
        
            
                
            
        

    
    
      
        [image: Cover for The Woman Who Wouldn’t Die Quietly, featuring an illustration of a book with a knife sticking out of it.]

      

    
  
    
      Also by Katarina Bivald

      Just Another Dead Author

      The Murders in Great Diddling

      Welcome to the Pine Away Motel and Cabins

      The Readers of Broken Wheel Recommend

    
  
    
      [image: Title page for The Woman Who Wouldn’t Die Quietly: A Novel by Katarina Bivald, published by Poisoned Pen Press.]

    
  
    
      Copyright © 2024, 2026 by Katarina Bivald

      Cover and internal design © 2026 by Sourcebooks

      Cover illustration and design by Sandra Chiu

      Internal design by Diane Cunningham/Sourcebooks

      Sourcebooks, Poisoned Pen Press, and the colophon are registered trademarks of Sourcebooks.

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means including information storage and retrieval systems—except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews—without permission in writing from its publisher, Sourcebooks.

      No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems.

      The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious or are used fictitiously. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental and not intended by the author.

      Published by Poisoned Pen Press, an imprint of Sourcebooks

      1935 Brookdale RD, Naperville, IL 60563-2773

      (630) 961-3900

      sourcebooks.com

      Originally published as Liket på Tallholmen in 2024 in Sweden by Bokförlaget Forum. This edition issued based on the hardcover edition published in 2024 in Sweden by Bokförlaget Forum.

      Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

      Names: Bivald, Katarina, author

      Title: The woman who wouldn’t die quietly : a novel / Katarina Bivald.

      Other titles: Liket på tallholmen. English  | Woman who would not die quietly

      Description: Naperville, IL : Poisoned Pen Press, [2026]

      Identifiers: LCCN 2026020134 (print) | LCCN 2026020135 (ebook) | trade paperback | epub

      Subjects: LCGFT: Detective and mystery fiction | Novels

      Classification: LCC PT9877.12.I93 L5513 2026  (print) | LCC PT9877.12.I93 (ebook)

      LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2026020134

      LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2026020135

    
  
    
      
        Contents

      
      October: A Case for Ian Ahmed

      1: Tuesday, 17 October, Ängsö, Stockholm Archipelago

      2: Wednesday, 18 October

      3: Thursday, 19 October

      4: Friday, 20 October

      5: Saturday, 21 October

      6: Sunday, 22 October

      7: Monday, 23 October

      8: Tuesday, 24 October

      9: Wednesday, 25 October

      10: Saturday, 28 October

      11: Sunday, 29 October

      November: Smoke Without Fire

      12: Wednesday, 1 November

      13: Thursday, 2 November

      14: Friday, 3 November

      15: Saturday, 4 November

      16: Wednesday, 8 November

      17: Saturday, 11 November

      18: Sunday, 12 November

      19: Monday, 13 November

      20: Tuesday, 14 November

      21: Wednesday, 15 November

      22: Friday, 17 November

      23: Tuesday, 21 November

      24: Wednesday, 22 November

      25: Thursday, 23 November

      26: Monday, 27 November

      December: Peace, Peace, Wonderful Peace

      27: Friday, 22 December

      28: Saturday, 23 December

      29: Sunday, 24 December

      30: Monday, 25 December

      31: Thursday, 28 December

      32: Friday, 29 December

      33: Sunday, 31 December

      January: Pointing the Finger from Beyond the Grave

      34: Wednesday, 3 January

      35: Thursday, 4 January

      36: Saturday, 6 January

      February: The Fox

      37: Thursday, 1 February

      38: Friday, 2 February

      39: Sunday, 4 February

      40: Monday, 5 February

      41: Tuesday, 6 February

      42: Wednesday, 14 February

      43: Sunday, 18 February

      44: Monday, 19 February

      45: Tuesday, 20 February

      February Half-Term: Over the Ice

      46: Friday, 23 February

      Easter: Shimmering Gray Possibilities

      47: Saturday, 30 March, Ängsö

      Reading Group Guide

      A Conversation with the Author

      Acknowledgments

      About the Author

    
  

	
		
		Thank you for downloading this Sourcebooks ebook!

		Looking for more great reads? Find your next favorite and receive recommendations, sneak peeks, discounts, giveaways, exclusive content, and more. 

		Sign up for our email list

		Love staying in the loop? Follow updates from even more of your favorite authors: srcbks.com/email

	


    
      
        
          October
          A Case for Ian Ahmed
        

      
    
  
    
      
        
          1
          Tuesday, 17 October, Ängsö, Stockholm Archipelago
        

      
      Air temperature: 58°F

      Water temperature: 48°F

      This isn’t the sea.

      Ian Ahmed stared out at the dark, gray water in front of him. Beautiful, by all means, if you liked that sort of thing. But it was not, in his humble opinion—not that anyone had asked—the sea.

      It wasn’t salty, for a start. There were no tides. And, most importantly, there was no unbroken horizon. He couldn’t see any farther than the island on the other side of the strait. Wherever he went, he was surrounded by trees and rocks, by other islands and yet more pretty red cottages with white woodwork.

      At this time of year, the cottages were all dark and deserted. Holiday homes. The summer folk had packed up and left months ago. Ian had always thought there was something tragic about summerhouses. They lived half lives, their only function to provide a sanitized slice of the great outdoors to stressed city dwellers who didn’t have the time or inclination to really get out into nature. Not to mention the clear, inherent unfairness of it all: that while some people owned several homes, others lived on the streets.

      There was one house that stood out among the pretty little cottages. It loomed tall on the high, rocky ground on the island opposite. Big and angular, like an enormous glass and concrete box, teetering death-defyingly on the edge of a sheer drop.

      Maybe it looked more inviting during the summer, he thought. But right now, on a cold, quiet day in October, it was dark and ominous, like the calm before a storm.

      Ian Ahmed shivered. Sitting still made it impossible to stay warm in the damp air and cool wind. The chill had already begun to seep through his many layers—a blanket, jeans and thermals, two sweaters, and a windbreaker. He had been slouched in the same position for several hours now, keeping watch over the house on the far side of the strait.

      It was far too big to be perched up there, and he couldn’t shake the worry that the whole thing might come crashing down into the greenish-gray water below at any moment. He knew it was ridiculous, but he just couldn’t help himself: He constantly kept checking to make sure it was still there.

      Ian reached for his logbook, a small notepad he had borrowed from Berit. He had been using it to jot down all his observations.

      3:05 p.m., he wrote. The woman is back.

      He couldn’t say what it was about her that he found so fascinating. Was it her natural authority, so plain to see even from this distance? The way she seemed to face up to the elements—even life itself, perhaps?—with her head held high and an indomitable spirit? Her long gray hair fluttered in the breeze. Ian was freezing, despite his blanket, but she looked completely unperturbed by the might of the weather.

      The woman turned around, and he followed her through his binoculars as she jogged back up the long, steep set of stairs toward the main house. When she reached the top, she disappeared from view. He assumed she must have gone indoors, but because the entrance was around the far side, he couldn’t be sure.

      An hour passed. Possibly two. Ian was chilled to his core, but he didn’t head inside.

      A movement caught his eye, and he lifted the binoculars again. The woman had come out onto the large balcony at the front of the house and was standing there like a king surveying his kingdom.

      Ian wondered if she felt a sense of ownership over the pines and the rocks and the dark waves below and decided she probably did. This was a woman who took ownership seriously.

      Unlike Berit. He was fairly sure she felt as though she was only borrowing her cottage, that she somehow felt like a guest in her late grandparents’ home. And as for the pines and the rocks and the waves? No one owned them.

      The woman disappeared from view again, and this time she stayed indoors.

      Ian Ahmed made a note in his book: 5:10 p.m. Subject still alone. No visitors. Surveillance over for the day.
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          Wednesday, 18 October
        

      
      Air temperature: 55°F

      Water temperature: 47°F

      The cottage was always cold in the morning.

      Ian imagined Berit in her room, gearing herself up to throw back the covers, lower her bare feet to the floor, and pull on a pair of thick socks as she hopped up and down. Every morning, as her feet touched the freezing boards, he heard her swear to herself. It made him smile, curled up on the daybed in the living room, the blanket pulled so high that only his nose was peeping out.

      When she opened her bedroom door, he closed his eyes. That was his gift to her: pretending to be asleep when she got up. He knew all too well how important it was to have a bit of time to yourself in the morning. Ian was by no means the perfect guest, but he made sure to at least let her have a coffee before forcing her to talk to him.

      The first thing Berit did was to light a fire in the wood burner in the kitchen. He heard her striking the matches—it took two attempts—and the crackling of the paper as it caught. After that, it always took a while before it really got going, and Berit opened the hatch several times to check on it. If the fire had gone out, she would mutter to herself, but if it was building nicely, she hummed with satisfaction.

      Today, she was humming.

      Ian smiled again. Good work, girl.

      She then turned on the coffee machine and boiled some water, and as her coffee brewed and his tea steeped, she trudged down to the shore. He sat up on the daybed and watched her walk out onto the little jetty.

      Berit stood still for a moment, gazing out at the waves. Though it was October, the water occasionally still looked inviting. The sun was shining, the sky clear and blue. But he knew it was all an illusion, and that the water was cold as hell.

      Every morning, he wondered whether she was really planning to jump in. Why would any sane person put themselves through that? He was both charmed and horrified by her bravery when, in one fluid motion, she threw off her dressing gown and dove into the freezing water.

      Ian knew it was freezing, because she always snorted as her head broke the surface, and he could see the panic in her movements. Quick strokes, barely moving, hands groping for the slippery jetty before she managed to haul herself out. He looked away until she was wrapped in her dressing gown again, though Berit herself was utterly comfortable nude.

      When she got back to the porch, she pulled on a pair of socks—sweet, handmade socks featuring little archipelago motifs—some long johns, and a thick sweatshirt with the hood up over her wet hair, then the dressing gown as an extra layer. By the time she came into the living room with his tea and her coffee, she looked like a walking, talking cocoon.

      Today, her socks had a pattern of small anchors on them.

      Ian sat up properly and threw back the blanket. The cottage was still far from warm, but he had some tea, and this kind of cold didn’t bother him. On the contrary. It reminded him of the realization he had whenever he went walking: that nothing feels as good as having your basic needs met. Feeling tired, and getting to rest. Feeling hungry, and having something to eat. Feeling cold, and being handed a steaming hot cup of tea and sitting down by a crackling fire.

      Feeling idle, and getting to work.

      As Berit busied herself lighting a fire in the open hearth, she sipped from her mug of coffee, which she had set down on the bricks in the fireplace. Over her shoulder, she asked what he had planned for the day.

      “Oh, you know. I’ll probably just sit outside for a while,” Ian replied. “The usual.” He didn’t quite manage to keep the sarcasm from his voice.

      Berit nodded. “I think I’ll do a loop of the island,” she said. She had stopped asking whether he wanted to join her.

      Silence settled over the room, the only sound coming from the crackling logs once the fire took hold.

      Berit went through to the kitchen and returned with some toast, butter, and marmalade, a fresh cup of coffee for herself and more tea for him. The ritual was the same every day: a first cup of coffee, followed by breakfast and more coffee.

      Ian’s phone buzzed. His sister had sent more videos of cute animals. He deleted all three without even watching them. She had been bombarding him lately with clips of dopey dogs, cats, bears, otters, and God knows what else.

      He felt Berit’s eyes on him.

      “My sister,” he muttered. “Harassing me with cat videos again.”

      She didn’t say a word, didn’t ask what his bloody problem was. She just ate her toast.

      Ian reached for his binoculars and scanned the strait. He could see a swan bobbing around with its tail in the air, a lone duck waddling around in the reeds, but that was all.

      A moment later, however, the sound of an engine cut through the silence. He lifted the binoculars again, and the world became blurry and disorienting until he managed to get them to focus.

      A sleek metal boat had just moored at the jetty on the island across from Ängsö, and everything happened very quickly after that. Ian watched as four men dressed in black jumped out of it and started making their way up the steep set of stairs, almost moving in sync. They showed no hesitation whatsoever, seemed to know exactly where they were going. When they reached the house, they split up. Two walked around to the terrace, and two turned off toward the main door on the far side. A few minutes later, the patio doors opened, and the two teams reconvened.

      The two men who had gone inside were struggling with a rolled-up rug, and Ian found himself leaning forward in his chair. Surely there’s not… No, there was nothing rolled up inside the rug. They shook it out.

      Ian saw a couple of the men get to work washing the windows, while the third hung the rug up to air. The fourth had gone inside again, and the sound of a vacuum cleaner drifted across the water.

      The men were all hard at work. They seemed efficient, quiet, coordinated.

      Like soldiers, Ian thought.

      

      * * *

      Ian reached for his phone and made a call to Detective Inspector Linda Rogers at the Devon and Cornwall Police.

      “I need a favor,” he said.

      “How’s Sweden treating you, guv?” she asked.

      “I need you to look up the owner of an island here. The name of the closest municipality is Tyresö. I’ve sent you the GPS coordinates. The island’s called Tallholmen, and it’s really close to another island called Ängsö.” Ängsö just so happened to be the island where he was currently staying, where Berit had a cottage. “I don’t know how you go about looking up who owns what here, but I’m guessing there must be some kind of register. Maybe you could ask Hansen from the traffic unit. He’s Swedish, isn’t he?”

      “Danish, guv.”

      “OK, well, I’m sure you’ll work it out. I’ve also sent you a description of the person I think might own it. See if you can get me a name. Run it through all the usual databases, too—if that’s how it works in Sweden. Interpol might be able to help.”

      There was a brief silence on the other end of the line, but he hoped that was just because Rogers had already gotten to work. Ian had taken a punt on her being slightly more inclined to help him than Stevens—not because she had more respect for him but because she shared his aversion to time off.

      But as it happened, she was cold as ice.

      “You’re on sick leave,” she said bluntly. “Do a crossword or something. Read a book. Stop bothering me. We’re busy enough as it is.”

      “I’ll remember that if you ever break a leg,” he said.

      “Yeah, yeah. Get well soon, guv. Let me know if you want me to send chocolates or grapes or whatever.”

      Ian wasn’t sure how he could have misjudged her so badly. If he were the kind of man who sent Christmas cards, he would have crossed her off his list right there and then.

      “Or a book of sudoku,” she offered.

      “What I need is the name of the woman who owns Tallholmen.”

      “Yeah, and I’m not going to risk sparking a diplomatic row by trying to find out. The Stockholm Archipelago is a bit outside of our jurisdiction. The boss would have a heart attack if he found out.”

      He had already declared Ian persona non grata at the office until he had his cast removed. Three weeks to go, not that he was counting.

      In a last-ditch effort, Ian called Stevens, but that proved to be another waste of time—as suspected. Speaking to Stevens was actually worse than Rogers, because he asked how Ian was doing and sounded like he actually cared, then started talking about the time one of his boys broke a leg and complained about the cast being itchy as hell. Was Ian’s leg itchy?

      Well, it is now, Ian thought irritably once he had hung up, attempting to scratch it through the fiberglass.

      His eyes were drawn to Berit, who was standing on the rocks, looking out at the water again. She was wearing a blue padded coat with deep pockets and a sheepskin collar. It looked about as old as the cottage itself. He couldn’t read the expression on her face, and he found himself wondering whether she was deliberately shutting him out or just lost in thought.

      Berit was yet another puzzle he hadn’t managed to solve since arriving in Sweden. After months of no contact, she had called him out of the blue one day in early September, and it had been an odd conversation, even for her. Ian got the sense that there was something she wanted to tell him, yet she had spent several minutes talking about the weather.

      And Berit never just talked about the weather.

      After a while, she had casually mentioned that she was planning to go out to her cottage in the Stockholm Archipelago. To Ängsö, she said, as though the name meant anything to him.

      Oh? There wasn’t much he could say to that, and the silence had stretched out between them. In the end, he had asked how long she was going to stay there, and when she failed to reply, he had suddenly wondered if she was thinking of moving for good.

      Ian had been taken aback by just how much he disliked the idea of Berit moving to Sweden, but he had no desire to probe that feeling any further. The woman could live wherever she wanted. It was none of his business.

      “No, not forever…” she had replied. “I mean…I don’t really know how long I’ll be there. Over the winter, maybe.”

      “Over the winter? Why on earth would you want to go out there when it’s so dark and cold?”

      Berit had once described the Swedish winter to him: You Brits love to complain about the weather here, but our weather killed Descartes.

      “I was wondering if you could do me a favor.” She had sounded so hesitant, as though she wasn’t sure exactly what kind of relationship they had. Perhaps she was trying to work out just how much he was really willing to do for her, and that bothered him. He had saved her life, after all. She should know that he would help her if he could.

      “What do you need, Berit?”

      “Oh, just for someone to keep an eye on the house for me while I’m away from home.” That had reassured him slightly, the fact that she said home. “You know, driving past every once in a while. Maybe even hanging on to a set of spare keys, in case…in case something happens to me, I mean.”

      “You’re not expecting something to happen, are you? What exactly are you planning to do over there?”

      “Oh, nothing. I just need to check on the cottage. Do a bit of gazing out to sea. I’ve been neglecting it.”

      Her voice had sounded strange, so much so that he had straightened up in his armchair at home in Plymouth. So strange that even thinking back to that moment made him uneasy.

      Ian assumed that must be what she was doing right now: rekindling her relationship with the sea. But she definitely didn’t look like she was at ease; her shoulders seemed so tense.

      “You’re not going to do anything stupid, are you?” he had asked. “You’re not going to put yourself in danger or anything like that?”

      “Of course not,” she snapped. “I’m just going out to the archipelago for a bit. What could possibly happen out there?”

      There had been something in her voice. Something new and restrained, something he hadn’t heard before.

      She was lying.

      It was some consolation that he was here now, anyway, so he could keep an eye on her. But it would all be so much easier if she would just be honest with him.

      In his logbook, he wrote: What’s troubling Berit?
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          Thursday, 19 October
        

      
      Air temperature: 54°F

      Water temperature: 48°F

      Twenty-one steps.

      Ian had checked three times, and he was sure: it took twenty-one steps to walk from one end of Berit’s cottage to the other.

      He started by the front door. Three steps (or were they hops when the person counting was a one-legged man on crutches?) to get through the little porch room with its absurd open hearth. Five hops to cross the kitchen. It was small and cramped, with faded striped wallpaper and a low ceiling that sloped sharply toward the sink unit and hob. In one corner, there was an old wood burner that, Berit had told him, had been there since the house was first built.

      The living room was the biggest space in the cottage, with yet another open hearth, windows looking out onto the water, and a pretty grayish-blue daybed that—as Ian knew from personal experience—was deeply uncomfortable to sleep on. A couple of steps led down to the only bedroom, and after crossing the living room (eight hops) there was a relatively new extension containing a sauna and a small relaxation room with large, modern windows and comfy rattan armchairs. Five more steps, and he could press his palm to the outside wall.

      That was it. His entire world had shrunk to twenty-one steps.

      Almost, anyway. There was also the short path down to the outhouse, which was easier said than done on crutches. The cottage had electricity and running water, but the modern conveniences didn’t extend as far as an indoor toilet. The day he arrived, body aching after the long journey from Plymouth, he had cursed at having to go out there. The rocky, root-strewn ground seemed to be actively trying to bring him down. But now, he barely even thought about it. He was used to much more basic conditions on his walking trips.

      Berit had shown him around the cottage with a sense of pride that he found both touching and irritating.

      “It was built in stages,” she had explained. “The kitchen is the original room. My grandparents made do with a root cellar and a wood-burning stove. They built the little porch next, with an open hearth, then the living room, with another. Grandpa was a bricklayer, you see.”

      Discovering that Berit had a family history had bothered Ian more than he cared to admit. Not the fact that she had a family, per se—everyone had grandparents; he could hardly criticize her for that. It was more that he had always thought she shared his rootlessness. He hadn’t realized that she saw herself as such an obvious part of her family’s history or that she would derive such joy from telling him about it. My granny, my grandpa.

      But not a word about her mother or father, he had noted, unable to switch off his police officer’s instinct for sniffing out dysfunctional relationships. He knew that her father was an Englishman and that her mother hadn’t lived happily ever after, but that was all.

      The cottage smelled like damp, like cold wood and old rag rugs, an ingrained scent that had already started to get on his nerves.

      It smells like another family’s past, he realized. The kind of family that had been able to stay in the area they came from, that had lived safely and securely in the same home for generations. That was why he couldn’t stand it.

      With that, he suddenly understood the expression he frequently saw on Berit’s face out here. She looked just like his father had when they visited Tehran when Ian was a boy. Like a broken soul who, for a brief moment, felt whole again. She was back where she belonged, and Ian found himself feeling a powerful, unreasonable sense of jealousy.

      And it’s not just here, he thought. She felt equally at home in her cottage in Cornwall.

      Ian wondered whether she knew what a privilege it was to belong in two places. Personally, he didn’t feel at home anywhere, which was why he always kept moving. That wasn’t a bad way to live, either.

      Until you broke your damn leg playing football with a group of loutish kids, that was. He had largely managed to grit his teeth through the worst of the pain, but his nephews had still been scared and worried. Great job, Uncle Ian.

      He hopped back through to the living room. On the secretary desk by the wall, there was clear evidence of writing: a laptop computer, pens, and several notepads—plus sticky notes everywhere. He reached for one at random. Food I’m craving in Sweden, it said. The list started off in English: proper cinnamon buns, meatballs and mashed potato, Swedish hot dogs with mustard and ketchup, Swedish-style steak tartare, apple pie made from Swedish apples with homemade vanilla sauce. Toward the end, however, it switched to Swedish, and Ian had to resort to Google to find out what semlor, prinsesstårta, and lussebullar were.

      He shook his head. For someone who had been craving Swedish food, Berit seemed to have zero interest in actually making any of it herself. Since he arrived on the island, they had mostly eaten canned soup. Oh well. He wasn’t complaining. The food was the least of his problems.

      On the desk, there was also a neat stack of printed pages. His eyes scanned one of them, taking in the amendments and additions Berit had scribbled in pencil. This must be her latest book, he thought. There were so few changes that he guessed it must be in the final stage of edits.

      Berit came back in from her walk and found him standing by her manuscript, one of the pages in his hand.

      “Deadline coming up?” he asked. He felt embarrassed to have been caught red-handed. He was her guest, after all, and the least she could ask was that he leave her things alone.

      “Deadline?” she repeated. Her voice sounded strange again. “I suppose you could say that. You really could.”

      Ian studied her. There was something about the look in her eye, about the way she was standing so still, gazing at something in the distance, that felt both sad and wistful.

      “Is everything OK, Berit?” he asked awkwardly.

      “You know, when I was younger I used to think that my problems couldn’t swim,” she said. “I imagined them being stuck on the mainland.”

      Her tone implied that she wished they would do the same now. But what problems? What had she been planning to do out here on her own?

      Ian looked down at the cast on his leg and the crutches leaning against the desk.

      “I definitely brought mine out here with me,” he said.

      Berit didn’t say anything else after that.

      He closed his eyes. You can be a real arsehole sometimes, Ian Ahmed, he thought.

      

      * * *

      Berit needed to spend the afternoon working, so Ian hopped over to his usual chair on the rocks in order to give her a bit of space.

      They were acting like a couple of lodgers. When they first met, in connection with the bizarre murder investigation in Great Diddling (Ian still hadn’t forgotten about the crazy people who lived there), they had felt an instinctive understanding and respect for each other, and over the two years that had since passed, they had taken a number of small steps toward allowing that understanding to mature into friendship. Their adventures in France should have bolstered that relationship—and probably would have, if they hadn’t immediately taken a step back from each other. It had been a mutual decision, he knew that, despite the fact that it was entirely unspoken.

      Following that intense period in France, they hadn’t spoken until a difficult case in Truro led to their paths crossing again. Ian had gotten into the habit of popping by to say hello every now and again, often after a particularly tough day at work. There was something so cozy and comforting about her home, a feeling he recognized here on the island. Something calm and peaceful. He wasn’t sure whether it came from Berit herself or from the reassuring presence of all her books.

      They had talked about the case—in general terms, of course—and sat in comfortable silence, but they had never talked about themselves. As a result, Ian had been surprised when she called him from Tenerife, even more so when her incomprehensible postcard turned up afterward. What was it she had written? Something about a ghost that had caught up with her in Spain, a presence she had felt there? He had assumed it was something to do with the friend she had gone out there to visit, but he hadn’t ever asked. There was something about Berit that clearly signaled she wasn’t interested in sharing, with him or anyone else. A kind of distance, or perhaps it was integrity, as though she felt sufficient in herself.

      In some ways, he appreciated that. What was the use in going on and on about yourself when there were far more interesting things to talk about? Self-sufficient people were relaxing to be around, too.

      Perhaps he and Berit were just too comfortable to throw themselves into new friendships, he thought. They had both made peace with the solitude in their lives. More than that: they welcomed it, were comfortable with it. He knew—and Berit likely did too—just how demanding friendship could be. They were both old enough to understand that friendship was much more serious than a love affair. It wasn’t something you began willy-nilly. Not without giving it real thought.

      All of which made it even more incomprehensible that she had invited him to stay with her here. It would be incredibly hard for them not to develop a deeper friendship now, he thought—though Berit seemed to be doing her best to prevent that, he thought with amusement.

      Ian shook his head. It had been more than twenty years since he last lived with anyone, and it wasn’t something he had missed. He hated not having his own space, a room of his own. A door he could close behind him.

      He only had himself to blame, of course. Berit had offered him her bedroom because she thought he would be more comfortable sleeping in a bed, but that had been out of the question. He wasn’t going to turf her out of her own room. And besides, the damn cast on his leg stopped him from getting much sleep anyway. No point in them both lying awake all night.

      Ian could feel himself getting restless. It wasn’t even 2:00 p.m. yet, but he already wanted the day to be over.

      That was the worst thing about not working. The minute you stopped, it all came creeping up on you: the doubts, the memories, everything you’d done wrong and should have done differently. Pointless thoughts. Utterly pointless. There was no sense in dwelling on or regretting things. You simply had to do the best you could in the moment, then live with the consequences. There were no second chances in life.

      The best thing, of course, was to keep working and avoid thinking about it at all.

      He took out his logbook and scribbled down the date, followed by the air and water temperature. Berit checked both every morning, and reported them to him like the news. Right now, he didn’t have much else to write about. The jetty on the other side of the strait was deserted, the big house dark. The woman was still there, he knew that, but he couldn’t see her.

      Ian scanned the water with his binoculars. Not much to see there, either. Not even any damn gulls. Back in Devon, they were everywhere. Summer, autumn, winter, spring—it made no difference; they were always ready to swoop down and steal your food when you least expected it. Berit had told him that the gulls here flew south in August, and the strait felt eerily quiet without them.

      He should never have come out here. It was all Bill Stevens and Linda Rogers’s fault, a plague on both their houses. He would have been just fine in his impersonal flat in Plymouth. All alone, just how he liked it.

      There had been no need for either of them to get involved. He had asked them to keep an eye on Berit’s house while he couldn’t, and that had led to them deciding to reach out and talk her into extending an invitation to visit, plastered leg and all.

      Ian had point-blank refused to even consider it at first. There was no way he was going to intrude on Berit like that. If people would just leave him alone, he would never have to bother anyone. But they had insisted on stopping by constantly, and in the end their insufferable pity had rubbed off onto everything in his flat.

      Stevens had even threatened to have him come and stay with him and his family. His two boys were good lads, he reassured Ian. A bit of a handful at times, sure, but they didn’t have a bad bone in them.

      A bit of a handful! They were future young offenders, and God help the police officers who had to deal with them. Ian had told his colleague all that, but Stevens had just laughed and agreed.

      Ian’s sister had also offered to take care of him, but he knew how hard she and her husband worked, and he didn’t want to add to their burden. “Oh, it’s no bother,” she had said. “The nanny can look after you once she’s dropped the kids off at school.” No, far better to flee the country before she tried to tuck him into bed.

      During one of Rogers’s visits, after ten minutes’ awkward silence, she had blurted out: “You should get away, guv. You’ll go crazy if you’re stuck here for weeks. Do something. See something.”

      Yes, his colleagues and family had achieved one thing, if nothing else: They had managed to make the thought of visiting a remote island seem incredibly appealing. Even Berit’s company had started to feel oddly tempting. Because if there was one thing he knew about Berit, it was that she would never fuss over him.

      So, he had booked an open return to Stockholm, with plans to spend two weeks in the archipelago. That was how he liked to live his life: keeping all avenues of retreat open.

      And now, here he was. With a goddamn blanket on his lap, making him look like some sort of grumpy old man.

      Worse. It made him feel like a grumpy old man.

      He recorded one (1) swan in his logbook and decided that things really must be bad if he missed the damn gulls.

    
  
    
      
        
          4
          Friday, 20 October
        

      
      Air temperature: 52°F

      Water temperature: 47°F

      The sleek metal boat spent all morning ferrying back and forth between the island on the other side of the strait and the mainland. Each time it returned, it was piled high with goods. A cold northwesterly wind was blowing, cutting straight through Ian’s blanket and clothes, but he remained where he was in his chair on the rocks, the binoculars glued to his eyes. For the fourth time that day, he watched the men as they unloaded the boat. Boxes of wine, bags of food, lavish floral arrangements featuring sand-colored grass, reeds, and sprigs of pine and spruce. The arrangements were so tall that they towered over the shoulders of the men carrying them up the steep steps to the house on the rocks.

      That was so typical of modern life, thought Ian. Buying artificial versions of things that could be found freely in nature.

      The men were employees, not family; that much was clear. The woman seemed impatient as she bossed them about, using her entire hand to point and barking orders at them even as they were halfway up the steps.

      The boat set off again, and Ian took a brief break for lunch (canned mushroom soup), making sure he was back at his post before it reappeared.

      This time, there were passengers on board. Ian watched as a family of four disembarked and stood in formation on the little jetty: the parents first, followed by two adult children. They stood perfectly still as the men unloaded their bags and carried them up the stairs. The idea of offering to help clearly hadn’t occurred to any of them.

      Ian was conscious of his instinctive antipathy toward the family. They reminded him of Americans: too good-looking, too tall, and too well off. All four had thick blond hair that somehow still looked perfect after the blustery boat ride. Ian had no time for perfect people. The happy and fortunate always bored him.

      He noted with amusement that the gray-haired woman on the jetty seemed to be treating her new guests in much the same way as her staff, and he smiled to himself as she gruffly ushered them up the stairs. Interestingly, they didn’t make their way over to the big house, turning off halfway up the steep steps instead. He tried to refocus the binoculars to follow them between the trees but quickly lost sight of them.

      After that, nothing happened for several frigid hours.

      Ian shivered beneath his blanket. His hands were getting colder and colder, but he didn’t want to go inside, not now that things were finally starting to happen.

      At four o’clock, Berit stopped by to let him know that she was going for a walk, and he waved her away without even lowering the binoculars. The boat was back again.

      Ian instinctively jotted down the latest developments in his logbook, as though he really was on a surveillance job and had to keep a record of everything.

      4:07 p.m.: The boat is back. Passengers: one (1) woman. Age: TBD. Description: long gray hair, average height & build. Clothing: dark-blue jacket, red scarf. Possibly sister or daughter of Subject? Impossible to tell from this distance.

      The sister/daughter held out her arms to hug the woman, and though he was sitting on the other side of the strait, Ian could tell that was a mistake. The woman leaned back, allowing the hug to last for a second at most before irritably waving her away.

      Like the family of four before her, the sister/daughter also turned off before she reached the big house, making her way over to a small gray cottage at the very tip of a point. This time, Ian had no problem following her with his binoculars.

      Half an hour later, the next guest arrived, and the woman was back on the jetty to meet him.

      Ian made a note of it all. 4:35 p.m.: Young man, driving the boat himself. Dark hair. No physical similarities to Subject. They had what seemed like a close conversation, lasting approx. five minutes.

      He noted with surprise that the woman gave the young man a hug.

      Then, without warning, she got into the boat. She backed away from the jetty, turned around, and started speeding straight toward Ian.

      He hurriedly tried to hide the binoculars beneath his blanket.

      4:42 p.m.: Subject about to make contact. Cover blown?

      The woman was standing up behind the steering console, her gray hair fluttering behind her. She looked like a Valkyrie, thought Ian. Like Poseidon. The ruler of the waves and all around her.

      She moored on the dilapidated jetty and deftly jumped ashore holding the lines in one hand. Her stubborn independence reminded him of Berit.

      Her face was older than he had expected, so perhaps she was actually a vision of Berit in the future: unrestrainedly independent, powerful, and gruff—a woman who clearly didn’t suffer fools gladly. She strode across Berit’s land as though she owned it.

      Ian found himself straightening up as she approached, and she gazed down at him with a look of amusement on her face. Her eyes were the color of steel, full of intelligence. She said something in Swedish, and when he explained that he was British, she replied in perfect English.

      “I said what happened to you, then?” She nodded to his cast.

      “My own idiocy.”

      The woman laughed. A short, sharp laugh that sounded more like a bark. “Ha! The worst kind. It means there’s no one else to blame.”

      She was still standing in front of him, and he felt oddly inferior.

      “And you are?” she asked after a moment.

      For some reason, he introduced himself using his full title.

      “Detective Chief Inspector Ian Ahmed,” he said, holding out a hand. “With the Devon and Cornwall Police.”

      She had a firm, if half-hearted, handshake, suggesting she tolerated but didn’t ultimately care about pointless social rituals.

      “Rather far from home, aren’t you?” she said, glancing over his shoulder. “Tell me, is Berit Gardner around?”

      “She’s out for a walk, but she should be back soon. Can I pass on a message?”

      “It’s my eightieth birthday tomorrow, and I’m planning to celebrate with a simple family dinner. Tell Berit she is very welcome to join us.” The woman hesitated for a moment, as though she was thinking. “You too, for that matter. Tomorrow, 7:00 p.m.”

      “And you’re sure we wouldn’t be intruding?” he asked. It seemed strange to invite two complete strangers to a family dinner.

      “I wouldn’t have invited you otherwise, would I?” she snapped. “We’re not exactly a warm and loving bunch. In all honesty, we can’t stand one another. When I realized we had a famous author living just across the water, I decided to come over right away. We could do with some new faces if we’re going to get through the evening without killing one another.”

      “Without killing one another!” Ian repeated.

      “I’m sure several of them are fantasizing about doing me in as we speak.”

      He must have looked concerned, because she laughed and added, “Don’t worry. I’m afraid I won’t be able to offer you any murders to solve. I know how it must seem: an old woman who everyone hates, bringing the family together on a remote island in the archipelago. Practically setting the scene for someone to kill the old crone, aren’t I?”

      “I’m sure they don’t hate—”

      She waved her hand impatiently. “None of them would shed a tear if I died, I assure you. But don’t worry. I have no intention of letting anyone do me in.”

      With that, she turned around and started walking back toward the jetty.

      “Wait!” Ian called after her. “You didn’t tell me your name!”

      “Oh, Berit Gardner knows who I am. Everyone does out here.”

    
  
    
      
        
          5
          Saturday, 21 October
        

      
      Air temperature: 51°F

      Water temperature: 47°F

      “Her name is Margrethe Cullberg-Franzén,” Berit said as she rowed them across the strait. “They’re newcomers on Tallholmen. Bought the island about twenty years ago. There was already a beautiful old house there, but they built that monstrosity on the rocks. Awful, isn’t it?”

      “I always think it looks like it’s about to come crashing down into the water.”

      Berit chuckled. “Well, let’s hope it manages to cling on for another evening, at least,” she said.

      After Ian told her about Margrethe’s invitation (or was it an order?), she had said yes immediately. “I’ve wanted to have a look around that place since it was built,” she said. “Besides, a person should always jump at the chance to snoop around someone else’s home.”

      The real challenge had been what to wear. Ian had cut open the leg on a pair of black trousers in order to be able to pull them on over his cast, and he was also wearing a T-shirt, one of the shirts he had brought with him, a woolen sweater, and a huge black raincoat to block out the wind. He draped a blanket over his knees while he was sitting in the boat.

      Berit had borrowed his other shirt, reluctantly conceding that her usual thermals weren’t quite suitable for a fancy birthday dinner. On top of that, she was wearing a shabby Helly Hansen sweater, and she had a pair of fingerless gloves on her hands.

      The sea was so calm that it resembled a black mirror. The moon and stars were bright enough to illuminate their way, but dark clouds had already begun to gather on the horizon: an invisible, ominous presence, only noticeable because they kept swallowing one star after another.

      The forecast had mentioned rain and strong gusts of wind later that evening.

      “Not exactly the right weather for a jolly in the rowboat,” Berit had muttered worriedly as she patted its hull.

      Her boat was a trusty old plastic thing called Saga. Berit had explained that the name was the Swedish word for fairy tale, which sounded much more magical than the grubby, tired little vessel deserved.

      She put her back into every stroke, and the oars cut through the water, shattering the dark mirror.

      “Margrethe Cullberg-Franzén owns and runs three private galleries—in Dalarna, Berlin, and New York,” she continued. “She’s a well-known figure in the art world and has been challenging, exciting, and provoking people for decades. Everyone has an opinion on her. People either love her or hate her.”

      They were approaching the large, brightly lit jetty, and the big house on the rocks was looming up above.

      High above. Incredibly high.

      Ian’s eyes darted back and forth between his crutches and the steps, which seemed to stretch right up into the jet-black sky. He had to tip his head back to see the top.

      He was an idiot.

      He had spent almost a week staring at these very steps, but it had only just occurred to him that he was going to have to get up them on his crutches.

      Berit moored the boat, and Ian just about managed to get out on his own. Once he was safely on the jetty, he hesitated. There were sixty-seven steps up to the first landing, where the stairs forked. He couldn’t see any farther than that from where he was standing, which was probably just as well.

      Behind him, Berit was waiting patiently. She didn’t speak, just followed his eye up the endless stairs. When he eventually started climbing, she stayed three steps below, not attempting to hurry him or commiserate with him in the slightest. She was holding the cushions from the boat in one hand, and had the rucksack she had insisted on bringing on her back.

      Ian managed the first thirty steps through sheer pigheaded obstinacy. After forty, his hands and shoulders began to ache. By fifty, he had broken out in a cold sweat. When he eventually reached the landing, he breathed a sigh of relief before realizing that he had at least a third of the way still to go. He had been so focused on making it this far that he had completely forgotten it was just the first stage, rather than the finish line.

      He muttered to himself and attempted to massage his palms without Berit noticing. He would get going again any minute now, he told himself. He just needed to catch his breath first.

      Berit surprised him by throwing the cushions down onto the step above them.

      “Sit,” she said, holding out a hand in case he needed any help.

      Ian was too exhausted to argue. The evening air felt cool and fresh on his face, and he wondered how long they would be able to sit there before someone came to get them. Or worse: to ask if he was OK. Right now, he simply didn’t have the energy to care. He rolled his shoulders and stretched his bad leg out in front of him.

      Berit sat down beside him and started rummaging through her rucksack. A moment later, she took out a thermos and poured two steaming cups of tea. It was hot and strong, and little by little Ian’s heart rate slowed and the cold sweat eased off slightly.

      The heavens stretched out in front of them, and it almost felt as though they were sitting among the stars.

      Berit leaned back on the step and closed her eyes, like she was planning to take a nap. Without opening her eyes, she said:

      “Have I ever told you my favorite poem? It’s by a Swedish poet called Nils Ferlin, but there’s an excellent English translation.” She patted her pockets and took out a thick black marker. “Give me your leg,” she said.

      He reluctantly angled his leg toward her, and she spent a good while writing. Ian could hear the scratching of the nib on the plaster, and he could feel the light pressure of her hand on his knee. As she wrote, she recited the poem to him in Swedish. He couldn’t understand a word she said, but it sounded so beautiful and melodic, almost like an incantation.

      Once she was done, she wrote it in English, too.

      Stars do not care even mildly, if someone is born or is dead.

      

      * * *

      For the first time in his life, Ian actually felt dizzy on entering a house. The large patio doors were open onto the dark October sky, and the view was unobstructed by any railings or barriers. He couldn’t quite shake the feeling that a careless guest might trip and fall headlong onto the rocks and waves below.

      It was only once he had reluctantly followed Berit deeper into the room that he discovered it was an illusion created by a sunken terrace. Despite that, and to his immense irritation, his racing heart refused to calm down.

      Though the windows and doors were open, the room was incredibly hot. The heat was coming from the large wood-burning stove that dominated one side of the room and from the underfloor heating beneath his feet. For the first time since he arrived in the archipelago, Ian felt warmed through. Beside him, Berit took off her Helly Hansen sweater and rolled up her shirtsleeves.

      The small group of people gathered in the living room were sitting as far apart from one another as they could get, and they all turned and stared as Ian and Berit came into the room.

      Ian felt self-conscious on his crutches, but Berit didn’t seem to mind the critical gaze they were being subjected to. She met the guests’ eyes with what looked like amusement, staring right back at each of them.

      The others were all smartly dressed—the men in dark suits, the women in black cocktail dresses—which only served to reinforce the tense, oppressive atmosphere; everyone looked elegant, but no one was having fun.

      Margrethe Cullberg-Franzén held out her arms and came toward them with the authority of someone who views everyone else as her rightful property.

      “Berit Gardner, I presume?” she said.

      When he met her on the rocks, Ian had found her striking. But here, in her natural habitat, she was overwhelming. She dominated the room so completely that she almost seemed as much a part of the structure as the thick concrete walls.

      Standing by her side was a man in his thirties. He wore his black suit with such natural confidence that it gave the modern cut an air of artistry.

      “My stepson, Simon Hägglund,” Margrethe explained. “My second husband’s son. He’s dead now.”

      “My condolences,” said Ian.

      She waved her hand in a surprisingly touching “It is what it is” gesture. “I still have Simon, if nothing else,” she said. “He’s the son I never had.”

      “Mother!” a middle-aged man shouted from the depths of one of the leather armchairs. “Might I remind you that you do have a son—me!”

      Margrethe looked as though that was an irrelevant detail in the context.

      Simon attempted to smooth things over. “One thing I can say with confidence is that you’ve never been like a mother to me,” he said with a smile. “I don’t think Margrethe has a maternal bone in her body.”

      The hostess looked pleased. “Yes, my priorities have always lain elsewhere,” she said, as though the fact that she had neglected her children was a sign of efficiency.

      She seemed to lose interest in making any further introductions. Simon hesitated for a moment, then took Berit and Ian around the room, acquainting them with the rest of the family.

      Two of the men were sitting in a pair of brown leather armchairs, and while they differed in age and temperament, both radiated smugness. The first was around the same age as Margrethe, with bushy eyebrows and a tanned face. Ian forgot his name the minute he heard it, but the man produced a business card from his inside pocket and held it out to him.

      “Lawyer and friend of the family,” he said, in that order, as if his professional role was what mattered most.

      Ian looked down at the elegant card. Paul Cederquist, International Corporate Law. He would have been willing to bet his entire pension that the man played golf.

      The second man was Margrethe’s son. He was in his fifties, with blond hair and a sullen, unfriendly expression on his face. Ian’s first impression was that he was someone who took himself incredibly seriously and expected everyone else to do the same.

      “This is Wilhelm, Margrethe’s son,” Simon said in a flat tone of voice.

      Wilhelm glared back at Simon, as though he was responsible for Margrethe’s rudeness.

      Simon then led Ian and Berit over to a deep, sand-colored sofa where the two young adults he had seen on the jetty were sitting on either side of a woman who had to be Margrethe’s daughter. One of them, a man who looked to be around twenty-five, got up as Ian and Berit approached. When he realized that the others had remained sitting, he glanced around unhappily. He attempted to hide his uncertainty behind a smile, then held out a hand with something bordering on servile friendliness.

      “Carl-Wilhelm,” he introduced himself.

      “Margrethe’s grandson. Wilhelm’s son,” Simon added.

      Carl-Wilhelm enthusiastically shook hands with Ian and Berit, as though he couldn’t think of anything more exciting than meeting his grandmother’s friends.

      “I hope your journey over here wasn’t too chilly,” he said. “If we’d known you were planning to row, we would have sent the boat.”

      He spoke English with a crisp British accent and displayed the familiar tendency of the rich to talk about technology as though it had its own agency. We’ll send a car, they said, suggesting the vehicle was more important than the driver. And why not, Ian thought sullenly. The car was probably worth more.

      Carl-Wilhelm took over the rest of the introductions. Simon’s approach had been calmly confident, without any fuss, but Carl-Wilhelm’s attempts to play host felt almost ridiculous. He kept glancing over to his father like he was trying to impress him.

      “My sister, Ebba,” he said.

      The young woman flashed them a pretty, soulless smile, and Ian lost interest almost immediately; her face was almost too perfect. Instead, his eyes were drawn to the glum-looking middle-aged woman beside her.

      “My aunt, Louise Cullberg-Franzén,” said Carl-Wilhelm.

      Like her brother, Louise was in her fifties, but she had the vaguely sorrowful face of someone who had never really started living. Physically, she was a pale copy of Margrethe. She could have been almost as tall and statuesque if she had straightened up a little, but instead she was slumped on the sofa like she wanted to make herself look smaller. Her handshake was weak, verging on apologetic, and her eyes kept wandering nervously.

      Studying her up close, Ian realized just how alike her mother she was. Both had long gray hair, and both were wearing dark clothing and red lipstick. The pared-back style suited Margrethe far better than her daughter. Louise needed a bit of color or pattern, thought Ian, suddenly overcome by the absurd notion that she knew that herself and secretly longed for it.

      “I’m sure Berit and Ian would prefer a drink to any more pointless hellos,” Margrethe shouted from the other side of the room. “It’s not like they’re going to remember all the names you’re barking at them, and they hardly have any reason to remember any of you. Make yourselves useful and get them a drink instead.”

      “Yes, of course. Certainly.” Carl-Wilhelm blushed and looked around, as though he was desperately hoping a drink might materialize out of thin air. “Ah! My mother.”

      In the open kitchen, Ian saw a tall, ethereal woman who almost seemed to blend in with the bright background. She had white-blond hair and skin so pale it was almost translucent. The look in her eye didn’t quite seem present.

      Carl-Wilhelm walked over to her and returned with two glasses. He handed them to Berit and Ian with a ridiculous little bow, then led them back to Margrethe and took his seat on the sofa again. As he passed his grandmother, he gave her a look so full of hatred that Ian flinched, remembering what she said about her family wanting her dead.

      “That’s a spruce gin and tonic.” Simon spoke up.

      Ian looked down at his glass and saw a few spruce needles and juniper berries floating around between the ice cubes.

      “We gather the needles from the forest around our gallery in Dalarna,” the young man continued. From the other side of the room, Carl-Wilhelm continued to glare at Margrethe. “It’s our signature cocktail; we serve it at all our events. Spruce is such a key part of our cultural inheritance in Sweden, so the drink is part of our vision of combining sensual and sensational experiences in food, culture, and nature, offering an experience for all the senses.”

      It was a sales pitch he had clearly delivered so many times that he knew it inside out, but that didn’t seem to have dulled his passion. As he spoke, there was something almost fanatical in his eye.

      The man was a faithful disciple rather than a salesman, thought Ian, using his teeth to filter out the needles as he took a sip. That was all it took for him to decide it would be wise not to accept a second glass. He would need to make it back down the steps to the boat, after all.

      “We want to give modern man a chance to find his way back to a greater, more spiritual purpose,” Simon continued. “A pause for breath, if you like. An oasis. At our facility in Dalarna, we don’t accept day visitors. All guests have to stay for at least two nights; we refuse any shorter bookings. We do that to guarantee the full experience.”

      Beside Ian, Berit made such an effort not to roll her eyes that she started glaring with her eyebrows instead. When Simon got “a call from New York” and pulled Margrethe off to one side to take it, Ian leaned in to Berit and whispered, “Come on, out with it. Just say what you need to say and get it out of your system.”

      Berit started whispering intensely, like she had been holding her breath for too long and needed to let it all out: “And to guarantee that it’s only the upper middle class who can afford to come! Two nights! Can’t be cheap to visit their little oasis. But I suppose only rich people need cultural inheritance and pauses for breath?”

      “There, there,” said Ian, giving her an encouraging pat on the shoulder. “Feel better now?”

      “I do actually,” Berit said in surprise. She used her stirrer to fend off a couple of needles and took a big sip of her drink.

      Margrethe and Simon came back over to join them.

      “The director of the gallery in New York wanted to say happy birthday,” he explained with a smile.

      Margrethe irritably shook her head. “We just get older and older,” she said.

      “Better than the alternative,” said Berit.

      “Eighty years. I can’t believe I’m so old. I don’t feel like an eighty-year-old. Sixty, at most.” She nodded to herself. “Mmm, I think I could have continued at sixty forever.”

      “But think about everything you’ve achieved since then,” said Simon. “When you were sixty, you hadn’t even conquered Manhattan yet.”

      “That’s true, but I still had your father. I would have been satisfied with Dalarna and Berlin if I’d been able to hang on to him for a little longer.” Margrethe turned to Ian and Berit and went on: “Isn’t that typical? I barely had ten years with my second husband, the love of my life. But my first husband… He’s still alive and well! There’s no justice in this world. Well, that’s hardly news, is it?”

      Ian was interested to note that Berit couldn’t seem to stand their hostess. As the older woman kept talking, she folded her arms and frowned, her face creasing with disapproval.

      Personally, he was fascinated by Margrethe. She was truly international in her experiences, independent in outlook. She came across as slightly brusque at first, but she was also surprisingly quick to laugh. Intellectual and creative, possibly a little too eager to speak categorically about every topic that came up, but since her categorical observations were also interesting and amusing, he was willing to forgive her.

      She inquired about Ian’s and Berit’s jobs as though she was gathering information, nodding approvingly whenever she thought she understood. She had a thirst for knowledge that didn’t seem to have faded over time, and Ian admired her for that. He could only hope he was as sharp when he reached eighty.

      “I had a dream about death today,” she said without warning. “You know, I’ve always felt that death and creativity go hand in hand.”

      Berit surprised him by nodding in agreement.

      “That’s true,” she said. “I always dream about death when I’m working on a new book. I have no idea why. But as soon as I finish the first draft, the dreams stop.”

      “I think it must be a good omen,” said Margrethe. “I think…yes, I really think I’ll succeed in this project, too.”

      Ian had known her for less than an hour, but he didn’t doubt for a second that she was right.

      Margrethe refused to give away anything else about the project in question, however.

      “All I’ll say is that it might be the most important thing I have ever done—and the most dangerous.”

      Her face lit up even more as she talked about the challenges that lay ahead, and Ian found himself wondering whether she was the kind of person who needed conflict to feel alive.

      Standing beside her, Simon looked anxious. He hadn’t torn his eyes away from Margrethe once during their conversation, like he was afraid of what she might say next. Ian suspected he was used to having to gloss over her bluntness—which certainly wasn’t something the family thanked him for. The hostility radiating toward them from the other side of the room was palpable.

      Not that Margrethe seemed to have noticed—or perhaps she simply didn’t care. She continued her conversation about death unperturbed.

      “Something happens as one ages,” she said. “One has to start thinking about one’s legacy.”

      “I don’t think that has anything to do with age,” said Berit. “It’s more about the realization that we’re all going to die one day. Some know that from a young age, but others deny it until they’re on their deathbed.”

      “Memento mori,” said Ian.

      Berit nodded. “Remember that you must die.”

      “I was much too impatient to think about death when I was younger. But now, at eighty…it’s impossible not to start thinking about what one might leave behind.” She turned to Berit. “You know, I envy you. You know what your legacy will be. Your books have already been printed. No one can change them after your death or take them away.”

      “Maybe,” said Berit.

      Ian wondered whether the conversation had suddenly become too personal for her, because the disapproving crease between her brows had deepened.

      But Margrethe was right that Berit’s books would live on long after she died. That was a stark contrast to his work, where, as a rule, the problems were all that remained. The aftereffects of the crimes he investigated could be passed down for generations in inherited trauma and vicious circles. At best, his work could help to lessen the impact by providing answers and offering some sort of justice, but it was never enough. He couldn’t heal the wounds.

      It was what it was, he thought. You do what you can, and that’s that.

      Carl-Wilhelm’s mother emerged from the kitchen with the defiant, unsteady gait of someone who was already too tipsy to try to hide it. She was clutching a glass of white wine in one hand, and it sloshed over the edge as she gestured to the dining table toward the rear of the room.

      “Dinner,” she slurred, “is served.”

      

      * * *

      Dinner was one of the most surreal experiences of Ian Ahmed’s life.

      It felt like he had walked straight into the third act of a play, one of those depressing, oppressive tragedies the Scandinavians seem so fond of. Full of dark undercurrents and old conflicts lurking beneath the surface. He glanced over to Berit and was relieved to see her sitting there, solid and tangible. Just knowing he wasn’t alone helped him to relax slightly.

      The food itself was exquisite, if a touch too pretentious for Ian’s simple tastes. Mussels with seaweed and kohlrabi, followed by mushrooms, fermented corn, and squid. As ever in such moments, he found himself wishing he could tuck into a hearty portion of fish and chips instead.

      Outside, the weather had turned. They had been forced to close the patio doors, and the rain was now lashing against the windows as though the waves were bored of the sea and wanted to be on dry land. For long periods, the sound of the droplets pelting the window was all he could hear.

      The surreal, uncomfortable atmosphere was reinforced by the fact that Ian couldn’t understand much of what was being said whenever someone did actually speak. They all spoke extremely good English when they addressed him, but when chatting among themselves, they switched back to Swedish.

      Despite that, he could read their expressions, their body language, and the way they raised and lowered their voices or suddenly stopped talking when Margrethe spoke. Without the distraction of the actual words, their nonverbal communication seemed clearer than ever.

      It was obvious that Margrethe was firmly in control of the conversation. Perhaps she was simply so used to steamrolling over people that she no longer even noticed she was doing it. She had the aura of someone who always got what she wanted, no matter the cost. By sixty, she had likely been formidable, Ian thought to himself, not without admiration. But at eighty, she was terrifying.

      The fact that many of her insults seemed to be directed at her son was also clear. Wilhelm’s face grew redder and redder as the evening wore on.

