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Katrineholm, October 1968

The brown Queen Anne-style villa is a stately building, perched at the top of a grass-covered hill and surrounded by tall pine trees. The white corner posts and window casings, with their rounded corners, give it an inviting, fairy-tale shimmer. In summer the pines offer shade to the children playing around the house. But now, in autumn, they look almost threatening, like stern guards tasked with protecting the preschool against the winter cold and other unwanted guests. The first snow sits on the ground like a wet rag and has not yet melted away. All is silent, except for a dog barking somewhere in the distance.

Suddenly the door flies open and out swarm the children: boisterous children in clothes new and old, neat and tattered; tall and short children, skinny and round; blond children, dark children, with braids, freckles, glasses or caps; children walking and jumping, chattering and listening; children running ahead and children following behind.

The door slams shut, then opens again, and out walks a little girl with a white fur cap and red quilted jacket. Behind her is a boy in a dark-blue quilted jacket, with a scarf and a red, white and black Katrineholm SC cap – KSC has to be your team, at least in this part of town. The two children do not speak to each other; instead the girl, whose name is Katarina, walks quickly down the hill until she reaches the big, black iron gate. With some effort, she opens the gate just enough to slip through before it closes. Right behind her comes the boy, whose name is Thomas, and before he opens the gate to squeeze out he stops for a moment and takes a deep breath.

Once out on the pavement, his fears are confirmed: all the children have clustered on the opposite street corner. He sees how Katarina, apparently without hesitation, crosses the street, right into the jaws of the wild beast. Thomas makes a quick decision and, instead of crossing the street, turns left to take a detour home. He has taken only a few steps before they are on her. One of the girls, the resourceful Ann-Kristin, always with a sarcastic smile and a malicious gleam in her eye, tears off Katarina’s cap and throws it to Hans – ‘King Hans’ – as the other children shout and laugh with delight.

Thomas stops, wondering whether he should help Katarina, but before he can complete the thought the children catch sight of him. At a clear signal from Hans, they rush eagerly back across the street and throw themselves on Thomas. The rest of the children follow like bloodthirsty dogs, and Katarina remains behind, astonished and relieved: for whatever reason, it was not her turn this time. She leans over and picks up her no longer particularly white fur cap, puts it on anyway, then crosses the street to view the spectacle at close range.

Where does this resourcefulness come from? And this unfailing bond that unites twenty-one, sometimes twenty-two children out of twenty-three? And the obvious but unspoken authority of the leaders when half the group, acting suddenly and enthusiastically as one, ties a terrified little boy to a lamp-post with skipping ropes and scarves, while the other half gathers stones to hurt him?

Thomas, incapable of offering resistance, incapable of screaming, sits on the wet, cold asphalt. Unmoving, silent. He looks at his schoolmates. A few throw rocks at him, at his head, his face, his body. Someone bangs his head against the lamp-post over and over again while another whips him with a skipping rope. A few of the children are laughing, others whisper with condescending, knowing expressions on their little faces, and a few simply stand there impassively and watch. One of those is Katarina; she gets to be one of them now – her schoolmates.

At some point during the assault the teacher herself passes by on the pavement. She casts a quick glance at the tied-up boy and his playmates, and raises her hand to wave goodbye to a few of the girls standing closest.

Just as suddenly as it started, they are done. In half a minute the children have scattered and are once again just ordinary, delightful kids on their way home from school. They go their separate ways, one by one, or two by two, perhaps three or four together. Left on the pavement is a six-year-old boy with an aching body and an insurmountable sorrow.
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Stockholm, November 2006, Monday Evening

It was only four o’clock in the afternoon, but it was already dark. Snow was falling in large white sheets that melted as soon as they touched the ground. Passing cars blinded him with their headlights, and he had to take care not to get splashed as he walked along the pavement. Why were the cars going so fast that they sprayed him with dirty water? Drivers weren’t supposed to splash pedestrians; that was in the Highway Code. But maybe they didn’t see him; maybe he wasn’t visible walking in the darkness, with his rather unassuming, short body, in his dark clothing. His posture was perhaps not the best either; he probably did look a little silly because his feet pointed outwards, like a clown’s. But he was not a clown.

