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About the Book

At a derelict port in Stockholm, two brutally murdered men are found by a security guard. In the same area a young woman, Aida, is on the run from a deranged gunman.

Meanwhile, journalist Annika Bengtzon is approached by a woman wanting her story published in the Evening Post. She claims to have founded an organization to erase people’s pasts – giving vulnerable individuals a completely new identity.

Annika helps Aida to get in touch with the foundation. But as she begins to investigate this woman’s story, more bodies turn up and she finds herself getting dangerously close to the truth – that all is not as it seems…
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A Note to the Reader

Chronologically, the events in this book follow on from those of my previous novel, Exposed. However, although the Annika Bengtzon novels form part of a series, they can just as easily be enjoyed on their own.

Enjoy!

Liza Marklund

January 2012


 

A Note on the Currency

Calculated at a rate of 10.3 Swedish Krona to the pound, the monetary figures in this book would convert approximately as follows:

10kr = 97p

50kr = £4.85

100kr = £9.70

200kr = £19.40

500kr = £48.50

1000kr = £97

2000kr = £194

3000kr = £291
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Prologue

Time has stopped, she thought. This is what it’s like to die.

Her head hit the tarmac, and she blacked out momentarily. Fear vanished, along with all sound. Only silence remained.

Her thoughts were calm and clear. Her stomach and pelvis were pressed against the ground, ice and gravel against her cheek and in her hair.

How strange, the way things turn out. How little you can actually predict. Who could have guessed that it would end up like this? A foreign shore, far away in the north.

Then she saw the boy in front of her again – his outstretched arms – and her fear returned. She heard the shots, the sobbing that went with them, and felt helpless.

‘Sorry,’ she whispered to the memory of her brother. ‘I’m sorry I was so weak, so pathetically useless.’

Suddenly she felt the wind again. It tugged at her bag, hurting her. Sound returned. One foot was aching. She became aware of the damp and cold coming through her jeans. She had simply fallen, she hadn’t been hit. Her mind went blank again, but one thought remained: Get away from here.

She struggled onto all fours but the wind forced her back down. She tried again. The buildings were making the squalls unpredictable, sweeping in mercilessly from the sea, and along the road.

I have to get away from here. Now.

She knew the man was somewhere behind her. He was blocking the route back to town. She was stuck.

I can’t just stay here in the glare of the headlights. I’ve got to get away. Anywhere but here!

A fresh gust of wind took her breath away. She gasped and turned her back to it. More headlights, bright yellow, turning the grey, grimy surroundings into gold. Where could she go?

She picked up her bag and ran with the wind behind her towards a building by the water. A long loading bay ran the whole length of it. There was a mass of wreckage that had blown to the ground, what on earth was it? A staircase? A chimney! Furniture. A gynaecologist’s chair. A Model T Ford. An instrument panel from a fighter plane.

She struggled onto the loading bay, dragging her bag behind her. She wove between bathtubs and school-desks, finally crouching down behind an old desk.

He’s going to find me, she thought. It’s only a matter of time. He’s never going to give up.

She curled herself into the foetal position, rocking and breathing heavily, covered in sweat and filth from the tarmac. She realized she had walked right into the trap. She wasn’t going to get out of this. All he had to do was walk up to her, put the revolver to the back of her head and pull the trigger.

She peered cautiously under one of the sets of desk-drawers. All she could see was ice and warehouses, bathed in the yellow of the headlights.

I have to wait, she thought. I have to work out where he is. Then I must try to escape.

After a few minutes her knees began to ache. Her thighs and calves grew numb, her ankles were sore, particularly the left one. She must have sprained it when she fell. Blood was dripping onto the quay from the cut in her forehead.

Then she saw him. He was standing by the edge of the loading bay, three metres away, his harsh profile dark against the yellow. The wind carried his whisper with it.

‘Aida.’

She shrank back and screwed her eyes shut, now a small animal, invisible.

‘Aida, I know you’re here.’

She was breathing through her mouth, silently, waiting. The wind was on his side, silencing the sound of his footsteps. The next time she looked up he was walking along the other side of the road, beside the fence, his weapon discreetly concealed under his jacket. Her breathing accelerated, coming in irregular bursts, making her feel giddy.

When he vanished round the corner and went inside the warehouse she got up, jumped down onto the tarmac and ran. Her feet were thudding, louder than the wind, her bag bouncing on her back, her hair blowing in her eyes.

She never heard the shot, just sensed the bullet as it whistled past her head. She started running in a zigzag pattern, making abrupt, illogical twists and turns. Another whistling sound, another turn.

Suddenly the ground stopped and the raging Baltic Sea took over. The waves were enormous. She hesitated for just a second.

* * *

The man went over to the place where the woman had jumped and looked out at the sea. He peered intently, his gun poised, trying to see her head among the waves. Hopeless.

She’d never make it. Too cold. The wind was blowing too hard. Too late.

Too late for Aida from Bijeljina. She had overplayed her hand. She was too alone.

He stood there for a few moments, the wind coming right at him, firing crystals of ice into his face.

The sound of the Scania truck starting up behind him was carried away, never reaching him. The vehicle disappeared silently into the yellow light.


PART ONE


 

I am not an evil person.

I am simply the result of my circumstances. We are all born into the same life, the only difference between us is our situation: genetic, cultural, social.

I have killed, that much is true, but that is not terribly interesting. The interesting question is: does a person who is no longer really alive actually deserve to carry on living? I know my own views on this, but they don’t have to correspond to anyone else’s.

I could be regarded as violent, but that does not necessarily have anything to do with evil. Violence is power, in just the same way as money or influence are power. Anyone who chooses to use violence as a tool can do so without being evil. But a close relationship with violence does not come for free, you have to leave your soul as a deposit. And on this point the terms of the deal vary, of course. In my case there wasn’t much to hand over.

The gap that is left is then filled up with the conditions for violence. Evil is one of them, despair another. Revenge, and rage, and, in a few sick cases, pleasure.

And I am not an evil person.

I am the result of my situation and circumstances.




Sunday 28 October


1

THE SECURITAS GUARD was alert. The chaos left by the previous evening’s hurricane was everywhere – toppled trees, sheets of metal and plastic from the roofs and walls of the warehouses, their contents scattered by the wind.

