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         The water was crystal clear. Down on the seabed, he saw a crab scuttling for the cover of a tuft of seaweed. He tried to swim. Tried to move his arms and legs the way he’d once learnt to, but they wouldn’t obey him. His body was getting heavier and heavier. As the cool water enveloped his head, his last thought was that he was leaving his beloved behind. How would she cope without him? He had taken it upon himself to look after her. If he’d been able to do that one last thing, he could have offered her another life. But something had got in the way, stopping him from carrying out his plan. Now it was too late.

      

   


   
      
         
            1
   

         

         Uddevalla’s majestic suspension bridge towered ahead of him as Dennis Wilhelmson stepped on the gas and felt himself being pushed back into his seat. His sports car flew nimbly across the dramatic coastal landscape. The gateway to his beloved Bohuslän opened up and the tingling sensation in his stomach told him that he’d made the right decision after all. The situation at work had got out of hand. He had sacrificed his life – almost literally – out of loyalty to the force and his colleagues. For that, he had been rewarded with the offer of a move from the SWAT team in Gothenburg, which he had been a part of for more than ten years, to a desk job in little Töreboda. They had utterly flattened him. Disappointment and rage raced through his veins once again. For a while now, every day had felt the same. He’d had to break out of the pattern to avoid losing his mind. That was no exaggeration. Taking a leave of absence and returning to the island paradise of his childhood – Smögen – had, in the end, been his only way out, the only way to find time to think. Yesterday, he’d handed in his firearm and his badge. Then he’d gone to collect the car that had more or less cleaned out his savings. But the intoxication he felt every time he pushed his foot to the floor was worth every penny.

         He left the E6 motorway and turned off towards the little fishing settlements that lined the coast of Sotenäs. Far too late, he spotted a police speed check on the side of the road. He slowed down. Lucky this time. They were just packing up. He spotted a female officer with a blonde plait hanging from underneath her cap, and the neck of a male colleague who was just climbing into the car. ‘Jesus!’ he thought to himself and turned around. That must have been Paul Hammarberg. His childhood friend and foe. They had gone surfing, sailing, water-skiing and partying together. Both had been so-called leaders of their respective gangs, which during the late eighties had run things in Smögen and Kungshamn. They were involved in constant – albeit light-hearted – conflict with each other. Including about Eva. He pictured her in front of him. Her long, black hair sparkling in bright sunshine.

         Paul had always made sure to point out that Dennis wasn’t from the coast. That he was a holidaymaker just like all the others who spent a couple of warm summer weeks in Smögen every year. Dennis didn’t feel at all like one of them at all though, and he’d always hated it when Paul brought that up. Now he could sense those old feelings welling up inside him once again.

         His phone rang. He glanced down at its screen. ‘Cleuda Private Mobile,’ it read. He let it ring, didn’t answer. Turned up the music instead. God only knows what I’d be without you. Carl – the youngest Beach Boy – had a penetrating voice. Dennis rolled slowly over the bridge linking Kungshamn, on the mainland, and the island of Smögen. At the bridge’s highest point, he glanced eastwards, looking down over Kungshamn and Tången, then westward, towards Hasselösund and the smooth granite coast of Sandön. This view from the bridge was the world’s most beautiful. He was quite sure of that. The sun beat down on his convertible and the sky and sea alike shimmered in wonderful shades of blue. Summer blue. For the first time ever, there was nothing he had to do. For a long time to come. It was going to be his best summer since his youth. Back then it had all been about the music, the surfing, friends and girls. This time around he was more looking forward to swimming, peace and quiet, and writing. And he was going to steer clear of women. That spring he’d been hurt badly and it wasn’t something he was planning to experience ever again. He had lost everything because of her. His self-esteem, his job, his career, his happiness. Everything except his savings, which had stubbornly stayed put while everything else crumbled. Now though, he’d put almost all of them into a car. He still hadn’t worked out how he was going to support himself.

         The phone rang again. This time it was Åke Strömberg.

         ‘Yes, I’ve arrived. Do you want to meet straight away? Okay! I’ll come to you.’

         Eva had chosen Åke. Right under the noses of both him and Paul, Åke had suddenly sailed in one summer and laid claim to her. At first, Dennis had been devastated, but gradually he and Åke had ended up becoming friends. Åke had a great personality, constantly involved in crazy antics. It was no surprise that Eva had fallen for him. He’d had to reluctantly admit that. The couple now had a little daughter, Vera. In recent years, they and Dennis had had sporadic contact, but this summer they were going to hang out together again, like the old days. He was really looking forward to it.

         
            SMÖGEN, 2 NOVEMBER 1837
   

            The westerly storm that struck Sotenäs was merciless, battering everything that got in its way. For almost forty-eight hours, it had harvested vessels from near and far, each ruthlessly smashed to pieces on rocks and skerries. The shoreline homesteaders’ shacks clung tightly to the relatively sheltered leeward side of Kleven Island that looked out towards Smögen’s fishing harbour. Every now and then, though, the powerful gusts threatened to carry roofs with them as they continued on their path of destruction.
   

            Carl-Henrik looked at his wife Anna-Katarina, who, despite being almost ready to give birth to their first child, was as thin as a dandelion stalk. He was worried about how she would cope with the challenge ahead. She was now lying resting on the kitchen bench, which he had cobbled together from driftwood recovered from Kleven’s little inlets when calm returned after days of windy weather. Her cheeks were sunken in the way that only starvation can cause in a young person’s face. She would soon turn twenty, and so far reality’s belligerent bearing had offered them a hard life, far removed from youthful dreams of happy family life.
   

            Carl-Henrik poured a little of the heather tea flavoured with dried blackberries and raspberry leaves. He did not have much more to offer now. Before the storm had taken them hostage he had managed to catch a couple of mackerels, which he’d fried on the fire. That was three days ago now, and Anna-Katarina must have been so hungry that her insides were screaming, yet she said nothing. As soon as the storm died down he would head out again.
   

            He was determined that one day he would give her everything she dreamed of. He didn’t know how, but every day he would think of ways he might be rewarded for what the sea and the islands had to give. The life of a poor shoreline homesteader was not what he had promised her dying father as he asked for Anna-Katarina’s hand in marriage.
   

         

         Åke Strömberg was a tall man. His entire presence radiated a calm and self-confidence that Dennis envied. Over time, Dennis had become a respected police officer, and there were certainly lots of people who had praised his courage in the field. But Åke’s aura seemed somehow to come from inside of him. It was unshakeable. Dennis had always struggled to maintain a positive self-image. Perhaps the difference was in their upbringing. Åke grew up in a stable family where both parents put their all into their only son, and he’d never had to compete for attention. Dennis, meanwhile, had never met his father, nor even got to find out who he was. One day he would find that out. But not yet.

         ‘Hey Dennis,’ Åke said as he embraced him.

         Dennis reciprocated and it felt great to see his old friend again. It was easy to be happy around him, and somehow he was able to get people to see the best in themselves.

         ‘I’ll grab us both a beer,’ said Åke. ‘I take it you’re skint as usual,’ he laughed as he headed for the bar at The Surfers Inn.

         Dennis sat down at one of the tables in the sun. There was still warmth in the evening sunshine and in the little yard between the buildings. Several of the tables were empty, but in the mornings you could hardly get a seat. People would sit on walls and benches all over the place to get a cup of invigorating coffee.

         ‘I’ve got something big coming up,’ said Åke as he put down the tray, on which the beers had also been joined by a couple of hamburgers with jalapeños and a selection of different sauces. The excitement in his eyes was unmistakable.