He was a quiet person who never got into arguments, probably because he never contradicted anyone. This was not really all that remarkable, since he seldom saw anybody. Except at his job, of course, out in Järfälla, where he worked in the post room of a big electronics company. He delivered internal and external mail to all the engineers, secretaries, managers and everyone else who worked there. That was all he did; he was not entrusted, for example, with sorting the mail. There were other, more qualified persons who could handle such things, who could make important decisions, like deciding whether the mail was properly addressed.

He was very bad at making decisions. When he thought about it, he seldom had an opinion of his own about anything. If, on some random occasion, he was asked what he thought about something, he could not come up with a satisfactory answer. His only real desire was to be accepted by those around him. He was forty-four years old and, as yet, this had never happened.

The question was: If this one small desire were to be fulfilled at some point, would he then move up a rung on the ladder of his needs and suddenly start asserting opinions about other things too? Do you automatically get to do that when you are a valued person?

He looked up at the windows of the building on the other side of Fleminggatan. They were illuminated and pleasantly inviting in the autumn darkness, with potted plants and curtains, lamps with beautiful shades, colourful fans and other decorative objects. Some windows already displayed Advent candleholders, as if to further underscore the picturesqueness of the scene, and behind every illuminated window a happy family, a happy couple or at least a happy individual could be found. This was clear from the warm light and cosy setting.

His own window, on the other hand, gaped dark and empty, except for a sparsely foliated Ficus and the cord trailing from a blind. The kitchen window was, likewise, completely bare, except for an old transistor radio sitting there in lonely majesty. He did actually read the occasional home decorating magazine with interest. Not because he was looking for inspiration for his own home. Why waste effort on an apartment that no one else was ever in? Just him, one small, insignificant person – or maybe no one at all. He was not visible to the cars that splashed water from the gutter in the autumn darkness, and he was not heard – in fact, he hardly heard himself. No, he read home decor magazines for the same reason he looked up at other people’s windows. In his imagination he moved to another world, a world of friendly people with warm smiles and big, soft, colourful cushions on their couches.

Today he had almost been offered a piece of cake at work. It didn’t happen often, for in the post room there was never any reason to celebrate. Besides, he was almost never there for more than a few minutes at a time, when he picked up freshly sorted mail to be delivered to other departments.

However, when he dropped off the mail at section eleven, the workers were all sitting around eating cake, for some reason unknown to him. He always felt a little uncomfortable delivering mail to section eleven in particular. They always seemed to be having a coffee break right then, so they could see him as he arrived, in his ridiculous post-room uniform. Maybe ‘uniform’ was too grand a word – it was just a pair of blue trousers and a blue jacket, but in any event, he was the only one dressed that way and it was never good to stick out.

And so they saw him there, or to be more precise one person saw him. A real joker, who made fun of everything and everyone, and had lots of opinions. The others laughed at his jokes and seemed to share his opinions for the most part, for he was never contradicted. ‘Hey there, Mr Postman!’ he said today, sitting with his arms crossed and his legs stretched out under the break table. ‘Would you like some cake?’ Without expecting an answer he continued, ‘If you do, then you’d better get going on your little scooter and fetch that circuit board from the hardware division first, like I told you yesterday and the day before yesterday. Is everyone in the post room a little slow or is it just you?’ Laughter from the others at the table, maybe at the mail deliverer, or maybe out of habit. There would be no cake for him, for he had no authority to act as a courier and run errands for people. His task was simply to dole out the mail that was assigned to him.

Mentally, he was not slow. True, he had had no education to speak of, but he did read a lot. He was probably not of above-average intelligence, but he was not slow. He had done quite well in school for the first few years, but that had to come to an end. In Katrineholm, you did not do well in school; it was absolutely forbidden. Actually, you weren’t supposed to be good at anything, except bandy and football and that sort of thing. There were definite, unspoken rules for everything: what you could be good at (sports), what you should not be good at (music, languages, crafts, conduct), what you should be mediocre in (any other school subject), what you should wear (store-bought clothes of the right brands), what you shouldn’t wear (caps, glasses, anything handmade), where you should live (apartment building), what political values you should have (Social Democrat, but definitely not communist), and what bandy team you should cheer for (KSC, not Värmbols). Above all, you were not allowed to excel or be different in any way.

