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Prologue

Three days from now.

the crow landed on his naked belly and pressed its sharp claws into his skin. The first few times it happened, the weight of the bird on his body had woken him up. He had managed to scare it off and make it let go. But this time the crow wasn’t frightened as easily; instead, it stood unflinching, walking around on top of him, becoming more and more impatient and hungry. It was only a matter of time before it would start picking away at him bit by bit. He screamed as loudly as he could, and the bird finally let go, cawing as it flapped away.

At first he’d thought the whole thing was a nightmare and that all he had to do was wake up to make everything okay. But once he had opened his eyes, all he could see was darkness. He was blindfolded. The light, warm breeze indicated that he was outside and he could feel that he was lying naked on something hard and cold, splayed out like one of da Vinci’s anatomical drawings. That was all he knew for sure. Everything else was just a series of questions piling up in his mind. Who had put him here, and why?

He tried to yank his limbs free again, but the harder he tried the further the barbs from the straps dug into his wrists and ankles. The sensation cut into him like a piercing treble tone. It reminded him of the excruciating pain he had experienced as a nine-year-old during dental surgery, after he’d failed to convince the dentist that the novocaine wasn’t kicking in.

But then again, that was nothing compared to the pain he was in now. It usually came once a day and often lasted for several hours, penetrating him like a welding flame as it moved slowly across his naked body. Sometimes it would stop suddenly, only to return just as abruptly, and sometimes it didn’t come at all. He had spent hours trying to figure out what caused the pain. Was someone standing there torturing him? How was this happening? Now he had stopped trying to make sense of it and was directing all of his energy toward trying to withstand the agony.

He cried out for help as loudly as he could. He was struck by how puny his voice sounded and tried a second time, making an effort to use more force. But as the echo died away, he could hear his own shrill notes of desperation stubbornly coming through. He gave up. There was nobody listening. No one except the crow.

He reviewed the sequence of events in his mind, though he had lost count of how many times he’d done so already. Maybe he was missing a small detail that could give him some answers. He had left his house just after six in the morning, more than forty-five minutes before his shift started. He left the car at home, which was his habit as soon as the weather permitted; his walk through the park never took more than twelve minutes, so he had plenty of time to get to work.

Immediately after leaving the house, he had felt that something was off.

The feeling was so strong that he stopped to look around, but nothing stood out as unusual. There were only two people out that morning: a neighbour struggling to start his rusty old Fiat Punto, and a woman pedalling by on her bike, her skirt and beautiful blonde hair fluttering in the breeze. He remembered that her bike basket was decorated with plastic daisies. It was as if she were out for a ride solely to put smiles on the faces of the people she passed by. He hadn’t been receptive to it in the least.

His anxiety had a hold on him, and he walked with nervous footsteps to the other side of the street even though the walk sign was red, which he never usually did. But that morning was different; his whole body was wound tight as a spring, and by the time he had gone partway through the park he was certain that someone was following him. The footsteps on the gravel behind him sounded like tennis shoes.

He’d realized that he was walking very quickly, and he tried to make himself slow down again. The steps came closer and closer and he fought the urge to look back over his shoulder. His heart was pounding and a cold sweat washed over him like a wave. He felt like he was about to faint. He finally gave in and turned around. The man walking behind him was indeed wearing tennis shoes — a pair of black Reeboks. All of his clothes were dark and he had a lot of pockets. He had a backpack on and was carrying a rag in one hand.

But it wasn’t until the man had looked up and met his gaze that he was able to see his face.

After that, everything happened so fast. The pain shot out through all his nerves as a fist struck him in the abdomen. He had to fight to breathe and immediately fell to his knees and felt the rag pressing into his face.

His next memory was of waking to claws sinking into his belly.



high above him now, a lone cloud was hiding the sun, a moment of deliverance as ephemeral as a sand castle. When the cloud finally drifted on and disappeared, the sky was the perfect blue only seen on a Swedish summer day. The sun was shining with all its strength straight at the carefully placed lens, which in turn directed the beams to a focal point next to the strapped-down man. The earth’s rotation took care of the rest.

The last thing he heard was the horrid crackling of his own burning hair.




