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Prologue 24 August 2007

Inga Dahlberg tried to push her thoughts in a different direction. If only for a few minutes. Towards the cloudless August sky or the music in her headphones. Towards the fact that she didn’t feel tired at all, even though she was on her third lap around the blue trail. Or towards Ramlösa Brunn Park, which was so lush and verdant it was impossible to see more than a few feet in any direction.

But like ants that inevitably find their way into the kitchen, her thoughts stubbornly kept returning to the plan she’d spent most of her waking time rehearsing these past few weeks. The plan that in less than three hours would be put into motion and change her whole life.

This time, nothing could be allowed to go wrong. The tiniest glint of uncertainty in her eyes or quiver in her voice and the game would be over. After all these years, she knew Reidar all too well. He would instantly exploit any crack in her façade, reclaim control and subjugate her until she obeyed him like a well-trained dog once more.

But whatever happened and no matter how he reacted, she knew how to act to make him pick up a pen and sign. And as soon as that was done, she would grab her prepacked bag and head for the door.

She almost didn’t dare to believe that in just a few hours, they would have left. And be on their way to Paris, of all places. The most romantic of cities. Finally, it was goodbye to all the sneaking and hiding. To all the coded text messages, to worrying about being caught red-handed any moment. Not to mention the stress of having to go to bed with the wrong man every night.

Tonight, they would be able to move about freely in public. If they felt like it, they would be able to sit down on a bench and just hold each other. She would be able to put her head in his lap and see both him and the stars at once.

She and her lover.

She tasted the word. Lover. She liked it. It sounded both tender and sinful. And how they had sinned. Both at his house and hers, in the shower and in the car. Not to mention on the secluded strip of beach by the Rå River, where they’d done things she hadn’t even thought possible.

And now, that chapter was coming to an end. Soon, he would go from being her lover to her beloved. They were going to leave Copenhagen Airport behind, drink champagne toasts and enjoy that their dream had finally become reality.

But it hadn’t come easy. At first, he’d been reluctant and refused to listen, and she had felt a bit like a whiny child. It was only after she presented him with an ultimatum, threatening to reveal their little affair to any and all interested parties, that he had come to his senses.

Threats and hysterics were not normally her style, but she couldn’t go on living a lie indefinitely. And now, in hindsight, it was clear he was in exactly the same boat. Suddenly, he stepped in and took charge, making plans for how they were to proceed.

She’d picked Paris as their destination, but he had bought the tickets, splurging on business class even, and when she thought about how in just a few hours they would be sitting there, holding hands, enjoying their extra legroom, she had to pinch herself to make sure she was awake.

But there were still things left to be done. As soon as she got back, she would shower and tidy up. She’d already cleaned the windows and watered the plants. The sheets were freshly laundered; they just needed to be pressed, then she could make the bed. The boeuf bourguignon, Reidar’s favourite stew, was simmering on the hob, awaiting final tasting and seasoning.

Since it was Friday, he would be having a pint after work and just before seven he would come home in his stinking work clothes, which she would put in the hamper for the last time while he took a shower. Then she would serve dinner and wait for him to join her at the table.

And somewhere around there, he would, if all went to plan, react to something being different and ask her why she wasn’t sitting down and eating with him. Sooner or later, he would taunt her about her failed diets and how they only ever made her bigger, when the truth was that she had in fact lost twenty-six pounds since she’d started running.

But this time, she wasn’t going to let him rant uninterrupted. In her calmest and most controlled voice, she was going to tell him that she was leaving him.

True, it would have been easier to simply leave a handwritten note on the table for him to find when he got home. But if she wanted him to sign the papers, she had no choice but to look him in the eyes and make him understand that her mind was made up and that they were never going to have dinner together again.

Depending on how his day had been, there was a risk that he might jump up from his chair and become physical. He wouldn’t hurt her. Not then and there. But he was not above throwing his plate and maybe even overturning the table. A more likely outcome, however, was that he would let his fury pump into the outermost arteries of his face while he asked her, calm as a pressure cooker, where the hell she was planning to go. How she could be naïve enough to think for even a second that she could get by without him.

