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EARLIER




I’m five years old.

Almost exactly.

I know that. Five years and a few days and a few nights.

It still feels like it just happened. I was sitting at the kitchen table with Mummy on one side and Daddy on the other and Eliot and Julia were across from me. And I blew out five candles all at once. They were in the middle of my cake and they were red with a little blue too but only at the very, very bottom, when you looked really close.

A few days and a few nights.

I clear my throat and try to smile, like I always do when I sing. It’s my favourite song. Happybirthdaytoyooou. And if I sing it loud enough, my voice bounces off the ceiling and the walls and comes back to my open arms, where I catch it and hold on tight.

Happybirthdaytoyooou. Happybirthdaytoyooou.

When I sing, I don’t hear the TV. A children’s show. I’ve been watching it almost all day. Just like yesterday. And the yesterday before that. I didn’t get to do that before. But I do now.

I stop singing, stand up; it’s hard to stay on the floor when my legs want to move, which they do a lot. I hop out of our living room, which is so big. I have to be careful here, the sofa is almost brand new, and the table is made of glass. If I touch it, my fingers leave smudges.

I jump all the way to Eliot’s room, where he’s sitting at his desk chair with his desk lamp on. He’s pretending to read with a book open in front of him. But he can read, I know it, he’s in second grade now. Eliot’s been nicer the last few days. Probably because I turned five. I’m not four anymore, I’m big now. He doesn’t even push me away from his racetrack anymore, the one he keeps high up on a shelf so I can’t reach it. And he even let me win twice with the blue car that has a yellow line on its roof. He never did that before.

I always jump on one leg. Just one leg at a time. And if I use two, I go back and do it all over again. I came up with that myself.

Julia has a dollhouse in her room. It’s really old. And I’m not allowed to touch it. If I do, Julia runs straight into my room and grabs my dollhouse and shakes it hard. But my big sister is asleep. She’s on her tummy and her face is turned away. Julia can’t see that I moved the tiny furniture, which is supposed to be on the top floor, down to the bottom floor.

In here I can’t hop. Then she’ll see me. I have to sneak. If Julia wakes up, if she sees me by the dollhouse she’ll scream, and maybe even jerk on my arm.

Mummy is sitting on a chair in the kitchen, laughing a little. You can’t hear it, but she’s smiling while she watches my five-year-old hopping feet. She’s been happy for a while now, and it’s so nice when Mummy laughs, it doesn’t matter if it dribbles onto the floor a little when you drink orange juice straight out of the carton, or if you drop a little sugar and flour on the kitchen table because you’re baking. I grab onto the edge of the table and pull myself up into Mummy’s lap. It’s always so easy to talk to her. I like to put my ear to her tummy and listen to how her voice sounds deep down inside before it comes out.

After I sit on Mummy’s lap I like to hop on one leg out to the creaky wicker chair in the hallway, to Daddy. He likes to sit there, he reads a lot of newspapers, and it’s a little quieter out there with the jackets and the umbrellas. I listen. Yes, it is, it is quieter. And the chair is so big, almost like an armchair. I’m able to squeeze in next to him. I think he likes when I sit there. Then he can still use his arms to flip the pages of his big, rustling newspapers.

Eliot and Julia and Mum and Dad. I think I like them even more than before. I can talk as much as I want. And they listen.

It’s fun to turn five.

And then keep celebrating it for a few more days and nights.

I sing it again. Happybirthdaytoyooou. Happybirthdaytoyooou. I sing it loud, really loud, trying to sing over the knocking on the door. Then more knocking, harder this time. Finally I stop singing, and hop down from Daddy’s chair, and run super fast. I stand on my tippy-toes and jump as high as I can. I’m just able to grab on and turn the tiny bar.

Mummy taught me how. I am always supposed to lock the door behind me. The shiny bar should be turned to look like a mouth and not a nose.

And that’s the one I’m trying to turn right now.




A beautiful door.

Dark, heavy wood, early twentieth century. It somehow belongs with the muted, hollow sound of his knocking that fills the rounded stairwell, echoing off the slightly too steep steps, the high and elegant ceiling, and the flowery wallpaper that grows more lushly realistic on every floor. Ewert Grens, standing in front of an apartment in central Stockholm, knocks again even harder.

‘Somebody’s in there. I hear them all day long. I hear it through my living room floor, in my hall, even in the bathroom. You wouldn’t believe how thin the walls are in this building.’

A voice, pinched and irritated, comes from behind him. Grens doesn’t turn around, doesn’t answer, just rings the bell for a fourth time.

‘Someone’s singing – probably one of the kids, I’m fairly certain they have three. And I think it might be a TV too, very loud. It’s been on for at least a couple of days. And not during the day – all night, too. I was the one who called, I live in the apartment upstairs.’

The detective superintendent finally glances behind him. A man, just over forty, arms crossed, the kind of guy he dislikes immediately without really knowing why. The type who puts their ear to the door and listens.

‘Happy birthday.’

‘What?’

‘That’s the song the child sings. Happy birthday to you. Over and over.’

The neighbour called in about the strange sounds. And called again when strange sounds turned to strange smells.

‘I’m going to have to ask you to return to your own apartment now.’

‘But I’m the one who …’

‘Yes – and you did the right thing. But now I need you to go back upstairs so I can take care of this.’

Grens waits until he’s completely alone before knocking a third time, impatiently, urgently, as if the muted and the hollow are calling out decisively. When no one opens the door, he bends down to peek through the letterbox, but before he gets there, someone on the other side tries to turn the lock. They don’t manage, but they try again. He can hear a quiet thump on a hardwood floor.

‘Police.’

Thump, thump, like someone jumping.

‘Police. Open the door.’

A lock that is slowly being turned. A handle that seems to move on its own.

Ewert Grens doesn’t like using a weapon. But still he grabs the gun from his shoulder holster and takes a step back.

Her hair is quite long. Blonde. He doesn’t know anything about children, but if he had to guess – she’s four, maybe five years old.

‘Hello.’

She’s wearing a red dress. Big stains on its chest and stomach. She smiles, her face is also stained, maybe from food.

‘Hello. Is your mummy or daddy at home?’

She nods.

‘Good. Can you go and get them?’

‘No.’

‘No?’

‘They can’t walk.’