Part 1

June 30–July 7, 2010

In the fall of 2003, psychologist Kipling D. Williams performed an experiment to test social exclusion. He had three test subjects participate in a game of Cyberball — a virtual ball game where the players pass a ball around. After a period of time, two of them started to pass the ball between themselves. The third player, unaware that he was playing against two computerized test subjects, immediately experienced strong feelings of exclusion and rejection. The feelings were so powerful that an MRI was able to register enhanced activity in the very same part of the brain that is activated during physical pain.
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fabian risk had driven this route more times than he could remember, but it had never felt as easy and uplifting as it did right now. His family had left Stockholm early in the morning and rewarded themselves with a long lunch break in Gränna.

Fabian’s anxiety about moving back to his hometown was already starting to dissipate. Sonja was happy, almost bubbly, and had offered to drive the last stretch through Småland so he could enjoy a beer with his herring at lunch. Everything was almost too perfect, and he found himself wondering if it was all just for show. If he were to be totally honest with himself, deep down he had been hesitant to believe that running away from their problems and starting over again would truly work.

The children had reacted just as expected. Matilda saw it as an exciting adventure, even though she would have to start fourth grade at a new school. Theodor hadn’t been quite as positive, and even threatened to stay behind in Stockholm. But after their lunch in Gränna, it seemed that even Theodor was willing to give it a chance, and to everyone’s surprise he had taken his earphones out and spoken with them several times during the car ride.

But best of all was that the shouting had finally stopped. The shouts and screams of people begging and pleading for their lives had hounded Fabian for the past six months, both in his dreams and during the better part of his waking hours. He had first noticed their absence around Södertälje, southwest of Stockholm, but he’d assumed it was just a figment of his imagination. Not until they’d passed Norrköping was he totally sure that with every kilometre the voices were losing strength. Now that they had arrived, 556 kilometres later, the voices were silent altogether.

It was as if their life in Stockholm and the incidents of last winter were deep in the past. They were starting out fresh, Fabian thought, inserting the key into the lock of their new home, an English red-brick row house on Pålsjögatan. Up to this point Fabian was the only member of the family who had been inside, but he wasn’t at all nervous about what everyone else would think. As soon as he had seen that this house was for sale, he was sure that it was the only place for them to begin their new lives.

Pålsjögatan 17 was in the Tågaborg neighbourhood, a stone’s throw from downtown and just around the corner from the Pålsjö forest. Fabian had plans to jog in the woodland each morning and start playing tennis again on the clay courts nearby. The seaside was also very close: it was a quick walk down Halalid hill to get to Fria Bad, the public beach where he had gone swimming all the time as a boy. Back then he used to pretend that he lived in this very neighbourhood rather than the yellow tenement buildings up in Dalhem. Now, thirty years later, his dream had come true.

“Dad, what are you waiting for? Aren’t you going to answer that?” Theodor asked.

Fabian roused from his daydream and realized that the rest of his family were down on the sidewalk, waiting for him to pick up his ringing phone: it was Astrid Tuvesson, his new — or rather, future — boss in the criminal investigation department of the Helsingborg police.

He was still part of the Stockholm police department on paper for another six weeks. Outwardly, it had been his own decision to quit, but Fabian had no doubt that most of his old colleagues knew what really happened. He would never be able to set foot in that police station again.

Now he had six weeks of involuntary vacation, which was starting to seem more and more appealing. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d had this much time off — it must have been since he’d finished school. The plan was to use the six weeks to get settled in their new house and city. Depending on the weather and their mood, they might even take a trip somewhere warmer. The last thing they wanted to do was stress out. Astrid Tuvesson was undoubtedly well aware of this fact. And yet she was calling.

Something must have happened, but Fabian and Sonja had made a promise to each other. This summer, they would be a family again and share their parental responsibilities. Fabian was hoping that Sonja would have the energy to finish her last few paintings for an exhibition this fall.

Weren’t there other police officers in Helsingborg who weren’t on vacation?

“No, the call can wait,” he said, putting his phone in his pocket. He unlocked the front door of the house and opened it for Theodor and Matilda, who were fighting each other to be the first one in. “If I were you, I’d check out the backyard!” He turned to Sonja, who was coming up the stairs with an iPod speaker in her hands.

