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About the Book

‘We don’t talk about sick or healthy people at St Patricia’s. Words such as hysteric, lunatic and psychopath . . . They are no longer used. Because who amongst us can say that we are always healthy?’

An underground passage leads from the Dell nursery to St Patricia’s asylum. Only the children enter, leaving their minders behind. On the other side, heavily guarded and closely watched, are their parents – some of the most dangerous people in the country.

Jan has just started working at the nursery. He is a loner with many secrets and one goal. He must get inside the asylum . . .

What is his connection with one of the inmates, a famous singer?

What really happened when a boy in his care went missing nine years ago?

Who can we trust when everyone has something to hide?
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To Klara
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Dear Ivan, is it possible to write a love letter to someone you have never met? I’m going to try in any case. I’ve only seen your picture in the newspapers, below those terrible, screaming headlines. Black and white photographs taken by the press to show ‘Ivan Rössel, the crazed child-killer’, or whatever it is they like to call you.

The pictures are harsh and unfair, but still I have spent a lot of time looking at them. There is something about the look in your eyes, so calm and wise and yet so penetrating. You seem to see the world as it is, and to see right through me. I would like you to be able to look at me in reality too. I would love to meet you.

Loneliness is a terrible thing, and unfortunately I have suffered my fair share of it over the years. I assume that you too must sometimes feel lonely, in your locked room behind the walls of the hospital. In the silence late at night, when no one else in the whole wide world is awake … It is so easy to be sucked in by loneliness, to be suffocated by it in the end.

I am enclosing a photograph of myself, taken on a hot, sunny day last summer. As you can see I have fair hair, but I like dark clothes. I hope you will want to look at this picture of me, just as I have looked at those pictures of you.

That’s all for now, but I would very much like to write to you again. I hope this letter reaches you on the other side of the wall. And I hope that you will somehow be able to send me a reply.

Is there anything I can do for you?

I’ll do anything, Ivan.

Anything at all.


PART ONE

Routines


Yet everyone begins in the same place; how is it that most go along without difficulty but a few lose their way?

John Barth, Lost in the Funhouse
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CAUTION! CHILDREN PLAYING! Jan reads through the side window of the taxi. The words are printed on a blue plastic sign, and beneath it is the exhortation to DRIVE SLOWLY.

‘Bloody kids!’ the driver yells.

Jan is thrown forward. The taxi has swung around a corner and braked sharply in front of a tricycle.

A child has abandoned the trike virtually in the middle of the road.

The street is in a residential area in the town of Valla. Jan can see low wooden fences in front of white houses, and the big warning notice.

Caution! Children playing! But the streets are empty, in spite of the three-wheeler. There are no children here to necessitate caution.

Perhaps they are all indoors, Jan thinks. Locked inside.

The driver glances at him in the rear-view mirror. He looks close to retirement age, with deep lines etched on his forehead, a Father Christmas beard and a weary expression.

Jan is used to weary expressions; they are everywhere.

The driver had hardly said a word before the sudden outburst when he slammed on the brakes, but as the taxi moves off again he has a question for Jan: ‘The hospital … St Patricia’s … do you work up there?’

Jan shakes his head. ‘No. Not yet.’

‘Not yet? So you’re applying for a job there?’

‘That’s right.’

‘I see,’ says the driver.

Jan lowers his eyes and does not respond. He doesn’t want to reveal too much about himself, and he doesn’t know what he’s allowed to tell other people about the hospital.

The driver goes on: ‘You know there’s another name for that place?’

Jan looks up. ‘No. What’s that?’

The driver gives a little smile. ‘I’m sure they’ll tell you when you get there.’

Jan gazes out of the window at the rows of houses, thinking about the man he is soon to meet.

Dr Patrik Högsmed, senior consultant. His name was at the bottom of a job advert Jan found at the beginning of July:

CLASSROOM ASSISTANT / PRE-SCHOOL TEACHER

wanted at The Dell. This is a temporary post.

The wording below the heading was similar to many others that Jan had read:

You are a classroom assistant / pre-school teacher; we would be pleased to welcome a young man, since we are committed to the creation of a team which meets the criteria of equality and diversity.

As a person you are confident in yourself, and you are both open and honest. You enjoy music and play, and all kinds of creative activity. Our pre-school adjoins a green area, so you will also appreciate the value of excursions into the surrounding forest and countryside.

You will actively strive for a positive atmosphere at the pre-school and against all forms of abusive treatment.

Much of this applied to Jan. He was a young man, a qualified pre-school teacher, he enjoyed play, and had been something of a drummer in his teenage years – although mostly on his own.

And he didn’t like abusive behaviour, for personal reasons.

But was he open and honest? That depended. He was good at appearing open, at any rate.

It was the contact details that made Jan cut out the advert: Patrik Högsmed, Admin Department, St Patricia’s Regional Psychiatric Hospital, Valla.

Jan had always found it difficult to sell himself, but the advert had stared at him from its place on the kitchen table for several days, and in the end he had called the number below the senior consultant’s name.

A deep male voice had answered. ‘Högsmed.’

‘Dr Högsmed?’

‘Yes?’

‘My name is Jan Hauger, and I’m interested in the position you’re advertising.’

‘What position?’

‘At the pre-school. Starting in September?’

There was a brief silence before Högsmed responded: ‘Oh yes, that position …’ He spoke quietly and seemed distracted. But he continued with a question for Jan: ‘May I ask why you are interested in this post?’

‘Well …’ Jan couldn’t tell the truth; he had immediately started to lie, or at least to conceal things about himself. ‘I’m curious,’ was all he said.

‘Curious,’ said Högsmed.

‘Yes … curious about the working environment and about the town. I’ve spent most of my time working in pre-schools and nurseries in cities. So it would be exciting to move to somewhere slightly smaller, and to compare the way in which a pre-school is run in that kind of place.’

‘Good,’ Högsmed had replied. ‘Of course this is a slightly unusual situation, since the children’s parents are actually patients …’

He had gone on to explain why St Patricia’s Hospital had a pre-school: ‘We started it a few years ago, as an experiment. The central idea is based on research into the critical aspect of a child’s relationship with its parents in terms of the child’s development into a socially mature individual. Both long-term and temporary foster homes always fall short in some respects, and here at St Patricia’s we believe it is extremely important for the child to have both regular and stable contact with the biological mother or father, in spite of the special circumstances. And of course, for the parent, this contact with the child forms part of their treatment.’ The doctor paused, then added, ‘That is what we do here: we treat the patients. We do not punish them, whatever they might have done.’