So strange.

How the stench, sharp, intrusive, a stench he’s so familiar with, which met him faintly as soon as he entered the beautiful stairwell and assaulted him anew the moment the child with stains on her dress and her face opened the door – how that stench doesn’t really become part of his consciousness until he takes a few steps into the hall and is standing in front of a man slumped over in a chair between a coat and a shoe rack.

‘This is my daddy.’

A large hole sits on the right side of his forehead. Shot at close range from the front, probably a handgun and a soft-point bullet, half lead, half titanium.

‘I told you.’

The other bullet hole is slightly smaller, shot from an angle, just below the left temple.

‘See they can’t walk.’

Ewert Grens doesn’t have time to stop her from jumping into her father’s lap, arranging his stiff, unwilling hands so that they’re not in her way, squeezing in between his right thigh and the chair’s armrest.

‘Come here.’

‘I’m going to talk to Daddy.’

‘Come to me.’

Grens has never held a child of that age, and they’re heavier than he imagined. He grabs hold of her shoulders, then lifts her gently.

‘Are there more?’

‘More?’

‘Is it just you and Daddy?’

‘Everybody’s here.’

Her mother is sitting in a chair in the kitchen. She seems to have her eyes shut, lips frozen in a smile. Two bullet holes, just like the father – forehead and temple. There’s sugar and flour on the table, her clothes, and the floor. It doesn’t want to let go of the soles of his shoes as he walks across it. Mostly Grens stares at the cake, which sits untouched on the large kitchen table, five extinguished candles, green marzipan.

‘It’s mine. My birthday cake.’

‘It looks delicious.’

‘I blew the candles out myself.’

The two siblings are exactly where the girl says they’ve been for a long time. In their rooms, the sister lying on the bed, bullet hole in the back of her head, the brother at his desk, shot straight from above, bullet hole on the crown of his head.

That terrible sound. A TV, at maximum volume, a children’s show. Ewert Grens turns it off.

The quiet living room feels emptier.

Too much space for a stench more intense than any he’s experienced before.

He sits down on the black leather sofa, as glossy as it is long, puts the girl in one of the armchairs. He looks at her for a long time. She doesn’t seem scared, just hums quietly to herself.

‘You have a pretty voice.’

‘Happybirthdaytoyou.’

‘Very nice. You just had your birthday?’

‘Yes.’

‘Five? Like the candles on the cake?’

‘And a few days.’

‘A few days?’

‘And a few nights.’

Ewert Grens looks around, struggling to keep breathing, slow and steady.

A few days and a few nights.

That’s how long this little girl has lived with the stench.
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PART 1



NOW




He’s never liked summer.

Something that chafed at his skin, something he’d fought year after year until finally he stopped fighting it at all. That’s the way it is. The heat. The quiet city. People walking around in shorts, laughing too loud.

Detective Superintendent Ewert Grens lay on the brown corduroy sofa, its stripes long since worn away, his head cradled on the low armrest, his back sunk into cushions that had been far too soft for a long time. While that gentle music, his Siw Malmkvist who sang sixties songs just for him, flowed out of an ancient speaker crammed into his bookshelf between overflowing binders and thick investigation reports. Both of his windows stood wide open, but despite the early hour it was already a stiflingly warm twenty-seven degrees inside and out. He’d stopped fighting when he realised he was not alone. He wasn’t the only one who was changed by June, July, and August. But they didn’t fight the season – they fought people. That terrible heat crept into them, hunted them, played havoc with their boundaries, and it wasn’t just in prison corridors that the number of riots increased as the heat became more oppressive; also outside those walls reality shrank as heat pushed down from above. And when heart rates increase, so does violence, so does murder. He’d been a detective for most of his life, and it had been a long time since he could take a break when the pavements lacked any snow.

A stubborn knocking at his office door.

They could keep on if they wanted to.

His neck was stiff and tender, his leg aching like usual. The oldest detective on this dusty corridor, second oldest on the entire force. And there it was, less than six months away, that giant black hole that scared him even more than his bed at home, an abyss a man falls into headlong and then never stops falling. The one thing he didn’t want to think about, and the only thing he could think about.

That damned knocking. They weren’t giving up.

More than forty years. My god. He’d been so young when he first set foot in this building, already convinced he belonged here. So young he could never imagine the end arriving. Not because you want it, but because a society you never wanted to be a part of has decided the ending for you.

‘Ewert?’

Now it wasn’t enough to just knock. Now someone was shouting through the keyhole.

‘I know you’re in there, Ewert. I’m coming in. No matter what you say.’

He was still lying on the worn corduroy sofa when the door opened. She glanced at him, then strode purposefully over to the cassette player and its off button. Siw fell silent. The songs of a much simpler time.

Mariana Hermansson.

Perhaps the only person in the Kronoberg Police Station whom he couldn’t bend to his will, who always challenged him, and who had no clue how proud she made her boss when she did.

‘Breaking and entering, Ewert.’

Her office was at the far end of this hall. She’d started as a temp one summer, and he made sure she was taken on fulltime despite the bureaucracy and the many applicants who seemed more qualified on paper. And he’d come to treasure her like the daughter he never had, how she’d put a steady hand on his arm when she spoke to him, how she demanded answers to questions he didn’t even want to hear, how she laughed at him, made him feel unsure of himself in the only context where he ever felt sure.

‘I want you to take a look at it. Now.’

He sat up on the edge of the sofa, stretching a little, and pointed to his desk and its mountains of paperwork.

‘I don’t work break-ins. Too many people dying in this town. And that, as you very well know, takes all of my time.’

She wouldn’t give up, he knew that.

‘Dala Street 74.’

‘Yes?’

‘Third floor.’

‘And?’

‘Apartment 1301.’

She held out an envelope to him, and he stared at it but didn’t reach for it.

‘Is your office this stuffy too, Hermansson? The AC doesn’t seem to be working.’

She settled down next to him on the sofa; it was so worn out that they both sank to the floor.

‘A break-in, Ewert. But nothing was taken. So I put it aside. Since I too don’t have time.’

She nodded at his paperwork. He knew what her desk looked like. The piles even higher. And just as many on her floor.

‘I did what I always do, glanced at it, then put it back on top of the pile. Then I did a quick search in RAR to see if any other crimes were reported at nearby addresses in the last few years.’