         ‘So, what have you dreamt up now?’ Dennis said with a smile. He was used to Åke’s adventures, which sometimes ended up coming to nothing, but which could sometimes actually be interesting.

         ‘I’ve found parts of the wreckage from St Anna,’ Åke whispered, glancing around to reassure himself that no one else was in earshot.

         ‘You don’t say,’ said Dennis, who’d never heard of the ship.

         ‘She ran aground off Kleven in autumn 1837, and since then no one’s ever seen any wreckage nor any sign of her cargo.’

         ‘But now you’ve found her?’ Dennis said sceptically. ‘How can you be sure that it’s St Anna and, if it is, what is it that’s so special about her?’

         ‘She has a fantastic history,’ Åke enthused. ‘And I was going to ask if you fancied coming out for an evening dive right away so that I can show you.’

         Dennis went quiet for a moment before he responded.

         ‘Åke, that really sounds like a lot of fun, but I literally just got here and I need a day to settle in. Can’t we do it tomorrow? I’ll get my gear from Johan’s and I can join you after that.’

         As Åke ran his hand through his dark brown hair, Dennis could see the disappointment in his friend’s face, but he hoped he’d understand. Åke had never had the patience to wait for things. What he cared about was now.

         ‘No worries,’ Åke smiled, eventually. ‘I go out at least once a day so there’ll be plenty of chances over the summer.’

         As they parted, Åke seemed to have got over his disappointment. The rascal in him shone through once more and Dennis could see him heading briskly towards the jetty beyond the harbour where his boat was waiting.

          
   

         It was a bright evening. In countless crevices in the smooth pink granite, the breeze whipped the sea thrifts’ pink blooms back and forth. Dennis smiled as the wind swirled through his hair. He skipped expertly across the rocks, easily identifying the best spots to plant his feet as he moved. Most of the cracks and rock formations had been imprinted in his memory for a long time. In Makrillviken’s natural basin, there was no sign of any jellyfish. In high summer it could be an altogether different story, depending on where the wind was coming from. He jumped in from the steps and swam a few strokes beneath the surface. The nights were still cold but the days had brought the water up to a temperature that, while definitely refreshing, was comfortable. When his head resurfaced, he spotted a tern diving for a fish a little way in front of him. This summer was going to be fantastic. He grabbed the ladder and lifted himself effortlessly out of the water, then sat a while wrapped in his towel, looking towards the sun, which was hanging in the northwest above a shifting pink horizon.

         Once he’d had a decent dose of the evening light he put his clothes on and briskly walked back towards the jetty to warm up again. His landlady lived up on Friskens Väg. He stopped by her letterbox to fish out the envelope containing the keys and the house rules. Her name was Gunnel, and she wasn’t going to be home today, so he was going to have to manage on his own. She’d said he could stay in the basement room, which she’d also planned to rent out for the summer, but that was in a different price category altogether. So instead, he’d decided to rent the fishing boat that had come with the house when she bought it. Home for now, then, was an old fishing boat named Delores, and for five-hundred crowns a month she was his for the summer. His sister had shaken her head when he’d told her about his accommodation. She’d offered to put him up in her house, but Dennis wasn’t into the idea of spending the whole summer surrounded by screaming kids and dirty nappies. Meeting them every now and then would be more than enough.

         He found himself alongside the boat. Using the little key that was in the envelope, he unlocked the wheelhouse and stepped inside. He sat down at the table that was half covered with a stack of ring-bound nautical charts. The table could be folded down, and then, with a cushion on top, it transformed into a generous berth, along with the two benches on either side. To set the mood, Dennis got out a bottle of Barbadian rum. It was decorated with a jute net that someone had woven. He lit the paraffin lamp and poured a little of the honey-coloured drink into a glass. Then he slumped down with a cushion behind his back.

          
   

         Anthony Parker leaned his head back in his airliner seat. He’d been on a fair few domestic flights over the years. Usually to his sister in Miami; but never transatlantic – to Europe. From the outside, he probably looked calm and relaxed, but inside the butterflies were flitting around his stomach like crazy, giving him a feeling of vertigo that was almost enjoyable. Newark Airport had been busy as usual, but he’d had time to sit a while by the enormous panoramic window that frames the city’s skyline, just enjoying the view. New York had been his city ever since he moved from the country and the family farm, to Greenwich Village, almost forty years ago. Back then, in the seventies, it had been a place in decline. But later, thanks to a couple of mayors whose engagement went above and beyond, and the fascination with which many people regarded the city, it had found its feet again and with each passing year things just kept getting better. Sure, Anthony missed some of the old rough diamonds – jazz clubs and clubs that were no longer around. The sorts of places that didn’t fit in the new, glamorous metropolis. He had enjoyed a good life, but his lifestyle hadn’t given him the opportunity to start a family. Excuses, maybe, but he was approaching sixty and was still on his own.

         Under his seat he could feel his box, or rather one of the boxes – the most important one. There was more material in his checked-in luggage and in the overhead compartment. He’d managed to bring almost all of it. Letters, photographs and documents that somehow deserved to see Swedish soil once more. He was going to do the thing he’d always dreamt of. When his parents passed away, the thoughts had become more insistent. His maternal grandparents both died while he was still in his teens, and at the time he hadn’t really understood just what had been lost. Mother had never wanted to show Father just how interested she was in her childhood home. Maybe she was worried about scaring him, or making him sad. Now Anthony was flying close to her, amongst the clouds. Perhaps she could see where he was heading, perhaps that would make her happy. ‘You would like Sweden,’ she had once told him as a child. He’d asked her why. ‘One day you will see for yourself,’ she’d replied with a mournful twinkle in her eye.

          
   

         Dennis must have been asleep for ages before he was woken up by the boat rocking. Someone was outside on the deck. A dark shadow fell across the cabin. The door opened slowly and some of the chill evening air slipped inside.

         ‘Hello there!’ called a voice. Dennis squinted towards the opening, where a woman had just stuck her head in.

         ‘Eva, what are you doing here?’ His half-awake voice sounded gruffer than he intended. ‘Weren’t you going to Skäret tonight?’ His eyes were still only half open.

         Hasse, the man in charge of renting out all the rooms on Smögen each summer, would treat his landlords to a kick-off event at the start of the season. Eva and her mother were always invited, and it was usually a fun evening. Lots of families happily rented out their basement rooms to holidaymakers during the summer season to earn a bit of extra cash.

         ‘Yes, but Åke never showed up and I couldn’t leave Vera alone. When Mum got home I asked her to come over for a while; I needed to get out for a bit.

         ‘Where’s Åke then? What time is it?’

         ‘I came here to ask you if you’d seen him.’ Her voice seemed forlorn. ‘It’s nearly midnight and he still hasn’t come home.’

         ‘Would you like one?’ Dennis pointed to the rum bottle but Eva shook her head. ‘Åke and I had a beer, but he was going to take the boat out so we were only together a short while. I went for a dip in Makrillviken and then I walked back along the jetty, but I haven’t seen him since.’

         Eva’s dark hair glimmered in the light of the paraffin lamp. Her eyes were red, yet Dennis was struck by the fact that she was still just as beautiful as ever.

         ‘It’s that wreck,’ she sighed sorrowfully. ‘Åke has become completely obsessed with it. He reckons no one else has found it, despite it being nearly two hundred years since she sank.’

