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Dedication

To the memory of Hugh Swaney, homicide detective.
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CHAPTER 1

New York, May 17, 2008

The Swede’s breathing slowed. He could actually analyze it, how he grew calm. How the adrenaline drained away when he squatted down and rinsed his hands in the water. The gravel crunched under the soles of his shoes. Most of the blood was on his hands, as if he’d dipped them in it. Blood had splashed his jacket, his face. He rinsed and scrubbed, took his time. But he had no mirror. He was maybe a half-mile north of the Williamsburg Bridge, with the East River and Manhattan’s whole skyline splayed before him. It was a still-life of light and dark, without visible movement. He heard no sirens, only the murmur of Brooklyn traffic and nightlife. He pressed his lips together one last time to avoid getting the river’s filth and oil in his mouth. Then he stood, snorted, and shook the water from his hands. He could still feel the man struggling beneath him like an eel being squeezed to death. He looked at his hands, spread his fingers apart, turned them over. Hands that had done more than defend.

Clean enough.

He pulled a plastic bag of clothes from under some bushes in the vacant lot. Removed the ones he was wearing and threw them in a pile, even his shoes. He didn’t feel the night chill. Between the dark buildings, he could see the Brooklyn clock tower. He switched old clothes for new, tied up the bag of bloody laundry, and hacked holes in the plastic with an awl from his pocket.

With one clean throw the tool sailed far out into the river, followed by the sack. The current bubbled and gurgled as the sack slowly sank. He stood rooted to the ground, legs apart with his hands in his pockets, a solitary silhouette on a spur of land near the electrical plant.

Only then did the shaking come, his whole body racked with the trembling of exhaustion, of adrenaline ebbing away. It was the aftermath. The man had thrashed with all his strength. But the Swede had overpowered him, nailed the bastard’s face in an iron grip.

In the Wyckoff Street emergency room a man lay screaming. The truck driver, a petty thief released on bail, had promised to testify. Except that he’d gotten himself involved in something bigger than he could handle. Even among the nurses who thought they’d seen it all, there were some who had to look away. He would survive, but with empty eye sockets. He would never be able to pick out anyone in a lineup, never recognize anyone again, never talk about who he’d seen where, or when.

The Swede by the river could breathe.


CHAPTER 2

Three weeks earlier

US Federal Building, 26 Federal Plaza, 

New York City

She flipped the coin through her fingers, moving it back and forth while absentmindedly sorting papers with her other hand. She was expecting a call, passing the time with files, newspapers, and photographs. Kansas City Star: “Topeka Murderers to Be Executed Next Month,” a front-page story. She picked up a photo of a haggard, overweight man in an orange prison jumpsuit, set it aside. The coin wavered between her thumb and index finger, then started moving again. Next to the press clippings lay a stack of witness statements labeled “Murder with robbery, Central Park. Unsolved.” And next to those, a black-and-white photocopied picture of a woman who’d been dead for several years. A few art books, and a receipt from a bar in Toronto.

The phone rang.

As if the coin had been waiting for the signal, it ran swiftly over to her little finger and back. She caught it in her hand. Answered, then hummed in response while someone else talked.

“So it’s settled then,” she said after a while, and leaned back with the picture of a stone sculpture in her hand.

“What name did you get?” She nodded. White marble. The sculpture in the picture was human, neither woman nor man. An outstretched bare body lustfully asking for more.

“Grip,” she repeated. “Ernst Grip. Good. No, that’s not necessary. I’ll send people to meet him at the airport.” 


CHAPTER 3

Flight SK901 from Arlanda, Stockholm

As the airplane climbed, Ernst Grip gazed blankly at the dirty gray landscape out his window. A copy of Expressen, the Stockholm evening tabloid, lay on his lap; he stuffed it into the seat pocket in front of him. He tried to get comfortable—never enough room for his knees in the misery of economy class—and looked forward to his first drink and snacks. Needing something for his hands to fiddle with.

Eight hours to New York.

The American seated beside him grilled the flight attendant about the alcohol selection.

Grip said, “Whisky, any kind,” and got two small bottles without further comment. They slid down with the sad bag of nuts.

Flat chicken with bland red wine—even though he’d left at the last minute, someone had still managed to find him an economy-class ticket. He had the petty Swedish bureaucrats to thank for it. On the electronic map across the cabin, an airplane symbol crept along the coast of Norway. Then came coffee, and, rare for him, a cognac. Felt the liquor spread comfortably. He switched back and forth between movies on the seatback’s video screen. Fell asleep.

Grip was dark, with the easy, familiar sort of face you think you’ve seen before. Looked older in a suit, younger out of one. The passport he carried said thirty-seven. If pressed, he could have stretched ten years in either direction. Agreeably broad-shouldered, he got good treatment from flight attendants, both female and male, who’d stop their carts to exchange a few extra words.