      The handsome oak table was big enough to comfortably seat twenty, which made the small gathering feel even more tragic. Wilhelm and Margrethe were at opposite ends, as far away from each other as they could get, with the remaining guests sitting between them like hostages in a war that had been dragging on for years.

      Louise, Margrethe’s daughter, was directly across from Ian, and he watched as she anxiously glanced back and forth between her mother and brother. At several points, she nervously tried to mediate, but that only seemed to annoy them both.

      Ian made several attempts to talk to her, but even when she valiantly held up her end of the conversation, it was obvious that her thoughts were elsewhere. She was the kind of person who couldn’t utter even the most banal of statements without making it sound like a question. Mmm, it was good to have a bit of rain at last? Yes, she hoped it would dry up before they rowed back over? The squid was delicious? London’s art scene was incredibly exciting?

      Ian gave up.

      On his left, young Carl-Wilhelm kept babbling away in English. The more heated the atmosphere grew, the more meaningless his chatter became.

      Wilhelm said something to Margrethe, loudly and insistently, and around the long table, all other conversation immediately died down. Ian got the impression that he had said the same thing before and that Margrethe had ignored him then, too. She glanced at Ian in amusement when she noticed him watching them, then said, in her charming, mid-Atlantic English: “Wilhelm works for my foundation. A wonderful case of nepotism, wouldn’t you agree?”

      “As does Simon, but you never mention that,” Wilhelm retorted. It felt odd to hear a fifty-year-old man whining like a toddler.

      “That’s different. Simon is actually competent.”

      The open insult made the others glance up from their plates.

      “Oh, don’t look so shocked,” Margrethe told them. “We all know I never would have hired Wilhelm if he wasn’t my son.”

      “I had no idea family ties were so important to you, Mother,” Wilhelm snapped sarcastically. He knocked back the rest of his wine and didn’t bother to thank the housekeeper when she hurried over to refill his glass. Ian smiled at her in his place but got no reaction. As she made her way back to the kitchen, the woman’s face was blank.

      “We never would have managed to run galleries in three countries if it weren’t for Wilhelm.” Simon spoke up, managing to annoy both him and Margrethe in one fell swoop.

      “What would you know?” Wilhelm hissed, clearly taking Simon’s intervention as patronizing.

      “That’s right. We would have expanded into ten countries by now if we’d had someone with a bit more initiative,” Margrethe said with a cruel smile. “But that’s never been your forte, has it, Wilhelm? Not your fault, of course. Your father had no drive either. Sleeping with him was like fucking a dead fish.”

      “Oh, don’t be so vulgar, Mother,” he replied, though it was obvious her jibe had hit home. He looked repulsed.

      “I’m sorry, is it inappropriate for an eighty-year-old to joke about sex? My God, we’ve raised a generation of prudes!”

      “Margrethe…” Louise mumbled. She seemed to be the only person at the table who expected better of her mother.

      “Margrethe has always been outspoken,” said the lawyer and family friend, as though being able to alienate her entire family was some sort of desirable trait.

      Margrethe saw the look on Ian’s face, and she chuckled. “We’re a nice bunch, aren’t we? Everyone hates everyone else.”

      “Everyone?” Berit asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “OK, everyone hates me.”

      It didn’t seem to bother her in the slightest, but Ian knew that some people needed conflict the way others needed oxygen. They probably wouldn’t even get up in the morning if they knew it didn’t annoy someone else.

      “I’ve never been what you’d call a good mother,” Margrethe continued, without a shred of regret.

      “You don’t say…” Wilhelm muttered.

      “And sometimes I suspect Wilhelm would kill me given half a chance.”

      “Margrethe!” Simon protested.

      “Don’t be ridiculous, Mother,” said Wilhelm.

      Margrethe turned to Berit to see what impact her words had had. “You think I’m exaggerating, I presume?”

      “I don’t think people should joke about murder,” Berit replied.

      “He thinks he’d be able to manage the galleries better without me. I’m right, aren’t I, Wilhelm? You think you’ve got what it takes.” She brought her hand down on the table so hard that everyone jumped, and then she turned back to Berit. “Just last week, he proposed sending me to a sensitivity training course.”

      “I think it might be a bit late for that,” said Berit, making Margrethe laugh so hard that she lost her train of thought.

      Without warning, Louise got up and cleared her throat. When she spoke, her voice was so low that she barely managed to overpower the raindrops thudding against the windowpanes. Margrethe told her to speak up, which—as Ian suspected—only made her quieter. Louise hurried away like a frightened mouse and returned carrying what looked like a large canvas wrapped in brown paper.

      Margrethe’s eyebrows shot up, and she leaned back nonchalantly in her chair as she watched her daughter with a wry smile. Louise fumbled with the paper, and after a moment or two Margrethe got up and tore it off in one fluid motion. The sound cut through the tense silence, and Louise slumped back down onto her chair.

      On the canvas was an amateurish portrait of Margrethe, and even Ian could tell that it wasn’t particularly good. The painting may have mirrored the older woman’s physical appearance—her eyes, nose, and ears were, as far as he could see, all in the right places—but it didn’t come close to capturing any of her drive or vitality, or her outspoken toughness. There wasn’t a single trace of the independent woman Ian had been watching with fascination from his chair on the rocks.

      The portrait was much too meek, in other words. Her features had almost been softened by the artist’s attempt to make the strong and dominant subject look friendlier.

      Margrethe walked slowly around the painting, studying it with the sardonic, amused face of a critic preparing to deliver a brutal verdict. Ian reluctantly turned his attention to Louise, but she was staring down at her plate like she wished it would swallow her up.

      “As you can see, there’s a reason we don’t have any of my daughter’s work in our galleries,” Margrethe said to Ian and Berit. “Not even I am prepared to push nepotism that far.”

      Oh God, she painted it herself. For a brief moment, Ian was overcome by a deep irritation with Louise. It was the same heartless impulse that caused so many people to turn a blind eye to bullying, as if it were somehow the victim’s own fault that they had been singled out.

      Louise sank lower in her seat, looking oddly resigned. Life seemed to have made her both conflict averse and conflict hardened. While she probably feared her mother’s judgment, she was also used to the constant insults.

      But there was one person who didn’t appear quite so indifferent to Margrethe’s harsh words. Ebba, her granddaughter, was staring at Margrethe with something bordering on hatred. Prior to sitting down to eat, Ian had dismissed her as nothing but a pretty face. Now, however, with her features distorted by emotion, she was both uglier and much more interesting. Ian respected her for the unexpectedly strong loyalty she seemed to feel for Louise, but he also worried about what it might drive her to do.

      In the end, it was Louise herself who managed to calm Ebba down. A quick glance and a brief shake of the head was all it took to make the young woman swallow her anger and endure in silence, just like her aunt.

      

      * * *

      It was over a dessert of kale ice cream that things really went downhill.

      Wilhelm’s wife stood up suddenly, unsteady on her feet. She raised her wineglass, realized it was empty, and looked around for the housekeeper. The long-suffering woman emerged from the kitchen with the carafe, though it was clear to everyone that Elisabeth had already had more than enough.

      “A toast!” she said in English, overarticulating every word and making herself sound even more drunk. “To Margrethe, the matriarch of the family! A woman who, for decades, has ruled over her empire—and her family! You pull the strings, and we dance like puppets.”

      Wilhelm put a hand on his wife’s arm. “Sit down, Elisabeth,” he said. “You’re making a fool of yourself.”

      Elisabeth shook him off and raised her glass again.

      “For years, we’ve worked ourselves to the bone for your sake,” she said. “And what do we have to show for it? What has all that loyalty and hard work given us? Not a thing. Not. A. Thing.”

      “Nonsense,” Margrethe snapped. “I’ve given you all far more than you deserve, and why? Because you had the good fortune to be part of this family!”

      Elisabeth started at Margrethe. “You call that fortune?” she said. Her voice sounded strange, warped, as though it was coming from much farther away.

      Margrethe looked around the table. “I could have replaced any one of you in a heartbeat. It would have taken me no time at all to find a dozen candidates who could do the job far better and for much less money—and who would be grateful for the opportunity!” She paused to think for a moment. “With the exception of Simon, of course.”

      “Oh, of course!” said Elisabeth.

      Simon pulled a face.

      “He’s the only one of you worth anything,” Margrethe continued spitefully. “And that is because, unlike the rest of you, he actually had to work hard to get to where he is now.”

      Simon still looked concerned, and Ian wondered whether Margrethe knew what a difficult position she was putting him in with her open favoritism.

      Elisabeth’s eyes darted back and forth between her mother-in-law and her husband, and she raised her glass for a third time.

      “Happy birthday, you old witch!” she said, knocking back the wine. “Rot in hell!”

      A moment later, the glass fell to the concrete floor and shattered by her feet. Had she meant to drop it, or was it an accident? Her face gave nothing away. She just stood perfectly still as the housekeeper came running over with a dustpan and brush.

      Margrethe said something in Swedish, and Elisabeth’s pale face turned pink, as though she had just been slapped. She then turned and left the room without another word.

      Simon got halfway to his feet, like he wanted to go after her, but a brief order from Margrethe made him sink back down into his seat. Ian noted with interest that Wilhelm had neither defended nor comforted his wife. He remained where he was at the table, his face stiff with disapproval.

      Margrethe turned to Ian. “You see what a family I have? All my own fault, no doubt. It usually is the mother’s fault nowadays, isn’t it?”

      She suddenly looked so tired, much older than she had all evening. She forced herself up.

      “I need some fresh air,” she said, turning to Ian again. “And I want you to keep me company.”

      

      * * *

      The rain had passed, leaving a calm, clear sky. It felt as though nature’s fury had abated, allowing it to relax again, and Ian appreciated the peace and quiet of the terrace after the tension indoors.

      Margrethe moved over to the very edge, her hands resting lightly on the railing. She leaned forward and looked down at the dark water, at the silvery reflection of the moon.

      Ian fought the urge to ask her to take a step back, wondering instead why she had insisted on him joining her.

      “There was a Chinese poet by the name of Li Bai,” Margrethe said suddenly, still facing the rocks and the sea. “He was known as Zhéxiānrén, or Banished Transcendent, because the gods had sent him down to earth from heaven. But he was also called Jiuxiān, or Wine Immortal, because he drank so much wine. Poets and artists have a tendency to do that, especially if someone else is paying. They say he died when he tried to catch the moon after a long night of drinking. He saw its reflection in the river and chased it from boat to boat, eventually reaching for it in the dark water. On a night like this, I can almost understand that urge.”

      Ian looked down and shuddered. He took an involuntary step back and was grateful when Margrethe did the same.

      “Do you know the hardest part of building an empire?” she asked, continuing before he had time to reply. “Ensuring that it survives after one’s death. All sovereigns know that. Succession is key. Without it, all one’s hard work—a whole lifetime of effort—can vanish like a sandcastle when the tide comes in.”

      Ian wondered why she was telling him this and was struck by the thought that there was something she wanted him to do, that he had somehow been chosen to serve a higher purpose.

      On the other side of the glass, Simon was anxiously hovering nearby. Margrethe irritably waved him away and looked down at Ian’s cast.

      “Nils Ferlin,” she said when she noticed Berit’s scribbles. “He was right, of course. The stars don’t care when we die.”

      “I know.”

      She turned her full attention to Ian, which felt almost physical. He wondered whether anyone had ever actually managed to say no to her.

      “How do you know that?” she asked, which he took to be a test.

      “The proximity principle,” he said. “I see it all the time in my work. People are killed every day, but we don’t care so long as it doesn’t happen to anyone we love. Not including the sun, the closest star to us is over four light-years away. That’s trillions of miles. Why would they care from that distance?”

      Margrethe put a hand on his shoulder and looked him straight in the eye.

      “Come back to see me tomorrow, once everything has calmed down,” she said. “There’s something I’d like to discuss with you. I need your…expertise.”

      So, she did have something in mind for him, he thought. Whatever it was, he would do it. Ian knew that already. Despite her behavior during dinner, he couldn’t help but admire her. She radiated some sort of primal force he simply couldn’t resist, and the prospect of being involved in whatever she was currently working on was just too enticing.

      Margrethe’s eye was drawn back toward the living room where her family was gathered.

      “I think my life may be in danger,” she said.

      Ian froze.

      “I know how melodramatic that sounds,” she continued. “But I can’t say any more, not here. Come back tomorrow, and we can talk in peace. Tomorrow. Don’t forget!”

      

      * * *

      Ian slumped down into the armchair beside Berit. His leg was aching, and his body felt tired and heavy. He cursed his newfound weakness.

      Carl-Wilhelm and Ebba said their good-nights and headed back over to the villa where they were staying with their parents. Their departure left Louise alone on the same sofa she had been sitting on before dinner, and she kept trying to catch Margrethe’s eye. Wilhelm was still at the table, looking increasingly upset the more whiskey he drank. He was surrounded by the detritus from dinner, the dirty plates and used napkins like fallen soldiers on a culinary battlefield. Elisabeth was nowhere to be seen.

      Berit leaned in to Ian and whispered, “It feels like we’re in the middle of a Lars Norén play.”

      “Or a Bergman film,” he agreed. He had once read that the famous director refused to watch any of his own work. Found it all too depressing, apparently. Until he experienced a Swedish autumn for himself, Ian had never understood how anyone could choose to create such dark, disheartening films, but he had a newfound appreciation for the gloomy Swedish auteur.

      “It’s getting late,” Berit said to the room. “We should probably head off.”

      “No!” Margrethe’s voice was loud and sharp, cutting through the uncomfortable silence like a knife. “Not yet.”

      Berit didn’t look happy, but Ian was relieved. He didn’t want to go home yet. Not until he had at least tried to get Margrethe to tell him who wanted her dead.

      “Someone can run you back over there later,” the older woman said firmly. She then gave Wilhelm an irritated glance. “Instead of just drowning your sorrows, why don’t you make yourself useful? Go and fetch the photobook about the gallery in Dalarna. I’m sure Ian and Berit would like to have a flick through it before they leave.”

      The prospect of getting her hands on a book piqued Berit’s interest, and she automatically leaned forward.

      “We gave it out ahead of our twenty-fifth anniversary,” Margrethe explained. “I’m sure you’ll both like it.”

      Wilhelm seemed annoyed to be treated like an errand boy, but when Simon offered to go instead, he sullenly snapped that there was no need for him to get involved.

      Margrethe turned to her daughter.

      “Yes, Louise, I know you want to talk to me. As it happens, I could do with a quick walk. Meet me up by the Lookout in ten minutes—but go and put on a warmer jacket first. You’ll catch your death in that impractical thing you’re wearing. Put the navy one on. The one I gave you.”

      Ian watched as the emotions Louise was feeling played out across her face in real time. He saw anxiety about whatever it was she wanted to say to her mother, worry that her jacket had been deemed impractical, joy at her mother’s concern. Despite that, however, there was never any doubt about the final result: She got up and hurried away to change into a warmer jacket, just as her mother had told her to.

      Margrethe waited for a few minutes after her children had left the room, then pulled on a thick dark-blue jacket of her own.

      Simon got up from his armchair to follow her out into the hall, but she waved her hand and barked, “No, stay there!”

      Like the rest of his relatives, he obeyed her without argument, even when it went against his own instinct and desire.

      With that, Margrethe headed outside to meet her daughter. Ian had no idea what they could possibly see from the Lookout at this time of night, or why anyone would choose to leave the warm house for the cold air and the darkness outside.

      A minute or two later, the lawyer went onto the terrace to smoke a cigar, leaving Simon, Ian, and Berit alone in the living room. No one said a word. Ian shifted uncomfortably in his chair. His leg was painful, but that wasn’t what was bothering him. Margrethe’s words were still going round and round in his head. He rubbed his face and tried to clear his mind. He was all too aware that he wasn’t at the top of his game, either physically or mentally.

      Cool, damp air flooded in through the open patio door, carrying with it the scent of expensive cigar smoke.

      Right then, a scream cut through the quiet night, echoing over the rocks.

      A moment later, it stopped.

      

      * * *

      The sudden silence that followed felt almost as ominous as the scream itself.

      Ian and Berit instinctively exchanged a glance, but neither of them moved. They were both frozen to the spot, trapped in the roles assigned to them: reluctant extras who could do nothing but look on as the tragedy played out around them.

      There was another scream, wild and hopeless this time, rising and rising to a crescendo of grief and loss.

      The second scream woke Ian and Berit from their trance, and he struggled to get up on his crutches. Berit was already on her feet.

      “It’s coming from the east,” she said.

      “The path up to the Lookout,” said Simon. “Oh God, the cliff. You don’t think…”

      “Stay here, Ian,” Berit told him, putting a firm hand on his shoulder. “You’re no use out there,” she added before he had time to argue.

      She then turned to Simon, who seemed relieved that someone else had taken charge.

      “We’re going to need flashlights, the brightest ones you’ve got. No sense in anyone else having an accident out there.”

      Berit pulled on her boots and her Helly Hansen sweater. Ian hopped over to her and propped his crutches against the wall so that he could grab her arm and stop her from following Simon outside.

      “That wasn’t an accident,” he said. “Margrethe told me she feared for her life, and it seems like she might have been right to. See if there’s anything you can do to help, but then we need to call the police. And an ambulance, of course.”

      He let go of her arm.

      “Bloody crutches,” he muttered, nodding to the door. “Now go.”

      Simon and Berit hurried off along the path, their flashlights illuminating a small sliver of the dark, uneven ground. The rocks were still slick from the rain, slippery and treacherous.

      The minute they were out of sight, Ian started worrying about Berit, and he swore to himself. A moment later, he made up his mind. He spotted a headlight hanging from a hook on the wall, and he pulled it on. He also grabbed a pair of binoculars from a shelf nearby.

      He knew he would never be able to catch up with them, but there was no way he could just sit around and do nothing. He picked his way across the wet, uneven ground, thinking back to the first scream and how wild and powerful it had been. He should never have let Margrethe go out alone.

      The second scream had now faded too, and all he could hear was the wind in the trees and the furious waves down below. He realized he was getting closer to Berit’s flashlight, and he found her close to the edge of a high, slick rock.

      The light was shining straight at a ghostly white face. Louise was on the ground beside a juniper bush with her arms wrapped tightly around her knees, rocking back and forth. Her mouth was open, but she was no longer making a sound, her long gray hair blowing in the breeze. The red lipstick she was wearing looked utterly macabre against her deathly pale skin, and her hands were so tightly clenched that her knuckles had turned white.

      Wilhelm, Ebba, and Carl-Wilhelm appeared on the trail from their villa, and Ebba dropped to her knees and wrapped her arms around her aunt.

      “It’s OK,” she said. “It’s all going to be OK.”

      “OK?” Louise’s voice was wild. “She’s dead! Dead! Nothing is ever going to be OK again!”

      Before Ian could stop them, the others had all moved over to the sheer drop. They leaned over the edge and shone their flashlights toward the churning sea. He looked down at the hotchpotch of footprints on the muddy ground. Too late to do anything about that now, he thought, reluctantly following them over.

      Margrethe was lying motionless down below, her long gray hair spread out across the rocks. The waves were almost reaching the spot where she was sprawled.

      Despite his self-righteous arrogance, Wilhelm proved utterly useless in a crisis. He simply stared down at his mother in silence, waiting for someone else to take over. Ian recognized the type from his work. He had met plenty of bosses who lacked any natural authority.

      Everyone had turned to Berit instead.

      “Is there a safe way down there?” she asked. The others shook their heads, and she set off toward the house, down the stairs, and out onto the jetty. Simon ran after her. Ian watched through the binoculars as they untied the boat and jumped into it.

      Berit rowed with long, confident strokes, heading toward the rocks. Ian could no longer see them, but he heard a scraping sound as they ran aground, followed by splashing as they waded over to where Margrethe was lying.

      A moment later, he heard a wail, a voice being warped by the wind.

      Ian reached into his pocket for his phone. One of his crutches fell to the ground, but he left it there and called Berit, who answered on the first ring.

      “Is there anything we can do for her?” he asked.

      “No. She’s dead.”

      Berit sounded tired, and the whimpering grew in strength. Now that he could hear it both on the breeze and down the line, Ian realized the voice was Simon’s.

      “Margrethe, Margrethe, Margrethe,” he wailed, followed by something in Swedish. Ian had no idea what he had said, but the raw grief in Simon’s words transcended all language.

      Ian looked around. In the light of the moon, he could see the other family members’ faces, wearing expressions of shock, confusion, and horror.

      What he was looking for was guilt. If any of them were responsible for Margrethe’s death, he would find out. Standing there on the edge of a cold, damp rock, illuminated by the light of the indifferent stars, he made a promise to himself. He would find whoever was responsible for this. He might have failed to protect Margrethe, but he would make sure she got justice.

      Ian lifted his phone and called the emergency services.

      “This is Ian Ahmed of the Devon and Cornwall Police,” he said. “I’d like to report a murder.”
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      When Ian woke the next morning, his entire body was aching. His back, shoulders, and arms, his injured leg, his good leg. Even the palms of his hands. He let out an undignified whimper as he struggled to sit up, then reached for the binoculars to check how the Swedish police were getting on.

      “They’ve cordoned off the Lookout!” he shouted through to Berit’s bedroom.

      It was gone nine, but she still wasn’t up.

      “I can see the tape,” he continued. “And forensics are busy documenting the footprints, by the looks of it—not that they’ll get much out of them. There were far too many people trudging about up there last night.”

      He heard slow footsteps from the bedroom, and Berit’s door opened. Her face was almost ashen with exhaustion, her eyes hollow. Despite the fact that the forensic technicians’ protective overalls were visible even without binoculars, she didn’t so much as glance in their direction.

      Instead, she crouched down in front of the hearth and lit a fire.

      “Are you OK?” he asked.

      “Fine,” she mumbled without turning around.

      She had just used the exact same tone of voice he did whenever people asked how his leg was. Maybe that wasn’t surprising, he thought. She’d had the toughest job of all yesterday: tending to a grieving relative who was in a state of shock. As a police officer, Ian knew how to maintain a certain distance in difficult situations like that, but the same couldn’t be said of Berit. He hoped she would be able to channel her emotion into the investigation. From experience, he knew that work was the best way to process the anger and powerlessness that came from witnessing grief so close up.

      He hopped into the kitchen and returned a few minutes later, setting down a cup of strong, sweet tea with a dash of milk in front of her.

      “Drink,” he said. “It’ll help with the shock. You can have coffee later.”

      Ian hopped away again, this time to bring her a plate of toast with butter and marmalade.

      “Eat,” he said. “You’ll feel much better once you’ve got some carbs in you.”

      Berit did as she was told without a word of argument, and before long she had regained a little color in her cheeks. Her eyes still looked weary, but he thought he could see a hint of her usual intelligent self in there.

      All he could hear was the crackling of the logs in the fire and the whistling wind outside. It was a cold, damp day. Far better to be safe and dry indoors than stuck out there at the crime scene, he thought, gazing longingly in the direction of the police officers on the other side of the strait.

      He would still head over there, of course, as soon as Berit had finished her breakfast. To offer his services as a detective who just so happened to have been at the scene at the time of the incident. Ian asked Berit when she thought she would be ready to row them over there, but she looked remarkably distant.

      “Just leave it to the Swedish police,” she said. “They’re getting paid.”

      Ian was surprised by her response. “You’ve never hesitated to get involved in a murder inquiry before,” he said.

      “This is different.” An irritated crease had appeared between her brows. “What the hell did we get ourselves mixed up in yesterday? And why on earth did Margrethe drag us into it?”

      “Berit… Margrethe is dead.”

      “That’s no excuse!” Berit replied indignantly. “Margrethe spent her life controlling people. Even we did exactly what she wanted. But I’m not going to be pushed around by someone who doesn’t even exist! I get enough of that as it is in my writing.”

      Ian leaned forward and put a hand on her arm.

      “I promised I’d help her. She told me she feared for her life, Berit. Margrethe asked for my help, and I failed her. I have to try to work out who killed her, at the very least.”

      “They’ll cling to us like seaweed,” Berit whined. “Dragging us into their insufferable problems and conflicts. Miserable families like that always do.”

      “Berit, this isn’t like you. Aren’t you even the slightest bit curious to know who might have done it?”

      “No.” Her answer was curt and emphatic, but when she felt Ian’s eyes on her, she muttered: “I have other things to worry about.”

      But when he asked what those things were, she refused to say.

      “I’m busy,” she said.

      Ian looked around the cottage. “Yes, I can see that,” he said. “You’ve clearly got a lot on your plate.”

      “I’m an author, not a police officer.”

      “That’s never stopped you before.”

      He gave her a searching look, but she refused to meet his eye.

      “How do you do it?” he asked after a moment or two. “How do you solve murders without any of the resources the police have access to, I mean?”

      “A lot of it is just listening. When people are in crisis, they reveal things. They lose their self-control, and the mask slips. No one really knows how they’re supposed to behave, and the roles they usually fall back on aren’t quite enough anymore.”

      “What, and then you’re there to watch them?”

      “I suppose so.”

      “Getting to know the various characters, as you always say? Studying them, their motivations and driving forces and internal conflicts. Isn’t that how you usually describe your method?”

      Berit shrugged. “Something like that,” she admitted.

      “People behave differently around someone who isn’t a police officer. You told me that once. Probably because they don’t hold back quite so much. They talk more openly. Reveal more.”

      “Sometimes.”

      “That was what you did in Great Diddling, wasn’t it? Spent time with the locals, eavesdropping on them and waiting for them to give themselves away.”

      “This isn’t Great Diddling.”

      “All you have to do is row me over to Tallholmen and then listen to what the family have to say. That’s not too much to ask, is it? I’d go over there myself if I could.” When she failed to speak, he continued: “After all, I did save your life in Lyon.”

      Ian felt ashamed the minute the words left his mouth. You didn’t save someone’s life in order to be able to use it as emotional blackmail afterward, and certainly not on someone like Berit. There was no place for quid pro quo in their relationship.

      But Berit didn’t seem to mind.

      “That’s true,” she said. She sipped her tea and gazed out at the gray day outside. Sighed. “You’re not going to let this drop, are you?”

      “I can’t,” he said. “I’m a police officer, and I was there when Margrethe died. I have to offer to help at the very least. If the Swedish police don’t need me, then fine, I’ll just have to accept that there’s nothing more I can do. But I won’t be happy about it.”

      

      * * *

      The Swedish police—in the form of Detective Chief Inspector Sven Lindqvist—met them by the cordon up at the Lookout. Lindqvist was tall and blond, with a hint of a beer belly and a furrowed face. He looked weary after a long night at the scene, but his eyes still radiated sharpness and intelligence. They studied Ian closely, as though the Swedish DCI was trying to work out whether or not his English counterpart would be a help or a hindrance.

      Ian discreetly attempted to wipe the cold sweat from his brow and top lip. His entire body was protesting at the ordeal of having climbed the damn steps again, but it felt different this time. He was invigorated by the chase. The adrenaline would keep him going.

      Though he would pay for it later, of course.

      “You were here last night,” said Lindqvist. “That gives you a head start. As a rule, we usually only show up once it’s already too late.”

      “For all the good it did Margrethe,” Ian muttered. “The honest truth is that I let her down. I should have protected her.”

      Lindqvist gazed at Ian’s cast with a rueful look on his face. “Not like you’d have been able to do much with that leg anyway,” he said. “But everything you saw and heard could still be useful. You said she feared for her life?”

      “And thought one of her family members wanted to kill her.”

      The Swedish detective let out a low whistle. “Did she have anyone particular in mind?”

      Ian pulled a face. “I don’t know. She wouldn’t say any more last night. She mentioned that her son, Wilhelm, would love to see her dead, but I think she meant it more as a joke than anything.”

      Lindqvist’s eyebrows rose. “I’m not sure I see the funny side.”

      “Me neither,” Ian admitted, but before he had time to say anything else, he got distracted by Berit. Rather than listening to their conversation, she was pacing back and forth with her gaze on the ground, as though she didn’t trust the police to have searched the area properly. Perhaps her innate curiosity had raised its head at long last, he thought, forcing her to investigate now that she was here.

      “We’re going to struggle to prove it was even murder,” said Lindqvist, and Ian turned back to face him again. “It was late, it had been raining, she’d been drinking… If it wasn’t for the conversation you had with her, I’d be inclined to write the whole thing off as an accident. But I don’t like coincidences.”

      “Show me a police officer that does.”

      “Am I right in thinking that dinner was pretty awkward?”

      “They served kale ice cream…”

      Lindqvist grimaced. “That bad?”

      “DCI Lindqvist, I—”

      “Call me Sven.”

      The Swedish name didn’t roll naturally off the tongue for Ian, but he did his best. “Sven. I’d like to talk to her relatives,” he said.

      “We’ve already interviewed them all. As best we could, anyway. Strictly speaking, they’re not suspected of anything, and the lawyer was hanging on every word they said.”

      “He’s a friend of the family, apparently.”

      “Handy. One of them gets murdered, and they’ve got a lawyer on the scene before anyone has even called the police.”

      “They might…” Ian hesitated. “They might be more willing to talk to us as…well, as a couple more friends of the family, or something. Berit and I could go over to pay our condolences and see what happens.”

      “I don’t suppose there’s any law against that.” Sven almost sounded disappointed. No police officer wanted a couple of amateurs poking their noses into his investigation. But if Margrethe’s death had been an accident, he could hardly forbid them from talking to the family, and so far he couldn’t prove otherwise. “They might not say a word to you,” he said.

      “Believe me, Berit has a knack for getting people to talk.”

      Sven glanced in her direction right as she disappeared down one of the narrow trails that converged up at the Lookout. A moment later, she came back and turned off in another direction. What the hell was she up to? Ian heard her footsteps on the gravel and craned his neck to see where she was.

      “I know you have a lot of experience investigating murders, DCI Ahmed,” said Sven. “But what about her? Do you really think it’s wise to get a civilian involved at this stage?”

      “Don’t worry about Berit. She’s been through similar before. Dead bodies have an uncanny habit of popping up around her.”

      “Excuse me?” The Swedish detective was so taken aback that his accent grew thicker.

      “She’s investigated murders before,” Ian clarified.

      “What do you mean by ‘investigated’?”

      “Didn’t she tell you yesterday? Berit is one of the sharpest minds I’ve ever had the privilege of working with. She’s solved several murders. It wouldn’t surprise me at all if she was already several steps ahead of you.”

      Lindqvist gave Ian a doubtful glance, like he suspected Ian was messing with him.

      “She sees things other people miss,” Ian assured him.

      As the words left his mouth, Berit was hunched over beside a juniper bush, staring down at the ground. She muttered to herself like she was studying something incredibly interesting.

      “I know that Berit has”—the Swede paused for a moment, searching for the right words—“been involved in the past. When we spoke yesterday, she told me how you first met in Cornwall. But she didn’t say a word about actually having solved any murders.”

      “She’s modest.”

      Sven nodded solemnly. “Law of Jante,” he mumbled.

      “What?” Ian asked, confused, but his counterpart had already moved on.

      “I hope she didn’t get too much of a shock.”

      “Berit? ”

      “I think the sight of the body affected her more than she wants to let on,” said Sven. “It wasn’t a pretty sight. And it never gets any easier, does it? You don’t get used to it.”

      Ian sighed. “No,” he admitted. “You don’t.”

      Berit came over before he had time to say anything else, and he turned to face her.

      “I was just telling Sven that I’d like to talk to the family. To express our deepest condolences and—”

      “If you ask me, none of them will miss her,” she said. “Except Simon. And possibly Louise.”

      “I want to talk to everyone, to see if we can get anything out of them.”

      Berit seemed to be debating with herself. Her eyes drifted up toward the house perched on the rocks, and then she nodded, as though the decision had been made.

      “We should start with Simon,” she said. “Yesterday, while we were standing by the body, he said ‘Margrethe, Margrethe, Margrethe, why did you do it?’ and then ‘They killed you.’”

      

      * * *

      All trace of last night’s dinner had been cleared away in the main house. The dining table was bare, the floor swept, the impersonal kitchen gleaming and spotless. On the surface, everything looked perfect. But without Margrethe’s commanding presence, the room felt empty. Simon simply couldn’t bring the expanses of concrete to life in the same way.

      He was out on the terrace when they arrived, gazing down at the choppy waves. There was still a hint of rain in the air, and that was mirrored on the young man’s face, as though every inch of him had turned gray and cold. He turned around when he heard their footsteps.

      “I don’t know what to do,” he mumbled. “The funeral, the galleries… Someone is going to have to take charge.”

      Berit walked over to him and put a hand on his shoulder. She led him back inside and over to an armchair, where he immediately slumped down. After pushing a chair closer for Ian, she went to grab another for herself.

      “Simon,” Ian began. “What did you mean yesterday when you said: ‘Margrethe, why did you do it?’ Do you think she might have committed suicide?”

      “What? No! Never! I just meant…why did she have to go out there alone in the middle of the night?”

      That wasn’t at all what he meant, thought Ian.

      “What about ‘they killed her’?” he asked. “What did that mean? Do you think one of her relatives could have pushed her? Did you mean ‘they’ as in her family in general, or a specific combination of them? Two people working together, for example?”

      Simon’s eyes began to wander. “One of them must have done it…” he mumbled.

      “So you think it was murder?”

      “Don’t you? Margrethe knew every inch of those rocks. There’s no way she would have fallen, no way!” He gave Ian and Berit an anxious look. “Di… Did you find something up there? Something that suggests one of them killed her?”

      “No,” Berit replied.

      Ian couldn’t quite read the emotions passing over Simon’s face. Was that relief? Surprise? Disappointment?

      “Simon, Margrethe thought that someone from her family was trying to kill her,” he said. “Did she ever mention those suspicions to you?”

      Simon swallowed. Tiny beads of sweat had started to glisten on his brow.

      “No,” he said, his voice barely audible, slumping even lower in the armchair.

      Ian studied him closely. Was he telling the truth now? What reason could he possibly have to protect a family that clearly saw him as a threat, as an outsider?

      “Simon.” Berit spoke up, and he reacted to her voice like a parched man who has just caught a glimpse of water. “What will happen to Margrethe’s galleries now?”

      “I don’t know. She had plans, obviously, for what should happen after her death. But I–I guess we’ll just have to wait and see.”

      “Plans?” Berit asked.

      Simon gave her a sad smile. “Margrethe was the kind of person who had everything planned out. Her wishes for the funeral are laid out in minute detail, ten whole pages. She covered everything from who can give a speech to who should be invited.”

      Ian leaned forward. “When did she write those instructions?”

      “Oh, ages ago,” said Simon. “I think it was probably after she opened the first gallery, the one in Dalarna. Once she had a legacy. But she updated everything a few weeks before her birthday.”

      Ian and Berit exchanged a glance.

      “Yesterday’s dinner party,” said Berit. “Would you say it was normal? The atmosphere, I mean. Is that what it’s usually like when the family gets together?”

      Simon shuddered. “Don’t judge her for how she was acting yesterday. She was never at her best around her family. They always managed to bring out the worst in her. But you should have seen her at her best. God, she was radiant! She made everyone else shine, too. Margrethe didn’t accept any limitations—she cut straight through them like through a Gordian knot. And she made you feel like you had the entire world at your feet, like she could pick it up and give it to you. She was… She was like a…”

      “A drug?” Berit suggested.

      “An inspiration,” said Simon. He hesitated. “I wouldn’t judge Elisabeth by her behavior yesterday, either. She was probably just desperate. She’d be so much happier if she could just find something meaningful to do with her life. I tried to convince Margrethe to get her to help with the fundraising. All galleries need outside funding, after all, and you can say what you like about Elisabeth, but she’s got so many contacts. She knows how to get rich people to part with their cash, too. But Margrethe was never interested in buttering people up like that, even if they had money. She always had to challenge and provoke instead, and somehow she managed to bring in funds that way. But Elisabeth couldn’t exactly help with that, if you see what I mean.”

      “Because it hinged on Margrethe’s personality and name,” said Berit.

      Simon smiled. “Exactly. Rich people didn’t mind her being provocative because she was a genius. Anyway, Elisabeth was kind to me when Margrethe married my dad and I first joined the family. She looked after me back then, before Margrethe realized that I had a knack for learning things. I’ll always be grateful to her for that.”

      Ian struggled to imagine the bitter, cynical Elisabeth taking a spoiled teenager under her wing, particularly when he was suddenly forced onto them like that, but then again people could change. She certainly hadn’t made much of an effort to be friendly toward Simon yesterday. In fact, unless he was mistaken, she had barely said a word to him all evening.

      “And nothing that happened during dinner stood out to you?” Berit pressed him.

      Simon hesitated again. “Not during dinner…”

      “What about earlier in the day?”

      He nodded. “In the morning. She and Wilhelm had an argument. That wasn’t exactly unusual, but it felt like it was more serious than normal.”

      “What were they arguing about?” Ian asked.

      “I don’t know, but if I had to guess, it was probably the future of the galleries. That was all she had been thinking about lately.”

      

      * * *

      The Yellow Villa, the oldest of the three properties on the island, seemed to have been built in an era when people wanted to escape the elements rather than defy them. It was tucked away in a calm, sheltered bay, surrounded by a neat lawn and handsome old oak trees. Despite the fact that it was October, the grass outside was still lush and green, and down by the shore, the pretty poplar trees were rustling in the soft breeze. The Yellow Villa looked welcoming and idyllic with its traditional small-paned windows, white woodwork, and sunroom.

      Inside, the decor was mostly New England in style, whites and blues and warm woods. Everything was expensive and high-quality, and the whole place felt incredibly impersonal.

      The Cullberg-Franzéns were sitting in the living room, and when Ian and Berit made their way inside, they all turned in unison and stared disapprovingly at them.

      Something made them hold back from asking what the hell Ian and Berit were doing there. Perhaps they were simply so used to doing what Margrethe wanted that they continued to think of them as their guests, even though she was dead. Or perhaps they remembered how confidently Berit had taken the lead yesterday. Ebba even went as far as to give them both a slightly hesitant smile and ask if they would like some coffee.

      Berit sat down in one of the white armchairs, and Ian noticed that her big toe was poking out through a hole in her sock. She casually waggled her foot and looked around the room.

      “The police asked us to come over,” she lied. “I guess they want to talk to everyone who was there yesterday. I’m assuming they’ve already been over here to bother you?”

      Both her words and her tone placed her squarely on their side against the police. A common enemy. Us against them. It was the oldest trick in the book for creating a sense of unity in a group that didn’t really have anything in common.

      “You’re bloody right they have,” Carl-Wilhelm muttered. “Asking their questions and insinuating things and carrying on. And now they’re trudging around our island like they own the place! The whole thing is such an invasion of our privacy!” He glanced over to Wilhelm. “Right, Dad?”

      Wilhelm waved dismissively. “They’re trudging around the island because I told them they could. The officer in charge gave me his word that they would quickly wrap up whatever it is they feel they need to do.”

      Safe in the comfort of his own living room, the man’s self-confidence was back with a vengeance.

      “Well, if you ask me, it’s a shocking waste of taxpayer money,” said Carl-Wilhelm.

      Ian wondered how much tax the young man could realistically have paid so far, but Berit nodded in agreement and flashed Ebba a warm smile as she returned with their coffees.

      “It was an accident,” Louise said without warning from the depths of the sofa.

      “Of course it was,” Wilhelm snapped. “My mother was an old woman. She slipped. That’s all there is to say about the whole tragic affair.”

      “It had been raining,” Louise continued. “The rocks are always so slippery when it’s been raining.”

      “What I can’t understand is why she even wanted to go up there,” Wilhelm said disapprovingly. “In the middle of the night, too. Why couldn’t the two of you just talk indoors?”

      Louise took his words as a dig and immediately launched into a long, nervous rant about how it hadn’t been her idea and how she would have been much happier chatting somewhere warmer, and so on.

      “Yes, yes,” said Wilhelm. “No one is accusing you of anything.” He sounded so brusque and impatient, but Louise looked relieved.

      Ian was fascinated by how openly they were willing to talk in front of him and Berit, but he wasn’t particularly surprised. He definitely wouldn’t be making the mistake of thinking it was because the family accepted or respected them. On the contrary. He suspected that their openness stemmed from the fact that they simply didn’t care what he or Berit thought. The anxious middle classes were the only ones who wasted time and energy on doubt and self-censorship. For the genuinely wealthy, there was no limit to what a person could say. It was something he frequently encountered in his line of work, but it also cropped up in his private life, whenever he spent any time with his sister or brother-in-law’s successful friends.

      If he was really honest, Ian didn’t have anything against it. At least you knew where you stood with these people. And, as a detective, being underestimated often proved useful.

      He cleared his throat. “The fact is,” he said, “that I’m pretty sure Margrethe was murdered.”

      Louise’s eyes automatically turned to Wilhelm. Was there some sort of silent accusation in that glance, or was she simply hoping for support from him?

      “Margrethe invited me to dinner yesterday because she feared for her life,” Ian continued. “She was afraid.”

      His words were met by stunned silence, but after a moment or two Wilhelm said what everyone was thinking:

      “My mother? Afraid? Don’t be ridiculous.”

      “The police will want to know whether Margrethe had any enemies.”

      “Of course she didn’t,” Wilhelm replied. “My mother was a highly respected entrepreneur.”

      His wife snorted dismissively into her white wine. It wasn’t even noon yet, but it clearly wasn’t her first glass.

      “No enemies!” she muttered in disbelief. “It’d be quicker to list her friends.”

      “They’re going to want to know where everyone was, too,” Ian continued. “When you heard the scream, that is.”

      “Ebba and I were together the whole time.” Carl-Wilhelm quickly spoke up.

      Ebba nodded eagerly. “Right here,” she said.

      “It was an accident,” Louise repeated. Her cheeks were now scarlet. Ebba put a concerned arm around her shoulders.

      “I don’t know what business it is of the police,” said Wilhelm. “But my wife and I were in the parlor upstairs. I’d gone up there to fetch the book my mother suddenly decided she wanted to show you, and I popped my head in to see how my dear wife was…feeling.”

      “Naturally we’ll do all we can to support the police in their investigation,” the lawyer and family friend said, crossing his legs. “But I would also like to advise you all not to share information unnecessarily. You are under no obligation to answer their questions; remember that.”

      “Elisabeth and I were together,” Wilhelm insisted. “She was standing right beside me when we heard the scream.”

      His wife drained her glass and looked utterly bored. Did she really not care that her mother-in-law had been murdered?

      “I have no doubt that the police will accept your statements,” the lawyer reassured the family. “They know they are dealing with prominent members of society.”

      If the Swedish police force is anything like the one in the UK, thought Ian, then they won’t be all that impressed by that. There was just as much dirt among upper echelons of society, if not more. Being rich simply made it easier to commit crimes.

      “I don’t understand why we’re even having this conversation,” said Louise. “It was an accident. The rocks are always so slippery when it’s been raining. Everyone knows that.”

      Wilhelm nodded eagerly. “My mother was an old woman. She might not have wanted to admit it, but she wasn’t as steady on her feet as she once was. Utter madness to go up there at that time of night.”

      No one mentioned the fact that she had also been under the influence of alcohol, possibly because they had drunk at least as much as her and didn’t want to draw any attention to it.

      “No doubt whatsoever; that’s the conclusion the police will draw,” said the lawyer.

      “It was an accident!” Louise’s voice reached a falsetto, and she clapped her hands to her flushed cheeks. A moment later, she leaped up and hurried out of the room, as though she couldn’t bear to talk about it for a second longer.

      Berit watched her go, then turned back to the family.

      “The atmosphere during dinner,” she said. “Would you say that was typical?”

      The others all exchanged glances, but no one spoke.

      Ian looked straight at Wilhelm. “What did you and Margrethe argue about yesterday?” he asked.

      “I have no intention of discussing my private affairs with someone I’ve known for less than a day!”

      “Then you’ll have to talk to the police,” said Ian. “Think of this as a dress rehearsal.”

      “Talk to the police! Don’t be ridiculous. That’s what God invented lawyers for.”

      The lawyer and family friend smiled appreciatively. “I think we’ve all been more than accommodating so far,” he said. “And I’m sure the detective chief inspector agrees.”

      “What did you do with the book?” Berit asked.

      Wilhelm turned to her in confusion. “What book?”

      “The book Margrethe asked you to fetch. About the gallery in Dalarna. I’d love to read it.”

      “Oh, right, that one. I never did find it. Ask Paula. I’m sure she knows.”

      

      * * *

      Paula turned out to be the housekeeper they had seen the night before. Ian and Berit found her in the kitchen, where she was busy preparing a three-course meal as though nothing had happened. She was in her early forties, competent, efficient, and seemingly unfazed by being caught in the middle of a police investigation.

      When she noticed Ian’s reaction to the dinner preparations, she said drily:

      “They’re not going to lose their appetites just because Margrethe is dead, but how they expect me to cook anything in this kitchen, I’ll never know… The stove must be at least forty years old, and there are hardly any pans. I had to bring some over from the main house.”

      “You worked for Margrethe?” Ian asked.

      “Yes, for the last ten years. She knew what she wanted, and she was willing to pay for it, so we got on well.”

      Berit asked about the book, and the housekeeper went to fetch it.

      “Keep it,” she told Berit. “No one here will care. They’re not exactly big readers.”

      “Do you know what Margrethe and Wilhelm were arguing about yesterday?” Ian asked. Staff like Paula had a tendency to notice things. The families they worked for often seemed to forget they were there.

      “No,” she said after a brief pause. “I didn’t hear that argument.”

      “Does that mean you heard another one?” asked Berit.

      The housekeeper nodded. “I heard Wilhelm and Elisabeth during lunch, here in the Yellow Villa. They expected me to come over and cook for them, even though that meant twice as much work for me. On the other hand, that might mean I still have a job now that Margrethe is dead. I’d just served a light lunch in the dining room when I heard them. They were right here in the kitchen when I came back. Stopped the minute they noticed me, of course, but not before I heard Elisabeth say, ‘After everything you did for the old bitch!’ And ‘Be a man for once in your life. Do something!’”

      “You think she was talking about Margrethe?” asked Ian.

      Paula smiled cynically. “How many old bitches do you think there are on this island?”

      “Yesterday’s dinner,” Berit began. “Was that typical of how much they usually argue?”

      The housekeeper shrugged. “They’re not exactly a happy family, but yesterday was probably a bit worse than usual. Margrethe had been in a foul mood all weekend, but she always was when she had to see the rest of them. She couldn’t stand her son and ignored her daughter.”

      “Which is worse?” asked Berit. “Being criticized or ignored?”

      Paula considered the question for a moment. “Being ignored, I think. Louise was constantly trying to get her mother’s validation. At least Wilhelm has a family of his own. Louise has nothing.”

      

      * * *

      A neat, wide gravel path led from the Yellow Villa to Louise’s cottage. It took Berit and Ian past the Lookout again and, as before, she studied the ground closely as they walked.

      “Are you looking for anything in particular?” Ian asked her.

      “I thought maybe they’d find something,” she replied. “But I was wrong.”

      He shook his head. “What did you make of the housekeeper? She seems to be extremely close to the family, but she was also willing to share their secrets with the first strangers who came along. We’re not even with the police!”

      “I suspect she feels an entirely reasonable degree of loyalty toward them. She knows they wouldn’t show a shred of it to her.”

      “Still, they must be pretty close. She referred to them all by their first names.”

      “Ah, no, everyone does that in Sweden. We stopped using formal pronouns and all that business in the seventies. These days, young shop assistants are probably the only exception to that, thinking it makes them seem polite. People get rather upset whenever that happens.”

      “They get upset…?”

      “Because it’s rude, of course,” said Berit inexplicably. Ian decided it was just one of those Swedish quirks he would never quite be able to understand and let it go.

      Louise’s cottage was at the very tip of a small point. It looked fairly new and modern, constructed from pale natural wood, and was considerably smaller than both the main house and the Yellow Villa. In truth, it was little more than one big room, with huge windows looking out onto the gray water. An expanse of sea and sky stretched out in front of them as they stepped inside, but this time the view didn’t make Ian dizzy; he could have spent hours there watching the waves break against the rocks.

      Louise turned around in panic when she heard their footsteps. Was that because of her usual insecurities, or was there something guilty about the way her gaze kept drifting?

      Berit looked around the cottage and said a few kind words about it, and that was enough to make Louise relax slightly. The woman soaked up kindness like a plant that had been starved of nutrients.

      “Louise,” said Ian. “What did you want to talk to Margrethe about?”

      The startled look returned. “N-nothing,” she stuttered. “I mean, I don’t know. She was the one who wanted to talk to me. I don’t know what she wanted to talk about.”

      Had she rehearsed that answer? The way it rolled off her tongue certainly made it sound like she had learned it by heart.

      “Where were you when you heard the scream? Were you up by the Lookout?”

      A quick shake of the head.

      “But you were outside? You’d gone to get a warmer jacket, and then you were on your way up to the Lookout?”

      Louise’s face lit up. “My mother gave it to me so I’d be able to stay warm. She bought herself another just like it.”

      “You heard your mother scream,” Ian reminded her.

      “When did she give you the jacket?” Berit asked.

      Ian shot her an impatient glance.

      “A few weeks ago, and it wasn’t even my birthday!” The joy that unexpected gesture had brought her shone through in her voice, and she suddenly sounded much younger. When it came to her mother, Louise was still just a little girl, and death hadn’t changed that.

      Ian shook his head at Berit. They had far more important things to talk about than a damn jacket.

      “Louise, this is really important,” he said. “Did you see your mother fall?”

      “No.” Her answer was firm. No hesitation whatsoever.

      “But you heard her scream, and you knew where the sound was coming from?”

      “The Lookout,” she said, so quietly that he could barely hear her.

      He leaned forward on his crutches. “So you went up there? As quickly as you could?”

      She nodded.

      “Did you go out onto the rocks?”

      More shaking of the head, several times. Louise shuddered.

      “I don’t like heights,” she said.

      “Then how did you know what had happened?”

      Her eyes began to wander again. “What do you mean?”

      “When we got there, you said, ‘She’s dead.’” Was it all in his mind, or did she suddenly seem more guarded? “How did you know your mother was lying dead down below if you never went out onto the rocks?”

      “I just knew. Mother always liked to stand right at the very edge. I used to beg her to take a step back, just one, rather than teetering on the brink. She said it made her feel like she could fly.”

      “I wonder if that was why she had the house built so high up,” Berit mused. “In order to feel free?”

      Louise shuddered again. “God, that house is awful. I always try to sit with my back to the windows, but Mother positioned all the furniture so you have to see the view. You can’t get away from it. And even when it’s dark, you know it’s out there. The sheer drop.”

      Margrethe had dealt with her daughter’s fear by forcing her to confront it, thought Ian. And then she had arranged to meet her somewhere she knew she hated. And Louise had gone. Did that show obedience, bravery—or desperation?

      “What did you want to talk to your mother about?” he asked again.

      “Nothing!”

      “Louise,” Ian said firmly. “You and Margrethe went out late at night to a place you were afraid of. You clearly wanted to talk to her about something.”

      “My mother was so confused toward the end. She was old, and she fell. That’s it. Everything else is private. It’s no one else’s business what goes on in our family.”

      

      * * *

      Sven caught up with Ian and Berit by the steps down to the jetty.

      “So, did you learn anything new?” he asked. He looked wearier than ever, as though the case was already sucking the life out of him.

      “Not much,” Ian admitted. “It’s at times like this I really miss being able to flash my badge.”

      “Believe me, it wouldn’t make much difference. These people are used to treating the police like their personal errand boys. They think of us as glorified security guards whose only job is to protect their property.”

      “I would have liked to put more pressure on them.”

      “What makes you think I haven’t tried that already?”

      Ian held up his hands. “Sorry,” he said. “I’d never dream of telling you how to do your job, but…”

      Sven’s eyebrows shot up, but when he next spoke his voice was deceptively soft. “Sounds to me like you’re about to do just that.”

      “I thought we got to see a lot of interesting behavior,” Berit spoke up. “Two incredibly successful interviews, plus a book. Very satisfying.”

      “What sort of interesting behavior?” asked Sven. Ian was wondering the same thing.

      “Well, Wilhelm was acting particularly oddly.”

      “He threatened us with his lawyer,” Ian argued. “That’s hardly odd behavior for him.”

      “True, but not before he went to great lengths to tell us that he and his wife were together when Margrethe died. Despite all his talk about not being obliged to say a word, he was incredibly keen to let us know about his alibi.”

      “You think he’s protecting her?” asked Sven.

      “Or himself, yes. And then there’s Louise.”

      “She’s definitely hiding something,” said Ian. “But we still have no idea what.”

      “I find her fascinating,” said Berit. “She was clearly used to being pushed around by her mother, but I thought I caught a glimpse of something in her eye.”

      “Something in her eye…” Ian repeated.

      “Yes, something colorful.”

      Sven and Ian exchanged a troubled glance. Ian was just about to apologize on Berit’s behalf when he remembered his own first impression of Louise as someone who longed for color.

      Something else also came back to him, and he hesitated briefly, then said, “Louise also mentioned that her mother liked balancing on the cliff edge. Apparently it made her feel like she could fly.”

      His voice was void of all emotion, but he saw the Swedish detective’s eyebrows rise toward his hairline yet again.

      “Obviously that doesn’t necessarily mean anything,” Ian pointed out. “But if Margrethe was killed, her family has to be the prime suspects, and we can’t just swallow everything they tell us. None of them could stand her. Simon, her stepson, might be the only exception to that, and his status as the favorite made the other children jealous. They’re not children, of course. Both are in their fifties. Even the grandkids are old enough to have committed murder.”

      “There’s no age limit on that,” Sven agreed.

      “They couldn’t stand her either. None of them could.”

      “I can’t stand my mother-in-law, but that doesn’t mean I’d push her off a cliff,” said Sven. It almost sounded like he was lamenting his lack of initiative.

      “What about forensics?” asked Ian. “Did they find anything?”

      “I’ll say this now, so we’re all clear: The only thing I need less than a visiting detective sticking his nose into things is a one-legged detective doing the same.”

      Ian winced, and Sven’s face softened slightly.

      “You’re off sick,” the Swede continued. “Leave the forensic investigation to us.”

      “Did you really not find anything up by the Lookout?” asked Berit.

      Sven’s patience was now wearing extremely thin. “Nothing but a hell of a lot of footprints,” he said. “The whole damn family seems to have been stomping about up there. Which reminds me: We’re going to need both your footprints. So we can rule you out of our inquiries, you understand. Are those the shoes you had on yesterday?”