         Dennis glanced sideways at Eva, to avoid having to meet her gaze head-on. He desperately hoped that nothing had happened. Åke was an accomplished diver, and he wouldn’t go taking any unnecessary risks.
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Harbour master Neo Waltersson fastened the top gold button on his shirt and put the Captain’s cap onto his head. Overkill, perhaps, but since returning to a life on dry land more than a decade earlier, he’d spent his summers working in the marina. And, if he was forced to admit what it was deep down that made him dutifully step up, it would be that feeling he got putting on the uniform. Every morning at seven, he would be down on the jetty, were he’d stay until he was relieved – in time for eleven o’clock coffee – by the younger harbour staff. They would wander around in faded polo shirts with some tacky logo on the back, but he wouldn’t be seen dead in something like that.

His wife Greta snuck up behind him and gently ran her hands across his epaulettes.

‘Everything will be fine soon, you’ll see,’ she said reassuringly. She knew him well and was well aware of what was causing the deep furrows in his forehead.

‘Hmm,’ he muttered, to express his scepticism. Neo had two great passions in life. One was the sea, and the other was his youngest daughter Maya. When it came to the sea, he felt that the love had been both reciprocal and uncomplicated. The sea had given him the chance to support his family, just as it had his father and grandfather. Admittedly, his time at sea had brought him plenty of surprises. He recalled one autumn when he’d ended up in a storm out in the Atlantic that he would never forget. And the time they’d been in a little harbour on one of the smaller Caribbean islands and suddenly been boarded by pirates and threatened with handguns. Overall, though, his passion for the sea had given his life meaning and a joy that nothing else could come close to. Apart from Maya.

He had three daughters. The two oldest had never given him any headaches. When they were small, his wife had dutifully taken care of them, since he spent long periods away at sea. Both had later qualified as nurses and the oldest had married a fireman, the middle one a policeman. They were both settled with their families on the mainland.

His youngest daughter Maya had come as something of a surprise when he was about to turn fifty. In the middle of labour, the doctor had decided on an emergency caesarean. While Greta lay unconscious after the operation, Neo had sat holding the little girl to his chest for hours. He had been completely smitten by the beautiful infant face snoozing peacefully in his arms. Now and then, he’d shed a tear, then wipe it away quickly with the back of his hand. Ever since, Maya had been a part of him. She was there, under his skin. When Maya cried, he felt sadness, and when she laughed his heart sang. It was as if they were physically joined together. He did all he could to keep her out of harm’s way and for the first time he had scheduled his trips so that he was always home for Christmas, her birthdays and on special occasions like the last day of term or her confirmation. His wife had taken care of all that with the two older girls. Maya’s hair had been as white as milk, falling either side of her large green eyes. Looking into them, he always knew he would do anything for her. Now though, everything had changed. Last summer, she’d come home one day with dyed-black hair and explained how she was going to drop out of her nursing degree and start at art college instead. She was moving into a building next to the college where the school rented out rooms to students. During the autumn and winter, he hardly saw his daughter. But then, last Friday, she’d just suddenly turned up at dinner and asked to move into the basement rooms which they’d been planning to let out to summer guests. At first Neo had said no, but his wife had talked him round. The children are always welcome home, she’d said. He’d backed down, but the tension in the house since she’d moved in was pushing him to breaking point. All he really wanted was to take her in his arms and hug her, but he couldn’t bring himself to touch her or even look in her direction.

He closed the door behind himself and walked down towards the jetty. The jetty was his safe haven. Where everything was normal. He needed that calm now. That dry-land calm that had once made him so restless.

Despite the June sun warming the red rocks that stuck up between the boathouses, the summer visitors were not yet strolling along the Smögen jetty in any great numbers. At the height of the season, the green-painted benches affixed to the cliffs were full of sailors and tourists from around the world. Neo walked his usual route. By the ice-cream kiosk, he saw a crumpled drinks carton and a napkin stuffed between two planks. He picked up the litter and chucked it in the bin. There was only one rubbish bag in there. Must’ve been the Norwegian couple who arrived last night, he thought to himself. He’d noticed they were up early. Why? he wondered. With a motorboat like that they would be able to sail all the way up and down the whole coast of Bohuslän in a couple of hours – surely they weren’t that stressed. Or perhaps that’s exactly what they were? In summertime, lots of large motorboats lined the boardwalk jetty, often flying a Norwegian flag. It was frightening, the money they had. Yet, they still moaned about the harbour fees, which admittedly were rather higher for the largest boats. One of his son-in-laws would entertain himself by looking up the models on the boat manufacturers’ websites and checking what they cost. Jealous Neo certainly was not. He had his wooden skiff that he’d inherited from his father. Now that was a real boat.

He turned his wizened face to the sun, puffed gently on the pipe hanging from the corner of his mouth and continued his purposeful stroll along the planks of the boardwalk, which glittered in silvery grey tones after years of weathering by salt water and wind. Suddenly he heard something that sent a chill through his bones. The still morning air was pierced by a hysterical scream. From the harbour. Neo bit down hard on the pipe’s mouthpiece and rushed over to the quay’s edge. In the water below was a woman, flailing her arms wildly. Her head kept disappearing beneath the water and reappearing again. Neo jumped on board the motorboat, clambered down onto the swim platform at the stern, bent down and grabbed hold of her. His strong hand got a firm grip close to her armpit and he dragged her towards the ladder. Floating right alongside was a male body. Its face, and its blankly staring eyes, were turned towards the heavens.

 

Jacqueline Bijou opened the shutters and looked out at the terrace. In front of her, the green mountains rolled down towards the Mediterranean and she could see where its beautiful blue met the sky. A waft of Provencal herbs filled her nostrils. Alphonse was still lying in bed and the light she let into the room illuminated his beautiful young form. She could not grasp why she had even countenanced the idea of living a monogamous relationship with one man her whole life. Despite her husband being ten years her junior, in recent years he’d started looking and acting like a boring old man. Alphonse could give her something altogether different, and freedom. They had only a silent agreement – that there was no agreement. Their relationship suited her down to the ground.

She had never met her father, Francois Bijou. Although, she had been christened Jacqueline after her paternal grandmother. That was the extent of her father’s contribution when it came to taking responsibility for her. She had never met him, never missed him. Then, a couple of years ago, she found out that he’d passed away, leaving behind a house up in the mountains above Nice. Many times, her mother had revealed her bitterness at being left just days before she was to give birth to their child. But what did she expect? A holiday romance in Nice, where was that ever going to lead? When her mother died a few years earlier, she left nothing to Jacqueline. Apart from a pair of gold earrings which Jacqueline sold as soon as she realised they were actually worth a few thousand crowns. Sentimentality really wasn’t Jacqueline’s thing. It wasn’t that she’d actually needed the money. Her company was doing well now. She had bought the house on Smögen with her own savings, for her and her husband. He only earned a paltry council worker’s salary that didn’t even cover the monthly handbag purchases that Jacqueline deemed necessary. How he was going to manage after the divorce she had no idea, but she planned to live her life now. She deserved that.

She would be turning fifty that autumn, but in body and soul she was like Alphonse – twenty-five, max. That was something he had told her repeatedly in French, not least the night before. She looked at him again and smiled. It did feel a bit of a shame that she had to fly to Sweden today, but she couldn’t bear to leave her husband over the phone. After almost eight years of marriage, it was only right that she tell him face to face. And she didn’t want to miss the expression on his face when he got the message. God, it was going to feel good afterwards. She had promised Alphonse that he would be able to stay in the house while she was away. It was only a week, and it was going to fly by. In the meantime, he had two beachwear collection shows to attend. One at Galeries Lafayette in Nice, and one at Jimmy’z Monte-Carlo in Monaco. Amazing post-show parties would be organized, so he would certainly be keeping busy. She would have liked to go herself, especially to Jimmy’z, but that would have to wait until next week. There would always be parties and shows, and in the future she was going to be there. Her jewellery was now being worn by pretty much all the top models and that was the main thing.