He braked sharply as he entered the Frihamnen port area. In the broad, open space facing the water lay the innards of a fighter-plane cockpit, some medical equipment and sections of a bathroom. It took him a few seconds before he realized what he was looking at: wreckage from one of Swedish Television’s props stores.

He didn’t see the dead bodies until he had switched off the engine and undone his seatbelt. Oddly, he didn’t feel fear or horror, just genuine surprise. The black-clad corpses were lined up in front of the wreckage of a staircase from some cancelled TV series. Before he had even got out of the car he knew they had been murdered. It didn’t take great powers of deduction. Parts of the men’s skulls were missing, and a sticky substance had run out of their bodies onto the icy tarmac.

Without a thought for his own safety, the guard got out of his car and walked over to the men. They were no more than a couple of metres away. His reaction was one of astonishment. The corpses looked extremely odd – their eyes had partly popped out of their sockets, and their tongues were hanging out a bit. Like Marty Feldman’s younger brothers, he thought. Each had a small mark towards the top of his head; each was missing an ear, and, as he’d already noticed, parts of their skulls were missing.

The living, breathing man stared at the two dead ones for a while; he was later unable to estimate for how long. His stare was broken when a lingering gust of the storm swept between the grain silos and knocked him to the ground. He put his hands out to break his fall and one of them landed in the spilled brain tissue from one of the bodies. The feeling of the cold, sticky goo between his fingers made him immediately, violently sick. He threw up on the bonnet of his car, then tried frantically to wipe off the mess from his fingers on the material of the front seat.

The regional police communication centre on Kungsholmen in Stockholm received the call from Frihamnen at 05.31. The news reached the Evening Post newspaper three minutes later. It was Leif who called.

‘Car 1120 is on its way to Frihamnen, along with two ambulances.’

At that time of the morning, forty-nine minutes after the deadline for material and twenty-six minutes before the presses started rolling, the newsroom was, as usual, in a state of concentrated creative chaos. All the editors, red-eyed by now, were hammering away at the last headlines, polishing the text on the front page, finalizing picture captions and correcting typos. Jansson, the night-editor, was busy checking the final layout and firing the pages off to the printers.

This morning, the staff member taking tip-offs from the public was the nightshift’s copy-editor, Annika Bengtzon.

‘Which means?’ she said, scribbling furiously on a Post-it note.

‘At least two dead,’ Leif said, then hung up so he could be first to give the news to the next paper. Anyone who was second with a tip-off got no payment.

Annika stood up and put the phone down in the same movement.

‘Two dead out in Frihamnen; could be murder, unconfirmed,’ she said to the back of Jansson’s head. ‘Do you want it in this edition?’

‘Nope,’ the back of his head said.

‘Do you want me to give it to Carl and Bertil?’ she asked.

‘Yep,’ the back of his head replied.

She headed off towards the reporters’ corner, the yellow note sticking out from her finger like a flag.

‘Jansson wants you to check this out,’ she said, offering her finger to one of the reporters.

Carl Wennergren took the note with a look of derision.

‘Bertil Strand is here if you have to go out,’ Annika said. ‘He’s down in the photo lab.’

She turned on her heel and left before Carl had time to reply. Their relationship wasn’t exactly cosy. She settled back on her chair, an empty feeling in her head. It had been a rough night, and she’d had to make a lot of goal-line saves. A hurricane had swept in over Skåne in the far south the previous evening, and was working its way up the country. The Evening Post had put a lot of effort into covering the storm, and it had paid off. They had managed to get reporters and photographers on the last plane from Stockholm to Sturup in order to strengthen the news team in Malmö. Their journalists in Växjö and Gothenburg had been working through the night, and they’d also received a lot of material from freelancers, both pictures and text. Everything had landed on the night-desk, and it had fallen to Annika to pull together the articles. Which meant that she had rewritten every single one so that they matched and fitted the context of the pieces. Yet her name still wouldn’t appear anywhere in the paper, apart from at the bottom of the factual box-out she had put together about hurricanes earlier on. She was just a copy-editor, one of the many journalists who are never seen.

‘Fucking hell!’ Jansson suddenly roared. ‘There’s no yellow on the cover picture. Fuck …’

He stormed off towards the picture desk, yelling for the picture editor, Pelle Oscarsson. Annika smiled weakly. Oh, brave new world. Digital technology should have made everything faster, safer, simpler. In actual fact there was a little gremlin who appeared each time they sent their files to the printers, eating up one of the colour files at irregular intervals, usually the yellow one. If the error wasn’t discovered in time, it resulted in some very odd pictures in the paper. Jansson claimed that the colour-eating monster was the same little bastard who lived in his washing-machine and kept eating single socks.

‘Bloody technology,’ the night-editor mumbled as he headed back to his desk once catastrophe had been averted and the picture file resent.

Annika was tidying her desk.

‘Well, we got there in the end again, didn’t we?’ she said.

Jansson slumped onto his chair.

‘You did a damn good job tonight,’ he said, nodding appreciatively. ‘I saw the original texts. You did really well, pulling them together like that.’

‘Well, I guess it worked,’ Annika said, embarrassed.

‘Who were those dead bodies out in the harbour?’

Annika shrugged. ‘Don’t know. Do you want me to check?’

Jansson stood up and headed towards the smoking room.

‘Please,’ he said.

She began by calling the emergency call centre.

‘We’ve sent two ambulances,’ the duty-officer confirmed.

‘No police vans?’ Annika wondered.

‘We considered it, but the call came from a security guard. We sent ambulances.’

Annika was making notes. Police vans were only sent to pick up bodies if it was absolutely certain that the victims were dead. Police regulations stated that they could only request a van if the victim’s head was separated from the body.

She had trouble getting through to the police emergency response centre. It was several minutes before anyone answered. Then it took another five minutes before the duty-officer was free to talk to her. When he finally got to the phone he was clear and concise.

‘We’ve got two dead,’ he said. ‘Both male. Shot. We can’t yet say if it was murder or suicide. You’ll have to get back to us later.’

‘They were found at Frihamnen,’ Annika said quickly. ‘Does that tell you anything?’

The duty-officer hesitated.

‘I don’t want to speculate at this point,’ he said. ‘But you can work it out.’