      Berit and Ian both nodded, and a young forensic technician came over to take a few photographs.

      Sven waited until the technician was out of earshot, then said, “I probably shouldn’t be telling you this, but my boss isn’t going to prioritize this case. We’ve already got our hands full with deaths we know were murders.” He sighed. “The number of shootings has gone through the roof lately. The gangs have started arming themselves, and the shooters are getting younger and younger. We’ve got kids killing other kids. Just last week, a boy was shot and killed in Jordbro. No older than fifteen. A little brat who made a bad decision, who knew the wrong people or wound up in the wrong place at the wrong time. So this? An eighty-year-old woman who had a fall? There isn’t a prosecutor on earth who’d go anywhere near this—especially given the family is convinced it was an accident.”

      “But you’re not going to let it go, are you?” asked Ian. “You think it was murder too, don’t you?”

      Sven hesitated, and his eye was drawn to Ian’s cast. “Do you really think it was murder, or do you just want it to be?”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “You know as well as I do what we cops are like. The minute we don’t have anything to do, we start seeing crime everywhere. A colleague of mine retired a year or two back. Had grand plans to grow roses and finally relax. Two weeks later, he’d reported three suspected break-ins and two cases of criminal damage. Could be organized crime, he said. Drugs.” Sven shook his head. “Someone broke into a shed and he wanted us to call in an armed response unit.”

      “Margrethe told me she feared for her life. Someone wanted to kill her. That’s hardly something I imagined.”

      “That’s what she told you, yes. But that doesn’t mean she was right.” Sven held up his hands to ward off Ian’s protests. “Look, we’re colleagues. I respect your intuition. I’ve done all I can—secured what little evidence there was, ordered an autopsy, interviewed her family in much more depth than I would have otherwise. But I can tell you right now that unless the autopsy flags something suspicious or the forensic evidence points to anything concrete, there won’t be much more I can do. You know how it is.”

      

      * * *

      Berit was quiet as she rowed them back over to Ängsö. She hadn’t said a word about what Sven had told them, hadn’t communicated what she thought about it at all, but Ian was fighting the urge to defend himself. He felt a sudden wave of exhaustion, and he closed his eyes and massaged his good leg. For some reason, it was aching almost as much as the broken one.

      “Maybe Sven is right,” he muttered. “Maybe I should keep out of it and stick to bird-watching. Sitting quietly with a blanket on my lap, keeping a tally of every goddamn species I see.”

      “By all means,” said Berit. “If it makes you happy.”

      He listened to her steady oar strokes for a moment. Powerful and rhythmic.

      “Maybe you agree with him?” he muttered. “I guess I just wanted to feel useful now that I can’t do my actual job anymore. But I’m no use to anyone.”

      Berit snorted. “It’s just a broken leg,” she said coldly. “It wouldn’t stop me from writing, and it’s hardly going to stop you from thinking.”

      “I’m pretty sure Sven thinks I’m just in the way.”

      “Of course he does.”

      Ian opened his eyes. “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

      “You asked me how I solve crimes when I’m not a police officer, so here’s a tip for you: Stop worrying about what the detective in charge thinks. Of course he wants you to leave him alone. Didn’t you feel the same way about me in Great Diddling?”

      “Many, many times,” Ian replied with real feeling.

      “Well, then. He was never likely to welcome us getting involved. The question is whether we’ve learned anything new.”

      “You were looking at the ground.” Ian spoke up. “And then you asked if they’d found anything. What was that all about?”

      Berit pulled a face. “I thought someone might have planted evidence of some kind. You know, something that pointed in a certain direction. Possibly even to a suspect.”

      “What was that based on?”

      She shook her head in frustration. “No one thing. I just can’t shake the feeling that someone is trying to control us. The whole dinner felt staged somehow, don’t you think? The mood was almost too bad. They had two complete strangers joining them, yet they were still willing to snipe at each other so openly. I’ve been wondering if someone deliberately provoked the arguments, making us involuntary witnesses to the whole charade.”

      Ian leaned forward with interest. “So you think there might be someone pulling the strings in the background? Did you get any sense of who that could be?”

      Berit sighed. “Yes, but sadly it won’t help us. The person I thought was controlling everything is dead.”
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          Monday, 23 October
        

      
      Air temperature: 51°F

      Water temperature: 46°F

      The next morning, Ian woke before Berit. He hopped through to the kitchen and got a fire going in the wood burner, then prepped the coffee machine. While he waited for her to wake, he took out his work phone. He had an email from his boss, letting him know that he was welcome to return to desk duty just as soon as his doctor gave him the all clear. There was also a message from the hospital, giving him a time and date for his follow-up appointment. Next Wednesday.

      That meant that Ian had just seven days left in Sweden. Seven days in this cold, damp, drafty cottage.

      He borrowed Berit’s computer, changing the settings in her browser so that the Swedish text was automatically translated into English, and then started googling. Margrethe was born in 1943, in Dalarna, a county in the middle of Sweden. She was clearly proud of her working-class roots—several of the interviews she had given focused on that—and when she opened her first gallery, she chose a location not far from where she was raised. Her first husband seemed to have given her the money and contacts she needed to realize her dreams, but her second husband was the one she had really loved. In a number of profiles, she had talked about him as the love of her life, barely mentioning the first.

      Berit emerged from her bedroom, and Ian hopped through to the kitchen and started the coffee machine. She slumped down in one of the armchairs by the hearth and reached for Margrethe’s book. When he returned with a cup of coffee for her, she grunted a thank-you without looking up.

      On the other side of the strait, the Cullberg-Franzéns were getting ready to head home to Stockholm. Ian watched as the family took shelter from the wind while a member of staff loaded their luggage into the boat.

      Every one of their suspects was about to leave the island, yet Berit didn’t seem to care.

      “Good book?” he asked, not quite managing to hide the sarcasm from his voice.

      “Absolutely. Margrethe believed that art should shake people up, drag them out of their comfort zones. According to her, that’s the only way to really make us stop and feel something.”

      “Sounds dangerous, shaking people up,” Ian muttered.

      “Extremely.”

      “But is it any use to us?” he asked. “She was hardly killed for her art.”

      “Margrethe clearly wanted us to read this book. Why else would she tell Wilhelm to go and get it in the middle of the night? I did wonder if it was just a ploy to get him out of the way, so she could speak freely…”

      “About who she thought wanted her dead?”

      “Yes. I had no idea about any of that at the time, obviously, but I did have the sense that she wanted something from us. But then she hurried off outside, so I don’t understand why she sent him away.”

      Ian raised the binoculars and zoomed in on the family huddled up against the rocks by the steps. Was it just his imagination, or were they standing closer together than usual? Maybe they just needed comfort and shelter, he thought. Or maybe they were trying to put on a united front for the police officers still on the island.

      Simon wasn’t standing with the rest of the family. Instead, he was helping to load the bags into the boat.

      Ian remembered their expressions in the moments immediately after the murder, up by the Lookout. Shock, dismay, grief, horror. For at least one of them, it must have all been an act. For at least one of them, they must have felt a sense of triumph, satisfaction, relief at finally having done it—possibly even a perverse pride…? Or regret, of course. He couldn’t rule out the possibility that the murder had been an impulsive, spur-of-the-moment decision.

      So, which of them was best at hiding their emotions? Who was the best actor?

      Watching them like this, away from their natural environment, it was impossible to say, but for some reason Ian put Simon, Ebba, and Carl-Wilhelm at the top of his list. Ebba because it would be easy to hide behind the perfect facade—even Ian had largely ignored her so far. As for Carl-Wilhelm, it was because the forced, almost submissive amiability all seemed a bit much and could easily be an act. And then there was Simon, the outsider. Used to never revealing what he felt, and all to avoid giving the rest of the family the satisfaction of seeing the impact their frostiness and arrogance had on him. Who knew what else he might be hiding? Simon’s powerful physical reaction to Margrethe’s death could just as easily have been a sign of guilt as grief.

      The only problem was that Simon had been sitting right in front of Ian when they heard the scream, and he was almost certain he hadn’t been expecting it. The young man was tense and nervous, yes, but whatever he had planned or feared, it wasn’t that. His face had turned the same color as the dried reeds in the dramatic flower arrangements behind him.

      “Out of Simon, Ebba, and Carl-Wilhelm, who would you say is the best actor?” Ian asked Berit.

      “Simon,” she quickly replied.

      “You don’t think Carl-Wilhelm uses politeness to hide something?”

      “Oh, he’s definitely hiding something. But Carl-Wilhelm is only polite to people he deems important enough. Men. He was so focused on you that he more or less ignored me all evening. But Simon… He’s polite to everyone—even people he can’t stand, people who dislike him. And what is politeness if not a form of social acting? Self-control. Being able to separate your emotions from your actions. Carl-Wilhelm made it pretty clear that he was upset about something all evening.”

      “Did he?” asked Ian, zooming in on Wilhelm’s son on the jetty. He looked sullen and grumpy as someone helped him into the boat. His sister waved away the helping hand and jumped into the boat herself, then reached out to help Louise. “I thought he seemed more nervous than anything,” he continued without lowering the binoculars. “Like he wasn’t quite sure how to deal with the terrible atmosphere.”

      “I’d say uneasy. You were sitting next to him, so you probably couldn’t see the expression on his face as he looked at his father. Something had clearly shocked him, and though he was doing his best to hide it, his emotions were pretty obvious. And he didn’t like his grandmother.”

      “No, he hated her,” Ian agreed.

      “I think he was afraid of her. Of her sharp tongue, possibly, and the power she had over his father. Over the entire family.”

      “Any idea what might have made him uneasy?”

      “No, unless… Do you think it could be the same thing that upset Louise? I got the sense that whatever she wanted to talk to Margrethe about had something to do with Wilhelm. She kept glancing over to him during dinner.”

      On the far side of the strait, Simon was carrying Elisabeth’s bag. Was Ian imagining it, or had he just leaned forward and whispered something in her ear? For a split second, it almost looked like Elisabeth was about to smile, but then she regained control of herself and got into the boat without so much as glancing at Simon.

      It couldn’t have been easy for the family when Simon and his father suddenly came into their lives. Elisabeth had been kind to him in those early days, Simon had said, but ultimately he had chosen Margrethe. Margrethe, who Elisabeth had described as controlling the family like a puppet master, who took and took without ever giving back. Had she seen that as a betrayal? Was that one of the reasons she was completely ignoring Simon now?

      “What sort of relationship do you think Elisabeth has with Simon?” he asked.

      “She didn’t look at him all evening.”

      “So you don’t think she cares about him anymore?”

      “If you really don’t care about someone, you don’t go to such lengths not to look at them.”

      “She was the only person who said what she really thought about Margrethe, in any case. Straight to her face, too.”

      “Margrethe probably appreciated the honesty,” Berit said drily, getting up from the armchair. “OK. Are you coming?”

      “Where are you going?”

      “You asked about my ‘method.’ Yesterday we gathered evidence, and now we need to mull it over. To process the information and see what ideas we come up with. And I think best when I’m moving.”

      

      * * *

      “Do you know what question I get asked most, as an author?” Berit said as she strolled slowly in front of Ian.

      The trails on Ängsö had been laid with gravel, just like on Tallholmen, but they were much narrower than the paths on the island across the water. The ground was also soft and muddy in places, which meant Ian had to pay close attention to where he placed his crutches. Damp brown leaves squelched underfoot. Berit continued without waiting for an answer.

      “‘Where do you get your ideas from?’ I guess they mean where a specific book ‘came’ from, as though the whole thing arrives fully formed and I just write it down. But the truth is that a book is the result of thousands of small ideas, one after another. And authors collect things they think might make the job a little easier. Things we’ve read, heard, seen. You could say we squirrel away material until we need it. And then, somehow, our subconscious processes everything and spits out ideas.”

      “So is that what we’re doing now? Letting the subconscious work?”

      Berit nodded. “It’s best not to get too involved at this early stage.”

      Their walk took them right across the island, but the route was by no means straight or direct. One of the trails led them to what Berit called the swimming spot—a narrow strip of sand and clay—and they then had to double back on themselves until they turned off onto another trail toward the jetty used by the Waxholm ferry company. They stood there for a while, with the damp autumn wind blowing in their faces, before turning around. A third trail took them past a pretty, green water pump to another jetty that no longer seemed to be in use. Someone had placed a wooden model of a dog at the spot where the three trails met, complete with a lead and a life jacket.

      “This is our little roundabout dog,” Berit said, with no further explanation. Ian muttered something about crazy Swedes, but he was still too preoccupied by where he was setting his crutches to ask any questions.

      There were no cars on the island, no shops and no year-round residents other than Berit, who barely counted. The trees were mostly pines and spruces, but there were also a handful of wild apple trees dotted about the place.

      “Any ideas yet?” Ian asked.

      “Maybe,” she replied. “Right now, I’m thinking about spruces.”

      “Spruces?”

      “Mmm, about how they grow so big and tall, and how hard it is for anything else to thrive in their shadow. It’s precisely because they’re so big and tall that nothing else can compete with them. But when a spruce falls, that means light and space for the other plants.”

      “And that helps us in the investigation into Margrethe Cullberg-Franzén’s death…how?”

      Berit shrugged. “This isn’t an exact science.”

      

      * * *

      That certainly seemed to be true. After lunch, Berit helpfully explained that she had all her best ideas while she was doing the washing up, and she recommended he try it right away.

      Not long later, Ian was up to his elbows in foamy dishwater. Berit leaned back against the counter. Judging by the expression on her face, she was deep in thought, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that she was thinking about something other than Margrethe’s death. Several times while he was scrubbing the plates and cutlery, he noticed her looking around with something that almost resembled sentimentality, as though she was taking it all in for the last time.

      Sentimentality was not an emotion he typically associated with Berit, but when he asked what was bothering her, she just shook her head and told him to hurry up with the dishes. She was, she said, sure that chopping some wood would help get his juices flowing.

      Berit led him over to the woodshed and explained how to use the log splitter, then left him to it. Ian stayed there until late in the evening, working his way through the pile of firewood. He tried to remember what she had said about allowing his subconscious to work, but his thoughts just kept drifting back to Berit herself. Not for the first time, he wondered why she had chosen to spend the winter in her run-down, shabby cottage here. It was becoming increasingly clear that Margrethe’s death wasn’t the only thing on her mind.

      Whatever it was that was preoccupying her clearly wasn’t something she wanted to talk about. She had made that patently clear since he first arrived on Ängsö, and he respected her boundaries. In his professional life, he was constantly having to break down people’s defensive walls. There was no such thing as privacy when it came to murder. Ian was always uncovering people’s secrets, and nine times out of ten the revelations didn’t leave him feeling any happier. They were often grubby, trivial things with no relevance to the case at hand, important only to the people desperately trying to guard them.

      Let her keep her secret, he thought, loading another log into the machine and pressing the green button. He felt a rush of satisfaction as the wood was split in two and dropped to the ground. If she wanted to talk, she would.

      Despite all that, he couldn’t help but notice that she had gone into the shed while he was busy with the firewood. She was in there for a long time, but she hadn’t taken anything in with her, and she was empty-handed when she reemerged.

      That evening, when he eventually headed back inside, pleasantly tired and relaxed after all his time outside, he found her in the bedroom. She was standing by the wardrobe, glaring at the shelves as though they had insulted her.

      When she heard him come in, Berit jumped and quickly slammed the doors, but she kept glancing back over to the wardrobe like she just couldn’t help herself.

      Ian shook his head. That was the problem with old cottages like this, he thought. You never knew what old rubbish might be gathering dust in the cupboards.
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          Tuesday, 24 October
        

      
      Air temperature: 46°F

      Water temperature: 46°F

      It was blowing a gale, and the waves were crashing against the rocks below the cottage. The wind was howling in the chimney, the rain lashing so hard against the windows that all Ian could see outside was a blurry expanse of gray.

      Up at the Lookout, the rain would be washing the rocks clean. If the police had missed any evidence up there, the storm was making damn sure there would be no trace of it now.

      Berit was lying flat out on the living room floor, staring up at the ceiling. Ian turned and looked down at her from his chair.

      “What the hell are you doing?” he snapped.

      “Thinking. Looking for new perspectives.”

      “And have you found any?”

      “I just don’t know what I’m doing wrong!” Berit moaned. “I should have thought of something by now. I’ve tried walking, doing the washing up…”

      “That was mostly me,” he pointed out.

      “Chopping wood…”

      “Me, again.”

      “Something should have come to me by now.”

      “And you’ve never considered just sitting down at your desk to do some actual work?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. It’s impossible to think at a desk.” For a long moment, she simply stared up at the ceiling again. “I wonder what’s going to happen to the galleries now that Margrethe is dead. You heard Simon: That was all she cared about toward the end.” Berit sighed and threw her arms out in frustration. “Material! I need more material!”

      “We could try ringing the lawyer,” Ian suggested. “Surely if anyone knows what’s happening with the galleries, it’s him? I bet you anything he’s the executor of the will, too. Who else would you give that responsibility if not your ‘lawyer and family friend’?”

      He hopped over to his suitcase and found the pair of trousers he had been wearing at the birthday dinner. The lawyer’s business card was still in the pocket.

      As he listened to the phone ring, Berit called over to him from the floor:

      “Try to get him to explain something to you.”

      “To explain something?”

      “Anything will do; it’s just to get him going. He likes feeling superior, and he likes lecturing people on things they don’t know. When you were out on the terrace with Margrethe, he explained copyright law to me.”

      “Unprovoked?” Ian guessed.

      “Completely unprovoked. He’ll reveal far more if you allow him to feel superior to you.”

      Unfortunately, Ian didn’t get a chance to test out Berit’s theory. Paul Cederquist’s secretary was firm: He was busy. Extremely busy. The lawyer was currently in a meeting and had another scheduled for immediately afterward, and so on, for the foreseeable future. But if Ian could be so kind as to leave his name and telephone number, as well as a brief description of the matter at hand, someone would undoubtedly be in touch in due course.

      “The matter at hand is a murder!” he said.

      He had hoped that would catch her attention, but she simply explained, in a disapproving tone, that the firm did not deal with criminal law. She said it with a certain distaste, as though it was some kind of social faux pas to be associated with a murder.

      “I know that, but—”

      “If you need a criminal attorney, I strongly suggest googling one,” the secretary said, cutting him off. She wished him well in his current predicament and then hung up.

      

      * * *

      Irritatingly, the idea came to Ian as he was doing the washing up after dinner. He was in the process of scrubbing leftover tomato soup from a bowl when he suddenly realized what they were missing.

      Ian hopped through to the living room and looked down at Berit. She had her eyes closed as though she was fast asleep, but when she heard him coming, she opened them and squinted up at him with displeasure.

      “You and me, Berit,” he said. “We used to complement each other. I brought the methods and resources of the police force, and you brought the creativity of an author and the ability to get people to trust you in a way they don’t trust the authorities.”

      “What are you trying to say?”

      “That it’s not surprising we haven’t got anywhere. What we need is a police officer. How long would it take you to row to the mainland?”

      “Too long,” Berit replied, getting to her feet. “But luckily for us, I’ve got Bosse.”

      She took out her phone and eagerly sent a text. Five minutes later, a reply came through. Berit stared down at her phone in disbelief.

      “Bosse has started baking?”
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          Wednesday, 25 October
        

      
      Air temperature: 51°F

      Water temperature: 46°F

      Over breakfast the next morning, Berit told Ian more about Bosse. He was an eighty-year-old man who lived year-round on one of the other islands nearby, and she had known him all her life. Everyone in the area had. When she was a girl, he had ferried her grandparents about, and for the past twenty years he had been helping her keep an eye on the cottage. Dealing with fallen trees, fixing windows that got broken during autumn storms, that sort of thing.

      “It’s thanks to him I’ve been able to hang on to this place even though I live in Cornwall,” she said. “I probably should have sold it, given how infrequently I actually manage to come out here. But that would be like giving up Swedish summer evenings.”

      “Which is impossible?”

      “I couldn’t do it, anyway. There’s a part of me that always longs to come out here.”

      Before they had even finished eating, a boat had moored outside. Ian watched as a woman in her fifties—clearly not Bosse—jumped out onto the jetty. She held up a white plastic bag and waved as she approached the cottage, then let herself in without knocking.

      Her name was Marie, and as Ian soon discovered, she was the second generation of Bosse’s Boat Taxi. Like practically every other Swede he had met so far, she spoke incredibly good English, with a soft, almost singsong accent.

      “Dad says hello,” she told Berit, peering around the cottage with a curious look on her face. “You’ve got a bit still to do if you’re going to be out here all winter, eh? Did you hear about Margrethe over on Tallholmen, by the way? Fell from the cliff on Saturday night. I brought cinnamon buns. You got any coffee?”

      Ian went to fetch her a cup.

      “You’re going to need help,” Marie continued, “that’s for damn sure. Those windows need sealing.” She looked up at the ceiling. “And it wouldn’t surprise me if you had some damp up there, too. Yup, old Margrethe’s dead now. The police were there and everything. Put up a cordon and searched the place. Makes you think, doesn’t it?” She held out the plastic bag. “Cinnamon bun, anyone? They’re homemade.”

      Berit told her that they had actually been there when it happened, and Marie studied her with newfound respect.

      “No? What was the house like?”

      “Nice view.”

      “I bet. But it’s a damn sight too big, isn’t it? Must cost a fortune to heat. What was the insulation like?”

      After eating two cinnamon buns and quizzing Berit on everything she could remember about the house, Marie gave them both an expectant look.

      “Righty-o, then. Where are we off to today?”

      Berit told her that they needed to go to Haninge Centrum but that if she could just take them as far as Tyresö, they could catch a bus from there.

      Not a problem, Marie replied. Her car was parked by the Tyresö marina. She could take them the whole way. Bosse’s Boat Taxi always offered full service.

      “We’ll need a ride home, too.”

      Again, that wasn’t an issue. Marie had a few errands to run. She would wait until they were done and then bring them back to Ängsö.

      When Berit explained that they needed to be dropped off outside the police station, her eyebrows shot up, and she let out a low whistle.

      “Like that, is it?” Marie said, though she didn’t ask any follow-up questions.

      Instead, she kept them entertained with her own life story. She had been working in HR at an IT company when she realized that the world was going to hell in a handcart and that the only way she would survive was by preparing for the worst. After that, she had moved out to the archipelago to live with her father and started getting the cottage ready for the apocalypse.

      “Town’s the worst place to be in an emergency,” she said as they took the sharp bends at high speed. “The whole place will be chaos the minute the power goes down. Starvation. Illness. There are already three million rats in Stockholm.” Marie glanced over to Ian. “How many do you think there’ll be once the water purification plant stops running?”

      From the back seat, Berit asked what sort of disaster Marie was expecting, but she didn’t want to tie her hands. Could be the Russians, droughts, floods, a new pandemic. All she knew was that there was more misery awaiting us.

      It almost sounded like she was looking forward to it.

      

      * * *

      Marie dropped them off in the car park by Haninge Centrum, and they walked past one empty, shuttered shop after another. There was something almost universal about run-down shopping centers, thought Ian. It didn’t matter whether they were in Sweden or England; time had run away from all of them.

      The police station had its own entrance: a small, anonymous door beside the bigger one into the shopping center. Capitalism ahead of justice. That felt almost universal, too.

      As they came out of the lift, the first thing they saw was a large, secure cabinet, revealing that some sort of weapons amnesty was underway. The sight was a stark contrast to the more everyday scenes going on around them, with parents trying to shepherd their children to be photographed for their passports. There were countless printed notices on the drab green walls, but Ian was sure no one was paying any attention to them.

      He moved over to an unmarked door and waited until he managed to catch someone’s attention by waving his British police ID and mumbling Sven Lindqvist’s name. A young officer in uniform then led him and Berit past the various families in the waiting room and asked the member of staff behind the counter to call Sven.

      Not long later, the detective came down to see them, just as Ian had suspected he would. It was always much more difficult to ignore people in person.

      “We wanted to see if we could treat you to lunch,” he said.

      The stressed look on Sven’s face immediately softened slightly.

      “A man does have to eat,” he mused.

      They made their way to a nearby restaurant and sat down on the red leather benches in one of the booths. At the next table over, a group of regulars had already started on the beers.

      Sven ordered a pitta kebab—no fries—and gave Berit and Ian a sad look.

      “The wife thinks I need to shift a bit of weight,” he muttered, fondly patting his belly the way people often do when they have put on a few kilos and don’t really mind.

      Berit and Ian ordered the same, with the difference that Ian added fries to his.

      Their food arrived almost immediately, and Sven gazed longingly at the fries.

      “I’ll tell you right off the bat, my boss isn’t happy about this case, and neither am I. To be perfectly honest, he’s really annoyed with you,” he added, nodding to Ian. “If you hadn’t heard Margrethe say she felt threatened, the whole thing would’ve been clear-cut, given her age, the time, and the fact that she’d been drinking. A tragic accident.”

      “The killer might have been banking on that,” said Ian.

      Sven absent-mindedly helped himself to a fry. He looked blissful as he chewed.

      “I guess there’s no harm in me telling you that the autopsy didn’t throw up anything that suggests foul play. There was alcohol in her blood, but no more than you’d expect after a birthday party. You said she’d been drinking wine and cocktails?”

      Ian and Berit both nodded.

      “No drugs, no hint of anyone having slipped her something that led to her plunging to her death. Her injuries were all consistent with a fall from height, but whether she tripped or was pushed is impossible to say. They didn’t find anything under her nails. No skin or anything else suggesting she fought back.”

      Sven popped another fry into his mouth, and Ian pushed the rest toward him. He missed the junk food from back home. Fish and chips. Curry. Cheap mayonnaise on fries. That was one of the worst things about being from England. Once you got used to all the terrible food there, nowhere else could compete.

      Ian studied the Swedish detective over the top of his kebab. Back on Tallholmen, Sven had struck him as calm and competent, possibly even a little slow. The kind of person who solved cases through good old-fashioned investigative work rather than sudden flashes of brilliance. This latest meeting only reinforced that impression. It was clear that Sven took his job seriously, but Ian also got the sense that he refused to let his work define him. A few years from now, once he retired, he probably wouldn’t miss it at all. Ian respected him for that.

      Sven shook his head. “Why the hell was she even up there?” he asked.

      “Yes, that’s the interesting thing,” Berit agreed.

      “Interesting!” Sven muttered, now so agitated that he ate the last of Ian’s fries without even realizing it. “It reminds me of all those stupid films where the girl goes into an abandoned house to see if the killer’s there. Or when a cop heads out on their own to meet a suspect in a dark alleyway. If I did something like that, you can bet my boss would have a thing or two to say about it. The missus has actually banned me from watching crime dramas with her anymore. Says it drives her mad to have me pointing out all the bits that don’t make sense. But it’s hardly my fault everyone on TV seems like such an idiot, is it? This feels like one of those cases. If Margrethe feared for her life, why the hell would she go out there in the middle of the night surrounded by people she thought wanted to kill her?”

      Neither Berit nor Ian had an answer to that.

      “Are you sure she didn’t say why someone wanted her dead?” Sven continued.

      Ian shook his head. “She was going to tell me more the next day,” he said. “I know, I know, that sounds like something from a crappy movie, too. A witness mentions having something incredibly important to share, then dies before she gets the chance.”

      “Who will inherit the galleries?” asked Berit. “Do you know?”

      “We haven’t seen the will yet. But as soon as the estate inventory has been finalized and registered with the Tax Agency, it’ll be in the public domain.”

      “How long will that take?” asked Ian.

      “Well, the lawyer assures me it’ll happen ‘promptly.’ Shouldn’t be much longer than two or three months, in any case. And after that, the Tax Agency will need another month to six weeks to process it.”

      “Fantastic,” Ian muttered. He was starting to realize that time moved differently on the outside of an investigation. If he had been in charge, all the waiting around would have been frustrating, but he would at least have had a hundred other things to focus on in the meantime. Now, all he could do was wait.

      “This family gives nothing away unless it absolutely has to,” said Sven. “They can’t stand one other, but they still close ranks against any outsiders. The only time they ever seem to agree about anything is when they’re talking about Simon. They’re all still upset that he was Margrethe’s favorite. You’d think that might actually make them a bit nicer to him now that she’s dead, but no.”

      “Grief rarely brings out the best in people,” said Ian.

      Sven nodded. “Neither does money. If there’s one thing I’ve learned from this job, it’s that there’s nothing enviable about the rich. Nothing has ever made me more grateful for my own normal little family. Nope. I’m happy with my IKEA kitchen, value packs of sausages, and dining table full of noisy, messy grandkids.”

      He finished off his kebab, wiped his hands on a napkin, and pulled a folded sheet of paper from his coat pocket.

      “What d’you make of this, then?” he asked, pushing it across the table.

      Ian unfolded it. The invitation was beautifully printed on luxurious paper, so thick that it hadn’t folded well. A picture of a laughing Margrethe Cullberg-Franzén dominated one side. The funeral was due to take place at Dalarö Church on Saturday, it said, and would be a celebration of her life’s work. Representatives from the foundation would also be present to answer any questions about the galleries’ future. They would continue to work together to realize Margrethe’s vision.

      On the back of the sheet, there were pictures of the family and the various members of the board. All smiling pearly-white smiles—the kind of smile that PR departments liked to think inspired confidence. Ian would have loved to tell them they did nothing of the sort.

      “Almost sounds like they’re inviting people to a board meeting rather than a funeral,” he said.

      “Charming, isn’t it?” said Sven. “Have you noticed anyone missing?”

      Ian studied the row of smiling faces, then looked up.

      “Simon,” he said. “There’s no mention of him. It’s like he doesn’t even exist.”
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      There must have been a wedding immediately prior to the memorial service, because the gravel in front of Dalarö Church was strewn with rice.

      The circle of life, Ian thought, wishing he was visiting the beautiful white wooden church under happier circumstances.

      Margrethe’s funeral was a real social event; that much was clear. Everyone who was anyone was there, and Ian and Berit had crossed paths with no fewer than three influencers recording vlog footage during their short walk from the marina.

      Elisabeth was playing the part of the perfect hostess. She and a young assistant were standing by the entrance to the church, greeting everyone as they arrived. The assistant then showed people to their seats on the charming blue pews inside, giving them all a sheet documenting Margrethe’s many achievements, international successes, prizes, and awards. The obituary was written in Swedish, German, and English.

      At one point during the service, a Swedish artist got up to sing “Amazing Grace” with more emotion than talent. Ian had no idea who they were, but the people around him immediately started filming the performance on their phones.

      Wilhelm also gave a speech that managed to be both self-glorifying and bombastic. Ian had seen people react to sudden deaths in all sorts of ways over the years, but this was the first time he had ever come across someone acting pompously out of grief.

      Louise’s portrait of Margrethe had been placed by the side of the coffin, surrounded by an elegant floral arrangement, and Ian had the sudden disorienting feeling that Margrethe’s entire personality was being rewritten before his eyes.

      Once the service was over, Elisabeth’s assistant ushered everyone down toward the water, where a boat was waiting to take them over to Tallholmen. Ian and Berit hadn’t technically been invited to the funeral, so they had asked Marie to give them a ride to the island instead. She insisted on staying with the boat. Unlike her passengers, she wasn’t comfortable crashing a funeral.

      Upon their arrival on Tallholmen, the mourners were welcomed by black-clad waiting staff holding trays of canapés and champagne. Berit spent a while in the hallway, watching the smartly dressed people milling around her. She seemed uncomfortable and disapproving, and Ian could understand why. In their glamorous clothing and glittering jewelry, the guests looked like exotic birds on the cold, gray island. Their voices were too loud for the peaceful nature surrounding them, their laughs a little too shrill.

      “Just look at them,” she muttered. “They have this fantastic view right in front of them, but they’re all focused on themselves. Occasionally each other, but never anything else.”

      She was right, he realized. The vast majority of the mourners were standing with their backs to the view.

      Louise was busy making her way around the room. Grief seemed to have brought her to life, almost as though her mother’s death had liberated her. She was wearing a colorful dress with a pattern of big red, yellow, and green blooms and was flitting among the guests like an overgrown flower.

      “We’re not mourning my mother’s death,” she said as she passed Ian. “We’re celebrating her life.”

      Simon was alone, hovering at the edge of the room, and he seemed to be the only person who was shocked by what was going on around him. The rest of the family were completely ignoring him, but Ian noticed that the lawyer kept shooting him disapproving glances. There was little doubt as to whose side he was on in the conflict between Margrethe’s biological children and her stepson. The contrast between the lawyer’s relaxed, confident mingling and Simon’s quiet grief could hardly have been starker.

      Who stood to benefit from Margrethe’s will? Ian had always thought of Simon as her pet, and from what she had said, it sounded as though she was grooming him to take over the foundation. But if that was the case, why hadn’t he played any part in planning the funeral? Simon had mentioned that her instructions ran to ten pages, but Ian was confident that the current spectacle was not what she had in mind.

      He hopped over to the lawyer.

      “Detective chief inspector,” Paul Cederquist said with a smirk.

      Ian wondered whether the crutches made the man feel even more superior than usual, as though his weakness reminded the lawyer of his own strength. The fact that he had used his full title was definitely a subtle jab, a reminder that Ian wasn’t exactly there in his professional capacity. Well, he could go to hell, Ian thought stubbornly.

      Then he remembered Berit’s advice and made an effort to look confused.

      “I was hoping you might be able to clear something up for me,” he began.

      “If I can help you learn something new, then I am at your service.”

      “Why is Wilhelm acting like he’ll be taking over the foundation when I could have sworn that Simon was Margrethe’s favorite? Didn’t she leave everything to him?”

      The lawyer hesitated. His first impulse was clearly to tell Ian it was none of his business, but then the patronizing side of him won out, and he couldn’t resist the opportunity to show off.

      “I see you aren’t well versed in the differences between Swedish and British inheritance law?” he said with a smug smile.

      “It’s not something I’d call a specialty, no.”

      Another smile. “Understandable, for a layman like yourself. Jurisprudence is a complex thing. In the United Kingdom, a person can, by law, disinherit their children. The Inheritance Act of 1975 permits children to petition the courts to have a will amended or declared invalid, but a person is essentially free to do whatever they like with their estate. The same is not true in Sweden. Here, a person’s children have the right to half their estate, regardless of what the will says.”

      “So Wilhelm and Louise stand to share half,” Ian said slowly. “And there was nothing Margrethe could do about that?”

      “They are her biological children. Why would she have wanted to disinherit them?” the lawyer snapped.

      “So what about the other half? Will that go to Simon?”

      “That’s hardly your concern,” the man muttered. The lecture was over, and he had no intention of delving any deeper into the family’s affairs.

      If Wilhelm and Louise had inherited half of Margrethe’s estate and Simon the other half, that would put them in joint control of her galleries. Despite that, Simon looked as though his entire world had come crashing down, while Wilhelm looked like the cat who got the cream.

      Ian hopped over to Wilhelm.

      “I understand you and Louise will inherit fifty percent of Margrethe’s foundation,” he said.

      Wilhelm glared at him. “It’s about time someone took charge.”

      Simon was standing close enough to hear every word, and Ian remembered what Berit had said about his ability to hide what he felt from the family. This time, that was clearly too much to ask. The indignation, anger, and contempt were written plainly across his face.

      Wilhelm didn’t seem to have noticed, however, and he went on. “Let me tell you, under my leadership all these artistic types will have to learn how financial management systems work! Honestly, how can you expect to run a successful business without any kind of order? And another thing! Everyone has been praising my mother, but no one has any idea what she was like toward the end. It was chaos, utter chaos! The woman was practically senile!”

      “What do you mean by senile?” Ian asked. He could feel Simon’s agitated, restless energy just behind him and was trying to silently communicate with him not to get involved. He needed Wilhelm to keep talking.

      “It’s self-explanatory! The old bat was doolally. She probably had dementia or something.”

      Simon’s face was now as white as a sheet.

      “Margrethe was a genius!” he snarled. “None of you understood just how great she was! You’re all so desperate to tear down everything she built that you can’t even show respect for her at her own funeral! Margrethe left clear instructions about what she wanted, but you’ve completely disregarded all of them. She would be turning in her grave if she could see you now.”

      “Let her turn,” Wilhelm muttered. Ian wondered how much he had had to drink. “She can’t boss us around anymore.”

      Simon took a couple of involuntary steps forward, and Wilhelm looked like he would be more than happy to go a few rounds with his mother’s favorite pet.

      Ian hurried to get in between them, raising his crutches to keep them apart. “That’s enough,” he said.

      Wilhelm leaned in so close that Ian could smell the whiskey on his breath, and then he clenched his fists. For a painfully long moment, Ian wondered whether he was about to be punched in the face. There must have been plenty of people who had wanted to give him a solid right hook over the years, but so far no one had ever actually done it. His badge usually put them off. That, and DI Stevens’s commanding presence behind him.

      “The woman was senile,” Wilhelm repeated. “You never knew what she might say or do next. I spent most of my time trying to limit the damage to the foundation. Honestly, she was nothing but a burden toward the end. It’s sheer luck that she died before she managed to do any real harm.”

      With those words, Wilhelm ensured that he was the one who received the right hook.

      Ian watched the whole thing unfold in slow motion, like something in a film.

      The handsome young man snapping at long last, losing control of himself in spectacular fashion.

      The angry middle-aged man, blood pouring from his nose, flapping his arms like an overweight swan trying to take off.

      The guests, smartly dressed and mingling, looking just as ridiculous with their gaping mouths and horrified expressions.

      Someone took out their phone and started filming just as the pompous middle-aged man staggered back, clutching his nose, and fell into the visiting DCI from the UK, who also happened to be on crutches.

      

      * * *

      Simon was alone on the terrace when Berit and Ian went out to join him.

      “I know it was wrong to start a fight at Margrethe’s wake,” he said. He sounded both embarrassed and defiant. “And I probably shouldn’t have done it. But Jesus Christ…I couldn’t just stand there and listen to him trashing her memory like that!”

      Ian was holding a tissue to his bloody nose. Back in the living room, Wilhelm was doing the same, ranting and raving to anyone who would listen about having been attacked completely unprovoked.

      “We used to spend the summer here,” said Simon. “Tallholmen is like my second home. Or it was, anyway.” He turned to face them and continued, in a voice that sounded like it might break at any moment. “But all that has been ruined now. I don’t know whether I’ll ever be able to come back out here.”

      Ian wondered what it was like to have grown up with such strong ties to a specific place. To be able to look out at the waves and the rocks and the pines and see several versions of yourself: who you were and who you had become, possibly even who you might be one day.

      He could see that Berit knew exactly how Simon felt.

      “That’s the funny thing about the places that shape us,” she said. “Even if you never go back, you always carry them with you.”

      “Do you think so?” Simon suddenly sounded so eager, as though he was desperate for her to convince him.

      Berit nodded. “Places like this don’t leave us so easily.”

      The young man looked like he had taken her words as a guarantee, but Ian thought that what she had just said could just as easily be a threat.

      “What will happen to Tallholmen now?” he asked. “Who owns it?”

      Simon shrugged exaggeratedly.

      “What do I know? No one tells me anything,” he said bitterly. “Wilhelm and Louise own their houses here. Ownership was transferred to them after Margrethe and her first husband—their dad—got divorced. Margrethe owned the big house and most of the rest of the island, but I have no idea what’ll happen to it now. I should inherit half, but they’ve got better lawyers than I do, so it wouldn’t surprise me if they managed to swindle me out of it.” He gripped the railing. “My dad built this house for her, did you know that? Physically built it, I mean. He didn’t just design it. That lot inside will no doubt tell you he wasn’t an architect.”

      “It’s an impressive building,” Ian replied politely.

      “I wonder whether she ever found all of Dad’s little surprises.”

      “Surprises?”

      “He built in surprises for her all over the place. Hidden compartments, inscriptions, practical touches he knew she’d appreciate. He loved coming up with clever solutions. She could turn on the coffee machine from every room, for example, and there was a compartment for her favorite whiskey in her desk. I know she kept discovering them for years after he died, but there are probably still plenty that she never found. Whatever happens to this place, they’ll never find them all. And Dad and Margrethe will be here for as long as the house is still standing.”

      “That’s a beautiful notion,” said Berit.

      “He added plenty of hiding places for her secrets, too. Margrethe was someone who loved her secrets.”

      “Is your mother still alive?” Berit asked, completely out of the blue.

      Simon laughed, but it wasn’t a happy laugh. “Are you wondering if Margrethe became a kind of surrogate for me?”

      “No, I was wondering if you had anyone left.”

      “Mum’s alive,” said Simon. It didn’t sound like he gave much weight to that fact. “She still lives in the house where I was raised, ten minutes from the place where she was raised. That’s how far she’s gone in life.”

      “Being lucky enough to be born somewhere you like is no bad thing,” said Berit.

      Ian shook his head. He couldn’t understand people who returned to the place where they had grown up, even less those who stayed there all along. Imagine having spent your entire life in one place! To him, the idea went hand in hand with a creeping sense of claustrophobia, not dissimilar to the way the cast on his leg made him feel.

      “Margrethe was never like a mother to me,” said Simon. “She wasn’t a particularly…maternal woman. She never tried to take care of me, but she did teach me things. She took me out into the world. I was only nineteen when she opened the gallery in Berlin, and I was twenty-five when we established ourselves in Manhattan.”

      “Exploring the world together creates a special kind of bond,” said Berit. Simon nodded enthusiastically.

      “Exactly. She could be so demanding; I think that’s obvious. But that’s because she was brilliant. It’s hard for people like that to deal with mediocrity.”

      Ian wondered whether Simon was now quoting Margrethe directly.

      “She taught me about art. About literature, food, wine…languages, too. English, German, French. She even tried to teach me Chinese, but I couldn’t wrap my head around it. She was always saying that China was the future. The Russian money was drying up, but the Chinese was just starting to come in. I learned more from Margrethe than I ever would have at university.”

      “She shaped you,” said Berit.

      “Not in her own image, if that’s what you’re getting at. She never tried to force me to be like her. She just wanted to hone my ambition, to show me everything that was possible. She gave me… She gave me the entire world, and what I did with that was up to me.”

      He stared at them with a newfound hopelessness on his face.

      “I feel like I don’t know anything now. Her life’s work, her grand plans… All of it has fallen apart. I just wish I knew what she wanted me to do!”

      Simon turned around, as though he physically couldn’t stand to see any of the people inside the big house.

      “She predicted all of this, you know,” he said. “She knew those two would never be able to steward her legacy. And she’ll be proved right, like always.”

      “You loved her,” said Berit.

      Simon nodded. “Yes, I loved her. More than that: I understood her. No one else did, not in this family. She was always alone.”

      “She had you,” Berit pointed out.

      “Yeah, I suppose so. I was—and I’m happy to admit this—completely, utterly loyal to her.”

      “That’s not a crime,” said Berit.

      “What?”

      “Loyalty. It’s not a crime. You don’t have to admit anything.”

      “No, maybe not, but it’s a strange feeling to realize I’m more loyal than her own kids were. Her flesh and blood.”

      “Family is bigger than just blood ties.”

      “Do you think so? Most people don’t agree. To them, blood is everything.”

      

      * * *

      Once they left the wake, Berit didn’t immediately start making her way down to the jetty. Instead, she turned off toward the Lookout. She walked right up to the edge and paused with her back to Ian.

      “How was Margrethe pushed?” she asked without turning around. “Sven was right: It doesn’t add up. She may have been eighty, but she was also strong. And, more importantly, she was as stubborn as a mule. Could someone at the birthday dinner really have been banking on pushing her to her death without risking falling or hurting themselves? In many ways, survival is a state of mind, and Margrethe had it. She would have clung on for dear life if she was attacked. Clawed at whoever it was, grabbed their jacket, tried to take them down with her.”

      Ian thought back to how she had looked on the jetty, her long, gray hair fluttering in the breeze. Tall, tough, and confident.

      An Amazon.

      “Maybe they took her by surprise?” he suggested. “She could have been looking out at the water when they shoved her from behind.”

      “Yes, that was my thought, too,” said Berit. “But stand here, with your back to the trails.”

      She pointed out a spot by the edge, and he carefully hopped over. Once she was satisfied he was in the right place, she walked away from him. The sound of her feet on the gravel was audible from a way off. Ian heard her try every trail: from the big house, the Yellow Villa, and Louise’s place.

      “Margrethe feared for her life,” said Berit. “And yet apparently she came out here on her own in the middle of the night to wait for someone at the edge of the rocks?”

      “She would have been listening for footsteps,” said Ian. “But she let someone get close enough to surprise her and push her over the edge. That suggests a certain competence, doesn’t it?”

      If he was honest, it also scared him. Despite the bright autumn sunshine, he shivered. The darkness lurking in the shadows seemed to have crept a little bit closer. He thought about Berit, who would be all alone out here once he flew back home with a focused and determined killer lying low among the rocks.

      “There’s another possibility, of course,” said Berit.

      “What’s that?”

      “It could have been someone Margrethe underestimated so much that she wasn’t afraid of her.”

      

      * * *

      Ian had just managed to pick his way back down the damn stairs when he heard quick, eager footsteps behind him. He and Berit turned around and saw Ebba running toward them.

      “I’ve been looking for you two,” she said, as though they should have known she wanted to talk to them and hung around.

      “Well, here we are,” Berit said calmly.

      The young woman hesitated. “What’s going to happen to Simon now?” she asked. “In terms of the foundation, I mean. Now that Dad and my aunt are taking over.”

      Ian wondered why she was asking them. As outsiders, they could hardly be expected to know what her family were thinking or planning.

      “I don’t know,” said Berit.

      “Carl-Wilhelm says they’re going to send him to Dalarna.”

      “Do you think he’d be happy there?”

      Ebba considered Berit’s question for a moment. “Grandma always used to say that the gallery in Dalarna was the most important one. That was where she felt most like herself. And it’s so quiet there, too. There’s nothing but a load of trees. Maybe he’ll like it?”

      It didn’t sound as though she would appreciate the silence or the trees herself.

      “How old were you when Simon joined the family?” Berit asked.

      A flicker of nostalgia passed over the young woman’s face. “Five. Just a kid.” She laughed at the memory, then stared at Berit, as though it had taken her by surprise.

      “What about Simon?”

      “He was a super cool fifteen-year-old. He was always so nice to me, though. Grandma used to take him with her on all her trips. She never bought us any gifts, but he always did. He used to come back with toys from Germany, Hong Kong, and the United States. We never knew what we might get. Once, he brought us some sweets from Japan. Those were really disgusting.” Her face lit up at the memory.

      “Simon mentioned that your mother was always kind to him,” said Berit.

      “Yeah, I guess she was… At first, anyway. But we kind of drifted apart, all of us. He and Margrethe sort of kept themselves to themselves, and I don’t think Mum and Dad liked that she gave him so much attention.”

      “What about you?” Berit pressed her. “What did you make of it?”

      Ebba raised her chin defiantly. “I just don’t understand why he wanted to be around her. Grandma was an awful, mean person, and she treated us all like shit.”

      “She definitely wasn’t very nice to Louise during her birthday dinner,” said Berit.

      “God, that dinner! She didn’t even want to come, did you know that?”

      “Who? Louise?” asked Ian.

      “Yeah, she went on and on about it all autumn. Kept changing her mind. She said she wasn’t going to come several times, but in the end I guess she decided to be there after all. I really wish she hadn’t painted that portrait, though! It was horrible to hear Grandma being so mean, when Aunt Louise was just trying to make her happy.”

      “Was she often unkind to Louise?” asked Ian.

      “Oh, all the time! You can have everything handed to you on a silver platter, she used to say. But only for so long. At some point, you actually have to show a little spark. Either that or demonstrate some sort of talent. Unfortunately, my daughter has neither. There’s a reason I don’t have any of her paintings on show in my galleries. She was always saying stuff like that. Do you remember when everyone started talking about nepo babies? Grandma was the only famous person who actually stepped forward and said that her kids had been given an unfair advantage in life.”

      To Ian, that could just as easily have been a sign that Margrethe was a fair person, but he knew that to the privileged justice often felt like a personal attack. Speaking as delicately as he could, he pointed out that growing up with Margrethe must have conferred certain advantages on Louise.

      “Advantages!” Ebba snapped. “Grandma never gave her anything. She wasn’t even nice to her.”

      “It’s strange, isn’t it? How we often reserve our politeness for complete strangers,” Berit spoke up. “While we treat our nearest and dearest however badly we like.”

      “Ebba, how did Louise react when Margrethe treated her ‘like shit’?” Ian asked. “Did she ever lose her temper?”

      Ebba seemed to realize that she had just given her aunt a motive, and her eyes widened.

      “There’s no way she could have done it. No way. Aunt Louise is far too nice for her own good. She wouldn’t hurt a fly. I know that. She worshipped Grandma, too. It didn’t matter what Grandma did, Louise always defended her. It’s for my own good, she said, even though any idiot could see that Grandma only cared about herself. She was an evil, selfish old bitch, and I’m glad she’s dead!”

      With those words, she turned and ran back up toward the house.

      “Do you think she could have done it?” Ian asked. “Pushed her grandmother off the cliff in an attempt to protect her aunt?”

      Berit seemed troubled.

      “Who knows what anyone is truly capable of.” Her eyes followed Ebba all the way up the stairs. “I don’t like this part of murder inquiries.”

      “Which part?”

      “The one where even seemingly decent people turn out to be killers.”
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      Air temperature: 39°F

      Water temperature: 45°F

      It was always the same. The minute you were about to leave a place, it started showing off its best sides.

      Ian was standing outside Berit’s cottage, looking out across the strait. Autumn on the mainland meant a riot of color: bright, showy shades of red, orange, and yellow. But here in the archipelago, the afternoon sun painted the landscape in a more subdued palette. Soft purple heather, reeds so pale they seemed almost luminous, green moss, and flecks of mustard yellow from the birches between the dark pines. The air felt fresh and invigorating, the world crisp around the edges.

      The soft colors meant that the closest islands looked sharply illuminated, whereas everything in the distance was blurry. As though God had put His all into painting the foreground and then run out of both paint and energy for the background.

      The word paradise came from the Old Iranian pairidaezas, which meant walled garden, and as Ian stood there, it really did feel as if the Stockholm Archipelago was a sea surrounded by islands and skerries, like a garden protected by high walls.

      No. It wasn’t protected. A snake had found its way in, and it was now in the process of poisoning Berit’s paradise.

      He turned around and gazed in through the window. Berit was busy doing the dishes, completely unaware that he was watching her. When he first arrived on the island, the calmness with which she did everything had bothered him, but he now found it relaxing.

      There was something so comfortable and natural about her movements, as though the strange, sprawling little cottage was a part of her, almost like an extra limb.

      As he watched her, he saw her reach for something that had once hung there but no longer did. It was an instinctive movement, her hand gripping the thin air. Berit paused and stood still, eyes gazing back through history. Her hand then dropped to her side, and her eyes welled up.

      It was a touching, private moment.

      Would they really be able to go back to their comfortable, safe distance, or had something in their relationship shifted for good?

      Ian’s thoughts turned to the way she had questioned people out on Tallholmen. Berit had somehow gotten them to trust her—an outsider they barely knew—and they had been remarkably open and talkative. Looking back now, he thought that they probably had reacted instinctively to the compassion and understanding she radiated.

      In Cornwall, when they first met, he had noticed—and been amused by—Berit’s brusque, outspoken nature. In France, he had caught a glimpse of a merciless, almost dangerous intellect. But here, in the Stockholm Archipelago, it was her empathy that had left the greatest impression on him.

      That empathy also worried him. For the first time, he wondered whether she might actually be as vulnerable to other people’s tragedies as she was to her characters’.

      The funeral yesterday had really driven home just how irresponsible Ian had been. He was due to head back to England, leaving Berit all alone out here with the killer. Would she continue to investigate the case once he was gone? Of course she would. This was Berit. Once her curiosity had been piqued, she just couldn’t help herself.

      All he had wanted was to help the Swedish police, but he had ended up dragging her into something that could very well put her in mortal danger.

      Ian pulled a face. Help the Swedish police! His true motives hadn’t been anywhere near as noble. He had wanted to feel useful, to serve a purpose again. Sven had been right all along. He shuddered out of embarrassment at having been so transparent.

      Berit would now have to live with the consequences of his pigheadedness.

      She was still busy in the kitchen, so Ian hopped over to the shed. He left his crutches leaning against the red wooden wall and reached for the handle: a perfectly shaped piece of driftwood, smooth and tactile after years of use. The air inside smelled like wood, engine oil, petrol, and old grass. Cozy, pleasant scents that almost made him relax.

      Ian looked around. There were a number of old tools hanging neatly on the walls, and he could see rain jackets, fishing nets, and a couple of boxes marked STRÖMMING. He took out his phone and did a quick search online. Aha, he thought. Herring. Fishing tackle, in other words.

      At the very back of the space, he spotted nine cardboard boxes stacked one on top of another. Each was labeled in black marker, and this time he didn’t need Google Translate to work out what they said.

      Mamma.

      Ian hopped over to the boxes and ran a finger through the thick layer of dust on the top. They didn’t seem to have been touched in years.

      He frowned.

      What on earth had Berit been up to in here?

      

      * * *

      When Berit went out for her afternoon walk, Ian decided to go through all of the cupboards and drawers in the cottage.

      He wasn’t happy about it, but he didn’t let that stop him. The time for respecting Berit’s privacy was over. Still, he kept glancing over his shoulder, overcome by a sense of guilt. He just couldn’t shake the feeling that the cottage itself was watching him. That it knew exactly what he was up to and was judging him for it. Typical of somewhere like this, he thought with a shiver. Old houses had far too much soul. They ended up developing their own will.

      Ian looked everywhere, but all he found in her cupboards were stacks of old kitchen towels, homemade curtains, and more rag rugs than a small cottage could ever possibly need.

      He decided to turn his attention to her desk instead. Forcing back his guilty conscience, he started looking through her various papers. In addition to the printout of her manuscript that he had already seen, he found a notebook and several sticky notes. Her scribbles were all in English, and all concerned her latest book. He picked up the notepad and opened it to the last used page.

      Things to do before I die, he read in Berit’s looping handwriting, followed by a bizarre list. Wash the windows. Fix the roof. Go through the boxes in the shed. Clear out the wardrobes. At the very bottom, in a different pen—possibly after Marie’s visit—she had written: What am I going to do about the roof?

