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Remember me when I am gone away,

Gone far away into the silent land;

When you can no more hold me by the hand,

Nor I half turn to go yet turning stay.

Remember me when no more day by day

You tell me of our future that you plann’d:

Only remember me; you understand

It will be late to counsel then or pray.

Yet if you should forget me for a while

And afterwards remember, do not grieve:

For if the darkness and corruption leave

A vestige of the thoughts that once I had,

Better by far you should forget and smile

Than that you should remember and be sad.

—Christina Rossetti







1. EARLY ONE SATURDAY MORNING IN JUNE 2010

The sun had not long risen from behind the rooftops; however, it was already fully light. One might have expected some early riser out for a stroll to notice the young woman running, but she was alone in the cool of the early summer’s morning. With the exception of the incessant chirping of the birds—eager not to let any hour of daylight go to waste—her labored breathing and the sound of her bare feet against the asphalt were the only sounds being made.

When she reached the corner of Grindsgatan and Hallandsgatan, she took a right turn without any hesitation, closely followed by her own long shadow cast by the shimmering red light as she rushed on, squinting into the sun, her auburn hair fluttering behind her. The entire scene seemed to have some poetic import, but there was no one present to interpret it.

No one to care about the hard, uneven asphalt’s uncharitable treatment of sensitive feet. No one to put a blanket around the shoulders of a naked woman who looked like she belonged in another place and another time. No one to utter a few magic words that could change what had happened and what was still to come.

At first, she ran purposefully down the middle of street without looking around, but then she veered off, cutting across the park between lush trees in every shade of green afforded by the onset of summer. Alternating between the grass and gravel, she headed for the building on Tjustgatan closest to the greenery—a yellow-stuccoed, seven-story building from the late thirties with balconies on three sides. With a practiced hand, she tapped the door entry code into the keypad and entered the stairwell, at once consumed by the darkness beyond the door, which slammed shut behind her.





2. FOUR DAYS EARLIER—TUESDAY AFTERNOON

The girl was alone on the swings when it happened. There were plenty of other kids around—plenty of parents too—but she was the only one on the swings. The man was sitting nearby on a bench in the afternoon sun. His hands were clutching an evening tabloid he was no longer looking at—for the last few minutes he had been devoting his full attention to the girl, who was perhaps ten years old. She wore jeans and a red long-sleeved T-shirt with a pale blue puffer vest on top. On her feet were a pair of gleaming white sneakers that appeared to be brand new. The fresh breeze was rippling through her dark hair and occasionally sweeping it across her face, making it difficult for her to see. Again and again, she would stubbornly tuck it behind her ear with one hand before gripping both chains and kicking her legs to reach new, more breathtaking heights.

The girl looked determined; judging by her posture, she had made up her mind to jump when she was going as fast as possible. However, after a while, she apparently reconsidered; she relaxed and let the forces of nature take over. With her legs dangling beneath the old tire, she simply sat there enjoying the decreasing speed. Backward and forward, backward and forward—she was no longer bothered by her unruly hair. Then she suddenly changed her mind, speeding up one last time before letting go of the chains and jumping off the swing just as it passed the bottommost point and was on its way up and forward. She landed on her feet, although it was a close call; it looked as if she had lost her nerve mid-flight. She lost her balance and fell backward, making as if to stop her fall with her hands before changing her mind at the last moment; she ended up on her back for a few seconds before laboriously righting herself, whereupon the swing struck the back of her head and she flew forward. Staggering, she quickly managed to regain her balance, glancing anxiously around her without seeming to notice the man watching her. She put her hands to her head before examining them, as if to see whether she was bleeding. Then she looked around anxiously again before crouching to check her ankles. Unhappiness writ across her face, she stood up and began to limp toward the bench where the man was sitting.

Only when she was very close did he stand up and say something to her. The girl was startled and came to a halt. At first she was slightly hesitant, but she listened to what he had to say and then nodded and hobbled toward him, her hands outstretched in front of her. He gently turned her palms up and felt them with long, deft fingers, but she withdrew her hand with a slight shake of the head. Then she said something to him that he pondered before sitting down on the bench and gesturing for her to sit next to him. With her back to him, she sat down close by and didn’t protest when his fingers made their way through her hair and he began to massage her neck and scalp with small, delicate movements. He said something, and the girl laughed and he pulled her closer, now with his arm around her shoulders. Then he pulled a paper bag out of his jacket pocket and held it up in front of her. She glanced down into the bag before looking around and then accepting it with a degree of hesitation. Once that threshold was overcome, all doubt was vanquished, and she chewed away happily on what was left in the bag.

A few minutes later, they stood up and ambled away—together—the man still with his arm around the girl’s slender shoulders.





3. FRIDAY EVENING

With just a few days left to go until the summer holidays, it was wonderfully warm—and it was party time. She had made it through two years of the three-year social sciences track, and in just a year’s time, she would be graduating from high school. She had made it through nine shitty years of compulsory schooling, as well as two rather better ones in senior high, and it felt almost unreal that it would all soon be over and done with—and that she was already of age. Veronica had turned eighteen in February; she was no longer a child. Not just in her own eyes but also in those of society, she was regarded as mature enough to be responsible and take care of herself. And she was doing a stand-up job of it. She was excelling at school, getting her work done and bagging top grades, while finding time for a little fun too. Life really had changed for the better since she’d moved up to senior high, and she now harbored great hopes for the future.

She had spent the afternoon with thirty or so other partying youths on the back of a truck decked out with a thicket of young birch branches and equipped with a huge sound system and a lot of beer. They had spent several hours driving around town, singing, screaming, spraying beer at each other and passersby and generally leaping about as if they were complete idiots—all to celebrate the graduation of a few guys in the grade above her at Kärrtorp Senior High. She had really been celebrating the impending summer holidays and the fact that she had been invited along to the shindig in the first place.