But for a grown man in Stockholm, other rules applied. Here, individual ideas were appreciated; a deviant appearance was often positively accepted. Above all, education and self-confidence were necessities.

Life was hard. His mother had died when he was very young, and his father was a shift worker at a printing company and did not have much time left over for his son. He was a loving father, but lacked the skills to run a household or bring up a child. After decades of chain smoking, he too died at an early age, leaving behind a great void.

From the very start he had been different, but he had never been able to figure out exactly how. Well, he had the wrong dialect to start with – he had spent the first few years of his life in Huskvarna. He was also forced to wear a cap, but still – that was probably not the main reason. No doubt there was something wrong with his personality, even then. As a little boy he had been happy and outgoing. He liked people, but he had realized early on that people did not like him in return. And this soon took the individuality and good humour out of him. It was probably there – in preschool, the year that Swedish children start formal schooling before entering primary school – that he began to turn into the person he was today. The constant physical abuse, interspersed with ostracism and name-calling, had not only transformed him into a silent shadow, it had deprived him of all self-confidence as well.

Even so, the next year he started primary school as an enthusiastic, curious and interested seven-year-old. But raising his hand to answer questions caused problems from the very start. You had to be careful not to think you were somebody. If he was asked a question that he could answer, the other children giggled and exchanged looks. If his answer was wrong, there was laughter. Several of his old tormentors from preschool were in the same class, and the other children were quickly initiated in how he should be treated. At playtime they beat him up, made up mean rhymes about him, or else he stood alone, watching the other children play games. Sometimes he did not even go to school, but stayed at home in bed, either sick – headache and stomachache – or pretending to be sick. His marks suffered, and at sixteen he dropped out. He was given a so-called extended trainee position, which he did not choose himself, in a haberdasher’s shop where he did what he was told.

As far as he was concerned, his schooling was a wasted decade, but maybe things were better for children growing up now. On the TV news the other day there had been something about the successful ‘Katrineholm Project’, as the news anchor called it. In the interview, the pompous county councilman Göran Meijer called it ‘Project Forest Hill’, after the primary school (and former preschool) where the successful anti-bullying programme had first been introduced. He wondered whether the new methods, described with big phrases like ‘respect for the individual’, ‘physical contact’, ‘adult supervision’ and ‘mentoring’, might even allow a Huskvarna dialect and Värmbols caps.

After his stint in the haberdasher’s shop he moved to Stockholm, where he lived with his great-uncle in a studio apartment on Kungsholmen. Here he completed his education at night school. Against all odds, and without further qualifications, he managed to get the job he still had. His great-uncle was long since dead and the apartment was now his.

Suddenly his thoughts were interrupted and he stopped short on the zebra crossing, standing in the middle of the street outside his own apartment building. There was something very familiar about the man who had just passed, and without knowing why he turned and followed him. The clear blue eyes and blond, curly hair, the somewhat eager but purposeful expression, a scar by his left eyebrow, the way he walked – everything added up. But was it really possible that after all these years he would recognize a person he had not seen since he was six or seven years old? It was probably just that he had been thinking right then about the attention given to the Katrineholm Project, making him see ghosts.

This uncertainty was based on common sense, but emotionally he had no doubts. In his mind’s eye he saw that man almost every day. There was no doubt that it was him.

The man took the stairs down to the metro and rapidly approached the turnstile, where, with a practised hand, he slid his railcard through the reader and pushed through. He walked all the way down the long escalator that led into the underworld. On the platform he pulled a newspaper out of his jacket pocket and thumbed through it, waiting for the train.

He kept ten or twelve metres from the man the whole time, and then sat down on the bench behind him. Thoughts were flying through his head and he could not give any reasonable explanation for his actions. During the last twenty years he had not done anything out of the ordinary: going to work, going home, shopping, eating, sleeping, going to the movies or taking an occasional walk, reading and watching TV. And then suddenly he found himself down in the metro, on his way to an unknown destination, following a man he had not seen in almost forty years. He was filled with an unexpected sense of well-being. Something was happening in his life; he was on an adventure, and he was enjoying it.