Jan had listened, and noticed that the doctor hadn’t used the word cure.

Högsmed had concluded with a further question: ‘How does that sound?’

Jan thought it sounded interesting, and had submitted an application along with his CV.

At the beginning of August Högsmed had called him: Jan had been shortlisted for the post, and the doctor wanted to meet him. They had agreed on a time, and then Högsmed had added, ‘I have a couple of requests, Jan.’

‘Yes?’

‘You will need to bring some form of photo ID – your driving licence or passport, just so that we can be sure of who you are.’

‘Of course, that’s fine.’

‘And one last thing, Jan … don’t bring any sharp objects with you. If you do, you won’t be allowed in.’

‘Sharp objects?’

‘Any sharp objects made of metal … No knives.’

Jan arrived in Valla by train – without any sharp objects about his person – half an hour before his interview. He was keeping a close eye on the time, but still felt quite calm. He wasn’t about to climb a mountain; it was just a meeting about a job.

It was a sunny Tuesday in mid September; the streets near the station were bright and dry, but there were very few people around. This was his first visit to Valla, and as he walked out into the square he realized that no one knew where he was. No one. The senior consultant at St Patricia’s was expecting him, of course, but to Dr Högsmed he was just a name and a CV.

Was he ready? Absolutely. He tugged down the sleeves of his jacket and tidied his blond fringe before heading over to the taxi rank. There was just one cab waiting.

‘Can you take me to St Patricia’s Hospital?’

‘No problem.’

The driver might have borne a certain resemblance to Father Christmas, but he didn’t appear to share his jovial nature; he simply folded up his newspaper and started the engine. But as Jan settled down in the back seat their eyes met for a second in the rear-view mirror, as if Father Christmas just wanted to check that his passenger was sane.

Jan thought of asking whether the driver knew what kind of hospital St Patricia’s was, but it was obvious that he did.

They drove out of the square and into the street running alongside the railway line, and eventually turned into a short tunnel leading under the tracks. On the other side was a collection of large brick buildings that looked like some kind of hospital, with façades of steel and glass. Jan could see two yellow ambulances parked in front of the main entrance.

‘Is this St Patricia’s?’

But Father Christmas shook his head. ‘No, the people in here are sick in the body, not in the head. This is the local hospital.’

The sun was still shining; there wasn’t a cloud in the sky. They turned off to the left once they got past the hospital, drove up a steep hill and came to the residential area where that sign warned drivers about children.

Caution! Children playing …

Jan thinks about all the children he has cared for over the years. None of them were his own; he was employed to look after them. But they grew to be his, in a way, and it was always difficult to say goodbye to them when the job came to an end. They often cried. Sometimes he cried too.

Suddenly he catches sight of some children: four boys aged about twelve are playing hockey by one of the garages.

Or is a twelve-year-old actually a child? When do children stop being children?

Jan leans back in his seat and pushes aside such deep questions. He needs to concentrate on coming up with clear answers. Job interviews are hard work if you have something to hide – and who hasn’t? We all have little secrets that we would prefer not to talk about. So has Jan. But today they absolutely must not come out.

Don’t forget Högsmed is a psychiatrist.

The taxi leaves the upmarket residential area and drives past several blocks of low terraced houses. Then there are no more buildings, and the landscape opens out into an extensive grassy area. And beyond it Jan can see a huge concrete wall, at least five metres high and painted green. Thin strands of taut barbed wire run along the top. The only thing missing is a series of watchtowers with armed guards.

An immense grey building looms behind the wall, almost like a fortress. Jan can see only the uppermost section, with rows of narrow windows below a long tiled roof. Many of the windows are covered with bars.

That’s where they are, behind those bars, he thinks – the most dangerous individuals. Those who cannot be permitted to walk the streets. And that’s where you’re going.

He feels his heart begin to pound as he thinks about Alice Rami, and the possibility that she might be sitting behind the bars at one of those windows, watching him at this very moment.

Calm, keep calm.

Jan is a confident person, cheerful and pleasant, and he really loves children. Dr Högsmed is bound to understand this.

There is a wide steel gate set in the wall, but there is a no-waiting zone directly in front of it, so the taxi stops in the turning area. Jan has arrived. The meter is showing ninety-six kronor. Jan hands over a hundred-kronor note. ‘Keep the change.’

‘Thanks.’ Father Christmas seems disappointed by his tip; four kronor won’t buy any presents for the children. He doesn’t get out of the car to open the passenger door.

Jan can fend for himself.

‘Good luck with the job,’ the driver says as he passes Jan a receipt through the half-open window.

Jan nods and straightens his jacket. ‘Do you know anyone who works here?’

‘I don’t think so,’ says Father Christmas. ‘But most people keep quiet about the fact that they work up here … it means they don’t have to deal with a load of questions about the inmates.’

Jan notices that a smaller door next to the wide gate has opened. Someone is now standing there waiting for him: a man in his forties with thick brown hair and round, gold-framed glasses. From a distance he looks a little bit like John Lennon.

Lennon was shot by Mark Chapman, Jan thinks. Why does he remember that? Because the murder brought Chapman worldwide notoriety overnight.

If Alice Rami is in St Patricia’s, what other celebrities might be locked up in there?

Forget about it, says a voice inside his head. And forget about Lynx too. Concentrate on the interview.

The man waiting in the doorway is not wearing a white coat, just black trousers and a brown jacket, but it is perfectly obvious who he is. Dr Högsmed adjusts his glasses and gazes over at Jan. The assessment has already begun.

Jan looks at the taxi driver one last time. ‘Will you tell me the name now?’

‘What name?’

Jan nods in the direction of the concrete wall. ‘The name of the hospital … What do people call it?’

Father Christmas doesn’t answer immediately; he merely smiles with satisfaction at Jan’s curiosity. ‘St Psycho’s,’ he says eventually.

‘What?’

The driver gestures towards the wall. ‘Say hello to Ivan Rössel for me … He’s supposed to be in there.’