Then he would paint himself into a corner even more by reminding her of their prenuptial agreement and asking her if her dippy little brain had managed to forget that the house, the car and most of the furniture de facto belonged to him.

Reidar loved saying de facto. It was as if he felt it made him two feet taller and his statement unequivocally true and irrevocable. It was at that point, when he was at his most cocksure and adrenaline-filled, she would put the divorce papers down on the table.

At first, she couldn’t understand why her earphones, which were connected to her tiny iPod, were suddenly yanked out of her ears. Even less what it was that pushed, almost cut, into both her breasts and in the next moment her collarbones and throat. It was only when she fell helplessly backwards that she saw the fishing line glint in the sunshine.



The sky was beautiful, as blue and cloudless as it had been all summer. Apart from her own pulse, she could hear the tweeting of all the thousands of birds hiding somewhere just out of sight. But wait, hadn’t she been listening to music? And why was she lying flat on her back in the middle of the trail?

She grabbed her aching throat and sat up. The back of her head was pounding. She probably hadn’t been out for more than a minute or two, so she should still have plenty of time to get everything done before Reidar got home.

She was mustering the strength to stand up when she heard twigs snapping behind her. She turned around and saw the dense foliage next to the trail swaying.

‘Hello? Is someone there?’ she called out, even though there could be no doubt of that. ‘Did you put up this fishing line? Hello!’ She was angry now and was not going to just let it slide, even though she didn’t really have time for this.

But when a man materialized from the wall of leaves, her anger vanished and she realized she should get on her feet right now and run. But she couldn’t. It was as though gravity was extra strong where she lay. The same thing seemed to be true of her gaze, which was inexorably drawn to him as he stepped out on to the trail, a shovel in his hand.

Despite the cloudless summer sky, he was dressed in a dark grey raincoat and wellies so high they went well past his knees, blending with his trousers. Under the pulled-up hood of his raincoat, he wore a ski mask that hid every part of his face except his staring eyes.

She filled her lungs to scream for help, but never got that far because she spotted the wristwatch on his arm as he raised the shovel above his head. It was an Omega Speedmaster, just like the one that had cost her almost a whole month’s salary.



She could see nothing except darkness. The tape covering her mouth was so tight she was afraid her lips would be torn off if she tried to scream, while the rest of her face felt battered and swollen. Oh God, he must have hit her with the shovel.

She still couldn’t believe he was the one who had put up those tripwires, knocked her unconscious and now stripped her naked. If not for the Omega watch. Or had she been mistaken? Maybe the salesperson had lied about how rare that particular Apollo edition was, to push up the price? Yes, that was clearly it. It had to be.

What difference did it make anyway? Whoever he was, she was lying here, curled up, naked, her eyes and mouth taped shut, with no idea what was coming. Or was it already over? Had he had his way with her and left her here?

She was still outside, that much she could tell. But she wasn’t by the jogging trail in Ramlösa Brunn Park; through the tape covering her ears, she could hear the sound of running water.

She wasn’t really lying down, but rather sitting slumped over on her knees with her feet behind her as if in some yoga pose, with both arms stretched out in front of her. It was an awkward position, especially given the hard, uneven ground.

She tried to understand what it all meant. Why he had left her naked in this particular position.

She felt almost no pain. In her face or her body. It was as though every part of her was numb. As though her body no longer belonged to her. He must have drugged her; there was no other explanation. Did that mean she had been unconscious for a long time? Maybe hours.

Regardless, she now had to get away and get home as quickly as she could and shower so she could have everything in order before Reidar got back. Hopefully, she wasn’t too far from home, and with luck her facial injuries might not look too bad.

He would obviously want to know what had happened. But it made no difference. Under no circumstances was she going to allow this to derail the plan. The first step was to try to take off the tape without making her injuries worse.