Ewert Grens stretched a second time, but with no yawn. He wasn’t completely aware of it, but ever since she’d stormed in here, turned off his music, and started speaking to him in that demanding way she had, he’d been smiling.

RAR. The localised crime report for a specific address or area. He was the one who’d taught her to start there.

‘And?’

‘Nothing unusual. Just some burglaries. More domestic abuse than those expensive addresses might like us to think. Drug busts. And a few manslaughters.’

She leaned forward, the envelope in her hand, poked it into his chest until he took it.

‘But nothing I could connect to the break-in. Nothing that would explain why a person breaks into an inner city apartment in the middle of the day, walks around inside –  and chooses to leave without taking anything with them.’

‘May I open the door to my office again, Officer Hermansson? Would that be okay with you? Maybe someone else has a window open and we can get a little draught flowing in here. It’s already twenty-seven degrees. And it’s supposed to hit thirty-two!’

‘I was about to log out of the system. Put the case aside again, deprioritise down to one of this county’s fifty-six thousand open cases. And in a few months, I’d recommend Wilson close it.’

Ewert Grens was fanning himself with the envelope now, his eyes closed, trying to herd some air onto his damp forehead – she ripped it out of his hand and pulled out a document, put it down on the rickety coffee table, and pointed impatiently to the first three lines.

‘Then I saw this. An annotation at the very bottom of the file. A red flag warning that there’s an older case filed away in the restricted archive, available only in paper form. A seventeen-year-old investigation at the same address, same floor, and according to the apartment number, even the same apartment. The kind of investigation you do –  when people die in this city.’

He was listening now. But still didn’t know what she was talking about.

‘The note. The red flag.’


In the case of any report regarding Dala Street 74, regardless of the classification of the crime, please contact Detective Inspector Ewert Grens immediately.



‘You wrote that, Ewert. Signed it.’

The document lay on the table between them, her fingers still tapping on the lines she wanted him to look at.

Until he finally did.

‘Seventeen years ago?’

‘Yes.’

‘Murder?’

‘Yes. Or … rather, four murders. A mother. A father. A daughter. A son.’




Strange.

How memory works. How it’s not there at all until it is, until it comes back and hits you at full force, pushing everything else aside, demanding space.

All the space.

Because he did remember.

Ewert Grens leaned out through the open window into the inner courtyard of the Kronoberg Police Station, where his colleagues sat on park benches, some in the sun with their noses and cheeks red, others lying in the shade of some small tree, drinking coffee from brown plastic mugs.

That suffocating anxiety.

Maybe it was the heat squeezing his body, making him restless. Maybe it was the sweat dripping down his tired back.

Maybe it was a little girl hopping on one foot with food on her face, her little feet kicking up the most horrific stench at the most horrific crime scene he’d ever seen –  the rooms that enclosed her dead family.




Ewert Grens liked walking slowly through the streets of Stockholm, always had, all the way back when Anni was at his side, squeezing his hand. Right now the erratic morning traffic honked and jostled forward beside him as he sped down the steep slope of Kronoberg Park, saw his reflection in the water from Sankt Eriks Bridge, exchanged Odenplan’s mumbling for the silence of Dala Street.

Sixty-four and a half. Six months to go. Then someone would take his place in his office, make themselves at home there, open his door when someone knocked on it. Just as he’d taken the office from someone nobody remembered anymore. You exist for a time. Then you don’t. The police pension is one of the best, they say, and some of his fellow officers planned to walk out that unwieldy iron door the moment they turned sixty-one and never look back again.

To let go of everything.

Become nothing at all.

He’d decided one day that the fears that plagued him were ugly and meaningless, decided he’d had enough of it. He’d wasted enough of his life bent under the weight of what had already happened. And yet despite all that, lately he’d had a hard time sleeping, even on his corduroy sofa, whose overly soft cushions usually made him feel like he was being held, and therefore allowed him to rest.

Because now here it was again. Fear. Because this was all he had. He didn’t want anything else, didn’t know anything else, didn’t even know anyone outside those walls – had never wanted to, never longed for another life.

A few minutes more down the pavements of Vasastan where the buildings stood side by side, tightly packed and heavy, their large windows watching him. Until he came to the door marked 74, which he’d left so many years ago, but still remembered.

That round stairwell, the uneven stairs, the elegant ceiling, the continually flowering wallpaper.

And on the third floor, the same heavy front door awaited him. But this time with scratches around the lock, completely fresh, wood chips still hanging loose and not yet darkened.

He paused there, eyes closed, breathing carefully – trying to catch those small thuds in his chest near his heart, the uneven and uneasy rhythm that reminded him of a five-year-old’s feet.

‘Hello?’

A woman, blonde, almost as tall as himself, somewhere between forty and fifty.

‘Ewert Grens, detective superintendent at the City Police. I’m here about your break-in.’

Her eyes didn’t leave his – vigilant, almost hostile.

‘Your people already talked to me about this.’

‘That’s correct. But I …’

‘A woman, a little younger, she sounded younger, asked me questions, which I answered. I don’t understand – I’ve had a burglary before, not here but at my summerhouse, and the police didn’t do a damn thing even though the whole place was emptied out, and I called you many times. And now … you contact me twice when not a thing has been taken?’

‘Detective Mariana Hermansson spoke to you on the phone. But I wanted to take a look for myself.’

Those eyes, watching him.

‘Well, in that case, I’d like to see your badge.’

The inner pocket of his jacket, black leather case.

ID card, metal badge. And just to be sure, he gave her his business card, with his title and telephone number and an email address he barely knew himself.

‘It says you’re a detective superintendent?’

‘Yes.’

‘Now I’m even more confused. A detective superintendent? Following up on a break-in …’

She shrugged her shoulders, stepped back, waved him inside with one of her tan arms.

‘… that wasn’t even a burglary, just some damage, and all my belongings, though scattered about, were all still here?’

That memory again.

Demanding space, pushing everything away.

In the hallway an antique chest of drawers and large mirror with a gold frame were replaced in his mind by a chair and a man with a newspaper in his lap and two bullet holes in his head.

The living room with its pine dining table turned into a TV playing cartoons at full blast. And the empty, gleaming kitchen became one that was sticky with food, where a little girl climbed into her dead mother’s lap.