At her last school, she had been alone and rarely invited to any social events. Clearly she’d been different in some way, although she had no idea which. But that had changed as soon as she started at senior high. Most people didn’t know each other, and the social hierarchies were rebuilt from the ground up. Not that Veronica could be described in any way as having arrived at the top of the heap, but she felt settled and accepted for who she was—she actually felt pretty popular.

After the frenzied outing on the truck, they’d gone back to Maddie’s and freshened up. Shower, clean clothes, makeup. They’d shared a bottle of cheap wine to keep up the party atmosphere. Then they’d headed out to the shore of the Söderby lake, where they’d thrown down blankets and lay in the evening sun, chatting. And slowly but surely, more and more schoolmates had begun to turn up. Scantily clad girls with a lot of makeup on, their legs bare beneath low-cut summer dresses, and half-grown boys with slicked back hair and unbuttoned shirts. There was surely going on forty of them by now, laughing and generally making a racket. They were provocative merely by their number, and their youth was aggravating the players on the adjacent golf course. Not to mention the music blaring out of the speakers someone had brought along with them. That was probably not allowed, but it was the end of the school year, and even the easily disturbed golfers seemed to be putting up with it. They cast irritated glances toward the lake but sauntered on toward the clubhouse without passing comment. The families with young children at the shore had gone home long ago—they had presumably had a feeling about what was to come.

A few of the kids had disposable barbecues with them, and the air was heavy with the scent of summer—a mixture of charcoal and meat. Maddie and Veronica and a few of their classmates ate roast beef and potato salad on paper plates using plastic cutlery as they drank more wine. The volume of the conversation increased more and more without anyone really noticing. The same was true of the stereo. A few people had already started dancing.



John Gideon was staring into space. For a good while, all he did was contemplate the wall above the computer, allowing his thoughts to carry him away. He was thinking about his girls—all the girls who had come and gone over the years. Some he had loved, while others he hadn’t even liked, if he was frank. But they had come of their own accord, drawn to him like fruit flies to sugar. All of them facing difficulties of one kind or another—weighed down by their troubles. Broke. Misunderstood. Stressed. Sad or mad or both. Usually with a poor self-image, constantly comparing themselves to the disdainful models depicted on the billboards around them. Weak and taken advantage of. Humiliated by market forces and commercialism. Not to mention by people in their immediate vicinity: parents, teachers, peers. But with him, they felt needed. And regardless of their own views, he thought they were beautiful. They were fabulous with their similarities and differences, their fragility and their youthful naivety.

Then his gaze lingered on the framed photograph on the writing desk—on her dark, vivid eyes set in a happy face. Anyone who had known her well would have been aware that those eyes were expressing something altogether different from what the smile suggested. He was the only one. The only one who had known her well—the only one she had let in. He’d been able to read her like an open book because she had placed her entire existence in his hands: her heart, her soul, her innermost thoughts. Her hopes and dreams. Beautiful and ugly, clean and dirty. Whole and broken. Being the object of such sincerity brought with it responsibility; getting to know her had been a giddying journey. Gaining her trust. Conquering her. It had been a dizzying adventure from the moment they first met until she was his. His very own rag doll.

Insofar as you could own another human being.

Was that even possible? Did you really own your child? Who owned a child? Could people be regarded as possessions, full stop? Of course not. But a child still belonged to someone—the only question was to whom. Was it the person who had brought them into the world or the person who made them feel safe and loved?

He had been writing again for most of the evening. There was much to tell, much to be put into words. It was easier to express himself with the help of music. A few chords on a guitar, and it became obvious to all and sundry what you wanted to say. But if you couldn’t put it into words, then you couldn’t fully understand it either. That was just the way of things, which was why it was so important to him that it be done. So Ruth would understand. So he himself would understand—and perhaps find peace.

Writing had never come naturally to him; it was hard and difficult and time-consuming. But it did ease the burden. Perhaps it was true what people said—that it helped to write down your sorrows and afflictions. He delved into his memory, retrieving word after word, committing them to the page. Word after word about his time with her and the time after that. Every syllable wholly sincere, sourced from dormant and ever-present memories. Pleasant and terrible. Honorable and shameful. He was like a volcano spewing out fascinatingly beautiful but lethal lava.

The apartment was in silence and darkness. He hadn’t bothered to turn on any lights; it still wasn’t quite dark outside. Light and dark. Right and wrong. Who was he to judge? To direct the lives of others? But he didn’t judge—or so he tried to convince himself. Even so, he had to do something, and do it actively. A decision had to be made. It didn’t matter whether it was right or wrong in the legal sense. It didn’t matter whether it was right or wrong in the moral sense. He wasn’t particularly well-versed in the law or ethics, and he was possibly short of common sense too. But when it came to having the courage of his beliefs, he didn’t fall short at all—not any longer—and he couldn’t look away just because that was the easiest thing to do. He had to get to grips with the situation and choose which path to follow, and the first step was to go back to where it had all begun.

He leaned forward with a sudden intensity and switched on the desk lamp before gently nudging the mouse to bring the screen to life. He squinted as his eyes adjusted to the light. He went to the SJ website, searched for the right trains, and then made his booking with his Visa card.

He had left the window behind him ajar in order to let in the wonderful scent of bird cherry and grass and fruit trees in bloom. Now voices could be heard from outside—a few noisy men walking rowdily down the street and passing below his window. They sounded tipsy and a little off their heads; perhaps it was more than tipsiness. When he got up to go to the kitchen, he heard the street door slam shut.