But when she tried to lift her arm, pain immediately jolted through her. A pain so overwhelming she screamed straight into the tape. It radiated out from the back of her hand, spreading like lightning through her fingers and wrist and up her arm. Also, her hand seemed to be stuck. What had he done? She tried to move her other hand, but it was the same there. It hurt so badly her stomach turned inside out. She tried to move her legs, but the pain emanating from her calves was possibly even worse.

She was stuck. How had he… She couldn’t even take it in. What kind of monster was this?

‘Well, well, well. She’s awake,’ a voice said suddenly. ‘About time.’

He was back. Or had he been there all along? And didn’t it sound just like him?

‘Come on. Get up. Up on all fours.’

She braved the pain and did as she was told.

‘Excellent. See, you can do it if you put your mind to it.’

It sounded like him, it did. But it couldn’t be him. Maybe it was just the tape over her ears that made it hard to distinguish details.

She could feel his gloved hand patting her on the hip, as though she were a horse being inspected. Then it started caressing her lower back and in between her legs.

‘Now just make sure you don’t collapse again. If you do, you’re done, for real.’

It was him. There was no longer any doubt.

It was Ingvar. Ingvar Molander, the man she loved more than anything, who had finally agreed to take her to Paris in just a few hours.

Pain shot up from her hands and calves when whatever it was she was stuck to started to move. She screamed as loudly as she could, but all that came out was inarticulate mumbling.

A moment later, she started tilting this way and that and suddenly had to strain every muscle in her body to stay on all fours. Then she felt the cold water wash over her hands and her fate slowly began to dawn on her.




Part I 13–16 June 2012

Wherever you dig, it doesn’t matter.

Get deep enough and eventually, it’ll smell bad.
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At first, Molly Wessman could only just make out the faint melody. But as the volume increased, she became ever more aware of the dulcet harp tones that meant she had five minutes to wake up and switch her brain on before it was time to get out of bed. Five minutes during which she could still keep her eyes closed and stretch.

She felt rested and hadn’t woken up once during the night, which was incredible, considering the presentation she was giving to the board this afternoon. Normally, she would have tossed and turned all night and come to work a wreck. Now, by contrast, she was convinced the board was going to approve her proposal and give her permission to implement the last round of absolutely crucial cost-cutting measures needed to turn things around.

And she had her new sleep app to thank for it. Before, she had never slept more than four hours a night. She had been constantly exhausted and taken sick leave so often even those of her colleagues who had young children had started to wonder what she was up to.

In the end, her then manager had called her into his office and told her what she herself had been unable to see. That she was heading straight for burnout. Then he’d given her the number of a therapist and told her about an app that used sounds and different kinds of white noise to help the human brain to relax, thus improving sleep.

It had made all the difference and, what’s more, only cost a fraction of what the therapist charged for a handful of pointless conversations. It had even given her enough energy to go back to the gym.

She took a deep breath, filling her lungs like she’d learned in yoga class, and reached out for the phone on her bedside table. But when she turned the alarm off, she noticed something strange the second before the screen went black.

She didn’t actually allow herself to check her phone in bed. Turning her alarm on and off was the only exception to the rule. In her new life, her bed was a screen-free zone, along with the bathroom and the dinner table. And yet she couldn’t stop herself from tapping in her PIN and unlocking it.

She looked at the screen again, uncomprehending.

To someone who didn’t know what it normally looked like, it would probably have seemed neither odd nor unsettling. But she did know, and as she looked at it, she felt panic starting to build. Before long, the pressure around her chest was so tight she couldn’t breathe.

Her first thought was that it wasn’t her phone. But the chip in the top left corner from when she dropped it was there, and the home button glitched just like it had been doing over the past few weeks.

Everything was right.

Everything except the background picture.

It should have been a picture of Smilla, her brown and white Boston terrier who had died three years ago from hypertrophic cardiomyopathy. But it wasn’t a picture of Smilla.

Instead, it was a picture of her.