The window is wound up and the taxi pulls away.
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AS HE WALKS over to Dr Högsmed and shakes his hand, Jan works out that it is no ordinary barbed wire that surrounds St Patricia’s psychiatric hospital – it is electrified. The strands of wire form an electric fence a metre high right on top of the wall, with glowing red diodes flashing on each post.

‘Welcome.’ Högsmed looks at him through his spectacles, without a trace of a smile. ‘Did you have any trouble finding your way here?’

‘No, not at all.’

The concrete wall and the electric fence remind Jan of some kind of old-fashioned zoo, a tiger enclosure perhaps, but on the gravel to the right of the gate he spots a little bit of everyday life: a bicycle rack, with ladies’ and men’s bicycles in a row, kitted out with baskets and reflectors. One of them even has a plastic child seat on the back.

The steel door clicks and is slid to one side by invisible hands.

‘After you, Jan.’

‘Thank you.’

Walking in through a prison gate is like taking the first steps into the mouth of a pitch-black cave. An alien, isolated world.

The door slides shut behind them. The first thing Jan sees is a long, white surveillance camera, with the lens pointing straight at him. The camera is fixed to a post next to the door, silent and motionless.

Then he sees another camera on another post closer to the hospital, and yet more attached to the building itself. A yellow sign by the road carries the warning CCTV CAMERAS IN OPERATION 24 HOURS.

They walk past a car park festooned with several more signs: one of them says AMBULANCES ONLY, another POLICE VEHICLES ONLY.

Now he is inside the wall, Jan can see the hospital’s entire pale-grey façade. It is five storeys high, with long rows of narrow windows. Strands of some kind of ivy are creeping around the windows on the ground floor, like big hairy worms.

Jan feels slightly claustrophobic out here, trapped between the wall and the hospital. He hesitates, but the doctor leads the way, walking purposefully.

The path ends at a second steel door. It is closed, but the consultant swipes his magnetic card and waves to the nearest camera; after approximately thirty seconds, the lock clicks open.

They enter a smallish room with a glassed-in reception area, and yet another camera. The place smells of cleaning fluid and wet concrete – the floor has just been mopped. A broad-shouldered shadow is sitting behind the dark glass.

A security guard. Jan wonders if he is armed.

The thought of violence and guns makes him listen out for any noise from the patients, but they are probably too far away. Locked up behind steel doors and thick walls. And why should he be able to hear them? They’re hardly likely to be bellowing or laughing or hammering on the bars with metal mugs. Are they? Their world is more likely to consist of silent rooms, empty corridors.

The doctor has asked a question.

Jan turns his head. ‘Sorry?’

‘Your ID,’ Högsmed repeats. ‘Did you remember to bring it with you?’

‘Of course …’ Jan rummages in his jacket pocket and holds out his passport. ‘There you go.’

‘You hang on to it,’ says Högsmed. ‘Just open it at the page with your personal details and hold it up in front of this camera.’

Jan holds up his passport. The camera clicks and he is registered.

‘Good. We just need to take a quick look inside your bag as well.’

Jan has to unzip his bag and take out the contents in front of Dr Högsmed and the guard: a packet of tissues, a waterproof jacket, a folded newspaper …

‘All done.’

The doctor waves to the guard behind the glass, then leads Jan through a big steel archway – it looks like a metal detector – and on to another door, which he unlocks.

It seems to Jan that the air grows colder and colder as they make their way further into the hospital. After three more steel doors they are in a corridor which ends in a plain wooden door. Högsmed opens it. ‘So, this is where I hang out.’

It’s just an ordinary office. Most of the items in the doctor’s room are white, from the walls to the framed diplomas hanging next to the bookshelves. The shelves are also white, just like the piles of paper on the desk. There is only one personal possession on display: a photograph on the desk shows a young woman who looks tired but happy, holding a newborn baby in her arms.

But on the right-hand side of the desk Jan notices something else: a pile of assorted headgear. Five items, all well worn. A blue security guard’s hat, a white nurse’s cap, a headteacher’s black mortar board, a green hunting cap and a red clown’s wig.

Högsmed indicates the pile. ‘Choose one if you like.’

‘Sorry?’

‘I usually let my new patients choose one of the hats and put it on. Then we talk about why he or she chose that particular hat, and what it might mean … You’re welcome to do the same, Jan.’

Jan reaches out his hand. He wants to choose the clown’s wig, but what does that symbolize? Wouldn’t it be better to be a helpful nurse? A good person. Or a headteacher, who represents knowledge and wisdom?

His hand begins to tremble slightly. In the end he lowers it. ‘I think I’ll pass.’

‘Oh?’

‘Well … I’m not a patient, after all.’

Högsmed gives a brief nod. ‘But I could see you were thinking of choosing the clown, Jan. And that’s interesting, because clowns often have secrets. They hide things behind a painted smile.’

‘Oh?’

Högsmed nods again. ‘John Wayne Gacy, the serial killer, used to do voluntary work as a clown in Chicago before he was arrested; he liked performing in front of children. And of course serial killers and sex offenders are children in a way; they see themselves as the centre of the world, and have never grown up.’

Jan doesn’t say any more, he just tries to smile.

Högsmed stares at him for a few seconds, then he turns and points to a pine chair in front of the desk. ‘Take a seat, Jan.’

‘Thank you, Doctor.’

‘I know I’m a doctor, but please feel free to call me Patrik.’

‘OK … Patrik.’

Jan thinks this sounds wrong. He doesn’t want to be on first-name terms with the doctor. He sits down, lets his shoulders drop and tries to relax, glancing quickly at the senior consultant.

Dr Högsmed seems young to be in charge of an entire hospital, but he doesn’t look too good. His eyes are bloodshot. Once he is seated behind his desk, he quickly leans back in the ergonomic office chair, takes off his glasses and opens his eyes wide, staring up at the ceiling.

Jan wonders what on earth Högsmed is up to, then he sees that the doctor has taken out a little bottle of eye drops. He squeezes three drops into each eye, then shuts them tight for a moment.

‘Keratitis,’ he explains. ‘Doctors can be ill too; people sometimes forget that.’

Jan nods. ‘Is it serious?’

‘Not particularly, but my eyeballs have felt like sandpaper for the last week.’ He leans forward, trying to blink away thin tears, before putting his glasses back on. ‘As I said before, welcome to St Patricia’s, Jan. I assume you know what the locals call this place?’