When she hung up she knew the paper would be dominated by the double murder for days to come. For some reason two murders weren’t simply twice the size of a single murder, but much, much bigger.

She sighed and thought about getting a cup of coffee. She was tired and thirsty, and it would help. But caffeine at this time of day would leave her wide awake for hours, staring at the ceiling while her body ached with exhaustion.

Oh, what the hell, she thought, and headed for the drinks machine.

The coffee was hot, and it did help. She sat back down and put her feet up on her desk.

A nice little double murder out at Frihamnen. Oh well, such was life.

She blew on the coffee.

The fact that the victims had been shot meant that this wasn’t just some drunken bust-up. Drunks killed each other with knives, fists, kicking, or by chucking each other off balconies. If they ever had access to guns they would sell them to buy more drink.

She emptied the plastic cup, then went to the water fountain to refill it.

Two men, which meant it was unlikely to be a murder followed by a suicide, not out in Frihamnen in the middle of a hurricane. And the motive probably wasn’t jealousy. So that left the coast clear for the sort of speculation that journalists find much more interesting. Something criminal – anything from biker gangs to the mafia and dirty money. Or some political motive. International connections.

Annika went back to her desk. She was sure of one thing. She wouldn’t get anywhere near this case. Other people would end up covering it for the Evening Post. She gathered up her outdoor clothes.

At weekends there was no dedicated morning team in the newsroom, which meant that Jansson would have to stay until the later editions had gone to press. Annika’s shift ended at six o’clock.

‘I’ve had enough of this now,’ she said as the night-editor walked past. He looked exhausted, and would have been happy to see her stay.

‘Aren’t you going to wait for the paper to arrive?’ he said.

The first bundles arrived from the printers by courier fifteen minutes after the presses started to roll. Annika shook her head, called a taxi, stood up and put on her coat, scarf and gloves.

‘Can you come in early tonight?’ Jansson called after her. ‘To help clean up after this damn hurricane?’

Annika pulled her bag up on her shoulder.

‘Like I’ve actually got another life.’


2

THOMAS SAMUELSSON GENTLY TOUCHED his wife’s stomach. The old hardness was gone. Since Eleonor had become branch manager at the bank she hadn’t had time to go to the gym as often as she used to.

He let his hand gradually circle downward, past her navel, until it reached her crotch. His finger slowly followed the groove down to her thighs, feeling the hair and dampness.

‘Stop it,’ she muttered, turning away from him.

He sighed, swallowed, rolled onto his back, his lust thumping like a hammer. He put his hands behind his head, staring at the ceiling, and heard her breathing settle into a slow rhythm again. She never wanted to any more.

Annoyed, he threw back the covers and walked into the kitchen naked, his cock deflating. He drank some water from a dirty glass, put coffee into a fresh filter, poured in some water and turned on the machine, then went to the bathroom. In the mirror his hair was sticking up in all directions, giving him a look of irresponsibility more suited to his actual age. He sighed, rubbing his hair with his hands.

It’s too early to have a midlife crisis, he thought. Way too fucking early.

He went back to the kitchen and stood staring out to sea. It was dark and wild. The night’s storm was still evident in the foam and waves, and the neighbours’ sundial had toppled over by the French windows.

What on earth’s the point? he wondered. Why are we doing this?

A great wave of melancholy swept over him, but he was aware that it verged on self-pity. Feeling the draught from the window and thinking of the shoddy workmanship, he shivered, sighed, then went and got his dressing-gown. It was a present from his wife last Christmas, green, blue and burgundy – expensive – from the NK department store. There were matching slippers, but he had never used them.

The coffee machine gurgled. He got out a mug with the bank’s logo on it and turned on the radio, just in time for the news. The words filtered through his dark mood and the coffee, hitting their target randomly. The hurricane sweeping over the south of Sweden and the damage it was causing. Electricity supplies disrupted. Insurance companies promise prompt payouts. Two men dead. The security zone in southern Lebanon. Kosovo.

He switched it off and went into the hall, pulled on his boots and went out to fetch the newspaper from the mailbox. The wind tugged at the pages and forced its way through the towelling dressing-gown, chilling his thighs. He stopped, shut his eyes and took several deep breaths. There was ice in the air, the sea would freeze over before too long.

He looked up at the house – the beautiful, architect-designed villa that her parents had had built for them. There was a light on in the upstairs kitchen, the lamp above the table, designed by someone whose name he couldn’t remember. The light was greenish and cold, like an evil eye watching over the sea. The façade of the house looked grey in the morning light. His mother always said it was the most beautiful house in Vaxholm. She had offered to make curtains for every room when they moved in. Eleonor had declined, politely but firmly.

He went back in. He flicked idly through the different sections of the paper, and ended up, as usual, at the property pages. A five-room flat in Vasastan, with an old tiled stove in every room. A two-room apartment in Gamla stan, a penthouse with exposed beams and stunning views in three directions. A wooden farmhouse outside Malmköping, with electricity and running water, at a bargain price!

He could hear his wife’s voice in his head: Daydreams! You’d be a millionaire if you spent half as much time on the share market as you do looking at property adverts.

She was already a millionaire.

He felt a sudden sense of shame. She meant well. Her love was rock-solid. He was the problem, he was the one who was lacking. Maybe she was right, maybe he really was having trouble dealing with her success. Maybe they ought to go to that therapist after all.

He folded the paper neatly again. Eleonor didn’t like it to be messed up. He put it on the little table they used for post and magazines. Then he went back to the bedroom, slid out of the dressing-gown and back under the sheets. She shifted in her sleep when she felt his cold body. He pulled her to him, blowing on the soft skin of her neck.

‘I love you,’ he said.

‘Me too,’ she mumbled.

Carl Wennergren and Bertil Strand arrived at Frihamnen a little too late. As the photographer parked his company Saab they saw the ambulances pulling up inside the cordoned-off area. The reporter couldn’t help swearing. Bertil Strand always drove so carefully, sticking to the speed limit, even though there wasn’t a soul in sight. Bertil registered the unspoken criticism and felt irritated.

‘You sound like an old woman,’ he snapped.

They plodded over to the police cordon, the distance between them clearly marking their annoyance with each other. When they caught sight of the lights of the police cars and the figures moving about, their differences faded and work took over.