      Ian paled. Was Berit dying? Could they really have been living side by side for the past two weeks without her mentioning it? He thought back to her odd phone call, to the sentimental look on her face as she gazed around the cottage, and, of course, to her uncharacteristic reluctance to get involved in the police investigation.

      No wonder she had hesitated, he thought. Why start an investigation you knew you would never finish?

      

      * * *

      That evening, Ian took over in the kitchen. He told Berit that he wanted to make dinner as thanks for letting him stay, but what he really wanted was to lay the groundwork for a frank and honest conversation. He would get her to confide in him if it was the last thing he did.

      He had to know what was going on.

      As he stood in the kitchen, he assessed his options. Ian had always been a creative cook, often out of necessity—much of what he made was over an open fire while out hiking, after all—and he was sure he could come up with some sort of dish from whatever Berit had in the cupboards. But when he opened the first, all he could see were two rows of Campbell’s tomato soup. Balancing on one leg, he bent down to open the bottom cupboard. More cans, this time mushroom soup.

      Canned soup was convenient, no doubt about that, but if Ian knew he didn’t have long left to live, he definitely would have wanted something a bit more exciting.

      After more rummaging, he eventually managed to find a tube of tomato puree, a pack of stock cubes, spaghetti, herbs, and spices in another of the cupboards, so all was not lost. He chopped some onion and garlic and fried them in butter with the basil and oregano, then added the tomato puree and stock, and finished off with one of the cans of tomato soup.

      Ian mixed flour and water with some dried yeast and managed to make a decent-enough dough that he then put straight into the oven, which meant that when Berit came into the kitchen, she was met by the comforting aromas of freshly baked bread and rich tomato sauce.

      Ian added the spaghetti to a pan of boiling water and then asked if she had any red wine.

      She stared at him in surprise for a moment, then went away to fetch a bottle.

      “What are we celebrating?” she asked with a hint of suspicion in her voice as he took out the cork and poured two glasses.

      “How about your impending freedom?” he joked.

      His voice sounded strange, but Berit didn’t say a word.

      As they ate, he stole a few glances at her. He couldn’t see any sign of illness. If anything, her daily walks around the island had left her looking healthier than ever.

      He would rebook his flight home if he needed to. If Berit thought he was going to leave her to go through this on her own, she had another thing coming. She needed people, whether she was willing to admit that or not. We all do, he thought. We need people even when we’re sick and helpless and they’re driving us to distraction. Maybe especially then.

      He had rehearsed what he wanted to say as he cooked. Berit, as your friend… Berit, you know you can talk to me about anything, don’t you? Berit, please won’t you tell me what’s wrong? But in the end, what he actually blurted out was: “Are you really dying?”

      She stared at him again, and Ian ran a hand over his face.

      “I saw the list in your notebook,” he confessed. “Things to do before you die. Washing the windows and goodness knows what else. Christ, Berit, if you’re ill, if there’s anything I can do…”

      She didn’t seem upset to be dying or annoyed that he had been snooping about her house. If anything, she looked…embarrassed?

      “Are your parents still alive?” she asked.

      “Both fit and well in California. Dad’s a guest professor at Stanford, and Mum spends most of her time eating avocado toast and doing yoga. They’re both living their best lives.”

      “You also have a sister, don’t you?”

      “She’s an academic too. A microbiologist. Lives just outside of London with her husband and two lovely offspring.”

      Berit nodded solemnly. “I don’t have any siblings,” she said. “For most of my childhood, it was just me and Mum.” After a moment, she continued matter-of-factly: “She died when she was fifty-two. If…when I turn fifty-three, I’ll be older than she ever was. All my life, I’ve had a feeling that I’m never going to be older than her, that I’ve got a kind of deadline hanging over me. And now it’s almost here.”

      “That’s just superstition, Berit,” he said. The relief he felt made him sound much more dismissive than he meant to, but Ian just couldn’t understand why she, of all people, was getting hung up on something so clearly illogical. “There’s no reason why you shouldn’t live until you’re one hundred.”

      “Intellectually, I know I might live longer than Mum did. Of course I do.”

      “Then…what? Are you just waiting to die? When’s your birthday?”

      “The thirteenth of November.”

      Just over two weeks’ time, he thought with a shudder, as though her conviction had rubbed off on him.

      “Berit, you can’t seriously believe that—”

      “Obviously I don’t know how long I’ll live. No one does. But there are things I need to do before I...before my birthday. Things I’ve been putting off for too long. That’s why I’m here. And if I don’t die, well…then I’ll finally find out whether I’ve got what it takes to spend the winter on the island. No matter which way you look at it, it’s perfectly logical for me to be here.”

      “Logical!” he scoffed. “You’re planning to stay out here on your own when there’s a killer on the loose!”

      Berit stared at him for a moment. “The killer is already back on the mainland,” she said. “So I’d be no safer over there.”

      “You’d have more people around you, at the very least.”

      “I know, and that’s why I want to stay here. So if”—she corrected herself when she saw the look on his face—“when I turn fifty-three, I plan to be here all winter. I’ve always wanted to see if I could manage it. Stay here during the winter months, I mean. To be, I don’t know, independent.”

      He forced a smile onto his face. “Trust me, Berit. A lack of independence isn’t your problem.”

      “Intellectual independence isn’t the same as practical independence,” she said.

      Ian couldn’t argue with that. For all he knew, that could be the very reason he challenged himself with his long walks. A way to prove that he was physically capable of things he did mentally all the time.

      “Accepting help from time to time isn’t a sign of weakness, you know,” he said. “You don’t have to do everything on your own to prove that you can handle it.”

      He ignored the voice in his head asking whether he was really the right person to lecture her on the importance of accepting help. This was about Berit, not him.

      “Then how do you know if you can get by on your own?” she asked. The expression on her face seemed both melancholic and longing.

      “Berit, you won’t be safe out here!”

      She fixed her eyes on him. “No? I suppose you’ve been protecting me all this time, have you? Acting as my bodyguard?”

      “What do you mean?” he asked. There had been no mistaking the sarcasm in her tone.

      “It’s just that it doesn’t seem to be a problem while you’re still here. But tomorrow, once you’ve gone home, apparently I’m going to be helpless again. Maybe I should be thanking you for sleeping on the daybed and keeping an eye on me?” She raised an eyebrow. “I know you’ve been primed to hit the killer over the head with your crutches if they tried anything.”

      When she put it like that, it did sound pretty ridiculous.

      “I know you don’t need protecting,” he said, his voice a little whiny.

      Ian knew how defensive he sounded, because she had hit the nail on the head. If a killer had tried to attack Berit, he would have hit them over the head with his crutches. And what was wrong with that?

      “Promise me you won’t keep investigating on your own,” he said.

      She didn’t speak. All he could hear was the crackling of the fire.

      “I’m not sure I even want to,” she said after a longish pause. “Like I say, I’ve got other things to be doing out here. And who knows, maybe the family will stay on the mainland.”

      “But what if they do come back?”

      “Then we’ll see.”

      “Don’t take any unnecessary risks, Berit. At least promise me that.”

      “OK,” she said. “I can do that. No unnecessary risks.”

      He thought for a moment. “No necessary risks either.”

      “Then how am I meant to find out anything?” she said, which didn’t help to calm his nerves.

      “Just be careful, OK?” he said. “And all this stuff about your mum… It’s going to be fine, I hope you know that. Nothing is going to happen before your birthday.”

      “Maybe,” said Berit. “But I wonder if Margrethe thought something similar ahead of hers.”
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      Air temperature: 43°F

      Water temperature: 46°F

      The frigid water closed in over her head, and for a long, disorientating moment, everything was cold and dark. Panic briefly took hold of her, but then she started to kick her legs. Once, twice. Her head broke the surface. She gasped for air as she flailed her arms and tried to reach the ladder. It had been in the water for so long that it was covered in slime, and her feet slipped on the rungs, but she managed to pull herself out.

      She stood still on the jetty while she waited for her breathing to recover. A fine drizzle had started falling, so light that she could barely feel it on her skin, and the cool, damp air mixed with the smoke from the wood burner.

      Finally alone.

      The soles of her feet knew every inch of ground on the way back up to the cottage. It almost felt like a dance, one she could perform without even having to think. Left foot there, on that flat spot; a quick hop up onto that smooth rock, the one that was almost shaped like the tread of a stair. Another hop, grooved furrows in the rock beneath her feet, and she was on the veranda.

      She got dressed on the porch. Added another log to the fire in the kitchen and headed through to the living room. Ian’s blanket, pillow, and sheet were still in a neat pile on the daybed. He was back in England now, had sent her a thank-you text once he landed at Heathrow.

      She was glad to be rid of him. Those piercing, intelligent eyes of his saw far too much. Every time his gaze came to rest on her, it was as though he could see straight through her. All her life, she had been the one who spent her time watching others, and it was a new and incredibly unsettling feeling to suddenly find herself being watched.

      Berit made herself a coffee and took it back into the living room, where she drank it standing by the window.

      She wished she hadn’t told him about her mother. That had been a stupid, pointless thing to share. She knew just how illogical the whole thing sounded, but the fact was that since her mother died, Berit had always been convinced she would never live to see fifty-three. She had talked about it a little at first, with friends and lovers, but had quickly grown sick of their attempts to convince her she was wrong. What difference did it make if it was superstition or not? Besides, they had no idea how long she might live. Two of the people who had said they were sure she would live for years after fifty-three were already dead themselves.

      No, there was nothing wrong with preparing for death. As a single woman without a family, she simply had to accept that there was no one else to take care of things once she was gone. Her mother had left behind an entire house, and Berit had been forced to deal with it as best she could. All the furniture she had spent her life polishing and dusting, protecting with coasters and tablecloths; all the good china she had never used out of fear of breaking it. In the end, most of it had ended up at the recycling center. The secondhand shops were already overflowing with things the older generation had collected and cherished. Everyone wanted to donate them, but no one actually wanted to buy them.

      After that experience, Berit had made a promise to herself not to leave any unfinished business behind, and she would largely keep her word. She had already sorted through the attic at the cottage in Cornwall, cleaned everything there was to clean. She had left detailed instructions about what was to be thrown away or donated to Oxfam—and what she wanted to happen to her books. A printout of her will was ready and waiting on her desk in Great Diddling. Ian would find it; she was sure of that. She trusted him.

      She planned to leave the house there to Mary and Eleanor. They would take good care of her beloved Wisteria Cottage. Mary had already started to transform the wildflower meadow outside into a beautiful rose garden. It was only right they got the house, too.

      Her agent, Sally Marsch, would get her Edwardian desk. Berit smiled as she imagined her desperately trying to cram the enormous thing into her tiny London flat. The desk was worth a small fortune, but Sally would be much too sentimental to sell it. No, she would drag it from home to home as her circumstances changed, and one day, Berit’s desk might even end up moving to the countryside with her. Perhaps Sally’s future children would build dens beneath it before running out into the garden to play.

      Berit liked the thought of some part of her living on.

      Her will also contained clear instructions about what she wanted to happen to her literary legacy. She had sent the proofs of her last book to Sally just a few days ago. Her last book. The thought was dizzying. Berit thought she had made peace with death the day she held her first printed book in her hand, but she realized now that even if she had accepted the idea that she would one day stop living, she hadn’t given any thought to the fact that she would one day stop writing, too.

      Still, it was what it was. What we cannot change, we simply have to endure. She had done the best she could, finished whatever she could finish. Tied up as many loose ends as possible. It felt a bit like sending a book off to print: There was nothing more she could do. The only thing for it was to let go and move on.

      Though some things still weren’t quite finished. She looked around the cottage. There were signs of her neglect everywhere—from the dirty windows to the clumps of dust beneath the daybed and the damp patches on the ceiling.

      Then again, the first thing she had done after getting to the island was to open all the doors and windows and let the crisp autumn air inside. She had then spent three days vacuuming, dusting, and scrubbing the place.

      Taking in the faded wallpaper in the kitchen now, she realized that the passage of time didn’t wash off quite so easily. Everything seemed so much smaller and shabbier than she remembered it. That was simply what happened when you abandoned something. It made no difference whether it was a person or a place: The enforced loneliness left its mark.

      Berit remembered how bright and vibrant all of the colors had been when she was a child. The world had seemed so new and exciting back then, the cottage as big as a kingdom.

      Her childhood hadn’t necessarily been the happiest, but she had always had her time here on the island to look forward to. She often thought about that now, about what a privilege it was for a child to have places where they got to be happy. It made them so much easier to find as an adult. Once you knew what you were looking for, you realized they were everywhere. It was a bit like collecting pretty pebbles, she thought. Her collection of happy places had begun right here.

      Despite that, Berit had never stayed put in any of them. After her mother died, it was as though she had constantly been in motion. She had prided herself on her lack of roots, on her ability to feel at home in multiple places.

      When she moved to England, she had thrown herself into her new life there, convincing herself it was a form of freedom when in actual fact it may have been a loss. The first time she dreamed in English, she had seen it as a sign that she belonged there. She had woken up the next day feeling exhilarated, as though some sort of metamorphosis had reached completion overnight.

      With the death of her mother, Berit had lost her last real link to Sweden. Had she ever stopped to grieve that? Had it really been so easy for her to give up her dreams in Swedish?

      She should have come back sooner, she thought. Taken better care of the cottage. She had wasted so much time. Still, there was no point dwelling on all of that now. Regret without the possibility of change was nothing but self-flagellation.

      She ran through her mental checklist of everything that still needed to be done. The windows had to be cleaned. The cobwebs dusted away. Cupboards and wardrobes cleared out. The rugs beaten, floors vacuumed.

      And then there were the boxes in the shed. Everything of her mother’s she had left. She would have to decide, once and for all, what to do with it, but that was far too big a job for this morning.

      Berit started with one of the cupboards in the bedroom instead. She took out all the faded old sheets and embroidered tablecloths, the thick, scratchy woolen blankets, and the curtains her grandmother had made for summer, Christmas, and Easter.

      After putting everything down on the floor, Berit paused. What the hell was she going to do with them all? The curtains had been made specially for the odd, irregular windows in the cottage and would hardly fit anywhere else. The tablecloths were embroidered with a pretty border of anchors, each stitch painstakingly done by her grandmother, but who wanted hand-embroidered tablecloths nowadays? Berit wondered whether anyone would even want the knitted socks, so beautifully made that it was like wearing small works of art.

      She could leave it all here, of course, for the new owners to go through. They might want the curtains and the tablecloths, possibly even the socks. Once Berit was dead, the house would be put up for sale, and she realized now that she could donate the money. She should have included that in her will, she thought. A strange omission.

      It suddenly dawned on her that the new owners might not even want the cottage itself. They would probably tear the whole thing down and build something new in its place. Something big and modern with lots of windows and proper insulation.

      The thought was so dizzying that Berit slumped down onto the bed. Like so much else, it was also two generations old. She ran her fingers over the pretty bedspread and closed her eyes. If she really focused, she could still hear her grandmother pottering about in the kitchen. Her strong, comforting hands were always busy doing something—kneading dough, perhaps, or gutting a fish. And from the living room, she heard her grandfather’s bullish laugh ring out from one of the armchairs.

      Berit shook her head, causing the memories to dissipate.

      They were all gone.

      She was the only one left.
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      Air temperature: 42°F

      Water temperature: 45°F

      Berit was on her knees, spluttering and mumbling to herself, when the phone rang.

      Whoever came up with the expression “where there’s smoke, there’s fire” had clearly never attempted to light a cold wood-burning stove in November. She waved a hand in an attempt to disperse the smoke and reached for her phone.

      DON’T PICK UP!!! she read on the screen.

      She picked up.

      She always did.

      Berit then set her phone down on the kitchen counter as she shoved more newspaper into the wood-burner and lit another match. When the fire eventually got going, she forced herself up and opened the kitchen window to let some fresh air into the room.

      She picked up her phone just in time to hear a voice ask, “Why can’t you just write a crime novel like a normal person?”

      Olivia Marsch was no longer her agent (she had delegated that dubious honor to her daughter, Sally), but that didn’t stop her from calling Berit from time to time, usually to vent about her favorite subject: Berit’s complete and utter inability to capitalize on the sheer number of dead bodies that seemed to crop up in her life. How could a writer be involved in so many murder cases and refuse to write about it? Berit had used them twice in her books, and what had she done? Published them under someone else’s name! It was enough to drive a poor agent to madness!

      It was seven thirty in the morning in Sweden, which made it half past six in London, but Olivia was clearly already in full swing. Berit stuck her head out of the window and sniffed the air. A dull, damp day. Impossible to tell where the gray dawn ended and the gray day began.

      She suddenly became conscious that her former agent had stopped talking.

      A moment later, however, Olivia continued, with what felt like sarcastic patience:

      “Anyway, I’ll ask again: Are you back in England yet? The publisher has read the manuscript you sent over, and they loved it, but they do have a few suggestions. They want to book a meeting to go over everything with you.”

      “No meetings,” said Berit. “Tell them to send an email instead. I’ll be staying in the archipelago for at least another two weeks.”

      Her gaze was drawn to the other side of the strait, and she reached for Ian’s binoculars. There was a woman standing down on the jetty. Her long, gray hair was loose, and she seemed to be gazing out at the grayish-green waves. The woman looked so similar to Margrethe that, for a split second, Berit thought she was seeing a ghost.

      “What do you mean, staying in the archipelago?” asked Olivia. She sounded extremely calm, and that should have served as a warning to Berit. The woman was always at her most dangerous then.

      “My mother had a cottage here,” Berit explained. “I’ve neglected it for too long.”

      She refocused the binoculars and turned her attention back to the woman’s youthfully smooth face. It was Louise.

      The daughter, not the mother.

      “Goodness, how many cottages do you actually own?” asked Olivia. “Have you been hoarding them or something?”

      “I just needed to get away.”

      “From the middle of nowhere in Cornwall? Honestly, Berit, I’m worried about you. If you’re not careful, you might end up becoming an eccentric. Mark my words. Now, don’t get me wrong, I love an eccentric as much as the next person, but no one has ever earned any money from one. They’re always so hopeless. And they forget to shower!”

      The sound of a motor caught Berit’s attention, and she turned and saw a police boat pull up by her jetty. A moment later, Sven jumped ashore.

      She swore to herself.

      “I’ve got to go,” she told Olivia. “The police are here.”

      “The police!” the agent repeated, barely managing to hide the excitement from her voice. “You haven’t… Dare I hope… You haven’t stumbled across another dead body, have you?”

      “This time it was more a case of it landing in the vicinity,” Berit replied.

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “Nothing.”

      “If you’re caught up in another murder, you absolutely must write a book all about it!” said Olivia. “Or start a podcast at the very least. Are you going to be arrested again? Do you need a solicitor? What did you say the island was called?”

      Berit heard frantic typing in the background.

      “There seems to be something called Bosse’s Boat Taxi nearby, so if you give me an hour I can have a solicitor with you.”

      “I don’t need a solicitor,” Berit told her. She tried to imagine how a conversation between Olivia and Marie might play out and briefly found herself getting distracted by the comic potential.

      “OK, well, maybe later,” Olivia said optimistically. “It would be a fantastic first episode of the podcast, after all. Bestselling author reports live from custody… Promise me you’ll think about it, at the very least. Don’t hang up. Don’t han—”

      Berit hung up. She shook her head, then went out to meet Sven.

      “Ian called and asked me to, uh, swing by to check in on you before work,” he said. He was holding a pie in one hand, and he looked nervous.

      Berit cocked an eyebrow. “Kind of him,” she said drily.

      His gaze started to wander. “It was my wife,” he blurted out.

      “Sorry?”

      “I happened to mention that you lived by yourself, and she couldn’t stand the thought of you being all alone out here. So she sent me with this apple pie.” When that failed to have any impact on Berit, he held up the bag in his other hand. “And some of her homemade vanilla sauce. Made with real vanilla.”

      “Well, I suppose you might as well come in, now that you’re here,” she said, heading back inside to make some coffee.

      They sat down in the living room to eat. Berit chose the seat where Ian often used to sit, with a view across to Tallholmen. She thought she caught a glimpse of Louise every now and again, moving about on the rocks by her cottage, but without the binoculars she couldn’t make out much detail, and she didn’t want to reach for them in front of Sven.

      “I looked into what Ian said the other day,” he said. “About Margrethe liking to stand right at the edge of the cliff. Several people—both members of the family and outsiders—confirmed that she liked heights. Seems she got some sort of rush out of it. A few mentioned her making them uncomfortable by leaning over railings or getting too close to the edge.”

      “So you’re still leaning toward it being an accident?”

      “We’re keeping an open mind at this stage,” he replied, trying to sound as professional as he could. But then, in a more conversational tone, he added, “My boss is still keen to write the whole thing off as an accident. Unless we find something substantial to suggest foul play, the case is going to be deprioritized.”

      “What about you?” Berit asked. “What do you think? Are you happy to rule it an accident?”

      He sighed. “All the physical evidence points that way. Margrethe’s personality, too. But Ian is convinced it was murder, and I respect my colleagues’ gut instinct. You don’t spend twenty years on the force without learning a thing or two. Margrethe told Ian that several members of her family disliked her and that she feared for her life. Just a couple of hours later, she fell to her death. Believe me, I’m no happier about that coincidence than Ian was.”

      He hesitated for a moment, and when he next spoke his eyes were on his coffee cup.

      “Ian mentioned that you’d helped him on a case once… That he used you as a kind of sounding board. He said you have a great feel for the cast of characters.”

      “That’s true, but I can’t make head nor tail of any of it this time.”

      “Do you think Ian is right, though? Did Margrethe invite you to dinner to prevent a murder?”

      “I don’t know,” she confessed. “I know that while we were there, I wondered if she had invited us as witnesses. Several times that evening, I had the sense that the whole thing was staged, somehow.”

      “As witnesses to what? Not her own death, surely?”

      “No…no, I don’t think so. Margrethe didn’t strike me as a particularly fatalistic person. If she thought someone was going to try to kill her, she would have fought back. I’m sure of that. And she didn’t seem scared, either. I’m wondering if she wanted us to see just how dysfunctional her family was.”

      “Isn’t that the kind of thing people usually want to hide?”

      “It really felt like she was trying to provoke them,” said Berit. “To get them to show their worst sides. And she certainly managed it, because the whole evening was deeply unpleasant. I wonder whether she pushed one of them too far. If Margrethe was as fearless as she seemed—and I think she was—there’s a chance she underestimated the risk of provoking them like that.”

      “Who was she pushing the hardest? Who was she most cruel toward?”

      “Oh, on the surface, definitely Wilhelm. She didn’t seem to be able to stand her son. As for her daughter, she spent most of her time ignoring her.”

      “But…?”

      “Indifference can be just as hurtful as mockery. She said the cruelest things to Wilhelm, but personally I’d say that she treated Louise the worst. I wonder if Margrethe was the kind of woman who was most interested in men. She gave her son a job within the family foundation, despite the fact that she couldn’t stand him, yet she completely ignored her daughter. Louise was clearly desperate for her mother’s attention, and it seemed equally obvious that she was never going to get it.”

      “So what do I tell my boss? Murder or accident?”

      Berit got up and stacked their empty cups and plates. “Luckily, it’s not my problem,” she said.

      She opened the door for him and followed him down to the jetty.

      Sven paused before getting into his boat. “Are you really going to spend the winter all alone out here?”

      “Define ‘alone,’” she said. “It feels nigh on impossible to get any peace so far. Tell your wife I said thanks for the pie.”

      

      * * *

      Berit ate tomato soup for lunch, then headed out on her usual loop of Ängsö. Three mallard ducks, all male, took off when she reached the public jetty at the eastern side of the island. The landscape around her was dominated by grays and browns and muted greens, and the only bright colors she could see were all man-made. A pink wheelbarrow propped up against a tree. A bright blue rope tied between two trunks, last summer’s hammock long since taken down.

      There was no one else still on the island. The windows in the other cottages she had passed were all dark, and there was no smoke rising from any of the chimneys. Berit was used to solitude, but for some reason it was bothering her right now. It must be all Ian’s talk about the murder, she thought irritably. She instinctively sped up, then forced herself to slow down again. She had never allowed fear to guide her before, and she damn sure wasn’t going to start now.

      When she got back to the cottage, she tried to relax, but despite a good book and the comforting sound of the fire in the stove, it didn’t quite work. Berit was tired, but as soon as she closed her eyes she saw Margrethe’s face again. There had been something about her expression, close to surprise but not quite…

      She forced herself to remember how the older woman had looked when she and Simon found her. Angry and upset, verging on indignant, her unseeing eyes wide. Someone whose carefully laid plans had been ruined, or someone controlling who had suddenly been forced into the ultimate helplessness? We are all impotent in the face of death, and Margrethe had learned that the hard way.

      Berit’s thoughts returned to the birthday dinner. Small fragments from that evening played out in her mind, and she remembered the taunts, the shocking insults, and the pain that both Louise and Wilhelm had failed to hide.

      That woman! Berit had found her hard work from the moment she first met her. Ian had gone on and on about how unique and original Margrethe was, but Berit had met plenty of people like her over the years—and she usually referred to them as inspirational bullies. People who, by virtue of their personality or talent, their fame or money, were able to control and influence their surroundings while still being admired.

      Ian had gone so far as to excuse her behavior, as though someone interesting and gifted couldn’t be expected to care about minor things like not being a complete arse.

      Berit thought about the way Margrethe had pushed and wounded her children all evening. Deliberately wounded them. She had made a real effort to hurt them, and she had managed it, despite the fact that they must have spent their entire lives building up their defenses against her. There are just some things a person is powerless to defend themselves against. Bullies know that, and once they have you in their grip, they don’t let go. The only way to escape is to avoid being anywhere near them.

      Could Louise have been trying to break away? Ebba had said that her aunt had considered not going to the dinner… But in the end she had come running when her mother called, and she had also painted that dreadful portrait.

      Berit couldn’t wrap her head around Louise. Every time she thought she was starting to come to grips with her personality, it was as though the whole thing dissipated and blew away in the breeze… It was like trying to catch fog.

      She got up and reached for the binoculars. Louise was standing on the low rocks by her cottage, hair blowing in the wind. Was she free, or was she still chasing love and affirmation that she would never get?

      Berit frowned and zoomed in using the binoculars. Was that an easel?

      

      * * *

      That night, Berit tossed and turned in bed, waking after just a few hours and cursing herself for living in a cottage without an indoor toilet. She tried to repress the urge for as long as she could, then dragged herself out of bed and practically ran outside.

      She told herself to walk slowly, that she had never been afraid of the dark. She was all alone on the island, and that was precisely how she wanted it.

      As she made her way back toward the cottage, however, she heard a twig break and ran the rest of the way. Berit jumped into bed, pulled the covers right up to her chin, and then lay perfectly still, listening for anything that sounded out of place.

      Little by little, she calmed down.

      When she eventually managed to drift off to sleep, she dreamed about Margrethe’s furious face. The older woman hadn’t found peace after death, and now she was haunting Berit.

    
  
    
      
        
          14
          Friday, 3 November
        

      
      Air temperature: 43°F

      Water temperature: 45°F

      Morning came as a relief.

      Berit felt like she had been through the wringer when she first staggered out of bed, but after a quick dip in the sea, the night’s unsettling images finally faded away.

      It was a glorious day. The sky was blue, and there wasn’t a breath of wind. A perfect day for washing the windows, she thought.

      Her body was crying out for movement, so after eating her breakfast she warmed some water on the stove and added a generous squirt of washing-up liquid to a bucket. She then carried the bucket, a brush, a sponge, and a few scraps of old sheet outside and got to work.

      Washing the windows out in the archipelago was a completely different undertaking from doing the same in the city. There was just so much more nature to fight against out here. Everyone who lived in the countryside knew how quickly nature would take over, given half a chance.

      Berit used a small brush to get rid of the cobwebs and stray pine needles, then dipped the sponge into the warm water and started scrubbing the bird droppings from the glass. After that, she grabbed the bottle of window cleaner and the squeegee.

      As she worked, she thought about the woman on the other side of the strait. Louise had loved her mother, that much was true, but Berit knew that love could mutate into hatred far more easily than any other emotion. And sometimes it was much easier to love a dead mother than a living one—particularly if you were able to vent years of repressed frustration by pushing her to her death…

      Berit had once told Ian that love was the deadliest emotion, but he had argued and said that greed was worse. That money killed far more people. Perhaps, she thought now, a combination of the two was the most lethal of all. Louise and Wilhelm stood to gain financially from Margrethe’s death, but there was also an emotional aspect to the whole thing. In one stroke, they had escaped their domineering mother and taken control of her life’s work. Viewed like that, it almost seemed like a form of revenge.

      The water in the bucket had turned black with dirt, and Berit tipped it out beneath a bush around the back of the house and headed inside to heat more. Once that was done, she continued with the next room.

      By the time she reached the windows in the extension, the sun had already started to set over the mainland. The way the last few weak rays glittered on the water was almost painfully beautiful, and she lowered the squeegee and put down the bucket. Berit stood by the extension and gazed out across the calm sea.

      Earth to earth, ashes to ashes, she thought. Waves to waves.

      Ten days to go. Best not to think about it.

      She would row over to Tallholmen tomorrow, she decided. With a bit of luck, she might be able to solve the mystery of Louise’s personality before her birthday, if nothing else.
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          Saturday, 4 November
        

      
      Air temperature: 41°F

      Water temperature: 44°F

      It was another beautiful day, and Louise had thrown the French doors on her cottage wide open. The dark-blue waves were glittering invitingly, but Berit knew that appearances were deceptive. The water was incredibly cold.

      As she approached the cottage, the damp sea air mixed with the aroma of freshly brewed coffee and turpentine.

      Berit paused in the doorway, taking in the scene in front of her. There were canvases propped up against every available surface. Over by one wall, she could see a small refrigerator, a hot plate, and a sink flecked with paint. An empty bottle of Dom Pérignon had been left in an ice bucket on the minimal counter.

      Louise was standing in front of her easel in the middle of the room. Her long, gray hair was tied back with a yellow scarf, and though she was alone out here, she had applied some lipstick. It lent a charming hit of color to her pale, focused face. The dress she was wearing was faded but pretty, and her tanned legs were bare, despite the autumn chill. Here, in her own world, Louise radiated a kind of calm self-confidence, without any hint of anxiousness or need to assert herself. Her movements were considered, controlled, and Berit saw a sense of concentration and peace on her face that she hadn’t seen before.

      When she eventually glanced up from the easel and noticed Berit, Louise stared at her with an empty, confused look in her eyes. Berit knew exactly what she was going through. Louise had been so focused on her painting, on something that felt much more tangible than the sudden sight of Berit. It takes time for creative people to switch between realities.

      Louise put down her brush and wiped her hands on the rag she had draped over her shoulder.

      “I suppose you’ll be wanting coffee,” she said. Her voice sounded just like Berit’s often did: slightly hoarse and croaky from lack of use.

      She isn’t afraid of being on her own, thought Berit. The majority of women their age had long since capitulated to a safe, comfortable life, but not Louise. Perhaps it was because she had never settled down and started a family. There were so many fewer routes laid out for women who didn’t. Berit knew that from personal experience. You had to forge your own path.

      Louise didn’t seem to have made the mistake of putting everything into her career, either. Berit felt a certain admiration for passionate people who really lived for whatever they did, but she had always felt as though putting all of your energy into your work was like speeding through life on a motorway. You may well arrive at the end destination sooner, but you also missed everything you passed along the way. Your entire life could race by without you even realizing it. It was the various exits that led to the interesting places, and Berit instinctively felt that Louise was someone who had chosen the more meandering route in life.

      “I can feel my mother’s presence here,” she said without warning. “Like she’s standing right behind me, guiding my brushstrokes.”

      “Bullshit,” Berit replied. It was, perhaps, a little harsh, but she had never understood why death seemed to excuse so many platitudes. “If Margrethe was looking over someone’s shoulder, the only thing she would be doing was criticizing them.”

      Louise swallowed. “You’re thinking about the portrait I gave her for her birthday, aren’t you? But that was different. I didn’t quite manage to achieve the effect I’d been hoping for…”

      “I didn’t mean—” Berit began, but Louise continued in a tense voice.

      “My mother always said that I had a pedestrian eye when it comes to art. I’m capable of recognizing great art when someone else has hung it in a museum, but I’ve got no sense for what might be groundbreaking or new. And as an artist, I’m sad to say that I’ve always been mediocre. I’ve been lacking…well, the special something that geniuses have.”

      “And I suppose it was Margrethe who told you all that?”

      “She…she did it for my own good. She always said that not having any talent wasn’t a problem so long as you were aware of it, and she was right. I was mediocre.”

      “Most of us are,” Berit said softly. “But that doesn’t mean we can’t also be talented or manage to achieve something innovative and new.”

      Louise nodded eagerly. “Exactly! And I’m going to. I never used to have any dreams, any ambition, but everything is different now. I’ve got a purpose in life.” She leaned in closer to Berit, as though to confide in her, and then continued in a quick, hurried voice: “I’m working on a memorial exhibition for my mother. Paintings worthy of her. They’ll be shown in all her galleries. Our names will be displayed side by side all over the world.”

      Berit shook her head. Her vision of Louise as a free soul was fading fast.

      “My brother and I are going to run her foundation together. He’s an incredible administrator, but he doesn’t have the creative vision necessary for the artistic side of the business. That’s where I come in. My mother trusted me to continue her important work, and I can’t let her down now.”

      “What about Simon?” Berit asked. “What will his role be?”

      Louise defiantly raised her chin. “We’ve sent him to Dalarna for the time being. To the woods, where he can’t interfere. We’ll have to decide what to do with him later.”

      Berit had no doubt that she was quoting her brother right now, but the jealousy and envy were all hers.

      “I don’t understand why he should get his own museum,” Louise continued. “He’s not even part of the family; he was just a glorified assistant. But Elisabeth says he can’t do any harm over there.”

      “Elisabeth?” Berit asked. “Was it her decision?”

      Louise looked unhappy. “Wilhelm and I are in charge. Elisabeth just married into the family. And Simon didn’t even do that!”

      The look of cruel glee made her seem younger than usual, causing her fine lines to disappear. Louise’s expressive eyes widened.

      The sudden change made Berit flinch. Was it Margrethe’s death that had left Louise so unsettled, or had this volatile side of her always been there?

      “Would you like to see my paintings?” Louise asked hopefully, and when Berit nodded, she started running around the room, turning the canvases over. “There! You can have a look now. Some of them aren’t quite finished yet, of course. I’ve been working on several pieces in parallel. It’s going to be a huge exhibition, in all three galleries—I don’t care what Simon says. My brother is on my side; I know that much. Not that I’m going to let Wilhelm make all the decisions either. No way. We’re doing this together. Helping one another. That’s what families do. Favors and return favors.”

      Berit hardly heard a word she said; she was too busy taking in the paintings. Margrethe’s eyes were staring at her from several places around the room. On one of the canvases, her mouth was hovering in the middle of a blank space, and another featured nothing but two ears. Some were a fleshy shade of pink, others blue, red, or yellow. The overall effect was surreal and unsettling, as though Louise had taken her mother apart, piece by piece.

      “My tribute.” She said the word proudly, with real longing, as if it represented a dream she had been nursing for a long time.

      But there was also a hint of fear in her voice. Louise looked like someone who had been given everything she wanted in life, yet couldn’t quite believe she was actually allowed to enjoy it.

      She held out her arms and twirled around in the middle of the room, causing her dress and her long gray hair to fan out around her.

      “It’s exactly what she would have wanted,” she said.
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          Wednesday, 8 November
        

      
      Air temperature: 40°F

      Water temperature: 45°F

      Marie knocked twice before opening the door and letting herself in. “Yoo-hoo!” she shouted, looking around the kitchen. “Coffee?”

      Berit poured her a cup.

      “Coffee is something I’m really going to miss come the apocalypse,” she said. “I’ve experimented with chicory and roasted rye, like they did during World War II, but so far it all tastes like crap. Do you have a ladder? Actually, scrap that. I’ve just remembered that Dad said he’d left one in the shed.”

      With that, Marie picked up her cup and headed outside. She seemed to know her way around the shed much better than Berit.

      “We did a bit of sorting in here a year or two back. Better to know where everything is than have to move stuff around all the time.”

      Marie took out the ladder, handed her cup to Berit, and climbed up onto the roof. Berit heard her muttering to herself as she trudged about up there, and a moment later, her head appeared over the edge of the gutter.

      “What’re you up to the rest of the day?”

      “Um, nothing?”

      “Perfect, we can head off right now. These tiles need replacing, and my weather app says it’s going to be calm for the next few days. Can’t afford to waste a chance like this in November!”

      

      * * *

      Marie drove them over to the Bauhaus warehouse and picked out everything they needed for the repairs. All Berit had to do was swipe her credit card when they got to the register.

      As they got back into the car, Marie noticed how much it seemed to be bothering Berit that she wasn’t being more useful, and she laughed and said that she could always pay for lunch.

      “There’s a gourmet restaurant I like to visit whenever I’m over here,” she said, turning off toward a branch of Biltema, a shop that sold various car and home products. “Two hot dogs for ten kronor. What d’you reckon? Can the finances stretch to that?”

      They ate at one of the tables by the entrance. Berit thanked Marie for her help and apologized for having left her father to look after the cottage over the years, but Marie waved her hand dismissively.

      “Are you kidding?” she said. “He loved it. Gave him something to do once he retired. He needs his projects, you know? Otherwise he goes stir-crazy. He needed the money, as well—though I’ll never know how you convinced him to take it.”

      That hadn’t been easy, thought Berit. Anyone who claimed that people were rational creatures, driven by their own financial interests, had clearly never tried to give money to a Swedish man in his seventies.

      “Mmm, it was a long process,” she conceded. “He refused to even consider taking any money at first, so eventually I just transferred a lump sum, and that scared him into sending me an invoice. Every year since, he’s sent one like clockwork—handwritten and incredibly detailed, with every single hour and nail itemized. He still does all sorts of things I don’t pay him for, mind you—because he was passing by or happened to have the right tools in his boat, or because he knew he had whatever he needed in the shed.” Berit shrugged. “So I’ve just been doubling the amount he invoices me for. I guess that must be close enough to the real total.”

      “And he accepts that?” Marie asked. “Without a fuss?”

      “Not exactly. But when he argued, I tripled it instead. Now he doesn’t dare say a word.”

      

      * * *

      They spent the whole afternoon up on the roof. Marie seemed to have a boundless supply of energy, and Berit’s role largely involved handing things to her and doing whatever she was told. It meant she had plenty of time to think about other things, and she found her thoughts repeatedly turning to Louise.

      The problem was that Berit still had no idea how to break through the woman’s armor of self-deception. Or—and this also worried her—what would happen if she did. Some people were willing to do anything in order to protect their illusions. Losing them could be a painful process, after all. Why else would so many people hesitate to look reality in the eye?

      Berit felt much more unsettled following her visit to Louise’s cottage, and she couldn’t stop thinking about all of the canvases. There was a certain madness lurking in Louise’s painting, a dangerous combination of childish emotion and an artist’s boundless creativity.

      Despite that, she had no idea what to do about any of it. She could hardly call Sven and say that Louise’s portraits had made her uncomfortable. A lack of artistic talent wasn’t exactly a crime—fortunately for many.

      “Did you ever meet Margrethe Cullberg-Franzén?” she asked Marie.

      “Sure,” Marie replied as she continued her work. “I gave her a ride once, too. She was a tough old broad. I liked her. When I told people I’d decided to quit my job to learn how to drive the boat and start prepping for disaster, they all thought I’d lost my mind. But not Margrethe. She said it sounded like a good plan, that it was us women who would have to ensure our survival in the future, because men are only interested in destruction. I told her that most preppers are men, but she didn’t care about that. ‘I mean real survival,’ she said. ‘The tedious, slow, unglamorous job of survival once the emergency isn’t new and exciting anymore. Let’s see how many of your male preppers are still around once survival is no longer a sport.’ I asked whether she might be interested in planning ahead, too. Getting ready, I mean. So she’d be there to help rebuild the world once it’s all gone to shit.”

      “What did she say?”

      “She said, ‘What exactly do you think I’ve been doing all these years?’ So I said, ‘Something to do with art, isn’t it?’ And she said, ‘Exactly. What’s the point in just surviving. We’ll need civilization if we really want to live.’”

      “Good answer,” said Berit.

      Marie looked extremely dubious. “Can’t exactly eat art, though, can you?” she pointed out.

      “Did Margrethe say anything else?”

      “Yeah, she said that Dad was lucky to have me, and then she gave me an appreciative pat on the shoulder—more appreciative than anything Dad’s ever given me, if I’m perfectly honest. Sometimes he thinks I’m messing with him, but it’s all for his own good. Then she said, ‘A person’s life’s work has to live on if it’s going to mean anything.’ Whatever that means. And then she gave me a weird look.”

      “What kind of look? Can you try to describe it for me?”

      “I just did. A weird look.”

      “Approving? Critical? Judgmental? Determined?”

      Marie clicked her fingers. “She looked at me the same way you were looking at your hot dog before. Hungrily, if you get what I mean. But in a weird way.”

      Nostalgically, thought Berit. Possibly even longingly.

      “Like I said,” Marie continued. “It was really weird. Made me think that maybe her own kids weren’t there for her. But that was just the sense I got. I might’ve been wrong.”

      “Her son and daughter are running her foundation now.”

      Marie looked relieved. “There, you see. I was wrong. I’m glad she had someone to hand it over to in the end.”
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          Saturday, 11 November
        

      
      Air temperature: 35°F

      Water temperature: 45°F

      It took them two days to repair the roof and reseal the windows, and Marie then packed up her things and hurried off before Berit had time to thank her.

      Once she was alone again, Berit went out to the shed. It bothered her that Marie knew her way around it so comfortably, while she had no idea where anything was. She picked up a jar at random and gave it a shake. Screws? Nails? Who knew?

      All of the tools had to be at least twenty years old—aside from the shiny new box and drill Marie had talked her into buying.

      “Every woman needs a drill and a set of decent tools,” she had said.

      “Let me guess, for when the apocalypse comes?”

      “So you don’t have to depend on some man. Do you have a screwdriver? Actually, doesn’t matter. I’ve got two; you can borrow one of mine.”

      Berit opened a box marked STRÖMMING and closed her eyes. Even after all these years, it still smelled just like the sea. She reached for one of the fishing floats and immediately managed to prick her finger. She swore, just like her grandfather always had when they were out in the boat together, and for a split second it was like she had been transported back in time to the glittering waves, the sunshine, the almost soporific movement of the oars, up and down; just her and her grandfather in the boat, while her mother and grandmother stayed in the cottage.

      “Let’s give them a bit of peace and quiet,” he always used to say when the two women clashed horns, giving Berit a conspiratorial wink.

      The boxes were stacked up at the very back of the shed. Two days to go. It was too late to do anything with them now. Berit tore out a page from her notepad, put it down on the top of one of the boxes and wrote: In the event of my death, throw away.

      She grabbed a collapsible chair and carried it up to the roof, then made her way back down the ladder to fetch a small table, a thermos, a mug, and the binoculars, which she hung around her neck. Berit then climbed back onto the roof and sat down to drink her hot coffee and admire Marie’s handiwork.

      She wondered how it felt to build things with something other than words and decided it must be extremely satisfying. Roof tiles were so much more tangible than stories—which was fortunate, because while the pen may be mightier than the sword, it wasn’t much use against rain.

      Berit tried to imagine that she had written her last book, but it was impossible. No more stories? No more characters coming to her without warning and taking possession of her thoughts? She had always said that the best thing about being an author was that it was a socially acceptable way of having imaginary friends as an adult, and now she might never get to experience that again.

      No point dwelling on all that business, she told herself. What will be will be.

      She had never been afraid of dying—or not of illness and pain, in any case. But Berit was willing to admit that she felt a certain apprehensiveness at the prospect of no longer existing. Of no longer being around. She was fairly sure that was one of the reasons she wrote. As soon as a book was finished and published, she felt an intense, existential relief at the knowledge that it would continue to exist independently of her. Each printed book was a small sliver of immortality.

      Berit had promised herself she wouldn’t start any more projects, but new ideas kept coming to her all the time. It was as though her writing had developed into an autonomous nervous system that continued to receive and put out signals to her brain, whether she wanted it to or not.

      Every day when she woke, she made a note of the weather, the air temperature, and the water temperature. She wanted to capture the passing of the seasons out in the archipelago and—though she hadn’t quite admitted it to herself—had probably also thought that it might be useful in her writing one day. Everything a person learned and experienced could be used in a book, after all.

      No, not quite everything. Death was one experience she wouldn’t be able to write about. That was a shame, really, because what a book that would be. The final moment, the very last thoughts, a consciousness that ceased to exist right as the book came to an end…

      One day—possibly very soon, or not—the voices in her head would stop talking. She assumed she wouldn’t be able to take them with her anyway.

      The prospect of not getting any older didn’t make Berit sad. On the contrary. If anything, the realization of just how fleeting life could be had lent everything a bittersweet beauty that she wouldn’t trade for all the pigheaded optimism in the world.

      There was a Japanese concept she had read about once—mono no aware, or the pathos of things—that centered around a feeling of empathy for the impermanence of life. A sensitivity toward, or mild sadness about the fact that nothing is forever, that everything in life will one day come to an end. But for Berit, the opposite was true. That very impermanence brought her a quiet happiness: the passing of the seasons, the way everything came and went, how wonderfully insignificant her own existence was.

      One day, all would be lost. That was something that united the major religions, more so even than the golden rule. Earth to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to dust. Impermanent, alas, are all formations. Every being on the earth is bound to perish.

      It wasn’t a negative thought. It wasn’t fear. If nothing lasted forever, then that was part of what made having lived and existed so wonderful: the fact that the people she loved had lived and that nature and the world around her would continue to do so even after she was gone.

      The air felt cooler and fresher than it had during the autumn, an intoxicating, invigorating scent that she didn’t want to leave behind.

      Berit sniffed. It smells like snow, she thought, feeling the same thrill she always did ahead of the first dusting of the year. Each new season was a miracle.

      The first few snowflakes landed on Berit’s forehead right as she heard a series of loud, dull bangs from the far side of the strait. A moment later, the noise started up again. Something hit the ground, breaking with violent force. There was a frenzy to it that both worried and fascinated her, a destructiveness that made Berit think of freedom.

      She panned the rocks with the binoculars and thought she caught a glimpse of Louise in the big house. Was Margrethe’s daughter trying to tear the place down? Berit attempted to adjust the focus, but all she could see was a dark figure moving about inside. The huge patio doors must have been open, because a moment later a chair came flying out.

      From the other side of the water, the wind carried the furious power of Louise’s… Well, what was it? Her grief? Her anger?

      The snow was now coming down heavily, and Berit’s phone started ringing. She saw Ian’s name on the screen and hesitated for a little too long before eventually taking the call.

      “What are you up to?” he asked.

      “Just sitting on the roof.” She wondered what it said about their friendship that he didn’t ask why.

      “I’m guessing you must have better weather than we do here, then?” he said instead.

      “It’s snowing.”

      Had the noise on Tallholmen stopped? Berit could no longer see the island through the swirling flakes, but she could smell something.

      Smoke.

      A moment later, she saw it too. Thick black smoke, billowing across the water on the wind. Good God, she thought. Louise hadn’t set fire to the house, had she? Berit sat glued to the spot with the phone to her ear, trying to work out what to do. Should she hang up and call the police? The fire service? Then again, what could they really do about a house that was already in flames? Her thoughts turned to the wind direction and the time of year. There was no risk to any of the other buildings, at the very least.

      The snow eased slightly, and she realized that the smoke was actually coming from a much more contained fire that Louise seemed to have lit somewhere between the big house and her own cottage.

      That’s up by the Lookout, Berit realized. But so what? It was no longer a crime scene. The woman could do whatever she liked over there.

      A snowflake hit Berit’s nose and immediately melted. Another landed inside her collar.

      The air smelled like smoke and danger.

      “Berit?” asked Ian. He sounded anxious. “Has something happened?”

      “She’s lit a fire,” she said, clearing her throat. “Louise. Louise is back on Tallholmen. She’s lit a fire.”

      “Promise me you’re not going to go over there on your own, Berit.”

      “Go over there? It’s snowing and blowing a gale. The boat is the only means of transport I have. I’d never make it. I’m just wondering why anyone would light a fire in the snow.”

      “Because they want to get rid of something,” he said after a moment.

      “Exactly. I’m wondering if I should call Sven. But what would I say? That Louise has lit a fire on her own property? That’s hardly against the law.”

      The wind really was getting stronger now, blowing the snow horizontally, and both were hitting Berit straight in the face. She could hear the dark waves crashing against the rocks. No, there was definitely no way for her to get over to Tallholmen now.

      “I have to go,” she told Ian. “I need to get down from the roof before the storm really hits.”

      “Do I need to worry about you falling off the roof now, too?”

      Berit hung up without replying and struggled back down the ladder, leaving the table and chair where they were. If anyone thought it was strange that she had garden furniture on the roof, then so be it.

      Once she was safely back indoors, she added a dash of cognac to her coffee and sat down in the wicker chair by the sauna in the extension, watching as the snow gave way to rain. She could no longer see Louise, but the flames were still burning bright and strong.

      A fire big enough to keep her warm, assuming she was still outside. Or to burn whatever it was she desperately wanted to destroy.

    
  
    
      
        
          18
          Sunday, 12 November
        

      
      Air temperature: 35°F

      Water temperature: 44°F

      The only sound Berit could hear was the rhythmic clanking of her oars.

      The storm had passed overnight, and the water had been as flat as a mirror when she woke that morning. There was no excuse not to make the journey over to Tallholmen. Perhaps it was just as well that she had something to do, she thought. The alternative was to sit around twiddling her thumbs, counting down the hours on her final day. No, far better to keep moving.

      A cold, damp fog enveloped her as soon as she set out in the boat, so she stuck close to the little islands and skerries, ticking them off one by one in order to maintain the right course. Elefantsnabeln, Grundet, Måsberget. After that, it was just a short row straight across a narrow channel. She was almost guaranteed to hit Tallholmen at some point.

      Though she knew that, there was something oddly disorienting about the fog, and her heart started pounding. It almost felt like she herself might dissolve into the gray nothingness like the land around her.

      Berit glanced back over her shoulder. She could make out something a few yards away, but surely it couldn’t be Tallholmen, not yet. Had she managed to drift off course somehow? Once you lost your bearings out here, all the islands looked the same. She knew that from past experience, when she and her grandfather went out in the boat together.

      No, that’s not an island. It was bobbing up and down, the waves lapping the sides of it just like they were on Saga. Another boat. But she couldn’t hear any oars, couldn’t hear an engine. Berit realized what it was right as the bow of Saga bumped into it: the rowboat that was usually moored at the jetty on Tallholmen. Through the haze, she could just about make out the pretty, dark wood of its hull.

      It must have come loose during the storm, she thought, and been drifting about ever since.

      Berit rowed up alongside it and pulled in her oar. Something white caught her eye in the bottom of the boat, and for a split second it felt as though the mist itself had settled inside it. As though the rowboat was a valley and the fog had pooled down in the dip. Berit’s eyes moved over the white object until she reached a deathly pale face and a head of long gray hair.

      Louise was wearing a white nightie, big and loose and far too thin for the morning chill. Berit reached across to her and realized that the fabric was cold and stiff. Louise’s hand, when she touched it, was too, her pulse long since stilled.

      Berit’s own pulse was racing, a cruel contrast to the lifeless woman floating alongside her. She slumped back down onto the seat, making Saga rock, and instinctively reached out to grab the other boat. She wasn’t going to let Louise drift off into the fog again.

      Berit tried to concentrate on her immediate next steps. Should she tow the body back to land? But where? To Tallholmen or to Ängsö?

      She knew she should call for help, but her hands were so cold and damp that she was afraid she might accidentally drop her phone in the process. If that happened, she would be completely cut off. No, the safest thing would be to wait until she was back on dry land. Whatever happened, she wasn’t going to leave Louise alone on the open water. She would make sure she was treated with dignity from this point on.

      Focusing on someone other than herself helped to calm Berit and gave her newfound determination. Her hands groped along the edge of the other boat until she found the line on the bow, and she then tied it to her own stern and started the slow process of rowing both boats back toward land.

      The fog felt thicker and more oppressive than ever, and for a brief, panicked moment she realized that it no longer mattered where she decided to go, because she no longer knew which way was which.

      You’re in a boat, she told herself. You’re less than ten minutes away from some form of land. You’ll know where you are as soon as you get there. Pull yourself together. You can’t both just drift aimlessly.

      Berit kept on rowing, but she couldn’t shake off the sense that something didn’t feel right. Eventually, she worked out what it was: The cold wind is on the back of your neck now. Soft, but definitely noticeable. She had felt it on her face as she was rowing over to Tallholmen. Berit struggled to turn both boats around until she felt the breeze on her cheeks again. For some reason, taking Louise back to Tallholmen felt like the right thing to do. She wasn’t sure whether that was because Louise belonged there or because Berit didn’t want her own sanctuary to be tainted by evil, by death.

      It was considerably harder to row now that she was towing a second boat, and despite the cold air, Berit started sweating. Her palms were burning, her back aching, and her feet kept slipping on the slick wooden boards. She swore to herself each time.

      Still, they were getting closer and closer to land, and she could now make out the protruding rocks by Louise’s cottage through the haze. The main jetty should be somewhere straight ahead, she thought, just a second or two before she rowed straight into it.

      The dull thud echoed through the silence.

      With stiff, shaking hands, Berit moored Saga. She couldn’t untie the line connecting the two boats, but she did manage to pull the other one in and secure it right behind hers. She then slumped down onto the jetty, overcome by exhaustion.

      She was cold and sweaty and felt physically and emotionally drained. All she wanted was to peel off her damp clothes, get into a hot sauna, and sweat out the sensation of Louise’s frigid hand on hers.

      Instead, Berit struggled to her feet and stepped down into the boat where Louise’s body was lying. She forced herself to take in every detail. Louise wasn’t wearing a jacket and clearly hadn’t dressed for a trip in the boat. She had a pair of leather slippers on her feet, and one hand was clasped on her chest. Berit leaned in closer to get a better look.

