena wasn’t going to listen to Kajsa, Kajsa would have to take matters into her own hands and ring both the regional chief of police and the union.

      Then Kajsa’s mobile rang and she saw it was the duty officer.

      “Kajsa, you’ve got an attempted murder, possibly murder, in the Okome area. A woman found her neighbour unconscious at home, and when the officers first on scene arrived with the ambulance, they confirmed it’s definitely a crime scene. I’m sending you the coordinates.”

      “Do that — we’re on our way,” said Kajsa, and ended the call. She walked the ten metres to Barre’s office.

      “Barre, grab your jacket and come with me.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “We’ve got a potential murder in Okome.”

      “I’ll brief Hell-ena,” said Holmström.

      “Thanks.”

      “In a moment. I’ll wait until you’ve got going,” said Holmström, and smiled broadly.

      Kajsa nodded and smiled back. She was growing a little tired of this too. It didn’t help matters that Holmström had wound up the boss, but she had neither the time nor the inclination to deal with it just now.

      

      As Barre and Kajsa made the just-under-an-hour drive from police headquarters in Halmstad to the address outside Okome, a small inland village in Falkenberg Municipality, more information about the crime scene came via Rakel, the police radio system. “The victim is a woman in her late thirties. Technicians and a doctor on scene. Blood found on the victim. The woman who found her is still on scene and ready to give you an initial account.”

      “Do we know if the person is alive?” asked Barre.

      “Alive, but only just, from what I gather. The ambulance will probably be leaving the scene shortly.”

      “Thanks for that. We’ll be in touch as soon as we can. Out.”

      “Right then, let’s see what we’ve got here. Let’s hope there aren’t any children in the house,” said Kajsa.
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      Thursday, 3 February 2022

      Barre followed the road towards Okome along route 154, then turned off towards the village. They had been given the coordinates, and on the GPS they could see that after a few right turns there was a small gravel track leading up to the house by the forest. The track ran uphill, and they passed what must be the nearest neighbour’s house on the lane. The blue lights from the emergency vehicles lit up the white walls and gave away exactly where Barre needed to turn.

      “Park so the others can get their cars out. I think we’ll be here a while — what do you reckon?” Kajsa asked, and received a look from Barre that said he knew perfectly well how to park a car. “All right, sorry,” she said, and got out the moment the car had stopped. “Bloody hell, it’s really coming down!”

      “It certainly is! Could you grab the coveralls and overshoes from the boot? I’ve got the face masks and gloves here.”

      “Yep!”

      “Good of you to get here so quickly,” said Sara Eriksson, the lead forensic technician, meeting Barre and Kajsa at the front door of the white house.

      “How does it look?” Kajsa asked, stepping into one leg of the white coveralls.

      “Female victim, Marie Persson, thirty-nine years old. Someone has struck her on the head with something heavy and hard. The victim has most likely been unconscious for most of the time. I sent the woman who found her home with one of the police inspectors – you passed the house on your way here. We’ve secured some traces, but I can’t say anything about the quality yet.”

      “So she’s dead then?” asked Kajsa.

      “You’ll have to ask the doctor who went with the body in the ambulance,” Sara said, handing Kajsa a slip of paper. “You can ring him on his mobile.”

      Kajsa keyed in the number.

      “Doctor Ulf Åkesson,” a voice answered.

      “Detective Chief Inspector, Kajsa Rudolfsson. How is the woman?”

      “I would assess the situation as extremely critical, and the patient is not responding. It was touch and go whether she got help in time. She had been lying in the kitchen unconscious as a result of one or more heavy blows to the head. We’ll know more once we’ve examined her properly. I’ll carry out a forensic medical examination as soon as I can. For now, we’re focused on life-sustaining measures. I’m confident the body had not been moved after the assault took place.”

      “Is she conscious? Can we talk to her?”

      “No, she is neither conscious nor responsive,” the doctor replied in a firm voice, and ended the call.