A picture of her, sleeping in her own bed, wearing the exact same T-shirt she was wearing right now. Even the toothpaste stain from last night was there, which meant the picture had been taken in the past eight hours. So someone had broken into her flat.

Maybe it was just a technical malfunction. Or some new camera function she had accidentally activated when she went to bed. But no, the picture was taken from above. Someone must have been in her bedroom.

Was someone having her on? One of the many nocturnal guests she’d brought home over the past few years, who had made a copy of her keys? Though she had no idea how that could have happened without her noticing. Or was it a warning from someone at work that she’d been too ruthless there?

The questions bounced around like ping-pong balls. Granted, there were likely disgruntled people among the staff, but hard as she tried, she couldn’t think of anyone who’d be twisted enough to do something like this.

Then it struck her.

What if he was still in the flat. What if he was standing right outside her bedroom door, waiting for her. Or what if he was inside the…

She tried to regain her composure and convince herself she was just overreacting. But she couldn’t. Before she could dare to leave the bed, she would need something to defend herself with. Something other than her pillows and duvet. Maybe her bedside lamp. Though it was far from ideal, it was the only thing she could think of that was within reach.

As though she stood a chance of fending off some strange man. Who was she trying to fool? She, who froze when she saw a spider. Running over people in a meeting using factual arguments was one thing. Physical violence was something else entirely.

But what choice did she have? Did she have a choice at all?

She turned over as carefully and quietly as she could, grabbed the lamp with both hands and tugged. The two screws were ripped from their holes, pulling out white plaster dust that fell on to her black pillowcase. Then she unplugged it from the outlet, wrapped the cord around her left hand and grabbed the wall mount with her right before putting her feet down on the floor.

To the beat of her own pulse, she squatted down and peered under the bed. Apart from her scales and the box of sex toys on castors, there was nothing there, nor had she expected there to be. On the other hand, she still found it hard to believe someone had really taken a picture of her with her own phone.

She stood up, walked over to the cleaning cupboard on the left and threw the door open. But there was no one in there either. She swapped the lamp for the metal tube from the vacuum cleaner, then searched the wardrobes.

Whoever it was, he was not in her bedroom, which for some unknown reason felt like a relief. As though everything would be okay, so long as she stayed in there.

She did, in fact, have her phone and could call someone. Whoever that would be. Gittan, who used to be her best friend, hadn’t talked to her since the Christmas before last, when Molly had had enough of her nagging her about getting herself together and finding a man to move in with. She had no one to confide in at work either. That would be taken as a sign of weakness, and right now, weakness was the last thing she could afford to show.

Granted, she could call the police. But they were probably going to start by asking if the perpetrator was still in the flat. So she gave the bedroom door a little kick, and it opened without a sound.

In fact, the whole flat was very quiet. Unusually quiet, now she thought about it. It was as though the traffic on Järnvägsgatan a few blocks away had stopped, and the old man in the flat below hers had turned off his TV for the first time ever. All to underline the seriousness of the situation and set her even more on edge.

She stepped into the living room and looked around. The corner sofa by the window didn’t seem to have been moved. Nor the armchair, the bookcase or the dining table in the other corner. There wasn’t really anywhere for a person to hide, which was why she managed to muster the courage to move into the hallway and from there into the kitchen.

It, too, looked exactly like it had when she left it the previous evening. The dishes from her dinner were in the drying rack and the bag with rinsed-out plastic containers lay tied up on the floor, waiting for her to carry it down to the bins on her way to the car. She only really opened the pantry door to be thorough.

Then she turned on the lights in the bathroom and saw that yesterday’s knickers lay discarded in the middle of the floor and that the shower curtain around the bath was pulled closed. Had she left it that way or was someone lurking behind it?

She raised the vacuum tube, walked over and tore the curtain aside.

There was no one there.

Maybe she had accidentally snapped a selfie in her sleep after all. Somehow, that would be just like her. Since she got her new phone, which had a front-facing camera, she had taken so many selfies she had started receiving warnings about her memory running low. There must be a logical explanation, and she had probably blown everything out of proportion because she was nervous about her presentation to the board.