The day before, the Boss had called to tell Grip he’d be going to New York. Now and then, his old chief at the security police still summoned him in. Tugged on the old leash—and his new boss would get a phone call: “Grip will be away.” Nothing he needed to worry about himself. His role was simply to execute: when Grip entered the room, he was handed a plane ticket and a credit card.

“Just keep a summary of your expenses” was the Boss’s only admonition. This was the shorthand of a hardened security officer, no mere bureaucrat but a shrewd old operator with his own accounts. Perfect, for those who preferred not to know the details.

“And … ,” said Grip, wondering about more than covering his eating and sleeping.

The Boss made a few notes on his pad. “The Foreign Ministry wants you to go see the Americans.”

“About?”

“The ministry doesn’t know. The Americans want to ask you some questions.”

“You mean all three hundred million of them?”

The Boss snorted. “No, just the Justice Department. Their people will meet you in Newark.”

“And they want me in particular.”

“I guess you’re one of the ‘knowns’ in the ministry offices. You were there when we turned over the Egyptians to the CIA at Bromma Airport. The Foreign Ministry’s mess, we did the job—they remember—what do I know? They asked for you, and I said yes.”

“What a fucking setup.”

“Pack a comfortable suit.” The Boss smiled with sagging cheeks. “Answer a few questions, eat a few decent meals, come back home.”

“You have no idea what this is about?”

The Boss tore off a slip of paper from his notepad and extended it between two fingers.

Grip read it out loud. “Topeka.”

“The Americans want to know what we know about Topeka. City in the middle of nowhere.”

“No instructions from the Foreign Ministry?”

“‘Send Grip over’ is all they said. They just want this taken care of, whatever it is.”

“So I’m the Foreign Ministry’s errand boy.”

“But I’m the only one you talk to.” The shrewd silverback still ruled from his hilltop in the jungle.

“A week at most?” Grip prodded.

“Whatever it takes.”

“Visa?”

“Don’t bother. Enter as a tourist.”

Grip woke up when his neighbor started fumbling for something down by his feet. He apologized, kept searching. Impossible for Grip to fall back to sleep. Then he squeezed salve from a tube and smeared it on his nostrils.

“Vaseline,” said the American, “for dry air. Want some?” Grip shook his head. The man beside him kept talking. He’d been visiting his newlywed daughter, who’d met a Swede on vacation. Now they were living in Sundbyberg, a district within Stockholm. The man laughed as he said it—“Soond-bee-berg”—and launched into a full-blown description of the park next door. As if it were the most exotic place on earth, a place Grip could never imagine. Sure, he liked the birch trees, but he worried about the world his grandchildren would grow up in.

“You know,” he said, “given the way the situation looks now.” He was still upset that he’d had to surrender a full can of shaving cream and his nail scissors at the airport. “But you have to put up with it, don’t you?”

The man lived in lower Manhattan. He had stood on his balcony that morning and watched the Twin Towers collapse. He’d seen the clouds of dust and all the hollow-eyed people come running out.

“Then this,” he said, slapping the front page of the New York Times. It was something about Iraq, a picture of an incinerated car and people running. “It’s everywhere, it’s terrible.” He looked at Grip uncertainly, the thin ice Americans knew they were on, the please-don’t-hate-me-personally air they wore when abroad. “So many dead, I don’t know. It’s complicated.”

“Did you vote for Bush?”

“Me?” A feeble shake of the head. “Not the second time.”

The flight attendant went by, holding a catalog and chanting a monotonous “Duty-free … duty-free.”

“My neighbor lost his grandson,” the man said as she passed. “In Iraq. Just an ordinary driver in the army. Awful.”

Grip said nothing.

“Well, everyone does his part,” the man continued. “My old man fought against the Germans in the Ardennes, the Battle of the Bulge. ‘Fucking cold,’ that was the only thing he ever said about the war—‘fucking cold.’” The man looked straight ahead and laughed in the same expressionless way as when he’d said “Sundbyberg.”

He fell silent. Perhaps a minute passed.

“But that was a different kind of war,” he said.

“Are you an American citizen?” asked the flight attendant.

Grip shook his head. Soon he’d written his passport number so many times in the forms she handed him that he knew it by heart. Checked no in all the boxes, swore that he was not entering the United States to engage in prostitution or terrorism and had not engaged in exterminating Jews during World War II. Last, he checked himself off as a tourist and gave a Hilton near Central Park as his address. He’d found the hotel in an ad in the airline magazine.

Sorting through his wallet, he found the slip of paper the Boss had given him.

“Topeka,” he said to his neighbor. “What state is that in?”

“Kansas,” the man answered. “Are you going there?”

“No.” He had already crumpled up the paper and put it in the seatback pocket.

“So where are you going then?”

“New York, just for a few days.”

“Is this your first time?”