Bertrand had placed a silver tray laden with a jug of grape juice and warm croissants on a table out on the terrace. She could see him down in the garden, carefully pruning rosebushes and trees. What would she have done without him? He took care of the house, the kitchen and the garden. Age had gnarled his body, but the enthusiasm he radiated was unmistakeable. The lawyers handling the estate had explained that Bertrand had been employed in the house for so many years that no one really knew how long it had been, not even Bertrand himself. She picked up one of the croissants but left the grape juice untouched. Instead, she poured herself a glass of rosé from an already-opened bottle that was lying in the wine chiller and sat down in one of the rattan chairs. Soon she would be driving down to Nice Airport, but on French roads, a couple of glasses of wine are no problem whatsoever. And it would be a good while until she reached Gothenburg Landvetter Airport where her estate car was waiting. She felt butterflies in her stomach and laughed to herself at the view, which took her breath away each morning when she woke up, and every evening when she returned home. How her life had changed these past few years! She had left behind a grey daily grind, and instead forged an existence filled with glamorous clothes, luxury cars and restaurants full of beautiful people. She loved it.

 

The boardwalk was cordoned off and passers-by had gathered by the blue and white incident tape. A female police officer stood directing them around the buildings to come out again on the other side of the cordon, but no one seemed to be particularly interested in moving on. Harbour master Neo Waltersson had helped the woman in the water up into the boat’s cabin, where her husband had swathed her in blankets. She was still wearing her wet swimsuit, but both of them seemed incapable of doing anything about it. The woman’s body was shaking. An air ambulance hovered overhead and a stretcher was lowered down. The man was placed into the basket and was now being winched skywards. Neo watched the events playing out. He had said on the phone that the man was dead, but the woman on the other end had explained that it could only be regarded as a suspected death, and that only a doctor could actually confirm it. This wasn’t the first time he’d seen the air ambulance in action. The last time had been the summer before, when a group of young lads were diving from Hästen – a popular but treacherous cliff just outside Vallevik’s bay. For one of the young men, the dive had gone wrong. The helicopter had picked him up in the same fashion. Neo didn’t know what had happened after that.

‘Paul Hammarberg, Kungshamn Police.’ Neo recognised the officer approaching him with his hand outstretched.

‘Harbour master Neo Waltersson,’ he replied in a voice full of authority.

‘I would like you to come down to the station and give a statement this afternoon,’ the policeman continued, in no way acknowledging the fact that he recognised Neo. He spoke in a professional, pleasant manner, but there was no mistaking who he thought was the higher ranked.

‘Sure, I can do that,’ Neo replied, in the same forceful voice. He felt that this was turning out to be one of the most interesting days in a long while, but neither his eyes nor his expression gave that away. Beyond the cordon, he could see that more people had gathered. He recognised several of them.

A diver tumbled backwards into the water from the coast guard dinghy. You won’t find much there, Neo thought to himself. The harbour was free of rubbish, because the diving club had staged its traditional competition the week before. First, the harbour is divided equally among all the entrants. Then, each diver picks up rubbish from within their zone and places it on a tarpaulin on the boardwalk. After two hours, the rubbish from each tarp is weighed, the diver with the heaviest haul is declared the winner. In the days that follow, the junk is left on the boardwalk and lots of people out for a stroll stop to look. Plenty of bikes, cars, beer cans and bottles usually surface, but right now the seabed was probably clean.

Neo headed up the boardwalk towards dry land and the ‘Old Boys’ Club’. Soon, the old men would all be sitting there on that bench, waiting to hear what he’d been up to. He was looking forward to seeing them.

 

Standing by the cordon on the boardwalk, Dennis had just seen the stretcher disappearing up towards the helicopter. He took a good look at his surroundings. Standing on the other side of the tape was Björn, his sister’s husband. He was busy scrolling through photos on his digital camera, so he didn’t see Dennis. ‘So they’ve arrived at the house now,’ he thought to himself. Friday was Midsummer Eve and his sister had probably already started preparing everything. Knowing her, she’d have bought all the food in the supermarket. He’d call her later. There would be no morning swim today. He turned around and walked up between the buildings.

 

Victoria had filled the fridge with all kinds of goodies and had made the place summery with a few bunches of cornflowers she’d put in tall vases. She was on parental leave, but her schedule was even busier now than it had been while she was still at work.

When it turned out that she was pregnant again, so soon after Theo was born, she’d set about softening Björn up, and that autumn they had decided to finally buy a little house on Smögen. The inheritance Björn got from his father had swung it. You only live once, and this was her lifelong dream. Since she was little, she’d spent the best weeks of every summer on Smögen, and now she’d be doing it in the family’s own little house. She’d been pregnant all winter, and well into spring, and Björn had worked like a dog to do the place up and make it habitable. It was a traditional wooden fisherman’s cottage with a little glass veranda porch. The ground floor had housed the kitchen and two smaller rooms, which Björn had opened up into a single large living room. The existing kitchen was old, with low worktops, so Victoria, who was tall, had insisted they install a new one. She’d chosen an old-fashioned white kitchen so as not to ruin the feel altogether. The old wood burner had been left in one corner and when Björn got round to it they were going to check if it was usable.

Little Anna scooted across the living room floor in her baby walker, sucking on one of her brother’s toy cars. Theo was a year older and had already been absorbed into the magical world of YouTube. Now he was sitting in their white sofa, wrapped in blankets, watching Bob the Builder in Japanese. She couldn’t grasp why it was that he seemed to prefer Russian and Japanese versions of children’s programmes, but she had to admit that perhaps the songs did seem a bit more upbeat and happier in those languages.

Björn had headed out early for a stroll along the boardwalk. She was delighted that he was starting to get into the swing of Smögen life. Wherever he went, his camera would be slung over one shoulder.

‘Dada, dada!’ she heard Theo call out in the veranda, where he’d rushed to meet his dad who was just coming in.

‘Hello! Could you come here a sec?’ Björn called to Victoria.

Björn’s cheeks were red above his now almost completely silver beard. When they first met, he’d had jet-black hair, with flecks of grey around the temples. Now, though, his hair and beard were grey with the odd black streak. He was wearing his dad’s old captain’s cap, which he thought looked good, but she felt made him look like a children’s TV presenter from the seventies.

‘They’ve found a drowned man, just down here, this morning,’ said Björn. He sounded out of breath. ‘Dennis was on the other side of the cordon, but I don’t think he saw me. I had the camera with me so I took a few pictures. It didn’t feel right, but I couldn’t help it. I had the right lens on so they came out pretty well.’

Victoria checked the camera display and zoomed in on a picture where the face was more visible. She turned the camera ninety degrees to see that picture the right way up.

‘Put your glasses on,’ Björn said a bit irritably. She was always trying to manage without because she couldn’t be bothered to look for them. She’d got very long-sighted in recent years.

‘Jesus! That must be Sebbe,’ Victoria exclaimed once she’d got her glasses on.

‘Sebbe? Who’s Sebbe?’ Björn still hadn’t got to know everyone and his memory wasn’t much help.

‘Sofie’s lad. You know Sofie, friend of Maya’s.’

Björn had no idea who Sofie or Maya were, but nodded to show that he was trying to keep up.

‘Hmm,’ said Victoria, who was now lost in her thoughts. A foreboding feeling inside told her that this summer wasn’t going to turn out the way she’d planned, but she’d promised herself to stop being so pessimistic – something Björn sometimes accused her of. She wanted to call her brother, Dennis. He must’ve arrived last night. But why hadn’t he called straight away?