John Gideon cast his mind to his impending journey. He would pack his bag and get onto the train, and then all he had to do was get to work, carefully, warily, and without attracting any attention.





4. FRIDAY EVENING AND THE EARLY HOURS OF SATURDAY MORNING

Darkness settled upon Söderby lake. Given the time of year, it would only remain for a few hours, but the sky was starry and the moon had risen. It was admittedly only a sliver, but there was enough there to ensure they didn’t lose each other in the night. Or perhaps that was the light cast by the eternal glow of Stockholm and its suburbs, shining above the treetops of the woods around them.

Veronica was dancing. The annoying stain on her summer dress from the greasy potato salad had been long since forgotten. With the darkness, music, and wine came the feeling that she was in a bubble—that they were all in a safe and loving space. Everyone was happy, united by a kind of euphoria about the state of things: summer holidays, the party, the future. It was unclear who was dancing with whom; in reality, they were just dancing. With themselves, with whoever was nearest, with everyone. Girls and boys were moving as one in time with the music, in one big embrace. “We No Speak Americano” was flooding from the speakers—it was light on lyrics but had plenty of bass, which was making the ground beneath them quake.

Gabriel Eklund—who was in the same year as Veronica and the younger brother of Jonas, one of the kids graduating—ended up next to her. He had discarded his shirt in the dance frenzy to reveal a toned body in a pair of white jeans. He put his arm around her waist, and they bounced around together as if they had never done anything else. Of course, it was nothing but pure chance—he had grabbed hold of the first girl available, and she just so happened to be Veronica. He looked like a Hollywood heartthrob—tall, dark haired, blue-eyed, and with a conspicuous six-pack thanks to ice hockey. He had a degree of self-assurance that charmed everyone, including the teachers.

After a couple more songs, he was still by her side, his arm still around her waist. Veronica, meanwhile, was waiting for him to dance on with other waists, with other swaying bodies. Yet, for some incomprehensible reason, he stayed with her. His skin was glistening with perspiration as he bent forward to say something in her ear. She didn’t catch it, so she smiled as she yelled in reply that the music meant talking was impossible. With gentle authority, he drew her just a few steps away from the dancing mass.

“Why don’t we take a stroll?” he said with a smile. “Give our ears a rest?”

Veronica felt a tingle in her stomach. Was he serious? Was it actually possible that she—of all the girls here—had caught Gabriel’s eye? Then again, why not? She was in a wonderful mood, felt strong and filled with self-confidence, and that was the kind of thing other people could see too. She looked great tonight—that much she had noticed in the mirror of the café toilet she had paid a visit to earlier, on the pretext that she was going to buy ice cream. Veronica nodded and smiled. He grasped her hand and they took their leave of the party without looking back, although Veronica hoped that big, dancing mass of people were using their eyes. Gabriel Eklund was absolutely a feather in her cap.

“You’re pretty,” he said.

Veronica could feel her cheeks reddening, and she couldn’t decide whether to answer or what to say. They strolled slowly up the hill toward the café, which she knew had closed for the night hours before.

“Nice to get away from it all,” she said.

Gabriel squeezed her hand a little tighter and seemed to be on the point of stopping when her cell phone beeped from inside her purse. She let go of him and pulled it out. Of course it was Maddie. The girl had eyes in the back of her head. “I saw it all! Away game?” Veronica tapped a few words in hasty reply: “Haha, I’ll get back to you on that. If I’ve got time…”

“Sorry,” she said, turning her gaze up toward Gabriel, who took her face in his hands and kissed her.

Her heart was suddenly racing uncontrollably as a wave of warmth swept through her whole body. She kissed him back and felt one of his hands cupping her breast while the other wandered down her back. His tongue was working away frenetically in her mouth, and she did her best to follow his lead, but then all of a sudden, they heard voices close by—at least two people were heading toward them. Gabriel broke off and gazed at her with a look of resignation.

“There’s a light over there,” he whispered. “Let’s head toward it before they find us.”

He raised his index finger to his lips and jogged lightly, still holding Veronica’s hand. They passed the dark café and continued toward the light. It was emanating from what appeared at first to be a large barn, but then she realized it was the garage in which the golf club kept its fleet of equipment. There was a beep in her purse as another text message arrived: “Lucky you,” Maddie said this time. Veronica agreed with the sentiment, but she didn’t bother to respond. Gabriel led her around to the rear of the building, where they found a door which looked small in the big, windowless wall but was actually normal size. He tried the handle and, to their surprise, it was unlocked. A golf club employee must have forgotten to lock up—possibly distracted by pure frustration at the noisy party going on down by the lake, Veronica thought.

They slipped inside, quietly closing the door behind them. Their eyes met and they giggled in chorus, united in a harmless adventure into forbidden territory. Gabriel pulled a flask from his pocket and raised it to his own lips first before offering it to Veronica. She didn’t decline. Then he kissed her again—this time briefly and without the same focus as before. They could hardly stay here in a filthy garage with rotten grass and oil stains on the floor. Instead, they looked around for somewhere to settle. The best they could do was a small kitchenette behind a glass door with a table and three chairs. It would have to do. She supposed a bed would have been too much to hope for.

Gabriel pulled her close, clearly in a state of excitement, and kissed her hard. Veronica responded. A moment later, when his hand groped its way under her dress and into her panties, she didn’t stop him. She took off her underwear and unbuttoned his jeans, helping him to wriggle out of them. Wild with excitement, he tugged her dress over her head. That strained the seams in a way that would normally have made her ill at ease, but in the heat of the moment, she didn’t care. This was life, right here, right now. Who cared what happened after this wonderful moment? With her back against the fridge and her legs wrapped around his muscular, energetic male body, she received him. Moaning with pleasure, she lived up to all his expectations.