The cops were quick today, the storm must have got their adrenalin pumping. The cordon covered a large area, from the fence to their left, all the way to the office building far to their right. Bertil Strand gazed across the area, impressed. So close to the centre of town and yet completely alien. Good light, clear but still soft. Wonderful shadows.

Carl Wennergren buttoned his oilskin coat. Damn, it was cold.

They couldn’t really see the victims – their view was blocked by debris, police officers and the ambulances. Wennergren stamped his feet, hunched his shoulders, his hands deep in his pockets. He hated the morning shift. The photographer hauled out his camera and telephoto lens from his rucksack and slid off along the cordon. At the far left of the tape he got a couple of decent shots, uniforms in profile, the dark corpses, plain-clothed forensics officers.

‘Finished,’ he yelled before long.

Carl Wennergren’s nose was red, a little drop of transparent snot hanging from the end. ‘What a fucking awful place to die.’

‘If we’re going to get anything into the late edition we’d better get going,’ Bertil Strand said.

‘But I’m not done yet. I haven’t even started.’

‘You’ll have to call from the car. Or the office. Just soak up a bit of local colour that you can spice it up with.’

Bertil Strand walked off towards the car, his rucksack swinging. The reporter followed him. They sat in silence all the way back to Marieberg.

Anders Schyman clicked to close the news agency’s website. It was like a drug. You could set the site to arrange updates by subject: domestic, foreign, sport, features, but he preferred to have it all. He wanted to find out about everything at once.

He walked round his cramped, aquarium-like office to loosen his shoulders. He sat down on the leather sofa, picked up that day’s paper, the hurricane special, and nodded in satisfaction. His plan had succeeded. The different departments had worked together just as he had suggested. Jansson had told him that Annika Bengtzon had done most of the practical coordination, and it had worked bloody well.

Annika Bengtzon, he thought with a sigh.

The young copy-editor had somehow come to be associated with his position on the paper in an entirely coincidental but regrettable way. He and Annika Bengtzon had arrived at the paper only a fortnight apart. His first battle with upper management had been specifically about her. It had concerned a lengthy fixed-term appointment to the news team, and he had assumed that Annika Bengtzon was the obvious choice. Admittedly, she was too young, too immature, too excitable and too impetuous, but in his opinion she had far more potential than most people. She was naïve, but had a strong sense of ethics, driven by a undeniable belief in justice. She was fast, and she wrote well. And she showed definite signs of being a bulldozer, which was a great advantage for a tabloid reporter. If she couldn’t get round a problem she just rode over it.

The board of the Evening Post consisted of nothing but white, heterosexual, middle-aged men with nice cars and a good income, the sort of men that the paper was built of and produced for. Anders Schyman suspected that Carl Wennergren reminded these men of themselves when they were younger, or rather he personified the illusion of their own youth.

Eventually he had found a post as copy-editor to cover maternity leave on Jansson’s nightshift, which Annika had accepted. He had had to argue with the board before they would accept even this decision. Annika Bengtzon became the defining moment for him to exert his control over the paper. And it had come to a catastrophic end: a few days after her appointment the girl had killed her boyfriend.

She’d hit him with an iron pipe, toppling him into a disused blast furnace in the old steelworks in Hälleforsnäs. Right from the start there was talk of self-defence, but Anders Schyman could still remember how he felt when he first heard, wanting the ground to swallow him up. Then the thought: Talk about backing the wrong horse. That evening she had called him at home, quiet, and in shock, to tell him that the rumours were true. She had been questioned and was under suspicion of manslaughter, but hadn’t been formally charged. She would be staying at a cottage in the forest for a few weeks until the police investigation was finished. She was wondering whether she still had a job at the Evening Post.

He had told her how it was: the job was hers even if other people on the paper might regret the decision, and she wasn’t exactly a favourite with the union. Manslaughter suggested some form of accident. If she was found guilty of causing an accident in which someone lost their life, well, that would be regrettable, but still not grounds for dismissal. If she received a lengthy prison sentence then obviously there would be difficulties extending her appointment beyond maternity cover, she had to recognize that.

When he got to this point she had started to cry. He had struggled against the impulse to yell at her about how monumentally careless she’d been, and for dragging him into the shit.

‘I won’t go to prison,’ she had whispered down the line. ‘It was him or me. He would have killed me if I hadn’t hit him. The prosecutor knows that.’

She had started work with the nightshift as planned, paler and thinner than ever. She spoke to him occasionally, and to Jansson, Berit, Picture Pelle and a few others, but otherwise she kept to herself. According to Jansson she was doing a brilliant job at night, rewriting, adding text, checking facts, coming up with captions and writing front-page text, without ever making a fuss. The rumours died away, quicker than he had expected. The paper dealt with scandal and murder every day, and there were limits to the amount anyone could manage to gossip about a tragic and accidental death.

The case of the deceased and abusive hockey player Sven Matsson from Hälleforsnäs wasn’t a great priority for the district court in Eskilstuna. The prosecution were calling for either manslaughter or causing another person’s death. The judgment came shortly before midsummer last year: Annika Bengtzon was found not guilty of manslaughter, but was found guilty of the lesser charge, and sentenced to a supervision order. For a while she was obliged to attend some sort of therapy as part of the sentence, but as far as he was aware the whole thing had been legally concluded for a while now.

The head-editor went back to his desk and opened the news agency website again, checking whether anything had appeared since he last looked. Sunday’s sports results were starting to come in, there was the aftermath of the hurricane, and several items repeated from Saturday. He sighed again. Everything just rumbled on, never ending, never reaching a conclusion. And now there was to be yet another reorganization.

The editor-in-chief, Torstensson, wanted to introduce a new layer of management, and to centralize decision-making. This model was already being used by their rival, the other evening paper, as well as several other national media organizations. Torstensson had decided it was time for the Evening Post to do something similar and become a ‘modern’ business. Anders Schyman was at a complete loss. There was every indication that they were heading for disaster. Sales were falling. The accounts didn’t look good. The board was increasingly unhappy. The newsroom lurched badly in stormy waters, with poor leadership and an all too fallible radar. The truth was that the Evening Post didn’t know where it was heading, or why. He had failed to convince everyone of where the boundaries lay, despite large seminars and conferences about the current conditions and responsibilities of the media. Admittedly, there hadn’t been any more atrocious and all too public disasters since he arrived at the paper, but the work of repairing earlier damage was going far too slowly.