“Who was that?”

“It wasn’t important. Come on, let’s look at the house.”

“It wasn’t?”

“No. It wasn’t,” Fabian said. He could see in her eyes that she didn’t believe him, so he got out the phone to show her who had called. “It was my future boss, who I’m sure just wanted to welcome us to town.” He guided Sonja into the house with his hands in front of her eyes. “Ta-da!” He removed his hands and watched as she looked around the empty living room with its fireplace, and the connecting kitchen that looked out onto the small backyard, where Matilda could be seen jumping on a big trampoline.

“Wow. This is... absolutely fantastic.”

“So it gets a passing grade? You like it?”

Sonja nodded. “Did the movers say anything about when they’ll be here?”

“Only that it will be sometime this afternoon or evening. We can always hope they’re delayed and don’t get here until tomorrow.”

“Why would we hope that, may I ask?” Sonja said, placing her arms around his neck.

“We have everything we need right here. A clean floor, candles, wine, and music.” Fabian pulled out his old, scratched iPod Classic and placed it in the speaker, which Sonja had put on the kitchen island. He chose Bon Iver’s For Emma, Forever Ago — a favourite album of the last few weeks. He’d been late to hop on the Bon Iver bandwagon. He had initially thought the record was boring, but upon giving it a second chance had realized what a masterpiece it really was.

He put his arms around Sonja and started dancing. She laughed and did her best to follow his improvised steps. He looked into her hazel eyes as she loosened her hair clip and let her brown hair down. The exercise her therapist had prescribed had certainly brought results, both mentally and physically. She must have lost about ten pounds. She’d never been fat, quite the opposite, but her facial features were sharper, and it suited her. Fabian swung around suddenly and dipped her. She laughed again and he realized how much he’d missed that sound.

They had discussed a number of solutions before settling on Helsingborg. Everything from moving out of their apartment near Södra Station and buying a house in one of Stockholm’s many inner suburbs, to buying a second apartment and having a trial separation, taking care of the children in turns. None of these alternatives had seemed right. Whether it was because they were too afraid they might get divorced or because deep down they actually still loved each another was still unclear.

It wasn’t until he found the house on Pålsjögatan that everything fell into place. He was offered a job as detective inspector with the Helsingborg police, there were open spots at Tågaborg School, and Fabian had found this perfect house, with its large, sky-lit attic that would make an ideal studio for Sonja. It was as if someone had taken mercy on them and decided to give them one last chance.

“What do we do about the kids?” Sonja whispered in his ear.

“I’m sure there’s some room down in the basement where we can lock them up.”

Sonja was about to respond, but Fabian interrupted her with a kiss. They were still dancing when the doorbell rang.

“Are the movers here already?” Sonja pulled away. “Maybe we’ll get to sleep in our beds after all.”

“And I was so looking forward to the floor.”

“I’m sure the floor is still available. I said sleep. Nothing more.” She resumed their kiss, letting her hand run down his stomach to find its way under his waistband.

Everything is going to turn out fine and we will live happily ever after, Fabian thought as she removed her hand and went to open the door.

“Hi, my name is Astrid Tuvesson. I’m one of your husband’s new colleagues.” The woman in the doorway extended her hand to Sonja. With her other hand, she pushed her sunglasses up into her curly blonde hair, which, along with her colourful dress, thin brown legs, and sandals, made her look a decade younger than fifty-two.

“Oh? Hello?” Sonja turned to Fabian, who walked over and shook hands with Tuvesson.

“You mean future colleague. I don’t start until August sixteenth,” Fabian said, noticing that her left earlobe was completely missing.

“Future boss, then, if we’re going to be that nit-picky.” She laughed and adjusted her hair to hide her ear, and Fabian found himself wondering if it was an injury or something she’d been born with. “Sorry. I really don’t want to bother you in the middle of your vacation, and you both must be tired after your trip, but —”

“No problem,” Sonja interrupted. “Come in. Unfortunately we can’t offer you anything because we’re still waiting for the movers.”