Ewert Grens looked at the woman who’d hesitantly let him in, trying to concentrate on her mouth when she answered his questions – lips that turned into red candles on a birthday cake still sitting on a kitchen table, untouched. She told him what he already knew, what Hermansson had written down in her report. Someone broke in on a weekday sometime between eight thirty and eleven. Exterior door with clear scratches made with a hard metal tool, and the contents of the wardrobes and cabinets and drawers thrown onto the floor. But the jewellery box, a wallet with a good amount of cash in it, new computers, and expensive art hanging on the walls all remained untouched – even the thin layer of dust on the frames showed no fingerprints.

Everything was left intact.

Except for a small patch on the floor. She led him into one of the children’s bedrooms. Or what had once been one of the children’s rooms, long ago.

‘We use it as a guest room. When we moved in, it was clear it had belonged to a young person. That was … well, sixteen and a half years ago. We’d planned to use it as a child’s room someday too. But … well.’

Grens sought the woman’s eyes and saw a flash of grief for a child that never was. He knew how that felt, and sometimes he grieved for it too. Things don’t always turn out like you plan.

‘And right here, Detective. This is the only place … there behind that chair, do you see? They pried up the floor a little bit.’

He remembered how a bed used to stand right there, flush with the wall that had a window in it; the older daughter had been lying with her face turned in that direction. Now it was a sofa bed with blue and white stripes, and he was struck by a sudden and overwhelming desire to just lie down there and finish the sleep that had been interrupted.

‘You can see for yourself.’

The woman pushed away the sofa and a small side table and threw up a corner of the rug.

Ewert Grens’s leg ached as he kneeled down on the wood floor. Hurt even more when he lay his heavy body down to get a closer look.

A pried-up plank, split at three places, sharp splinters.

Underneath sat a four-sided hole, almost a perfect square, cut into the concrete that formed someone else’s roof.

He measured it with his fingers, guessing four by four centimetres.

A void with no contents.

Something had been lying here. For seventeen years. Something that was gone now.




That damned heat.

Ewert Grens exited a beautiful building out of a beautiful door, trying his best to make room for his ungainly body in the dense and slippery air. Twenty-seven degrees had just risen to twenty-eight and had its eye on twenty-nine. He took off his jacket, unbuttoned his shirt, and kept his stride short.

He’d walked this way last time, too, carrying a child in his arms.

Grens remembered and swallowed hard. It felt like that empty hole – four centimetres by four, missed by him and all of the crime scene technicians – was in his throat, pressing down on his stomach, a cavity, an empty box, a container that no longer contained what had been there for so long.

The weather had been cooler then. Late autumn. He’d been wearing a different grey jacket, and she, after just a few steps, leaned her head against his shoulder, closed her eyes, and let days and nights of waiting for the dead to answer dissolve into sleep. A young police officer who’d been called to the crime scene followed him – this limping man with a child in his arms – in a patrol car, pulled up close, rolled down the side window, and asked Grens to stop, open the door to the back seat, and get in. Grens had mumbled something and kept walking. Oden Street, Sankt Eriks Street, Fleming Street. The child’s head rested heavier on his shoulder, her eyes still closed. So trusting, he’d thought, the kind of trust he could never feel, maybe that’s how it felt.

Today he took the same path, walking towards the entrance to the Kronoberg Police Station, where a security guard in the glass cage nodded to the detective who always stayed late, long past when evening had turned to night, and the glow of most of the computer screens had been extinguished. The detective who usually slept in his office under a thin blanket on a brown corduroy sofa rather than going to the apartment where loneliness lived. Grens grabbed a cup of black coffee from the machine in the hall, squeezed in between the new copier and an old-fashioned fax. Then just seven steps to his office. He started the music just like always, his own mix tape. Siw Malmkvist began to sing for him again: ‘Everybody’s Somebody’s Fool.’ He sat down at his desk, twisting and turning his leg and upper body and still not finding a comfortable position, lay down on the sofa and kept spinning round and round.

Maybe it was the heat chafing at him again.

Maybe it was an empty box four centimetres long and four centimetres wide.

He rose quickly and left his office.

The dust was even more visible than usual in the hallway, and he pressed out another plastic mug of coffee, black, headed for the lift and passed by her office, the woman who demanded answers, who saw straight through him.

‘Ewert?’

He didn’t stop.

‘I don’t have time right now.’

Mariana hurried into the hall, shouting after him while he pushed the lift button.

‘Neither do I.’

She walked closer.

‘But I want to know.’

‘You will. Later. Both you and Sven.’

‘A burglary? And nothing was stolen? And yet I can see on your face that …’

‘Mariana Hermansson?’

‘Yes?’

‘Later.’

He turned around, the lift had just arrived.

‘Four murders, Ewert?’

She wasn’t giving up. The door opened, and he stepped in.

‘And now the same apartment? Same investigator? And after he visits the scene he seems visibly … yes, visibly, there’s no better word – upset?’

They stared at each other.

‘Ewert? Talk to me.’

He stood in the lift and she stood outside.

‘I thought I’d only made one mistake. But clearly I made another.’

‘Mistake?’

‘I let the man who killed them go – I’ve always been convinced of that. But turns out I also missed a hole in the floor.’

‘Now you’ve lost me completely.’

‘And I don’t like it, Hermansson – I don’t like loose ends.’

‘What are you saying?’

‘That right now this only concerns me.’



Three floors down. Cooler. Darker. Just as dusty. Grens stepped out of the lift and headed towards a grey door that was wider than all the others. The archive. Shelves and boxes and folders. And inside of them somewhere were his four decades among the criminals of Stockholm, investigations of perpetrators and victims, who transform each other’s lives forever. There was one shelf he used to avoid – turned his eyes away when he passed by it, made sure to look anywhere but there. An investigation concerning the woman who had been his whole world and who disappeared into herself after her head was crushed under the wheels of the police van he’d been driving. Nowadays he did look, sometimes even stopped there. Just as he dared to visit her grave now, the white cross with her name engraved on it; he even grabbed a watering can hanging from a nearby rusty tap and watered a tall flowering bush he’d planted because he liked the name – love’s ear. She lay in that grave just as she lay in those brown archival boxes. Anni Grens written on a label on the cardboard. He ran his fingers gently over the black ink, wrote her name in the air. Then he kept going, deeper into the archives, past other shelves and other Annis.