Grip shrugged.

“You’re going to love it.”

Ernst Grip waited for the aisle to clear, then put his unread Expressen in his shoulder bag and exited the airplane. What stopped him next was the labyrinthine line in front of immigration. Passengers from distant flights waited red-eyed, their half-asleep children sitting on luggage or right on the floor. A few women patrolled the winding queues, yelling out the forms all foreigners were supposed to have in hand. They wore simple uniforms, a spike of keys in one hand, a big communication radio in the other hand. Swaying gait, tough expression.

Grip had observed them over the years. Doing a job that used to be one step up from flipping burgers at McDonald’s. Since the fall of the towers, they acted as if they had the whole Marine Corps at their backs. Raised their voices as soon as someone hesitated, or—God forbid—talked back. At the front of the line, near a passport stamp booth, he heard a commotion in several languages. Grip couldn’t see, but thought someone was being led away.

Finally he was waved up to a booth. Two men sat behind the chest-high counter in bleached shirts and crew cuts. One glanced at Grip’s form and flipped through his passport. He stopped, with an impassive expression, on a page.

“What were you doing in Egypt last year?” he asked.

The other one studied Grip. The interrogation gaze.

“Diving in the Red Sea,” Grip answered. “Sharm el-Sheikh.”

The officer leafed further, found another stamp of interest. “And South Africa?”

“A week of winter sun, down in Cape.” That too a lie. He was not unaccustomed.

And then new stamps on a page and Mr. Grip, dark-haired but blue-eyed, just thirty-seven, was wished a nice day. He took his passport and said thank you.

At Newark arrivals, two men in suits held a small sign, looking more bored than hopeful. ERNEST GRIP, it said, in plain red letters. Even in a crowd of sign holders, the men seemed strangely out of place, as if they were wondering themselves what they were doing there.

“Ernst Grip,” Grip corrected.

“Welcome,” said the man with the sign. He didn’t get the hint, seemed simply relieved. The other took charge of Grip’s bag.

Two sunburned crew cuts—typical Feds. They offered him coffee in the car; otherwise they didn’t say much. Grip had no reason to talk to them either as they rolled over the whining concrete expressway and dove into an orange-lit tunnel, surfacing in the middle of Manhattan.

“Is this the hotel?” Grip asked when they stopped in an underground garage.

“No, the office.”

“I need to get something out of my suitcase.”

The driver opened the trunk for him. Grip pulled out his suit jacket, buttoned his shirt at the top, and made a knot in the tie stashed in a side pocket.

“Got a gun on you?” asked the driver.

“A gun?” said Grip. “You just picked me up at the airport.”

The man shrugged his shoulders.

They took an escalator up to a marble grotto; office palms stood in obligatory islands. The entryway echoed with their steps as they walked through arches of metal detectors. Grip’s escorts showed their IDs, uncovered their weapons, and pointed to a note on a chart, which permitted Grip to enter.

On the twenty-third floor, they wound past cell blocks of conference rooms occupied by men with rolled-up shirtsleeves and baggy trousers, and signs with odd prohibitions. Plastic takeout boxes, greasy cartons, half-filled bottles—there seemed to be constant eating going on. People said hello while drinking or wiping their fingers on a handful of napkins. One of the men offered Grip coffee. He declined.

They led him through a glass door past a secretary, who looked up and nodded, and into a large office.

“Here. She’ll be with you in a moment,” whispered one of the men behind him, and then they disappeared.

Grip stood alone. She sat behind a desk, facing the window, talking on the phone—or rather listening. She was aware of his presence but hadn’t given him a glance. The room was very quiet. Grip saw her in profile and evaluated the fact that she was a woman. Given the warren of little offices he’d seen on the way, the presence of a secretary outside, and the thick wall-to-wall carpeting indicated that he was with a boss. It was harder to determine her level. On his way in, he’d seen enough caps with FBI and DEA to understand the landscape. She looked about his age, something Asian about her features—her eyes, the delicate tone of her skin. She had smooth dark hair. No portraits, diplomas, or self-glorifying photographs on the walls. Only a huge tropical landscape, a reproduction, hanging behind her. A watercolor with sea-bleached wooden bungalows, a few figures lounging in shadows.

She said something inaudible, put down the receiver, and turned around. Hands on her armrests, she looked at him with interest, raised her eyebrows slightly, and said, “The Swede.”

“Yes, the Swede,” Grip answered. “Or Ernst Grip—as perhaps it says somewhere.”

She glanced down at her desk. “Ernst, of course,” she said, standing up to greet him. “From the Foreign Ministry?”

“From the security police.”

“I see.” She paused. And then, delicately: “Have you ever witnessed an execution?” Without waiting for a reply, she continued, “My name is Shauna, by the way. Shauna Friedman.” 