      “Right, he’s hung up,” said Kajsa, slipping her phone into her pocket and turning back to Sara. “Did the ambulance have a doctor with it?”

      “No, the woman who found Marie Persson had called him before she rang for an ambulance. He lives in Okome, apparently – turned up on his bicycle with a defibrillator at the ready.”

      “All right. How do you read the scene inside the house?”

      “There are clear signs of a violent struggle. The attacker had a fight on their hands,” Sara replied.

      “Can we come in and have a look around?” Kajsa asked, just as her mobile rang in her pocket.

      “Take the call first, then go straight through the hall into the sitting room. From there you can see into the kitchen where the body was,” said Sara, pointing towards the far end of the hall.

      Kajsa put the phone to her ear. “Why didn’t you tell me you were attending a murder? Have I not made myself sufficiently clear? I want to know everything you do, and I mean everything,” Helena Stridsborg boomed down the line.

      Kajsa cut her off without answering, put her phone on silent, and gave Barre a weary look.

      “Has Holmström told her yet?” Barre asked.

      Kajsa nodded and looped her face mask over her ears.

      Once they had put on their masks, coveralls, overshoes and blue gloves, they went into the sitting room as Sara had directed. The hall was spacious, with a coat cupboard, a staircase to the upper floor, and two doorways. One led directly into the kitchen on the right; the other was straight ahead. The house had been renovated with considerable taste, and Kajsa supposed that Marie Persson had a creative streak. They turned right from the hall into a large room where internal walls had been removed. A sofa, television and bookshelves stood at one end, then a dining table with eight chairs in assorted styles and colours. The room opened out into a large kitchen at the far end. Along the wall on the short side of the house ran kitchen units, with a door that presumably led out to the garden. In the centre of the kitchen stood a kitchen island fitted with a hob, an oven, and cupboards below. Glasses lay overturned on the surface, and a large orange casserole dish lay on the floor beneath the island.

      The contents had splattered across the floor and everything in its path. Kajsa watched Barre grimace behind his face mask when he saw where the body had lain, marked out by the bloodstain on the boards. The paramedics had tried to help Marie without destroying any traces the attacker might have left, which was no easy task. Of course, their priority had been keeping her alive.

      “Oh, bloody hell,” said Kajsa, catching Sara’s eye.

      “As you can see, chairs overturned, the presumed weapon hasn’t been found yet. With any luck we’ll locate it and hopefully there’ll be fingerprints and DNA on it. The blood is most likely the victim’s.” Sara looked around and gestured with a sweep of her hand.

      Kajsa got out her phone and took a few photographs. “Have you finished securing the rest of the house, Sara?”

      “We’re working through it, but we’re done with the upstairs if you want to take a look up there. Please make sure you keep to the stepping plates.”

      “Absolutely,” said Barre.

      “Let’s have a look round, then,” said Kajsa, turning to Barre.

      

      “Remarkable that there are no doors to close apart from the bathroom,” said Barre, as they arrived upstairs.

      “You’re right. But then, when you live alone you don’t need them, do you. Quite pleasant, I’d imagine.”

      “Would you want to live alone?” Barre asked, hoping it wasn’t a sore point between Kajsa and Mattias.

      “No, I’m just trying to picture it.”

      When they reached the top of the stairs, a large room opened up before them, a double bed with a headboard pushed against the short wall of the house. An armchair had been placed directly facing the large windows that looked out over the landscape beyond. There was a nice view across the fields and the sightlines were clear. Barre turned and looked back towards the rear of the house through the windows, which gave onto a dense spruce forest some twenty metres away.

      “Impressive room. That fireplace and the French balcony are something. And the view,” said Kajsa, moving on towards the far end of the house. “There’s a toilet through here,” she said, opening the door and stepping inside. “Not huge, but clean and bright.”