Something that worried him more than he cared to admit was that Torstensson had dropped a few hints about a new job, something prestigious in Brussels. Maybe that was why he was in a hurry to reorganize the paper. Torstensson wanted to leave his mark, and, God knows he hadn’t managed to achieve much with any of his publicity campaigns.

Schyman groaned and impatiently closed the website again.

Something had to happen soon.


3

GLOOM WAS ALREADY spreading from the corners when she woke up. The short day had given up while she had been tossing and turning in bed; she really shouldn’t have had that last cup of coffee. She took several deep breaths, forcing herself to lie still, and checked how she felt. She didn’t have any aches or pains. Her head felt a bit heavy, but that was because of the way day and night had switched places. She looked up at the ceiling, flaking and grey. The previous tenant had used gloss paint over the old distemper, and the whole ceiling was a mess of different colours. She followed the ragged, irregular cracks with her eyes, seeing the shape of a butterfly in the pattern, then a car, then a skull. A single, persistent note started to sound in her left ear – the sound of loneliness, gradually rising and falling.

She sighed, annoyed that she needed the toilet, and got out of bed, the floorboards rough under her feet; they sometimes gave her splinters. She pulled on her dressing-gown, the fabric was silken and cold against her skin, making her shiver. She opened the front door and listened for noises in the stairwell. Nothing but the ringing in her ears. She padded quickly down the half flight to the shared toilet, her feet immediately cold and gritty, but she couldn’t be bothered to care.

She felt the draught as soon as she got back into her flat. The thin curtains were fluttering even though she hadn’t left any windows open. She shut the door behind her and the through-draught subsided as she wiped her feet on the doormat and went into the living room.

One of the top windowpanes had broken during the night, either blown in or hit by swirling debris. The outside glass seemed to have fallen out in one piece, but the inside pane still had jagged edges and there were shards and putty on the floor under the window. She stared at the mess, then shut her eyes and rubbed her forehead.

Typical, she thought, unable even to start thinking about getting it fixed.

There was a cold breeze round her legs, so she left the room and went into the kitchen. She settled onto the kitchen chair and looked out of the window, into the flat on the third floor of the building facing out onto the street. It was used as a hospitality apartment by some construction company. The bathroom window had frosted glass. The people who stayed there for a night or two never considered the fact that they might be visible when they went to the toilet; as soon as the light went on their wavy outline was reflected through the glass. For more than two years she had seen the company’s customers make love, shit and change tampons. To begin with it had embarrassed her, but after a while she started to find it funny. Then she got annoyed; she didn’t want to see people pissing while she ate dinner. Now she didn’t care any more. There were fewer visitors to the flat and the building looked rundown, hardly very hospitable. Today the window was grey and mute, empty.

A lot of plaster had fallen away from the façade overnight, into the slushy snow in the courtyard. There seemed to be two broken windows on the first floor. She got up and went over to the window, looking at the dark holes below, just like her living room. The kitchen heater warmed her legs, and she stood there until it started to burn. She didn’t feel hungry, although she knew she ought to eat something. She drank some water direct from the tap.

This is fine, she thought. I’ve got everything I want.

She went into the living room again, restless, sat on the sofa and pulled her legs up, wrapping her arms round her knees, breathing deeply. It really was quite cold. There was no central heating in the building, and the free-standing heaters she had bought could hardly keep the flat warm even when the windows were intact. The draught had free rein over the largely empty floor. The few things she had bought came from the Salvation Army or Ikea, and she felt no personal attachment to them.

She looked round the room, watching the shadows chasing each other. The clear light she had loved so much to begin with was no longer white. The shimmering white of the walls, which used to absorb and reflect the light at one and the same time, had dried and become mute. Daylight no longer reached very far into the rooms. Everything just stayed grey, no matter how the seasons changed. The air was heavy and thick as clay.

The coarse fabric of the sofa was itchy, leaving marks in her skin, and she idly scratched herself as she went back into the bedroom and crept under the sweat-soaked bedclothes. She pulled the duvet over her head, it was damp under there. She soon warmed up, but there was a slightly stale smell. The rock musician on the ground floor turned his stereo on, and the bass travelled through the walls, making her bed tremble. The ringing started up in her ear again, irritatingly shrill this time, but she forced herself not to get up. It was still several hours before her shift started.

She turned to face the wall, staring at the wallpaper. It had been painted over with thin white undercoat and the old pattern showed through. The neighbours who shared that floor with her came home; she heard them clattering about and laughing. She put the pillow over her head and the laughter became muffled, and the sound in her ear louder.

I want to sleep, she thought. Just let me sleep a bit longer, then maybe I’ll be able to carry on.

The man lit a cigarette, inhaled deeply and forced the chaos in his brain to calm down. He couldn’t tell which feeling was strongest: fury at the betrayal, fear for the consequences, embarrassment at being tricked, or hatred of those who had done it.

He would get his revenge. Bloody hell, they would pay for this.

He finished the cigarette in under two minutes, leaving just a fiery column hanging from the filter like a small turd of burned tobacco. He stubbed it out on the floor of the bar, then waved to order another shot. Just one, just this one; he had to keep his head straight, had to be able to move quickly. He downed the drink, the holster rubbing reassuringly in his armhole. Fuck, now he was really dangerous.

An explanation, he thought. I need to come up with a fucking good explanation for why it all went so wrong.

He was about to order another measure but stopped himself in the middle of the gesture.

‘Coffee. Black.’

He couldn’t make sense of it. He couldn’t see what the hell had happened, and he had no idea how he was going to explain it to his superiors. They’d demand that he put it right. It wasn’t the bodies that were the problem, even if that sort of thing was never great. Murder victims attracted the attention of the police and meant you had to be more careful for a while. The problem was the lorry. It wasn’t enough to track down the goods and return them. No, he would be personally forced to tidy up the mess. Someone had talked. He had to find the shipment, and he had to find the person who had made it disappear.

No matter how he looked at it, he realized that it had to have something to do with that woman. She had to be involved somehow, otherwise she wouldn’t have been there.