CHAPTER 4

Thailand, Boxing Day, 2004

Fish swimming past a car, that was his first memory. He was standing in water up to his waist before the Wave began to recede. Fish, their brilliant colors, that was the first thing he remembered.

N. wasn’t sure where he was going. He walked around slowly after the sea finally withdrew. He didn’t see many other people; the few he encountered were wandering as aimlessly as himself. At one point, he heard screams. It could have been a human being, or an animal in trouble.

Then came the itching. Not that it was overwhelming in any way, but it was there, vaguely annoying. He waved his hands over his arms and legs, shooing away the flies that were drawn to his wounds. His mouth was dry, but he couldn’t bring himself to drink from any of the hundreds of water bottles that had spilled from their crates, in the mess outside a shop.

Some villagers found N. and pulled him up onto a flatbed truck that took him away from the sea. Packed in close to other people, he sensed their fear. In the back of the truck, people talked too fast, calming down only after the tractor pulling them began to struggle into the hills beyond the village. Up there by the trees, lots of people had gathered. Someone gave him water; he drank and returned the bottle empty. A man, seeing his bloody arms and knees, led him to a paved spot where the wounded were being treated. Most were lying on the ground. A nurse came up to him. She looked concerned, but couldn’t do much beyond wash out the deepest wounds with water. She apologized several times for not having brought more supplies from the infirmary in the village. Then N. sat down. Stayed put. Someone tried to make small talk, but he didn’t answer. Another held up a pot of rice—he waved it away.

In the evening they heard the sound of a helicopter. People got excited and started shouting, but the noise faded. An evening breeze stirred the trees. The rumors died away.

Night fell among the groves on the mountain. N. moved from the pavement onto the bare ground, which felt less cold. He curled up but soon froze anyway, and the cuts on his knees began to ache. It was impossible to find a comfortable position, and in the end he sat leaning against a tree. There, he managed to nod off a few times, but in half-sleep he began to think of the fish again, their bright colors. Other images rose up as well. He saw the little girls, their faces, and a woman. Heard their voices. A woman and two children. He wasn’t at all sure that they were his, but it had been morning and they had sat and eaten something. They had eaten together.… Then there was once again only the memory of the fish.

Someone crouched down next to N., he felt an arm hold him. He did not hear the sounds of his own moaning. People near him thought he was crying.

The sun went up and then down again. Yet another night spent on the mountain. The next morning he was seized with such thirst that he grabbed and emptied the bottle of water that stood near the little boy who slept next to him. On the third day, a group of soldiers in a jeep said that everyone could return to the village, the danger was past. N.’s wounds were swollen and festering, and the nurse washed them one last time and said that he must get to a hospital. Said he had a fever, he needed help. And so he joined the thin line of people returning down from the mountain.

At first he had trouble orienting himself in the village because of all the destruction and debris. The sun was torture. But then he recognized the car he’d been standing beside when he saw the fish, and the mess of water bottles in the street outside the shop. He opened one and drank. In the distance he saw the gable of a house he thought he recognized. Then he approached and wasn’t sure. White walls stood without a roof, most of the building had collapsed. All signs of the small hotel were gone. There was no trace of the inner courtyard he remembered, only rubble: planks, piles of plaster, palm leaves. Pool chairs lay like wrecked boats on top of the mess. They had steel frames, with slats made of thick plastic strips in black and white. N. remembered how they always stuck to your skin, he remembered that not too long ago he had been sitting right there. Suddenly his heart began to pound and he felt that something terrible was at stake. He grabbed at whatever he could reach and threw the broken planks to the side. But the power flowed out of him almost immediately, and he grew clumsy when he tried to push himself farther. Unsteady on his legs, and seeing all the sharp pieces around him, he sat down. The sun burned intensely, his head throbbed. It wouldn’t get better. He looked around, stood up with a moan, and tried again.

What he first thought was a branch turned out to be a blue arm sticking out of the mess. A hunk of fallen wall covered the body, but he saw a ruined face: too swollen to reveal anything. Gently, he covered it with a piece of foam. Then he looked again, this time with new eyes, and realized that he was surrounded by sticking-out limbs and bulging, half-naked bodies. He sank down exhausted and overcome, crying in despair.

N. wasn’t quite clear on how he got there, but at the hospital, he was assigned to a bed. By that time the fever had overtaken him, and for a few days he mostly slept. The staff was very friendly, but they called him by a name he did not recognize and asked him about things he couldn’t remember. Wounds were washed, scraped out, and sutured. It took a week before the fever went down.

One morning when N. returned from the bathroom, he discovered a cloth bag hanging at the foot of his bed. Green, with a worn-out shoulder strap, the kind tourists get from an army surplus store. He took it off the bed and looked around. The three people who shared the small room took no notice—apparently the bag did not belong to any of them. He opened the zipper and examined the interior. Sure enough, he found a few guidebooks, a dive log, and various travel receipts. In an inside pocket he found a fat envelope of dollars, and in an outside pocket he found a passport.