All the way to the back and the glass wall that stood there.

He waited in front of a small hatch, which was raised just a centimetre by a man of his own age, staring at him through small round glasses.

‘I need to see a record from the witness protection program.’

It was a file that only a few had the authority to see, which he had to apply for, get a receipt and be registered in order to handle. The records were kept in a room with all the other sensitive documents stored on behalf of SÄPO, Interpol and the witness protection program.

‘Ewert Grens? It’s been a while.’

The archivist didn’t seem particularly happy to see him. They didn’t like each other. Never had.

‘The witness protection registry, like I said. An old investigation that was never closed. I’d like to check it out.’

Grens fished a used envelope out of a rubbish bin, grabbed the pen hanging from the counter on a string, jotted down the archive number on the back and pushed it in through the gap.

‘Hmm.’

‘Is there a problem?’

‘Your handwriting. Not exactly easy to read.’

‘It says …’

‘I can see what it says, Grens.’

The archivist typed something on his keyboard and peered at his computer screen.

‘ Yes …’

A few more clicks.

‘… it seems to be here.’

‘Good. Well then …’

‘But I’ll need your ID. You know the rules.’

Grens knew. Same thing every time.

Usually around this time Grens would start to raise his voice, his neck and face would flush an angry red, a vein would start to pulsate near his temple. But not today. Ewert Grens took a deep breath and pushed his ID up to the glass for the eyes of the archivist who’d known him for thirty-five years. And it seemed as if the man on the other side of the glass lingered a moment too long – disappointed by this break in routine and this lack of conflict. Then he readjusted his glasses and with an electric beep he opened a secure door and disappeared into the windowless room behind him, then returned quickly with a blue and a green folder that he pushed through the gap.

‘You know the rules, Grens.’

‘I know the rules.’

‘Then you know …’

‘I know that, just like the last time I checked out classified documents – I can only take them if I promise to copy everything and send it straight to the tabloids.’

He started to leave.

‘I won’t disappoint you, I promise.’



Hallway, lift, hallway.

And with every step that he took the blue and the green folders in his hands grew heavier, almost like a tiny head resting against his shoulder.

The coffee machine. A third cup. Then his office and a Siw Malmkvist song and the folders on his desk.

He stared at them for a long time, first from the vantage of his open window, then the cupboard, then his corduroy sofa, and finally from the door of his office.

There they lay.

Returning his stare.

He took a step closer.

Put a trembling hand on the top folder. He’d never wanted to return to those tiny hopping feet and that stench unlike any other.

He opened it and met the first page.




A blue folder. Fairly thick. The archive number written in pencil. Rubber-stamped in the top right corner in faded black:


WITNESS PROTECTION PROGRAM



Ewert Grens leaned back on his sagging sofa, took a swig from his plastic coffee mug, then grabbed four stapled stacks of paper.


REPORT:



Seven pages from the Stockholm Police Commission.


INVESTIGATION PROTOCOLS:



Four pages from the Tech Squad.


AUTOPSY FINDINGS:



Twenty-two pages from Solna Forensic Medicine.


PRELIMINARY INVESTIGATION:



Fifty-four pages of his own investigation.

He looked around the room. She’d slept right here. On the very sofa where he was sitting now.

Back then the corduroy was in much better shape, stripes still basically intact, and the little girl slept with his balled-up jacket as a pillow. Deep sleep. Snoring even. Probably for the first time in days.


On Monday, October 23, at 16:51, Det. Grens proceeded to Dala Street 74.



He’d sat beside her, trying to make out what she was saying in her sleep. Several times he almost patted her cheek, but always stopped himself, and readjusted the raincoat draped over her. He knew what he had to do, what he’d learned to do when he trained at FLETC, a US military base in southern Georgia. He and Erik Wilson went there to learn everything there was to know about the FBI witness protection program. Basically it was the opposite of how the Swedish police operated, their clumsy attempts at hiding former gang members from Stockholm’s concrete suburbs in isolated and deserted summer camps deep in the Swedish forests. Two days. That’s how long these potential witnesses usually lasted. Out there they had nothing to do with their time besides panic. The darkness and silence combined with their fear of death at the hands of their former gang broke them down.


The sign on the apartment door indicated that it belongs to the Lilaj family. The apartment, which consists of five rooms and a kitchen, was searched. The lights were turned on in every room.



The American Witness Protection program. Grens had copied it. Even before the crime scene investigation was completed, he moved the girl from his office to a safe house that was actually worthy of the name.


The man was found in the hall, in a sitting position in a chair located between the hat and shoe racks. The woman was in a chair in the kitchen, near the kitchen table. The older sister was found lying on her side on a bed in bedroom A. The brother was sitting in a desk chair in bedroom B.



A girl who couldn’t yet understand that her family was gone and would never come back, and she wasn’t even allowed to bring a single personal item from her former life, the life that had been her entire universe. Nothing. He decided she was going to keep living.

Survive.

So her past would never become her future.


Mirza Lilaj, Diellza Lilaj, Eliot Lilaj and Julia Lilaj were taken to Söder Hospital. Resuscitation attempts yielded no results. Declared dead at 18:23.



The child in his arms again, he headed out to go shopping in the neighbourhood he lived in but never had visited. Children’s clothes shops. Toy shops. The homicide department suddenly approved the expenses though they had neither been budgeted nor given formal cost centres. New dresses. New shoes. New hairband. And it made her so happy. Especially the two new dolls and the red baby carriage. As if they were presents.


The victims were placed in cold storage awaiting transport to Forensic Medicine in Solna.



Leave nothing that can be traced back.

The very last thing he pulled out of the suitcase, which a young police officer had thoughtfully packed in her apartment, was a photograph, taken in a studio.

A light blue background.

A mother and a father and their three children smiling at the camera.


Mirza Lilaj, Diellza Lilaj, Eliot Lilaj and Julia Lilaj have been assigned storage numbers 2003-369380, 2003-369381, 2003-369382, 2003-369383. Only those numbers exist for identification.