      She’s holding something, she thought.

      As carefully as she could, she coaxed the object out of Louise’s fist.

      A coat button.

      Did it belong to someone here on Tallholmen?

      Berit realized she would have time to check all the coats and jackets before the police arrived. May as well give herself a head start, she thought.

      This time, there was no doubt in her mind that she would investigate the sudden death. Providing she survived longer than her birthday, she would get to the bottom of whoever was responsible for killing Louise.

      Berit jumped back up onto the jetty and gazed down at the boat one last time. Something about the scene just didn’t add up, and she frowned.

      No oars, she realized. There were no oars in the oarlocks.

      With that, she took out her phone and called 112.

      “My name is Berit Gardner,” she said. “And I’d like to report a murder.”

      

      * * *

      Once she had spoken to the emergency dispatcher, Berit called Sven on his direct line. He sounded extremely concerned when she explained that she had just found another body and repeated several times that there was no need for her to wait at the scene.

      Berit didn’t quite trust her own voice not to break, so she hung up. A moment later, however, she surprised herself by scrolling down to another contact on her phone.

      “Devon and Cornwall Police, this is DCI Ian Ahmed.”

      Berit didn’t speak. She didn’t know what to say.

      “Berit? Is that you?”

      She briefly wondered how on earth he could have known, then realized he must have caller ID.

      “What’s going on, Berit? Are you OK?”

      “Louise is dead,” she mumbled, going on to tell Ian all about finding her body drifting in the boat.

      The line was quiet for several seconds, and when Ian next spoke, it was his voice that sounded strange. Shaken.

      “Just as well you listened to me and didn’t row over there yesterday,” he said.

      “But you don’t understand,” said Berit. “Louise is dead. She must have been killed last night. If I’d gone over there, I might have been able to save her!”

      “Listen to me now, Berit. If you’d done that, you might have ended up being killed, too. Don’t do anything stupid now, OK? Stay right where you are, call the police, and wait on the jetty until they arrive.” He paused, then seemed to reconsider what he had just said. “No. Row back over to your island instead. Find a weapon of some kind—you must have an axe or a hammer or something—and shut yourself in your room until Sven arrives to tell you the coast is clear. Do you hear me, Berit? You can’t—”

      She hung up, ignoring both police officers’ instructions and slowly making her way up toward the big house.

      Berit hesitantly pushed the door open. Her senses were primed for any sign that there was someone else in the house with her, but the place felt cold and deserted. The patio doors were still wide open, must have been open all night, and she shivered.

      Berit was acutely aware that she wasn’t quite as observant as usual. Her body was aching from the chill and the damp air and from sheer exhaustion. Despite that, what she saw was a battle of two wills. The house’s and Louise’s, she assumed—providing it was Louise she had seen last night. Berit closed her eyes and tried to remember what that impression had been based on. The woman’s long gray hair and her dark-blue jacket, so similar to Margrethe’s. And something else, something about her face and posture. Looking back now, she couldn’t be sure it was Louise she had seen at all.

      Berit focused on the room in front of her again. Where previously there had been order, elegance, and minimalism, there was now nothing but chaos. The large sofa cushions had been tossed to the floor. The beautiful leather armchairs had been violently slashed, and the dining chairs were all on their sides. There were a number of marks on the concrete walls, shallow chinks where something heavy—possibly a sledgehammer—had struck them with brute force.

      Despite the damage, Berit had the sense that the house had stubbornly refused to give in. The marks on the wall almost looked like part of the decor, and though the chairs had tipped over, they looked as sturdy and reliable as ever. Wood and concrete could withstand far worse.

      Margrethe’s presence was still everywhere, too. If the older woman had been there, she would no doubt have cocked an amused, condescending eyebrow and said something along the lines of Is that the best you can do?

      The sledgehammer that must have been used was propped against the wall in the hallway, and Berit moved slowly across the room, trying to memorize every detail. She moved right around the space in order to assess it from different angles, carefully picking her way over the chairs and upturned drawers, making sure not to touch anything.

      She glanced down at her watch. It had been twenty minutes since she called Sven. She would have to hurry up.

      Louise’s thick autumn jacket—the one her mother had given her—was hanging on a hook in the hall, the fabric still reeking of smoke. Berit quickly checked the buttons, but there were none missing.

      She made sure she was leaving the room exactly how she found it, then headed out toward the Yellow Villa.

      The door was locked, but she noticed an upside-down plant pot in the flowerbed nearby, and she bent down and picked it up. Bingo. A key.

      As suspected, the family seemed to keep their older, less formal outerwear at the villa—the kind of thing that could withstand the rain on the island or that they could lend to guests if needed. Berit went through everything she could find in the cupboard in the hallway, and the third coat she checked was missing a button. She dug into her pocket and compared the one she had found against the others. A perfect match. She then leaned in and sniffed the fabric, filling her lungs with the unmistakable scent of expensive cologne. Wilhelm’s, she thought. He had been wearing the same scent at the Lookout following the birthday dinner, she remembered.

      Berit smelled each of the remaining coats in the cupboard, dropped the button Louise had been holding back into her pocket, and hurried outside. The police would be here soon, she thought as she set off along the trail toward the Lookout.

      It didn’t take her long to find the remnants of the fire she had seen last night, and she spotted an empty bottle of paint thinner in a bush nearby. No wonder the blaze had burned for so long.

      The ground in the middle of the charred circle was littered with fragments of blackened wood and fabric, and Berit bent down and picked up one of the objects that had survived the fire. The corner of a canvas, still stretched over the frame. She turned it over and found herself staring straight into Margrethe’s eye.

      The shock of seeing the older woman’s warped, half-melted face made her jump, and she dropped the piece of canvas. It’s just a painting, she told herself, but that wasn’t true. There were multiple canvases in front of her, and she forced herself to keep poking around in the ashes.

      Louise’s entire memorial exhibition, all the strange portraits of her mother, had been destroyed.

      Would she really have been able to set fire to her own works of art? Would any artist ever be able to physically destroy something they had just created?

      Surely it would be like burning a part of themselves?

      

      * * *

      Berit was waiting on the jetty when the police boat arrived at Tallholmen with Sven Lindqvist in the bow.

      He frowned. “I thought I told you to go back home and wait?”

      “I was too shocked to row over there,” Berit lied. The rough oars had left her with blisters on her palms, and she subconsciously started massaging her hands.

      Sven’s frown disappeared, and his eyes softened.

      “Yes, of course,” he said. “We’ll give you a ride back over there now. The maritime police can tow your boat, too. You, there,” he said, turning to one of the other men. “Do you have a blanket for Berit?”

      She told him there was no need, but he ignored her, and she didn’t have the energy to argue. When the maritime officer returned with a blanket, Sven draped it over her shoulders, gave her a pat on the back, and assured her that she didn’t need to worry; they would take over now. All she needed to do was look after herself. Was there anyone she could call? Someone who could keep her company?

      Berit quickly shook her head. She wished he wouldn’t subject her to all this friendliness. Friendliness could be devastating. It broke through a person’s defenses far more effectively than hostility, and she couldn’t afford to let her guard down yet. Not until she was safely home again. And, most importantly, not until she was alone. She knew that the minute she allowed herself to relax, she would break down, and she had no intention of doing that in front of a police officer who already looked like he had the weight of the world on his shoulders, who kept anxiously following her movements from the corner of his eye—even when he was pretending to study his victim.

      “No obvious signs of violence,” said Berit. She recapped everything she had seen and done, even remembering to mention the loud bangs she had heard last night and the fact that she had touched the sledgehammer in the main house.

      But she didn’t say a word about the button.

      Instead, she said, “It was murder.”

      Sven didn’t argue, but he didn’t seem convinced. The anxious look in his eye was back.

      “Are you sure you want us to take you to your cottage? We could give you a ride over to town instead. A comfortable room in a hotel? Somewhere you’ll be around other people.”

      Berit impatiently dismissed his suggestion. “Did you hear what I just said? Louise was murdered. I’m sure of it.”

      “The missus really isn’t going to be happy about you being out here on your own now. I don’t suppose you want to come and stay with us, do you? We’ve got a spare room. It’d be no bother at all.”

      “Someone burned all of her paintings.”

      “Are you sure you wouldn’t be more comfortable on the mainland?”

      “Quite sure.”

      Sven nodded. “OK, then,” he said reluctantly. “We’ll do our very best to get to the bottom of whatever happened, including a thorough search of the area. If there was anyone else here last night, we’ll find them, I promise.”

      The button suddenly felt much heavier in Berit’s pocket, and she was already starting to come up with excuses in her head. The shock, exhaustion, she must have forgotten it was there…

      That was all partly true. Her legs did feel embarrassingly shaky from waiting on the jetty in the cold air. Sven offered to help her down into the boat, and for once she actually took his outstretched hand.

      When the young maritime officer dropped her off on her own jetty, she was pleased to see that the smoke was still rising from her chimney. The cottage would be warm and cozy, if nothing else, she thought.

      Despite that, she waited until he had backed away before making a move, just in case her legs gave way. She made sure there was no one watching her, then slowly turned around and staggered up to the cottage.

      Once she was safely inside, she closed her eyes and took a deep, shaky breath. She was home, finally home, and blissfully alone.

      Berit turned on the heater in the sauna, peeled off her cold, damp clothes, and then pulled on a warm, fluffy dressing gown. Her phone started ringing, and she saw Ian’s name flash on the screen. She ignored his call and went through to the sauna as soon as it was ready. She leaned back against the wall, flinching as her skin touched the hot wood, and closed her eyes.

      Berit let everything she felt wash over her. Tiredness, dejection, sadness, hopelessness. No point in fighting it, she thought. It was always best to get a breakdown over and done with, so she could think clearly. Her eyes welled up, but she didn’t shed any tears. Berit threw a scoop of water onto the heater and felt a rush of pleasure as the hot steam hit her body. Her thoughts began to grow sluggish, sweaty, and loose, and for a few minutes, as the muscles in her shoulders and back slowly relaxed, she did nothing but exist.

      It was too cold to go for a dip in the sea, so she poured two buckets of freezing water over her head instead and felt her usual determination and stubbornness returning.

      Berit pulled on her dressing gown and sat down in one of the rattan armchairs in the extension. Everything she had seen in the big house came surging back in a steady stream of images. There was something she was missing, she thought. Something she hadn’t noticed right away but that had taken root in her subconscious until it was ready to reemerge.

      What had she seen? Destruction, yes, but that wasn’t all. Or not arbitrary destruction, anyway. She had seen anger and frustration amid the chaos, but there was also a certain order to it. Drawers had been pulled out, but only on one side of the room.

      The killer had been looking for something, Berit realized. And what was more, he or she seemed to have found it.

      The drawers from the dresser beside the fireplace had all been emptied onto the floor. In the wall to one side of the wood burner, she had noticed a hole. Rectangular, probably around eight inches long and four inches high. The hole had been empty, but on the floor beneath it there had been a pretty cedarwood box that looked like it might fit. Beyond that box, the room was as neat and tidy as ever. The dresser on the other side of the fireplace didn’t look like it had been touched.

      What could have been inside that box?

      Berit’s eyelids grew heavy, and when she closed her eyes, she saw her mother’s face. It began to age, living through all the years she never had, eventually transforming into Margrethe’s. Discontent gave way to cruelty, passivity to a need to be in control. It would be hard to find two more different people, Berit thought, forcing herself up from the armchair. Yet both women were now dead, and so was Louise.

      Was Louise’s death yet another omen ahead of her own birthday? If so, there was nothing she could do about it. What would be would be. Only time would tell.

      The dead had no need to worry.
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          Monday, 13 November
        

      
      Air temperature: 37°F

      Water temperature: 44°F

      Berit woke on her birthday, and that was the best she could really say about it.

      She made herself some coffee and drank it standing in the kitchen, feelingly oddly gloomy. She was exhausted but also too worked up to sit down and relax.

      Once she had finished her coffee, she grabbed her walking sticks and headed outside, but she only made it as far as the pump before turning back. She simply didn’t have the energy for her usual loop around the island today.

      She was alive, but for some reason she didn’t feel as relieved as she had thought she would. For once, she actually wished she had company.

      There was something about birthdays that made it hard to remember that her solitude was a choice. It didn’t matter how comfortable she was in her own company; she just couldn’t escape the thought that there should be someone out there who cared enough to reach out.

      Berit checked her phone several times, but no one had sent her any messages. Ian had called three times the evening before, but that was hardly to say happy birthday. She didn’t ring him back, but she did send a text to say that she was safely home. I’m fifty-three today, she wrote, just in case he had forgotten, but she quickly changed her mind and deleted the addition before hitting Send on the original message. She hadn’t made it this far in life without developing a bit of pride.

      Clearly not enough, however. She opened Facebook and Instagram for the first time in six months, purely to read the messages. Most were from people she barely knew and no longer saw: the kind of standard greetings you posted when Facebook reminded you that some vague acquaintance was celebrating their birthday. On Instagram, her agent had uploaded a post wishing her many happy returns. Then again, they took 15 percent of her income for the privilege, so that hardly counted.

      She heated a bowl of tomato soup for lunch, then switched to gin and tonic.

      After five glasses, she passed out on the sofa.

      She woke several hours later, alone and confused, in a cold, dark living room. The fire had gone out. She didn’t bother to check what time it was, simply staggered through to her bed, crawled between the cold sheets, shivered, and felt sorry for herself.

      Happy birthday, Berit, she muttered before dozing off once more.
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          Tuesday, 14 November
        

      
      Air temperature: 36°F

      Water temperature: 44°F

      It felt like the middle of the night when Berit woke, not a single hint of light seeping in around the edges of the blind.

      She groped for her phone.

      Eight thirty in the morning.

      Berit dragged herself out of bed, made some coffee, and opened the door. Filled her lungs with the cool, damp air and felt the light drizzle on her face. She tried to convince herself she was still alive, but in all honesty it didn’t feel like she was. Her body was aching. Her head was aching. Her mouth tasted like something had crawled into it and died. The grayness outside was so compact that it swallowed up any last hint of daylight.

      As she was standing there, Bosse’s Boat Taxi pulled up by the jetty and she saw Marie jump ashore with a large box in her arms.

      “Ho, ho, ho, do we have any well-behaved children here? Because I’ve come to deliver some presents, just like Santa,” she said, thrusting the box toward Berit.

      Berit looked down into it and saw a bouquet of flowers, a bottle of champagne that seemed to have been left outside overnight—it was chilled and covered in dew—and a hastily wrapped gift.

      What on earth…?

      Berit unwrapped the gift first.

      “That one’s from me,” Marie said, sounding slightly embarrassed. “I thought it’d be appropriate.”

      It was a copy of Tove Jansson’s Notes from an Island. The flowers were from Sally and were accompanied by a long, handwritten letter about how much Berit meant to her. The champagne was from Olivia and came with a small gift card. Have you been locked up yet? she had written in her messy, looping handwriting.

      The rest of the box was filled with various things from the UK. Several packets of biscuits, including some shortbread—Berit’s favorite; a big bottle of English gin and a few cans of tonic; a large loaf of bread, the kind she could never find in Sweden, and at least four jars of marmalade. In the card from Ian, he had written, No more tomato soup.

      Her phone pinged with a message.

      “Was planning to come and celebrate with you, but couldn’t make it work,” Ian wrote. “Will send the list later. Don’t go visiting any killers!”

      Berit frowned. What list? It was so typical of him to send a gift and follow it up with a to-do list.

      She made some more coffee, and she and Marie got started on the biscuits.

      “Ian called me last week and asked me to bring over a box of things for you,” Marie explained. “And then your agent rang about the flowers, the champagne, and the letter.”

      Berit subtly tried to sniff herself to check whether she smelled like gin.

      Marie gave her a strange glance. “Everything OK?” she asked.

      “Yes, yes. Fantastic. Never better.”

      Judging by the look on Marie’s face, her reply had possibly been a little over the top.

      “Has Ian sent the rest of his list yet?” she asked.

      Berit blinked in confusion. “What list?”

      “Of stuff you need to buy. He asked me to take you round the shops, too. Boat and car, at your service.”

      Berit’s phone chimed again. This time, the message was a list that seemed to go on forever, starting with butter (real butter, none of that margarine rubbish), fresh basil, tomatoes…

      It was followed by several more messages containing detailed instructions for simple meals she could make herself.

      “Ready?” Marie asked, getting to her feet.

      A bewildered Berit followed her out.

      

      That evening, Berit found herself in a kitchen that was suddenly overflowing with beautiful groceries: vegetables, fresh bread, meat, butter, and cream. She hesitated briefly with her hand on a can of tomato soup, but a message from Ian arrived at precisely the right moment:

      No cheating, he wrote. Just make pasta à la Berit if you can’t decide.

      She scrolled through the recipes. There it was.

      
        Pasta à la Berit

        
          	Finely chop a tomato.

          	Fry some onion and a clove of garlic in a generous knob of butter (no skimping).

          	Season with dried oregano and basil.

          	Add some tomato puree.

          	Mix in a can of Campbell’s tomato soup. (I hope to God you run out soon.)

          	Add some chicken stock and a bit more butter (no skimping).

          	Simmer.

          	Finely chop some fresh basil (again, no skimping).

          	Cook the fresh pasta in salty water for max. three minutes.

          	Serve immediately, with a mountain of grated Parmesan (no skimping!) and some ground pepper.
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          Wednesday, 15 November
        

      
      Air temperature: 35°F

      Water temperature: 41°F

      Heads or tails.

      Berit was in her armchair in the extension, staring down at the coat button in her hand. She turned it over as though it were a coin. Heads, you tell. Tails, you don’t.

      On the other side of the window, the island’s breakfast buffet was in full swing. In the pine tree, a sprightly nuthatch was busy quarreling with the great tits. The wind was so strong that the bird feeder had practically been blown sideways, but that didn’t seem to bother them. A woodpecker came flapping over, big and burly compared to the other birds, like an overgrown bully in a schoolyard.

      When Berit was around four of five, she and the pine tree had been the same height. She supposed she must have kept up with it for a few years, but eventually it had outgrown her. Every summer, her grandfather had carved her height into its trunk. A physical record of her childhood. Berit seven, it said. Berit eight, and so on, until his death when she was fifteen. She had measured five foot six then and had never grown any taller.

      But the pine tree had continued to get bigger. It now towered above the cottage, and Berit… Well, she didn’t. Still, they had both grown wider. It was no longer possible to make out any of the letters her grandfather had carved on the trunk, but the marks were still there.

      All pines were survivors, but to Berit the archipelago pine was the toughest of all. It symbolized all that was free and unstoppable in human nature. Like pines, we can grow tall and strong even in barren conditions, withstanding all the storms that life throws at us. Through rain and snow, wind and drought, the pine tree continued to cling to life, and if that was an over-the-top metaphor for how she thought of herself, she simply didn’t care.

      Berit had always avoided making plans for life after fifty, which meant that the future now stretching out in front of her was like a blank page. There was so much still to do. So much to experience and observe and record. What a blessing and a privilege it was to grow older.

      But there was one thing she had to do before anything else: She had promised herself she would get to the bottom of Louise’s murder (and Margrethe’s, she reminded herself), which meant she had a decision to make.

      Whether or not to tell.

      Berit was under no illusions about what she had done. She had removed evidence from a crime scene, and that was precisely the kind of thing that made police officers everywhere furious. Sven was likely no exception. She frowned. Maybe she had even broken the law? Well, so what? She had been arrested before.

      What bothered her most was the question of whether the absence of the button meant that the police were taking Louise’s death less seriously than they would be otherwise. If she had left it where it was, they would likely have concluded that Louise had put up a fight against whoever was trying to force her into the boat. In that struggle, she had managed to grab a button and tear it off the coat. That would be their interpretation of what happened.

      They would be wrong, of course, but the presence of the button might still have led them to devote more resources to the investigation. And if that was the case, then surely it was her duty to tell Sven about it.

      On the other hand, Louise’s was the second suspicious death on the island in under a month. Surely that should mean they would request an autopsy anyway? Sven had said that they would conduct a thorough investigation at the scene, too. If there was anything to be found, they would no doubt find it.

      Berit would make far better use of the button than the police; she knew that. They would misunderstand its importance and rule it out too soon. In the button, Berit saw yet another sign of the masterful brain she had sensed in the background all along. The invisible hand still trying to control them all. Her gut told her that the button was a trump card, one she shouldn’t play too soon.

      Heads or tails…

      She reached for her phone, and Sven answered after just one ring.

      “Berit,” he said, sounding relieved that she had called. “How are you doing out there? All OK? My wife was wondering if you’d like a lasagna. Perfect to reheat for dinner. I could send someone over with—”

      “Are you treating Louise’s death as suspicious?”

      “It’s the second death on Tallholmen in the space of a month. I assure you we’re taking it extremely seriously.”

      “So has there been an autopsy? Do you have the results yet? I assume you must have checked the big house for fingerprints? There was a bottle of white spirit by the burnt-out fire, and—”

      Sven cut her off before she could get any further: “I am actually very capable of doing my job, you know.”

      His tone was overly mild, which was the only thing that told her he was annoyed.

      “The killer must have arrived by boat,” Berit continued unperturbed. “I didn’t hear a thing the night before, but it was blowing a gale and the wind could have drowned out the sound of the engine. They didn’t moor at the main jetty, in any case. I would have seen the lights if they had. That means they must have used the Waxholm ferry jetty, over by the Yellow Villa. You might be able to secure some footprints over there.”

      “There is another possible explanation, of course,” said Sven.

      “What’s that?”

      “She could have killed her mother and then felt so guilty about it that she took her own life.”

      It was such a perfect echo of Berit’s earlier suspicions that she had to stop and think.

      “The paintings,” she said after a moment or two. “Surely no artist would burn their own art like that. It would be like…like trying to cut off an arm or a foot.”

      “Maybe she wasn’t happy with them?”

      “They say that our inner critic is the harshest judge, but that still feels a bit extreme. Plus, it doesn’t fit with the guilt theory. If she felt guilty about Margrethe’s death, surely she wouldn’t have destroyed all her portraits of her? You saw what was left. The fire was as violent as her death. It takes real hatred to throw a picture of someone onto a fire and watch it burn.”

      Now that she thought about it, there was an interesting psychological difference between the two deaths. Louise’s murder felt almost tender. The drifting boat, the calm sea, how peacefully she seemed to have passed away. Margrethe’s death, on the other hand, was aggressive and brutal. The burning of the paintings only reiterated that.

      She shared her thoughts with Sven, who was quiet for a moment. Berit wondered whether he needed to count to ten before he replied.

      “I’m grateful for your fantastic witness statement, Berit,” he said when he eventually spoke. “In both cases. I trust your judgment, you know that.”

      She felt a pang of guilt and dropped the button back into her pocket so that she no longer had to look at it.

      “But this is a police investigation,” he went on. “I need you to let me do my job.”

      “But—”

      “Should I tell my wife you’d like the lasagna? No? In that case, look after yourself. Try not to get into any trouble out there.”

      With that, he hung up.

      Berit sipped her coffee. It had long since gone cold, but she barely noticed. She was absent-mindedly watching a blackbird hopping around beneath the pine tree.

      The next step was clear in her mind. She needed to talk to the Cullberg-Franzéns, but how? That was the question.

      Berit went through her options. Could she approach Wilhelm or Elisabeth? Hardly. They were both hiding something, but they weren’t likely to give her a chance to work out what that might be. What about Carl-Wilhelm? An easier target than his father, no doubt about it. Ian might have stood a chance of getting through to him, but she was fairly sure Carl-Wilhelm was the kind of person who only really respected other men. She doubted he would even agree to meet her.

      Ebba was the weakest link, and she was also the only member of the family who had felt the urge to unburden herself to Berit and Ian. She had voluntarily tracked them down, after all. She had also hated Margrethe. Berit felt an instinctive sympathy for Ebba, and she knew the young woman had reacted to that. She had gone into more detail about her childhood, Simon, and her mother than Berit had expected, and she was clearly intelligent—possibly more intelligent than her relatives understood. If Berit could get her to keep talking about her family, she would likely reveal far more.

      The question was whether Ebba would talk as freely now that she was back on the mainland. Berit wasn’t sure. Things were different out here in the archipelago. Normal social conventions didn’t necessarily apply. People became both more and less themselves when they couldn’t fall back on the roles they usually played.

      She reached for her phone and called Ian. He was happy to hear that she had enjoyed his present but far less amused by her plans involving the Cullberg-Franzéns.

      “I don’t like the idea of you trying to meet them on your own,” he said.

      “It’s all just hypothetical at this stage,” said Berit. “I don’t even have any of their phone numbers. Do you think Sven would give me their contact details if I asked? A home address would be perfect. I could set up camp outside their door until they agreed to talk to me.”

      She had done it before. In any given situation, those without any shame had a distinct advantage.

      “Do I think Sven would give out the relatives’ details to an outsider? No, Berit, I don’t.”

      She sighed. “I’ll have to come up with another idea, then.”

      “Do not go over to Tallholmen on your own!”

      “There’s nothing to see there, anyway. They’re hardly going to go back there now. I’m not that lucky.”

      “Berit! I want you to promise me you won’t go over to Tallholmen on your own again.”

      She already regretted having called him. This obsession of his with protecting her! She knew he saw it as his way of proving that he cared, but what he didn’t realize was that it also proved he didn’t think she was capable of taking care of herself. To him, it was concern; to her, a lack of faith.

      “I can look after myself,” she muttered.

      “Berit, I’ve already saved your life once.”

      “And you’re never going to let me forget that, I know. Is it because I’m a woman? Is that why you think I can’t defend myself?”

      She heard something that may have been a deep sigh. Then, with the kind of over-the-top patience used to explain something to a child, he said, “This isn’t a theoretical discussion of feminism or female independence, Berit. Believe me, I’ve met my fair share of dangerous women over the years. DI Rogers, for example, could beat me in close combat any day of the week. But I still wouldn’t send her off to talk to a murderer on her own. Nor Stevens, for that matter. It has nothing to do with her being a woman.

      “No matter how competent you think you are, there’s always the potential for something to go wrong. That’s why we have training, protective gear, routines, partners, backup… And even with all of that, police officers still get killed in the line of duty tragically often. So when it comes to a private citizen getting involved in a murder investigation, despite a lack of both training and experience”—his voice softened—“they’ll probably end up getting hurt. Particularly if they lack a basic survival instinct and insist on putting themselves into dangerous situations—not just once, but twice.”

      Technically, it had happened three times, but Berit decided not to mention Tenerife.

      “Well, you’ve only had to rescue me once,” she said.

      “Promise me you aren’t going to go over to Tallholmen on your own, Berit.”

      “Would you? Would you really stay here in the cottage if the opportunity to interrogate a suspect came up? Just because you were alone?”

      There was a long silence.

      “We’re not talking about me,” he eventually replied.

      Berit snorted.

      When Ian next spoke, he sounded embarrassed:

      “For my peace of mind, Berit, please, just promise me. I’m stuck in another country; there’s nothing I can do to help. The thought of you going over to an island where there might be a killer on the loose is driving me crazy.”

      “Surely it’s just as bad being all alone on an island opposite a kille—”

      “Berit!”

      “Fine. I promise, then. I won’t go over to Tallholmen on my own, no matter what happens.”

    
  
    
      
        
          22
          Friday, 17 November
        

      
      Air temperature: 37°F

      Water temperature: 41°F

      Berit had a real hunch she would come to regret the promise she had made to Ian, but she hadn’t realized it would happen the very next day.

      There was a light over on Tallholmen.

      She couldn’t see who was there, just that the family’s boat was moored on the jetty when she got back from her afternoon walk. That, and that the lights were on in the Yellow Villa. The other two houses were both dark.

      Almost as though they’re ticking off one building at a time, she thought with a shudder.

      For a moment or two, she toyed with the idea of breaking her promise and rowing over there, but the weather made her hold back. Dark clouds had begun to gather overhead, and though the sun managed to break through every now and again, the weak rays of light only made the sea look even more ominous. The water was virtually black. The wind hadn’t really picked up yet, but she could already see white tops on the waves. It felt like the world was holding its breath.

      Berit lowered the binoculars. Her phone was on the chair beside her, but she left it there.

      The rain started falling, fat, heavy drops drumming on the roof. The wind grew stronger. Every time she heard a branch breaking or the windows rattling, Berit jumped.

      No murderer is going to be lurking outside on a night like this, she told herself. If I do have a killer after me, they’d come straight over, pretending to be seeking shelter from the rain.

      The thought did help to calm her down slightly, at least until she saw the boat on Tallholmen pulling away from the jetty. It turned, and the headlights shone straight at her.

      Berit reached for her phone, but she had only just started to dial 112 when she hesitated.

      If it was the killer, he or she didn’t seem to know how to handle a boat in the wind, that much was clear. The vessel was being thrown about as it struggled against the waves, going far too slowly to be able to cruise over the top of them. That meant that the bow was bobbing up and down repeatedly, and the driver kept adjusting their course, overcompensating for every gust of wind.

      The gale was coming from the northwest, blowing away from Berit’s jetty. Unless she did something to help, the potential killer would have real trouble mooring safely. The rocks just beneath the surface to one side of the jetty were treacherous, and if they didn’t manage to moor, then they would be heading straight toward them.

      Berit swore to herself as she hurried through to the porch and put on her raincoat. She managed to find a headlight and pulled on a pair of rubber boots, then ran out to the shed to grab her grandfather’s old boathook.

      The rain found its way inside her collar, and the sound of the engine came and went on the wind. Each time it faded, Berit started to worry that it had stalled. The waves were now crashing against the rocks, and she knew the boat would soon do the same unless she did something. Her visibility was close to zero as she moved over the wet, slippery ground as quickly as she dared, but she could just about make out the boat’s headlights through the driving rain.

      It was still heading straight toward her as she ran out onto the jetty, and Berit turned on her headlight and waved her arms to let the driver know she was there, then got ready with the hook as the boat slowly inched closer.

      Far too slowly.

      It was out of control, constantly being knocked off course by the wind.

      “Speed up!” Berit shouted.

      Somehow, the boat got close enough for her to reach it with the hook, and she struggled to pull it in. The person on board threw a line to her, clambered out onto the jetty, and fell into Berit’s arms.

      “My GOOOOD,” they howled. “I thought I was going to DIE!”

      

      * * *

      Ebba was soaked through and freezing cold, shaking from the adrenaline. Berit felt the young woman’s wet hair on her neck, droplets of water finding their way inside her collar.

      “It was awful!” Ebba continued as she pulled back. “I was too scared to stay over there on my own, and the light in your cottage looked so cozy. God, it’s so windy! I’m so glad to see you, Berit!”

      Berit double-checked that the boat was properly secured one last time before they headed inside. She lent Ebba a robe and a thick pair of socks, then hung her wet clothes to dry beside the fire.

      Ebba looked around the room with fascination. “This place is so cute!” she said.

      Berit wasn’t sure whether she meant to sound quite so patronizing or whether she simply wasn’t used to things that weren’t perfect. The strange and awkward probably didn’t play much of a role in the young woman’s life. If that was the case, Berit felt sorry for her.

      “I thought I’d be able to handle a weekend on my own out here,” Ebba continued, sounding slightly embarrassed.

      Is it the weekend? What do you know.

      Berit poured some milk into a pan and set it down on the stove.

      “And I do know how to drive the boat. Grandma insisted on all of us learning. My aunt and I used to come out here together, for girls’ night. That’s what she called it. We always brought champagne, cheese, and prawns, but I forgot to go shopping before I left, and apparently Paula empties the fridge and freezer whenever there’s no one here.” She stared at Berit with wide eyes.

      The helpless act was one the young woman had no doubt deployed before, Berit thought drily as she rummaged around in the fridge and cupboard and took out some bread, butter, and English marmalade.

      “Ahh, bread!” Ebba cried, as if it was something exciting and exotic.

      She ate several slices of buttered toast, and the carbohydrates and sugar seemed to perk her up. Her cheeks flushed prettily, and she had a newfound sparkle in her eye.

      “I just needed to get away for a bit, and I wanted… Oh, I don’t know, to be closer to her or something. None of the others even care that she’s dead. I mean, I’m sure they’re sad and all, but they won’t talk about it. They didn’t know her, not really.”

      “But you did?” asked Berit.

      “Louise was so funny,” said Ebba. “I used to love visiting her apartment. You should have seen it—it was incredible. All the color, the scents. It was…I don’t know, a proper home.”

      Berit’s thoughts turned to Ebba’s beige-loving mother.

      “And after Grandma died, it was like…she blossomed. Aunt Louise started painting again. The exhibition she’d always dreamed of was finally about to happen.”

      “What did you make of her portraits?” Berit asked. “Did you see them?”

      “Yes, of course. She always showed me her art.” Ebba hesitated briefly. “Honestly, I thought they were pretty nasty. But I don’t know much about art.” She said it in the way people do when they are secretly proud of their ignorance.

      “She ended up burning them,” said Berit. She was by no means sure that Louise had done anything of the sort, but she wanted to see Ebba’s reaction. “Every last one.”

      “But why? She loved those paintings.”

      Berit had no good answer to that. She added more wood to the fire, and Ebba curled up in her armchair and wrapped her hands around her mug of hot chocolate. Outside, the storm continued to rage with what felt like renewed energy.

      “I don’t care what everyone thinks,” Ebba said without warning. She looked touchingly stubborn, which made her seem younger. “They say that Aunt Louise…that she killed herself. Dad is convinced she did, anyway, and I think the police are too. The detective asked me if I thought she’d seemed weighed down by anything lately, and he wouldn’t even look me in the eye. But Louise was so much stronger than people thought.

      “Most of my family only ever saw her alongside Dad and Grandma, when she was so unsure of herself and let them push her around. But when she was on her own… Oh, she was incredible. She had such a great sense of humor. And after Grandma died… I guess that’s why Dad thinks she killed herself, because she was sad or something. But she wasn’t. She’d just come to life. She started painting again.”

      “She was inspired,” said Berit.

      “Louise never would have killed herself. Never. And she wouldn’t have destroyed all her paintings, either.”

      “Did Louise have any enemies?”

      “Aunt Louise? Enemies? Of course she didn’t. She wasn’t that kind of person. She never fought with anyone.”

      “But someone else could have picked a fight with her?” Berit suggested.

      “Only Grandma, but she picked fights with everyone.”

      “Ebba,” said Berit. “Would you like to help me get to the bottom of what happened to Louise? To find out the truth about her death?”

      “Of course. If I can?” She seemed unused to the idea of being useful, but there was also a hint of determination on her face, and after a moment or two she nodded and said, “Yes, I want to help. I want to know what happened to Aunt Louise.”

      She gazed at Berit with what almost felt like expectation.

      “You can start by helping me understand your family a bit better,” Berit told her.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Who they are, what they think and feel. Why they behaved the way they did at Margrethe’s birthday dinner. That sort of thing.”

      Ebba seemed unsure, then interested. The idea that people were something you could study and observe didn’t seem to have occurred to her before.

      “I’ll try,” she promised.

      “You said that Louise always forgave Margrethe, no matter how she treated her?”

      “Yes… She never argued with her, anyway. But it was strange, because when she wasn’t spending time with the family she seemed much freer than Dad, who worked for Grandma and never stopped complaining about her. When she was at her place in Södermalm, it was like Grandma didn’t even exist. At home, Aunt Louise was probably the freest person I’ve ever met. She didn’t care about things like money or status or what other people thought of her. Once, she went out dressed entirely in purple! Can you imagine? A purple dress, purple tights and a purple hat… I asked her why, and she just said that she liked the color. Everyone was staring at her, but she didn’t care.”

      Ebba looked both horrified and delighted, as though her aunt had possessed some sort of superpower she admired but would never want herself.

      “But other times, when she was with Grandma, it was like she shrank or something. She could go into town wearing purple tights, but she couldn’t stand up for herself when Grandma said all those horrible things about her painting.”

      The young woman seemed upset by her aunt’s contradictions. Perhaps she thought that people should be one thing or another—strong or cowed, free or trapped.

      On the whole, Berit appreciated contradictions. Only boring people had one-dimensional personalities or allowed themselves to be constrained by the need to be consistent. She herself had always refused it, although she was aware that many people found her strange. But Berit would much rather be strange than boring.

      “Would you say that the atmosphere at Margrethe’s birthday dinner was normal?” she asked. “Was that what your family dinners are usually like?”

      “With all the arguing, you mean? Yeah, our family dinners are never much fun. Carl-Wilhelm and I usually just keep to ourselves, and that day was no different.”

      “So you can’t think of anything that felt unusual this time?”

      “Hmm, I see what you mean. I guess something did seem a bit off, but I can’t put my finger on what, exactly.” She got a distant look in her eye as she tried to think back to that evening. “Grandma was in a horrible mood, but she usually was when she had to spend time with us. I don’t think she liked any of us very much. But that evening, it felt like she was…I don’t know, much more intense, somehow. Everyone was. Mum and Dad had a massive row just before lunch, and…”

      Ebba hesitated.

      “Your dad and Margrethe also had an argument that day, didn’t they?”

      “Yes…”

      “Do you know what it was about?”

      “No, but I think Louise and Carl-Wilhelm heard them. It was in the morning. We’d been over to the big house to say hello, and I was slightly ahead of the others on the way home. When they didn’t show up, I went back to look for them. They were in the living room, and Dad’s face was white as a sheet. Louise and Carl-Wilhelm looked really upset, too.”

      “Where was your mum?”

      “She’d stayed in our villa. She always tries to avoid Grandma as much as possible when we’re on Tallholmen. She said she needed to rest.”

      “And you have no idea what they might have been arguing about?”

      “I tried to get them to tell me, but Louise just said not to worry.”

      “Which made you worry even more?” Berit guessed.

      “Yeah, and Carl-Wilhelm refused to say a word. He was so weird for the rest of the day, and when we got back to the villa after dinner he wouldn’t stop going on about how awful Grandmother was. He actually called her a bitch.” Ebba giggled.

      Berit started thinking about purple tights and the black dress Louise had been wearing at Margrethe’s birthday dinner. Perhaps it had been a mistake only to observe Louise and the rest of the family in the archipelago. If Louise had managed to create a sanctuary for herself in Stockholm, then Berit wanted to see it. And she definitely wanted to talk to Carl-Wilhelm about the argument he had heard between Margrethe and his father.

      Ebba’s eyelids had started to droop, and she curled up again and tipped her head back, warm and safe, indifferent to the storm raging outside now that it was no longer affecting her.

      “Ebba,” said Berit. “Could you do something for me?”

      “I…guess so? If it’ll help Louise.”

      Berit told her what she needed, then got up and went through to her bedroom to make up the bed with fresh sheets. She grabbed her duvet and pillow and put them onto the daybed for herself before taking out an extra blanket and giving it to Ebba.

      “Good night, then,” she said. “Do you have everything? Just wake me if you need anything else.”

      “Berit?”

      Berit turned around. Ebba was standing in the middle of the room, hugging the blanket to her chest.

      “Thank you for letting me stay here.”

      Berit nodded. “Sleep well.”

      She didn’t immediately head to bed herself. Instead, she poured a glass of whiskey and took a seat in the armchair Ebba had just vacated, watching the fire as it died down.

      A moment later, Berit smiled. She knew exactly what to give herself for her birthday.

    
  
    
      
        
          23
          Tuesday, 21 November
        

      
      A wet snow was falling over Stockholm when Berit got to Hôtel Reisen. One of her gifts to herself had been a room with a sauna, and the first thing she did after checking in was to fire it up and scrub her skin until it was flushed and tender. Afterward, she basked in the feeling of cleanliness that only somewhere with unlimited quantities of hot running water can provide.

      She wrapped herself in a fluffy robe and moved over to the mirror. It was the first time she had seen her full-length reflection since she went out to the archipelago, and in some ways it felt as strange as being back in the city. Berit had grown used to simply living in her body, and it was almost as though she was looking at it through someone else’s eyes.

      Her body was strong, verging on stocky, with good posture—possibly a little too good. Her dark-gray hair had grown wild during her months on Ängsö. She would need to do something about that, she thought.

      Berit looked down at her possessions, laid out on the neatly made bed: her toothbrush, toothpaste, deodorant, and perfume (it was over a month since she had last used that—high time for a spritz), as well as clean socks and underwear, thermals, jeans, a black T-shirt, and her Helly Hansen sweater.

      It wasn’t out of vanity that she was studying herself so closely. She had no intention of putting herself on the back foot by turning up in the wrong kind of clothing. As a result, she pulled on her jeans and Helly Hansen sweater, then headed out to buy part two of her birthday present to herself.

      At the Nordiska Kompaniet department store, she found everything she would need to make it through the next few days: a pair of gray wool trousers, two shirts, several white T-shirts, and a navy sweater that turned out to be made from cashmere. It cost as much as her hotel room, but once she had felt how soft it was, she simply couldn’t resist. Berit completed her new outfit with an overcoat from the men’s section, then headed out and found a hairdresser offering drop-in appointments.

      As her hair was cut and dried, she considered the best strategy for approaching the lawyer. There wasn’t much point in trying to book an appointment in advance. No, she would simply have to turn up at his office and see what happened.

      Berit knew that Cederquist likely wouldn’t see her right away. He would make her wait, whether he was busy or not, purely as a show of power. His territory, his rules. Still, she didn’t doubt he would be willing to see her. Sooner or later, he would either have to talk to her or call the police, and of the two options she suspected he would prefer the former.

      Though you could never be sure.

      Once the hairdresser had finished, Berit took a cab back to her hotel, carried her purchases up to her room, and changed into her new clothes. She then called down to reception to ask whether they offered a laundry service. Of course, the receptionist replied, promising to send someone up to collect her…long johns.

      Berit thanked the woman for her help and then took the freshened-up city version of herself out for dinner at Den Gyldene Freden, a Stockholm institution.

      The waiter led her to her table and held out a menu, which Berit took despite already knowing exactly what she wanted to eat. The table she had been given was cramped and tucked away in a corner. That was the one downside to dining solo: It was never possible to get a decent table. On the whole, however, Berit loved the freedom that came from only having to worry about herself.

      She ordered a pint of beer and the dish she had been looking forward to, then took out her phone. Carl-Wilhelm had sent a message to say that his sister had asked him to meet Berit tomorrow evening. He suggested a restaurant in the Kungsholmen area of Stockholm, close to where he lived, and offered to book a table. Berit confirmed the time and location, then put her phone down and sipped her beer.

      When her food arrived, she took a deep breath and smiled at the incredible aroma, as happy as a child.

      Dinner at Den Gyldene Freden was the third part of her birthday gift: meatballs with mashed potatoes and cream sauce, lingonberry jam, and pickled cucumber.

      Happy belated birthday, Berit! she thought, raising a glass to herself. Who knows what age you’ll live to now.
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      The lawyer’s office was on Grev Turegatan, a twenty-five-minute walk from Berit’s hotel, but she didn’t head straight there. Instead, she took a detour via the Vete-Katten patisserie on Kungsgatan, where she treated herself to a slice of prinsesstårta to go.

      Just before 9:00 a.m., Berit found herself standing outside the entrance to the lawyer’s office with the cake box in her hand. She didn’t have to wait long before a man in a suit arrived at the building. He glanced down at the box, smiled, and opened the door for her, just as she had suspected someone would. People were always polite when there was fika involved. If you turned up somewhere carrying a box from a beloved bakery, everyone naturally assumed you had business there.

      She nodded in thanks, double-checked which floor the lawyer’s office was on, and got into the lift. Berit told the secretary who she was and what she wanted, then sat down in a cream leather armchair. As she waited, she gazed longingly at the cake box on her lap.

      “I don’t suppose I could borrow a spoon, could I?” she asked.

      The secretary seemed flustered by her unscheduled visit. “Unless you have an appointment, I’m afraid I don’t think—” she began, but Paul Cederquist came out into the waiting room before she had time to finish her sentence.

      He strode toward Berit with a look of concern on his face.

      “Terrible business, all this,” he said. “I’m afraid I can only spare half an hour. Have you been offered any coffee yet? No? Veronica, could you take care of that? Is a cappuccino OK?”

      “And a spoon.”

      “Of course, of course.” He gave the box an uncertain glance as he showed Berit to his office, a large, handsome room in what must have once been a beautiful apartment. Someone had desecrated it by putting up partition walls, but the pretty cornicing lent the room unexpected charm, and the old tiled stove had been left in one corner.

      The lawyer gestured for Berit to take a seat in a deep leather armchair that felt like it might swallow her whole, then sat down behind his empty desk. Berit found herself wondering whether it was a deliberate choice to have his visitors sitting lower than him.

      A few minutes later, the secretary came in with two cappuccinos and a spoon, and once she had left the room and closed the door, the lawyer turned to Berit.

      “I understand you wanted to talk about Louise?”

      “And Margrethe,” said Berit. She folded back the lid of the cake box. “Prinsesstårta?”

      “Um, no, thank you. Like I say, the whole thing is a real tragedy. And for it to happen to this family!” Judging by his tone, he seemed to think that death and violence were beneath such wealthy people.

      Berit savored a couple of spoonfuls of cake before she next spoke.

      “Who did Margrethe leave her estate to?” she asked. “I know Wilhelm and Louise received their lawful fifty percent, but I’m guessing she must have left the rest to Simon…?”

      “It’s true that she left everything she could to him,” the lawyer replied. “Margrethe… She was very fond of her second husband.” He sounded repulsed. “And she was convinced that Simon was a kind of…well, a twin soul. She believed they had the same vision for the future of the galleries. I’ll refrain from saying whether or not I think the young man deserved it.”

      “But surely she didn’t leave them equal shares?” Berit argued. “Nothing will ever get done if control of the museums is split fifty-fifty. Margrethe must have known that. I thought she was the kind of person who planned everything meticulously?”

      Yet again, the lawyer surprised her by giving her a straight answer.

      “Wilhelm and Louise have the majority share. Their father received ten percent of the foundation following the divorce.” He pulled a face. “The decision seemed like a good one at the time, but Margrethe came to bitterly regret it in later life. Alas. Hindsight is a wonderful thing. He transferred his shares over to the children a few years back. With their inheritance from Margrethe, Wilhelm and Louise gained control of the foundation.”

      “How does the foundation work? Do they own it or just control the board?”

      “Well, the galleries are run by a foundation, but the foundation itself is owned and controlled by a private company. Wilhelm and Louise control…or controlled, I should say, sixty percent of the shares, Simon forty.”

      The lawyer’s loyalty was clearly with Margrethe’s biological children; he sounded so disapproving when he said Simon’s name. Family ties over love, thought Berit. Tradition over emotion.

      “You said ‘controlled.’ What will happen to Louise’s shares now that she’s dead?”

      “She didn’t have any children, and her will is relatively straightforward. Her entire estate will be divided equally between her niece and nephew, Ebba and Carl-Wilhelm. The galleries will remain under family control.”

      And Carl-Wilhelm and Ebba would do whatever their father wanted.

      Cederquist seemed to hesitate.

      Here it comes, thought Berit. The reason he had been willing to see her so quickly.

      He wanted something from her.

      “You’re the one who found her, aren’t you? Louise, I mean.”

      Berit nodded.

      “Did the police say anything? They must have spoken to you afterward, correct? Did you…get any sense as to what they think might have happened?”

      “Just the usual spiel about investigating thoroughly,” Berit replied. “You know what they’re like when they don’t want to say too much.”

      “But they think it was an accident, don’t they? It must have been?”

      “Two deaths within the space of just a few weeks,” said Berit. “I’m not at all sure they think either was an accident.”

      “Poor Louise was never particularly strong,” said the lawyer. “I suppose there must be a chance that…well, that she could have committed suicide. Is that what the police think?”

      “I’m sure they haven’t ruled anything out at this stage.”

      “Have…have they said anything to you about Margrethe’s death?”

      Berit shook her head, and the lawyer sighed. He suddenly looked very tired, the furrows on his face deepening.

      “She was an incredible woman, Margrethe. You should have seen her in her younger days. She came to me before opening her first gallery, the one in Dalarna. No experience whatsoever of starting or running anything of that size, but she was such a force of nature that I didn’t doubt for a second that she would manage it. She said, ‘I’m going to open my first gallery within five years, and you’re going to help me.’ She did, and I did.”

      They had an affair, Berit realized. When he spoke about Margrethe, a nostalgic fondness crept into his voice, the kind that occasionally revealed itself when a person talked about someone they had an uncomplicated, mutually beneficial relationship with. Could those old feelings have flared up again recently? No. Margrethe had been married twice, so it hardly seemed likely that he would decide to kill her out of jealousy now.

      “What did Simon mean when he said that you hadn’t respected Margrethe’s final wishes?” she asked. “Regarding her funeral, specifically.”

      It was a shot in the dark, but Berit could tell that it had hit home. She saw a flash of anxiety in the lawyer’s eyes, but when he next spoke his voice was restrained and uninterested. Too restrained.

      “It’s true that Margrethe left instructions for her funeral. She was an extremely…thorough woman. She liked planning things in minute detail. But you have to understand that, unlike a will, a set of wishes is not legally binding.”

      “So what were her wishes?”

      “Oh, it was just one of Margrethe’s whims,” said the lawyer. “She became so…obsessed with things sometimes. And it got worse toward the end. Not even Margrethe could have expected us to follow those instructions.”

      “Why not?”

      “It would have looked terrible! We had to ignore them, for her own sake. Her entire legacy would have been tarnished.”

      The lawyer refused point-blank to go into any more detail about the instructions or why following them would have looked so bad. Whatever it was seemed to have really shaken him. In fact, he looked much more troubled to be talking about her wishes than he had about the prospect of Louise committing suicide.

      Berit finished off her cake and got to her feet. The lawyer held out a hand, and she passed him the empty box and thanked him for his time.

      When she reached the doorway, she turned around. The lawyer was still standing behind his desk, the box in his hand.

      “Do you know whether Louise had any enemies?” she asked.

      “A woman like that? Don’t be ridiculous. Of course she didn’t.”

      

      * * *

      The rain was practically horizontal as Berit trudged along Strandvägen. Ordinarily, she would have stopped to admire the grand architecture, but instead she simply pulled her coat tighter and buried her chin in her scarf as she struggled on. She felt exposed to the elements in her chic city clothes. Her feet were soggy, her thighs cold beneath her damp wool trousers, and the overcoat she had bought wasn’t providing much warmth. The wind and the rain were both hitting her straight in the face.

      When she reached the Cullberg-Franzéns’ address, she stopped and stared at the impressive doorway. Berit knew that Ebba wasn’t at home, but she was banking on her father being in. The young woman had spoken to him and asked him to see Berit. He had said no, but Berit was hoping he would find it harder to refuse if she actually turned up in person.

      She pressed the buzzer.

      “This is Berit Gardner,” she said. “Your neighbor from Ängsö.”

      Perhaps it was sheer surprise that made him let her in, but whatever it was, the heavy door swung open with a loud buzz. Berit took in the imposing marbled walls and the Grecian statues flanking the entrance hall. The stairs had been laid with red carpet, and there were brass handrails on both sides. She ignored the old lift and made her way up two flights of stairs to a pair of tall double doors.

      It was Wilhelm who answered. He was smartly dressed in a suit, a white shirt, and a tie. His skin looked pale in the light from the stairwell, and he had dark bags beneath both eyes. He squinted at her.

      “Who are you?” he asked.

      She wondered whether he had even heard what she said over the intercom.

      “Berit Gardner. We’re neighbors.”

      He leaned out and looked around, seemingly confused. “And?”

      She doubted it was the kind of building where people ever came over to borrow a cup of sugar.

      “In the archipelago,” Berit clarified.

      “Ah, you’re the author. You were there…that evening. Friends with that rude British detective!”

      “Could I come in?”

      “I’m busy.” He moved to close the door, but she quickly jammed her foot in the gap.

      “I don’t think Margrethe’s death was an accident.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous; of course it was.”

      “I don’t think Louise committed suicide, either.”

      “Don’t you dare bring my sister into your awful insinuations.”

      From somewhere behind him, Berit heard Elisabeth’s voice: “Wilhelm? Who is it?”

      He cast an anxious glance back over his shoulder. “No one!” he shouted, finally managing to slam the door in Berit’s face.

      Berit bent down and opened the letter box.

      “What did you and your mother argue about on the day she died? Did Louise overhear you? Was that what she wanted to talk to Margrethe about? Did Louise see or hear something that led to her being killed?”

      Wilhelm didn’t reply.

      Berit tried knocking again. Sooner or later, she knew, one of the neighbors would come out to see what was going on, and Wilhelm would be embarrassed long before she ever would.

      Unfortunately, Berit never got to find out. He must have called some kind of security service, because ten minutes later a couple of men in suits turned up. They practically dragged her down the stairs and out of the building, then stood in front of the door with their arms folded, preventing her from trying to get back inside.

      Damn it.

      Well, she thought. Sometimes a strategic retreat was the only way forward.

      

      * * *

      Berit decided to collect her thoughts with a glass of champagne and some Kalix roe on toast in the Cadier Bar at the Grand Hôtel.

      As she ate, she combed through Louise’s Facebook and Instagram accounts, searching for anyone who seemed to know her well. Before long, she found an artist colleague, and she looked up his number and called to ask if she could buy him lunch in exchange for a chat about Louise Cullberg-Franzén.

      That could work, the man replied hesitantly. When did she have in mind? “Today,” said Berit. She mentioned the Cadier Bar as a possible meeting place, and he quickly said he could rearrange his busy schedule. He just needed to take a shower, but then he would jump straight in a cab. He could be with her in thirty minutes, he said. Would that be OK?

      Berit waited half an hour, then ordered two more champagnes. When the man eventually arrived, his glass was ready and waiting for him.

      He was in his fifties, short and compact, with thin, dark hair. She thought she could detect a humorous glimmer in his large, protruding eyes, something almost bordering on cynical. The man had the air of someone who had never quite succeeded in life, but who had—almost, anyway—made peace with that. She wondered whether it was his sense of humor that had saved him from bitterness and decided she liked him right away.

      The man seemed excited by the prospect of a free lunch and a bit of collegial gossip, and he slumped down into an armchair, drank a couple of deep mouthfuls of champagne, and let out a contented sigh.