 

Eva’s and her parents’ houses were next to each other and shared a garden – although ‘garden’ might be overstating it. Out on Smögen they were usually called yards. There was a little lawn between the two houses where a few toys, including Vera’s bobby car, lay strewn about. The yard was surrounded by a spindly wooden fence, painted light blue. It took a while for Eva to open. She was wearing a red dressing gown over her pyjamas.

‘Ganny, ganny’ called a little girl’s voice, that had to be Vera.

‘No, Vera, Granny’s coming later. This is Dennis, Mummy’s friend,’ Eva explained. Vera looked pleased. Her eyes were full of mischief.

‘Can I come in?’ Dennis asked.

‘Sure!’ Eva said, without any enthusiasm. It didn’t look like she’d slept at all.

Dennis sat down on the living room sofa. The lace curtains were carefully draped across the windows, providing some privacy but not doing anything to keep out the morning sunshine.

‘Is Åke back?’ Dennis asked, trying to make eye contact with Eva but she avoided his stare.

‘No, the police and the coast guard have been searching with boats and helicopters all night, but nothing yet. I’ve called Missing People, they’re planning a volunteer search this afternoon if the police haven’t found him by then.’

‘I saw that in a Facebook post,’ said Dennis. ‘Me and the guys from the band were planning to join in.’ He might have been on leave from the police, but as a private citizen he wanted to do everything possible to find Åke. That morning he’d run out to Kleven’s furthest point to see if he could see anything out towards Penningskär’s rocky coastline. But both the sea itself and the inlets around Kleven appeared calm and empty. He hadn’t seen Åke’s boat either.

There was a knock at the front door, and Eva went to open it.

‘Hi Eva,’ said the policeman at the door. Dennis immediately recognised Paul Hammarberg’s voice. A female officer behind him introduced herself as Sandra Haraldsson, from Kungshamn Police.

‘Have you found him?’ Eva asked impatiently.

‘Can we come in?’ Paul and Sandra slipped past her through the glass veranda and sat down at the kitchen table. Eva sat down opposite.

‘Eva, a body was found in the harbour this morning. But it wasn’t Åke. We just wanted to let you know before the Smögen jungle telegraph gets going. Misunderstandings happen so easily. We’re still looking for Åke, but for the time being there’s no need for you to be worried. I’m sure he’ll turn up soon.’ The female colleague gave Paul a subtle glance.

Eva nodded, but at the same time she could not control her tears. The policewoman walked around the table and put her arm around her.

‘There, there,’ she said. ‘He’ll be back with you soon enough,’ she said.

Eva shook off the woman’s arm, clearly demonstrating that she didn’t believe it. She turned around to see what her daughter was up to. Vera had climbed up onto the sofa with Dennis and was looking at a picture book. Dennis was reading one of Gunilla Wolde’s Thomas stories about a trip to the beach.

Paul also peered into the living room and caught sight of Dennis. His expression immediately turned into a frown.

‘Dennis, it would be best if you left now,’ he said. ‘Eva needs some peace and quiet.’ Dennis looked up. Professionally, they’d never shown that they knew each other. When they’d attended the same events over the years, they’d both skilfully avoided any contact.

‘It would be best if you left now,’ Eva cut in, sending Paul an icy stare.

Dennis noticed Paul’s irritation, but he did as he was told. He and his colleague turned around and headed back out to the waiting police car.


SMÖGEN, 2 NOVEMBER 1837

The door slammed shut behind her. Sitting on the floor next to the kitchen bench, Anna-Katarina’s face was dripping with sweat despite the air in the shack being both cold and damp. Her hair was plastered to her face, so he could barely see her. Carl-Henrik rushed over and tried to push the strands away.

‘Breathe, my love,’ he said.

‘Yes!’ she screamed. A scream he recognised from his childhood; one he’d heard as he watched his father help his mother give birth to his younger siblings. Anna-Katarina screamed again. Had he not been so familiar with the sound he might well have thought that she was about to die, but thus far everything seemed to be in order.

‘Wait here, I won’t be long,’ he said calmly, then stood up to leave. She looked at him with desperation in her eyes. He stroked her head and tried to reassure her with his calm stare.

He ran outside and headed towards the Merchant’s Hut, just a few steps away. The hut looked for all the world like the one he and Anna-Katarina shared, but got its name because its owner, Herr Kreutz, worked as a merchant unlike Carl-Henrik, who could not call himself anything besides a simple shoreline homesteader. Without knocking, he opened the door and stepped inside.

‘It’s time,’ he said, staring at the merchant’s family, who had just sat down to eat their soup.

‘We’re eating,’ said Herr Kreutz, without looking up from his bowl.

Fru Kreutz sniggered at her husband and then walked over to a cupboard where she stored the linen. All five children looked over at Carl-Henrik and their eyes lit up. He immediately felt embarrassed.

‘Take these with you, and warm some water in the pot,’ she said. ‘I’ll be there soon.’



Paul Hammarberg was sitting at his desk. The police station had recently relocated to the outskirts of Kungshamn, in an industrial estate that backed onto the taxi rank and an electrical company. He would have much preferred it to have stayed in the centre of town, near the harbour. Anyway, he was now station commander and his police badge was his pride and joy. It didn’t make that much of a difference where it was. He had just spoken to Camilla Stålberg, head of CID in Gothenburg, who had insisted on sending reinforcements. He had tried to explain that he could manage quite happily on his own, but she’d ignored him. Forensics had not ruled out the possibility that Sebastian Svensson’s death was the result of a crime. That was why they wanted an experienced investigating officer in charge. Sandra interrupted his thoughts when she stuck her head into the room.

‘Did you bring lunch today?’ she asked. Paul had been quiet on the way back from visiting Eva, and it looked as though Sandra was trying to cheer him up before the interviews got underway after lunch.

‘Er, yes, yes I’ve got some food with me,’ he replied. His wife Agneta had put the leftovers from yesterday’s cabbage pudding, including potatoes and gravy into a tub. There were already some lingonberries in the station’s fridge. Agneta made sure that there was always a jar handy. In his youth, Paul had been a physically fit, trim guy. The windsurfing and the weights had kept him in shape, but in recent years, since the kids arrived, the training had waned and his stomach had gradually acquired a much rounder form. The fact that it pressed against the desk as he sat down to type annoyed him. One of these days he was going to do something about it. But it would have to wait. For the time being, he was reasonably happy with his appearance and he hadn’t had any complaints either.

The phone rang. It was Miriam Morten, from forensic medicine. Paul answered and gestured to Sandra that he’d join her shortly. When, after the call, he emerged into the kitchen, he sat down at the table. Sandra had laid a place for both of them and put both their lunches in the microwave.

‘What do you make of it?’ asked Sandra, ‘did he fall in under the influence and drown, or do you think it might be suspicious?’

Sandra was a trainee officer from close to Lysekil who had been posted with him for a six-month period. She wasn’t as clever or experienced as he was, but she was cheerful and ambitious. The best part was that she’d taken a lot of routine work off his hands throughout the spring – things he was rather overqualified for.

‘Miriam from forensics just called and said that Sebastian was sedated when he ended up in the water,’ Paul said mechanically.

‘So now we’re looking at a murder inquiry?’ Sandra stated.

‘No, we don’t know,’ Paul replied quickly. ‘Who would want to kill a young lad like Sebastian?’ he continued, staring at his lunch, which was still rotating inside the microwave.

‘His girlfriend, perhaps?’ Sandra speculated, ‘or her father. Maybe Sofie’s dad wasn’t happy with Sebastian as a potential son-in-law, or indeed heir to his fortune. They might have had issues that we don’t know about.’