A bunker. That’s probably the best description of the basement in Östermalm. During the years he’d been in charge of the witness protection program, they’d allowed him to build the very first American-style safe house. It ended up being the only one, when the funds were redirected to other, trendier activities. A bunker furnished like a small hotel with kitchenette, beds, TV and well-stocked bookshelves. He’d never imagined its first guest would be someone too young to have learned to ride a bike, a child with no family.


A SUMMARY OF OUR FINDINGS:





A. The bodies of Mirza Lilaj, Diellza Lilaj, Eliot Lilaj and Julia Lilaj, shortly before death occurred, received gunshot wounds on the head that correspond to entrance 1, entrance 2, entrance 3, entrance 4, entrance 5, entrance 6, entrance 7, entrance 8 on our diagram.





That’s why his carefully designed program didn’t at first work out as he’d planned. He’d imagined a place for adult witnesses where they would be hidden and guarded until giving testimony at a trial, after which they’d be escorted to a new town and given a new name, new social security number, new background.



B. These entrance wounds most likely occurred two days before the examination date.





He’d also developed procedures with the help of various bureaucratic agencies to produce new school transcripts and new work references and set up a cash allowance to be paid every fourteen days – never leave a trail, every transaction is seen by someone and information can be bought anytime, anywhere. These routines had to be urgently adjusted to create new birth records, issue certificates for swimming lessons and credibly document attendance at a preschool.



C. The combined number of wounds strongly indicates homicide.





Ewert Grens closed the blue folder and pushed it to the side. Information that belonged to one living girl. He grabbed the next folder, a green one – which contained what happened to her afterwards. After the crime. After ballistic wound paths and cold storage.

After their deaths.

He stood up, held the folder tightly while he paced back and forth across his office.

A five-year-old who was alive. Who survived. Because someone let her? Or because someone hid her? Or because she hid on her own? Did she curl up somewhere and listen as the only people she trusted were executed one by one, holding her breath without even knowing why. She must have understood that discovery meant death?

He’d asked her, but she had no capacity to tell him how or why.

And now, so many years later, he knew even less.

Grens looked out onto Kronoberg’s courtyard as he often did. The sun had moved – some of the pavement and a few park benches now lay in the shadows – but the heat lingered. He popped his head out through the wide-open window, leaning with his elbows against the frame. Thirty degrees. No air conditioning. He didn’t look forward to trying to sleep tonight with a low of twenty-two degrees, a so-called tropical night.

The green folder, her life, what happened afterwards.

He held it. It wasn’t very thick, it wouldn’t be.

Registry extract with her new name. Her new social security number. Her new personal history. Photo documentation of her adjusted appearance. Her new town, address, contact person, guardians. Her new life.

Ewert Grens left the window, where no cool could be found, and returned to his corduroy sofa. On the front of the green folder there it stood in black, with a black rectangle around it.


WITNESS PROTECTION PROGRAM



He opened it. And then froze.

A blank piece of paper.

And then another.

And another.

An entire stack of blank paper.

A folder from the most restricted archive in the police station that was as thick as it was supposed to be.

But whatever was once inside was gone. Replaced. By nothing.

Her new life.

Someone had taken it.




Blank.

Just like parts of his memory.

Ewert Grens remembered the stench, the weight of her body, what she looked like as she slept in a newly purchased bed in the safe house – a beautiful little flower with tangled hair. But he couldn’t recall her name.

His memories now were as blank as her memories were then.


‘Who else came?’

‘Came where?’

‘To your birthday party.’



He had interrogated her cautiously. Trying to get a little closer to the truth every day. She never mentioned the assault, the shooting, the murder. She didn’t even understand that her family was gone. She’d repressed it all. She’d handled extreme trauma by pretending her way forward.


‘It was your birthday. You turned five. And you had a very nice cake. So who sang for you?’

‘Mummy. Daddy. Julia. And Eliot.’

‘And after that?’

‘No one.’

‘I think somebody else came.’

‘No.’

‘One or two or three people who weren’t invited?’

‘No one else.’

‘But if you …’

‘The dolly. With shiny red jacket and white shoes. Give it to me, Ewert. You can take the one with the blue boots. Let’s go sit by the dollhouse. You can have the upstairs this time, and I’ll take the downstairs.’



She turned off. Closed down. Her calendar had started afresh. When she disappeared from his world a month later, she hugged him and whispered that now she was thirty-two days and five years old. As if those five years were something completely different.

Grens also remembered his fury.

One of the few cases he’d been forced to abandon, even though he was sure he’d found the murderer.

A piece of shit he’d picked up and thrown into a prison cell at Kronoberg. He kept him there for seventy-two hours, as long as he could legally. And that guilty piece of shit alternated between laughing scornfully or lying or staring down at the floor or hissing no comment during his interrogation, while Grens and his colleagues turned over every investigatory stone they could find. In the end, they lost the race against the ticking clock. A guilty fucking piece of shit, feared by everyone, who called himself King Zoltan. When his three days were up he laughed even harder at their lack of witnesses and technical evidence. The moment he was released he headed straight for the airport, took a flight out of the country, and never came back again.

The little girl, whose name Grens forgot, had seen the killer. He was sure of it. A witness in shock who one day just might understand what she had witnessed. The forensic technicians had found traces of hair and urine in one of the wardrobes at the apartment – traces that matched her DNA. That’s where she hid. Pissing herself. And from that angle, with the wardrobe door open just a crack, she would have had a good overview of at least two of the murders.

Ewert Grens went over to the window.

He leaned out.

And screamed in fury.

He knew what this meant.

Someone had taken those documents out of the guarded archive, read through the first folder of the preliminary investigation, and realised that there was a witness, then read the second folder and found out what happened to the little girl after she left the safe house and Grens. Someone knew what she looked like, what her new name was, which new town she ended up in, what new family she was placed with. Someone had taken the documents and replaced them with blank paper so nobody else would ever know. And now they could complete their murder of an entire family and erase all of their tracks.

Grens screamed again, straight into the heat of the courtyard.

The life of that now-grown girl was in danger.

In fact she might already be dead.