‘I don’t think I …’

The consultant rubs his right eye. ‘Down in the town … the nickname people have come up with for St Patricia’s?’

Of course Jan found out the name only a few minutes ago; it was going round and round in his head when he walked in, along with the name of the murderer Ivan Rössel, but still he looks around as if the answer might be written on the walls. ‘No,’ he lies. ‘What do they call it?’

Högsmed looks slightly strained. ‘I’m sure you already know.’

‘Maybe … The taxi driver mentioned something on the way here.’

‘Did he indeed?’

‘Is it … is it St Psycho’s?’

The doctor gives a quick nod, but still seems disappointed with the answer. ‘Yes, that’s what some outsiders call it. St Psycho’s. Even I have heard the name a couple of times, and I don’t always …’ Högsmed breaks off and leans forward slightly. ‘But those of us who work here never use that term. We use the correct name: St Patricia’s Regional Psychiatric Hospital – or just “the hospital” if we’re short of time. And if you are employed here, I would insist that you use one of those terms.’

‘Of course,’ says Jan, meeting Högsmed’s gaze. ‘I’m not keen on nicknames either.’

‘Good.’ The doctor leans back in his chair. ‘And you wouldn’t be working inside the hospital anyway, if you get the job. The pre-school is separate from the hospital.’

‘Oh?’ This is news to Jan. ‘So it’s not in this building?’

‘No. The Dell is a completely separate building.’

‘But what do you do with … with the children?’

‘What do we do with them?’

‘When they come here, I mean. How do they get to spend time with … with their mother or father?’

‘We have a visitors’ room. The children come in through a sally port.’

‘A sally port?’

‘There’s an underground corridor,’ says Högsmed. ‘And a lift.’

He picks up several sheets of paper from the desk. Jan recognizes them: his application form. Attached is a printout from the criminal records bureau, showing that Jan Hauger has never been convicted of any kind of sexual offence. Jan is used to requesting this proof from the police; it is always required when someone applies to work with children.

‘Now let’s see …’ Högsmed screws up his red eyes and slowly begins to leaf through the form. ‘Your CV looks excellent. You worked as a classroom assistant in Nordbro two years after you left grammar school, then you qualified as a pre-school teacher in Uppsala, and you’ve had several temporary posts at various nurseries and pre-schools in Gothenburg. You’re currently unemployed, it seems, and still living there.’

‘I’ve only been out of work for a couple of months,’ Jan says quickly.

‘But you’ve had nine temporary posts in six years. Is that correct?’

Jan nods without speaking.

‘And nothing permanent so far?’

‘No,’ says Jan, pausing for a moment. ‘For various reasons … I’ve usually been covering for someone on maternity or paternity leave, and naturally they’ve always come back to work.’

‘I understand. And this is also a temporary appointment, of course,’ the doctor says. ‘Until the end of the year, in the first instance.’

Jan can’t ignore the faint implication that he is a restless person. He gestures in the direction of his CV. ‘The children and the parents always liked me … And I’ve always had good references.’

The doctor carries on reading, and nods. ‘So I see, they’re excellent … from your last three employers. They all recommend you without hesitation.’ He lowers the papers and looks at Jan. ‘And what about the others?’

‘The others?’

‘What did the rest of your employers think? Were they unhappy with you?’

‘No. No, they most certainly were not, but I didn’t want to include every single positive—’

‘I understand,’ the doctor interrupts. ‘Too much praise starts to look suspicious. But is it OK if I give them a call? One of the nurseries you worked at in the early days?’

The doctor suddenly seems alert and curious; his hand is already resting on the telephone.

Jan sits there in silence, his mouth half-open. It’s all down to the hats, he suspects – he refused Högsmed’s psychological test. He wants to shake his head, but his neck won’t move.

Not Lynx, he thinks. You’re welcome to call the others, but not Lynx.

He finally manages to move his head to indicate his assent. ‘That’s fine,’ he says, ‘but unfortunately I don’t have the numbers.’

‘No problem – they’ll be on the internet.’ Högsmed casts a final glance at the list of Jan’s former employers, then keys in a series of letters on the computer.

The name of one of the nurseries from the early days. But which one? Which one? Jan can’t see, and he doesn’t want to lean across the desk to find out if it’s Lynx.

Why did he include it in his CV?

Nine years ago! Just one mistake with one child, nine years ago … Is all that business going to be dragged up again?

He breathes calmly, his fingertips resting gently on his thighs. It’s only lunatics who start waving their arms around when they’re under pressure.

‘Excellent, there’s the number,’ Högsmed murmurs, blinking at the screen. ‘I’ll just give them a call …’

He lifts the receiver, keys in half a dozen numbers and glances over at Jan.

Jan tries to smile, but he is holding his breath. Who is the doctor calling?

Is there anyone left from his time at Lynx – anyone who still remembers him? Anyone who remembers what happened in the forest?
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‘HELLO?’

Someone has answered the phone; the doctor leans forward across the desk. ‘Patrik Högsmed, senior consultant at St Patricia’s Hospital … I’m looking for someone who used to work with Jan Hauger. That’s right, H-A-U-G-E-R. He was with you on a temporary basis eight or nine years ago.’

Eight or nine years ago. Jan lowers his head when he hears those words. In that case it has to be one of the nurseries in Nordbro. Either Little Sunflowers or Lynx. Jan left the town where he grew up after that.

‘So that was before your time, Julia? OK, but is there anyone who was there when … Excellent, if you could put me through to the person who was in charge back then … yes, I’ll hold.’

The room falls silent again, so silent that Jan can hear a door closing somewhere down the corridor.

Nina. Jan suddenly remembers that the person in charge at Lynx was called Nina Gundotter. Strange name. He hasn’t thought about Nina for many years – he has pushed all his memories from Lynx into a bottle and buried it.

The white clock is ticking away on the wall; it is quarter past two now.

‘Hello?’

Someone is speaking to the doctor, and Jan digs his fingers into his thighs. He holds his breath as he listens to Högsmed once more introducing himself and explaining his reasons for ringing.

‘So you do remember Jan Hauger? Excellent. What can you tell me about him?’

Silence. The doctor glances briefly at Jan, and carries on listening.

‘Thank you,’ he says after thirty seconds. ‘That’s very helpful. Yes, of course I’ll pass on your regards. Thank you very much indeed.’