      “There’s a notebook here on the bedside table.” Barre picked up the book and flicked through it. Recipes and hand-drawn sketches of various dishes, page after page. “Could Marie Persson be a chef?”

      “Let me see.”

      Barre handed Kajsa the notebook.

      “These look like recipes for large numbers,” said Kajsa, continuing to leaf through. “Look at this! An entry dated last week. She seems to have noticed she was being watched by someone.”

      A single line in blue ink that looked as if it had been written in haste. Eleventh time I’ve seen a person creeping around the house.

      “Eleventh time? We need to look for more notes,” said Barre, and took the notebook from Kajsa.

      “Take it with you,” she said.

      Barre nodded and produced a cardboard evidence bag, noting where and when the item had been found.

      Kajsa went on searching the drawer and pulled out a folded sheet of A4. She unfolded it and read aloud. “Miss Chilli, autumn 2019. Posts planned four times a week. Prepare photos and recipes. Focus on South American and Asian dishes with chilli. Schedule bread-baking once a week as a complement.”

      “Sounds like some sort of planning.?”

      “Mattias follows Miss Chilli on Instagram and has cooked loads of her recipes. Could Marie Persson be Miss Chilli?”

      “Can I see?”

      Kajsa handed the sheet of paper to Barre.

      “She could also be a consultant for someone.”

      “We’ll take this too and ask Holmström to run a check,” said Kajsa.

      Barre nodded and slipped the paper into the evidence bag.

      “We’ll know more about Marie Persson and her life before long. Shall we go down?” asked Kajsa.

      “Yes, let’s. God, I hope she pulls through.”

      “She must have a study somewhere — a computer and a mobile, presumably. We’ll have to check whether the forensic team has found anything.”

      They came down the stairs just as Sara emerged from the kitchen.

      “Sara, have you found a mobile phone or a computer?” Kajsa asked.

      “The mobile’s missing, but the computer is a desktop, so it’s not exactly easy to walk off with. The perpetrator doesn’t seem to have been interested in it. It looks as though they only moved through the kitchen and the dining room.”

      “I noticed food bowls in the kitchen. Cat or dog, do you think?” asked Barre.

      “The woman who found Marie Persson said the cats that live here had come round to her place,” Sara replied.

      “All right, so there are cats. Where are they now?”

      “They’re being looked after by Hjördis Gustavsson, that’s the lady’s name.”

      “Should we look at anything else?” asked Kajsa.

      “The study is through there,” said Sara, pointing to the hallway.

      “Have you found anything connected to the Miss Chilli Instagram account?” asked Kajsa.

      “No,” Sara replied.

      Barre turned and walked back to the sitting room. Next to the open bathroom door was the entrance to the study. The same kind of notebooks they had found upstairs lined the shelves in long rows, spines facing out. Red, blue and black. He selected one and opened it in the middle. A recipe for salmon and leek soup for seventy portions was written on the right-hand page, and a sketched illustration of the dish on the left. Cookbooks, gardening books and a handful of literary titles, all on the theme of food, were crammed into the bookcase beside the notebooks. She liked food — that much was certain.

      Both Kajsa and Barre searched through several of the notebooks, but found nothing other than recipes.

      “There’s the computer – quite a view from the office window. No sea, admittedly, but open fields stretching out. Nice,” Kajsa remarked, settling into the office chair at the desk. She appeared to be opening drawers almost at random, rifling through them without finding anything of interest. “We’ll need to take the computer with us for a thorough look. Who knows – there might be clues to all this in there.”

      “Yes, I completely agree. Shall we head over to the neighbour now and have a word with her? Maybe something will start to fall into place?”

      

      Barre started the car and manoeuvred carefully, weaving between the forensic team’s van and the marked police car.

      “That farm looks bigger than Marie’s,” said Kajsa, pointing at the property. “Do you think the lady lives alone?”

      “In a way, I hope not. We’ll see,” Barre replied, turning right and pulling up into the yard, where two large, well-kept barns stood almost as wings on either side while the great farmhouse rose between them.