“That’s quite alright. All I need is a few minutes with your husband.”

Sonja nodded mutely and Fabian showed Tuvesson to the deck out back, closing the door behind them.

“I gave in and bought my kids a trampoline, too. They had to bug me for several years before I agreed to it, and by that time they were too old.” Tuvesson said.

“I’m sorry, but why are you here?” Fabian had no desire whatsoever to spend his vacation making small talk with his new boss.

“There’s been a murder.”

“Has there? What a shame. I don’t mean to interfere, but wouldn’t it be better to talk to one of your colleagues who isn’t on vacation?”

“Jörgen Pålsson. Sound familiar?”

“Is he the victim?”

Tuvesson nodded.

Fabian recognized the name, but he wasn’t tempted to try and place it. The last thing he wanted to do was work. He was beginning to feel like a fully loaded oil tanker that had just been hijacked by pirates and forced to turn away from an island paradise.

“Maybe this will jog your memory.” Tuvesson held up a plastic sleeve with a photograph inside. “It was on the victim’s body.”

Fabian looked at the photo, and knew immediately that there would be no island paradise for him. He recognized the image, although he couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen it. It was his class photo from the ninth grade, the last year of compulsory school — the last picture of all of them together. He was in the second row, and Jörgen Pålsson was behind him — crossed out with black marker.
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fabian had spent just one hour in the house — one hour — before the doorbell rang. He understood why Tuvesson had chosen to contact him: he might be able to remember something that could speed up the investigation, and even save a few lives in the long run. But Fabian hardly remembered anything about compulsory school and he had no desire to relive that period of his life.

Tuvesson led Fabian to her white Corolla across the street from the house. She had offered to drive him to the crime scene and back, so that Sonja could unload their car. “Just so we’re clear, I truly appreciate you taking the time to come with me, even though you’re in the middle of a vacation.”

“Middle? It’s hardly even begun.”

“I promise this won’t take more than an hour.” Tuvesson stuck the key in the lock and turned it. “The car has automatic locks, but the door sticks, so you’ll have to put some muscle into it.” Fabian yanked the door open and noticed the passenger seat was covered with empty travel mugs, open packs of Marlboros, keys, scraps of food, used paper towels, and a box of tampons.

“Sorry. Hold on, I’ll...” She swept everything but the keys and the cigarettes onto the floor. Fabian got in and Tuvesson started the car and pulled away. “Is it okay if I smoke?” Before he could respond, she lit a cigarette and rolled down her window. “I’m actually going to quit. People always say that but don’t follow through. But I’m planning on it — just not right now,” she continued, taking a deep drag as she turned left onto Tågagatan.

“No problem,” said Fabian, his eyes glued to the class photo with Jörgen’s crossed-out face. Why hadn’t he been able to recall Jörgen Pålsson? If there was anyone he should remember, it was Jörgen. Of course, he had never liked him, so that might explain it. Maybe he had simply repressed the memory of him. “Where was his body found?”

“Fredriksdal School. From what I understand, he was a shop teacher there.”

“He was also a student there once.”

“Not everyone has the opportunity to go all the way to Stockholm, Mr. Risk. What do you know about Jörgen?”

“Pretty much nothing. We never hung out.” Fabian started thinking about his school days, how all the guys used to wear Lyle & Scott sweaters and how the TV would be rolled in to watch skiing sensation Ingemar Stenmark. “To be completely honest, I didn’t like him.”

“No? Why not?”

“He was the class bully and a general pain. He did whatever he wanted.”

“We had a guy like that at our school, too. He disrupted all the classes and took other people’s lunch trays. No one stood up to him, not even the teachers.” Tuvesson sucked the last bit of nicotine from her cigarette and flicked the butt out the window. “That was back in the day before all the letter-combo diagnoses like ADD and ADHD.”

“Jörgen also only listened to KISS and Sweet.”

“What’s wrong with KISS and Sweet?”

“Nothing. They’re good. But I only figured that out a few years ago.”



fabian stepped out of the car and looked at Fredriksdal School, a two-storey red-brick building that loomed behind the deserted schoolyard. Two basketball hoops with ragged nets stuck up out of the asphalt — a reminder that this was normally a place for children. He let his eyes explore the long rows of narrow, prison-like windows and had a hard time understanding how he’d survived three years in this building.