If it had been wintertime, one might have said it was the middle of the night, but it had already begun to get light. Regardless of the season, it was the hour of the wolf: the time when the body’s levels of activity were at their lowest, the time when the greatest number of people died. And if Ingmar Bergman was to be believed, it was also the time when the sleepless were haunted by their most paralyzing anxieties and when ghosts and demons were at their most powerful.

The man was no stranger to such ideas. He asked himself what on earth he was doing up at this hour and why he was exposing himself to these demons—but the answer was hardly simple. The walls at home had closed in on him so much that he was suffocating. He could hardly bear it any longer, but he had to endure it until Mariana had flown the nest. And the earliest that could happen was in a year’s time—but more probably in two or three.

He saw himself in Mariana. Not in terms of appearance, because in that respect, she was the image of her mother when she had been young. Tall, slender, beautiful. Dark complexion and green, catlike eyes. Temperamentally though, she was like him. And in her way of thought, and of being. On the whole, he had passed on to her some useful and valuable characteristics that would surely result in a well-paid job in a stimulating workplace. But the restlessness… That feeling of never truly being satisfied, of always wanting just a little more, to go a little further, to cross the line. He would have preferred to spare her that one.

Here he was during the hour of the wolf, unable to find peace within himself. He was at the wheel of a sleek luxurious car, barely creeping along even though he was alone on Ältavägen and there was plenty of horsepower under the hood. He couldn’t outrun his demons, no matter how much horsepower he had. He needed to put in an appearance at home before disappearing again in the morning, and what he was doing right now was postponing his return as long as was humanly possible. He could not stand to lie beside his wife in the marital bed. He shuddered at the prospect of her well-manicured hands on his body, her lips against his. Not that he showed it with any movement or even a flicker of expression. With not so much as a single unguarded word did he allow the façade of their shared existence to crack. He was the perfect man living the perfect life, and it made him want to puke.

Then again, it was what he had striven for. From an early age, he had made plans for the future and set himself goals. What he hadn’t done was stop and ask himself who his true self was. He’d been easy prey for an establishment that had foisted its views onto him—each more politically correct than the last—and he had everything that it took to disseminate them to the masses. No one could charm, arouse enthusiasm, dupe, or manipulate quite like he could. But he was no more than a marionette. A jack-in-the-box without a will of his own. His strings were being tugged by others—he couldn’t even control his own body. He had to compulsively masturbate into an old blanket on a desolate country road before he could bring himself to head back to his idyllic home.

He felt dirty. He was angry too. At his own decay, his own weakness. At the circumstances and people around him. The ones who had defined him. The ones who had pinioned him and bred obedience into him. This was not the way it was supposed to be—it couldn’t be. His only way to vent his feelings was played out, and what did that leave him with? Therapy? It was hardly the time to take that up, and what was more, he’d see off any newly minted shrink in the blink of an eye. Experienced ones too, for that matter. Confessing his sins? Hardly. Penance? Perhaps what he was already doing might be regarded as that.

Anxiety was gnawing away at him. He had to do something about his life—had to become a better person, had to learn to love. Although he already loved. Mariana. Everything he had accomplished had been for her sake and her sake alone. He hoped it wouldn’t shatter until she was mature enough to stand on her own two feet and strong enough to be able to get to know him.

Suddenly he caught sight of her—she was in the distance ahead of him, running straight toward him out of the morning mist along the country road. Mariana. His beautiful daughter, her long dark hair fluttering in the wind. The sight of her struck him with such force that he began to shake. He floored the brake and didn’t even bother pulling over to the side of the road. He just sat there, gaping, trembling, and staring at his daughter’s ghost, who was becoming ever clearer to him with each step she took. Did that mean she was dead? Or had he completely lost his mind? That wasn’t entirely unexpected—but he was definitely not prepared for it to happen right now, during the hour of the wolf. The girl who was his daughter, who was a ghost, was wearing no clothes.

“Nothing in all creation is hidden from God. Everything is naked and exposed before his eyes,” he muttered, his gaze shifting down to his own hands.

He was embarrassed—he had never seen his daughter unclothed in adulthood—and he hoped that the simultaneously seductively beautiful and terrifying sight would be gone when he looked up again.

It wasn’t. But one thing had changed. It was no longer his daughter running toward him along the road. It was a young woman he had never seen before. What on earth was going on?

His heart still in his mouth, he opened the car door and got out onto the dewy asphalt.

“What’s happened?” he called out, but the woman made no effort to stop.

She was looking beyond him, fear writ on her face as she continued to run.

“Let me help you!” he said, standing in the middle of the road with his arms outspread to demonstrate his friendly intent.

To his surprise, she didn’t try to avoid him—instead she ran straight into his open arms. Panting and snorting, she let a strange man capture her before enveloping her with his body heat and his closeness. They stood there like that for a while as her breathing slowed. His arms were around her bare body, which—despite the fact she had been running—was icy cold.

“There, there,” he said over and over as he tried to rub warmth into her smooth skin.

When her breathing had returned to a more normal pace after a few minutes, he dared to let go of her for a moment to search her vacant gaze.

“I’ve got a blanket in the car,” he said gently, almost in a whisper. “I’ll fetch it. It’ll only take me a second. Stay there.”