Her pulse was finally slowing down, and she could at last breathe a sigh of relief and put the vacuum tube down, pull off her T-shirt and step into the bath. Then she closed the shower curtain again, turned on the tap and waited until it had turned from freezing cold to a little bit too hot before switching the tap from bath to shower.

She loved that burning feeling on her skin and turned the heat up even higher. She could stand under that jet forever, and this morning she needed it more than she ever had. She felt her fear being rinsed away with each drop of water.

She turned the shower off and dried herself quickly before stepping out of the bath. The mirror had fogged up as usual, and even though she knew she shouldn’t, she wiped the condensation off with her towel.

Suddenly, there was screaming, so loud it hurt her ears. It took her a moment to realize the scream was coming from her. It was instinctive and seemed never to want to end. At the same time, the fog was returning, making her reflection increasingly indistinct.

Even so, she could still clearly see that a large chunk of her fringe had been cut off.
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It’s your fault…

The sound of the bullet, like an arrow whizzing through the air. A rushing sound preceded not by a bang but rather a vacuum that had been equalized. An innocuous, barely noticeable whoosh, like when you open a new tube of tennis balls.

All of this…

Matilda, his own daughter, only thirteen years old, who had clapped her hands to her stomach and stared at the dark red stain growing bigger and bigger on her top. Her uncomprehending eyes and ever stickier hands as she collapsed on the white rug.

Yours and no one else’s…

Everything had happened so horribly fast, yet Fabian Risk could still play the entire course of events frame by frame.

His hands, which had finally been able to hold the gun, aim and pull the trigger. The blood that had pumped out through the hole in the perpetrator’s forehead, along with the realization that it was all over. Too late. And finally, the words from his own son, which would haunt him forever.

That it was all his fault. His and no one else’s.

Nothing could have been more true.

The bullet that had taken Matilda’s life had come as a complete surprise, despite all the warnings. He had managed to miss them all and pushed on with his investigation into the identify-theft killers.

Now he was sitting here, in the first row, with Theodor on one side and Sonja on the other, dressed in the dark suit he hadn’t worn since a young Danish murder victim, Mette Louise Risgaard, was buried in Lellinge Church two years earlier. This time, it was his own daughter trapped under all the flowers in the coffin that looked too short.

But the guilt was the same.

His.

Next to him, Sonja was crying, and on the other side he could hear Theodor fighting back tears. He, for his part, felt nothing. It was as though the roller coaster of hope and despair he had been on over the past four weeks, sitting by Matilda’s bedside with Sonja, had used up all his feelings.

His daughter had been murdered right in front of him, but the only thing he could feel was the stress of not feeling anything. He couldn’t even hear what the priest was saying. The words stubbornly bounced around, blending together despite microphone and speakers.

‘You do know this is your fault, don’t you?’

The voice was so quiet it was impossible to pinpoint its origin. He turned to Theodor. ‘I’m sorry, what was that?’

‘Are you deaf? I said this is your fault!’ Theodor was speaking so loudly the priest faltered.

‘Theodor, not now,’ he finally managed. ‘We can talk about it later.’

‘What do you mean, later?’ That was Sonja, and now the whole congregation was listening. ‘It’s already too late. Don’t you get it? Our daughter doesn’t exist any more.’ She burst into tears.

‘Sonja, please…’ Fabian put his arms around her, but she slapped them away.

‘Theo’s right. This is all your fault!’

‘Exactly. So don’t try to blame us,’ a third voice piped up behind him.

He turned around and saw it was his boss, Astrid Tuvesson, who was sitting together with his colleagues Ingvar Molander, Klippan and Irene Lilja. He was just about to ask her why she was sticking her nose in, but was interrupted by the sound of the organ launching into the next hymn, which made the rest of the congregation stand up and start singing.

He didn’t have the energy to do anything but slump in his seat, letting his eyes rove across the people singing around him. Everyone except Molander, who, though he was standing up and moving his lips, was not singing. Rather, he looked like he was talking. Was he saying something to him?