He replaces the receiver and leans back. ‘More positive comments.’ He looks encouragingly at Jan. ‘That was Lena Zetterberg at the Little Sunflowers nursery in Nordbro, and she had nothing but good things to say about you. Jan Hauger was enthusiastic, responsible, popular with both parents and children … Top marks.’

Jan begins to smile again. ‘I remember Lena. We got on very well.’

‘Good.’ The doctor gets to his feet and picks up a plastic folder from the desk. ‘Let’s head over to our own excellent pre-school … You do know that we use the term pre-school these days, Jan?’

‘Of course.’

Högsmed holds the door open for Jan.

‘The term nursery has become just as outmoded as playschool,’ he says, before adding, ‘And it’s the same with psychiatric terms; they lose their acceptability over the years. Words such as hysteric, lunatic and psychopath … They are no longer used. We don’t even talk about sick or healthy people at St Patricia’s, we simply refer to functioning or non-functioning individuals.’ He turns to Jan. ‘Because who amongst us can say that we are always healthy?’

A difficult question, and one to which Jan does not reply.

‘And what can we really know about one another?’ the doctor goes on. ‘If you were to meet a man walking along this corridor, Jan, could you tell if he was good or evil?’

‘No … but I suppose I would assume that he wished me well.’

‘Good,’ says Högsmed. ‘Trusting others is mostly a matter of how secure we are in ourselves.’

Jan nods and follows him through the hospital.

Högsmed is ready with his magnetic card once more. ‘This is actually the quickest way to the pre-school,’ he explains as he unlocks the door. ‘You can go through the hospital basement, but it’s a tortuous and not very pleasant route, so we’ll go back out through the gate.’

They leave the hospital the same way they came in. As they pass the security guard’s office Jan glances at the thick safety glass and asks quietly, ‘But some of the patients here must be dangerous, surely?’

‘Dangerous?’

‘Yes – violent?’

Högsmed sighs, as if he is thinking of something tedious. ‘Well, yes, but they’re mostly a danger to themselves. Occasionally they might be violent towards others,’ he says. ‘There are of course certain patients who have destructive impulses, antisocial men and women who have done what you might call bad things …’

‘And can you cure them?’ Jan asks.

‘Cure is a big word,’ says Högsmed, looking at the steel door in front of him. ‘Those of us who are therapists do not attempt to enter the same dark forest in which the patients have lost their way; we stay out in the light and try to entice the patients to come to us …’ He falls silent, then continues: ‘We can see patterns in the behaviour of those who have committed violent crimes, and one common denominator is childhood trauma of various kinds. They have often had a very poor relationship with their parents, with frequent instances of abuse and lack of contact.’ He opens the outer door and looks at Jan. ‘And that is why we run this particular project, the Dell. The aim of our little pre-school is to maintain the emotional bonds between the child and the parent who is a patient here.’

‘And the other parent agrees to these visits?’

‘If they themselves are well. And still alive,’ Högsmed says quietly, rubbing his eyes. ‘Which isn’t always the case. We are not usually dealing with socially stable families.’

Jan refrains from asking any more questions.

Eventually they are back outside in the sunshine again. The doctor blinks in pain at the bright daylight.

They walk towards the high wall. It hadn’t occurred to Jan before, but the air seems so pure on this autumn day. Dry and fresh.

‘After you, Jan.’

The gate in the wall slides open and Jan steps out. Out into freedom. That’s actually the way it feels as he stands there in the street, even though he could have left the hospital whenever he wanted to, of course. No guards would have tried to keep him there.

The steel gate closes behind them.

‘This way,’ says Högsmed.

Jan follows him, gazing across towards the outskirts of the town to the south. Beyond a wide, freshly ploughed field he can see several blocks of small terraced houses. He wonders what the owners of those houses think about the hospital.

Högsmed also glances across at the houses, as if he can hear what Jan is thinking. ‘Our neighbours,’ he says. ‘In the past the town wasn’t quite so extensive, of course, so the hospital was more isolated out here. But we have never had any problems with protests or petitions, unlike some other psychiatric units. I think the families over there know that our operation is secure … that the safety of all concerned is our number-one priority.’

‘Has anyone ever escaped?’

Jan realizes this is a provocative question.

But Högsmed raises his forefinger to indicate the number one. ‘Just one patient during my time here. It was a young man, a sex offender, who had managed to build a rickety structure out of fallen branches in one corner of the grounds. He simply climbed over the fence and disappeared.’ Högsmed looks over towards the houses again and goes on: ‘The police picked him up in the park that same evening, but by then he’d already made contact with a little girl. Apparently they were sitting on a park bench eating ice cream.’ The doctor looks up at the electric fence on top of the wall. ‘Security was tightened up after that, but I’m not convinced that anything nasty would have happened. Sometimes those who run away seek out children simply because they are looking for security. They are small and frightened inside.’

Jan says nothing, he simply keeps on walking along the track in front of the wall. He has guessed correctly; they are heading towards a wooden building north of the hospital. The Dell.

The wall curves away before they reach the Dell, crossing a grassy area before it disappears behind the hospital. There is only a low fence around the pre-school. Jan can see several swings, a red playhouse and a sandpit, but no children. Presumably they’re indoors.

‘How many children do you have here?’ he asks.

‘About a dozen,’ says Högsmed. ‘Three of them are staying here on a permanent basis at the moment, for various reasons. Six or seven come during the day. Then there are a few more whose attendance is more sporadic.’ He opens his folder and takes out a sheet of paper. ‘We do have a small number of rules when it comes to dealing with the children. Perhaps you could read through them now.’

Jan takes the sheet of paper; he stops by the gate leading to the pre-school, and begins to read:

STAFF RULES



	The children at the Dell and the patients at St Patricia’s Regional Psychiatric Hospital are to be kept apart. This applies AT ALL TIMES OF THE DAY AND NIGHT, except for pre-arranged visits to the parent of a child.

	Pre-school staff do NOT have access to any of the wards inside the hospital. Only the administrative departments of the hospital are to be visited by pre-school staff.

	Pre-school staff are responsible for escorting the children through the sally port between the Dell and the visitors’ facility within the hospital. The children are NOT allowed to go alone.

	Under NO circumstances are staff to discuss hospital visits with the child, or ask questions about the child’s parents. Such conversations are to be conducted only by doctors and child psychologists.