* * *

It was always pleasant to settle down in the carriage with a newspaper on the way home from work. He began his day at the estate agency at seven in the morning, so that he could be home before the day was over and spend some time with his kids before they went to bed. He had to be up by five-thirty and seldom got to bed before eleven-thirty, so he suffered from a constant shortage of sleep. But he had learned to live with it, and in a few years the kids would more or less take care of themselves. Then he and Pia would be able to sleep in on weekends.

They had three children, three wonderful children who, despite their stubbornness and their whining and their unlimited energy levels, still made him feel very good. It was the same with Pia, whom he had met at college, although they did not get together until eight years later when they met again at a party. She worked part-time as a dental hygienist in the suburb where they lived, and their relationship was still exceptionally good after fifteen years. They were best friends and could talk to each other about almost anything.

He was basically happy with his work too, even if he did not always like having to show properties on weekends. The company was doing well, and that was the main thing. Work as an estate agent meant freedom and variety, and he and his partner took home a good salary every month, so he wasn’t complaining.

With the odds he had started with, it had been by no means certain that he would grow up into a happy adult. He was the only child of a single, semi-alcoholic woman who supported herself by hairdressing – when she did work – and whose only interest seemed to be men of all types. They moved a lot and never really settled down anywhere. Various stepfathers came and went over the years, some more serious than others. When he was little, he was considered noisy and unruly, and his childhood was marked by countless fights and detentions. He must have been a real handful. Of course, it affected his schoolwork; but in high school he began taking his studies seriously.

There everything changed. His mother moved again soon after he started high school but he decided not to go with her. He lived alone in a studio apartment and had to take care of himself. On weekends he worked at a petrol station and the evenings he devoted to studying, football and household chores. He really matured during this time and graduated from high school with excellent results. In fact, he did well enough to be able to study economics at the university.

And here he was now. En route from his well-paid job at the firm he and his partner had built up themselves, en route to his dear wife and beloved children at home in a cosy townhouse. He indulged himself with this thought, and his contentment was reinforced when he looked at his drab and dreary fellow passengers, noses deep in some vapid free newspaper or vacantly staring out of the snow-blurred window. In the window he saw the reflection of one poor soul who was actually staring at him. Was his happiness that obvious? Was that a problem? Whatever. He could live with that.

* * *

Thomas sat down a little in front of the man – none other than ‘King Hans’ – in the carriage, with his back to the direction of travel so that he could watch him. Not directly – he sat strategically placed at an angle, with people between him and the object of his interest – but he could see the man’s reflection very well in the window.

Hans looked relaxed and self-confident. Submerged in his own thoughts, with the newspaper folded on his lap, he looked distractedly out of the window. It almost appeared as if a little smile crossed his face from time to time. Thomas stared in fascination and wondered what it was that made him so happy. Was there someone waiting for him? Someone who was pleased to see him when he came home? Maybe he had curtains in the window and cushions on the couch?

The man’s gaze swept across the people in the carriage and for a moment their eyes met in the window reflection. Was that contempt he saw in Hans’s blue eyes? If so, it was not surprising, considering Thomas’s hunched posture, unkempt hair and frightened eyes. He was a wretch, who glanced furtively at the people he met, if he dared to look at them at all.

The light in the carriage suddenly blinked and it was completely dark for a few seconds. When the light came on again the man had gone back to investigating the water drops flowing together on the window. Thomas could continue studying the ghost from his childhood undisturbed.

He thought about all the caps that had disappeared on the way home from preschool, tossed on to roofs and passing truck beds. He thought about the drawings he would take home to show his father at the end of term, but which, to the amusement of all the children, disappeared one by one down a drain. He thought about torn trousers, muddy jackets and scraped knees, and he thought about Carina Ahonen, who always got to sit on the teacher’s lap and lead the singing in assembly. She was the one who decided that they would draw horses and then all the children drew horses, horses, horses – it was the only thing you were allowed to draw. His were so bad they just had to be displayed, for everyone’s entertainment.

He thought about the big green car out on the playground, which held at least six children. Two had to push, and he and Katarina pushed, every single day, in the pious hope that they too would get to sit in that car eventually. The teacher was very particular that everyone should get a turn, but for some reason she always forgot Thomas and Katarina. A few times Thomas managed to be first in the car, but then they threw him out and he had to push again, and this was clearly the way it should be, for the teacher only smiled her usual, sweet preschool teacher’s smile.