“Who found him?”

“Before I get to that, his wife called to report him missing a week ago, last Wednesday, but there was nothing we could do at that point. He had gone down to Germany the day before to buy beer for Midsummer, and was supposed to have returned home that evening.”

“Buying beer in Germany? Is that still worth the trip?”

“It is if you buy enough. Forty kronor a case, and you get reimbursed for the ferry trip back if you don’t stay longer than three hours.”

Travelling all the way down to Germany just to fill your car to the brim with beer? The more Fabian thought about it, the better it seemed to fit with the Jörgen he was starting to remember. Jörgen, and possibly his partner-in-crime Glenn. “Did he never make it to Germany?”

“He was definitely there. We checked at Øresund Bridge and he returned on Tuesday night, as planned. But that’s where all traces of him end. Our next clue didn’t come until yesterday, when a glass company requested the removal of a vehicle that was blocking its cherry picker.”

“His vehicle?”

Tuvesson nodded and they continued around the corner to the back of the school building. About twenty metres away, a Chevy pickup truck was parked next to a cherry picker. Police tape was already up, forming a generous perimeter. Two uniformed officers were guarding the area.

A middle-aged man with thinning hair, who was wearing disposable blue coveralls, approached Fabian and Tuvesson. His glasses were perched low on his nose.

“I want to introduce the two of you,” Tuvesson said. “Ingvar Molander, our forensic investigator, please meet Fabian Risk, who doesn’t officially start until August.”

“Does it matter when you have an investigation like this to sink your teeth into?” Molander pulled his glasses down even further down his nose, and eyed Fabian as he extended his hand.

“It does make you wonder,” Fabian lied, shaking Molander’s hand.

“You’re right about that. I promise you won’t be disappointed.”

“Ingvar, he’s just here to do a quick once-over.”

Molander gave her a look that sparked Fabian’s curiosity, albeit reluctantly. Then he showed them into the school building and gave them each a set of coveralls.

This was the first time in almost thirty years Fabian had been inside the school. It looked just as he remembered, with the red brick along the walls of the hallways and the sound-absorbing tiles that resembled compacted trash stuck to the ceiling. They made their way to the wood shop off the rearmost hallway. Woodworking had never interested Fabian in the least until he realized you could make your own skateboards. One semester later he had heated, bent, and cut so many sheets of plywood that he had been able to sell them and save up for a pair of real Tracker trucks.

“Allow me to welcome you to a murder scene that without a doubt qualifies as one of the top-ten worst murder scenes I have ever seen.” Molander showed Fabian and Tuvesson through the door. “As luck would have it, the perpetrator set the AC to its lowest setting. Otherwise this would have been in the top five, considering that the body has been lying here for over a week.”

Molander was right: the wood shop was very cold. It felt like stepping into a fridge, even though the thermometer indicated it was between twelve and thirteen degrees. Three other people in coveralls were taking pictures of the room, examining the scene, and gathering evidence. The familiar smell of wood and sawdust was all mixed up with a rotten, sweet stench. Fabian walked over to Jörgen Pålsson’s body, which was lying in a large pool of dried blood, right next to a door. The lock mechanism and the door handle were covered in more blood. The body was large and fit, dressed in a pair of loose, worn jeans and a bloody white undershirt.

Fabian didn’t remember Jörgen being so big — tough and cocky, yes, but not this thick. He must have been as strong as an ox. And yet the perpetrator had managed to cut his hands off at the wrist on both of his tattooed arms. The stumps were bloody and ragged, and Fabian couldn’t even imagine how much it must have hurt. Why the hands in particular?

“As you can see, the blood on the floor indicates that he made his way from the workbench over there to the door where we came in,” Molander said. “It doesn’t have a lock, but what he didn’t know was that it was blocked with benches, chairs, and tables on the other side. After he tried that escape route he made his way over here and attempted to get out through this door. But how easy is it to turn a door handle when you don’t have any hands?”

Fabian studied the bloody knob.