      “Well, let’s really hope not, because you and Richard barely have time together as it is, what with Signe and your mum.”

      Before the pandemic broke out, Kajsa and Barre had been investigating a case in Varberg, where he had found an elderly woman who was completely alone. Barre’s mother Soraya and the woman called Signe had struck up a very close friendship and spent the pandemic together. Barre had always had a soft spot for the old woman and had introduced her to his own family. When the pandemic began spreading in Sweden in March 2020, Soraya had suggested that Signe move in with her rather than live entirely on her own. Signe had been delighted, and was folded into the Mohebbi-Wismarsson pandemic bubble.

      Kajsa thought it was a kind thing to do, taking Signe under his wing when she had no one — though it was also exactly the sort of thing she could enjoy teasing Barre about.

      Barre parked next to the marked police car in front of the house.  The veranda in front of them was roughly twice the size of the veranda at the house they had just come from.

      “Quite a place.”

      “It really is.”

      Kajsa was, as usual, first out of the car and strode towards the stone steps that led up to the magnificent veranda with its ornate wooden fretwork. “Are you coming?”

      Barre smiled at his impatient colleague. There it was, then. Kajsa was interested now, and when that happened, Barre knew things would really move.

      “I’m coming.”

      

      Kajsa tried the handle of the veranda door and found it was unlocked. The front door of the house stood ajar and Kajsa knocked on the door frame. A police constable met them in the hallway and looked questioningly at her and Barre. Kajsa pulled her face mask down under her chin to show her face.

      “Easy now. Kajsa Rudolfsson, Detective Chief Inspector, serious crimes unit in Halland, and this is Bahram Mohebbi from the same unit,” said Kajsa, holding up her identification.

      “Welcome. Johan Persson, Falkenberg police. We’re in the sitting room, first on the left,” the police constable replied, gesturing towards a pair of handsome double doors.

      The hall they had come into was large. Kajsa thought it was roughly twice the size of Marie Persson’s hall, just like the veranda. In the centre of the room stood a round table bearing a ceramic statue. They pulled on fresh overshoes and followed Johan into the sitting room, where a fire was burning in the open fireplace and a woman with grey hair pinned in a bun sat in one of the armchairs. Kajsa’s first thought was of a grandmother who baked. The eyes were kind but sad. Her thin lips formed a gentle smile when she caught sight of Kajsa and Barre.

      “Come in, come in,” said the woman, struggling to her feet.

      “Stay where you are — we’ll sit here on the sofa, if that’s all right,” said Barre, and the woman nodded.

      “How are you holding up?” asked Kajsa.

      “It’s terrible, what’s happened. I can’t imagine who would want to harm Marie like this. Have you heard how she is?” The woman’s voice trembled.

      “She’s on her way to hospital in an ambulance with a doctor, so she’s in very good hands,” Barre replied.

      “I couldn’t get any response from her, so I thought she was dead — but then Dr Åkesson arrived and said she was still alive. He rang for an ambulance and the police when he saw that she ...” Hjördis let out a sob, and a single tear rolled down her left cheek. A wrinkled old cheek, weathered, and yet beautiful.

      “Hjördis, we’re from the serious crimes unit in Halland,” said Kajsa, introducing them both to the woman.

      “Well, I should say it was a serious crime,” said Hjördis.

      “We have a few questions, if that’s all right.”

      Hjördis nodded and rested her hands in her lap, her full attention on Kajsa.

      “What made you go round to Marie Persson’s?”

      Hjördis told them about the cats and how hungry they were. “Marie had given me strict instructions not to go out in the dark with my bad hip, so I waited until it got light before heading over. If only I’d gone straight round to Marie when the poor little things turned up here...”

      “Don’t blame yourself for that, Hjördis.”

      The old woman met Kajsa’s gaze with a look of sorrow, and her eyes welled up again.