He took a few cautious steps away from her, worried that she might collapse or run off. He leaned across the driver’s seat and popped the trunk open, quickly made his way to the back of the car, and then returned to her with a blanket he wrapped around her shoulders. Perhaps it was with a glimmer of relief, or perhaps with downright gratitude, that she was now looking at him—still without saying anything. She looked very small in the big blanket, which was dragging along the ground. The man opened the back door, placed a hand on her shoulder, and pointed to the seat. He helped her inside and then closed the door again. Then he went around to the other side and got in next to the young woman, pulling her close on the back seat without saying anything for a long time. He sat there with his arm around her, rocking her back and forth just like he’d done with Mariana when she had been little and needed to be settled.

“Do you want to tell me what happened to you?” he asked in a whisper.

No answer. Should he call an ambulance? Then again, he could drive her to the hospital himself. Or home. If only she’d talk to him and say where she lived. He gently caressed her cheek and tried again.

“If you tell me where you live, then I can drive you home.”

But once again, there was no answer, and there wasn’t even a flicker on her face to suggest she had heard him.

“Does anything hurt? Are you in pain? Maybe I should drive you to the hospital?”

This time, she was actually looking at him, but her gaze was still completely empty. Maybe she was in shock? Not that he was in any position to say, but it was very clear the girl was in a bad way. Since he didn’t know where she lived, he’d have to take her to a hospital.

“Right, then,” he said. “I’ll drive you to the hospital in Södermalm to get you checked out. And I’ll come in with you to make sure they treat you right. Okay?”

Silence. And that vacant expression that made a cold shiver run down his spine. He carefully withdrew his arm and opened the door.

“I’m going to get into the front now and drive. All right?”

Then he left her sitting in the back seat, like a pillar of stone with his old blanket up to her chin. Once he was behind the wheel, he turned the car around and set off toward the city. He’d got as far as Sickla before he passed any other vehicles. He headed for Danvikstull and crossed the bridge before proceeding along Folkungagatan as far as Götgatan and then down to Ringvägen. At the same time, he continued to watch her in the rearview mirror and talk to her gently, filling the space between them with soothing words. He asked what her name was and how she was feeling, but her expression remained unchanged throughout the journey as she stared out of the side window without emitting a peep.

Just before they reached the hospital, however, he saw something change in her eyes. There was a glimpse of awareness, and then she began to scream. He jumped in the driver’s seat before pulling over and turning toward her.

“There, there. Nothing to worry about. Soon you’ll be able to get some rest and everything will be all right,” he said hesitantly.

But there was no way the girl could hear a word of what he was saying because she was screaming without interruption—it was a long, drawn-out scream that made the windows rattle. Just as he got out of the car to get in back with her again, the back door opened. He was out in a flash to receive her, bulking himself up to make sure she didn’t get the idea of trying to make off in her dazed state. He took her firmly in his arms as soon as she was out of the car, but she wrenched herself free from his grip and pounded his chest with clenched fists. She had stopped screaming now and was instead hissing like a wild animal. The man tried to talk sense into her, but she was evidently not receptive.

“Calm down, I’ll take care of you,” he said, getting an angry grimace and several more blows in response.

As she pummeled him, the blanket slipped off her and down onto the asphalt. It didn’t seem to bother her. Trying to protect himself from the blows, he took hold of her wrists, but she wriggled free, flailing about. She appeared to be aiming for his face—he managed to turn it away on a reflex just in time. But he felt a searing pain behind his ear as a sharp nail tore open thin, sensitive skin. He defended himself, raising his arms in front of his face for protection, and the girl seized the opportunity and began to back away from him. When he was out of danger and opened his eyes again, she was already making her getaway. She had no blanket, no clothes, and no shoes, but she had put all her energy into running away from him.

There was nothing he could do. The young woman clearly no longer wanted his help, and he could hardly compel her to stay there through force. She ran down Grindsgatan, and he saw her for the last time as she reached the bend in the road before disappearing out of sight behind a building. He sighed, touched the area behind his ear with his fingertips, and realized he was bleeding. Poor wretch, he thought to himself. What on earth had happened to her? Then he bent down to pick up the blanket, which he folded and put onto the passenger seat of the car. He got in and started the engine. Should he search for her? Even if he found her, she obviously wanted nothing to do with him. Should he call the police? Upon further reflection, perhaps it was best not to.

He glanced at the side mirror before pulling away. It was time to go home. The sun was already rising above the rooftops, revealing a new day to be imminent, and he needed to sleep.





5. SATURDAY MORNING

By the time the patrol car showed up, the young woman had calmed down. According to witnesses—residents on the stairwell—she’d been noisy for long enough and at a loud enough volume that she had managed to wake most of the building’s occupants. But she’d fallen silent now. There was no response whatsoever when she was spoken to. She was sitting naked on the cold stone floor, staring apathetically into space. The fact that two police officers and a dozen or so neighbors were standing around didn’t appear to trouble her.

“We haven’t touched anything,” declared the person who had eventually called the police—an elderly man by the name of Levin, who lived on the first floor, where the girl was sitting.

“You might at least have stretched to a blanket,” said Jansson, one of the two police officers.

“The evidence,” said Levin. “We didn’t want to destroy the evidence.”

“Evidence of what?” Jansson asked.

“Kidnap. Rape. Assault. You tell me what this looks like…”

“Let’s not jump to any hasty conclusions,” Jansson said. “Kidnap? What brought that to mind?”

Levin shrugged.

“What are we supposed to think? The girl’s obviously been thrown out of the apartment without her clothes, shoes, or purse.”

Quite how that was the marker of an abduction was not entirely apparent to Jansson, but he didn’t probe further. His colleague, Danilovic, wrapped a blanket around the woman’s shoulders.

“Why don’t you sit on the blanket?” he suggested. “The floor’s cold.”

No reaction. He took the woman by the hands and pulled her onto her feet before helping her to sit down again, this time with the blanket beneath her. She didn’t resist, but she didn’t help either.