That must have been where the nurses got the name. There was some kind of mix-up, right? Could … He didn’t know. Looking at the passport picture, N. paused at finding familiar features: the same irregular bangs he saw in the mirror, the same crease between forehead and nose. Most of all, the same gaze. He turned the bag over and found a jagged arc of salt stain. He couldn’t tell if it had been left there by the sea, or by a sweaty back. He flipped through the passport stamps and returned to the picture. He could only sit there on the bed.

During the rounds, they called that name again.

“Yes,” said N.

“The fever has broken,” said a short doctor with beads of sweat on his forehead, “and the wounds seemed to heal fine.” He cast an anxious glance toward the corridor.

“I understand,” said N.

The doctor excused himself: “We need the bed. People keep pouring in.”

“Of course.” He looked down at his short hospital gown.

“We had to throw out your clothes,” said the nurse. “Take this.” She held out a plastic bag. N. saw a pair of faded but clean jeans, a short-sleeved shirt, and a pair of sandals.

“You’ll have to look for someone who can remove the stitches,” the doctor said, “in about a week or so. That shouldn’t be a problem.”

“No.”

“Where will you go now?”

“I need to look for someone.”

The doctor nodded. Left the room to continue his rounds.

N. got dressed, slung the bag over his shoulder, and left.

The buses had begun to run again. The roads were clogged with trucks, bulldozers, and groups of men in every imaginable uniform. It took time, but he could still make it back to the village.

By the sea, all the old signs of devastation were still there, along with some new ones. The village was plastered with bad photocopies of missing people, taped up wherever there was space. Utility poles fluttered with white paper as high as a man could reach. In another world, they’d be for a political race with hundreds of candidates. Near a temple on the outskirts of the village, people wore thick gloves and masks over their noses and mouths. In other spots the authorities had set up small offices—often just a large tent—where people cried or barked senselessly at one another. N. was constantly harassed by people wanting to know if he had seen this one or that one. Disgusted, he withdrew.

He felt a strange sense of distance. The village he saw was not his, never had been. Only a few weeks before, he hadn’t known a thing about it. He’d come there as a visitor—a tourist’s random choice. He could have ended up on any beach, on any day, in any village, anywhere. It was just a roll of the dice.

He kept going. There was a place he had to get to. Then he saw that they’d cleaned up the shop where all the bottles had been scattered on the street. And N. remembered the fish again. And then the breakfast. That they had eaten fruit, and that the little girls had worn new bathing suits and squinted at the sun. So they were, they were his children. And that woman, who must have been his wife, she had smeared their arms with sunscreen while they ate. The silent memory, how they let her do it but whined between mouthfuls.

Then they stopped, the pictures.

Again, N. found the hotel’s gable, but the garden and surroundings were gone. The few walls that remained formed a kind of whitewashed monument; the rest was only brownish-red sand and soil. The bulldozer had left no trace, not even a plant.

N. stopped, squatted down, and felt the damp earth with his hand. Smooth earth and deserted white walls. No trace. He felt that he ought to cry, but nothing came. He got up and walked away.

He took the white envelope filled with dollars from the bag, though he wasn’t exactly sure the money was his, and paid for transport into town. They had told N. he must register; he had to go register at the consulate. To have something to do, that was the only reason he left. He arrived just as the sun went down, found a simple room for the night, and then went out on the streets again. It was strange to see all the lights, to see people relaxed and strolling, even to hear someone let out a laugh. The smell of food in the evening was overwhelming. No longer did he have to endure the silence of the beach village, with its paper faces staring down from billboards and utility poles. Here there were no hopeless pilgrims clutching at straws. For a time he was released from the torment of his own survival.

He bought small skewers with chicken and mango and headed late in the day toward the consulate—someone had said they were open all the time now. He found his way with the help of a guidebook from the bag. The row of consulates would be, according to the map, a little outside the town center. The crowds thinned out around him, and the lights as well. He had to stop beneath them, to read the map. A half-dozen police officers came walking toward him in a narrow street. They walked slowly, talking in pairs or smoking. All of them wore helmets with visors and carried long, thin sticks that swayed casually. The sticks drew his gaze, their worn ends suggesting that someone had just had a taste of them.

The police passed without noticing N. He reached the park where, at the far end, the consulates were supposed to be. The asphalt was wet; leaflets were floating in the puddles. He kept walking.

“Filthy pigs!” someone shouted from far away. The cry’s echo died away between the houses. N. didn’t see a soul. The park next door was dark and uninviting. He stayed on the sidewalk, but moved nearer to the street and the lights from the few windows on the other side. A block farther down, he passed a couple who looked Western. They were walking quickly.

“Wishing that even more people had died,” the woman said indignantly as they passed.