      “God, if you knew how sick I am of all the cheap opening-night wine I’ve had over the years!” he said. “So, you wanted to talk about Louise? Awful business, obviously. So sad.” He seemed to realize that his words were at odds with his obvious enthusiasm, because he shrugged and said, “I actually really liked her.”

      “Did you know her well?”

      For a moment, he looked like he was debating whether or not to lie, but in the end he seemed to opt for honesty.

      “Not really. I don’t think anyone did. She was always friendly enough, but she kept herself to herself. I suppose she always felt a bit torn, you know?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The shrewd, determined artists only wanted to be friends with her because of her mother, whereas the people who genuinely liked her for being her lacked any real drive or ambition. You know the type…hippies, chronically unfortunate people who don’t even have the sense to want to be successful.”

      “Which group do you fit into?” Berit asked, a hint of amusement in her voice.

      “Success is so damn boring. Now, I’m not saying I could have been successful even if I’d wanted to be—probably not—but my God, just look at the kind of people who are selling right now! You have to be an influencer or a reality star to make it as an artist today. I never would’ve been able to stomach that. No, there’s freedom in the backwaters.”

      “That’s true,” said Berit.

      The man nodded. “Louise knew that too. But I think she must have gotten burned at some point because, like I say, she always sort of kept herself to herself. Emotionally, I mean.” He shrugged.

      The waiter came over with a couple of menus and topped up their glasses. The artist ordered a club sandwich. Berit made do with her champagne.

      “She spent hours alone in the galleries every week, and she went abroad to see more art every spring and autumn.”

      “Do you think she was lonely?” Berit asked.

      “Lonely? Louise? With Vermeer, Caravaggio, and Artemisia for company? How could anyone feel lonely when there’s so much art to discover? I always envied her, you know. She was one of the freest people I ever met, and the only artist I can think of who was never broke.”

      “Do you think that could have been one of the reasons why she maintained her distance from everyone else?” Berit pressed him.

      The man seemed surprised by the suggestion.

      “I suppose it is hard to be a part of the gang if you can’t complain about your lack of money,” he conceded. “There’s nothing artists like more than talking about money, and she did always sit quietly then.”

      “Did you ever get the sense that she wanted to be part of the gang? Do you think it was a source of regret for her that she had to sort of stay on the fringes?”

      “Honestly, I don’t think she cared about anyone but her family.”

      Berit nodded. Louise seemed to have put all her emotional energy into her dysfunctional, hostile family, and what did she have to show for it?

      Very little.

      

      * * *

      After three glasses of champagne at lunch, Berit felt a powerful urge to go for a walk. She still had a few hours to kill before she was due to meet Carl-Wilhelm, and since the rain had finally eased off, she decided to stroll over to the National Museum, which had undergone an incredible renovation since her last visit.

      Berit paused in front of Gustaf Cederström’s oil painting of the repatriation of Charles XII’s body, taking in the snow, the uniforms, and the dead king on his stretcher. He had died without any heirs, she knew.

      What was it Margrethe had said to Ian? That it was easier to build an empire than to ensure it lived on?

      Having too many heirs seemed as though it could be just as thorny a problem, thought Berit. In England, Richard III had locked his nephews in the Tower of London in order to secure the throne for his own son, and in Sweden King Birger had invited his brothers to a banquet that would ultimately lead to their imprisonment and deaths. The Ottoman Empire went one step further: The ruthless Selim the Grim had his two brothers and five nephews killed in order to guarantee his accession.

      Looking back on that era in history, one thing was clear. Despite all the intrigue and the killing, things rarely worked out how the kings had wanted. King Birger was succeeded by his murdered brother’s son, and Richard III’s son died before he ever had a chance to take the throne.

      Only in the Ottoman Empire did the strategy seem to have been successful. After Selim died and his son Süleyman took over, there was no one left to challenge him for power.

      When Berit left the museum, she turned up the collar on her coat and walked quickly along the water’s edge toward Kungsholmen. She passed the Royal Swedish Opera and the Palace, at once both ugly and majestic. When she reached City Hall, she stopped and gazed out at the lights glittering on the dark water.

      Could Louise have been killed for her share of Margrethe’s estate? If so, both Ebba and Carl-Wilhelm suddenly looked more suspicious than ever.

      

      * * *

      Berit had arranged to meet Carl-Wilhelm at a restaurant called Mäster Anders on Pipersgatan, and he was already waiting when she arrived. He stood up as the maître d, showed her over to their table but made no effort to hide his irritation at having to see her at all. The young man’s emotions were written plainly across his face. Discontent, anxiety, and superiority.

      Her thoughts turned to Simon and the controlled politeness he seemed to wear as a mask whenever the other members of the family were nearby. It didn’t seem strange that Margrethe had preferred her precocious stepson to her spoiled grandson.

      That was yet another key aspect of the whole succession process: the fact that the strongest candidate was by no means guaranteed to win. Simon had been outmaneuvered, and Carl-Wilhelm and his sister now controlled over a quarter of Margrethe’s legacy.

      Carl-Wilhelm frowned at Berit over the top of the large menu.

      “I agreed to meet you today because Ebba asked me to, but if I’d known you were going to start harassing my father, I never would have said yes! The only reason I’m here right now is to condemn your disrespectful behavior in the strongest possible terms. Does Detective Ahmed know what you’re up to?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Detective Ahmed. He sent you here, didn’t he? I’m assuming he’s the one leading your little…er, investigation, or whatever it is. In some ways, I can understand him. He does have relevant experience in the area, after all. Which,” he added darkly, “is more than I can say for that useless Swedish officer. The way he has been sniffing about in my family’s business is just unbearable.”

      Carl-Wilhelm stopped talking when the waiter came over to take their orders, then immediately continued once they were alone again. “My relatives are all incredibly busy. We hardly have time to sate people’s vulgar curiosity.”

      “Particularly now, I assume?”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “With all the extra work involved in running the foundation, I mean. Now that you control it, you must have your hands full.”

      Berit had been banking on familial pride making him talk, and she was right.

      Carl-Wilhelm gave her a self-satisfied smile and said, “There’s just so much to do. Honestly, if you knew what a mess Margrethe had left behind… My father will need my help, of course.”

      He happily reeled off everything they were going to do together. Carl-Wilhelm mustn’t have thought he was giving much away by talking about the foundation, but in actual fact he was revealing a great deal. He mentioned my father, Wilhelm in virtually every sentence, and it was obvious that he was desperate for acknowledgment from him in the same way Wilhelm had been from Margrethe. The young man seemed to be brimming with enthusiasm at the prospect of finally being able to show his father what he was capable of, and he reminded Berit of a child who had finally been invited to sit with the grown-ups.

      Between the lines, however, she thought she could detect something else. She was increasingly convinced that it was Elisabeth who was pulling the strings in the family. It was Elisabeth who had made the decision to hold a charity gala in January (“even though my father and I already have plenty to be getting on with”), Elisabeth who had reassured the board and the various donors following Louise’s death, and Elisabeth who had unilaterally decided to offer Simon the role of artistic director.

      “Simon!” said Berit.

      “I know,” Carl-Wilhelm replied. “I was as surprised as you are. A bizarre choice. Utterly bizarre. She’s gone out to Dalarna herself to convince him. It’s the only way of reassuring our backers, apparently, though I suppose we can always get rid of him later,” he added naively.

      Berit wondered whether he was quoting his father there—or Elisabeth.

      The waiter arrived with their starters. Carl-Wilhelm had ordered the garlic snails, Berit the steak tartare.

      “You never worked for the foundation while Margrethe was in charge, did you?”

      Carl-Wilhelm was so incensed by the question that he dropped a snail.

      “Do you really think I’d work for that old bitch? Never! I wouldn’t have worked for her if she’d gotten down onto her knees and begged!”

      Berit took that to mean she had never asked.

      “My father has spent his whole life working for her, and what does he have to show for it? After years of humiliation and disrespect, she was prepared to throw him away like an old”—he paused to rack his brain for something a person might throw away—“like an old handkerchief.”

      Berit leaned across the table.

      “Did Margrethe fire him? Is that what their argument was about?”

      Carl-Wilhelm seemed confused to realize he had given something away.

      “Awful timing to invite someone for a weekend in the archipelago and then give him the boot before lunch,” Berit continued.

      The young man’s righteous anger made him straighten up again.

      “And at his age!” he muttered. “My father is fifty-five. What on earth would he have done? Christ, what would people have said? Being fired by his own mother. His reputation would have been left in tatters. It’s no wonder my mother was upset when she found out!”

      People definitely would have talked, thought Berit. Margrethe herself didn’t seem to have cared about that, but it must have been torture for Wilhelm. Losing his job, and with his mother as his boss! The future must have looked bleak during her birthday dinner. Little wonder the mood had been so sour that evening.

      But Margrethe’s death had changed everything, saving Wilhelm from disaster at the eleventh hour.

      And now Louise was gone, too, leaving him in control of the entire foundation.

      “Carl-Wilhelm,” said Berit. “Do you think your father might have killed Margrethe?”

      He stared at her anxiously. For the first time, the look of superiority in his eyes was gone, replaced by desperation.

      “Of course not,” he said. “He can’t have. He and my mother were together when we heard the scream.”

      He suddenly seemed much younger than his twenty-five years, and Berit felt sorry for him. On the other hand, she thought, never really having to grow up was a privilege afforded only to the very richest and most sheltered members of society, and that wasn’t the only advantage that wealth and contacts brought. Money was also an incredibly effective shield against the consequences of one’s actions.

      And the Cullberg-Franzéns definitely had plenty of money.

      

      * * *

      After dinner, Berit walked back to her hotel. She bought a beer from the bar, took it up to her room, and sat in the armchair for a while, enjoying the city lights. As she gazed over at the dark silhouette of the Gröna Lund amusement park, she thought about how tragic it was that two generations of Cullberg-Franzén men had sought approval from a demanding parent, but in vain.

      And then there were the women: Louise, who had longed as desperately as Wilhelm for love she would never receive, and Ebba, who had tried to put a protective arm around her aunt’s shoulders.

      Margrethe didn’t seem to have focused her insults on her grandchildren. If anything, she seemed to have ignored them both in favor of Simon. But Berit remembered just how passionately Carl-Wilhelm had defended his father and how upset Ebba had been on her aunt’s behalf, and she knew there were many reasons why someone might wish another person dead.

      The real question was whether either of them could be a killer. Both grandchildren provoked feelings of compassion in Berit, rather than fear. Did they really have what it took to kill another person?

      Compassion was a treacherous emotion, particularly since it often came hand in hand with a certain feeling of superiority. That made it easy to underestimate what people were capable of. Easy—and dangerous. Everyone was capable of surprise, after all. That was the very essence of human nature.

      The first raindrops started hitting the window, and Berit crawled beneath the fluffy white duvet and spent a long time listening to the pattering against the glass.

      When she woke a few hours later, it was still raining, and she took real pleasure in being able to use the toilet in her room before curling up between the crisp sheets again. She smiled to herself as the forces of nature raged outside.

      Her last thought before she dozed off was that she could have been fond of cities if it weren’t for all the people in them.
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          Thursday, 23 November
        

      
      The next morning, Berit met Ebba in Nytorget. It was just before nine, and the young woman seemed like she had just woken up as she unlocked the door to Louise’s apartment.

      They stepped into the purple hallway. The walls in the cramped space were a beautiful, deep shade and were filled with art. The paintings in the mismatched, ornate gold frames created a calming sense of chaos.

      Berit stepped over a pile of flyers for various estate agents and continued into the living room. Here, the walls were bright yellow, and the only hint of sleek Scandinavian minimalism came from the white frames. The large potted ferns and figs made the small apartment feel like a comforting oasis.

      The whole place was a celebration of color and creativity—and of Louise’s own art, Berit quickly realized. All the paintings seemed to be her own work.

      She opened the window and looked out onto the pretty courtyard. It was drab and bare at this time of year, but she was sure it must look idyllic during the summer. There were cozy lights glowing in several windows on the far side, and she could see bookshelves, houseplants, and charmingly unique curtains in the other buildings round about.

      It fascinated Berit to realize that it wasn’t just Louise’s apartment that was a homey sanctuary; everyone living around the courtyard seemed to belong to a civilized, cultural world. A place where anything unpleasant was forbidden—including, it seemed, bad taste.

      Still, they were all powerless in the face of death. Everyone was.

      Berit sat down on the burgundy velvet sofa and noticed a large canvas propped up against the wall opposite. It had been stretched over a simple wooden frame, and the painting itself was facing away from her.

      Ebba followed her eye and walked over to it.

      “The police found it at her cottage,” she explained as she turned it around. “She must have done it just before…just before she died. The paint wasn’t even dry yet. Her last ever portrait.”

      Though the young woman must have seen it before, she still seemed to recoil at the sight of the painting—that was how powerful Louise’s last canvas was. Berit gasped and found herself getting to her feet. The image almost felt like it was reeling her in.

      “Dad refused to have it at our place,” Ebba continued. “So I brought it over here.”

      It was an incredible portrait, the best thing Louise had ever painted. She had finally managed to produce something worthy of her mother’s galleries, thought Berit. Something that could easily have been shown in Berlin or New York.

      And yet, it never would be. It was such an unflattering depiction of Margrethe Cullberg-Franzén that no one would ever allow it.

      If Louise’s earlier works had been much too forgiving, this piece was bordering on cruel. Margrethe’s thirst for power, her need to be in control, her meanness—all were on display in her deep-set eyes, in the disdainful curve of her mouth and her proud chin. The sharp contrasts and the shadows on her face bore witness to a terrible, formidable power.

      It was Louise’s interpretation of her mother, and whether the portrait was honest or not was irrelevant. No one who saw it would ever forget it.

      Margrethe would have loved this, Berit thought to herself.

      But she was the only one who would.

      Berit could understand why Margrethe’s son had refused to have this reminder of her true nature in his home and why Ebba had left it facing the wall. As with all great art, there was something almost bewitching about it.

      “Horrible, isn’t it?” Ebba said hesitantly.

      “It’s the best thing she ever painted,” said Berit. “And the cruelest.”

      “Yeah. I don’t like it, but it’s like I also can’t tear my eyes away.”

      Berit nodded. She thought back to the earlier portrait Louise had painted, the one she had proudly given Margrethe for her eightieth birthday. It was so boring and idealized. By contrast, this was naked, vulnerable, ruthless.

      She moved closer to the canvas and trailed a finger over it. The thick layer of paint was still only just set. In some places, the colors had merged together, as if Louise had added more paint before the previous layers had had time to dry. She must have painted it in a kind of frenzy during the last day of her life.

      The background seemed to be incomplete, though no one would focus on that. Berit could see shadows waiting to be filled in, and she wondered what Louise would have done with them if she had gone on living.

      If she had been allowed to go on living.

      Standing in her warm, colorful apartment, Berit thought about Louise’s final moments out in the rowboat, all alone in the fog and the swirling whiteness. And while she died, her paintings had gone up in flames.

      Berit frowned. All but this one. For some reason, the killer had decided to spare this particular portrait. That had to mean something, but what?
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          Monday, 27 November
        

      
      Air temperature: 27°F

      Water temperature: 39°F

      A thin, thin layer of ice had formed close to the shore, but it was no match for Saga, and the only sound Berit could hear was the quiet cracking as her oars broke through it.

      She was all alone in a crisp, frozen world, her breath forming billowing clouds as it left her mouth. The only color she could see was the shimmering lilac of the frosty heather. The sea itself was as black as oil.

      It was so calm. No wind, no noise. No people. Her only company was a couple of crows that seemed to follow her for a while.

      She was alive, and she felt freer and lighter than she had in a long time. Each day, she woke to new weather: rain, wind, snow, and frost—small miracles, every one. Since her birthday, she had been filled with an almost irresponsible sense of freedom, a refusal to let anything hold her back. It felt like she might float away at any moment.

      Right then, she noticed something dark bobbing up and down on the surface nearby. Her first thought was that it must be a bit of rubbish, possibly a piece of plastic. She was debating whether or not to row over and investigate when it rolled over and she saw its sleek, glistening body.

      A seal.

      Berit’s eyes scanned the water. There it was again, in her wake, no more than ten feet away. Its head resembled a dark skull as it broke the surface and snorted. The seal spent a long time following her, occasionally diving underwater only to reappear without warning just behind her again.

      It was a seal honor to see a wild animal in its natural habitat. She was seal-iously lucky.

      One of the worst parts about being alone was that she didn’t have anyone to share her terrible puns with. Berit shook her head. On second thought, maybe that was for the best.

      She stopped rowing, and as she lifted the oars out of the water, the droplets formed perfect circles on the mirror-flat surface, one after another.

      She didn’t know exactly where Louise had died, or when, but this felt like a good place to remember her. There was something sacred about the timeless circle of life out at sea, in the rocks and the trees that had been here long before either of them was born and would still be here long after they were gone. She pulled in her oars and reached into the pocket of her coat for the button.

      Louise had been gripping it tightly when she died, and in one way or another Berit planned to use it to get beneath the skin of the Cullberg-Franzén family.

      She could be patient. Time was something she suddenly had plenty of.

      As things stood, whatever had happened to Louise remained a mystery. But the truth was like a cork.

      Sooner or later, it would always float back up to the surface.
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          Friday, 22 December
        

      
      Air temperature: 30°F

      Water temperature: 37°F

      She had started dreaming in Swedish again.

      When Berit woke, she looked around the cottage with a newfound sense of wonder, as though her dreams enabled her to see things through fresh eyes. She ran a hand over the same surfaces she had touched as a child, and for a split second it was like time had ceased to exist.

      Berit pulled on a shabby old oilskin coat that had been in the cottage as long as she could remember, wound a scarf her grandmother had knit around her neck, and shoved an old red woolen hat into one of her pockets. She then picked up her coffee cup and headed out into the cold, glittering morning.

      On the far side of the water, Tallholmen looked dark and deserted. The island’s presence felt accusatory somehow, as though the quiet happiness she now felt was a betrayal of her promise to get to the bottom of Louise’s death. Berit sighed. She was still no closer to finding out who the killer was.

      Ian was back at work, on desk duty, and though he still called regularly to see how she was, he rarely asked about the case. Whenever she brought it up, he usually tried to change the subject. That was understandable. As a police officer, he took a different approach than she did. She knew he still carried his unsolved cases with him, but Ian was a fundamentally pragmatic man. From an organizational perspective, murder inquiries were all about degrees and percentages. Solved cases against unsolved cases, statistical averages—a little like baseball. A perfect result was never possible, and either you learned to live with that or you went under.

      But for Berit, things were different. When she sat down to write, she delved into her characters’ hopes and fears, their dreams. She could control them and give them the happy endings they deserved. When it came to real life, she felt people’s pain just as acutely, but there was nothing she could do to fix it.

      She took a sip of her coffee and pulled a face. It had already gone cold in the chilly air. She left the cup on the porch and set off on her daily walk around the island, swinging her sticks as she trudged along the quiet trails. Staying active helped to ward off the feelings of powerlessness, helped to push back the darkness slightly, making the world seem big and bright and glittery again. Even the smallest of branches shimmered in the fresh air, and her breath formed small clouds as she made her way over the frozen ground. Ängsö was her kingdom, and she was the ruler of all she surveyed. Her and her alone.

      “Hello!”

      “Beautiful morning, isn’t it, Berit?”

      “How’s the writing going? When can we expect your next book?”

      She stopped dead.

      There were people everywhere.

      Feeling confused, Berit took a step to one side to make way for a friendly, enthusiastic couple pushing a pink wheelbarrow full of bags. A retiree drove by on a quad bike loaded with wheeled shopping bags, rucksacks, and food. And following it along the trail, she saw a caravan of countless other people, children, and dogs.

      Berit froze. The coat she was wearing was ancient, her thermals old and covered in pills. And when had she last washed her hair? Was it last week, or even the week before? She reached into her pocket for her hat, but after pulling the bright-red beanie onto her head, she wondered whether it was really any better. The fluffy pom-pom kept falling down into her eyes.

      She looked around for somewhere to hide, but the barren trees were no help at this time of year.

      What on earth were all these people doing here?

      “Merry Christmas, Berit!”

      Aha, Christmas. That explained it. The Waxholm ferries must have started running again.

      She turned around and hurried back home, but when she got to her door, she found a bottle of mulled wine waiting for her on the step. What on earth?

    
  
    
      
        
          28
          Saturday, 23 December
        

      
      Air temperature: 30°F

      Water temperature: 37°F

      “It’s because they like you,” Marie explained patiently as she gave Berit a ride to the mainland to do some shopping.

      “They don’t know me.”

      “They like that you’re living out here. They’re probably a bit worried you might be lonely, too. The general consensus is that you seem tough.”

      “It is, is it?” Berit replied, failing to hide how satisfied that made her feel.

      “They’re worried about the two deaths, too,” Marie continued. “Everyone’s talking about it, down by the jetty and over at the pump.”

      “What have they been saying?”

      “That Margrethe’s death must have been an accident, and that what happened to Louise is so sad. No one has come out and said it was suicide, but that’s what they think.”

      Berit could understand why they wanted Margrethe to have fallen; a freak accident was much easier to deal with than the idea of a killer on the loose. That was the worst thing about unsolved cases: The suspicions lingered. And the fear. She wondered how many people were at home in their cottages now, fretting about the whole thing.

      Marie dropped her off in the car park in Tyresö Centrum, then hurried away to run her own errands while Berit headed to the supermarket. As she made her way inside, she passed stressed-looking parents arguing over shopping lists while their kids pestered them for sweets. There were people pushing overloaded shopping carts everywhere she looked. One child was crying, another screeching at the top of their lungs. “Last Christmas” by Wham! was blaring over the stereo.

      Berit followed the trail of grit and wet footprints down the aisles as she grabbed everything she might need over the next few days: lemons, Schweppes tonic, coffee, tea, long-life milk, eggs, butter, cheese, cardamom rusks, and several cans of goulash. That just left Christmas Day itself, she thought, pushing her cart toward the freezer aisles.

      She was busy trying to decide which pizza to buy when she spotted him.

      DCI Lindqvist was wearing jeans, a checked shirt, and a padded jacket. He was clearly off duty, but Berit didn’t let that stop her.

      “Sven!” she shouted, striding toward him. “Why haven’t you been answering my calls? Why have you been ignoring my messages and emails and—”

      That was when she noticed the pleasant, motherly-looking woman in her sixties beside him. Berit nodded in greeting.

      “I’ve been hounding your husband about a police matter, I promise,” she explained. “Thank you for the apple pie, by the way.”

      Sven introduced Berit as “the author I told you about.”

      “You’re not still out on the island, are you?” his wife asked. “You must be so lonely out there!”

      Berit impatiently reassured her that she was perfectly happy in her own company and that most people were far too worried about spending time alone.

      Her words came out a little more brusquely than intended, and Sven and his wife exchanged a knowing glance. They seemed to communicate wordlessly, a sign of marital harmony that had always gotten on Berit’s nerves. If they have something to say, they should just come out and say it.

      “Come and celebrate Christmas with us, won’t you?” his wife asked without warning.

      Berit stared at the woman in shock. “No chance,” she replied. Her time out on Ängsö had left her a little more prickly than usual, and things always seemed to come out slightly wrong. Sven’s wife looked like a sad puppy, and his eyes—which were usually so calm and friendly—suddenly seemed reproachful. “It’s just that I have other plans,” Berit corrected herself. “Sven, what’s happening in the investigation into Louise’s death?”

      She may have spoken a little too loudly, because a harried-looking man who seemed to be struggling to read his wife’s handwriting glanced up from his shopping list in surprise.

      Sven sighed. “Come over for a ham sandwich tomorrow and meet the rest of the gang,” he said, continuing before she had time to argue, “And I’ll tell you everything I know. Around one, maybe?”

      

      * * *

      Berit opened the passenger-side door on Marie’s car and dumped her bag of food in the footwell.

      “I need a ride over to Tyresö Strand tomorrow,” she said. “Don’t worry. You’ll be back home again in time for Donald Duck.”

      She lost her train of thought when she noticed the gift on her seat.

      “Merry Christmas!” said Marie.

      “Oh, for goodness’ sake,” Berit muttered. A moment later, feeling embarrassed, she forced herself to go on: “Thank you. If I’d known we were doing that sort of thing, I would have gotten you something, too.”

      Marie dismissed her words with a wave of the hand.

      “Don’t be silly,” she said. “It’s just a little something. Come on, open it!”

      As Marie navigated her way out of the busy car park and joined the queue of people heading home from doing their Christmas shopping, Berit tore off the paper. She blinked in confusion. Marie had bought her an emergency flare.

      “Never know when you might need it,” Marie said, glancing down at the tin of goulash at the top of Berit’s bag. “You’ve got Christmas dinner figured out, I see. Will you be glazing the ham this evening? Dad and I have already done ours.”

      “I didn’t get a ham,” said Berit, earning herself a horrified look. “The smallest one I could find was three kilos. I’d never manage all that on my own.”

      “No harm in trying,” said Marie, taking another look at the bag, despite the fact that she was driving. “And where’s the Christmas soda? Where’re all the sweet treats?”

      “The selection box from Aladdin doesn’t have my favorite three-nut chocolate in it anymore.”

      “Pff, they took that out years ago,” Marie replied. “There was a whole hoo-ha about it at the time, but what can you do? I guess they just cost too much to make.” She shook her head at Berit’s sad bag full of shopping. “So, what? Are you some kind of grinch?”

      “I’m just practical.”

      “Definitely a grinch, then.”

      “You look after your business, I’ll look after mine.”

      “Come over tomorrow evening, at the very least. For some herring and Jansson’s temptation.”

      “Thanks for the offer, but I’m busy. Extremely busy.”

      Marie raised an eyebrow. “Of course,” she said. “I’m sure your diary is packed.”
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      Air temperature: 34°F

      Water temperature: 37°F

      Berit hesitated when she got to Sven’s house in Tyresö Strand. She reached up to smooth her hair after the blustery boat ride and realized that she really should have brought a gift of some kind.

      Well, nothing I can do about that now, she thought as she knocked on the door. Strictly speaking, she was only really there on business. Sven’s business, anyway. And surely that meant she wasn’t expected to bring a bunch of presents for his family?

      She had put on her new trousers and cashmere sweater for the occasion. Very city chic, fitting for the mainland. Her feet were already freezing.

      Sven opened the door wearing a Christmas jumper emblazoned with the words It’s the most wonderful time for a beer. It had a flashing Christmas tree on the front, and the star seemed to be a functioning bottle opener.

      “A gift from the kids,” he explained, sounding slightly embarrassed. “Come in, come in.”

      There were shoes everywhere in the hall, and Berit had to step over them in order to hang up her coat. The heat and the noise hit her immediately. She couldn’t tell how many children were running about the place, darting all around her, but they sounded like a pack of wild animals.

      The delicious aromas of Jansson’s temptation and roast pork drifted out to her from the light, bright kitchen, where a number of people were sitting around the enormous table. It took Berit a moment or two to work out their various connections to the detective: three daughters, three sons-in-law, an ex-son-in-law who still seemed to celebrate Christmas with the family, and an ex-wife of another of the sons-in-law who, for whatever reason, had also tagged along.

      The scene was warm and cozy and unbelievably loud, with the children running in and out of the room. Someone thrust a mug of mulled wine into Berit’s hand, and she realized she had learned more about Sven in the past few minutes than she had during all their previous interactions combined.

      He laughed when he noticed the shocked look on her face.

      “Bit much after all that time on your own, huh?” he teased. “They drive me mad too, little monsters. Let’s go out here where it’s a bit quieter.”

      “Out here” was a kind of sunroom cluttered with garden furniture, a barbecue, and various flowerpots that had been brought inside over the winter.

      Sven sighed.

      “I shouldn’t be telling you this,” he said. “Or not yet, anyway. Strictly speaking, the investigation is still ongoing. But I got the last few test results this week, and I suppose you deserve to know. I’m trusting you to be responsible with what I’m about to tell you.”

      He fixed his eyes on her, but it was difficult to command respect when you were slouched in an old sun chair, wearing a flashing Christmas jumper with a built-in bottle opener.

      “Just tell me,” Berit muttered.

      Sven munched on a ginger biscuit as he gathered his thoughts. “I suppose I might as well start from the beginning. Louise caught the Waxholm ferry out to Tallholmen on Friday the tenth of November. The crew have confirmed that—they all remember her. She apparently told one of the men that he looked like ‘a painting’ and asked him to sit for her. The others teased him about it afterward.”

      “I can imagine.”

      “She had a wheeled shopping bag with her, but that was about all. On the Friday evening, after she got to the island, she sent Ebba a picture of her dinner: champagne and prawns.”

      Sven seemed slightly troubled by the thought of a woman drinking champagne and eating prawns all alone, but Berit decided that she respected Louise all the more for it. Everyone should drink a bottle of expensive champagne on their own at some point in their life.

      The detective continued. “On the Saturday, you heard the damage being done to the main house, and not long later you noticed the smoke from the fire she’d started up by the Lookout.”

      “How sure are we that Louise was responsible?” Berit asked. “All I know is that I saw a woman with long gray hair, wearing Louise’s coat. It could have been anyone.”

      “We found her fingerprints on the sledgehammer used in the main house. Her prints were the only ones on the bottle of paint thinner used to start the fire, too.”

      Berit nodded. “OK. Go on.”

      “At some point during that afternoon or evening, she painted a portrait. The paint was still wet when the forensic technicians arrived on the Sunday. They found acrylic paints in her cottage, several tubes of which had been used recently, and her brushes had all been cleaned. On the table beside the painting, there was a bottle of whiskey. She seemed to have drunk most of it over the course of that day.”

      “What was the cause of death?”

      “Technically, exposure. But given the amount of alcohol she’d drunk and the sleeping pills she’d taken, she probably didn’t even feel the cold. We found an empty bottle of pills beside the whiskey. The prescription was in her name, and her prints were the only ones on both.”

      “No glass?”

      “She seems to have, er…swigged from the bottle. The pills had been crushed and added to the whiskey.”

      “So you’ve decided it was suicide, in other words. What about Margrethe?”

      Sven pulled a face. “The boss says it was an accident. Maybe Louise decided to end her life out of grief over her mother’s death. We’ll probably never know.”

      “She didn’t leave a note? No explanation or apology or anything for her family?”

      Nothing for Ebba?

      “Plenty of people don’t,” said Sven.

      Berit frowned. “Who bothers to clean their paintbrushes if they’re just planning to kill themselves afterward?” she asked.

      “An artist who’s so used to doing it that it’s like second nature?”

      That was certainly possible, but something about the whole chain of events felt off somehow. Berit just couldn’t put her finger on what.

      “When did she die?” she asked.

      “It’s hard to give an exact time when the body has been outdoors all night. Sometime after eleven, likely no later than two the next morning. She died in the boat, in any case. Wasn’t moved postmortem. We didn’t find any prints but hers in the boat, and no trace of anyone else. No fibers, no fingerprints, no mud—you know, the kind of thing people leave behind if they’re trying to bundle an unconscious person into a boat. And like I say, considering the amount of whiskey and sleeping pills in her system, she must have been completely out of it.”

      “But still capable of getting into the boat, pushing away from the jetty and lying down to die? That’s really what you think happened?”

      “I can’t think of any other explanation that fits all the facts.”

      Berit shook her head. “And then what? She just lay there, all alone on the dark water?”

      “She fell asleep and that was that,” said Sven. “There are worse ways to go, believe me.”

      “I was right there, on the other side of the strait. If only she’d come to me.”

      “You can’t save someone who doesn’t want to be saved.”

      “Maybe not,” said Berit. “But you can still try.”

      She could hear the children laughing and shrieking in the kitchen, the adults’ merry chatter. A big, noisy, happy family who enjoyed one another’s company. It was about as far removed from her own life as it was possible to get, and for a brief moment, hers felt so empty and lifeless. The dark cottage would only have grown colder while she was out.

      Berit closed her eyes. Her cheeks felt hot. She was so used to the chill on the island that her body now had a strong physical reaction whenever she went somewhere warm.

      “The family are planning to celebrate Christmas out on Tallholmen,” said Sven. “They said they were heading over there today.”

      Berit opened her eyes and straightened up.

      “And I don’t want you to bother them, do you hear me? They let me know out of common courtesy, to make sure our investigation out there was over and to guarantee they wouldn’t be disturbed. I promised them they could celebrate Christmas in peace, and I’m telling you this for your own good: It’s time you forgot about the Cullberg-Franzéns. They won’t thank you for poking your nose into their business. You know that.”

      

      * * *

      On impulse, Berit asked Marie to stop off at the supermarket in Tyresö Centrum before they headed back to the island.

      “Forget something?” said Marie.

      She had. Berit returned to the car twenty minutes later with two carrier bags, full to the brim with produce. Anchovies, potatoes, cream, and breadcrumbs, two types of mustard, applesauce, several types of Christmas soda, and the smallest ham she had been able to find—despite the fact that it weighed almost three kilos and was far too big for one person. Most importantly of all, she had all the ingredients to make her grandmother’s flatbread.

      “Aha, so you got yourself a Christmas ham after all?” asked Marie.

      “No one can be sensible all the time,” Berit muttered. She rummaged through the bags and produced a hastily wrapped gift. “Here you go,” she said, throwing it onto Marie’s lap.

      Marie gave her a surprised look.

      “You didn’t need to get me anything,” she said, though Berit could tell that she was touched.

      The taxi driver tore open the gift and then stared at her in confusion.

      “It’s a snowman,” Berit explained. “Inflatable. Lights up, too. Thought it might make things feel a bit more festive at home.”

      “Dad’ll have a fit,” said Marie, chuckling to herself.

      She dropped off Berit at her jetty and said that she would see her again soon—assuming she and her old man managed to get through Christmas without killing each other.

      “Stop by one day before New Year’s if you need a break,” Berit told her, and she almost meant it.

      Marie said, “Sure, sure,” in a way that didn’t bind her to anything, then backed away from the jetty and sped off.

      Berit hesitated for a moment. After the noise and chaos of the mainland, the sudden silence came as a relief. She reached into her coat pocket for her headlight and quietly trudged off into the dark afternoon.
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      Air temperature: 29°F

      Water temperature: 35°F

      Berit was well aware that she had flour on her forehead and cheek, in her hair, on her trousers and sweater, but there wasn’t much she could do about that now. Not when she had flour all over her hands, too.

      The air in the kitchen was heavy with the comforting aroma of fresh bread and aniseed, and on a cooling rack on the counter, she had a huge stack of flatbread. Just like her grandmother used to make, she thought, feeling almost as proud of her baking as her latest book.

      Baking the flatbread was possibly the only time during the entire festive period that her mother and grandmother had actually gotten along. Her grandmother had taken care of the rolling out, her mother the actual baking—quick and hot, just long enough to give the bread a bit of color, but not so long that it ended up tough and brittle. And as for Berit, she had been given the job of using the special gridded rolling pin to add some texture just before the dough went into the oven.

      She got back to work, preparing the ham to be breaded and roasted. First, she brushed the meat with a mixture of egg and mustard; then she coated it in breadcrumbs and put the whole delicious thing into the oven.

      Berit set a timer for the ham and went out to the shed. She had spent much of December going through the boxes and now had just one left to tackle. It was labeled Private in her mother’s handwriting. She had stashed it in the back corner, as though she was afraid that her mother’s disappointment and bitterness might somehow jump out of it and catch her.

      Berit reached up for the box containing her grandmother’s Christmas decorations and took it back inside. She spread the pretty embroidered tablecloth over the table in the living room and positioned her grandmother’s collection of little china elves on top.

      She then glanced over to her final purchase from the supermarket and briefly considered just forgetting the whole thing. What was the point, when she was the only one out here? Then again, surely she was just as important as anyone else, she told herself, pulling on her coat and headlight and heading out into the darkness.

      The wind made it hard work, but before long she had managed to put up the lights. There. Now she could head back inside and eat ham sandwiches and drink Christmas soda with a clear conscience. She sent a picture of the twinkling fairy lights on the jetty to Marie, who replied with a photograph of her father beside the inflatable snowman. It was the same height as Bosse, and the flashing lights were either cozy and festive or psychedelic, depending on your viewpoint.

      That afternoon, Berit made a real Christmas specialty: Jansson’s temptation. Back in England, she had been forced to swap the sprats for sardines and to use half-and-half instead of full-fat cream, and while it was delicious, it just wasn’t the same.

      She then sat down in the armchair by the fire and watched one Christmas special after another, all British: Father Brown, Absolutely Fabulous, Coronation Street, and Emmerdale.

      Despite her best efforts, she just didn’t feel Christmassy. All the usual comforts suddenly got on her nerves, and she felt restless and trapped. The compact darkness outside made the cottage feel claustrophobically small and stuffy. All she could see in the windows was her own reflection, pale and serious.

      Berit went over to the secretary desk by the wall and took out the button she had found in Louise’s hand. She rolled it between her fingers as she reached for her phone.

      “Merry Christmas, Berit,” Ian said when he picked up.

      “The police think Louise killed herself.”

      She recapped everything Sven had told her about the investigation, and once she had finished, there was a brief pause on the other end as Ian processed what he had just learned.

      Of all the things Berit appreciated about Ian, his lack of small talk was one of her favorites. She respected his pragmatism and intelligence, his intellectual integrity, and she was grateful that he allowed them both to focus on their shared task. Very few people understood the joy of being able to exert oneself and push one’s mental boundaries. The vast majority settled for safe, superficial topics of conversation instead, sticking to issues on which everyone had the same view and no one ever questioned their opinions.

      “Louise committing suicide,” she eventually spoke up. “Why does that explanation make me so uncomfortable?”

      “It’s the lack of a note,” Ian replied. “Louise would never have killed herself without leaving some sort of note.”

      “Sven said that it’s fairly common not to.”

      “I know that, obviously,” Ian snapped. She was fond of his impatience and irritation, too. They showed that he cared. “I’ve investigated plenty of suicides, and do you know who don’t leave notes? Men. I guess it’s because they don’t know what to say. But women always want to explain. Now before you start telling me not to generalize, think about what kind of woman Louise was. She would have wanted to apologize, to get ahead of any criticism. There’s no way she would have killed herself without leaving something.”

      That was it, the thing that had been bothering Berit. Louise’s personality. Anxious, eager to please, conflict-averse. Ian was right: She would have wanted to explain to her family. To tell Ebba not to grieve for her, that sort of thing.

      “Someone killed Margrethe,” said Ian. “And that same person then killed Louise, presumably because she’d discovered something. That’s the best hypothesis I’ve got. And it also means that other people could be in danger.”

      Berit looked down at the button in her hand.

      “The family are back on Tallholmen,” she said. “They’re celebrating Christmas there.”

      There was more silence from Ian on the other end of the line. She could hear laughter and shrieking children in the background, a stark contrast to the darkness and quiet in the cottage.

      “I’m not going to let this go,” Berit said after a moment. “Louise deserves justice.”

      It was only after she hung up that she realized she hadn’t wished Ian a merry Christmas too.
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      Air temperature: 30°F

      Water temperature: 35°F

      Three days later, Berit still hadn’t dropped it, but she hadn’t managed to make any progress either. She was hamstrung by her promise to Ian and the warning from Sven.

      As a result, when Marie’s boat pulled up to the jetty and Ian hopped out, her immediate reaction was one of relief. She was no longer alone with this case. They could decide what to do together.

      A moment later, however, she felt a rush of guilt. She still hadn’t told him about the button, and she knew he wouldn’t be happy about it. Sometimes, being friends with a police officer had its downsides.

      Ian strode confidently toward her. “Are the family still over there?” he asked.

      No crutches, thought Berit. And no small talk. She smiled.

      “The lights are still on in the Yellow Villa.”

      She went inside ahead of him and put the spare duvet and pillows on the daybed. Ian walked straight over to the binoculars, picked them up, and started adjusting the focus.

      “I was already sick of eating turkey with the family when you called, so I decided to spend a bit of time ringing around a few art contacts in London. I thought one of them must have known Margrethe or Louise, and I was right. A curator from the Tate knew them both. He’s just got divorced and seemed to be about as bored of Christmas as I was, so he agreed to meet for a pint. What he told me was really interesting. Apparently Louise went on some sort of art trip just before Christmas every year. Vienna, Paris, London. Visiting galleries and Christmas markets, that sort of thing. In London, she used to stay at the Ritz and go to the Tate. My contact always showed her around.”

      “A courtesy afforded to her because of her mother, no doubt.” Berit sighed.

      “No,” said Ian, lowering the binoculars. “No, I don’t think so, actually. He seemed to genuinely respect and appreciate Louise. She was someone who loved art and who was both knowledgeable and capable. He looked forward to their time together. She used to invite him over to the hotel for afternoon tea, and it became a kind of tradition. Art first, then tea.”

      “Just before Christmas every year,” Berit mused. “I don’t suppose you found out whether—”

      “Whether she’d made a reservation at the Ritz this year, too? Yup. Four nights in the middle of December. She had plans to meet my contact, as well. They spoke on the phone on Friday the tenth of November.”

      “The day before her death. If Louise was still planning her annual trip, then…”

      “Then she was hardly thinking of suicide when she went out to Tallholmen.”

      Champagne and prawns. A phone call with a good friend. Plans for the future. Yet one day later, she was dead.

      Ian must have been thinking about death too, because suddenly he asked, “So, how does it feel to be fifty-three?”

      Berit glanced over to him to see whether he was teasing her, but he looked like his usual curious self.

      “Better than not being fifty-three,” she said. She didn’t like talking about herself, preferring to be the one asking the questions rather than answering them, and that was never normally a problem. People loved talking about themselves, and the vast majority simply forgot to ask her anything in return.

      “How does it feel to be out of your cast?” she asked.

      “Better than being in it,” he replied, waiting patiently for her to elaborate on her answer.

      “I don’t know,” she conceded after a moment. “I suppose I need to decide what I’m going to do with my life now.” Berit pulled a face. Even when she was trying to explain how she felt, it never quite came out right. It all sounded so banal when she said it out loud. She was thinking about the sense of freedom and happiness she had felt immediately after her birthday, how physical it had been, and how badly her reply captured that.

      “I’m wondering whether you’ll be more careful now, going forward,” said Ian. He sounded pensive, like he was thinking aloud.

      “What do you mean?”

      “It must be easier to put your life at risk if you feel like you don’t have all that much of a future to lose.”

      The thought was one she had never even considered before, and for some reason it made her feel sad. She remembered the will on her desk in Cornwall, carefully positioned so that Ian would find it. How much time had she wasted as a result of her lack of existential faith?

      Berit’s thoughts turned to all the occasions she had risked her life. She had only been doing what was necessary. Someone had to take charge, after all.

      “What’s done is done,” she said, mostly to herself. “No point dwelling on it now.”

      Ian nodded as though he accepted her words, then raised the binoculars again.

      “Why are they over there?” he asked, and she was relieved that he had gone back to talking about the case. “Why would they want to celebrate Christmas on an island where two people have recently died?”

      “Stubbornness?” Berit suggested. “They want to show that they’re not scared of any killer and that they’re not going to change their traditions for anyone?”

      “Or maybe they know exactly who the killer is and feel confident that he or she isn’t going to go after them.”
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      The Cullberg-Franzéns didn’t call the police when Berit and Ian showed up at their door, but that was about as far as their hospitality stretched.

      Carl-Wilhelm leaped up from his armchair as they made their way into the living room.

      “You two!” he shouted. “Will you never leave us in peace?”

      He gestured to the rest of his family. Ebba looked anxious, Wilhelm enraged. Only Elisabeth seemed to have maintained her composure. She told her son to sit down, elegantly crossed her legs, and looked up at Berit and Ian with a cocked eyebrow.

      There was a silver coffeepot on the table, along with a number of delicate china cups and a pretty plate of luxurious handmade chocolates. But Elisabeth didn’t ask if they wanted coffee, nor did she invite them to sit down.

      Ian turned to Berit. It was clear that he planned to let her take charge.

      Berit didn’t speak. Instead, she reached into her pocket and produced a button. As she slowly rolled it between her fingers, she studied the family members’ faces. The room was completely silent. Carl-Wilhelm looked as though he was about to say something, but a warning glance from his mother made him sullenly hold his tongue.

      In the end, it was Wilhelm who snapped.

      “Would you put that damned button down?” he barked.

      “As you wish.” Berit threw it. The button sailed in an arc over the top of the coffee pot and the chocolates, and landed in his lap. “It is yours, after all. If you check your coat, you’ll notice that it’s missing a button.”

      “So what? It must have fallen off at some point. Where did you find it?”

      “Louise was holding it when she died. I pried it out of her cold, stiff hand.”

      Ebba gasped, and Wilhelm muttered beneath his breath. Carl-Wilhelm seemed to be on the verge of leaping up from his chair and marching Berit out of the house, and even Elisabeth seemed momentarily shaken.

      Berit felt Ian tense beside her. The movement was barely noticeable, but she could feel the displeasure radiating from his body. Oh well, she thought, there was nothing she could do about that now. She turned to face Wilhelm and continued:

      “Margrethe fired you, didn’t she? The day she died. That must have come as a real shock to you—and Louise, because she was just as upset as you were. That’s why she went out to talk to your mother that night. For your sake.”

      “Louise shouldn’t have stuck her nose in,” Wilhelm muttered. “My mother would never have followed through with her threat.”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      “Because my mother liked to control people,” he said impatiently. “She liked to make us dance to her tune, like marionettes. She pulled the strings, and we moved. She would never have chosen to cut the ties binding us to her. That’s just who my mother was. To her, there was no worse prospect than losing control.”

      Elisabeth crossed her legs again and, in a calm voice, said, “No one can know what she would or wouldn’t have done. It’s utterly irrelevant. Margrethe is dead, and Wilhelm is in charge of the foundation now.”

      “I don’t see the point of all these questions,” Wilhelm continued. “My mother’s death was an accident. And as for my sister’s… Look, as much as it pains me to admit this, my sister wasn’t herself when she died. She’d painted that awful portrait, for goodness’ sake. You’ve seen it! Would anyone in their right mind really have painted something like that? She was hysterical and incoherent and—”

      “When?” asked Berit.

      “Excuse me?”

      “When was she hysterical and incoherent?”

      Wilhelm’s gaze started to wander. “She called me,” he said, and for some reason his eye was drawn back to Elisabeth. “That afternoon.”

      “And what did she say?” Berit asked patiently.

      “Nothing! Nothing that made a bit of sense, anyway. She just said something about Simon having called her. She was completely hysterical. I couldn’t make head nor tail of what she was saying.”

      “Simon,” Berit repeated.

      “Where were each of you when Louise died?” asked Ian.

      “That’s none of your business!” shouted Carl-Wilhelm. “You don’t even work for the police. You have no right to poke your noses into our private business, and—”

      “Your private business!” Berit’s deep voice cut through Carl-Wilhelm’s shrill whining like a knife. He flinched and shrank back on the sofa as she went on. “I found her dead, all alone in a rowboat without any oars. I towed her ashore. Twice now, I’ve come to this island only to be met by death. Your private business, is it? Two people are dead. How many more have to die before you realize that the truth needs to come out?”

      “For God’s sake, Carl-Wilhelm,” said Ebba. “Why don’t you just answer the question? He and I were at the theater together in Stockholm. We’ve still got the ticket stubs, we’ve got pictures from that evening, there are other people who can—”

      “I just don’t see what it has to do with them,” her brother moaned.

      “I was at the office,” Wilhelm spoke up. “And Elisabeth was at home in our apartment on Strandvägen. We’ve got an alarm system there… I saw that she’d disarmed it when she got back from shopping, just before five, and after that it was off all evening.”

      “And I called my husband at the office,” said Elisabeth. “Wilhelm works so hard. He was there all evening, didn’t get home until late.”

      “Someone has to take charge,” Wilhelm muttered. “Things will be much easier now that we’ve hired a new artistic director—someone who actually understands business. He studied at the Stockholm School of Economics and Harvard Business School. Fantastic contacts. He’s the son of a good friend of mine.”

      “Not Simon?” asked Berit. “I thought you’d offered him the job?”

      “He turned it down,” Elisabeth said flatly.

      “I can’t understand why we even asked! He’s not part of the family! The man has spent years trying to force himself into our lives, but—”

      “That’s enough, Carl-Wilhelm,” said Elisabeth. She didn’t raise her voice, but her son immediately stopped talking. She then turned to Berit and continued: “I thought it was only fair to offer him the post, considering.”

      That set Carl-Wilhelm off again. He threw up his hands and spat out, “I don’t know why you two aren’t in Dalarna, talking to him. Why should we have to put up with this constant harassment when no one ever bothers him?”

      “Why would we need to talk to Simon?” asked Berit.

      “He’s always been a bit weird. He wanted to be part of the family, and when he realized that wasn’t possible, he tried to destroy it instead. Two of us are already dead. Don’t you think it’s high time you talked to him?”

      “Carl-Wilhelm…” Elisabeth warned him, but this time he ignored her.

      “Grandmother was planning to make big organizational changes. Everyone knew that. What’s to say he would have been spared? You should be asking yourselves this: If Margrethe was willing to fire her own son, what might she have done to someone who wasn’t even part of the family? Yes, yes, Mother, I’ll stop, but it just isn’t fair.”

      Elisabeth got to her feet.

      “I’m afraid I’ll have to ask you to leave now,” she said. “I would rather not have to bother my good friend from the police force during the Christmas break, but if you don’t stop harassing us then you’ll be leaving me with no choice.”

      “Do you mean DCI Lindqvist?” Ian asked. “I’m pretty sure he—”

      “I mean the national police commissioner. She comes to all our events.”

      

      * * *

      Berit and Ian hadn’t made it very far before the front door opened and Ebba came running after them.

      “I really think you should stop interfering now,” she said, fixing her eyes on Berit. “If I’d known you were going to come over here and start accusing Dad, I never would have helped. Mum was furious when she found out I’d been talking to you.”

      Ian and Berit exchanged a knowing glance.

      “Your grandmother was murdered,” he said softly. “Surely you want her death to be investigated?”

      “No!”

      “What about Louise?” said Berit. “Wouldn’t she have wanted us to get to the bottom of what happened?”

      “Aunt Louise would have wanted us to be happy. ‘Family means helping one another.’ That’s what she always used to say.”

      “Favors and return favors,” Berit mumbled.

      “So do you think you’ll be able to go on being happy if you never find out what happened to her?” asked Ian. “If the truth never comes out?”

      “The truth is overrated,” Ebba snapped back. “Dad will be able to run the galleries in peace, and Carl-Wilhelm won’t have to worry about Simon always being the favorite. Mum can start working, too. You see? We’re all happier already, even without your truth.”

      The door opened again, and Ebba glanced anxiously over her shoulder. Elisabeth was standing in the doorway, illuminated from behind, like some kind of watchful, menacing shadow. Ebba gave Ian and Berit one last defiant look, then turned and walked toward her.

      “Shame,” Berit said as they followed the trail back toward the jetty. “I had real hopes for her. People with divided loyalties are always so much more interesting. But it looks like she’s taken their side after all. I wonder what it was that convinced her. Loyalty to her father, or fear of her mother?”

      “What the hell were you thinking, Berit? You removed an object from a crime scene! That button could be a key piece of evidence, and it might never be admissible in court now that you’ve—”

      “Not me, Louise,” Berit corrected him, but he wasn’t listening.

      “And for what? What were you hoping to achieve with your little stunt today? All you managed to do was get them to close ranks.”

      “Wait,” said Berit. She motioned for Ian to be quiet and moved deeper into the dark shadows among the trees.

      The front door of the villa opened again, and Elisabeth reemerged, now wearing a winter coat that was far too big for her. She cupped her hands around a lighter and took several drags on her cigarette. A moment later, her husband came out to join her. He looked all around and then hissed, “Where the hell were you when Louise died?”

      Elisabeth sucked on her cigarette again, and when she next spoke, she sounded so bored.

      “Where were you?”

      “I know you weren’t at home. The alarm was on all evening.”

      “You were hardly where you claim to have been either. I called the office, you know.”

      “I had to say something,” said Wilhelm. “The way that woman has been snooping about and poking her nose in!”

      “She’s irritating, for sure. I’m wondering whether I should give the police commissioner a call. I don’t want to overreact, though. It takes so little to make people talk.”

      “What did Simon say when you went to see him?” Wilhelm asked. “You’ve always stood up for him, but he’s planning something. I can feel it. I’m starting to think that Carl-Wilhelm might not be far off the mark. Why isn’t Simon a suspect?”

      Elisabeth took another drag. “Your mother’s death was an accident, was it not? She sighed. “I was hoping we’d be able to come to some sort of agreement with Simon now that Margrethe is out of the picture, but the man is completely indoctrinated. She still has him firmly in her clutches.”

      “Elisabeth…” Wilhelm sounded almost mournful. “I know you and my mother never got along…”

      She laughed. A raw, cruel laugh that made her husband grimace.

      “You weren’t too fond of the old witch yourself,” she pointed out.

      “Have you been drinking?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous.” Elisabeth turned her back to Wilhelm. “God, I hate this place. Why couldn’t she have bought a house in the South of France instead?”

      Wilhelm’s next question almost seemed to be torn out of him: “Where were you when my mother died?”

      Elisabeth stubbed out her cigarette.

      “Where were you?” she asked calmly. She held her husband’s eye, and he was the first to look away. “Thought as much,” she said as she headed back inside.
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          Sunday, 31 December
        

      
      Air temperature: 31°F

      Water temperature: 35°F

      Berit and Ian’s investigation had taken over the entire living room. She had spread a roll of paper over the Christmas tablecloth, and they had scribbled down everything they knew so far, supplementing it with sticky notes and pages torn out from her notebook.

      They were both hunched over the table, staring down at the same notes they had been studying for the past two days. Neither said a word, and for once, it wasn’t a comfortable silence.

      Berit glanced up at Ian’s solemn face. He had barely spoken to her since he found out she had taken the button from the crime scene.

      “Are you in a huff?” she asked.

      “No.”

      Berit raised an eyebrow.

      “I’m not in a huff,” he snapped.

      “Why don’t you just tell me off and get it over and done with so we can move forward?”

      It would be better for them both if he did, she thought. It would certainly help to ease the tense, awkward politeness that had taken over since their visit to Tallholmen, if nothing else.

      “I have no intention of telling you off,” he said.

      “It’ll make you feel better.”

      “I’d hardly be doing it for my own sake.”

      “Then do it for mine. I’ll feel better.”