‘Why does all this mischief happen on Smögen? That’s always where the burglaries, pickpocketing and all that other shit goes on. And now possibly a murder,’ Paul snapped.

‘Well, things do happen in other places too,’ Sandra replied, ‘not least in Kungshamn.’ She knew about the constant rivalry between the permanent residents of Smögen and Kungshamn, but she didn’t want to add to it or encourage Paul to share his thoughts on the subject.

‘I can call Sofie’s father, ask him to come in so we can interview him later this afternoon. So that would be him and Harbour master Neo. Then we’ll have to see where those conversations might take us.’ Sandra continued.

‘Hmm,’ muttered Paul, still chewing on his last mouthful of lunch. Seriously tasty. No one could come close to Agnetha when it came to traditional cooking.

‘That sounds good,’ he replied once he’d swallowed. But a murder inquiry landing on his desk right now was the worst timing imaginable. Agneta would go nuts if he didn’t start his annual leave on Friday as he’d promised. Somehow, he was going to have to try to prove forensics wrong, so that they could rule out a crime. Sebastian had probably had too much of some lethal internet drug and then it had all gone wrong. The idea of a murderer running around the area was most unlikely. Hopefully, the afternoon’s interviews would support his theories about that.

‘Could you sort out some coffee for the interview room?’ he asked Sandra, before leaving the table without taking his plate or his glass.

 

Dennis locked the door of the wheelhouse and jumped onto the jetty, which only had room for one larger boat. He was on his way to his landlady to pay the first instalment of his rent.

‘How long will you be around?’ came a voice from the boathouse nearest to Delores. Dennis turned around, walked over to the open door and looked inside. A man wearing a captain’s cap, with a trimmed white beard that covered half of his face, was standing there mending a fishing net which he’d hung up on one wall.

‘Well, just a little while,’ Dennis said with a crooked smile. He offered a handshake, but the man made no attempt to reciprocate.

‘Do you have permission to be living here?’ he asked sternly instead. He was speaking Danish, but Dennis understood.

‘That shouldn’t be a problem,’ Dennis replied, hoping a chirpy tone might improve the man’s mood.

‘I work here, and I don’t want a load of people running around outside my boathouse,’ he continued in the same tone as before.

‘No, but I won’t be inviting anyone over,’ said Dennis. ‘That’s not why I’m here.’

‘Why are you here?’ The Dane asked, his voice still anything but welcoming. Dennis didn’t know what to say. His agenda wasn’t clear even to himself, so he could hardly present it for anyone else.

‘Do you live here, on Smögen?’ Dennis tried again.

‘Yes, I do,’ said the Dane.

‘Well then I’m sure we’ll see each other again?’ said Dennis and waved.

‘I’m afraid so,’ the Dane said, returning to his net.

 

Gunnel’s house was not one of the larger ones on Smögen, but it was a fine old fisherman’s cottage with stone foundations and a freshly-painted white wooden exterior. The kind of house that Dennis could imagine living in. It reminded him of his sister’s place on Vikingagatan, and a hundred or so other fisherman’s cottages on Smögen. He knocked on the door. Gunnel opened it, dressed in a pink plush dress. He held out an envelope with the money in.

Speaking to her on the phone, he’d imagined a someone in their sixties, but the woman on the steps wasn’t much more than thirty. Trim, with blonde curls framing her face.

‘Come in, I’ve just made coffee,’ said Gunnel.

‘I just came to drop the rent off,’ Dennis said, attempting to make his excuses.

‘But you can come in for a little while, can’t you? she smiled.

Gunnel was pretty new to Smögen, and he realised that she hadn’t yet had time to establish much of a network. He stepped inside and she showed him into the living room. The sofas were white, the floorboards and the furniture whitewashed, and the walls and the ceiling matched the rest of the room. The only thing that didn’t conform was a bouquet of pink peonies on the living room table. And then Gunnel’s pink loungewear. She grabbed a couple of large, white mugs from the kitchen, and piled a tray high with warm, sweet buns.

‘Are you enjoying living on Smögen?’ asked Dennis, before biting into a delicious vanilla bun.

‘Oh yes, but until now I’ve been up to my neck in renovating the house, and getting the basement ready for holiday lets. The first guests came yesterday. A couple from Germany, so I got to dust off my school German,’ she laughed, slightly embarrassed. ‘As they were leaving this morning, they thanked me and said that it had been very gemütlich, so I was very pleased. Are you enjoying staying on Delores, then?’ Gunnel asked.

‘She’s perfect for me,’ Dennis assured her.

‘It seems a bit odd, putting you on a fishing boat when I’ve got the apartment here, but then again I get seven hundred a night from the tourists – it would be expensive for you in the long-run.’

‘Oh, don’t worry about that, the fishing boat is lovely,’ said Dennis. ‘And I’ve even got a neighbour,’ he chuckled.

‘Oh, the Dane!’ said Gunnel. ‘His name’s Mik, and he’s not too happy about the boat being left moored there by the jetty, but it’s none of his business.’

‘Maybe he’s less than happy at having a policeman moving in right next to his fishing business,’ smiled Dennis.

‘Could well be,’ Gunnel smiled back.

‘I’m sure I can live on the boat until October,’ Dennis continued.

‘You can rent it as long as you like. The widow who lived in the house when I took it on had been left the boat by her late husband, who’d died a few years earlier. He’d inherited it from his father, and as far as I can make out it supported the family living in this house for a couple of generations. By the way, did you hear about the drowned man they found this morning?’ Gunnel seemed terrified when she mentioned it.

‘I was actually there when they found him,’ Dennis replied.

‘Do they know who it is?’ Gunnel asked.

‘His name was Sebastian, he worked at a local builder’s.’ That was as much as Dennis felt like saying on the subject, and Gunnel didn’t ask any more.

After a while, Dennis thanked his hostess and stood up to leave. On the way home he could still taste the vanilla bun on his lips. He was going to have to go for a jog instead of sunbathing on deck, as he’d been looking forward to. He wasn’t planning to carry a single extra pound that summer. No, even if he was about to turn forty, he was going to keep the beer belly away. At Eva’s, he had noticed that Paul had become a rather more imposing figure, so to speak, and that amused him. In their youth, they’d always been competitive about fitness and surfing. Since Paul had had kids six or seven years earlier, Dennis hadn’t seen much of him. There hadn’t been any major operations in Kungshamn – at least nothing that the Gothenburg police had got wind of. He wondered how Paul would approach this case. Had Sebastian drowned? Or was his gut feeling – that Sebastian had been killed – correct?

 

Harbour master Neo Waltersson walked into the police station. Reception was closed, open only on Thursdays, according to a sign on the desk. He had never been there before. It looked very small and spartan. The female officer from the boardwalk came out to meet him.

‘Hi, I’m Sandra Haraldsson, welcome,’ she said in a business-like but friendly tone.

‘I was supposed to come at one,’ Neo said, and noticed that his voice sounded nervous. What was that about? He really had no cause to worry.

Sandra asked him to take a seat in an interview room. The wallpaper in there was yellow, as were the hard armchairs next to the rectangular table. It was almost as if someone had planned the furnishings in there, but that wasn’t something Neo was qualified to judge.

‘Paul Hammarberg will be here shortly, so feel free to grab a coffee in the meantime.’ There was a pump flask and a few paper cups on the table. Neo, though, was due home for coffee with his wife at three, and you can’t go straight from one fika to the next. His wife baked almost every day, there were usually at least seven kinds of biscuits, plus a cake and sometimes a gateau. Despite all that, Neo was skinny as a rake. It just didn’t stick to him. After all, why sit still when there’s so much to be done? Even if he no longer worked all year round, there was always something that needed fixing in the house, the holiday let or on the boat.