“Idiots,” replied the man. Their steps faded away.

N. heard someone yell: “Death to America!” It came from the direction he was heading.

He stopped for a moment, feeling watched. The park was quiet. When he heard a car, he started walking again, trying to figure out what was happening down the street. He saw lights and made out a group of figures on the move. The loud voices came from a demonstration outside one of the consulates, now over. He thought back to the police he’d passed in riot gear, and then a car came up the street. As it sped up, someone rolled down a window. An arm stuck out, and as the car passed N., out flew masses of leaflets. The car swerved across the wet pavement and disappeared up a side street. A leaflet fluttered past him, and N., sensing something vaguely familiar about it, followed a few steps. He caught it just as it landed upside down in a puddle. He shook off the drops, holding it by a corner, and then turned it over.

It was the photograph of a dead man that he’d seen before, without really looking. Now he looked. A corpse, surrounded by dirt and grass, a gaping mouth and sunken eyes. Arms twisted unnaturally along the body. There were several similar images along the leaflet’s edge. “Thank God!” he read. The text that followed looked like a press release. He stumbled to grasp the context, but after a few lines, he understood. The leaflet was a copy of an Internet posting from the United States, reprinted by protesters. A group of religious fanatics in America had hailed the tsunami, seeing God’s punishment in the sea’s wrath. They found divine justice in the fact that thousands of people were rotting in unmarked graves. They described in rich detail how all the missing people would float away with bloated bellies and never be found. Their biblical quotes were carefully chosen. A picture of the minister they called “Beloved Father” smiled out at N. All the dead children particularly pleased him. God was sweeping the earth clean, punishing all sinners.

N. looked out at the street again, toward the lights, the figures. His gaze returned to the flyer, the pastor’s world seen through his words: sodomites, bastards, and rapists. Everyone tainted by the devil’s sex. The world crawled and swarmed with sinners.

The only memory N. had of anything was of his two girls. It was the only image he’d ever see, even if someone held a gun to his head. They were dead, and people were rejoicing?

N. stood looking at the minister’s smile, trying to see something more than lips and teeth. Then he slowly crushed the flyer, as if he had lost all feeling in his hands.

It came rolling over him, and he screamed. The first strong feeling since the Wave hit—burning hatred.


CHAPTER 5

“Where will I be sleeping?” asked Grip after shaking Shauna Friedman’s hand. “Have you—”

“No,” she replied. “We haven’t booked a hotel. It’s not necessary, we won’t be staying in New York. We’ll leave”—she glanced at the clock—“as soon as we can.”

Grip looked at her, questioning.

She gazed back for a moment. “We need to make sure certain people end up where they belong—that is, on death row.” She lingered at some thought and added, “Yes, people who probably deserve it.” She got up from her desk. “Have you eaten?”

“No.”

“Good, then we’ll pick up something on the way. I have a car waiting. I’ll make sure your bags get loaded.”

Grip followed Shauna Friedman out, where she handed her assistant a stack of papers. “For the final signatures,” she said, and then gave instructions about the luggage.

“When will you—”

“Don’t know,” Friedman said, cutting her off.

The assistant arranged some papers on her desk, exposing for a moment a manila folder marked “Ernst Grip.” The folder vanished again, but Grip had seen it. He wasn’t sure if the assistant had made a mistake, or if she wanted to observe his reaction.

“The name is Grip,” he said, reaching out his hand.

“Norah,” replied the assistant uncomfortably.

“Please, sit down,” said Grip, and continued: “I work for the Swedish security police. You must forgive me, Norah, but do you work for Ms. Friedman?” He released her hand.

“Of course.” She was nervous, but Grip held her gaze.

“May I ask who you are employed by?”

“It’s—”

“Justice Department,” Friedman shot in, from somewhere just behind Grip.

He didn’t move, still looking at the assistant. “Justice Department, in the general sense, or …”

“No need to be rude, Mr. Grip. I’m just doing my job.”

“I don’t want to be rude, Norah, but since I landed in Newark hours ago, I have been … pushed around.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Thank you. Maybe this isn’t important, but a few days ago I received a note saying ‘Topeka.’ Beyond that, I have no clue. Maybe you can tell me whether we’re headed to Topeka. Do you even know?”

Getting the expected reaction, Grip turned around with a “No, not again,” as soon as Friedman tried to speak. She said nothing, but didn’t look particularly disarmed.

“Mr. Grip,” said the assistant acidly, “I know exactly where you’re going. But I have no intention of telling you. That is Agent Friedman’s job.”

End of the road.

“Finally an honest answer.” He smiled.

Saber-rattling. Grip didn’t know if he had scored a point, or if his insolence had set him back.

“Can we go now?” said Friedman, walking away without waiting for his reply.

They rode the elevator down in silence, but by the time they reached the parking garage, Friedman seemed to have completely forgotten their little spat.