One time, he remembered, Hans and Ann-Kristin took his cap and threw it to each other, back and forth over his head. Thomas could not get hold of it, but a momentary impulse suddenly gave him the courage to grab Hans’s cap and run away with it. Of course, they caught up with him, beat him black and blue, and tore the cap out of his hands. When he got home later, without his cap (as usual), Hans’s mother had already phoned Thomas’s father to vent her feelings about Thomas tearing her little Hans’s cap, whereupon Thomas was sent off to Hans and his mother with ten kronor to beg for forgiveness. For some reason his own missing cap never came up during the conversation.

He was jolted out of his musings when the train stopped and the man he was watching stood up to get off. Thomas, too, got up and followed this shadow from the past.

* * *

The townhouse was only a few minutes’ walk from the Enskede Gård metro station. Hans jogged across the street, turned left at the school and turned in among the houses in Trädskolan. Soon he reached a park with unusual bushes and trees, the only memory of the old garden centre that was replaced by new homes in the late 1980s. He turned on to a footpath leading past some shrubbery and up to the play area that was part of the townhouse complex. In the sandpit sat two muddy children in waterproofs; a third child – a one-and-a-half-year-old – stood perched on the top step of a slide.

‘Please, Moa, hold on so you don’t fall down and hurt yourself,’ he called as he dashed over to the slide.

The little girl’s face cracked a big smile and she immediately started to climb down. The two bigger children rushed over to their father and he tried as best he could to hug them and keep them at a distance at the same time.

‘Hi there!’ he said. ‘Be careful, I have my work clothes on. Just hug with your face. Come on, let’s go find Mum!’

Just then Moa threw herself headlong towards him from the ladder and he was forced to sacrifice his clean jacket, but in return got a big, wet kiss on the chin. In a desperate attempt to spare the jacket further damage, he carried her with his arms outstretched in front of him and, with the two bigger children at his heels, walked up to their front door, where he set her down.

‘Hello!’ he called as he opened the door. ‘Here I come with three dirty pigs; you have to help me! Take off your boots before you go in,’ he said to the bigger children as he squatted down and started to undress the smallest.

Pia appeared smiling in the doorway, dressed in jeans and a white blouse tied in the middle, and with her thick, dark hair pulled into a ponytail.

‘Hi, honey,’ she said, bending down and kissing him on the neck. ‘How was your day?’

‘Good, but I have to take off in a little while and look at a house. It’s here in the neighbourhood, so I’ll only be gone an hour or so. Should we feed the kids now, so we can eat when they’ve gone to bed?’

‘Sure. What time are you leaving?’

‘In about half an hour. I’ll help you with the kids first.’

He finally managed to wriggle the waterproofs off the girl and she rushed in through the door making happy sounds. The other children had taken off their own outdoor clothes and, leaving them scattered all over the hallway, they ran off into the house. He got up and made a resigned attempt to brush the dirt off his jacket, producing no visible improvement. Pia gathered up the boots and outdoor clothes and went in. Hans pulled the door shut after him with a bang that caused the doorknocker to strike.

None of them noticed the man intently observing them through the branches of the bare lilac trees on the other side of the play area.


* * *


Thomas did not know how long he stood there in the darkness, spying, but in his imagination he was inside, in the warm, cosy kitchen that smelled of browned butter and frying meat. At first they all ran back and forth busily between various rooms, but after a while things calmed down, and one by one they sat down at the dinner table.

Thomas could not remember when he had last had a meal with other people. At work he ate in the big cafeteria, with other people around, but always alone. He had no living parents, no siblings, no other relatives that he ever saw, and no friends. It must be nice to have someone to come home to! How marvellous it would be simply to have a friend, just one person to talk to about things, great or small, someone to eat with occasionally. And think how much more fun it would be to cook if you were doing it for someone other than yourself.

Dinner was finished and the kitchen was suddenly just as empty as it had been full of life and motion. The outside door opened and an appreciated and beloved father stepped out of his house and closed the door behind him for the very last time.