He drank the coffee the same way as the shot, down in one. It burned his throat.

You’re dead, bitch.
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THE LIGHTING IN the lift was as cold as ever, making her look like a dead fish. Annika closed her eyes to escape her reflection. She hadn’t managed to get back to sleep, so she’d gone out to Rålambshov Park instead, trying to get some fresh air and light, but failing. The ground had been soft, all claggy and brown, churned up by rain and thousands of feet. She had walked in to work.

The newsroom was empty and desolate, as usual on a Sunday. She went over to her desk. The head of news, Ingvar Johansson, was sitting nearby talking on the phone, so she changed her mind and headed towards the crime-desk instead. Her head felt empty as she slumped onto Berit Hamrin’s chair and phoned her grandmother.

The old woman had gone in to her flat in Hälleforsnäs to do some washing and get supplies.

‘How are you?’ her grandmother wondered. ‘Have you had much wind?’

Annika laughed. ‘Well, you could say that. One of my windows was blown out!’

‘You’re not hurt?’ the old woman said anxiously.

Annika laughed again. ‘Oh, don’t worry so much! How are things with you? Is the forest still standing?’

Her grandmother sighed. ‘More or less; but a lot of trees came down. The power was off here this morning, but it’s back now. When are you coming down?’

Annika’s grandmother had been granted the use of a cottage on the Harpsund Estate after many years as the housekeeper of the prime minister’s country residence. It was a small cottage without electricity or running water, and Annika had spent all her summer holidays there as a child.

‘I’m working tonight and tomorrow night, then I’ll come down to you sometime on Tuesday afternoon,’ Annika said. ‘Is there anything you’d like me to bring?’

‘Oh, no,’ her grandmother said. ‘Just bring yourself, that’s all I want.’

‘I miss you,’ Annika said.

She picked up a copy of that day’s paper and leafed through it dutifully. It was pretty good. She was all too familiar with the hurricane articles, and skipped them. Carl Wennergren’s piece about the double murder in Frihamnen wasn’t up to much, though. The dead men had been shot in the head, it said, and the police were considering suicide. Really? Then came a description of Frihamnen that was almost poetic – Carl had evidently been out and got the feel of the place. It was ‘attractively rundown’ and had ‘an international atmosphere’.

‘Hello, gorgeous; qué pasa?’

Annika gulped.

‘Hello, Sjölander,’ she said.

The head of the crime team settled comfortably onto the desk in front of her.

‘How are things?’

Annika tried to smile. ‘Fine, thanks, just a bit tired.’

The man tapped her amiably on the shoulder and winked.

‘Tough night, eh?’

She got up, grabbed the paper and gathered her bag and coat.

‘Really tough,’ she said. ‘Me and seven blokes.’

Sjölander chortled. ‘You’ve got some stamina, haven’t you?’

She held the paper up under his nose.

‘I was working,’ she said. ‘So what’s going on in Frihamnen?’

He looked at her for a few seconds, brushing the hair from his forehead.

‘No ID on the victims,’ he said, ‘no keys, money, weapons, chewing gum or condoms.’

‘So their pockets were emptied,’ Annika muttered.

Sjölander nodded. ‘The police have nothing to go on; they don’t even know who the victims were. Their prints aren’t on any Swedish database.’

‘So they’ve got no ideas? What about their clothes?’

The head of crime went over to his desk and switched on his computer.

‘Outer clothes, jeans and shoes from Italy, France and the US, but their underwear had Cyrillic writing on it.’

Annika looked up.

‘Foreign designer clothes,’ she said, ‘but cheap, locally produced underwear. The former Soviet Union or Yugoslavia, or Bulgaria.’

‘You’re keen on crime stories, aren’t you?’ he said with a grin.

He knew. They all knew. She shrugged.

‘You know how it is. You never lose the habit.’

She turned and walked over to the night-desk. She could hear him chuckling behind her. Why do I play along? she wondered.

She switched on the computer to the right of the night-editor, curling up her legs on the office chair and settling down with her chin on one knee. Maybe she ought to check if anything had happened. She waited patiently for the programs to load, then opened the news agency’s website, reading, checking, clicking.

‘Hey, Bengtzon, what’s your extension number?’

She looked over her shoulder and saw Sjölander waving a phone at her. After she’d called out her number, he shouted back, ‘Some bird wants to talk about social services, something about women in trouble. I can’t take it right now. And it’s your sort of thing, isn’t it? Can you take it?’

She closed her eyes and took a deep breath.

‘My shift hasn’t really started yet,’ she said. ‘I was planning to—’

‘Are you going to take it or shall I get rid of her?’

She sighed.

‘Okay, transfer her.’

A voice, calm and cool: ‘Hello? I want to talk to someone in confidence.’

‘You’re always protected when you talk to a newspaper,’ Annika said, her eyes still checking the news agency website. ‘What’s this about?’

Click, click, a draw in the local derby.

‘I’m not sure if I’m talking to the right person. It’s about a new organization, a new way of protecting people who have had death-threats.’

Annika stopped reading.

‘Really?’ she said. ‘How?’

The woman hesitated. ‘I’ve got information about a unique way of helping people under threat to get a new life. Most people don’t know about this way of doing it, but I’ve been given permission to release this information to the media. I’d like to do this in a calm, controlled way, which is why I was wondering if there’s anyone I could talk to at your paper.’

She didn’t want to listen, and didn’t really care. She stared at the screen: ongoing power-cuts … a new rocket attack on Grozny. She leaned her head on her hand.

‘Could you send the information by post or fax?’ she asked.

The woman was silent for a long time.

‘Hello?’ Annika said, ready to hang up with a sense of relief.

‘I’d prefer to meet the person I talk to face to face, in a secure setting,’ the woman said.

Annika slumped over her keyboard.

‘That isn’t possible,’ she said. ‘There’s no one here right now.’

‘What about you, then?’

She pushed her hair back, trying to think of an excuse.

‘We’d have to know what this is about before we send anyone out,’ she said.

The woman at the other end fell silent again. Annika sighed and tried to end the call.

‘Well, if there wasn’t anything else, then—’

‘Did you know there are people living hidden lives, right now, here in Sweden?’ the woman asked quietly. ‘Woman and children who have been abused and threatened?’