      “Have you noticed anything out of the ordinary recently? It could be anything at all. Unfamiliar cars, for instance?”

      Hjördis appeared to think it over, then shook her head. “No, I haven’t seen any unusual cars. Not many familiar ones either, for that matter.”

      “Did Marie have company?” Barre asked.

      “Not that she mentioned to me. I’ve never seen anyone visiting, at any rate.”

      “Anything else you can tell us?”

      “Well, there was someone who was rather intrusive – you know, ringing her every five minutes and watching her. I got the feeling that Marie sometimes felt she was being observed.”

      “Do you know who it was?” asked Kajsa, reaching for her notebook.

      “I’m afraid I don’t. I don’t think Marie knew herself who it was. She would have told me if she had.”

      “But how did you know she felt she was being watched?”

      “Marie was quite upset one day when she came round for a cup of coffee – said she felt as if someone was controlling her every move.”

      “What did she say?”

      “She mostly muttered about not wanting to be controlled. I asked her what she meant, because I was worried I’d been intrusive – but then she said she’d been through something, and that I needn’t worry.”

      “When was this?”

      “Just after Christmas … early January, I think.”

      In the middle of their conversation, a small tortoiseshell female cat came and settled in Hjördis’s lap. The other, shaggier cat sat down beside the woman and stared intently at both Kajsa and Barre.

      “They’re keeping watch over me now. I think they took it very hard when Marie was hurt.”

      “You can understand that,” said Kajsa, smiling at the woman. She thought it was plain to see how the two cats had taken their duties very seriously. With any luck, they had been spared witnessing the attack.

      “The poor things wouldn’t come into the house with me when I found Marie on the kitchen floor,” the woman said, stroking the little cat in her lap with one hand and running the other with familiar ease along the shaggy one’s back. “They can stay with me until Marie is home again.”

      “I’m sure both they and Marie will appreciate that,” said Barre.

      “She will be coming home again, won’t she?”

      “It’s probably too soon to say, but we’re keeping our fingers crossed,” Barre replied.

      “Have you noticed anything else that seemed out of the ordinary?” Kajsa asked, tapping her pen against the notepad.

      Hjördis searched her memory again. “What day is it today?”

      “Thursday, February 3rd.”

      “Then it must have been exactly a week ago that I saw a dark figure moving around Marie’s house — though I just assumed it was Marie herself.”

      “Did you ask her about it?”

      “No, I never quite got round to it. And she didn’t say anything about anything unusual happening either. It was most likely Marie out looking for Maja,” said Hjördis, scratching the cat in her lap under the chin.

      “Does Marie spend time with anyone else?”

      “I know she rarely has people over. She works a great deal and has a real passion for cooking and coming up with new dishes. She often asks me to try things. Sometimes Marie comes over with several dishes that I put in the freezer and bring out from time to time for my dinner. Truly wonderful things. She cooks things I could never manage,” said Hjördis, and smiled.

      Kajsa pictured the friendship between Marie Persson and Hjördis Gustavsson in her mind’s eye, and it filled her with warmth.

      “Do you know if Marie Persson ran a sort of food blog?”

      “I know she photographed her dishes and did something with her phone … but how she went about it, I’m afraid I really couldn’t say. I’m not much good with those sorts of contraptions.”

      “Do you happen to know what she called the food blog?”

      Hjördis shook her head, a slightly puzzled look crossing her face.

      “Is there anything else you can tell us?” asked Kajsa.

      “I know Marie had words with someone at the school, but I think that was sorted out.”

      “At the school?”

      “Marie works as a cook at the school in Okome.”

      “Do you know who she had the argument with?”

      “No, she never told me.”

      Kajsa and Barre exchanged a glance. They would follow that up.

      “Is there anything else you feel you’d like to tell us?” Kajsa asked, smiling at the old woman.

      Hjördis appeared to be thinking, and her eyes filled with tears.