Fabian pointed to himself. Molander nodded, leaned forward and whispered in his ear, ‘Drop it.’

‘Drop what?’ Fabian didn’t understand.

‘You’re never going to prove it anyway.’ Molander stuck his tongue out and pretended to hang himself, then he let out a raucous laugh that was drowned out by the howling feedback of the priest’s microphone.

The alarm penetrated deeper and deeper into Fabian’s subconscious. A beeping tinnitus note that eventually coaxed him into opening his eyes and realizing he wasn’t in a church at all, but in the hospital, in the room where he and Sonja had taken turns sitting with Matilda for the past month. The only thing he didn’t recognize was the dirty white curtain hiding the bed where she lay.

He could hear voices from the other side and got up out of the armchair, tore back the curtain and saw one of the three nurses pushing and turning the howling machine’s buttons. The other two stood on either side of the bed, checking Matilda’s pulse and eyes.

‘What happened?’ he said, but there was no reply. ‘Excuse me, could someone please tell me what the fuck’s going on?’

The shrill beeping stopped, leaving an oppressive silence in its wake. The three nurses exchanged looks; Fabian tried to gauge whether they had the situation under control.

Then Matilda coughed and opened her eyes. His darling daughter, who had been gone for an eternity, finally looked around the room with enquiring eyes. And then tears started trickling down his cheeks. It was as though they had been waiting for this, longing to burst forth.

‘Hi, Matilda. How are you feeling?’ one of the nurses said with a warm smile.

Matilda looked at them without speaking.

‘Matilda, you’re awake.’ Fabian pushed his way to the bed and took her hand. ‘You’re back. Do you understand? You survived.’ He turned to one of the nurses. ‘Right? She’s going to be fine, isn’t she?’

‘Absolutely,’ she said, to the nodded agreement of the other two. ‘All her stats look good.’

‘Did you hear that, Matilda? Everything looks good.’ He stroked her cheek, but she turned her face away. ‘Matilda, what’s the matter? Didn’t you hear? You’re going to be all right.’

Matilda shook her head and looked ready to burst into tears at any moment.
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Police detective Irene Lilja could still feel her nether regions throbbing when she pulled on her helmet, straddled her newly serviced Ducati and roared away over the speed bumps of the suburban street. The make-up sex was the only reason she hadn’t left Hampus a long time ago. He was never more passionate and fiery, while at the same time tender and thoughtful, as after a fight.

But they fought too often. Whatever the subject, an argument was always simmering just beneath the surface. It made no difference that they were generally on the same page deep down; they always ended up each other’s polar opposites, though this particular fight had been about something she’d been mulling over for some time.

It wasn’t that Hampus was an alcoholic, but he had definitely dialled up his weekend drinking and those bloody cans of lager were well on their way to becoming a natural extension of his right arm whenever he wasn’t at work.

It went without saying that her bringing it up had triggered him instantly and, before long, she had been seeing red too. But it was only after she started emptying beer cans into the sink, one by one, that he had let his true colours show.

He had never hit her, but last night, for the first time, she had been afraid. The rage in his eyes when she had defied him and opened yet another can had made her give serious thought to leaving him once and for all.

The phone call had come just as she passed Kvidinge on her way to the Helsingborg police station. She had been looking forward to ten uninterrupted minutes with the wind and the Ducati as her only company. But when an eleven-year-old Syrian boy in Bjuv turned out to have disappeared without a trace on his way to school, she had no choice.

If only it had been a Swedish boy instead, she thought to herself as she passed a Prius that was insisting on staying just below the speed limit. Then she could have let the uniforms deal with it, certain the boy was simply cutting class to smoke cigarettes behind the bushes with a friend.

But ever since the brutal murder in their neighbouring municipality, Klippan, almost twenty years ago, racism and xenophobia had been on the rise. That time, neo-Nazi Pierre Ljunggren, sporting a swastika armband and carrying a butterfly knife, had spotted dark-skinned Gerard Gbeyo by chance, hunted him down and stabbed him to death in the middle of the street, completely unprovoked.