	In common with hospital employees, pre-school staff are obliged to maintain TOTAL CONFIDENTIALITY with regard to all aspects of St Patricia’s Regional Psychiatric Hospital.




There is a dotted line at the bottom of the page, and when Jan looks up he sees that Högsmed is holding out a pen.

He takes it and signs his name.

‘Good,’ says Högsmed. ‘As I said, I thought it was best if you had a look at it before we go in. All pre-schools have their own rules and regulations, after all. You’re used to that, no doubt?’

‘Absolutely.’

But Jan has never come across any of these rules before. And the order from those in charge at the hospital is crystal clear:

Keep quiet about St Psycho’s.

No problem. Jan has always been good at keeping secrets.


 

Lynx

Jan had started work at the Lynx nursery when he was twenty years old, the same hot summer when Alice Rami’s debut album came out – the two events were linked in his mind. He had bought her record when he spotted it in a shop window; he took it home and played it over and over again. Rami and August was the title of the album, but August wasn’t a person’s name; it was her band, which consisted of two guys playing drums and bass guitar. There was a picture of them with Rami, two guys with black spiky hair on either side of her angel-white head. Jan looked at the picture and wondered if either of them was her boyfriend.

The following day he bought a cheap portable CD-player so that he could listen to Rami on his way to work at the nursery. The shortest route was through a dense coniferous forest; he ambled along the paths listening to her whispering voice:

Murder is always suicide;

I kill you, I kill me

Hatred can be called love

then I know where I am with you.

Life can be death

and strength can be weakness,

when lambs fill the trains every day

Other texts were about power, darkness, drugs and moon shadows. Jan listened and listened all summer until he knew the words by heart; he felt as if Rami was singing to him. Why not? She even had a song on the album with the name ‘Jan’ in it.

In the middle of August a number of new children started at the nursery. One of them was special. A little boy with blond, curly hair.

Jan was standing by the entrance to Lynx when the boy appeared. He actually saw the boy’s mother first; Jan thought he recognized her. A celebrity or an old acquaintance? Perhaps it was just that the mother looked older – between thirty-five and forty, quite old to have a child at nursery.

Then Jan caught sight of the boy – small and as thin as a rake, but with big blue eyes. Five or six years old. He had golden-blond hair, just like Jan had had at his age, and he was wearing a tight red jacket. He walked towards the nursery holding his mother’s hand, but they went past Lynx and headed for the door leading to Brown Bear.

He thought they were an ill-matched pair: the mother was tall and slim, dressed in a light brown leather jacket with a fur collar, while her son was so small he barely came up to her knees. He was having to trot along with short, scampering steps just to keep up with his mother’s strides.

The boy’s outdoor clothes looked inadequate in the autumn chill. He could do with new ones.

Jan had opened the door of Lynx, on his way into the warmth with half a dozen children in front of him, but he stopped and watched when he saw the mother and child. The boy kept his eyes fixed on the ground, but the mother gave Jan a passing glance and an impersonal nod. He was a stranger to her, an anonymous classroom assistant. Jan nodded back and remained in the doorway long enough to see them walk up the slope and open the door to Brown Bear.

On the outside of the door was a dark-brown bear cut out of chipboard, and on the door Jan had just opened was a yellow lynx. Two forest carnivores. Ever since he had started at the nursery the previous summer, Jan had thought the names sounded wrong; after all, bears and lynx were no ordinary animals. They were predators.

The boy and his mother had disappeared. Jan couldn’t stand here in the doorway, he had work to do. He went to join his own group of children, but he couldn’t forget the brief encounter.

The registers for all the nursery classes were held on the computer, and before Jan set off home accompanied by Rami’s music, he sneaked into the office to find out what the new boy at Brown Bear was called.

He found the name straight away: William Halevi, son of Roland and Emma Halevi.
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‘COFFEE, JAN?’ ASKS Marie-Louise.

‘Yes please.’

‘A drop of milk?’

‘No thanks.’

Marie-Louise is the supervisor at the Dell. She is between fifty and sixty years old, with light-grey curly hair and deep laughter lines around her eyes; she smiles a great deal and seems to want everyone around her to feel comfortable, whether they are big or small.

And Jan actually does feel comfortable. He doesn’t know what he expected the pre-school to be like, but in here there is no hint of the high concrete wall just a few metres away.

After St Patricia’s bare corridors and Högsmed’s white office, Jan has entered a rainbow world where vibrant children’s drawings cover the walls, where green and yellow wellingtons are lined up in the entrance hall, and where big boxes in the playroom overflow with cuddly toys and picture books. The air in here is slightly warm and heavy, just as it always is in a room where children have been playing.

Jan has been in many bright and clean pre-schools over the years, but the Dell made him feel calm as soon as he walked in. There is harmony in this little place – it feels cosy.

At the moment it is very quiet, because the children are having their nap in the snuggle room. This means that all the staff are free to meet.

There are three younger colleagues at the table with Marie-Louise. Two of them are women. Lilian, who has dark-red hair piled on top of her head, is about thirty-five. She has a sorrowful look in her eyes which she tries to hide; Lilian talks a great deal, moves nervously and laughs just a little too loudly. Hanna, who has straight blonde hair, is perhaps ten years younger; she is wearing a white blouse and pink jeans. Pretty blue eyes; she doesn’t say much.

Lilian and Hanna are not alike, but they do have one interest in common. In the middle of their coffee break they go outside for a cigarette just on the other side of the fence surrounding the Dell; they seem to be very close. Lilian whispers something and Hanna nods.

As Marie-Louise looks out of the window at the two smokers, a small furrow appears between her eyebrows. Then they come back inside, and she is smiling again.

Marie-Louise smiles even more frequently at the fourth employee: Andreas. He doesn’t smoke, he just takes snuff, and with his broad shoulders he looks more like a builder than a classroom assistant. There is something reassuring about Andreas; nothing seems to bother him.

Dr Högsmed is also sitting at the kitchen table. He began by introducing Jan, referring to him as ‘the male candidate’ – which gave away the fact that there was at least one other person under consideration for the post – but since then he has left the staff to do the talking.

But what can they talk about? Jan has just read the rules and regulations, and has no intention of breaking them, not today. So he can’t ask any questions about the hospital, and he can’t talk about the children. He searches for a topic of conversation. ‘Who was St Patricia?’ he asks eventually.