      “Do forgive an old woman sitting here weeping, but it’s all so dreadful. Do you think whoever did this to Marie might come for me too?”

      “In all likelihood the attack had something to do with Marie and this person — it probably doesn’t involve you. But if you do feel unsafe, make sure you keep your doors and windows locked. Here’s my card; you can ring me at any time, or call 112. Any hour of the day or night. Better to call once too often.” Barre took out a business card and handed it to Hjördis, who accepted it with a trembling hand.

      “What we’ll do is walk round the house and garden and make sure everything’s as it should be. Is there anyone we can call for you?” Kajsa asked.

      “I think I’ll manage, but it’s kind of you to ask. I’ve been on my own since my husband died many years ago. We had no children, and I have no family left now. I can always ring one of the neighbours further along if I’m really stuck.” Hjördis attempted a smile.

      “You can always ring me, as I said, if anything comes up,” Barre reminded her.

      Kajsa smiled at her colleague, who clearly had a soft spot for this lonely old woman.

      

      Barre and Kajsa left the house and began to circle it, checking the windows and doors. Kajsa walked across to the bins. One of them was not quite in its place, as though someone had pulled it out of its bay. She took hold of it and was just about to lift it back when she noticed something glinting in the gravel. She pulled on her gloves, moved the bin aside and crouched down. On the ground lay some kind of mallet with a wooden handle and a partially metal head. On one side the surface was flat, on the other were raised metal spikes.

      “Barre, what’s this?”

      “Looks like a meat mallet. The sort you use to tenderise and flatten cuts of meat. Is that blood on it?”

      “Yes, on the wooden side. We’ll bag it and take it straight to Sara. This could be the murder weapon.”

      Kajsa’s pulse had quickened. She photographed the spot where the mallet lay, then picked it up and placed it in an evidence bag. Barre noted down the date, time and location, along with a description of the item. Could the old woman be involved?

      “I can see exactly what you’re thinking,” Barre said, “and you can’t be serious.”

      “We mustn’t be naive, Barre. It’s highly unlikely she’s our perpetrator, but we can’t rule her out just yet.”

      

      I watched the police go into her house. The old woman was there with those fucking cats. It was clever of me to hide the mallet at her place. The old woman will get what’s coming to her for keeping her away from me. The small cat noticed me, but luckily the old woman didn’t see. I understand that something has gone very wrong. But she wouldn’t believe me. She wouldn’t listen to what I had to say. She screamed at me to get out of her house, but I felt I had just as much right to be there as the cats. More, even.

      “I have no child,” she screamed, and it felt as if everything went black inside me.

      She had rejected me. I couldn’t leave it like that. It was a matter of life or death. I had already made my mind up about it.
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      Thursday, 3 February 2022

      It had just turned two in the afternoon. Kajsa and Barre had stopped off at Max Burgers and each brought a meal back to the police station. They were now sitting in the staff room. Silence settled between them, the only sounds were the two of them chewing and the odd contented sigh. From the corridor outside came quick footsteps, growing closer. Kajsa had just managed to pop the last bite into her mouth, lean back in her chair, and register that she was pleasantly full.

      “So, this is where you’re hiding. I want an explanation, Kajsa,” said Helena Stridsborg, planting herself in the doorway with her arms folded across her chest.

      “An explanation of what?” Kajsa asked, still chewing.

      “You rejected my call,” Helena barked.

      “Yes, I’m sorry about that. I don’t know what happened, but the line went completely dead and I couldn’t call back either. I had to restart my phone in the car on the way here.” She hoped the white lie would hold.

      Helena Stridsborg faltered and sat down at their table.

      “I see. I can’t blame you for that, then,” said Helena. “But I won’t have you charging off and dealing with things without keeping me informed.”

      “Did Holmström not brief you?” Kajsa asked, and had all but decided that the next calls she made would be to the regional chief of police and to the union.

      “I want to hear it from you directly.”
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