[image: ]

PART 2




It was the perfect location. A cul-de-sac in a southern suburb of Stockholm, lined by sleepy three-storey apartment buildings whose tenants had average incomes, average life expectancies, average educations, a good mix of young and old, those born in Sweden and those who arrived later. This afternoon Piet Hoffmann was walking counter-clockwise in a two-hundred-metre radius, which constituted the outer rim of their defences. He checked the eighteen surveillance cameras along that route, which were placed in stairwells and garages, on lamp posts and rooftops – each one activated by motion sensors. He checked the licence plates on vehicles he’d never seen before to see if their owners lived in the area or if they had any police records. He compared yesterday’s mental map – which no one else had access to, his memorised map of formal roads and informal escape routes, who was moving where and why – with how things looked today. Nothing seemed suspicious, no warning of any oncoming threat. On his way into the front door of the only high-rise, he stopped by the camera labelled number 14, turning it slightly to the left to bring a dead angle back to life. His base was just a ride up to the eighth floor, a studio apartment with a kitchenette, but it was enough.

‘I’m headed out for the day. Everything okay?’

He stood in the tiny hallway, looking at a security officer surrounded by a sea of screens, glancing back and forth from one live stream to another, sometimes rewinding one to make sure nothing was out of the ordinary.

‘Everything’s good, boss.’

Piet Hoffmann went over to the window and lifted the blinds a little, made one last inspection of the cul-de-sac. First he checked the apartment on the second floor, white curtains and a bulky table lamp sitting between two potted plants on the windowsill. The temporary home of a woman in her forties who needed a level two safe house, who had been given a new social security number, which is the only name he had for her. If he pushed the blinds up just a little more he saw the third-floor apartment with red curtains and exuberant decorative lights. Refuge for a man in his thirties, level three, shot once, and his life threatened by his own brothers. And two doors down – now he pushed the blinds up completely – behind white curtains that were just a little too lacy, an older couple who had been hiding out for the last few months as witnesses in a trial against an incredibly violent gang of loosely associated teenagers. They were all here waiting for new identities and a more permanent housing solution, and he was paid sixteen thousand kronor each every day he offered them his professional protection. Of course experienced security guards, advanced technical equipment and weapons weren’t cheap, but by choosing to place them together so that just one guard was able to keep watch over them all, and by renting and equipping their homes himself, he’d figured out a very profitable business structure for Hoffmann Security Inc.

‘Hello, my darling wife.’

He wasn’t far from home, but as soon as he stepped out of the lift and headed towards his car, almost without thinking about it, he’d called her.

‘Hello, my beloved husband.’

Things were going so well. Maybe better than ever. He didn’t even remember it feeling like this when they were newly in love. Back in Sweden, back to something like the life they’d once had. With one big exception – he no longer lied to Zofia, no longer infiltrated organised crime on behalf of the Swedish police, didn’t risk his life or his family’s every day, every hour for the sake of others. He was even working with his old security firm – but now it was no longer just a facade for his infiltration. Now it was a real company, and he used the skills he’d acquired in his old life to make a good and honest living.

‘Zofia?’

‘Yes?’

‘I’m … a little worried.’

‘You don’t need to be.’

‘I know – but I just can’t stop. It’s gnawing at me. What if she …’

‘Piet? Listen to me. She. Is. Completely. Healthy.’

He used to find worrying futile, counterproductive. He’d survived by planning more meticulously, by doing his homework better, by being more prepared than whomever he was observing, chasing, fighting. And then – Zofia had her six-month postnatal check-up. That was all it took for irrationally intense worry for his child to take over.

‘She’s supposed to be able to turn from back to stomach and stomach to back. Be able to get up into a sitting position by either holding me or the doctor. She’s supposed to babble, find a lost toy, pass an object back and forth between her hands. And Piet – she can.’

A little sister. At any moment his mind could return him to his place beside the hospital bed, holding Zofia’s hand while contractions racked her body.

Normal life, Piet. You promised never to infiltrate another criminal organisation, no more death, no chaos, no running.

He remembered exactly how she looked when she said it so well.

My body had decided. One more child. After trying for so long, and believing it would never happen again. My age, that’s what I thought … but it wasn’t that. Calm. Never having to live like that again. I relaxed, Piet. Another child, I don’t know, it sounds almost corny, but it feels like this baby is … a symbol of all that. Of your promise. Of our new life.

‘You never worried like this about Hugo and Rasmus.’

‘I know, Zofia.’

‘And she’s much more advanced and tougher than they were.’

‘I know that as well.’

The crushing anxiety that the doctor might discover something else. Something they hadn’t seen. And it wasn’t because she was the first girl or the baby of the family. It was him. Realising that nothing can be taken for granted. Everything is finite. It would have been much easier to keep living with the lies, living with them until he could no longer remember where lies end and truth begins. Until he no longer knew who he was.

‘Piet – we’ll see you tonight.’

‘Give her a kiss from me.’

‘She’s sending one right back.’

A ten-minute drive. That was it. Then he was in Enskede with its suburban houses with gardens and two cars in the garage. Their home. This was where they’d moved when Zofia was pregnant the first time.

It was hot in the car even with the windows rolled down. Unusual in this country, high temps, high humidity, and only the first week of June. No use wiping your forehead with your sleeve because it was already wet. He parked in front of the rusty gate and lingered for a moment. This was the best part of his day.

If he stretched up a bit, he could see Hugo on the other side of the straggly hedge, playing football with the neighbour’s kids, grassy knees and flushed cheeks. And through the kitchen window he could just make out the outlines of a curly head, Rasmus playing with his action figures at the kitchen table.

Piet Hoffmann took a deep breath of the warm and humid air.

Of course he had his doubts now and then.

He’d slammed the door to another life.

Sometimes he wanted to open it up again.

Feel. How he used to feel. Adrenaline rushing through him, impossible to turn it off, his heart pounding with aggression.

Now and then the past sought him out and tempted him with its rewards. Sometimes after the boys went to bed, he’d sit on the sofa with Zofia and admit just how much he longed for one more round. Just once more. Not for the cash. For the adrenaline, the high. To feel a little more, live a little more. An intermediary, that’s what they wanted when his past came looking for him. A guarantor for two parties. Most recently, brokering a deal between an amphetamine manufacturer in southern Slovenia and a major criminal network in central Sweden. His sole task would have been to vouch for both sides, be there during the agreement, and act as a bodyguard during the first trip. It was difficult to make Zofia understand how frustrating it was to see these jobs go to small-time dealers who weren’t nearly as good as he was, see them rake in the easy money for simple jobs.