No, Annika thought. Not this.

‘Thanks for calling,’ she said, ‘but I’m afraid this isn’t a subject we can look into this evening.’

The woman on the other end raised her voice.

‘So you’re just going to hang up? You’re just going to ignore my work? Do you have any idea how many people I’ve helped? Do you really not give a damn about women in trouble? You journalists, you just sit there in your offices without a clue what society really looks like.’

Annika felt dizzy, suffocated.

‘You don’t know anything about me,’ she said.

‘The media are all the same. I thought the Evening Post would be better than the big morning papers, but you don’t give a damn about abused and vulnerable women and children.’

The blood suddenly rushed to her head.

‘Don’t you dare presume you know what I think,’ Annika said, far too loudly. ‘Don’t make statements about things you know nothing about.’

‘So why won’t you listen?’ The woman sounded grouchy.

Annika put her hands to her face, waiting.

‘This is about people who are isolated,’ the woman at the other end of the line went on. ‘Their lives have been threatened, they’re terrified. Wherever they try to hide, there’s always someone or something that means they can be tracked down, a social worker, a court hearing, a bank account, a nursery …’

Annika said nothing, just listened in silence.

‘Most of them are women, of course. And children, as you can imagine. They’re the group most at risk in society. But there are also witnesses who’ve been threatened, people who’ve left religious sects or are being hunted by the mafia, journalists who’ve written big exposés. But mostly it’s women and children whose lives have been threatened.’

Annika slowly picked up a pen and started to make notes.

‘There’s a group of us behind this new organization,’ the woman said. ‘I’m in charge. Are you still there?’

Annika cleared her throat.

‘What makes you different from existing women’s support groups?’

The woman at the other end sighed tiredly. ‘Everything. Those support groups receive public funding, but nowhere near enough of it. They don’t have the resources to do what we do. We’re an entirely private initiative, which means we can do an awful lot more.’

The pen stopped working and Annika tossed it into the bin and dug out a new one.

‘In what way?’

‘I really don’t want to say over the phone. Can you meet me?’

Annika slumped in her chair. She didn’t want to. She didn’t have the energy.

‘Bengtzon!’

Ingvar Johansson was looming over her.

‘Hang on,’ she said into the phone, then held it to her chest. ‘What?’

‘If you’re not doing anything, you can type this up.’

The news-editor was holding a sheaf of sports results from the lower divisions.

The remark struck Annika like a physical blow. What the hell? So they thought they’d get her to do the things she used to do as a fourteen-year-old on the Katrineholm Courier, typing results into a table.

She turned away from Ingvar Johansson, lifted the receiver and said, ‘I’d be happy to meet you, right now if possible.’

‘This evening? Great!’

Annika clenched her teeth, aware of the news-editor’s presence behind her.

‘Where would suit you?’ she asked.

The woman named a hotel in a suburb that Annika had never been to.

‘In an hour?’

Ingvar Johansson had gone when she hung up. She quickly pulled on her jacket, slung her bag on her shoulder and checked the car rota. Naturally, there were none available, so she called a taxi. She could do what she liked in her own time, after all.

Type up your own fucking sports results, you chauvinist pig.
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‘ARE YOU READY yet, darling?’

Eleonor was standing with her coat on in the doorway of the recreation room, pulling on her leather gloves.

He could hear the surprise in his own voice.

‘What for?’

She tugged at the thin leather, annoyed.

‘The business association meeting. You promised you’d come.’

Thomas closed the evening paper and lowered his feet to the heated clinker floor.

‘Of course,’ he said. ‘Sorry, I forgot.’

‘I’ll be waiting outside,’ she said, then turned on her heels and disappeared.

He sighed quietly. It was lucky he’d showered and shaved, at least.

He went up to their bedroom and took off his jeans and T-shirt. Pulled on a white shirt and suit and hung a tie round his neck. He could hear the BMW start up outside, revving impatiently.

‘All right, all right,’ he said.

All the lights in the house were on, but he had no intention of running round turning them off. He went out with his coat over his arm and his shoes unlaced, slid and almost fell on a patch of ice.

‘There is such a thing as grit, you know,’ Eleonor said.

He didn’t respond, just shut the passenger door and put his hand on the dashboard as she pulled out onto Östra Ekuddsgatan. He knotted the tie on the way. His shoelaces would have to wait until they arrived.

It was already dark. Where had the day gone? It was dying away before it had properly got going. Had it even got light today?

He sighed.

‘How are you doing, then?’ she asked, friendly again.

He stared out of the window towards the sea.

‘I feel a bit rough,’ he said.

‘Maybe it’s that bug Nisse had,’ she said.

He nodded, uninterested.

The business association. He knew exactly what the conversation would be about. Tourists. How many, how to get more, how to keep hold of them once they’d come. They’d discuss the problem of businesses that only opened during the short summer months, out-competing the locals who stayed open all year. The good food at The Waxholm Hotel. The preparations for the Christmas market, late-night opening and weekends. Everyone would be there. Everyone would be happy and engaged. It was always the same, no matter what sort of do they were going to. There’d been a lot of art recently. And a lot of parish stuff. A lot about preserving old buildings and gardens. And a lot about other people paying for it all.

He sighed again.

‘Come on, cheer up!’ his wife said.

‘Annika Bengtzon? I’m Rebecka Björkstig.’

The woman was young, much younger than Annika had expected. Petite and thin, she looked like porcelain. They shook hands.

‘I’m sorry for suggesting such an odd place to meet,’ Rebecka said. ‘We can’t be too careful.’

They walked along a deserted corridor and reached a combined lobby and bar area. The lighting was low, the atmosphere was reminiscent of a state-run hotel in the old Soviet Union. Round brown tables with compact little chairs. A group of men were talking quietly in one corner, but there was no one else there.

Annika had a surreal feeling of being in an old spy drama, and had a sudden urge to flee. What was she doing here?

‘I’m glad we could meet so quickly,’ Rebecka said, sitting down at one of the tables and glancing cautiously over her shoulder at the men on the far side of the room.

Annika muttered something inaudible.

‘Will this be in tomorrow’s paper?’ the woman asked with a hopeful smile.

Annika shook her head, feeling slightly giddy from the stale air.