The doctor looks at him. ‘A saint, of course.’

‘But what did she do? Where did she live?’

The only response is silence and shaking heads.

‘We don’t have much to do with saints here,’ says Högsmed with a grim smile.

The room falls silent again, so Jan asks Marie-Louise about working hours.

‘The Dell is staffed around the clock at the moment,’ she replies. ‘We have three children who don’t have placements in foster care for the time being, so they are staying here overnight.’ She pauses. ‘Would that be a problem for you, Jan, having sole responsibility for the children overnight?’

‘Not at all.’

There is a tentative tapping on the kitchen window next to Jan, and when he turns his head he sees that it has begun to rain. Soon heavy drops are spattering against the glass. Beyond the curtain of rain he can just make out the wall and the hospital. He gazes out at the hospital until Lilian asks a question:

‘Do you have any family, Jan?’

That’s a new question. Is Lilian particularly interested in families? He gives her an involuntary smile. ‘My younger brother is studying medicine in London, and my mother lives up in Nordbro. But I’m not married … and I don’t have any children of my own.’

‘What about a girlfriend?’ Lilian says quickly.

Jan slowly opens his mouth, but Marie-Louise leans forward, her expression slightly troubled, and says quietly, ‘That’s personal, Lilian.’

Jan notices that neither Lilian nor Hanna is wearing a ring on her left hand. He shakes his head briefly. No. That could mean either that he’s single, or that he doesn’t want to answer.

‘So what do you do in your spare time, Jan?’ The question comes from Dr Högsmed this time.

‘Oh, this and that,’ he replies. ‘I’m interested in music, I play the drums a bit … and I enjoy drawing.’

‘And what kind of thing do you draw?’

Jan hesitates before replying – this is also beginning to feel rather personal. ‘I’m working on a kind of comic strip … An old dream project.’

‘I see … Is it for a magazine?’

‘No. It isn’t finished, far from it.’

‘You’ll have to show it to the children,’ says Marie-Louise. ‘We read to them a lot.’

Jan nods, but he doubts whether pre-school children will want to read his comic-strip story about the Secret Avenger. There is too much hatred in it.

Suddenly they hear a muted cry from the snuggle room. Marie-Louise stiffens, Andreas turns his head.

‘That sounds like Matilda,’ he says quietly.

‘Yes,’ Marie-Louise agrees. ‘Matilda dreams a great deal.’

‘She’s got a vivid imagination,’ Lilian says. ‘She’s always making up stories.’

That is all Jan hears them say about any of the children. They sit in silence around the table; it is as if they are waiting for more cries from the snuggle room, but nothing happens.

Högsmed rubs his eyes and looks at his watch. ‘OK, Jan, perhaps you’d like to be heading home?’

‘Yes … it’s probably time.’ He understands the hint – the doctor wants rid of him. He wants to hear what the staff think of the male candidate.

‘I’ll be in touch, Jan – I’ve got your phone number.’

Jan says his goodbyes, with a friendly smile and a firm handshake for everyone.

Outside the autumn rain has passed.

There is not a soul in sight by the wall as he walks out through the gate of the Dell. But St Patricia’s itself looks almost alive; the rain has darkened the façade, and the hospital looks like a great stone colossus, looming over the pre-school.

Jan stops and gazes over at the hospital. At all those windows. He is expecting someone to show themselves – a head moving behind the bars, a hand placed against a pane of glass. But nothing happens, and eventually he begins to worry that one of the guards will spot him and think that a lunatic is standing there staring at the place. He sets off, with a final glance at the little pre-school.

St Patricia’s enormous wall is eerily fascinating, but he must stop thinking about it. He must concentrate on the Dell, the little wooden building with its sleeping children.

Pre-schools are like oases of tranquillity and security.

He really wants the job, even though he is still feeling tense following Högsmed’s scrutiny. The hat test. And even worse, the phone call to his former employer.

But what happened at Lynx is not going to happen at the Dell. He had been young then, a twenty-year-old classroom assistant. And totally off balance.
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AFTER THE HEAVY rain, the autumn air in Valla is cold and fresh. The town looks as if it is contained within some kind of cauldron; it lies below Jan as he walks back through the residential areas, across the railway and down into the centre where the streets are full of pensioners and teenagers. The young people are standing outside the shops, the elderly are sitting on benches. He sees dogs on leads and small groups of birds gathered around the rubbish bins, but very few children.

The next train to Gothenburg leaves in an hour, so Jan has plenty of time to stroll around. For the first time he wonders what it would be like to live in Valla. Today he is a visitor, but if he gets the job he will have to move here.

As he is walking down Storgatan his mobile suddenly rings. A chilly breeze is blowing up the street; he shelters by a wall and answers.

‘Jan?’ The voice is croaky and weak: his elderly mother. She goes on immediately: ‘What are you doing? Are you in Gothenburg?’

‘No, I’ve been … I’ve been for a job interview.’

He has always found it difficult to tell his mother what he is doing. It has always felt too personal.

‘A job interview, that sounds good. Is it in town?’

‘No, a little way out.’

‘Well, I mustn’t disturb you …’

‘It’s OK, Mum. It went well.’

‘And how’s Alice?’

‘Fine … she’s fine. Still working.’

‘It would be lovely if you came up here some time. Both of you.’

Jan doesn’t reply.

‘A bit later in the autumn, perhaps?’ his mother suggests.

There is no hint of criticism in her voice, as far as Jan can tell; just the quiet wistfulness of a lonely widow.

‘I’ll come up soon,’ Jan promises, ‘and I’ll … I’ll check with Alice.’

‘Lovely. And good luck. Remember you have to be happy with your employer as well.’

Jan says a quick thank you and ends the call.

Alice. He happened to mention her name to his mother at some point, and slowly she has taken shape and become his girlfriend. There is no Alice in his life, of course, she was just a dream, but now his mother wants to meet her. Eventually he will have to tell her what the situation really is.

He carries on wandering around the centre of Valla and sees lots of imposing shop windows, but no church. And no churchyard either.

There is a very good local-history museum by the river, with a little café. Jan goes in and buys a sandwich. He sits down by the window and gazes out towards the bus station.