“What do you think?” she said, twisting and turning a car key. “I asked for a full-size.”

“Sorry?” said Grip, who was waiting for another shot.

“What do you think we’ll get?” she repeated, pointing at the row of cars in front of them. One squeaked, and some lights started flashing.

“White Cadillac, apparently.”

She nodded at him. “A pimp car. I guess you get what you ask for. Do you have these too, in the security police? You said security police, right? Or do you just drive around in a Volvo?”

“That’s the safest way.”

“Safest way …” The trunk swung open when she pushed the key again. His bag was already there, next to the ones that were probably hers—two bags, both larger than his. “Believe it or not,” she said, “there’s more paper in them than clothes,” and slammed the trunk.

They pulled out of the garage into the afternoon light. Again, rows of streets and highway ramps. The buildings shrank as they headed out of the city. Shauna Friedman snapped off her earrings and put them in her pocket, made a few attempts to find a radio station and eventually chose one playing solo guitar. Acoustic, old-fashioned, crackling—revealed by the announcer to be a recording of Django Reinhardt.

Friedman cleared her throat. “I know what you’re thinking. We invite you here and treat you like this. Not the best way to make friends, right?” She glanced at Grip. He shrugged. Thought he’d played a part.

“It’s my fault,” she continued. “This thing was my idea.”

“No kidding,” he replied, making an effort to say something. He felt tired, his thoughts chased around among the melancholy guitar chords.

The song ended, a truck horn blasted somewhere nearby, and he felt a pang of annoyance at what she’d said.

“I could be wrong,” he went on in a low voice, as if not expecting to be heard, “but I do think you should brief me, give me a clue about why I’m here. Of course”—the old record kept rasping—“if you prefer to treat me like something the cat dragged in, go ahead. I’d just like to take a shower and eat once in a while.”

“How about we start with food?”

“If that’s the agenda.”

“Korean?”

Grip shrugged. She turned off at the next exit.

The fizz of the beer revived his brain. There were only a few tables in the cramped family restaurant, but Friedman seemed to know the place. Grip chose at random from the speckled menu, getting a couple of small pancakes with scallions, and what he hoped was some kind of beef with noodles. Friedman didn’t even look at the menu, but ordered from memory. When the food arrived, she maneuvered her chopsticks quickly, pecking like a bird.

“My mother is from Hawaii,” she said.

Grip didn’t understand what that was intended to explain—her eyes, the chopsticks? “Hawaii,” he repeated. Sure, he knew how to use chopsticks, but not the way she did.

“Where did you grow up?” she asked, while stirring a bowl with some sort of sauce.

Grip looked at her for a moment before replying: “In a small town.”

“But now you live in?”

“Stockholm.”

Friedman tore a bite from one of his pancakes, sitting on the platter between them.

“You’ve probably figured it out by now, but I’ll say it anyway. I work for the FBI.” She smiled professionally. “Maybe that doesn’t tell you very much.”

Grip didn’t respond. He picked up something that looked like a little burned leaf and moved it to the side with the tips of his chopsticks.

“Yes, it’s true that we asked you to come here. I need your help with something, but I didn’t want you to be influenced until I asked the first question. It’s just my way of avoiding preconceptions. So we can start with clean sheets, if you know what I mean?”

“I already know that your mother is from Hawaii,” said Grip.

“She is. From the tiny island of Lanai. She lost the tip of her pinkie in a childhood accident, and she hates boat rides. But you still don’t know what I’m working on, or why you’re here.”

“When do you plan to ask the first question?”

“In a couple of days.”

“Is this about Topeka?”

“Our discussion of Topeka will come later.”

“A couple days. What should I do in the meantime?”

“You said all you needed was to eat, sleep, and shower, right? First we’ll pay for this, and then we’ll fly to California.”


CHAPTER 6

Thailand, January 4, 2005

One night, that was all N. meant to stay.

His life had been shattered, and the more he began to remember, the clearer it became that he’d reached the end. According to the authorities’ lists, he was missing, and so he would remain. It was while passing through a nameless village that he’d seen the sign: WEEJAY’S FAMILY HOTEL AND BAR. An arrow pointed the way. Under it, on a board hanging from strings, a hand-painted addition: WEEJAY SURVIVED—WE’RE OPEN. N. turned off the paved road and followed the arrow into the green forest, down toward the sea.

The sign said 200 meters, but after more than a kilometer, he still hadn’t found the place. Impossible that he’d made a wrong turn, not with only one trail, a strip of patchy grass lined by two hard ruts. On either side rose towering trunks and impenetrable thickets. It was like a tunnel, and only when he looked straight up could he see the sky past the treetops. He walked on. The forest was silent. No birds singing, not even a breeze.

Eventually the red earth grew sandy under his feet, and he saw where the green tunnel suddenly ended. In the light, a striped umbrella.