“What’s your name?” he asked. No reply.

Her eyes were glassy, her posture eerily rigid.

“We’ll make sure you get help,” he said reassuringly. “Has someone hurt you?”

Danilovic tried to get through to the young woman while they waited for the ambulance, and Jansson gently but firmly shepherded the curious onlookers up one story to find out what they could tell him.

“Did you see her being thrown out of the apartment?” he said, resuming his conversation with Levin.

“No, but I don’t suppose she’ll have come from outside, what with being starkers.”

“Starkers?” said Jansson.

“Naked. Y’know, stark naked.”

“You don’t say. So you only saw her when she rang your neighbor’s doorbell?”

Levin nodded.

“Does anyone else have anything to add?” Jansson asked.

“ ‘Ringing the bell’ is putting it mildly,” said a woman in her forties. “She was ranting and raving and hammering on the door.”

“What’s your name and address?”

“I’m Christa Wahl and I live in that apartment,” she said, nodding toward the door they were now outside.

“Directly above the apartment she was trying to get into? The one with the name GIDEON on the door?”

Christa Wahl nodded.

“Do you hear much from downstairs?” Jansson asked.

“A fair bit.”

“Is it usually rowdy at Casa Gideon?”

Several of the eight people who had by now gathered on the second floor exchanged glances, but no one said anything. Levin, however, seemed not unwilling to talk, so the policeman decided to direct the question at him.

“Well? What’s it usually like at Gideon’s place?”

The man appeared to pause for a moment’s thought before he shook his head.

“And last night?”

Levin looked thoughtful again.

“I can’t really say whether it was rowdy, but I did hear voices coming from inside there last night.”

Jansson raised his eyebrows.

“At least one,” Levin added. “A man’s voice. Or several, it was hard to tell.”

“Could it have been Gideon himself?”

“Very possibly.”

“But he doesn’t usually make a racket?”

“Definitely not. There’s music playing sometimes, but that’s hardly a racket.”

“But it’s disruptive?”

“Not at all,” said Levin, and he appeared to mean it.

“But this Mr. Gideon doesn’t appear to be at home,” Jansson said.

“Isn’t that pretty obvious?” said Christa Wahl, somewhat sharply. “Given the way that woman and then you lot have failed to get him to open up.”

“Either he’s in there but choosing not to open up,” Jansson said, thinking aloud, “or he left the apartment at some point during the night. Did anyone see him leave?”

Nothing but shakes of the head. The ambulance arrived, and several of the people gathered in the stairwell peered over the balustrade, then climbed a half flight of stairs to a landing overlooking the street to watch the young woman being carried outside on a stretcher and loaded into the van.

“I suggest you break down the door and take a look inside,” Levin said once the ambulance had departed. “Gideon’s in there, lying low. Probably cooking up a plan to get out of this situation.”



Petra Westman and Jamal Hamad were both awake when the phone rang. Almost a year had passed since they had found each other in the maze that led to their shared life together—a tangle of paths criss-crossing countless times but where each choice, each hope for a union, had led them further apart. Until, that was, they had happened to simultaneously choose the opening that saw them right and led them straight into each other’s arms. Why and how it had happened after all those years was something they returned to frequently in their long, nightly conversations, but neither had much of an explanation for it. Nonetheless, their love was passionate—practically irrepressible, in fact, something they had both noted with a certain degree of embarrassment. Neither of them was much in favor of romance—they liked it on the silver screen but found it a little risible when transposed to real life.

Not long ago, they had bought an apartment together—it was admittedly only a one-bed apartment covering 624 square feet, but it was charming and in a far better location than either of them could have achieved single-handed on a meager detective constable’s salary. The apartment was on Katarina Bangata, right in the heart of Södermalm, just a stone’s throw from their regular haunt Lisa’s Café, which was now not only the venue for their lunch but also breakfast. Not to mention that their new home was within walking distance of the Hammarby police station at 100 Östgötagatan. It couldn’t get much better than that.

Although they had spent nearly every night together for the last ten months, they still hadn’t gotten past that first stage: spending a couple of hours together before they went to sleep, spending a couple of hours together before it was time to get up, or spending a couple of hours together in the middle of the night before going back to sleep. Or several of the above in the space of one night. Long story short, they were still head over heels in love.

That was why when the duty officer called just before five o’clock, not only Hamad—who was on call—but also Westman pulled on their tracksuits and hurled themselves out into the street.



As they arrived, they heard a man speaking in the stairwell. “I suggest you break down the door and take a look inside. Gideon’s in there, lying low. Probably cooking up a plan to get out of this situation.”

“Now, now, let’s just take it a little easy.” That was another man’s voice. “The police aren’t in the habit of breaking into people’s homes just because no one answers the door. And we don’t know anything about what happened to the girl.”

Hamad, with Danilovic and Westman on his tail, stopped on the first floor and glanced at the name plaques on the doors. The first read GIDEON. He rang the bell with his thumb while Westman knelt to peer through the mail slot. Then she put her nose to the gap and sniffed before placing an ear against the door. Then she stood up again and with a shake of the head communicated that she had seen, heard, and smelled nothing out of the ordinary.

“Do any of you know Gideon?” the authoritative-sounding policeman above them asked. “Or have you seen the woman before?”

No answer. Hamad and Westman climbed the stairs up one story to find a police officer Hamad vaguely recognized and a cluster of people of all ages in an assortment of dressing gowns.

“PC Jansson,” said the policeman, proffering his hand. Standard police response.

“DC Hamad from homicide in Hammarby. This is Westman.”