He doesn’t know one single person in Valla – is that frightening or liberating? On the plus side, a stranger can start a completely new life, and choose which details to share if someone should ask where he comes from. The fewer answers the better. He doesn’t need to say a word about his former life. Not a word about Alice Rami.

But it is thanks to his adoration of her that Jan is sitting here.

He first heard about St Patricia’s Hospital at the beginning of June, when his last temporary post at a pre-school in Gothenburg was just coming to an end. It was quite an enjoyable evening; he was almost feeling happy.

He was the only man in a group of women, as usual. His colleagues invited him out for a meal to thank him for his work, and he accepted. Afterwards he did something he had never done before – he asked them back to his small apartment in Johanneberg, a cramped one-room flat which he had taken on as a sublet.

What could he offer them? He rarely drank alcohol; he couldn’t really cope with the taste.

‘I think I might have some crisps at home if you’d like to come back with me.’

His five colleagues were delighted, but Jan had already begun to regret the invitation as he led them up the stairs and unlocked the door.

‘I’m afraid it’s not very tidy …’

‘That doesn’t matter!’ they shouted, giggling and tipsy.

Jan let them in.

His diary was hidden in a desk drawer, along with his drawings of The Secret Avenger. So he had nothing else to hide, apart from the pictures of Alice Rami. If he had known about this visit he would probably have hidden those too, but as his colleagues walked in they saw the framed record sleeve in the hallway, of course, plus a concert poster in the kitchen, and the big poster that had been given away with a music magazine ten years ago, pinned up next to the bookcase.

It was a black and white picture of Rami, standing on a little stage with her electric guitar, legs apart, her spiky hair illuminated by the spotlights, the rest of the band like blurred ghosts behind her. Her eyes were closed, she was twenty years old, and she looked as if she was growling into the microphone. It was the only pin-up of her he had ever found, which was why he had kept it all these years.

One of his colleagues, a few years older than Jan, stopped to look at it. ‘Rami?’ she said. ‘Do you like her?’

‘Sure,’ said Jan. ‘Her music, I mean … Have you heard her sing?’

His colleague answered, her eyes fixed on Rami, ‘I used to listen to her when the first album came out, but that was a long time ago. She never released a follow-up, did she?’

‘No,’ Jan said quietly.

‘And now they’ve put her away.’

Jan looked at her. This was news to him. ‘Put her away? What do you mean?’

‘She’s in some kind of mental hospital. St Patrick’s, on the west coast.’

Jan held his breath. Alice Rami in a mental hospital? He tried to picture it.

Yes, he could see it. ‘How do you know?’ he asked.

His colleague shrugged her shoulders. ‘I heard it somewhere a few years ago, I don’t really remember … it was just gossip.’

‘Do you know why … Why she ended up in there?’

‘No idea,’ she said. ‘But I assume she must have done something stupid.’

Jan nodded without speaking.

St Patrick’s Hospital. He wanted to ask more questions, but didn’t want to appear obsessed with Rami. From time to time over the years he had joined various forums on the internet to search for news of Rami, but had never found anything. This was the best lead so far.

Then nothing happened; the summer drifted by and Jan drifted along with it, out of work. For several weeks he’d been scanning the local ads for jobs in pre-schools in Göteborgs-Posten and had found quite a few to apply for.

Then at the beginning of July the ad from the Dell had appeared. It was very similar to all the rest, but it was the address of the contact person that made Jan cut it out: Dr Patrik Högsmed, Admin Department, St Patricia’s Regional Psychiatric Hospital in the town of Valla, just an hour by train from Gothenburg.

Jan read the advert over and over again.

A pre-school at a psychiatric hospital?

Why?

Then he remembered the rumour: Alice Rami was supposed to be locked up in ‘St Patrick’s Hospital, on the west coast’. St Patrick could be a distortion of St Patricia.

That was when he sat down and picked up the phone to call Dr Högsmed.

Jan had already applied for a dozen jobs at pre-schools in and around Gothenburg, without success. He might as well apply for one more.
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JAN’S TELEPHONE RINGS at quarter past eight on the following Thursday morning, while he is lying in bed. He crawls out and answers; there is a male voice on the other end.

‘Good morning, Jan! Patrik Högsmed at St Patricia’s here. Did I wake you?’ The doctor’s voice is full of energy.

‘No … it’s fine.’

His own voice is hoarse and slow; he slept heavily, with weird dreams. Was Alice Rami in them? There was definitely a woman, wearing a dark fur coat and standing on a stage, she had climbed into a big box …

The doctor brings him back to the present. ‘I just wanted to let you know that we had a little chat after you left the day before yesterday, the staff at the Dell and I. It was a very productive discussion. Then I went back to the office and gave the matter some thought, and had a word with the hospital management. And now we’ve made our decision.’

‘Oh yes?’

‘So I was wondering if we could go over the terms of your contract now? With a view to you starting work here next Monday?’

Life can change so quickly. A day later Jan is back in Valla, his new home town. But he has no home here yet, so this afternoon he is gazing into a narrow hallway full of furniture and cardboard boxes. He is looking at a flat in a big apartment block, north of the town centre and to the west of St Patricia’s.

A silver-haired old lady in a grey cardigan picks her way through the piled-up boxes; she is so small that they seem to be looming over her.

‘Most of the people who live here are getting on a bit,’ she says. ‘Hardly any families with children, so there’s no noise.’

‘Good,’ says Jan, making his way into the apartment.

‘The rent as a sublet is four thousand one hundred,’ the old lady says, looking sideways at Jan with a slightly embarrassed expression. ‘I’ve hardly added anything to the original rent, so there’s no point in haggling … but it is fully furnished.’ ‘OK.’

Fully furnished? Jan has never seen so much furniture in one flat. Chairs, cupboards and chests of drawers are piled up along the walls. It looks more like a storage facility than a home, and in a way that’s exactly what it is. The furniture and the boxes belong to the woman’s son, who is living in Sundsvall at the moment.

Jan opens a kitchen cupboard and sees rows and rows of bottles on the shelves – rum, vodka, brandy and various liqueurs. All empty.

‘Those aren’t mine,’ the old lady says quickly. ‘The last tenant left them behind.’

Jan closes the door.

‘Is there a loft?’

‘The grandchildren’s bikes are up there. So, are you interested?’

‘Yes. Maybe.’

He has already checked with the housing department in Valla; there are no
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