‘No, definitely not. It isn’t certain it’ll get into the paper at all. It depends on what the editor-in-chief decides.’

She sat down, conscious of lying, and avoided the woman’s eyes.

Rebecka adjusted her thin skirt and pushed back her hair.

‘What sort of thing do you normally write about?’ she wondered, trying to catch Annika’s eye, her voice sounding light but tired.

Annika cleared her throat. ‘Right now I copy-edit and check articles,’ she said truthfully.

‘What sort of articles?’

She rubbed her forehead.

‘All sorts. Last night it was all about the hurricane, and earlier this week I went through a piece about a handicapped boy who was being let down by the local council …’

‘Ah!’ Rebecka said, crossing her legs. ‘Then what we do fits in exactly with your area. We get most of our work through local councils. Can I have a cup of coffee?’

A waiter in a grubby apron had appeared beside them. Annika nodded when he asked if she’d like coffee as well, feeling unwell, wanting to go home, wanting to get away. Rebecka leaned against the curved back of the chair. Her eyes were bright, round, gentle, expressionless.

‘We’re a non-profit charitable foundation, but of course we have to be paid for our work. A lot of the time local social services departments pay our costs. We don’t make a penny from any of this.’

Her voice was still gentle, but the words were forceful.

She’s a gold-digger, Annika thought, looking up at the woman. She’s doing this to make money from vulnerable women and children.

Rebecka smiled. ‘I know what you’re thinking. And I can assure you that you’re wrong.’

Annika looked down, fiddling with a toothpick.

‘What made you decide to call us, and why tonight?’

Rebecka sighed quietly, wiping her fingers on a paper napkin she took from her bag.

‘To be honest, I was really only calling to see what the situation was. I was reading the articles about the hurricane, and I saw the phone number for the newsroom. We’ve been talking about trying to publicize what we do for a while, so I decided quite spontaneously to call.’

Annika swallowed.

‘I’ve never heard of you,’ she said.

The woman smiled again, a smile as fleeting as a draught blowing through a room.

‘Until now we’ve never had the resources to deal with the influx of cases we know would follow any publicity, but now we’ve got them. Right now we’ve got the means and the opportunity to expand, so this feels like the right time to go public. There are so many people who need our help.’

Annika pulled her notepad and pen from her bag.

‘So tell me how it works.’

The woman glanced round again, and wiped the corner of her mouth.

‘We come in where official organizations can’t quite cope,’ she said slightly breathlessly. ‘The only reason we exist is to help seriously vulnerable people to make a new life. For three years we’ve been working tirelessly to make the system successful. And we’re now confident that it is.’

Annika waited in silence. Then, ‘How?’

The waiter brought their coffee. It was dark and bitter. Rebecka put one of her napkins between cup and saucer, then stirred the drink.

‘Our society is so computerized these days that no one can get away from it,’ she said when the waiter had sailed off again. ‘Wherever these people turn, there’s someone who knows their new address, new phone number, new bank account, new tenancy agreement. Even if all this information is kept secret, they still have medical notes, social security records, a legal history, tax records, financial details. All sorts of things.’

‘But can’t that be sorted out somehow?’ Annika asked cautiously. ‘Isn’t there some way of removing addresses from the system, getting new ID numbers and so on?’

The woman sighed again. ‘Yes, there are various options. The problem is that they don’t work. Our group has come up with a way of erasing people’s histories completely. Did you know that there are over sixty official databases that practically every Swede appears in?’

Annika made a surprised noise. The coffee really was disgusting.

‘I spent the first six months just identifying all these databases and registers. I worked out ways of getting round them. There were a lot of questions, and the answers weren’t always easy to find. The methods that we’ve worked out are completely unique to us.’

These last words were left hanging in the air. Annika took another sip of the liquid, spilling a bit as she put the cup down again.

‘Why did you get involved in all this?’ she asked.

The silence was deafening.

‘I was threatened myself,’ the woman said finally.

‘How?’

Rebecka cleared her throat, paused, dabbed at her wrists with a paper napkin.

‘I’m sorry, but I’d really prefer not to go into it. It brings it all back. I’ve worked hard to get my new life, and I want to use my experiences to help others.’

Annika looked at Rebecka Björkstig, so cool and so
































Liza Marklund on Vanished

During the autumn of 1991 I worked as a night reporter in the newsroom of the Expressen newspaper in Stockholm.

One evening I received a peculiar phone-call. It was passed on to me by a male colleague who thought it was more suitable for me.

There was a young woman on the line who wanted to tell me about a completely new and fantastic organization: a foundation that would hide and erase the records of persecuted people from every public database, helping them to disappear completely. Because this sort of persecution affects women and children most of all, I decided to listen.

I ended up meeting the woman several times over the following six months. To start with I was deeply impressed by her passion and knowledge – she gave a very competent and credible impression.

But whenever I tried to check her information, I hit a brick wall. Nothing she had told me could be verified, because everything was so secret.

As a journalist I couldn’t write anything I couldn’t verify and prove, which meant that the articles were delayed. And I couldn’t make any sense of the information about the funding and finances of the foundation.

In the end I contacted a woman who had been drawn in deep inside the foundation. I knew who she was already, we had spoken several times. She came to be known as Maria Eriksson.

With Mia’s help I was able to uncover the foundation and the lies it was based on. The articles were published in Expressen one year after my first contact with the foundation’s manager.

This made me wonder about what we actually do to each other as human beings – how we function and how we take responsibility for each other.

During the early years of the 1990s, large parts of the social sector were deregulated. Care homes were privatised, and suddenly it was possible to earn money from other people’s addictions, old-age and illnesses. Who really has responsibility for the sick and the poor? Society? Capitalism? Or the family?

If Grandma looked after me when I was little, is it my responsibility to look after her when she gets ill?

Or take a marriage where the two parties are developing in different directions and acquiring different values: what is your primary responsibility: to the partner you promised to love, for better or worse, or to yourself and your own conviction?

These aren’t easy questions.

What happens when the state itself becomes the bad guy, as happened during the war in the Balkans?

I spent several years thinking hard about these questions, and this book is the result.

Vanished is perhaps my saddest book. It was chosen as Book of the Year in 2002 by the readers of QX magazine.

Liza Marklund

Stockholm, January 2012
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