“I didn’t recognize the woman,” said an older woman with her hair in curlers covered by transparent plastic. “But Gideon and I exchange a few words every now and then. Yesterday morning was the last time we did, as it happens. I know he travels a lot for work, but he didn’t mention anything about going away. Then again, I don’t know him all that well.”

“Did he say anything about raping a young lady?” one of the elderly men spat out.

Hamad felt compelled to intervene in order to silence that kind of speculation in front of an audience. Naturally, he was eager to hear what everyone had to say, but he had no desire to cause damage or allow the unnecessary spread of rumors.

“That’s quite enough,” he said, raising his hand. “We’re going to have a chat with all of you, but first I’d like to know everyone’s names and which apartments you all live in.”

They gathered the details they needed before sending the residents of the building home. After all, it was a Saturday morning and still an ungodly hour. The four police officers then exited onto the street, where Jansson and Danilovic provided a detailed report of what had happened that morning. It had been clear that the young woman was in a bad way, but she hadn’t visibly suffered any serious form of physical assault. Her lack of clothing, however, indicated that she had probably been the victim of some form of sexual attack. A serious turn of events, to be sure, but not so much that additional detectives currently enjoying their weekend lie-in needed to be roused—at least at this stage. Especially since it hadn’t yet been possible to find out what had happened or who the unfortunate woman was.

“Anyway, that Gideon bloke is evidently someone who provokes a strong reaction in some people,” Jansson noted.

“Well, at least that Levin guy,” Hamad said. “That much was obvious. He was pretty convinced that Gideon was involved in some way.”

“Convinced is putting it mildly,” Westman added. “He seemed savage. Was anyone else on his side?”

“Hmm, well, not really.”

“Not really?”

“No,” Jansson replied. “Not that anyone said expressly. But there were quite a lot of glances being exchanged when I asked if things ever got rowdy at Gideon’s. You might want to bear that in mind as you proceed. I’m afraid I couldn’t work out what it was all about. Then the Levin guy said he didn’t hear much except music from the apartment, and that he didn’t have anything against that.”

“Maybe we shouldn’t be making too much of which door she was hammering on,” said Danilovic. “She might just have picked the first one she found. And maybe she’s just a troubled woman who’s gone off the rails for whatever reason. Maybe no crime has been committed at all.”

Then he raised a hand in farewell before getting into the car and closing the door. Hamad and Westman remained rooted to the spot as they watched Danilovic and Jansson depart.

“She’s obviously been raped,” Westman said thoughtfully, “whatever the circumstances. A naked woman in the middle of Stockholm?”

Hamad was inclined to agree. He couldn’t help but wonder whether a case like this touched her more than it did him, but he made an effort not to show what he was thinking.

“I reckon there’s a number of possible scenarios,” he said. “She may have been thrown out of this Gideon guy’s apartment and he’s still in there, refusing to open up. Maybe he’s hammered. Or high. Or maybe he left the apartment at the same time she did.”

“She might have come from outside the building,” Westman said.

“Exactly. Which poses the question: Why come here of all places?”

“If something happened to her in the park, then this is the closest building,” Westman countered. “And Gideon’s apartment is closest to the main door. It could be pure coincidence that she was here.”

“She must have known the code for the door to get in.”

“Maybe it wasn’t properly shut.”

“But Levin is just as close to the door,” Hamad said. “Wouldn’t she have knocked on his door, too, when Gideon didn’t open up?”

Westman agreed.

“Another option is that she was alone in Gideon’s apartment and locked herself out.”

“Without any clothes on?” Hamad said with a laugh, shaking his head. “Besides, isn’t it a little bit crazy to try to get him to open up? You know, if he wasn’t at home in the first place.”

“Maybe she is a little bit crazy,” said Westman. “Or high as a kite.”

“She might be an attention seeker,” Hamad mused.

“Attention seeker?”

“Well, you know, a cry for help. Maybe she’s disabled. Not all there. Deaf, mute, or both. Maybe she just doesn’t speak Swedish.”

“Well, we’ll soon have answers to all of that. The hospital will run drug tests, and someone’s bound to miss her sooner or later.”

“You can never be too sure,” said Hamad. “But I hope you’re right. I’m going to make a move for the station and get on with this investigation.”

“Move?”

“Well, run,” Hamad said with a grin.

“I’m going home to shower,” said Westman. “Do you want me to bring you a change of clothes?”

He would have liked to hold her and kiss her, but not here in the street in front of all the gawkers he imagined were peeking out from behind the curtains. On the other hand, he wasn’t sure what was most appealing to her on a Saturday off in June—his company or the job at hand.





6. SATURDAY AFTERNOON

The young woman looked at peace as she lay asleep in the hospital bed. According to the medical staff, she had undergone the forensic medical examination without much fuss. She’d been reluctant to begin with, but then, who wouldn’t be? It was really a sign that she was on the road to recovery. After a while, however, she had relented and let the forensic pathologist do her job. Throughout the process, she hadn’t uttered a single word.

Westman had confirmed that morning that no one who had been reported missing in recent days matched the woman’s description. She had also combed through less recent disappearances, but now that she had seen her, she was forced to dismiss all the likely candidates. The woman had long chestnut hair that splayed across the pillow—thick, beautiful hair—and she had Scandinavian features. At a guess, she was perhaps seventeen to twenty years old, but it was hard to tell when she was lying still with her eyes closed.