“Have you had time to inspect the lock?” Tuvesson asked.

“It’s filled with superglue, which explains the state of the victim’s mouth.” Molander took out his medical pincers and lifted Jörgen’s upper lip to reveal a row of broken top teeth.

“He tried to turn it with his mouth?” Tuvesson asked.

Molander nodded. “Talk about survival instincts. I definitely would have died with my teeth intact.”

“I don’t understand. Surely he must have put up some resistance?” Tuvesson said.

“That’s a good question. Maybe he did, but maybe he was drugged. We don’t know yet. We’ll see what Braids comes up with in the lab.”

“How long did he struggle for?”

“Three or four hours, I’d guess.” Molander showed them across the shop to one of the workbenches; it, too, was covered in dried blood. “The killer fastened his arms in this C-clamp, and performed the amputation with this handsaw.” He used the pincers to point at a bloody saw that had been tossed on the floor.

“Have you checked with the glass company who called to request removal of the truck?” Fabian said.

“Why? Are you suggesting they’re involved?” asked Tuvesson.

“If you ask me, this doesn’t look like the work of a person who relies on chance.”

Tuvesson and Molander exchanged glances.

“I have the company’s number here.” Tuvesson took out her phone and called the number with speakerphone on. After an unusual ringtone, an automated voice told them that the number they’d dialled was not in service. “It looks like you may be right. We’ll have to find out who rented the cherry picker. Ingvar, make sure to examine the crane for any clues.”

Molander nodded.

“And the hands?” Tuvesson went on.

“We haven’t found them yet.”

Tuvesson turned to Fabian. “Well? What do you think? Is this ringing any bells?”

Fabian’s eyes swept over the workbench, the bloody handsaw, the tracks of blood on the floor, and the body without its amputated hands. He looked Tuvesson and Molander each in the eye, and shook his head. “Unfortunately not.”

“Nothing? Not even some inkling that it might be someone from your class, or an idea of why someone would do this to Jörgen Pålsson in particular?”

Fabian shook his head again.

“It was worth a shot. If you think of anything, promise me you’ll call or come by the station. Okay?”

Fabian nodded and followed Tuvesson out of the wood shop haunted by a question that wouldn’t allow him any peace until he had found the answer.

Why the hands?





August 18

This is the first time I’m writing in you even though I got you for Christmas two years ago from Mom. She said it’s always good to write down your thoughts so that you don’t forget anything. Yesterday I cleaned my whole room and filled a black garbage bag with trash. Mom was super happy, and I found my C-3PO figure that had been missing for over a year.

Everyone was back in school today, except Hampus. They were all happy about our new classroom and our new books, but not me. It’s my turn now and it started as soon as we had Math. Everyone looked at me even though I hadn’t done anything. I tried to act normal, like I didn’t notice but they just kept staring. I know what that means. Everyone knows. I knew this was going to happen. I knew as soon as Hampus said he was moving away. I kept hoping I was wrong, but I guess I wasn’t. It was all I thought about for the whole summer.

I sat at the very front in English so I wouldn’t see when they stared. They were passing notes but I pretended that wasn’t happening either. I didn’t turn around. Not once.

Jesper read one of the notes out loud and it said I was ugly and smelled bad. I don’t know how that’s possible. I always scrub really hard in the shower and I’ve even been using deodorant for the past year because my sweat smelled more. Mom said that happens to everyone. I’ve tried to smell my own BO. I don’t think I smell. But I know I’m ugly — ugly as shit.

P. S. Tomorrow is Laban’s birthday so I’m going to go buy one of those wheels, a water bottle, and sawdust.
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when fabian returned home, the movers were in full swing. He looked into the truck and saw that they had emptied a bit more than half of it already. There was still a wall of boxes, old lamps, hockey sticks, their stained Klippan sofas from IKEA and the Ellipse table with its imitation Ant chairs, the big old TV they had let Theodor keep for his room but he never watched, cross-country skis, bikes, the display cabinet, which seemed to have one broken pane, and a mountain of black garbage bags to go.