Paul Hammarberg came in and sat down by the table. Neo saw that he had a pastry crumb in the corner of his mouth. None of them took any coffee.

‘Is it okay if I record our conversation?’ Paul asked after greeting Neo politely.

‘Sure,’ replied Neo. His nerves had settled while he was waiting, and now he, if anything, was feeling sleepy. He usually had a little nap around this time of day.

‘What happened this morning, can you tell us what you were doing?’ the police officer asked, tapping his fingertips on the tabletop.

Neo explained what had happened, about the woman’s scream and how he’d pulled the dead man onto the boat’s swimming ledge. He’d done so because he was worried the corpse might float away, and might then have been harder to recover. At that point he’d thought the man had drowned, and it hadn’t occurred to him that the death might be suspicious. He couldn’t tell them much more than that.

‘What were you doing yesterday?’ Paul asked after making a few notes in his notebook.

Neo felt uneasy at that, accused, almost, but continued to answer Paul’s questions.

‘I was down on the boardwalk in the afternoon and then when I got home me and the wife watched telly. We went to bed at about eleven.’

‘What time did you get home?’

‘About half six. That’s when dinner’s usually ready, and after that we watched a nature documentary about snow leopards.’

‘Can your wife confirm this?’ Paul pressed him again.

The policeman was sounding imperious again, like when they’d met that morning.

‘Yes, of course,’ Neo said abruptly, by now in a really bad mood. He squirmed before eventually standing up and asking if there was anything else Paul needed to know.

‘No, that’s it for now. Get in touch if you think of anything else.’ Paul sounded gentler now, as if he wanted to part on good terms. Neo reluctantly accepted his calling card before turning to leave.

Neo sat in his car and drove towards the bridge. That bloody upstart, he thought to himself. Needless to say, he was from Gravarne, as Neo and the older residents called Kungshamn. They thought they were better than those who lived on Smögen. At least, he thought to himself, he hadn’t mentioned anything about the ring to Paul.

 

Dennis hauled his drum set up the steep ladder from the fishing boat’s cargo hold. A place where thousands of fish had gasped for breath while waiting for auction, something that was still evident from the smell down there. He had managed to get his old gang back together, the ones he’d played in a band with every summer back in the day. It had to be at least fifteen years since the last time, and several of them hadn’t seen each other since. Most of them sang, Brickan and Affe played guitar. And there was Kalle, who had a golden voice, but mostly stuck to the bass. Dennis himself alternated between drums and the Hammond Organ, and Micke played sax. Their shared interests were windsurfing and music from the sixties and seventies. The band used to play covers of all the wonderful old songs that suit warm summer evenings so well. For a few summers, they had loads of bookings in the bars on Smögen and the surrounding villages. What a blast it had been. They called themselves Salty Waves. If they were going to get any more gigs in the future though, they’d probably have to work on the name.

Once he’d carried the drums and the other gear up onto the jetty, he was dripping with sweat again. He really needed to go and pick up the gangway he’d had a carpenter make so that he could load and unload stuff more easily. He checked the time. If he left straight away, he’d have just enough time to get to the workshop on his way to the rehearsal room. He squeezed everything into the boot and the passenger seat. The car wasn’t designed with a drummer in mind, but then he hadn’t bought it for its boot space. Before he drove off, he ducked back inside to change into a light-blue linen shirt, which he didn’t tuck into his jeans.

He could feel the Dane observing him, but deliberately avoided turning in his direction. The fact that his new neighbour also played the drums could not have struck him as a pleasant surprise.

 

Dennis hesitated momentarily as he was about to climb out of the car at Smögen Builders, out on Kleven, opposite a marine equipment shop. It wasn’t really the best day to be calling in on Pelle Hallgren when he has just lost one of his employees as well as having one of his friends reported missing. Dennis’s curiosity got the better of him, though, and he headed in. The door closest to the road was open. Dennis couldn’t see anyone in there so he carried on round the back and into the timber yard. Piles of timber lay stacked under rain covers, waiting for all the families setting about laying decking on all sides of their houses. Out in the yard there was still no sign of anyone. The door of a little cabin towards the back was open. Dennis stepped inside, and on a table at the far end he spotted an architect’s model made of red and white wooden blocks and polystyrene.

He walked over to see what it was a model of. At first, he couldn’t get his bearings, but after a moment the penny dropped. Could it really be? He stared at the model in horror.

The sound of footsteps came from outside, he turned around and went back out into the yard. It wasn’t Pelle, so it had to be one of his employees. The man turned around sharply and then started running. Instinctively, Dennis gave chase. The man went through the rear entrance and was heading for the cliffs. Despite his dungarees, the pockets of which were doubtless full of heavy tools, he was quick. Dennis sprinted for all he was worth. His legs were stiff from his morning jog. He kept going. Only when they reached the furthest point of Kleven’s rocky headland did the chase come to an end. The man, who turned out to be a young lad in his early twenties, collapsed exhausted onto a rock ahead of him.

‘What the hell are you playing at?’ Dennis managed, gasping for breath.

‘I thought you were from the authorities,’ the man replied.

‘What do you mean authorities? Taxes? None of my business whether you’re working cash-in-hand.’

‘Don’t tell Pelle about this, please,’ begged the young man.

Dennis stretched out his hand and pulled him to his feet.

‘Go for a dip, it wakes you up,’ he said, before turning back towards the car. Now he was late after all. He had promised himself he was going to surprise his old mates by arriving on time for rehearsals.


SMÖGEN, 3 NOVEMBER 1837

Carl-Henrik lay his new-born daughter back in his wife’s arms. Early that morning, the deep furrows in Fru Kreutz’s brow had smoothed, and with a tender smile she had placed the little girl at Anna-Katarina’s breast. Despite his wife’s scrawny bust, the girl had settled and got what she needed. Carl-Henrik shed a tear when he lay eyes on her bonny wee face. The joy caused his ribcage to lift even while the storm was making him anxious and restless. Anna-Katarina had still not said a word, but he understood that her hunger must be unbearable. Mother and daughter lay huddled on the kitchen bench and he watched as the little girl sucked the last energy from his beloved wife, drop by drop. He had to find food. If Anna-Katarina’s milk dried up, the girl might not survive.

Going out in the storm was foolhardy, yet he had no choice but to investigate whether the storm was waning. He pulled on his coat, and once outside he grasped his collar and started walking into the wind, towards Kleven’s highest point.

He looked out to sea, which, along with the wind, was roaring and making a din. Huge waves slammed against the rocks, washing over him despite him standing some way back from the edge.

Out in the iron-grey tumult, Carl-Henrik could see a ship in distress, to the west of Hållö lighthouse. He had to sit down and cling onto a rosehip bush so as not to be dragged out by the waves. The brig was soon so close that he could make out what was going on on board. The captain emerged steaming onto the deck. He had a wild red beard. The ship yawed in a way Carl-Henrik had never seen before. The helmsman was buffeted this way and that as he desperately tried to stay at the helm, which for some time now had taken on a life of its own. Storms were nothing new in the area, but this one was much worse than usual. Carl-Henrik watched as the brig helplessly shunted into the strait separating Sälö and Hållö, not far from the safety of Smögen’s harbour. The sails had been torn from the masts and the square rig was slamming into the cliffs on either side of the narrow channel. The helmsman had now completely lost control of the tiller and it swung back with such force that it decapitated him in one blow. His head flew overboard into the cold water below.