      Ian sighed. The only emotion she could see on his serious, intelligent face was weary disappointment.

      “If you can’t see why what you did was wrong, it hardly makes any difference what I say.”

      “I just did what had to be done. Sven is going to shelve the entire investigation. The button would hardly have changed that, and I needed it.”

      At long last, she saw a flash of anger in his eye. Berit was glad. That anger was what kept him afloat during long investigations, and it was one of the reasons she had so much respect for him. It was a reminder that, for Ian, his job was personal.

      But he simply gritted his teeth. “I’ll make lunch,” he muttered.

      That meant tomato soup. He shook his head when he saw all the cans in the cupboard.

      “What?” said Berit. “It’s practical.”

      As they ate, Ian made polite small talk about the weather and his Christmas celebrations with his nieces and nephews. Berit didn’t bother to respond. These meaningless platitudes were unworthy of friendship. Perhaps she and Ian were just acquaintances after all. That should have come as a relief, but for some reason it made her feel weary.

      “I think this might even be worse than last New Year’s Eve,” she muttered to herself. “And that ended with someone dying.”

      “What did you say?”

      “Nothing. Nothing at all.”

      

      * * *

      Berit had already resigned herself to an extremely awkward New Year’s Eve when she saw Bosse’s Boat Taxi pull up to the jetty. Bosse was carrying two large bags of food, and Marie was just behind him, her arms full of bottles of champagne.

      As Ian helped them to unpack everything in the kitchen, Berit hurried through to the living room to tidy away their notes about the murder. She rolled up the sheet of paper and shoved everything into the sauna.

      Bosse ushered the others out of the kitchen and told them not to bother him. Marie took that as a sign to open the first bottle, and Berit gratefully took a glass from her.

      The cottage was full of life and voices again, and not even Ian’s manic politeness could dampen the mood. Marie set the table in the living room with Berit’s grandmother’s chipped old china service, and not long later Bosse came through with their first course: crispy potato cakes with whitefish roe, crème fraiche, and finely chopped red onion on top.

      Berit clearly hadn’t managed to tidy everything away, because Marie noticed a bright pink sticky note on the floor and bent down to pick it up. Margrethe 00:14, it said.

      “Is that when she died?” she asked with a shudder.

      Ian took the note from her and threw it into the fire.

      “That’s not something we need to think about now,” he said, though Berit knew that, like her, he was doing little else.

      Marie seemed relieved. “It’s just horrible…imagining two people dying out here in the space of just a few weeks.”

      “If it’d happened in the summer, I’m sure it would’ve been solved in no time,” said Bosse. “There’s two retired cops with summerhouses here on Ängsö, and another with a place on Gränö. They’d have solved the case, no doubt about it.”

      Ian and Berit exchanged a reluctant glance, and she was relieved to see a glimmer in his eye.

      “You could have added them to your collection of police officers,” he said.

      “I don’t collect police officers,” she shot back. “They just come into my life whether I want them to or not.”

      

      * * *

      Dinner was whitefish in a cream sauce with riced potato.

      “The Englishman said you’d been missing Swedish fish,” said Bosse.

      The dish was even better than Berit remembered it—much better than a madeleine as a shortcut to her childhood. She remembered her grandparents sitting at this very table after a long day of hauling in the nets and gutting the fish. The aromas, the sense of security…

      “You getting all bleary-eyed over a piece of fish?” Bosse asked in disbelief. “I’ll tell you right now: If you start blubbing and carrying on, I’m off.”

      “Would never even cross my mind,” Berit muttered, clearing her throat.

      

      As midnight approached, they took a bottle of champagne down to the jetty and stood by the twinkling fairy lights to watch the fireworks on the mainland. While Bosse and Marie were distracted by the colorful spectacle in the distance, Ian pulled Berit to one side.

      “OK,” he said quietly. “Out with it. What’s on your mind?”

      She saw his question as an olive branch, but it still bothered her that he could read her so easily. Typical Ian, only needing to focus on her rather than his own irritation for a moment to immediately understand how she felt. It was unsettling to be so close to someone who saw so much.

      Berit drank a mouthful of champagne and awkwardly gripped the glass in her mitten.

      “The problem with spiteful people is that they’re always so subtly convincing,” she said.

      “Carl-Wilhelm?”

      Berit nodded. “They focus on the worst aspects of human nature, and while they’re rarely right, they’re not all wrong either. Depressingly often, there’s a big enough grain of truth in their insinuations to do real damage. They make suggestions, twist things, and exaggerate, and it’s almost always impossible to prove them wrong.”

      “But?”

      “We have ignored Simon as a possible suspect. I can’t forget the look on his face when he saw Margrethe’s dead body. He loved her, but people have killed out of love before—or despite it.”

      “He was sitting right in front of us,” Ian pointed out.

      “He could have gotten someone else to kill her.”

      “OK, so what do you want to do?”

      “I want to visit Simon in Dalarna. To ask him about Margrethe and really listen to what he has to say this time. Carl-Wilhelm mentioned the organizational changes she wanted to make, and if anyone can tell us more about those, it’s Simon.”

      “If you’re going to start looking at him as a possible suspect, you’ll have to treat him like one, too. You can’t just swallow everything he says.”

      “Margrethe was someone who liked to be in control. The instructions for her funeral ran to ten pages. If she was planning to implement a radical restructuring of the foundation, I’m sure she wrote it down somewhere. I want to ask Simon if we can have a look around her office. If he says yes, then great, we’ll do just that. And if he says no…”

      “Then we’ve still learned something.”

      Berit nodded.

      On the mainland, one last firework exploded across the sky. Ian laughed and shook his head.

      “As though a remote island wasn’t bad enough, now you want to visit a potential killer in the middle of nowhere!”

      “It’s a gallery and a four-star hotel. I’m hardly going to be all alone.”

      “You definitely won’t be, because I’m coming with you. I’m not due back at work until the seventh of January. I got you into this mess, and I’m not going to abandon you now.”
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          Wednesday, 3 January
        

      
      They had been driving for hours, but when Ian checked the map of Sweden on his phone, it felt like they had barely moved at all.

      You would be able to get from London to Scotland in the same amount of time, he thought. Sweden really was a land of empty fields and dark forests.

      Ian glanced over to Berit as he drove. She seemed so stubborn and determined. He had seen the exact same look on her face twice before, in Great Diddling and in Lyon, and on both occasions she had gotten herself into an idiotic situation that anyone could see was dangerous.

      He wasn’t angry at her for taking the button; he was disappointed in himself. Ian knew what she was like, yet he had chosen to involve her in the investigation into Margrethe’s death. That meant he couldn’t exactly hold it against her for behaving like the amateur detective she was. He shouldn’t have lost his patience with her. Ian was as annoyed at his own lack of self-control as he was embarrassed at having gotten her involved in the first place.

      The button was a reminder that Berit didn’t follow any rules in her hunt for the truth. In her world, the ends justified the means, but as a police officer he knew just how risky that approach could be. The rules were there for a reason, and no matter how much he admired Berit’s intelligence and eye, simply unmasking the killer wasn’t enough. You had to ensure they were brought to justice, too. Despite what she had achieved in previous cases, there was no denying that she had seriously damaged the chances of securing a conviction this time around, and he simply couldn’t overlook or ignore that fact. He was a police officer. His first loyalty had to be with the force.

      They took the E16 from Gävle, passing Falun and Borlänge, place names that raced by without making any real impression on Ian. Just after Malung, they left the main road and spent almost an hour driving through a stunningly beautiful winter landscape.

      “Doesn’t all this empty countryside make you think about magical creatures like elves and trolls?” he asked in an attempt to lighten the mood. “There’s something frightening and unspoiled about these huge forests. Anything could be hiding among the trees.”

      “They’re man-made,” Berit muttered. “The trees are too close together. There’d be no room for the elves or trolls. Just like all the other wild creatures, we’ve forced them into a corner. We’ve destroyed all the real wilderness.”

      “You’re not the most romantic soul, are you?”

      “My soul is romantic enough,” Berit replied. “It’s the world that’s cynical. Why else do you think I write? In my books, the forests are all wild and the magical creatures are protected.”

      

      * * *

      They appeared without warning, lurking among the trees like members of an army. Strange, human-sized figures made from metal, at once alarmingly realistic and oddly warped. They had been positioned in such a way that they weren’t immediately obvious, registering with a person’s subconscious instead in order to excite or upset, possibly even unsettle. Ian wasn’t sure he would have noticed them at all if it wasn’t for the snow, but as it was, the dark metal stood in stark contrast to the white background.

      They were like a kind of vanguard, he thought, and sure enough before long they reached a forest glade containing a perfectly ordinary parking area. Ian parked the car, and he and Berit started walking along a narrow trail through the woods. The signs guiding them toward reception felt depressingly bland in such a magical setting.

      The gallery was a large, blocklike structure that demanded attention rather than gently drawing the eye in. Buildings like that usually communicated with their surroundings, thought Ian, but this one seemed to be actively fighting against it. Behind them, the forest suddenly felt dark and compact, as though it could sense the challenge posed by the building. A clash of modernity and nature, brought to life through huge expanses of steel and glass. The result left visitors feeling unsettled by what had been right in front of them all along.

      Simon met them by the entrance to the hotel section. It was grand and brightly lit, as dazzlingly white as the snow outside. There was no boring reception desk inside. Instead, dark video art was being projected onto the wall. It felt more like walking into an exhibition than a place to stay, thought Ian.

      Berit looked around the space. “Margrethe wanted people to feel uncomfortable,” she said.

      “Very few visitors notice that right away,” Simon replied. “Margrethe believed that modern life has alienated us. We spend so much time hiding behind our screens. In order to feel something, we need to be shaken up.” He gestured to a wall of small hutches behind him. “And have our phones taken away.”

      “I’ll hang on to mine, thanks,” said Ian.

      “Everyone has to leave their phone; that’s the rule. No exceptions. You’ll be given a unique access code for your box, so you’re always welcome to come back here to listen to any voicemails or check your emails.”

      Berit didn’t hesitate to lock her phone away, and Ian reluctantly followed her example. It wasn’t that he couldn’t cope without access to his inbox. On the contrary, he was more than happy to ignore his emails. But the police officer in him felt a powerful reluctance to be unreachable in an emergency.

      Or to be unable to call for help, if needed.

      Berit studied the vast white wall. “Louise’s portrait of Margrethe could hang here,” she said. “It would be perfect.”

      Simon stared at her in surprise.

      “She and Margrethe had very different ideas about what art should be,” he said after a moment. “That was one of the many reasons why they never saw eye to eye. Louise believed that art should be representational. Technically impressive. Uplifting. But Margrethe thought it should upset and provoke, that it should force us to look at the world and ourselves in a new light. And you can’t do that if you’re holding the viewer’s hand. You saw for yourself how Margrethe reacted to Louise’s portrait.”

      “I don’t mean the one she gave her for her birthday. She painted another portrait, one that definitely didn’t hold any hands. One of the best portraits I’ve ever seen. It captured Margrethe’s ruthlessness perfectly. No one who saw that painting would ever have any illusions about her.”

      “Then she should have given her that one instead,” Simon said after a brief pause. “Margrethe always preferred honesty to flattery.”

      “Louise didn’t paint it until after her death.”

      “Interesting,” said Simon. “Makes you wonder what changed.”

      “Indeed,” said Berit. “That’s what I’ve been asking myself.”

      

      * * *

      Once they had checked into their rooms, Simon gave them a guided tour of the various exhibitions, including the artwork they had seen on their drive. The statues were by a Soviet defector who had sought asylum in Sweden in the 1970s and then spent the rest of his life creating grotesque, arresting figures out of metal. Following the Russian invasion of Ukraine, a number of critics had demanded that Margrethe stop exhibiting his work.

      “But she refused,” said Simon. “‘If we can’t even show art by Russian dissidents here in Sweden, then democracy truly is dead.’ That’s what she said.”

      Berit took in each piece with a slight frown, as though she was trying to pinpoint their true essence. With some, she glared at them like she was attempting to stare them down, and with others she simply nodded in mutual understanding. Regardless of whether she liked them or not, she gave them her full attention.

      Simon seemed to have an instinctive reaction to Berit’s behavior. He had been hiding behind his professional role when they first arrived, giving them a scripted tour that said more about Margrethe than himself. But in the face of Berit’s intellectual curiosity and considered questions, he began to open up. His genuine enthusiasm for the art made him far more interesting.

      A world-famous chef ran the restaurant on the site, and Simon had arranged for Ian and Berit to have the best table there. It was set for two, but Berit insisted on him joining them. Simon asked the waiter to add another place setting, then had a quick chat with the sommelier before sitting down opposite them. Before long, the sommelier returned with a bottle of natural wine from the Loire Valley. A tray of local delicacies was already waiting for them on the table.

      Ian took a sip of his wine and helped himself to one of the smoked sausages. It was exquisite, as perfect as everything else around them. But despite that, he couldn’t quite enjoy himself. On the other side of the large windows, the dark forest felt as though it was lying in wait. The lighting in the restaurant was subdued, the trees outside dramatically lit, giving nature an imposing presence it was impossible to ignore. The darkness, the snow, and the cold air were all so intrusive that sitting inside in the warmth began to feel just as luxurious as the food and wine.

      Berit took charge of the conversation, her carefully crafted questions probing Simon’s personality. The gallery was his home turf, and he seemed much more urbane and confident than he had in the past. He hadn’t been able to relax during Margrethe’s birthday dinner; the rest of the family had made sure of that. Ian thought about the contrast between the young man’s cosmopolitan attitude and the rest of the Cullberg-Franzéns’ provincial, financially driven view of art, and he realized just what a threat Simon must have been to them. It was obvious why Margrethe had preferred him to her biological family.

      And why not? She had created him, though Simon claimed that she hadn’t tried to shape him in her own image. Ian wasn’t so sure about that. In his experience, that was something people could rarely resist when given the chance. To them, everything was black-and-white, right and wrong, their own views correct and others’ misplaced. Why would they try to shape someone to be different from them if they believed their own way of doing things was the right way?

      Berit took a sip of her wine and, in a breezy, conversational tone, asked, “Why did you say no to the role of artistic director?”

      “When they offered it to me after Louise died and the financiers got cold feet, you mean? No thanks. The family doesn’t give a damn about Margrethe’s legacy or memory; they’ve made that perfectly clear.”

      For the first time, Simon had revealed more than intended. His words were dripping with bitterness.

      “But you said Elisabeth was kind to you?” Berit reminded him.

      “Yes, but that was a long time ago now. You saw her at the funeral. She was the one who took charge of the whole thing, and she just decided to ignore Margrethe’s wishes. I can’t forgive that.”

      “To me, it seemed like Wilhelm was the one in charge,” said Ian. “He definitely gave the longest speech, anyway.”

      Both Berit and Simon shook their heads in unison.

      “Speech!” Simon spat. “Anyone can give a speech. The person pulling the strings is the one with the real power, and that’s Elisabeth.”

      “It’s quite a feminine form of power, isn’t it?” Berit mused. “Influencing events without being seen. You might not get the praise you deserve, but that also means you don’t shoulder the blame when things go wrong. I wonder whether Wilhelm is used to having a strong woman making the decisions.”

      “I’m not going to let them destroy Margrethe’s life’s work, in any case,” said Simon. “They think they can do whatever they want with her galleries because they have the most shares and control the foundation, but they don’t understand what her life’s work really is.”

      “Go on,” said Ian.

      “It’s an idea. A dream. A vision. It’ll continue to exist if enough people dream it, and the narrow-minded philistines who only care about budgets and profits can’t do a thing about it.”

      “In my experience, those are precisely the things that pose a threat to free ideas,” said Berit.

      “Wilhelm and Elisabeth aren’t the only stakeholders. There are financiers, donors, politicians, cultural figures. If the family continues the way they’re going right now, they’ll soon run into opposition from people with much more power than me.”

      “You called Louise the day she died, didn’t you?” said Berit.

      Simon stared at her for a moment, sipping his red wine before he replied in a carefully considered tone:

      “Yes. I called her from here, just before twelve. We spoke for four minutes. I wanted to discuss the memorial she had planned, but she didn’t have any updates for me, just said it would be ready ‘when it was ready.’ I was here all day, and that evening I gave a presentation to a group from Rotary who were eating dinner here. There are at least twenty independent witnesses who can corroborate that.”

      Yet again, Simon had a perfect alibi, thought Ian. At the time of the first murder, he had been sitting right in front of him and Berit, and during the second he had been giving a talk to a group of people.

      “What were the organizational changes Margrethe had planned?” asked Berit.

      The abrupt change of topic briefly stumped Simon.

      “Her last big project. To ensure the galleries would survive and continue to develop.” He hesitated before going on in what felt like a much more reluctant tone, as if he thought he might be bigging himself up too much. “I was meant to take over. I hope I don’t need to explain that that was Margrethe’s idea, not mine. I actually argued against the whole plan. I’ve never thought I was competent enough to fill her shoes. In all honesty, I’m not sure anyone could. We’ll probably need an entire team. But she reassured me”—for the first time that evening, his voice broke, and he swallowed—“She swore she would be around for years to come. She would never retire, she said. They would have to carry her cold, dead body out of her office.”

      “If Margrethe was planning these big changes, she must have had something written down,” said Berit. “Notes, minutes, something that showed what she wanted to happen going forward.”

      “Of course, a huge amount. Margrethe was the kind of person who documented everything. She wanted her archive to be preserved and donated once she was gone. There’s even a list of approved options. But the family has ignored all of that, yet again. I don’t think they want anyone to go through her papers.”

      “If she left instructions, couldn’t you use those to fight any changes they want to make?” Berit suggested.

      “What’s the point? If they’re willing to ignore her express wishes for her funeral, what good are a few files on a computer really going to do?”

      “Speaking of the instructions for her funeral… Did she ever show them to you?”

      “Yes.” Simon hesitated, then said, “And I can see why the others ignored them. It would’ve been pretty embarrassing. The image of the happy, loving family would’ve started to crack.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Just that it would be hard to square that with the fact that her own son and daughter weren’t even invited. Margrethe left a comprehensive list of everyone she wanted to be there. I read the whole thing, and Wilhelm and Louise weren’t on it.”
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          Thursday, 4 January
        

      
      Ian woke surrounded by bright light.

      It took him a few seconds to realize that he wasn’t having some sort of near-death, out-of-body experience and that it was just glare of the sun on the snow illuminating his room through the thin curtains. He felt tired and weary after the long drive, the guided tour around the gallery, and the two bottles of red wine they had drunk with dinner, but after a hot, leisurely shower, he headed down to breakfast. An egg-white omelet with smoked salmon and trout roe—followed by a perfectly frothed cappuccino—set him up for the day.

      Simon met them once they had finished eating and took them over to Margrethe’s office on the first floor of a separate building. The room had a number of huge windows looking out onto the snow-covered trees outside.

      Ian was used to trying to get a sense of a person by searching the spaces they had left behind, but he had never seen Berit do the same before. It was fascinating to watch, and he found himself spending as much time focused on her as the room itself.

      She had an absent look on her face, and her movements were slow, as though she was absorbing the atmosphere rather than consciously taking in her surroundings. Despite that, he suspected her eyes weren’t missing a single thing as they scanned the office in front of her.

      After a moment or two, Berit walked over to the desk. The furniture was all custom-built in pale wood, sleek and Scandinavian. There wasn’t a cord in sight, nor anything as unsightly as printouts or any other documents. Berit seemed to be looking for a computer, and Simon went over to help. A quick click caused a screen to pop up, and he opened a couple of hidden compartments: one containing a mouse, another a keyboard. The computer itself was concealed within the desk. Simon powered it up and filled in Margrethe’s log-in details.

      “She gave you her password?” asked Ian.

      “Margrethe wasn’t someone who had the patience to write her own emails. She dictated everything.”

      Once he had logged in, Simon left Berit to explore the computer. It didn’t take her long to find a provisional organizational chart, and a simple search brought up the list of invitees for the funeral.

      “He was right,” she told Ian. “Wilhelm and Louise aren’t on the list.”

      “I tried to convince her to add them,” Simon spoke up. “It would have looked so bad if they weren’t invited. For her, I mean.”

      Berit nodded distractedly. “She seems to have liked sketching things out,” she said. “The organizational chart, outlines, plans. All done by hand and then scanned.”

      “Margrethe thought best with a pen in her hand,” said Simon. “She had to sketch things out to really understand them conceptually, and then she added keywords so that she’d remember everything—and got someone else to scan them, of course. She loved the possibilities afforded to her by technology, but she was a fundamentally analog person.”

      As Berit continued to look through the files, Ian moved over to the bookshelf. He noticed a copy of the book Berit had borrowed from Tallholmen and wondered whether she had ever found anything in it.

      On one of the shelves, there was a handsome box made from what looked like walnut. He opened the lid and showed Berit what was inside.

      “A Dictaphone,” she said, sounding surprised.

      It was an old model, one Ian recognized from when he first joined the police force. Beside it, there were several small cassette tapes, some labeled, others not.

      Ian pressed Play. He heard the familiar click of the recorder starting, and a moment later Margrethe’s voice filled the office.

      It sounded exactly as he remembered it, deep and husky and inimitable, and for a split second it felt like he had been transported back to her birthday dinner. To the tense atmosphere. The storm that had just passed. I could do with a quick walk. If only he had stopped her!

      Berit and Simon were staring at the Dictaphone in shock.

      “What is she saying?” Ian asked.

      Berit started translating in a low voice: “I’m worried that Wilhelm may kill someone. Since the incident with the cats, I’m increasingly convinced it will happen one day.”

      Her voice mixed with Margrethe’s. Both were speaking in a monotonous tone. Distanced, almost cold.

      “I met a psychologist at a cocktail party today, and he told me he specialized in abnormal psychology. Torturing animals is one of the first signs that something is wrong. A kind of gateway activity, you might call it. If they start killing animals, apparently there is a high degree of likelihood that they will one day move on to killing people. I came so close to giving myself away during our conversation. I asked him where the urge to mutilate and maim comes from, to cause other living creatures such pain and suffering. Did he think my questions were purely theoretical? I just don’t understand it, and I can barely think about the poor little things without feeling queasy.”

      Simon’s hands were now gripping the back of the desk chair so tightly that his knuckles had turned white.

      Margrethe continued, and Berit did the same:

      “But who might he kill? A stranger? Some unfortunate young woman he falls for, or possibly me—the mother who has always stood in his way, the woman he blames for all his faults and shortcomings? Perhaps he is right. Perhaps I am in some way responsible for this monster. My own flesh and blood. My God, what have I created?”
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          Saturday, 6 January
        

      
      The police station in Haninge was largely quiet, the reception area closed. Despite that, there was a kind of electricity in the air, which Ian recognized from his own work back in the United Kingdom. It was the energy of an investigation on the brink of a breakthrough. Wilhelm had been brought in for questioning, and Sven had agreed to let Ian observe the interview.

      The Swedish detective explained that the tape from Margrethe’s Dictaphone had been sent off for analysis. He led Ian to the meeting room, where a young detective inspector was waiting to interpret for him. The man spoke English with a cut-glass accent that made him sound like an actor in a costume drama.

      There was no time to discuss the case any further. Sven simply pointed to the screen showing the feed from the interrogation room, then hurried off to prepare.

      It was incredibly kind of Sven to let him listen in on the interview. Ian knew that. The same offer hadn’t been extended to Berit, and after the incident with the button, he could understand why. She was waiting for him at their hotel in Stockholm, where they had been staying since they got back from Dalarna yesterday afternoon.

      On the computer screen, Ian saw Wilhelm and his solicitor sitting in silence. It wasn’t Paul Cederquist, the lawyer from the birthday dinner. This man was younger, around the same age as Wilhelm. They actually looked remarkably alike, with their expensive suits, slicked back  hair, white teeth, and neat nails. Despite that, it wasn’t hard to work out who was the lawyer and who was the client. Wilhelm was visibly impatient and irritated. He kept looking around with displeasure, as though he was composing a negative review of the interview room in his head. By contrast, the lawyer looked bored. He had likely been in a similar setting countless times before and was completely unperturbed.

      Sven came into the room with his arms full of folders and notepads. He shook hands with both men in an apologetic, almost confused manner, then took a seat opposite them. Ian watched as he picked up his notepad and patted himself down. Looked around. In the end, the lawyer had to offer him a pen from his expensive leather briefcase. His mouth curled disdainfully as he did so, and Wilhelm looked more impatient than ever.

      “He did that deliberately,” Ian mumbled to himself. “Smart move. Makes them underestimate him.”

      Sven glanced down at his papers.

      “Where were you on Saturday the eleventh of November, between…let’s say three in the afternoon and two the next morning?”

      “I was at the office until fairly late,” Wilhelm replied, though he sounded uncomfortable. The lawyer noticed his tone and frowned. Having a client lie in an interview was never a good thing. “And then I went home and slept all night.”

      “What about when your mother died? You previously stated that you…”—the detective glanced down again—“Were with your wife when you both heard a scream?”

      Wilhelm cleared his throat. “That’s correct,” he said.

      Sven nodded. Let the uncomfortable silence stretch out. Wilhelm’s gaze started to drift.

      “How would you describe your relationship with your mother?” Sven asked suddenly.

      “What do you mean?”

      When he next spoke, the detective’s tone was courteous. “Did the two of you get on? Were you fond of each other?”

      “I suppose so.”

      The lawyer chose that moment to intervene. “I’m sure we could spend all day talking about our relationships with our mothers, Detective, but you still haven’t told us why we’re here.”

      “Did your mother generally dictate her letters?” Sven asked, ignoring him.

      “What?”

      “Your mother, Margrethe Cullberg-Franzén. Did she use a Dictaphone?”

      “Yes, I, uh, believe so…”

      Sven reached for his phone. “Did she ever send you letters?”

      A certain guardedness had appeared in Wilhelm’s eye. “My mother spent long periods of time living abroad. She used to dictate her letters to me and then have her secretary type them up. The letters I received were all typed, with her name scrawled at the bottom. For all I know she had her secretary sign them, too. My mother was never particularly keen on admin.”

      “Is that how she thought of writing letters to you?” Sven asked in surprise. “As admin?”

      “I meant other types of admin,” Wilhelm clarified.

      “Would you be willing to listen to a short recording and confirm whether or not the voice is your mother’s?”

      The lawyer placed a warning hand on Wilhelm’s arm. “My client is happy to listen, but he is not an expert in voice analysis.”

      “His opinion is just fine. If needed, we can always bring in an independent expert.”

      The lawyer nodded, and Sven pressed Play.

      Ian heard Margrethe’s voice fill the interrogation room. Her melodic, oddly international intonation, something so singsong about it. The anxiety. The fear. Beside him, the young police officer’s face paled as he reluctantly continued to translate everything he heard.

      A look of disapproval passed over the lawyer’s face, and by the time they reached the part where Margrethe described exactly what Wilhelm had done to the poor cat, not even he could manage to look blasé any longer.

      A client suspected of having murdered his mother was clearly no issue for him, but apparently he drew the line at detailed descriptions of the torture and crucifixion of a cat.

      The last of Wilhelm’s superior attitude vanished without a trace. First, he seemed to be gripped by shock, then dismay.

      “That simply isn’t true! It… I never touched any cats!”

      “But this is your mother’s voice?”

      “You must have done something to the recording! It’s one of those…what’s it called...a deep fake!”

      “The recording was made on a Dictaphone. We’ve sent off both the device and the tape for analysis. Only two sets of fingerprints were found on either. Visiting detective Ian Ahmed’s, and your mother’s.”

      “Someone must have tampered with them! They must have!”

      The lawyer had regained control of himself. “Regardless of whose voice is on the tape—and we admit nothing at this stage—you cannot prove that these claims are true.”

      “Why would his mother lie about such a thing?”

      “Who can say what her reasons were. But even if the incident did occur as described—as unpalatable as that would be—it is hardly a police matter. The statute of limitations for animal torture is set at five years.”

      “There’s no statute of limitations on murder,” Sven said softly. “Margrethe was clearly worried that her son might kill her, and she was later pushed to her death on an island where Wilhelm also happened to be present.”

      “How long has it been since people used physical Dictaphone tapes?” countered the lawyer. “Twenty years? Longer? You can’t seriously be claiming there is any direct link between the tape and the accident out on Tallholmen? Do you have any physical evidence to tie my client to the death? Any proof that it even was murder?” He paused in order to see what Sven had to say for himself. “No?” he continued in a superior tone.

      Watching the interview over the computer screen, Ian felt like punching him.

      “We have a motive,” said Sven. “Margrethe had just fired your client.”

      “What you have is circumstantial, DCI Lindqvist.” The lawyer got to his feet. “Come on, Wilhelm. We’ve been more than accommodating so far. I presume you aren’t planning to hold my client on such shaky grounds?”

      Sven shook his head.

      Wilhelm struggled to his feet.

      “I never touched any goddamn cats!” he said as the lawyer practically dragged him out of the room.

      

      * * *

      “As much as it pains me to admit it, the lawyer is right,” Sven told Ian. He was leaning back against the table in the meeting room, having sent the young detective on his way. “It is all circumstantial—and weak, at that. I’ve reached out to the foundation to check which security passes were used on the day Louise died, so with a bit of luck I’ll be able to prove he was lying about his alibi. But even if that does happen, I still can’t tie him to the scene at the time of her death.”

      “It’ll come,” said Ian. “One step at a time. Just focus on the tape for now. You saw his reaction. He recognized Margrethe’s voice, and he was shocked. If you keep digging, you’ll find something. No matter how smart a killer thinks they are, they always leave something behind. And how often do we have the victim themself pointing the finger from beyond the grave?”

      “My job would be a lot easier if I had that coat button,” said Sven. He sounded more regretful than accusatory, but Ian felt guilty all the same.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. He really meant it. “I should have stopped her, or—”

      “How? You were in England when it happened, weren’t you?”

      “I should never have gotten her mixed up in this! It’s all my fault.”

      “You obviously know her far better than I do, but from what I’ve seen of Berit so far, I seriously doubt she would have stayed out of it all that long either way. You can’t be held responsible for what she got up to when you weren’t even in the country. What’s done is done. No point crying over spilled milk. Is that a saying in English, too? We’ll just have to keep working to tie him to the crime scene some other way.”

      Ian held out his card.

      “I’m flying home tomorrow,” he said. “But you can always give me a call if there’s anything I can do to help. Anything at all.”

      Sven nodded and tucked the card into his inside pocket. “I might just do that.”

      “Keep an eye on Berit for me, will you? Let me know if she comes up with anything. I’ll jump straight on the next flight back out here.”

      

      * * *

      When Ian got back to the hotel in Stockholm, Berit was waiting for him in the bar, and she wasn’t alone. The “lawyer and family friend,” Paul Cederquist, was sitting beside her. He got up when he saw Ian approaching and recommended the burgundy. It was, he said, “quite acceptable.”

      Ian ordered a glass of the house red.

      Berit was already nursing a beer.

      “What you must understand is that I am not Wilhelm’s personal lawyer,” Cederquist explained. “I wasn’t present for the interview today, as I’m sure you already know. I represented Margrethe. It’s true that I feel a certain loyalty toward the family, but my first duty remains to her.”

      Berit took a sip from her glass. “And yet you ignored her instructions for the funeral.”

      Cederquist waved his hand dismissively. “That was for her own good,” he said. “I have no regrets.” He hesitated and looked down into his wineglass, as if he was expecting to find answers there. Swirled the liquid and took a deep breath in through his nose. “I have to ask myself: Would Margrethe really have wanted her son to end up in court?”

      “That’s not the only question you need to ask,” said Ian. “You should also be asking whether you want Wilhelm to walk free and potentially even kill more people.”

      “Margrethe wouldn’t have wanted her death to be swept under the carpet,” said Berit. “She didn’t believe in shying away from uncomfortable truths. But I suppose the rest of the family wouldn’t be too pleased if you went to the police.”

      “It was the statutory share of inheritance…” Cederquist sounded unhappy.

      Berit leaned back in her armchair. She had her arms on the rests and her knees spread. Her face was intense, focused.

      “Go on,” she said.

      “Margrethe was obsessed with trying to bypass it. She was determined to leave the entire foundation to Simon, but the way it was set up made that impossible—as I told her several times.”

      “And there was no way of getting around it?” asked Ian.

      “Such is the law.”

      Ian raised an eyebrow. “I’ve never come across a law that isn’t full of loopholes—not if you’ve got enough money, that is. Are you really saying there was nothing you or some other expensive lawyer could do?”

      Cederquist’s eyes started to wander.

      “There are ways, I suppose, but Wilhelm would have appealed. I told Margrethe that, too. He wouldn’t have accepted that kind of snub, simple as that. The man worked for the foundation, for goodness’ sake.”

      Or he did until Margrethe fired him, thought Ian.

      “And did Margrethe accept what you told her?” Berit asked.

      “I don’t know,” he admitted. “She stopped asking me about it in any case.”

      “When?” asked Ian.

      “I couldn’t give you an exact date… Sometime toward the end of the summer, I think. Two or so months before she died. You can see how it looks! She was investigating ways to cut Wilhelm out of her will…”

      “And a couple of months later, she was dead,” Ian finished the sentence for him.
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          Thursday, 1 February
        

      
      Air temperature: 34°F

      Water temperature: 33°F

      The bay by Berit’s cottage had frozen, and the snow made it impossible to tell where the land ended and the sea began. It was as though the snow had suffocated all color other than the dark, steel-gray waves beyond, and the water was like some sort of jagged wound amid all the whiteness.

      Berit could see the fox’s tracks on the ground. It did loops of the island, likely increasingly desperate as the snow continued to fall. What could it possibly find to eat somewhere as cold and isolated as this?

      She cleared the paths to the jetty and the toilet, but that was as far as her world currently stretched. The trails across the rest of Ängsö had long since vanished beneath the blanket of wet snow. The work made her back ache, but she didn’t mind; it forced her to focus, temporarily drowning out all other thoughts.

      The case was still lingering at the back of her mind. Ian was convinced that Wilhelm was responsible for his mother’s and sister’s deaths, but what did she think?

      The Dictaphone tape had affected her more than she cared to admit. She could still hear the click as Ian pressed Play, followed by Margrethe’s voice thundering around the room. The volume must have been turned up as high as it would go. I’m worried that Wilhelm may kill someone.

      It wasn’t just the brutal, detailed descriptions that had stayed with her. There had been something about Margrethe’s voice, too. At times, she had almost sounded bored as she listed the terrible things her son had done to those poor creatures. A form of emotional self-defense, no doubt, but something that bothered Berit nonetheless. It was like listening to a narrator who was unsuited to a particular audiobook: The story was shocking and affecting, but the voice itself was almost nonchalant.

      Could a man who was capable of such cruelty to defenseless young cats have killed his mother? Absolutely. Berit knew as well as anyone nowadays that serial killers often experiment with animals before moving on to people.

      That didn’t mean he really had done it, however. She assumed it was entirely possible for a man to feel certain…violent urges and learn not to act on them. To develop strict self-control and refuse to ever let it drop. As a child, he hadn’t been able to resist, but perhaps the adult version of him could?

      Berit had to admit that she didn’t understand the impulse in the slightest. Her complete lack of interest in serial killers was probably a real weakness when it came to her writing, but excessive evil simply bored her out of her wits. What she found fascinating was the banality of evil, as Hannah Arendt had written about, the kind of thing that could be found everywhere—and sometimes even within us.

      Berit had never met a serial killer, and she desperately hoped she never would. Having taken lives didn’t make a person interesting, and she found the men who flirted with that sort of thing more ridiculous than anything. Psychopaths and sociopaths seemed to be everywhere nowadays, and she had never really understood what distinguished them from regular arseholes. And arseholes had always existed.

      She put down her snow shovel and topped up the bird feeder. They were getting through three fat balls a day at the moment, plus half an apple for the blackbird, and the snow on the ground beneath the tree was covered in tracks, a mandala of delicate prints.

      Berit kicked the wet snow from her boots by the porch and hung her damp jacket on a hook by the fire. She then made herself some coffee and wandered over to the bookshelf with her cup. It was overloaded with all sorts of books: several titles about the flora and fauna of the archipelago, beautiful photographic books about the sea and ships; dozens of paperbacks, mostly bought on a whim. The majority were crime novels, both Swedish and English, depending on whether she had bought them while she was coming or going. Berit trailed a finger over the spines, over the Grishams, Childs, and Connellys. Everything she knew about violent psychopaths came from these books, but how reliable a source were they?

      Right then, her phone started ringing. Simon again. He had called several times over the past few weeks and sounded increasingly agitated every time. Any confidence he had felt at being able to protect Margrethe’s legacy had now given way to frustration and impatience.

      “Why aren’t the police doing anything?” he asked.

      “They need evidence,” Berit replied. She sat down in her armchair in the extension and gazed out at the great tits and nuthatches on the pine trees as she sipped her coffee.

      “Margrethe herself practically said he was going to kill her! How much more evidence do they need?”

      Berit thought back to how pale Simon’s face had looked that day in Dalarna, when he heard Margrethe’s voice again. He had been moved, yes, but was he surprised? Or had he already had some idea about what might be on the recording?

      She decided to ask him straight-out.

      “Do you really think I would have let her go out in the dark if I’d suspected even half of what was on that tape?” he replied.

      Berit shook her head. She didn’t like hearing the obsession in his voice. The truth was that she was fond of Simon. Somehow, he had made it through Margrethe’s version of the school of hard knocks relatively unscathed.

      “Simon,” she said. “You can’t keep living your life for Margrethe. Sooner or later, you’re going to have to find a way to live for yourself.”

      “How can I, when her killer is still out there somewhere? And when everything she worked so hard to build is being torn down!”

      

      * * *

      “They’re working on it,” Ian told Berit when he called later that same day. “But it takes time to build a case. It’s not like in films, where they uncover the killer after just a few days. Everything needs to be checked and double-checked. And the forensic analysis isn’t exactly quick, either. They’ve managed to verify that the voice on the tape was Margrethe’s, and it hadn’t been manipulated. Neither the Dictaphone nor the kind of tape it uses is on sale anymore, so it’s hard to see how someone could have tampered with them.”

      “What about Louise? Has Sven made any progress there?”

      “He’s managed to prove that Wilhelm was lying about his alibi. He wasn’t at the office. His security pass wasn’t used all weekend, and no one logged in using his credentials. No one was there at all. The alarm in the office was armed all evening.”

      “So why did he lie?” asked Berit. “Surely he must have known it would look bad?”

      “If there’s one thing I’ve learned in my time as a police officer, it’s this: You don’t have to be smart to be guilty.”
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          Friday, 2 February
        

      
      Air temperature: 38°F

      Water temperature: 34°F

      Simon wasn’t the only member of the Cullberg-Franzén family who had taken an interest in the police investigation. A day later, Berit got a call from Elisabeth, asking if she could meet her at a restaurant in central Stockholm—and that was hardly because she missed Berit’s dazzling company. The next Waxholm ferry wasn’t scheduled to depart for another few weeks, so Berit sent a message to Marie, who replied that she could take her.

      The streets in the city were wet and slushy, but Berit decided to trudge the short distance from Östermalmstorg metro station to the restaurant, Sturehof.

      Elisabeth was already there when she arrived, slouched back on one of the banquettes by the window, looking rich and bored. An extremely expensive winter coat was nonchalantly draped over the back of the chair opposite, a glass of champagne on the table in front of her. The minute Berit sat down, she waved to the waiter to order another.

      Berit made no attempt to hide that she was studying her. It felt as though she had never really seen Elisabeth before, as though she always faded into the background slightly when surrounded by her family. And during the birthday dinner out on Tallholmen, she had transformed into a caricature of herself.

      There was no denying that Elisabeth Cullberg-Franzén was a strikingly beautiful woman. Her drinking hadn’t caused her to age prematurely, as it did with some people. Instead, it had erased any sense of personality. Everything about her was faded and hollowed out, as though life itself took up so much of her energy that she couldn’t drum up much enthusiasm for anything else. Her skin was pale, verging on translucent, and her hair was such a light shade of blond that, in the dim light of the restaurant, it almost looked white.

      Elisabeth’s fingers were so slim that Berit found herself wondering how she managed to keep her huge diamond engagement ring on her finger, and Elisabeth started absent-mindedly twisting it as she asked: “Do you know what the real problem is with the Cullberg-Franzéns?”

      Berit took a sip of her champagne. It was dry and delicious. “Is that why I’m here? So you can tell me?”

      “They can’t stand one another, but they’re also obsessed with themselves. Mother, father, children. It’s all so infantile, the way they refuse to grow up and move on. If you ask me, Margrethe’s death is the best thing that could have happened to them.” Elisabeth looked Berit straight in the eye. “Did I shock you?”

      “I’m not easily shocked,” Berit replied.

      “I should have said mother and children,” Elisabeth continued. “Their father is completely irrelevant in this context. He’s not dead, if that’s what you’re thinking.” She glanced up at Berit again to gauge her reaction.

      “I know.”

      “Irrelevant in the context, though. Don’t you agree?”

      Berit waited for her to get to the point.

      “What did the police say to Wilhelm?” Elisabeth asked. She sounded as nonchalant as ever, as though she was simply making small talk about the weather, but that didn’t fool Berit. This was the reason she had gotten in touch.

      The interesting question was whether Wilhelm knew that his wife had reached out to Berit.

      “He was so upset when he got home from the police interview,” Elisabeth continued. “I’ve never seen him reach for the bottle of cognac as quickly. That’s normally my first move.”

      Yet again, she gave Berit a quick glance, to see how her frankness was going down. Berit wondered whether she was used to hiding behind it.

      “I wasn’t there for the interview.”

      “And if you knew what was said, I’m sure you wouldn’t tell me anyway. I suppose I’m as much a suspect as anyone else.” Elisabeth fixed her eyes on Berit. “My husband didn’t kill her.”

      Berit couldn’t decide whether or not Elisabeth really believed what she had just said. The woman was an incredibly good liar.

      She wondered how Elisabeth would react if she told her about Margrethe’s Dictaphone tape. Or did she already know? She searched Elisabeth’s face for some sign that she knew about her husband’s violent past, but all she could see was the hard, glittering surface that Elisabeth chose to show the world.

      “How can you be so sure?” she asked.

      “He wouldn’t have the balls. Whoops, was that a little too vulgar for you? Look, I love my husband, but I also see him for what he is: a mummy’s boy. There was a time, early on in our relationship, when I thought he might actually manage to escape her clutches… I was naive, of course. In the choice between wife and mother, the mother always wins. She got her claws into him much earlier, after all.”

      “Is that what Margrethe did? Got her claws into Wilhelm?”

      “Did you know that she used to dictate letters to him listing everything he needed to do to be successful? In one of them, she talked about the Stanford marshmallow experiment. Do you know what that is?”

      “Yes,” Berit replied. “A group of psychologists left some children alone in a room with a marshmallow. If they resisted the urge to eat it, the researcher gave them a second one when they returned to the room. The psychologists then followed the children’s progress to see how successful they were in later life. The ones who managed to resist the marshmallow did better than those who lacked impulse control.”

      “Exactly. Wilhelm—”

      “A completely worthless experiment,” Berit continued. “The researchers didn’t even account for class as a control variable. It’s hardly surprising that a child who has never gone hungry would find it easier to resist a treat than one who often does. Or that a child from a loving home would find it easier to trust that an adult will do as they say. The only thing it proved is that rich children will enjoy more success in life.”

      “Pff, well, Margrethe believed in it, in any case. Wilhelm was seven when she wrote to him about it. He got the letter on his birthday, and he didn’t eat a single sweet at his party.”

      “And did that help him?”

      “Are you asking whether she was proud of him? Hardly. Nothing he did was good enough for her.”

      “Perhaps she had her reasons.”

      Elisabeth gave her a sharp look. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “Elisabeth, is Wilhelm… Has he ever been violent toward you? Or toward…anyone else?”

      “I just told you he had nothing to do with Margrethe’s death. Or Louise’s, for that matter. If you must know, he was upset when he found out his sister was dead. Far more shaken than I’d expected, actually.” She hesitated. “He keeps saying that it’s his fault. Not in that way, but because he didn’t help her when she called.”

      Berit leaned toward Elisabeth. “Did Louise ask him for help? Did she say anything about who was threatening her?”

      “No, not exactly,” Elisabeth replied after a brief pause. “But she was upset. That’s all I know. Wilhelm refused to say any more.” Her gaze started to wander, and she hesitated again.

      “Do you know where he was when Louise died?” asked Berit.

      “I suppose the police must have worked out that he wasn’t at the office by now? Honestly, it was idiotic of him to have lied about something they could check so easily. Then again, Wilhelm has never been particularly creative. He just doesn’t have it in him.”

      “It’s hardly going to help if he refuses to tell the police where he was.”

      “He’s embarrassed!” Elisabeth sighed. “Whatever Louise told him, he was so worried. He drove over to Tyresö Brevik, where we keep the boat. And yes, I know that puts him close to Tallholmen, but he never actually went out to the island. When he got to the marina, he realized it was far too windy for him to be able to make it. It was dark, it was snowing, and Wilhelm isn’t a good sailor. He knows how to drive the boat, of course, but it isn’t something he enjoys—and never in such poor conditions.”

      “So what did he do instead?”

      “He tried calling her, but she didn’t pick up. In the end, he drove to a bar in Tyresö and had a drink to calm his nerves. And that’s where he stayed.”

      “Can he prove that?”

      “He’s got the receipt from when he paid the tab at around one thirty. And from the cab he took home. He left the car in Tyresö. I had to go and pick it up the next day. I’ve been trying to convince him to tell the police all of this, but the fool refuses. He cares more about it looking bad that he was drinking in a bar while his sister died than the police thinking he killed her.”

      Berit didn’t speak. The receipt didn’t prove he had been there all night, just that he had been there to pay the tab at one thirty.

      It was a pretty flimsy alibi, and as Elisabeth herself had said, it put him in the vicinity of Tallholmen.

      Berit studied Elisabeth Cullberg-Franzén. Did she realize that his alibi was far from watertight? That was the question.
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          Sunday, 4 February
        

      
      Air temperature: 34°F

      Water temperature: 34°F

      Heavy snow and strong winds were forecast, followed by several days of subzero temperatures, and Marie called to check that Berit was going to be OK.

      “Time to batten down the hatches!” she said. “Gales and snow can wreck roofs and bring trees down on the power lines. And if it’s going to be minus ten for the whole week afterward, the ice’ll really get a foothold. Our boat will be stuck by the jetty, and the next Waxholm ferry isn’t due for another few weeks. Guess none of us are going anywhere until then. Do you have everything you need?”

      “I’ve got enough to get by,” Berit told her.

      She had taken the opportunity to stock up while she was in Stockholm to meet Elisabeth and had enough in her cupboards and fridge to make it through the next few weeks. She had even bought more fat balls for the birds—several large boxes full.

      “OK, good. Just give me a call if you need anything. I’ve got a spare generator, in case of a real emergency.”

      Berit thanked Marie for her support, and once they had hung up, she went out to the woodshed and brought in plenty of logs, then rummaged through the cupboards for candles in case the power did go out. She added more logs to the fires in the kitchen and the living room, brewed more coffee while she still could, then sat down in the extension to watch the snow lashing against the windows with violent force. From time to time, she heard a branch break somewhere nearby, and she suddenly felt extremely small.

      Berit’s thoughts turned to the last of the boxes in the shed, and she decided that she may as well tackle it while she had nothing else to do. She pulled on her coat, pushed her feet into her rubber boots, and headed out. The snow whipped her face, and the wind tore the door out of her hand and slammed it back against the wall. It took a real effort just to get it shut again. In the darkness down by the shore, the waves were crashing against the icy rocks. Berit muttered under her breath as she trudged over to the shed and grabbed the box marked Private. It was smaller and lighter than the others, and she tucked it beneath her coat to protect it from the snow.

      Safely back on the porch, she kicked off her boots and hung her coat up to dry, then carried the box through to the living room.

      For a brief moment, she was overcome by the illogical urge to forget the whole thing. Who cared about whatever depressing things her mother might have saved? But Berit had never been one for burying her head in the sand. Even the most difficult things became more manageable if you faced up to them. Apprehension and unease only grew if you tried to escape them.

      She emptied the box onto the table, and the first thing she saw was her parents’ wedding photo. Her mother looked so serious in her old-fashioned dress, while her father was grinning like he had just won the lottery. Berit shook her head, but she couldn’t help but smile, too. Say what you like about my old man, she thought, but he saw life as an adventure.

      She spread out the rest of the items. There were several Polaroids of herself as a child and of her mother shortly after giving birth. Smiling at the camera with obvious pride. Berit couldn’t remember ever having seen her look so happy.

      Her eye was drawn to a sheet of paper covered in her own handwriting. All the letters she had sent from London, tied up with a pretty piece of lace. There was a photo album labeled Berit in England, another Berit in France. Another, titled London, documented her life during those early days abroad. It contained pictures of her, Judith, and Isabella; several images of her chaotic apartment in Bloomsbury, and various mementos from the time her mother visited her there. Used tickets from the Underground, from the Tower of London and Madame Tussauds, plus a pressed rose from an English country garden.

      Berit had spent all her life feeling like she had abandoned her mother when she moved to London. She had often pictured her back in Sweden, bitter and alone, and when her mother eventually died, that had reinforced the sense that she had won her freedom at her mother’s expense. Berit’s life had only really begun once her mother’s had ended. It struck her now that her fixation with not living past the age of fifty-two could well stem from that guilt, from the idea that she was living on borrowed time—stolen time—and that she had never truly deserved the life she had made for herself in England.

      But the version of her mother she found in this box seemed to have valued Berit’s travels and adventures. Perhaps her freedom had actually enabled her mother to live vicariously through her, to see and read about all the places Berit visited without having to endure any uncomfortable trips herself?

      There was a loud crack, and the cottage shook, reminding her of the storm raging outside. Berit could see nothing but her own reflection in the dark windows, pale and ghostly, and when Ian called, she was only too happy to answer. Before she knew it, she had told him all about what she had found in her mother’s box.

      “She was with you in spirit,” he said. “While you were off exploring the world, I mean.”

      “Yes, maybe. I used to keep a diary of everything I saw. Little everyday observations. A way to practice writing, I suppose.”

      “A way to take her with you, too.”

      “You’re probably right. I guess she must have appreciated it a little, if nothing else. But what the hell am I supposed to do with all these things now? Should I throw them away? They’ll be meaningless to anyone else.”

      “Berit, you don’t have to deal with everything right now. Maybe it doesn’t matter if you leave some things unfinished. Let someone else worry about it.”

      “I might leave it all to you,” she joked.

      “That would be an honor,” he replied, far too solemnly.

      She shook her head irritably and told him about her meeting with Elisabeth instead. Once she was done, they went over everything they knew about the case—for what had to be at least the fifteenth time.

      Berit shivered. She was wearing three layers, plus her Helly Hansen sweater, but she was still cold. She added more logs to the fire and curled up in her armchair.

      “It’s strange, isn’t it,” said Ian. “The whole thing would make much more sense if Louise had died first.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “That just feels like the logical order, don’t you think? If Louise had died first, I would have thought that Wilhelm had mistaken her for Margrethe and killed her by accident. It was dark, they had identical coats, similar hair—it would have been an easy mistake to make.”

      “If Louise had died first…” Berit repeated.

      There was a part of her that almost wished that were the case. But even in death, Louise hadn’t come first.
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          Monday, 5 February
        

      
      Air temperature: 30°F

      Water temperature: 33°F

      Something was wrong.

      Berit could feel it the minute she went through to the kitchen to get the fire going. The storm had passed overnight, but the sudden silence felt almost as ominous as the wind had yesterday.

      She took her coffee through to the extension and immediately dropped her cup. It hit the floor with a thud, causing the hot liquid to spray over her feet, but she didn’t even notice.

      The pine tree was gone.

      For several seconds, Berit stood perfectly still, staring out the window. She then headed back through to the porch and pulled on a pair of boots. After opening the door, she had to step over some of the branches just to get outside.

      The long, straight trunk was lying parallel to the cottage, its roots grotesquely laid bare. A great tit was perched on one of them, staring at Berit with what felt like a reproachful glare, as though she was the reason it didn’t have any breakfast.

      She bent down and stroked the bark. She couldn’t see the markings her grandfather had carved into the trunk to record her growth from one summer to the next.

      Berit tried to tell herself that it was just a tree, but that just wasn’t true. She had loved this pine tree all her life, and now it was no longer there.

      She reached in between the tangle of branches and needles and found the bird feeder. She tossed the fat balls onto the ground for the birds, then slumped down into the snow and started crying like a child over a damn pine tree.

      If she wanted to grieve for a damn pine tree, she would.
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          Tuesday, 6 February
        

      
      Air temperature: 31°F

      Water temperature: 33°F

      Marie came by the next day to gossip about the damage. The combination of fierce winds and wet, heavy snow had been hard on the island’s trees. But none of the power lines had come down, Marie reported, and the majority of buildings seemed to have survived. On various Facebook groups, people had been anxiously inquiring about their summerhouses, and she and Bosse had already been round to check on several. So far, they hadn’t found anything worse than a broken windowpane, which they had simply covered with black plastic.

      Marie gazed down at the fallen tree for a moment. “At least it didn’t hit the house,” she said.

      Berit shook her head. She would rather have sacrificed the roof.

      To her surprise, she heard herself talking about just how much the pine tree had meant to her, and Marie gave her an awkward pat on the shoulder.

      “I get it,” she said. “I felt the same way about our old swimming pontoon. It washed ashore during a storm when I was little, and Dad had to anchor it to the lawn to stop it from drifting off at high tide. But one autumn, it did, of course.”

      She turned back to the pine tree. Berit had assumed she would offer to cut it up for her, but instead Marie said, “I wonder if we could just stand it up again?”

      Berit tried her best to ignore the flicker of hope those words sparked inside her. “Wouldn’t it just topple over again next time there’s a storm?”

      “Good point. But what if we propped it up somehow? Do you have any old wood lying about? Scrap that, I do. Give me half an hour.”

      Forty-five minutes later, Marie was back—with both an electric winch and her father.

      “Heard you might need another pair of hands,” he said, looking down at the pine tree and stroking his chin. Marie mumbled to herself.

      “Do you think…?” she asked.