They still knew nothing about this woman. According to the nurse, the sedatives administered to her were working their way out of her system, and Westman was waiting at her bedside for her to come to. They had spoken briefly to DCI Sjöberg on the phone, and both he and Hamad had agreed that Westman was the best officer to engage in initial contact with the victim. Given she was a woman, it was only natural. Given the perpetrator was presumably a man… If they were in fact dealing with a victim. And a perpetrator. But Westman had a hunch that there was another significant reason—very significant—why she of all people was the one sitting there. She had been raped some years before, and would therefore be better suited to speaking to the woman when she awoke from her nightmare. Or perhaps to her nightmare.

She tried to keep her thoughts in check, focusing only on other things—on the work that awaited her once the young woman woke up. But she was taking her sweet time, and given the circumstances, it was hard not to draw the obvious parallels with her own life. That damn Friday night at the hotel drifted into her mind. The evening had started so well, with a few beers in the bar with a friend and colleague—back then, Jamal hadn’t been in the picture—and it had ended with her drugged, unconscious, and taken to a house in the suburb of Mälarhöjden, where she had been raped by two unknown men who had filmed the whole thing. Then they had put the footage online so the whole world could see what a good job they had done, while casting suspicion onto Jamal. It had almost cost them their friendship. Their love, in fact, which had been in its infancy.

Unknown and unknown… One of them had been a complete stranger to her—an attending physician at Karolinska specialising in, lo and behold, anesthesia. She had managed to put him away for multiple other rapes with the help of prosecutor Hadar Rosén. But the other rapist was probably still freely roaming the corridors of police headquarters. Or so she suspected, since he had opportunistically snaffled her pass card to get himself in and out of the building for the sole purpose of sending compromising emails from her password-protected computer to the police commissioner, Roland Brandt himself. It would have resulted in her dismissal had it not been for an astonishing intervention by Conny Sjöberg. And this man—The Other Man, as she referred to him—was still at large. Most likely he was still out there raping other women. And perhaps it was someone she crossed paths with on a daily basis at work.

Westman shuddered at the thought. The very idea of meeting the eye of someone who had done something so terrible to her—seeing him every day—turned her stomach. That was the worst part of it—the knowledge of what he had done. And the uncertainty as to who he was. The Other Man. Fuck him.

The woman stirred. She was lying on her back and turned slightly, grimacing without opening her eyes. Westman knew that it hurt. If she had been raped, then it would be a painful awakening—including physically. Her phone was vibrating. Christ almighty. Right now, she wanted to stay here—she’d been waiting hours for this. She stood up and pulled her phone from her pocket, glancing at the display as she left the room. Of course it was Jamal. Perhaps he’d turned something up.

“I managed to get hold of the medical examiner,” he said by way of opening. “In his view, the girl’s anal and vaginal orifices have been subjected to sexual violence.”

“Then she’ll be in pain,” Westman said in a semi-whisper as she sought to avoid being overheard. “I could tell. She’s just waking up.”

“She also had contusions around her neck and wrists, on the insides of her thighs and the back of her shoulders—so she was hardly ‘up for it.’ ”

“I hope those were quotation marks I heard there?”

“They were.”

“Concussion?”

“There was no sign of any blood clots during the CT scan, so if she has one, it’ll be minor.”

“Is there anything else I need to know right now? I want to be there when she wakes up.”

“They’ve secured semen that will be sent off for analysis, combed her hair, scraped her nails, and all the rest. We’ll have to wait and see. By the by, she was wearing a ring. There may be forensic evidence caught on that too.”

“Thanks. I’ll be in touch.”

Westman hurried back into the room and sat down on the chair by the bed. The woman still hadn’t opened her eyes, but she let out a sound. It was a low, drawn-out moan. Then she rolled over onto her side and fell silent. With her hands clenched beneath her chin, her face toward Westman, she appeared to have gone back to sleep. But then, suddenly, her eyes opened and looked straight into Westman’s without giving away even an ounce of what was going on inside her head. Westman leaned forward and placed a hand over her clenched fists. The woman followed the motion with her gaze.

“My name’s Petra, and I’m a police detective. What’s your name?”

Silence. Westman spoke softly and calmly.

“I think you’ve been through something awful, and I’m here to help. Are you in pain?”

At first nothing, but then a cautious nod.

“Do you remember anything about what happened?”

A brief flash of pain in her eyes but a shake of the head in reply.

“The doctor says you’ve been subjected to sexual violence. I think that means you’ve been raped. You don’t remember anything?”

Apparently not.

“I think there will be people out there somewhere who are very worried about you. If you tell me your name, I’ll be able to contact them.”

Still no reaction.

“Do you know how old you are?”

Silence.

“Can you say something?” Westman said, tentatively. “Just so I know you can talk?”

All she got in response was a look, but it expressed nothing that Westman could decipher. It was turned inwards, as if she were now absorbed in her own thoughts. Westman removed her hand from the woman’s, leaned back in the chair, and left her alone. She thought about how people reacted so differently to similar experiences. She thought about how she had woken up after her own rape—tender and dazed—but also absolutely furious. Firmly resolved to do all in her power to fight the evil. She remembered staggering into the Stockholm night with only one thing in her head: putting away the bastard who had done it to her. Yet this woman didn’t remember anything, didn’t want to remember anything, or was pretending she didn’t remember anything. The latter was perhaps less likely. After all, she would most likely want the person who had done this to her to be punished. Unless, of course, it was a family member—not unheard of. That cast everything in a different light.

A few minutes passed in silence, then Westman handed over a notepad and pen.

“Maybe you could write something?” she said. “Something that will help me to understand who you are and what’s happened. Or perhaps you could draw something?”

The woman didn’t move. She lay there, motionless, without exhibiting any reaction whatsoever. Westman wished she had greater insight into how the human psyche dealt with trauma of this kind—that was surely what was at stake. Was this a repression mechanism at work? Was it possible to switch off completely if the mere thought of what had
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