Obviously, neo-Nazis and right-wing extremists could be found in just about any part of the country, but the south was definitely the most afflicted. Local politicians could try as they might to gloss over the region’s racist reputation and talk it up as the greenest part of Sweden. The general sense was that it was more like Sweden’s brownest.

She couldn’t agree more, and when Hampus had surprised her on her birthday with a signed purchase agreement for a house, she had flown off the handle. Granted, the house was in Perstorp, not Klippan, but to her, the difference was negligible. The mere thought of moving to a small town where people walked around in knee socks, flew the local Scanian flag and felt growing immigration was the biggest single threat to national security set her on edge.

Besides, she had never wanted to buy a house, and the fact that Hampus tried to pass off the down payment as a present for her only made her more pissed off. He had gone behind her back and shoved his own dream of a house with a garden down her throat.

Now, a year later, she was less negative about it, even though the red bungalow was still one of the ugliest houses she had ever seen. Hampus going berserk with the garden shears, making every last juniper bush look like a ball, a dash or, in a few badly botched cases, male sex organs, had done nothing to improve its appearance.

But the neighbours on their street were actually really nice, from her limited experience, and she had neither spotted any knee socks nor been forced to listen to any xenophobic nonsense. Perstorp was apparently one of the few municipalities that had seen a decrease in right-wing extremist activity in recent years. She didn’t know what the situation was in Bjuv, though it was likely no worse there than in Sjöbo, Trelleborg or Landskrona.

Even so, it was with a knot of worry in her stomach that she turned on to Gunnarstorpsvägen and parked the Ducati on the corner of Vintergatan, across the street from the white three-storey building.

Everything was quiet, apart from a man in tracksuit bottoms and a black hoodie who was standing by a lamp post, speaking Arabic into his phone while waiting for the dog he was holding by the lead to do its business. Further down the street, a gangly man who had pulled up his trousers far too high crossed at the pedestrian crossing and hurried past a young mother pushing a pram, probably on his way to Bjuv Mall, which would win first place in a competition to find Sweden’s most depressing place, hands down.

The stairwell was painted white and stippled in different colours, as though the painter had walked around flicking his brush at the walls. Probably to make it look just a little bit grimy even when it was freshly painted. There were about as many Swedish as foreign names on the board.

Moonif Ganem, as the boy was called, lived on the third floor with Aimar, Adena, Bassel, Jodee, Ranim, Rosarita and Nizar. At least, that’s what the multicoloured fuse beads on the door said.

After a few attempts at ringing the doorbell went unanswered, she opened the door and stepped into a hallway full of a chaotic jumble of shoes and clothes. The sound of agitated voices mixed with sobbing was coming from a room further in.

The boy’s parents were sitting by the table in the crowded kitchen. His mother, who was wearing a long dark dress and a purple headscarf that covered everything except her face, was crying, despite her husband doing his best to console her. On the table, among the cheese, butter, juice and other breakfast things, lay a number of tarot cards, and a baby was playing with a collection of measuring cups on a blanket on the floor.

‘Hi. You must be from the police.’

Lilja turned around to see a woman in her sixties with short grey hair and energetic eyes enter the kitchen.

‘Ingrid Samuelsson.’ The woman held out her hand. ‘I was the one who called it in. I live in the flat across the hall.’

‘Then maybe you can tell me what happened.’

The woman exchanged a glance with the mother, who nodded. ‘Adena came over to me at half eight, beside herself with worry. Moonif’s teacher had just called to ask why he wasn’t in school.’

‘And why are you so sure something bad has happened? Is there a reason to believe he’s not just playing hooky?’

‘Hooky? I no understand,’ the boy’s mother said, trying to collect herself.

‘She means to say Moonif might have not bothered going to school.’

The mother looked nonplussed. ‘My Moonif would never… He
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