      “Mmm,” said Bosse. “Could be a goner.”

      They both nodded several times as they continued to stare down at the tree.

      “Maybe…?” Bosse suggested.

      “Might work,” Marie agreed.

      They secured the winch to another tree, then looped the cable around the trunk. The winch started to turn with a low whirr, and little by little the pine tree rose to vertical again. Bosse and Marie allowed themselves a satisfied chuckle.

      “Worked like a treat, that did,” said Marie, and her father nodded.

      They shored up the tree from multiple sides, then covered the exposed roots with earth. Berit came out with coffee, and the three of them stood quietly, admiring their work.

      After a moment or two, Berit couldn’t help herself:

      “Why are you doing this?” she asked. “Helping me, I mean. What can I possibly have done to deserve this?”

      Father and daughter stared at her in surprise.

      “Help isn’t something you deserve,” Bosse muttered. “It’s just something you get.”

      “Easier to help in advance than have to swoop in and save you afterward,” said Marie.

      “But what if the tree comes down on the roof next time, and you have to save me from that?”

      They shrugged in unison. “We’ll deal with that if we have to.”

      Bosse nodded. “Out here, we help each other.”

      Their eyes were drawn over to Tallholmen and the dark, abandoned house.

      Or kill each other.
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          Wednesday, 14 February
        

      
      Air temperature: 10°F

      Water temperature: 33°F

      The strait between Ängsö and Tallholmen had frozen.

      Snow swirled in the wind, transforming the hard gray rocks into soft, undulating drifts. Amid the whiteness, the ladder on the jetty was still visible. It was the only thing that revealed where the land ended and the ice began.

      At first, Berit thought everything seemed so quiet without the ever-present sound of the waves in the background, but she quickly realized that the ice made noise, too. Creaking, groaning, and clicking. You just had to become attuned to it for a while, and then it started singing as beautifully as the sea.

      Marie sent pictures of their frozen boat, of Bosse tending to it. Father and daughter wouldn’t be going anywhere anytime soon.

      That evening, Berit sat down in the extension and waited for the fox to turn up.

      After a while, she gave up.

      As she was making her way to the outdoor toilet, however, she heard the sound of quick, crunching footsteps on the snowy ground. The fox ran along the frozen shoreline, then turned off over the ice toward Tallholmen.

      Berit never saw it.
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          Sunday, 18 February
        

      
      Air temperature: 22°F

      Water temperature: 32°F

      Berit cleared the table in the living room to give herself more space to work. She then tore out two pages from her notepad and set them down side by side. On one, she wrote:

      
        As It Happened

        
          	Margrethe plans her funeral in minute detail. Wilhelm and Louise aren’t invited.

          	Statutory share of inheritance. Margrethe’s obsession.

          	The unexpected gift of the dark-blue jacket.

          	The orchestrated birthday party. The provocations. Were we guests or witnesses?

          	Margrethe tells Ian her life is in danger.

          	She hints that Wilhelm would like to kill her.

          	Margrethe’s expression in the moment of death.

          	The coat button.

          	Louise burns her old portraits and paints another.

          	The tape is discovered, volume turned up high. “I’m worried that Wilhelm may kill someone.”

        

      
      On the other sheet, she started a new list. This time, she sketched out an amended plot, as she would have written it if it were a novel. A logical story with a clear timeline in which one thing led to another and all the evidence pointed in one direction.

      
        As It Should Have Happened

        
          	Wilhelm is fired.

          	A turbulent birthday dinner.

          	Ian and I witness everything.

          	Louise dies first.

          	The coat button is found.

          	Margrethe’s voice. Unambiguous evidence.

        

      
      Berit stared down at the two lists.

      In the discrepancies between them, she thought she could make out the contours of an idea—one that left her feeling unsettled. She found herself getting up and walking away from the table several times, as though she wanted to physically distance herself from her terrible new realization.

      A fight-or-flight response, she thought. The brain’s attempt to protect itself from harm. When something is just too awful to process, we try to distract ourselves.

      Berit forced herself back to the table and added two questions to her lists:

      What did Louise find out?

      What did she tell Wilhelm?
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          Monday, 19 February
        

      
      Air temperature: 27°F

      Water temperature: 32°F

      The downdraft from the helicopter made Berit’s cheeks ache as it came in to land on the Waxholm ferry jetty.

      One of the pilots remained inside, but the other ran toward her, grabbed her bag, and helped her on board. He made sure she was safely strapped in, then handed her a pair of ear defenders. Berit felt a slight downward pressure as the helicopter took off again, and a moment later they were cruising through the air.

      From above, the archipelago was so beautiful that she wanted to freeze time. Not even the sense of urgency hanging over her was enough to make her want the journey to end. Down below, she saw a white-tailed eagle soaring majestically over the white winter landscape.

      “Is the world always this beautiful?” she asked.

      “From where we’re sitting, it is,” the copilot replied.

      Twenty minutes later, they landed at Bromma Airport. A taxi was waiting for her, and it took her straight to Strandvägen in the heart of Stockholm. There was no answer when she pressed the Cullberg-Franzéns’ buzzer, so she tried every other apartment in the building.

      “Uber Eats,” she said whenever someone picked up. One of them must have been waiting for their lunch, because there was a buzzing sound, and a moment later the door swung open.

      Berit took the stairs two at a time, and when Ebba answered the door, she barged straight inside before the young woman had time to slam it in her face.

      “Is Wilhelm here?” she asked, right as she spotted him sitting in an armchair with a glass of whiskey in one hand. “Give us a moment,” she told Ebba and Elisabeth.

      They looked like they wanted to argue, but Wilhelm wearily waved his hand and his wife and daughter reluctantly left the room.

      Berit pulled a chair over to him and sat down, so close that her knee was practically touching his.

      “What did Louise say when she called?” she asked.

      “Talk to my lawyer.”

      “Louise’s exact words. I need to know what she said.”

      Wilhelm seemed to be staring at her against his will. “She was hysterical,” he said. “I’ve already told you. Why do you need to know the exact nonsense she came out with? I can’t see that it makes any difference.”

      “If it makes no difference, then you may as well tell me.”

      Wilhelm’s gaze was drawn deeper into the apartment, in the direction Elisabeth and Ebba had gone. He licked his lips nervously.

      “I wasn’t really listening,” he said. “I told her to calm down, but that didn’t help.”

      Never in the history of upset have the words calm down ever had the desired effect, Berit thought drily.

      Wilhelm swallowed, and when he next spoke, his voice was so low that she could barely hear him.

      “She was completely incoherent. How was I meant to know she was in real danger?”

      Berit patted his leg, and the sudden physical contact took him so unaware that he met her eyes.

      “You couldn’t,” she said. “All I need to know are her exact words, and then I’ll leave you in peace.”

      “She said, ‘She was going to kill me,’ over and over again. Like I say, she was hysterical. I wanted to go out there, I really did, but it was so windy that evening, and I thought she was just being her usual overdramatic self… How could I have known it was serious? I didn’t even call the police.” He glanced up at Berit. “Do you…do you know who it was? The killer, I mean.”

      “I think so.”

      The killer’s face had begun to emerge, as sharp and ruthless as Louise’s portrait.

      And what she could see was awful.
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          Tuesday, 20 February
        

      
      Air temperature: 30°F

      Water temperature: 33°F

      As dusk fell, the snow and ice took on a magical, shimmering blue tone, and as though on cue the small birds all vanished from the pine tree.

      It was time for the predators to emerge.

      The blue hour. The fox’s hour.

      Berit sat perfectly still in the armchair in the extension. Every one of her senses was primed, and she practically stopped breathing as she scanned the scene outside for the slightest hint of movement.

      And then, just like that, the fox appeared.

      A brilliant red coat against the white snow.

      She gasped, and it paused. Berit could have sworn that it was staring straight at her. It felt like such a privilege to see a wild animal so close up. As though, for a brief moment, she was sharing the fox’s freedom.

      It stalked away, and Berit slowly got to her feet and watched as it moved over the snow and out onto the ice. She was surprised by how powerfully she missed it once it was no longer in sight.

      Berit slumped back down into her armchair and thought about predators, on both two and four legs. It was often said that nature was cruel, but Berit didn’t agree. In the wild, animals did what they had to in order to survive, but no more than that. Humans were unique in being cruel for cruelty’s sake.

      She thought about the predator that had struck out on Tallholmen. Sly. Calculating. Utterly ruthless.

      What should she do with all her knowledge? She didn’t know. For the first time in her adult life, she was seriously questioning the healing power of the truth. When it really came down to it, it had already cost one person their life.

      But to do nothing? To know the truth and keep it to herself? That would mean certain actions went unpunished. Margrethe’s death would remain a mystery, and Louise would never get justice.

      Berit wondered what Margrethe herself would have said about the whole thing. Would she have cared about the truth? She had certainly never shied away from it, in any case.

      Louise would have wanted her to stay quiet, Berit was sure of that. She had died because of what she found out, and she had wanted to take that awful knowledge with her to the grave.

      What about Wilhelm? He was the one who would have to live with the accusations hanging over him. Berit didn’t think the police would be able to build a particularly solid case against him, but unfounded accusations could do just as much damage as a trial. There wasn’t a defense lawyer on earth who could do anything about rumors and insinuations.

      And yet… Perhaps he would think it was worth it, because people would definitely start talking once the truth came out.

      This newfound uncertainty bothered Berit. In every other murder case she had been involved in, she had trusted her own gut. She had been resolute and hadn’t wasted time or energy on pointless thinking. She hadn’t had any other choice. The killers had become increasingly desperate as they lost control over the situation, and if Berit hadn’t been there to stop them, more people would have died. There was nothing more dangerous than a killer who began to act recklessly.

      But there was also another kind of desperation, one that calmly retreated instead of thrashing around in panic. That withdrew to its lair and anxiously looked around for any sign of having been followed. A person like that wouldn’t do anything hasty or foolish unless they were driven to it.

      Berit imagined the entire miserable family teetering on the brink of disaster. One wrong step on her part could lead to one of them losing their balance and dragging the others over the edge. Who knew how many more lives might be ruined if she did something now.

      Primum, non nocere. First, do no harm. The principle adopted by doctors around the world. More important even than trying to cure or heal.

      Perhaps it would be best not to do anything. To leave it to the police. They were slow, methodical, and thorough. They would hardly make any sudden movements that might scare their nervous prey.

      On the other hand, they wouldn’t be able to secure a conviction, either. This particular target would never be caught. Berit was sure of that. If the truth was going to come out, she would have to be the one to do it.

      In the end, she had no choice. The truth came above all else. It was all or nothing, and you couldn’t start picking and choosing when it suited you. None of them would be free while the past continued to hang over them.

      Even someone who had never killed could learn how to do it. You could train yourself to accept murder as a means like any other, a tempting solution to a thorny problem. And in this instance, only the truth could prevent that.

      Berit got up and moved over to the window. On the far side of the frozen strait, Tallholmen was a dark, oppressive presence. She had promised Ian not to meet them alone out there, and this time she would keep that promise until the bitter end. She was going to need both his help and Sven’s if she was going to be able to carry out her plan without anyone else getting hurt.

      “And ye shall know the truth,” she muttered quietly to herself, as though she were both Jesus and Nemesis. “And the truth shall make you free.”

      Whether you want it to or not.
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          Friday, 23 February
        

      
      Ian Ahmed was freezing.

      He turned up the collar on his coat and tugged his hat down over his ears. Everyone he passed was dressed in much the same way. No one paid any attention to him as they walked by; no one cared why he was loitering on the street. The bitter wind and the freezing temperature made them hunch their shoulders and hurry along Strandvägen with their heads bowed.

      Ian blew on his fingers and stamped his feet. Three days ago, Berit had sent a message saying she needed his help. Could he come to Stockholm and keep an eye on the Cullberg-Franzéns for her this Friday? Don’t let them out of your sight! she had added.

      What on earth was she up to now, he wondered as he stared at the family’s doorway. He had tried to get her to tell him what she had planned, but she refused point-blank, and in the end he realized he had only two options: fly to Sweden to help her with whatever crazy scheme she had cooked up, or leave her in the lurch to try to muddle through on her own. It hadn’t been a hard choice.

      Three-quarters of the family were currently holed up in their apartment. Ian had no idea where Carl-Wilhelm was, but there also wasn’t much he could do about that. Impossible to be in two places at once. Impossible, really, to keep watch over an entire family on his own. He would just have to do the best he could.

      Helping Berit had been a given. At some point over the winter, he had made the decision to support her in any way he could. For some reason, instinctively, he felt privileged that she had asked for his help at all.

      Ian hadn’t been happy about having to go back to England in January, not while the killer was still on the loose. Through his work as a police officer, he came face-to-face with violence on a regular basis, but he had struggled to keep his cool as he heard Margrethe reel off everything her son had done to innocent animals.

      Ian had come across people who demonstrated that kind of sick behavior before, and he still remembered the case of a seventy-year-old man who had been kicked to death purely for asking the wrong person not to smoke in the queue for the bus. That type of violence was reckless and indiscriminate, often flaring up without warning. The vast majority of civilians were blissfully unaware of that fact, and Ian liked to leave that naivety intact wherever possible. Besides, there was more goodness than evil in the world. He had to believe that. Most people weren’t violent psychopaths simply waiting for an excuse to hurt others.

      Then again, those people did exist. He had seen them. He had met men—and they were almost always men—who he knew, with one hundred percent certainty, would go on to kill one day. And if they got away with it, they would go on killing until they were eventually caught. Not one of them had the necessary self-control to stop on their own.

      At quarter past two, a glossy black Mercedes pulled up by the door to the Cullberg-Franzéns’ building. A moment later, Wilhelm emerged, followed by Ebba and Elisabeth. Each was carrying an overnight bag, and the driver took their luggage and loaded it into the boot before moving around the car and opening the back door for the women.

      The whole process gave Ian more than enough time to hail a cab.

      “Follow that car!” he said as the Mercedes pulled out into the light traffic on Strandvägen and drove by.

      “I’ve been doing this job for twenty years,” said the taxi driver. “And I’ve always wanted someone to say that. Y’know, like in a film?”

      Despite that, he didn’t do as Ian had asked. Ian rummaged through his wallet for the money he had exchanged at the airport. He waved two five-hundred-kronor notes in the air, but the sight of the cash just made the driver hold up his hands.

      “Look,” he said. “I don’t want to get mixed up in anything dodgy.”

      “I’m a police officer,” Ian snapped, flashing him his badge.

      That was enough to put the driver in a good mood again.

      “I thought you lot had your own cars,” he joked as he pulled away from the curb and set off after the Mercedes. “You should have one of those blue lights to stick on the roof or something, huh? Y’know, like they do in movies.”

      To the man’s obvious disappointment, the chase was neither long nor dramatic. Just a few minutes later, the black car carrying the Cullberg-Franzéns pulled up by the pier outside the Grand Hôtel. The chauffeur unloaded their bags and then drove away, leaving Wilhelm, Ebba, and Elisabeth to board the waiting Waxholm ferry.

      Ian told the driver to keep the change, and as he got out of the cab, he tried to work out what he was supposed to do next. Who had ever heard of pursuing someone on a ferry?

      A discreet cough made him turn around, and he saw Sven Lindqvist lurking behind a shuttered kiosk. The detective was in plain clothes, wearing a dark padded jacket, a hat, and mittens.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” asked Ian. His own guilty conscience made the question come out much more bluntly than intended.

      “I could ask you the same thing,” Sven replied. He pulled his scarf up over his chin as protection from the wind. The stitches were uneven, the scarf itself at least three feet too long. “The grandkids knitted it for me,” he explained awkwardly when he felt Ian’s eyes on it.

      “Berit got in touch,” said Ian. “I should have called you, but I wanted to see what she was up to first.” He knew that it sounded like he was making excuses, and the worst part was that it was true. Berit hadn’t explicitly told him not to let Sven know, but Ian had been worried that the Swede would advise him not to come. And he had no intention of leaving her alone in the archipelago with a two-time killer.

      “She asked me to keep an eye on Simon,” said Sven. “Informally, of course. ‘Don’t let him out of your sight,’ she said, but how the hell are you supposed to tail someone on one of these boats?”

      “She told me to follow the entire Cullberg-Franzén family. I managed everyone but Carl-Wilhelm.”

      “He’s on the boat. Was already waiting when the rest of them turned up. He looked pretty bad-tempered, too.”

      “What the hell is Berit up to?” Ian muttered. He anxiously looked around as he tried to work out what her plan could be. Despite the cold weather, Stockholm was annoyingly beautiful. The lights from the Palace were glittering on the dark water. The piers were all icy, but the swirling eddies meant that the water itself hadn’t frozen. The Waxholm ferry looked like something from an old film, warm and inviting in the frigid air.

      And on board: all five of their suspects.

      Ian grabbed Sven’s arm. “You don’t think… She wouldn’t…”

      “What?”

      “She wouldn’t bring the suspects together on Tallholmen for one last run-through of the scene in which she reveals the killer, would she?”

      Sven swore loudly in Swedish. Ian didn’t understand a word of it, but the sentiment came across loud and clear.

      “Bloody authors,” he agreed. “One thing’s for sure: If Berit is planning to confront this entire crazy family, I’m going to be there!”

      

      * * *

      Ian leaned against the window on the Waxholm ferry. It had only been a couple of months since he was last in the archipelago, but everything looked different now that the ice had formed. The perspectives had shifted, and the boundary between land and sea had been completely erased. The islands looked smaller and grayer than he remembered them, and entire skerries had vanished beneath the swirling snow.

      A channel had been cleared in the ice for the ferry. It cut across the frozen water, dark and rugged like an open wound in the bright white snow. The chunks of broken ice scraped against the hull before being pushed away on the swell, and in the boat’s wake, Ian saw small floes bobbing on the black surface.

      The Cullberg-Franzéns had made their way to the middle of the boat, so Ian and Sven chose a couple of seats at the very front. He didn’t think the family had spotted them yet, though he knew that would happen as soon as they disembarked on Tallholmen.

      He had assumed that the rich, well-dressed family would stand out among their fellow passengers, but there was such a strange mix of people on board that no one paid any notice to them. Some were wearing expensive outdoor gear, others coats more suited to the city. In the baggage area toward the bow, shopping bags jostled for space alongside wheeled carts, rucksacks, and all manner of other luggage.

      Ian gazed out through the window again. Beyond the dark channel, a cold and inhospitable world stretched out.

      He had always felt an instinctive distrust of ice. It may look solid and stable, but in reality it was living and treacherous. It was in constant motion, and if you listened closely, you could even hear it creaking and groaning. No, there was nothing more unreliable than ice. On his hikes, he had come across glaciers with cracks so deep that you couldn’t even see the bottom.

      “What the hell is Berit up to?” he asked again, but as before the Swedish detective didn’t have any answers for him.

      

      * * *

      Dusk had started to fall by the time they reached Tallholmen, but the boat’s headlights illuminated the jetty and the white signal board used to request the ferry to stop.

      Berit was waiting for them with a pair of bright-orange ice claws around her neck.

      She must have walked over here, thought Ian, his eyes drifting across the expanse of whiteness between Tallholmen and Ängsö.

      “Follow me,” she said, and after a brief moment of hesitation, everyone did just that. The Cullberg-Franzéns were first, then Simon, with Sven and Ian bringing up the rear. Ian assumed it was their job to make sure no one slunk off along the way. Don’t let them out of your sight.

      “Would someone mind explaining why in God’s name we’re here?” asked Carl-Wilhelm.

      No one replied. The rest of his family looked exhausted.

      “What right do you have to drag us out here like this?” he continued. “I actually had other plans. We’re extremely busy people, you know. You can’t boss us around like this!”

      Since it was clear to everyone that Berit had done just that, the others all remained tight-lipped. Carl-Wilhelm’s mouth curled downward, and he slipped on the icy ground in his smooth-soled shoes.

      The chill felt rawer than ever, and the wind was howling. The ice gave it free rein, and the snow swirled in front of them like some sort of ghostly fog. It felt as though the entire world was now black and white.

      Up above, the lights were on in the main house. The inviting glow was like a lighthouse. Ian decided it was probably fitting that they had returned to the place where it all started, and in his mind’s eye he saw the house as he had on the day of the birthday dinner: glittering, elegant, bewitching.

      Berit opened the front door and waved everyone inside. Ian saw the damage Louise’s killer had done to the place, and he stopped dead and swore under his breath. He took in the ruined furniture, the marks the sledgehammer had left on the concrete walls, the shattered vases and shards of glass, and shuddered when he remembered that Berit had been all alone on the other side of the strait.

      Berit righted one of the overturned chairs and carried it into the middle of the room. She used a hand to brush some dirt from the cushion, then took a seat and calmly crossed her legs. The Cullberg-Franzéns exchanged a series of confused glances, then sat down wherever they could. Only Simon remained standing, hovering by the front door. Perhaps he was too stunned by the damage to do anything else, thought Ian.

      Berit clasped her hands in her lap.

      “I’ve decided it’s high time everyone knew what happened at that fateful birthday dinner,” she said.

      Sven hesitated, then unwound the enormous scarf from around his neck and sat down on an upturned box.

      “Does that mean you know?” he asked, leaning forward. “You know who killed Margrethe?”

      “Yes,” said Berit. “And I know what killed Louise and why she was holding Wilhelm’s coat button when she died.”

      All eyes were on Berit, but she seemed distracted by her own thoughts. It almost felt like she was talking to herself when she went on.

      “Margrethe’s birthday dinner has always bothered me. There was something unrealistic about the way everyone was behaving. It was all so over the top. The terrible atmosphere was just too much.”

      “You clearly haven’t been to many Cullberg-Franzén events,” Elisabeth muttered. “Why else do you think I drink?” She sounded nervous and tense, and her attempt at a joke fell flat.

      “Yes, I did wonder about your drinking,” said Berit. “From the very start, I had the sense that the whole thing had been orchestrated. I was convinced there was someone controlling you all and provoking the arguments, whipping up the terrible atmosphere—and making sure Ian and I were there to witness everything.”

      Her voice was calm and almost hypnotic when she continued.

      “But that didn’t make sense, because the only person who controlled other people like that was Margrethe. I could see her hand behind everything, no one else’s. She invited me and Ian. She fired her son that day and then taunted him all evening.”

      “Yes, Margrethe always wanted to be the one pulling the strings,” said Elisabeth. Her eyes didn’t leave Berit’s face for a second.

      “Margrethe’s behavior wasn’t logical, either. She told Ian she was afraid one of you wanted to kill her, then she went out alone to talk to Louise. Why would a woman who feared for her life arrange to meet someone by the edge of a cliff on a dark, stormy night? And why did she give the daughter she had never cared about a new jacket just a few weeks earlier?”

      The room was silent.

      “Louise’s death was just as inexplicable to me. Why was she holding a button from Wilhelm’s coat when she died? I was convinced her final portrait of Margrethe must be key to understanding her state of mind on the day she died, but I had no idea what Louise had discovered between the first, idealized portrait and the last, honest one. What made her wake up from a lifetime of self-deception and paint that frightening, clearheaded image? And then there was the Dictaphone tape. Margrethe—and there is no doubt the voice is hers—speaking to us from beyond the grave in order to let everyone know about her son’s violent past.”

      “What violent past?!” Wilhelm shouted, throwing his hands out. “Honestly, I don’t understand a thing.”

      “So do you know now?” asked Ebba. “Do you have the answers to all those questions?”

      Berit nodded. She suddenly looked so tired, as though the weight of the truth had sapped her remaining energy. Ian recognized the reaction from several of his own cases: spending countless hours hunting a vague, slippery truth and ultimately coming face-to-face with a grubby, tangled reality. Sometimes, getting answers failed to bring any relief.

      Wilhelm also seemed different. His innate arrogance, usually such a central part of his personality, was now nowhere to be seen. Without it, he was nothing but an anxious, confused, defeated man.

      Ian knew that Berit underestimated him. He had met his fair share of weak, defeated men over the years, and he knew just how dangerous they could be. He also knew how easy it was to wear a sense of superiority as a kind of armor and to forget just how inadequate it was as a defense. There was nothing more dangerous than a man who thought he had nothing left to lose.

      Authors seemed chronically incapable of accepting Occam’s razor, but the same was not true of police officers. There was no point making things more complicated than they needed to be. The fact was that Louise had been holding a button from Wilhelm’s coat when she died, and his alibi put him in the vicinity of the place where she was killed. He alone also stood to benefit from both deaths.

      Ian leaned in to Sven and whispered over his shoulder, “We need to keep an eye on Wilhelm.”

      The Swedish detective nodded. He got up without drawing any attention to himself, and the two men then moved slowly toward the spot where Wilhelm was sitting beside his wife.

      “So are you planning to share those answers with us, or not?” Elisabeth asked sarcastically.

      Berit sighed.

      “As you wish,” she said. “The mistake I made was believing that there was a carefully crafted plan behind everything. Because I had such a strong sense of being controlled, I was looking for an evil genius with a brilliant scheme that brought together all the various parts—the perfect alibi, the button, the portrait, the tape. But in reality, it was all a plan that went wrong.”

      Ian tensed and took a step forward, closer to Berit.

      She nodded in his direction.

      “You said it yourself, Ian,” she continued. “‘The whole thing would make much more sense if Louise had died first.’ Two women with similar hair, builds, and jackets. One of them provoked everyone she met; the other wouldn’t have said boo to a goose. Everyone would have assumed that Margrethe was the intended target and that Louise had accidentally been killed instead of her.”

      “But…Aunt Louise didn’t die that evening,” Ebba pointed out, sounding confused. “She died much later. It was Grandmother who was killed first.”

      “Yes, that’s true. But Margrethe dying was never part of the plan, was it, Simon?”

      All eyes turned to the young man, but Simon didn’t seem to notice. He was staring blankly ahead, and when he eventually spoke, his voice was so soft it was barely audible.

      “No,” he said.

      “But…Simon can’t have killed Margrethe, even by mistake,” Ian spoke up. “He was sitting right opposite us when we heard the scream.”

      Berit continued, “The plan wasn’t for Simon to kill Louise, either. In fact, his having a perfect alibi was absolutely vital. Since he was an outsider, the family’s suspicions would automatically fall on him—they both knew that. I think that was probably one of the main reasons I was invited, so I could be the credible, independent witness. I did wonder whether they were planning to use the lawyer at first, only to realize they couldn’t be sure he would definitely take the family’s side.”

      Ian saw the conflict playing out on Simon’s face. The young man’s indecisiveness made him look like a deer caught in headlights, and he was as pale and serious as he had been when he first saw Margrethe’s dead body. Simon swallowed, then looked at the rest of the family in turn.

      “None of you understood her!” he said. “I was the only one who loved her!” With that, he suddenly seemed to relax. “I didn’t think anyone would ever work it out.”

      Ian couldn’t quite read his expression anymore. Grief and melancholy, yes, but there was also some other emotion. Something that almost looked like relief…

      Without warning, Simon threw himself toward the door and was outside before anyone had time to stop him.

      Berit swore loudly. “I told you to keep an eye on him!”

      That was when Ian realized what he had seen on Simon’s face. It wasn’t relief, it was determination.

      He ran out after him, and the last thing he heard before the wind drowned out all other sounds was Berit’s voice: “Don’t forget he hasn’t killed anyone yet!”

      

      * * *

      Simon had run out onto the ice. Ian could see his tracks in the snow in the last of the fading light.

      By the shore, the water was lapping against the rocks.

      Ian swore loudly. Only a madman would choose to go out there, he thought as he hesitantly took a step onto the ice. He was acutely aware that he didn’t have any equipment with him. No ice pick, no ice claws, no spare clothes, no rescue line.

      Berit’s words were going round and round in his head. He hasn’t killed anyone yet. Ian’s feet skidded in the snow. The wind had blown the ice clear in places, and from a distance those steely-gray patches could just as easily be weak ice. Impossible to know until you stepped on them. There was a narrow inlet where the water had broken through the ice, but Simon had turned away from land. Heading toward something dark, something that stood out amid all the white… Ian heard a splash.

      Jesus Christ, the channel that had been cleared for the ferry.

      Ian looked around in desperation, but all he could see were Simon’s footprints heading straight into the water.

      Shit, shit, shit.

      The cold water hit him like a blow to the chest, and his body and mind shut down in panic. He knew he needed to keep his breathing calm and slow and to get them both out as quickly as possible, before the shock paralyzed him any further. The only sound he could hear was his own shallow, panting breaths, and he kicked his legs, desperately fumbling around. All he could see were ice and snow and the dark, ominous water between the pieces of broken ice around him. Where the hell was Simon?

      If he had gone under, Ian would need to dive down to find him. Was it already too late? He had lost all concept of time. There was no bloody way he was going to let Simon get away that easily. Ian’s hands were aching as he searched the water around him, but he could also feel them starting to go numb.

      There. A coat. His fingers reluctantly gripped the soaking, slippery material, and Ian pulled as hard as he could. He was too weak to haul them both out of the water, but what else could he do but try? He kicked his legs harder, but his heavy, bulky winter boots were weighing him down.

      Ian tugged desperately on the coat and was relieved to feel Simon’s full weight inside it. The younger man’s face was deathly pale, but Ian didn’t have the time or energy to check whether he was still alive. He tried again to heave him up onto the ice, but the floe bobbed and tipped. Ian kept going, finding a sturdier stretch of ice this time. He was cold now, much too cold, and his hands were no longer doing what he wanted them to.

      Somehow, he managed to get Simon’s head and shoulders onto the edge of the ice, and then he clung on beside him, too exhausted to do anything else. His legs felt weak from the cold and the effort.

      We’re going to die here, he thought. In this goddamn channel, five minutes from land.

      All his efforts had been in vain. He hadn’t managed to save Margrethe, and he was about to fail again now. His last conscious thought was: I should have listened to Berit.

      He must have been in worse shape than he thought, because he could have sworn he heard her mutter, “Yes, you bloody well should have.”

      God, had he started hallucinating now, too? Was that what happened when you died of hypothermia? He had heard it was like going to sleep, but that didn’t seem to be the case, because he could hear all sorts of noise, someone splashing and swearing somewhere nearby.

      Berit.

      In the water.

      Beside him.

      Her expletives were loud, spirited, and in two different languages, and hearing them gave him a burst of energy. That’s the spirit, Berit, he thought as his teeth chattered. She should have stayed on dry land. No point dragging someone else into the cold, dark water.

      Ian saw Berit looping a rescue line around Simon’s head and shoulders, and he would have tried to help if his arms and legs were playing ball. He attempted to kick but found himself slipping deeper into the water.

      Berit left Simon to pull Ian out onto the ice.

      “Easy, easy,” she said, as though they were out for a gentle stroll. Her breathing sounded irritatingly calm. Ian kicked his legs again, and this time he managed to get his elbows up onto the ice.

      Berit shouted something, and the line around Simon pulled tight. He was slowly dragged out of the water, and when his coat caught on the edge of the ice, she bent down to loosen it. Berit then used her ice claws to haul herself out and carefully pulled Ian away from the edge.

      “Y-you…sh-should’ve…stayed on…on d-d-dry land,” he managed to stutter. “M-mistake…to g-g-get into w-water. Sh-should have…pulled us out f-from land…instead.”

      “Jesus Christ, are you really going to mansplain your own rescue?” Berit shuffled backward with him, away from the edge.

      “J-j-just trying t-to…help,” he said.

      “I wouldn’t have had to get into the water at all if you’d been a bit more careful. Going forward, you really need to pull yourself together. I won’t always be here to save you.”

      One of these days, she would drive him to distraction.

      “Don’t get up yet,” Berit warned him. “The ice might still be weak. Keep going on your belly.”

      “W-w-wasn’t…p-planning…to,” he managed between chattering teeth. Ian kept crawling, feeling slow and undignified. As weak as a child. “N-n-not…a f-fucking idiot.”

      Berit laughed. The sound was remarkably comforting. It sparked a slight warmth somewhere deep inside his troubled chest. Ian decided he had crawled far enough, then rolled over onto his back. Beside him, Berit did the same.

      “You and me, Ian,” she said, “we’re a pair of idiots.”

      

      * * *

      Someone had gotten a fire going in the hearth and made some hot chocolate.

      Simon had been conscious when they pulled him out of the water and had turned down the offer of an air ambulance.

      While Sven called for backup, they had all gathered in the warmth in front of the fire. Ian and Berit had changed into some spare clothes they had found in one of the wardrobes, Simon into his own things he still had at the house.

      He was now sitting in an armchair with his hands wrapped around a mug of hot chocolate, staring at Berit with what almost felt like hunger in his eyes. Sven was standing behind him, a hand on his shoulder, but any urge to run seemed to have deserted the young man. He wanted to hear Berit finish the story, he said.

      Ian still wasn’t sure whether he had been aiming for freedom or the dark, cold water.

      “You claimed you had the answers to all the questions.” Sven spoke up, turning to Berit. “The button, why Margrethe went out alone, who really killed her.”

      “Margrethe went out alone to commit a murder,” she replied, fixing her eyes on Simon. “That was her plan all along, wasn’t it?”

      Simon nodded. “I tried to stop her,” he said. “I begged her not to do it.”

      “But she was obsessed with being able to leave her foundation to you, to the extent that it had become something of a fixation for her.”

      “She…she had never been able to accept any limitations,” said Simon. “She talked about it all the time. ‘Your mind is shackled. You need to break free if you want to be free. There is nothing more insidious than other people’s expectations.’”

      “She wasn’t in her right mind,” Berit said softly.

      “She was a genius! If she’d listened to other people, she never would have achieved anything.”

      “And suddenly everyone was telling her she had to leave half of what she had built to her biological children, purely because she had given birth to them.”

      Ian’s gaze was drawn to Wilhelm. He looked so shocked that there was no way he could have known what his mother had planned. Shocked but not entirely surprised. The revelation hadn’t shaken him to his core. Perhaps his subconscious had suspected something along these lines since he heard her voice spreading lies on the Dictaphone tape.

      “But what did she stand to gain by killing Louise?” asked Ian. “Wouldn’t her share just have fallen to Wilhelm? He would still have ended up with fifty percent.”

      “Oh, she didn’t stand to gain anything from the murder itself. Not unless she also pinned it on Wilhelm. That was why she gave Louise a jacket that was almost identical to hers, and that was why she engineered a reason for Wilhelm to want to kill his own mother. She then arranged to meet Louise by the Lookout, sent Wilhelm off on a pointless errand to ensure he wouldn’t have an alibi, and went out to kill her daughter.”

      “The coat button…” said Ian.

      Berit nodded. “She was holding the button she had torn off Wilhelm’s coat earlier that evening. The plan was presumably to drop it somewhere, to make it look like there had been a struggle in which Louise had grabbed her brother’s coat before falling to her death.”

      “We would have assumed that Louise had been killed by mistake,” said Ian. “That Margrethe was the intended victim and Wilhelm the killer.”

      “Egged on by Margrethe herself, of course. She would have subtly fueled those suspicions, probably while openly rubbishing them. And, in the end, she would have ensured that someone in Dalarna found the Dictaphone tapes, proof that Wilhelm had always had a violent side. It was a brilliant, utterly insane plan. But her problem was that she just didn’t know when to stop.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “She couldn’t resist the chance to improvise a little when she discovered there was a police officer on the island opposite. She invited you to dinner, Ian, in an attempt to bolster Simon’s alibi. That perfect alibi! In books, the person with the perfect alibi is always guilty.”

      “Books…” Ian muttered.

      “I know, I had to remind myself that things probably don’t work like that in reality. But Margrethe couldn’t resist another improvised moment, one that bothered me even more. She told you she feared for her life, and I just knew that was something out of a bad book. Who does that, really? No one who was genuinely afraid would throw out hints here and there, only to go out onto the rocks all alone an hour later. So illogical! So implausible!”

      Carl-Wilhelm threw his hands up in the air. “The old bat was loopy! Haven’t I been saying that all along? She didn’t even mean to fire my dad!”

      “And then there was the Dictaphone,” Berit continued unperturbed. “Margrethe used old tapes to make the recording seem authentic, and again she just couldn’t help but go a step too far. She couldn’t resist the urge to pause the tape right before the most dramatic moment. I’m worried that Wilhelm may kill someone. That was what we heard the minute we pressed Play. But if the tape was a real diary, surely it should have started playing where she last stopped recording. There, or in the middle of some uninteresting account of a meeting or whatever she had for lunch. No, the whole thing was just too perfect. And then there was the volume, too. Turned right up for maximum effect.”

      “It was my mother’s voice,” said Wilhelm. “I recognized it as soon as the police played the tape for me. But I didn’t understand how she could be saying such awful things about me.”

      He sounded both confused and relieved, as though he had spent too long living in a world where nothing made sense.

      “But the plan went wrong,” Berit went on. “Margrethe got cocky. She went out to the edge of the cliff, just like she always did, but it was dark, it had been raining, and the rocks were slippery. She lost her footing and fell. Her last thought was probably rage that her plan had fallen apart. Louise arrived just after her mother had plunged to her death, and she found her brother’s coat button on the ground. She must have realized it pointed to him as the killer, and she picked it up before anyone else had time to spot it. That meant Margrethe was dead, and there was no physical evidence suggesting Wilhelm had killed her.”

      Berit sighed and turned to Simon.

      “When did you decide to finish what Margrethe started?”

      He gave her a pleading look.

      “I didn’t want to do it,” he said. “I really did try to stop her. But after Margrethe died…when I heard her scream and realized something must have gone wrong…I stopped caring. Wilhelm and Louise could have had the entire foundation if they’d wanted it, but being in control wasn’t enough for them. They had to put their stamp on everything, too. They would have destroyed Margrethe’s legacy. Her life’s work, everything she had fought so hard to achieve. In their hands, the galleries wouldn’t have survived another decade. I had to do something.”

      “He can’t have killed Louise.” Sven spoke up. “He was in Dalarna. I’ve got a long list of people from Rotary who corroborated that.”

      Simon nodded eagerly. “Exactly,” he said. “I was in Dalarna. That’s the truth.”

      “It was the truth that killed Louise, and you wielded it like a sword. You called her the day she died, didn’t you?”

      “I’ve never denied that.”

      “And you told her what Margrethe had hidden in one of the secret compartments here.”

      Simon’s gaze began to wander, but Berit continued:

      “Margrethe was someone who planned everything in minute detail, who kept a record of everything. Just take the instructions for her own funeral. Ten full pages, which also proved extremely revealing. The list of invitees didn’t include Wilhelm and Louise, despite the fact that the grandkids were invited. Not because she couldn’t stand her children, as Simon tried to claim, but because she knew there was no way they would be able to attend. Louise would be dead, and Wilhelm would be in prison for killing her.”

      “Did she really think Wilhelm would be convicted on such circumstantial grounds?” Sven asked in disbelief. “A good lawyer would have been able to tear the whole case apart in a matter of minutes—as we found out.”

      “I don’t think it mattered to her whether he was convicted or not. A long trial, the ensuing scandal, the tapes proving it was all part of some kind of serious personality disorder… It would have been easy to remove Wilhelm from the foundation either way. I don’t think Margrethe could resist writing down her plan. We know she liked to sketch things out in order to understand them and to write down every detail to make sure she committed them to memory. She was also sure she would still be around to destroy any physical evidence before the police arrived on the island.” Berit turned to Simon again. “She used one of her special hiding places, didn’t she? The ones your father made for her. And you told Louise about it.”

      “I never touched Louise. I wasn’t even here.”

      “You robbed her of her protective self-deception! You shattered any illusions she’d had about her mother. And without those, she couldn’t go on living. She was going to kill me. That was what she told Wilhelm when she called him, completely hysterical because of all the terrible things she had found out. He didn’t take her seriously, and when he thought back to that moment later, he thought she had meant someone was trying to kill her right there and then, that there was a female murderer on the island. You were worried it was your wife, weren’t you, Wilhelm?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. Elisabeth could never kill anyone,” he said, though he avoided both Berit’s and his wife’s eyes as he spoke.

      “Of course I could!” Elisabeth retorted. “It’s high time you stopped underestimating me!”

      “But what about the coat button?” said Ian. “How did you know it came from the birthday dinner and not the day Louise died? Or were you just going with your gut when you removed evidence from an investigation?”

      “I took the button out of Louise’s hand, that’s true. I then compared it with the coats here on the island and realized that Wilhelm’s coat was missing a button. But I also discovered something else: that his coat didn’t smell like smoke. The first thing Louise did when she discovered the truth about her mother was to destroy all her old portraits. She used generous amounts of paint thinner to do that, and the fire burned for hours. Anyone who had been here that evening would have reeked of smoke—Louise’s own jacket certainly did. No, the truth is that Louise was all alone out here. Once she finished her final portrait, the best thing she had ever painted, she drank whiskey laced with sleeping pills, got into the old rowboat, and drifted off to sleep in the fog.”

      Berit nodded to Sven.

      “It was exactly as you thought. Louise was gripping the coat button she found after her mother died, not because Wilhelm was guilty of murder but because it was proof of Margrethe’s utter coldness. She took that terrible truth to the grave with her.”

      “Or she would have, if it wasn’t for you,” said Ian.

      Berit looked exhausted again, as though the revelations had sapped her of what little energy she had left. She sighed.

      “Yes,” she said. “Until I stuck my nose in.”
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      Air temperature: 52°F

      Water temperature: 39°F

      There was nothing as gray as the archipelago in March, thought Ian.

      The snow and ice had stripped away any last hint of color when they melted, and the bright spring sun made the rocks and the bare trees shimmer in various shades of gray. The reeds—those that were left after a winter weighed down by the ice—were white against the ground.

      Easter was here, and the island was suddenly full of life again. Smoke rose from virtually every chimney, and people seemed to be having barbecues everywhere. One of the neighbors had even started building a new veranda. The little model dog Berit had once pointed out to him had been given a colorful scarf, and someone had placed an enormous Easter egg beside it. A child had earnestly told Ian that there were sweets inside the egg—and that you were actually allowed to take them.

      Bosse and Marie were tending to the barbecue. They had come over with enough charcoal, potato salad, meat, and sausages to feed a small army and were now standing by the grill, bickering over who should be in charge as Berit looked on with an amused smirk and a bottle of beer.

      Ian had been to Stockholm for a meeting with Sven Lindqvist, and for some reason he hadn’t felt much of an urge to hurry back to his impersonal apartment in Plymouth. It was Easter, he had some time off work; there was no reason why he couldn’t stay another few days. That was what he had told himself, anyway, though he no longer knew if that was the full truth.

      It felt as though something had shifted in his relationship with Berit since she saved his life on the ice. He couldn’t put his finger on exactly what was different, and in all honesty he didn’t want to dig any deeper to find out. Nowadays, he called her whenever he had a spare minute, and she texted whenever she read or saw something funny. Occasionally, she even sent him terrible puns, just to get them off her chest. It was a privilege to have made a new friend at his age, and he wanted to enjoy it as much as he could.

      Standing outside the police station in Plymouth a few years ago, after Berit very nearly derailed his investigation in Great Diddling, Ian had wondered what their friendship might have been like if they had met under different circumstances.

      Now he knew.

      Berit swigged her beer and filled her lungs with the crisp, cool air.

      “I know it’s much colder here than in Cornwall, but the Swedish spring has its own charm. The sun is almost warm.”

      “Not really,” Ian replied with a smile.

      “It’s enough to make me remember the spring evenings of my childhood, in any case. The irresistible urge to get out and play. Tag and kick the can and whatever else we got up to. Do you have those games in England, too?”

      “Sure. Hide-and-seek, blocky. I played them all the time when I was little.”

      “I wonder why we ever stopped.”

      “We became teenagers,” said Ian. “Everyone is in such a hurry to grow up when they’re young.”

      “Do you think we could do it again now? Run around in the woods, hiding from each other, I mean. Would it be as fun, or is that childishness something you lose for good once it’s gone?”

      “I’m sure it’d be fun,” Ian said somewhat hesitantly. “But we’d probably regret it. Just look what happened last time I tried to play football.”

      He could tell she was imagining herself crawling through the woods to play kick the can, crouching down behind a tree, creeping forward, running over rocks and roots…

      Berit pulled a face. “It’d be a massacre,” she said. “Ankles, knees, elbows, hips…”

      “Berit gets caught, whimpering behind a tree?”

      She laughed and shook her head. Over by the barbecue, Bosse and Marie were now arguing about the temperature of the meat. Bosse wanted his charred to a crisp, but Marie refused to disrespect the meat in that way. Their fond bickering mixed with the tones of Bruce Springsteen and the howl of a chainsaw, and the comforting scents of wood and fresh sawdust drifted over on the wind.

      “Do you ever think about her?” Ian asked suddenly. “Margrethe, I mean.”

      “Sometimes.”

      “I can’t stop thinking about the fact that I ate dinner with a would-be murderer and actually liked her. One part of me still admires her for everything she achieved, everything she was. A free soul. There are far too few of them in this world. She deserves to be remembered for all of that, too.”

      “Maybe, but she won’t be. People will remember the madness, nothing else.”

      “Do you think so?” He still wasn’t sure why the whole thing made him so sad. No, now that he thought about it, he did. It bothered him that murder was more interesting to people than genuine achievements. Books would be written about Margrethe’s crazy plans, documentaries made, but there would be little mention of her artistic success.

      “Maybe people will remember the art, too,” said Berit.

      “Are you just saying that to make me feel better?”

      “You know me. I’m not someone who goes around telling fibs to protect people’s feelings,” said Berit.

      Ian smiled. He knew that.

      “Did you know that Ebba has taken over the gallery in Dalarna?” she continued. He was pleased. “She’s planning an exhibition on violence in art throughout history, and she’s going to display Louise’s portrait, too. It’s going to hang there permanently.”

      Ian hesitated. There was something he needed to say.

      “Don’t think I don’t know that it was a mistake to get you involved, Berit. I also know I’ve got much more to thank you for than just dragging me out of the water that day. You picked me up back in October, too. Out of my self-pity and whining and—”

      “I thought we’d decided to be friends.” She cut him off. “That means there’s no need for all this thanking each other and carrying on.”

      Her tone was startlingly brusque, but she smiled as she said it. The future was stretching out in front of her, he thought. Possibilities as shimmering and gray as the rocks. For Berit, the world was fresh and new and full of adventure again.

      “I’ve never understood the whole thing about not having to thank people just because you’re friends,” he said. “Surely friends are precisely who you should be thanking.”

      “Thank me, then,” she muttered uncomfortably, without looking at him. “If you really need to.”

      Ian thought back to the state he had been in when he first came out to stay with her. So down in the dumps that he no longer recognized himself. But somehow, Berit had helped him pull himself together. Through the case, and through her strange, eccentric way of approaching it. All those walks, all that wood he had chopped, and…

      “Berit…” he said. “When we were working together in October, and you got me to go out walking with you and to chop wood and do the dishes… Was that really so I’d come up with new ideas, or were you just trying to distract me?”

      “Sitting around and dwelling on things never does anyone any good.”

      Ian laughed. He couldn’t help himself.

      Berit gave him a slight smile, her eyes fixed on the waves and the rocks. Back in October, he had admired her ability to feel at home in multiple places, but he realized now that she probably knew a thing or two about feeling torn, too. There was something in her gaze—a kind of longing, perhaps? A sense of loss felt in advance?—that told him she would leave a part of herself here, in the brackish water and the gray rocks. Who knows? Maybe he would leave more of himself here than he realized, too.

      “Are you going to come back out here?” he asked.

      “Absolutely. Next time, I’ll be here from April to October. That way I’ll have seen all the seasons come and go. It wouldn’t surprise me if I used it in a book one day. An archipelago book about the weather and the wind and the birds. No murders, though. My agent will have a heart attack.”

      “But you miss Great Diddling, don’t you? Eleanor, Mary, and all the other crazy people there.”

      He could see that she did. If a part of her would stay here in the Stockholm Archipelago, another was waiting for her back home in Cornwall. Among the wisteria and the meadow flowers, in the air that was heavy with the scent of roses.

      “Eleanor actually called me last week,” said Berit. “She told me I need to come back sharpish.”

      “That’s nice of her. They must miss you too.”

      Berit snorted. “Hardly,” she said. “Apparently they need my expertise.”

      Ian tensed. “There hasn’t…there hasn’t been another murder, has there?”

      “Worse,” Berit said darkly. “A wedding.”

    
  
    
      
        Reading Group Guide

      
      
        	Berit feels as if she belongs in multiple places, whereas Ian has trouble feeling as if he belongs anywhere. Are your feelings closer to Berit’s or Ian’s? What makes you feel as if you truly belong somewhere?

        	Do you have trouble staying away from your job when you’re on vacation? Or are you able to cut yourself off completely and not think about work when you’re away?

        	Do you believe death and creativity go hand in hand? What do you think sparks creativity in a person? When can death be an inspiration?

        	Do you think it’s good to want to leave a legacy after you die? What do you think makes for a good legacy? Why do you think it matters to people to leave a legacy of some sort?

        	Do you think you would admire Margrethe if you met her, or would her personality be too abrasive? What about her personality might draw you in or push you away?

        	How do the places where you grew up or currently live shape you? What parts of those places do you take with you when you leave?

        	Do you agree that family is bigger than just blood ties? Why or why not?

        	Do you sympathize with Berit’s worries about her birthday? Is she being rational? Does that matter? Are there things you’re irrationally afraid of?

        	Consider Margrethe’s family. How do they each see her? How does the way Louise views her mother differ from how Wilhelm views her? Would you want the relationship Margrethe has with her family? How has Margrethe herself cultivated those relationships?

        	What do you think about the idea of growing older? Is it a blessing and a privilege? Is it a burden?

        	Berit grieves for the pine tree from her childhood that fell during the winter storm. What did that tree mean to her? Have you ever grieved the loss of something other than a human or animal before? What made the loss sad for you?

        	Did you put together what had happened to Margrethe and Louise before it was revealed? Why or why not?

        	Ian and Berit think about how Margrethe might be remembered, as mad or as a genius. Do you think it’s right to be judged solely by your worst deed? Does it depend on how bad your worst deed was?

      

    
  
    
      
        A Conversation with the Author

      
      
        Where did the inspiration for this book come from?

        I got the idea for the major plot twist in the end one cold autumn evening, while sitting in the sauna at my family’s small cottage in the archipelago of Stockholm. Berit’s cottage in this book is based almost completely on my own family’s, as is most of the geography and the islands surrounding it. So I got a lot of my inspiration from the nature that surrounded me: I spent weeks there during the autumn and winter, noting the wind and the weather; the temperature in the water and on land; and the birds, foxes, and seals; as well as, of course, rowing around with my trusted companion Sam the cocker spaniel, looking for good places to kill someone. I often wondered what the neighbors made of it. There she rows again, with murder on her mind as usual, they probably thought as they shook their heads and waved hesitantly at me.

        Do you have a favorite character from the story?

        I am surprisingly and stubbornly fascinated by Margrethe, but I think the character that was the most fun to write was Marie.

        Do you have any ideas for where Ian and Berit might go from here?

        Yes, I do. By this point, I’m missing Great Diddling and all the crazy people living there, so I think it’s time for Berit and Ian to return home. Berit is enjoying the beautiful English spring in her new garden, but she doesn’t know that her peace and tranquility will soon be interrupted. An influencer wedding is coming to town, and the people of Great Diddling react to it with their specific brand of madness. When a dead body is found underneath Berit’s very own roses, she finds herself inexorably drawn into both murder investigation—and wedding planning.

        What would you like readers to take away from the story?

        I hope they will have been transported for a while to the cold Swedish archipelago. It’s a place that’s very important for me personally: It’s where I spent my childhood summers, and even though my feet know almost every stone there, I still find new things that surprise and amaze me. It’s a wonderful thing to have a place like that in your life, and I hope the readers will enjoy visiting it with me.

        What are you reading right now? Do you read different books when you’re writing versus when you’re not?

        I love reading books that are vaguely related to research. It’s one of the best things about being a writer, that it allows you to be almost universally curious in life. So at the moment, I’m reading a book about snow, a book about the modern history of Iran, Tove Jansson’s wonderful The Summer Book, and Sulari Gentill’s Five Found Dead.

      

    
  
    
      
        Acknowledgments

      
      I want to start by thanking my parents, both for giving me a happy childhood and for always supporting me in my writing.

      Berit’s cottage is largely based on the house in the archipelago where my parents now live year-round. When Mum’s grandparents bought the place, there was just one room, with an earth cellar, a woodburning stove, and a low, sloping ceiling. They added a glass-enclosed porch (with an open fire) and a living room (with another—Mum’s grandad was a bricklayer). My parents are part of a generation that doesn’t know how to take time off without building something, so the summers of my childhood were always soundtracked by hammering and sawing. Even now, I feel a rush of happiness whenever I smell sawdust. They went on to build another structure, a connecting building, a woodshed, a sauna, a jetty, and more verandas than a family could ever need.

      My siblings and I are part of a different generation, one that seems more interested in spending our holidays sitting in the shade reading Modesty Blaise. I suppose we’ve contributed in our own ways, though. I’ve filled the bookshelves, and my sister—an artist—has taken beautiful black-and-white images of boat lines. My brother works in IT and has built a website that provides real-time updates on the weather. His thermometer measures the air and water temperatures on the island every ten minutes. Aside from when the plot required a little more drama—with a snowstorm, for example—I’ve tried to stick to real temperatures as far as possible. So, I would like to give particular thanks to my brother for his Excel spreadsheet containing 177,194 cells of data from the past four years.

      Tallholmen is fictitious, but Ängsö and Gränö are both real. I would like to extend a warm thanks to all of my neighbors and friends from Ängsö, Gränö, and Kalvholmen for their support and indulgence of this strange author, who has spent over a year trawling the islands for good places to kill people. Several even offered up themselves as potential victims, a generous offer I have declined to take up, for the sake of community relations. I hope you’ll forgive the liberties I’ve taken with regard to the Waxholm ferry timetable. See you by the pump and on the jetty!
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      Katarina Bivald grew up working part-time in a bookstore, dreaming of becoming an author. In 2013, the dream came true when she published her New York Times bestselling debut, The Readers of Broken Wheel Recommend. She lives outside of Stockholm with her dog, Sam; still prefers books over people; and has just found out that life is so much more fun when you’re plotting to kill someone.

    
  
    
      Don’t miss a single delightful mystery from award-winning author Katarina Bivald!
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