Carl-Henrik shuddered, and even though it was not the first time he had seen grim sights like this, he bent double and vomited. The barren, tough existence Bohuslän offered had shown its cruel streak many times, but it still hurt just as much.

The captain rushed to the tiller and attempted to regain control and guide the brig through the sound. In the end he succeeded, but Carl-Henrik could see that he was steering a course too close to Penningskär skerry, with its treacherous underwater outcrops. And then, sure enough; the ship soon ran aground and got stuck. Nevertheless, before long the captain had managed to secure both anchors so that the vessel could stay put until the winds dropped and he could seek help from the pilot and the fishermen in Smögen. When Carl-Henrik saw the distress signal he turned around and started walking back towards his hut. As much as he would have liked to row over in his boat to offer help, he could not. The storm and the waves would have smashed him against the rocks. The brig was secured and as soon as the storm waned he would row out to them. For now, he could only wait.



Victoria packed first the changing bag, and then Anna, into her car. As usual, when she fastened the seatbelt around Anna’s little body, the child started screaming – she hated being strapped in. Otherwise she was, for the most part, a happy baby. Victoria jumped in next to her in the back and pulled down the top of her dress so that she could feed Anna. Anna quietened down and was soon in a good mood again. Victoria wondered how long she was going to have to feed her for. If she stopped too early, she’d be back where she started. She wasn’t really in a hurry, but she did want to make it to the shop as soon as possible. Out here, this close to midsummer, new potatoes could run out at any moment. She had already bought a couple of kilos, but she wasn’t sure that would be enough since her colleague, Monica, had rung and asked if she could join them. While of course it was great that Monica wanted to spend Midsummer with her family, Victoria couldn’t see how her food plans were going to cope.

She saw that Anna had fallen asleep so she extricated herself carefully and jumped out, then got into the driving seat and set off towards Smögen Bridge. Admittedly the little supermarket on Smögen did have most things, but she happily took the opportunity to drive to the slightly larger one in Kungshamn, partly because they had more choice, and also because it meant she got to drive over the bridge twice. The view from up there was magnificent, especially on days like today when the sea was twinkling like a million sparkling diamonds in the sunshine.

Victoria placed Anna, still asleep in her car seat, into the shopping trolley, then headed straight for the new potatoes where a queue was already forming. Once she’d got some, she spotted Eva over by the vegetables, with a singing Vera in her trolley.

‘Eva, how are you?’ Victoria asked in a hushed voice when they were standing next to each other.

Eva’s tired eyes gazed at Victoria. Åke had been gone for almost twenty-four hours. What were the chances of finding him alive now?

‘You know then,’ Eva replied tearfully.

‘Yes, I heard this morning. Should you really be out shopping now? Shouldn’t you be getting some rest?’

‘I’m too restless,’ said Eva. ‘I can’t sit at home either, and Vera doesn’t understand so she’s expecting things going on all the time as usual.’

The silence that followed lasted a second too long. Victoria didn’t know what else to say, but Eva helped her out.

‘So how old is this little one, then? My, she’s adorable! Dennis said that you’d had another one, not long after your first. Isn’t that tough?’

Eva tried to sound happy and alert while speaking to Anna, who’d just woken up and was looking around at her unexpected surroundings.

‘She’s four months now. It’s been difficult. Björn’s dad passed away last summer as well so there’s been a lot going on, it’s taken up a lot of time and energy. But now we’re planning to try and have a relaxed summer up here. I’m on parental leave with Anna and so is Björn, with Theo, so we’re going to be together here for as long as we can. There’s still a bit to do on the house and everything, but we’ll just have to take it slow— ’

‘Victoria! Åke’s been murdered!’ Eva blurted out in the middle of Victoria’s monologue, then grabbed hold of her arm.

‘What?! Why do you say that?’ Victoria stared at her friend in horror.

‘I can feel it,’ Eva said, with her lips tightly pursed. She then quickly said goodbye and hurried towards the checkouts.

Anna had been smiling away in the trolley for a moment but was now crying. She was bored, and hungry.

Victoria rushed out to the car and put all the bags in the boot. As ever, she’d ended up buying a lot more than just the spuds she’d gone in for. Thinking about Monica had made her really go to town. Monica was a bit posh, or at least she wanted to appear to be. Victoria wanted the Midsummer’s Eve buffet to be groaning with food. She breastfed Anna again before she drove off.

On the way home, she stopped off at Dennis’s mooring. There were parking spaces right next to it. Anna had fallen asleep in the car again, so Victoria left her sitting in the shadow of the old prawn processing plant. As she approached the fishing boat, a young girl jumped up onto the jetty. She was wearing white jeans and a salmon-pink blouse with several layers of lace around the cuffs and waist. Her shoes were the same colour as her blouse. The girl nodded a quick hello as she slipped past. Victoria turned around and watched her walk past the open door of the car where Anna was still sleeping.

‘Who was that?’ she asked Dennis.

‘That’s my landlady, Gunnel.’

Dennis had erected a table on deck, and placed a barbecue onto it. Now he was busy grilling corn cobs, a piece of fish and some lime halves.

‘Aha, that was her. What was she doing here, though?’ Victoria probed.

‘Have you gone and become a detective all of a sudden?’ Dennis laughed. ‘She gave me a couple of letters. I redirected my post last week so it’s ‘care of Gunnel’ now.’

‘That’s what I call service.’ Victoria gave a big grin and they started laughing together. She felt it had been far too long since she’d let go. There was a time when she was always laughing, but the stress had put a thick wet blanket over her existence so most of the time she couldn’t see the humour in everyday things. That was about to change, she hoped, now that her brother had also moved up to Smögen.

‘Dennis!’ Victoria was suddenly serious again. ‘I met Eva in the supermarket and she said she thinks Åke was murdered. What’s that about?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Dennis.

‘You’ll have to find him,’ said Victoria. ‘Before she loses it.’

‘Yes, I will,’ Dennis said, squinting out into the sound where yet another motorboat was cutting through the water’s surface as it headed for harbour.

 

Paul Hammarberg asked Sandra to go to the entrance and check the car park outside the front of the police station. Pelle Hallgren of Smögen Builders had failed to turn up at the agreed time and hadn’t answered the phone when their colleague Helene Berg had tried to get hold of him.

Medical Forensics had been in touch again, to report that they had found traces of an anaesthetic usually used in zoos in Sebastian’s mouth. The theory that he’d taken some internet high had not held up. And even if no one yet knew what had happened, the decision had been taken to open a murder investigation, or possibly manslaughter. Paul squirmed in his chair. This was just incredibly bad timing. He felt a lump in his throat when he thought about everything he’d promised his wife. Only working until Midsummer, then five weeks off. Now he feared that many long days and nights of work lay ahead. And now Ragnar Härnvik had rushed up from Gothenburg as a reinforcement, on Camilla Stålberg’s orders – he was going to have to put his best foot forward. Delegating most of the legwork to Sandra was no longer an option.

Most of all though, he was worried that his wife might blow up completely when he told her that his leave might have to be postponed for a week. During the spring, he’d promised both her and the children a trip to a pirate-themed hotel over in Denmark, Kolmården Zoo or Skara Aquapark. These days, keeping up with the neighbours meant pretty advanced activities. You couldn’t have the children going back to school or preschool in August without having been somewhere other than Hovenäset Beach. Paul couldn’t wrap his head around it. They were living in paradise! Why would they go anywhere during the summer, when Smögen was at its best?





	
	


	
		Vážení čtenáři, právě jste dočetli ukázku z knihy The Man on the Beach.

		Pokud se Vám ukázka líbila, na našem webu si můžete zakoupit celou knihu.
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