Was this really all he had managed to collect in his forty-three years of life? A few shabby sofas and dusty lampshades? Fabian felt the urge to tell the men to stop carrying things in and just drive the whole load to the dump instead. This move was making him feel as if he’d just bought a fancy new computer and was transferring over all his old files, viruses and all. What he really wanted to do was start over again. Forget about money for once and buy all new things. He wanted to rip off the plastic and inhale the scent of unused objects.

He nodded at the movers, who were unloading the old avocado- green filing cabinet he’d been given when he turned twelve. It looked heavy, and it took two men to carry it. He tried to think of what was in the drawers and couldn’t remember the last time he’d opened them. The cabinet had spent the last twenty years relegated to the attic of their apartment. Why did it weigh so much?

An hour later, he was helping Sonja empty some of the boxes in the kitchen when he remembered what the filing cabinet contained and rushed to find it. Sonja had directed the movers down to the cellar. On his way there, Fabian realized he’d never even set foot in the basement, which should have been the first priority for any serious buyer. He had blindly trusted the realtor, who’d guaranteed that the house was superb. He wasn’t too worried. After all, this was an old house with thick brick walls and a natural draft, not like the new, externally insulated buildings in the Mariastaden neighbourhood — or “Moldstaden,” as people had started to call it.

He’d never had the chance to meet Otto Paldynski, the seller of the house. Apparently he was a true perfectionist, and had taken care of his home as if it were his own child during the thirty years he’d lived there with his family. Paldynski had wanted to make a quick sale due to private circumstances, and had been prepared to bring down the price quite a bit: something the realtor said was like winning the lottery for Fabian — a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.

Fabian was willing to admit that he hadn’t needed very much convincing. But he still couldn’t help wondering what those “private circumstances” really were. He’d gone so far as to ask the realtor, who said that he was not in the habit of involving himself in his clients’ personal business and elegantly changed the subject to the benefits Fabian could expect as a buyer. Fabian had accepted the answer with a smile and a nod and decided not to dig any further.

He walked up to the avocado-coloured filing cabinet, pulled out the top drawer, and immediately found what he was looking for — his yearbook from the ninth grade. He sat down on the cabinet and paged through to his own class. The yearbook photo was the same as the one the killer had left behind at the scene of the crime, except in Fabian’s picture no one was crossed out.

Their hairstyles were the most obvious indicator that it was 1982, since everyone had big, poufy, heavily styled hair. He started to remember bits and pieces about everyone: Seth Kårheden and his velvety moustache; Stefan Munthe and Nicklas Bäckström, who lived on the same courtyard as him, and were just as into skateboarding. He found Lina in the photo, with her blonde curls. Even Jörgen had a pronounced 1980s comb-over. They looked like a gang of true nerds, especially Fabian. He began to scrutinize his own image. He was wearing a tucked-in shirt, high-waisted pants, and the home-cut hairstyle that refused to lie neatly.

He was struck by the fact that he hadn’t been in contact with anyone in the class since he moved to Stockholm — not even Lina. It was as if he’d packed up his entire youth in a moving box and left it sitting behind in Helsingborg for all these years, full of spiderwebs and forgotten until now.

“So this is where you’re hiding...”

Fabian was visibly startled when he saw that Sonja was standing in front of him.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to frighten you.”

He closed the yearbook as if he’d been caught red-handed. “I just didn’t hear you coming.”

“What would you say to taking a break and going out for pizza? The kids are starving.”

Fabian put the book down and stood up. “That’s a great idea. There is — or at least there was — a really good pizzeria just a few blocks from here.” He turned around to walk toward the stairs but Sonja took his arm.

“Darling, are you okay?”

Fabian looked back at her and nodded, but he could see in her eyes that she didn’t believe him.



each member of the Risk family carried their own personal pizza from Tågaborgs Pizzeria as they walked down to the boardwalk and sat on the sun-warmed wall. There was a beautiful view of the Sound and they could see all the way to Denmark. It was much more beautiful than Fabian remembered. The boardwalk had been widened over the years and was full of people enjoying a stroll in the light evening breeze. The changing rooms down toward Fria Bad had been renovated as restaurants, and the entire area around the old train tracks had been replaced by a lawn for bocce courts and barbecuing. Even further in the distance they caught a glimpse the palm trees that were first put out during the architectural fair in 1999. From what Fabian understood, the palm trees had now become a perennial tradition, and what had once been a forgotten little patch of sand was now called “Tropical Beach,” one of Helsingborg’s most popular stretches of coastline. He felt like he had moved to a totally new city.