But every time he got home, like now, right before he had to look Hugo and Rasmus in the eye, he knew for certain that he’d made the right choice.

And Luiza. Her eyes were just as steady and intense.

Luiza, who would soon have to prove that she could both babble and find a toy.

Besides, he knew if they ever caught him breaking the law again, they’d throw the book at him. He’d have to watch his sons and his daughter grow up from behind bars.

No missions, no weapons, no deaths.

Only this.

A house, a home, a family.

This was his life now.

‘Hello?’

Piet Hoffmann shouted as he opened the front door. A few years ago, Rasmus would have come running with arms open wide. Now his youngest son was so immersed in his game that he didn’t even answer.

‘Rasmus buddy? Hello? I’m home.’

‘In the kitchen, Dad.’

The hall mirror seemed to stare at him. He had to turn away. And there it was. Wedged in between the wooden frame and the mirrored glass. A note with no words on it, just a big red heart in the middle. It moved him still, after all these years. Zofia liked to leave small notes for him here and there, sometimes on his pillow when he pulled back the covers, or in his suitcase when he was unpacking in a hotel room somewhere, alone again. Or in the fridge when he picked up a tub of butter. At one time those unassuming messages of love had felt like a demand, and he’d wanted to escape them. Now he longed for those little notes. Felt disappointed when they weren’t around.

He liked them so damn much. He liked her so damn much.

Rasmus was sitting at the far end of the short side of the kitchen, that was always his spot no matter where in the world they lived, no matter what house Dad dragged them to. The eight-year-old looked up as the sound of steps made their way from the hall to the kitchen, but he didn’t stop playing with his action figures, especially the one with a very round stomach and a red hat and blue legs and yellow arms.

‘Hi, buddy.’

‘Hi, Dad.’

‘What are you up to?’

‘Playing.’

‘I see that – but what are you playing?’

‘With my new action figure.’

‘Yeah, and …’

‘Dad – you don’t get it.’

Hoffmann looked at the plastic figure with a red hat and blue legs as it jumped away from all the others lying on the kitchen table, watched it do somersaults and mumble something. He realised his son was right. He didn’t get it at all.

‘Mr Potato Head.’

‘Huh?’

‘That’s another action figure I have, Dad. Up in my room. This isn’t one of those – but it’s like a Mr Potato Head. I’ve never had one of these before. Cool, right?’

‘Very cool.’

The flour was in one of the cupboards on the wall, the salt on the kitchen counter, eggs, milk and butter in the fridge. Pancakes. The safest bet.

‘You hungry, Rasmus?’

‘If you make them in the waffle iron. I want chequered pancakes.’

The waffle iron. Chequered pancakes. That started last year. Hoffmann still didn’t understand why, or where it came from, but if that’s what he needed to do to keep them fed, then that’s how the pancakes would be made. He found the iron in one of the bottom cupboards and opened the window, shouting loudly.

‘Hugo?’

The dull sound of a foot kicking a ball on the other side of the hedge and then a ten-year-old celebrating when it landed in a home-made goal.

‘Yeah, Dad?’

‘Are you hungry? Pancakes?’

‘Chequered?’

‘Yes.’

‘Then I’m hungry.’

Piet Hoffmann was just about to shut the window when he changed his mind, leaned out and shouted again.

‘What about the rest of you? Are you hungry, too?’

The two other players in the improvised football match wanted chequered pancakes too, so Hoffmann made enough batter for five people.

‘Can you set the table, Rasmus?’

‘Mmm.’

His youngest wasn’t listening. The new plastic figure jumped around the kitchen table in his hand. Always some new character from some new cartoon. Over the two years that Piet Hoffmann spent working in West Africa, he took trips home every three months, and every time he did he made sure to bring the most popular action figure home with him.

‘Okay, Rasmus. Then I’ll set the table. If you clear your stuff.’

‘Just a minute.’

‘Now, buddy.’

‘Just got to go to the bathroom first. Then I’ll pick up.’

Rasmus started out walking, but it turned into a run, that’s how it was with him: if he left his games and visited this world, he did so in a hurry. Hoffmann smiled. There was something so vulnerable, almost beautiful about being able to leave this reality so completely in the hands of someone else. He took five plates and drinking glasses out of the cupboard, got tired of waiting for Rasmus to come back, and started to move the toys off the table to a bench near the oven. But when he got to the new toy, the one who looked like Mr Potato Head, who in Rasmus’s imaginary world jumped so high, Piet Hoffmann felt a stab in his chest. One he hadn’t felt in a long time. A stab in the region of his heart, which meant trouble was on the way.

The plastic figure lay in his hand.

And he felt its weight.

It wasn’t all plastic.

He lifted it a few times, weighing it in the air, guessing it was around three hundred grams.

Then he inspected it more carefully.

He took off its little red hat. He pulled off the blue legs and yellow arms.

It couldn’t be. And yet – it was.

He felt furious, terrified.

This wasn’t the way he wanted to get that adrenaline rush back.

He was holding a hand grenade.

Built with a core of TNT and steel balls so as to end all life in its vicinity.

His youngest son had been playing with death dressed up like a toy, here, at their kitchen table.




He was furious.

He was terrified.

Fury.

Terror.

His son, who trusted him with his safety, who trusted him with his whole world, had sat there playing with death.

A hand grenade. Transformed into a toy.

Piet Hoffmann held it in his hand. Let his thumb slide over the hard surface, over the rise on the top. A small oblong ball with a metal casing, with explosives pressed inside, and a spark plug connected to a striking pin, which, the moment it was pulled, would run down towards a fuse and everyone who happened to be in its vicinity would have five, or four, or sometimes only three seconds to live.

Fury. Terror.

Two sides of the same emotion.

It used to be so much easier.

Back then when he chose rage and anger, any fear that pushed its way inside could be used, transformed into more aggression. Psychologists at his school and then at his juvenile correction institute and finally in prison all called it a lack of impulse control. They said that’s why he preferred violence. But that wasn’t true at all. Violence was just a good tool. If you used it correctly. And so he did – he mastered the violence that came so naturally. Until finally Zofia and his kids were forced to pay for it. Until love and truth and trust made life so much more complicated and opened the doors to fear.

The fear that he might lose the people who meant more
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