And then the beach.

He made his way to a bar under a big palm-leaf roof and asked for the reception. The bartender instantly served up a tall glass of juice, indicating that it was on the house.

“You found the place okay?” asked the man. Hoping to make up for the lie about the distance. N. shrugged and drank, his thirst intense.

“Room?” asked the man.

N. saw keys in a drawer. He nodded.

“Your name?”

N. didn’t even hesitate. He gave the name from the hospital, rooting in his bag until he found the passport to confirm it.

The bartender, hardly looking, scribbled something on paper and held out a key. “Just follow the trail,” he said, pointing.

The hand-painted sign in the village, the tunnel through the rain forest, the lie about his name—all that had been more than a week ago. N. told himself that sleep had kept him there. He was surprised that he slept so well at Weejay’s. As if nothing disrupted his thoughts. The dark night hours slipped by, dreamless. He passed the days in a pleasant haze, like the few other guests, under the shelter of the palm roof. Just sat in the shade and watched, a stone’s throw away from the waves. Soon he stopped counting the days. The money in the canvas bag seemed never to run out. He could afford to wait.

Weejay’s was built in a protected cove. “If the wave hits again, we’re safe here. We always come out okay at Weejay’s,” said the boy who served him breakfast on the second morning. “Not even the cat drowned.” A few days later the bartender suggested that he dive in, but N. pointed to the dirty bandages on his arms and around his knees, and the man apologized. Another day, a couple tried to get their daughter to swim. She screamed and fought when, laughing, they carried her into the water. N., unable to watch, walked until he couldn’t hear the screams.

Still, it wasn’t often that the dark thoughts came, that images of The Missing Ones washed over him. The two faces of his children. He tried to shut them out.

What did he have left to look back on? Not much. His girls, of course … But the common thread was lost. A hell of a lot of years seemed to have simply slipped away. What really matters in life? Good deeds? Wasn’t there some act that made a difference? Anything?

There were images, but they seemed diffuse, or as if they belonged to somebody else: a summer cabin, dinners for two, a boat on a trailer. Like scenes from a promotional video for suburban life. He never fit in there, and frankly, he hated it. When do you start to live? Can you decide? What if you actually took an idea and ran with it, all the way to the end—had he ever done such a thing? He knew too little about himself, and it felt like he really didn’t want to know. All he had was the memory of his girls. He longed only for them, and somehow he had to do them justice before his time was up. At Weejay’s in the evening, he learned to kill the hour before bed with whisky, to the rim of his toothbrush glass.

The only world he knew now was the one under the palm-leaf roof. Here, with the sand floor and the scattered plastic chairs. The oversize bar, which doubled as reception desk and office, stood in one corner, a South Seas cliché of bamboo and mirrors. After sunset every night, long strings of LED lights flashed white, red, and green, as if a Christmas tree had crashed into the bottles and mirrors. Two blue-green insect lamps hissed, hanging like stoplights at either end of the bar. Beyond the palm-covered bar, Weejay’s consisted of a dozen bungalows, a few sun-bleached wooden chairs, a palm grove with hammocks, and two pedal boats, chained. There was no other sign of civilization, anywhere.

Early in his stay, N. made an acquaintance, a tall Czech wearing large glasses with heavy black frames. They spent the afternoons together, had a few beers. In the morning, as N. came out of his bungalow for breakfast, he often found the Czech coming back from his beach run, dragging odds and ends: the hook from a rusty anchor, bleached animal bones, a diver’s knife without a sheath, one blue flipper. Other times the Czech swam out in the sea until he became a dot and then returned, snorting, from the waves. When N. asked about his occupation, he said that he traveled. Every night before dinner the Czech stared at Weejay’s laminated menu as if he’d never seen it before. He read, muttered in frustration, then ordered whatever N. told him to. He introduced himself as Vladislav Pilk.

One evening as they sat eating, Vladislav asked, “Were you there?”

N. tried to look uncomprehending.

“The wave, did you make it, in the tsunami?”

“Yes …” N. nodded.

“Me too.” Vladislav emptied the beer glass and called for another one. “Damn stupid question, obviously you made it.” He snorted. “Well, shit. I was on a bus heading north, packed with people. And then, you know … someone screamed and the whole thing was pushed over sideways and we were floating. Floating at first, that is, but soon water started gushing in. There was one way out, through the open window, but everyone was fighting—bam, crash, pushing and pulling—total chaos. What to do? I grabbed my backpack and held myself down in the seat with my hands and feet. Then when the time came, three fast ones …” He breathed in and out quickly and took a deep breath. “Thinking it was the right thing, to sit there as long as possible. That I could take it. Until the water reached the top. It was black in there, with stuff floating around, and someone kicked me in the face. I mean, the ultimate. When you can’t take it any longer, you know, Christ how your chest gets
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