“This is the best pizza I’ve ever eaten in my life!” Matilda exclaimed. Fabian was inclined to agree. Never had a pizza tasted so good.

They sat there for a while, watching all the boats en route from Helsingborg to Helsingør, where they could go to Kronborg Castle. It was the very proof that they were now closer to the rest of Europe. Fabian promised himself never again to move a single metre further north. He turned to Theodor, who was gazing out across the Sound with a vacant expression. “How was your pizza? Was it the best you’ve ever eaten, too?”

“No, but it was pretty good.”

“A four or a five?”

“A three and a half.”

“Then you have to taste mine. It was at least a six,” Matilda said, handing him a slice.

Theodor took a huge bite. “Okay, I’ll give it a four. But that’s all.”

“God, you’re so picky. Mom, isn’t he picky?”

Sonja nodded and met Fabian’s eyes. He had done all he could to hide it, and thus far she hadn’t asked what Tuvesson had wanted. Yet there could be no doubt that she knew something wasn’t quite right. As usual, she had seen right through his pathetic attempts at appearing to be present, even if she had chosen, on this particular night, to play along with his charade and pretend that they were just sitting on the warm boardwalk wall, enjoying the red evening sun and the sound of the waves as they washed over the rocks.

That night they made love just as he had fantasized about earlier that day.

The floor.

Wine and candles.

For Emma, Forever Ago...
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matilda woke up fabian and Sonja by crawling around on top of them, wondering why they were sleeping on the living room floor. They helped each other improvise an explanation, telling her that the bed in their room had to be adjusted before they could sleep in it. Theodor came downstairs and helped set the table out on the deck while Sonja and Matilda rushed off to the grocery store to buy food for breakfast. Soon after, they enjoyed eating together in the morning sun. All that was missing was the newspaper, which Sonja claimed to have forgotten to purchase.

“What are we going to do today?” Matilda asked.

“I suppose we’ll keep unpacking and...”

“Adjust the beds! So you don’t have to sleep on the floor!”

“Yes, that too!” Sonja laughed. “And I was thinking that we could go for a swim this afternoon.”

“Yeah!”

“Can we go and buy a snorkel beforehand, Dad?” said Theodor.

“I’m sorry, but you’re going to have to swim without me today.”

“What?! Why?” Matilda cried. “Aren’t we on vacation?”

“Yes, but Dad has a few things he has to take care of,” Sonja said. “And he is just as disappointed as we are. All we can do is hope it doesn’t take very long.” She met Fabian’s gaze and he could tell that she had read the paper in the store.



fabian stepped into the recently built, white police headquarters, which were right next to the E4 highway and just a stone’s throw away from the old, castle-like prison in Berga. He walked up to the reception desk. Four different newspapers were piled up: Helsingborgs Dagblad, Kvällsposten, Dagens Nyheter, and Svenska Dagbladet. He looked at the front page of the newspaper on the top of the stack: shop teacher tortured and murdered in his own classroom.

Was this the headline that Sonja had read? Two of the newspapers used pretty much the same photo. It had been taken at a distance and showed the cherry picker and Jörgen’s pickup truck parked behind the school. The truck’s licence plate had been blurred out, but the red building, with its long rows of cell windows, made it very obvious which school was in question. And how many shop teachers could possibly work there?

Fabian introduced himself to the man behind the reception desk and explained the situation: he wasn’t actually scheduled to start work until August but that Tuvesson had brought him in on the case of the murdered shop teacher and told him just to pop by if anything came up. The receptionist, who was in his thirties and wearing a police uniform, began to tap at the keyboard in front of him. Fabian thought the man’s hair evoked images of Germany in the 1930s and he couldn’t help being impressed by his upright posture.

“What was your name again?”

“Risk. Fabian Risk. But I don’t think
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