* * *


With his hands shoved into his jacket pockets and his collar turned up as protection against the autumn winds, he walked quickly through the neighbourhood. Withered leaves whirled in the light under the streetlamps, and every step made a squishing sound as his shoe lost contact with the pavement. One shoe had a hole in it and his sock was already damp. He should have changed into winter shoes, but he didn’t have time to turn back now. It shouldn’t take more than fifteen minutes to get to the house he was to look over, and perhaps he would treat himself to a taxi home, given the weather.

He angled across a bigger road and turned on to the street where the property should be. The single-family houses in this neighbourhood were older – most were built in the 1920s and ’30s and had mature gardens with fruit trees and arbours. This must be it: an old, pink, wooden house with beautiful bay windows. The garden, much larger than others in the area, sloped from the house down towards the street and was surrounded by a well-tended but overly tall hedge, which did not suit the small house and the garden in general. In the hedge there was an even more out-of-place black iron gate, beyond which a gravel path led up to the house itself. He glanced at the mailbox and confirmed that this was the correct address, Åkerbärsvägen 31, and then pushed open the stubborn gate wide enough to slip through. It closed heavily behind him with a metallic clang.

He hurried up the path without noticing the heavy aroma of soft windfall fruit. Nor did he notice the shadow that, without making a sound, climbed lithely over the large gate behind him and jumped down on to the wet lawn at the side of the gravel path. He stepped up on to the porch and rang the doorbell. An echoing ding-dong sounded from inside the house, but that was all he heard. He waited for a minute or two before he rang again. After a glance at his watch, which confirmed that he was only a few minutes late, he went around the back. The outside lights were on, but only one room of the old house was lit. It was the kitchen; the windows looked out on to the back garden. He couldn’t reach all the way to the kitchen window, but he bent over and picked up a small stick, which he threw at the windowpane, still without any reaction from anyone inside. He decided to return to the front and check whether the door was unlocked. To his surprise, he found that it was. Perhaps the person who lived here was old and hard of hearing?

‘Hello, anybody home?’ he called in a loud voice, but got no answer. ‘Hello!’ he tried again, this time even louder.

Then he made his decision: he went into the house, carefully drying his shoes on the doormat in the hall and closing the door behind him.
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Tuesday Evening

After several weeks in the hospital she could finally go home again. Finally, because she longed to sleep in her own bed, to sit alone in front of her own TV and decide for herself what programme to watch, with her own home-brewed coffee steaming in a cup on the side table. She missed the smell of home, the aroma of her own soap and her own detergent, and the pleasant odour of old preserves that permeated the walls.

On the other hand, it was actually not so wonderful at all. She had difficulty walking after breaking her hip and it would be hard to manage properly by herself. Her interest in food had subsided over the years; it had almost no taste any more. But she did have to eat something and there were practical benefits to being in the hospital, where everything was served to you and you didn’t have to worry about shopping, cooking or doing dishes.

The man from the transport service set down her small suitcase outside the door and waited patiently until she got her key ring out of her handbag. She carefully put the key into the lock, which yielded with a click, and the door opened by itself.

‘Should I help you in?’ he asked kindly.

‘No, that’s not necessary. I’ll be all right now. Thanks very much,’ she said, raising her hand in farewell.

‘Be careful now and get well soon!’ the driver waved, walking backwards down the steps to see that she really did manage to get into the house by herself.

After turning on the ceiling light, Ingrid wiped her shoes on the doormat, set her crutch in the corner inside the door, and took a step over to the coat rack where she wriggled out of her coat while she balanced on her good leg. She reached for a hanger, covered in red velvet with a gold-coloured fringe, and hung up her coat. Then she took a few more steps to a small stool and sank down on it. She pulled off her leather boots and set them symmetrically under the coat rack, reached for her small suitcase and pulled up the zip that ran around the edge. She took a pair of comfortable indoor shoes from the suitcase and let her feet glide into them. She managed to get up again by pushing against the wall.

Supported by the crutch, she limped through the hall, took a quick, displeased glance at herself in the hallway mirror, and continued towards the kitchen. She stopped on the threshold and leaned in to get at the light switch on the wall just inside the door.

As she did so it suddenly struck her that something smelled strange. The usual smells were there, but something unknown was forcing its way into her nostrils through all that was familiar. It smelled of leather. Leather and … excrement? Then she turned on the light.

First she stopped breathing and stood as if petrified, unable to understand what she was seeing. After a few seconds her brain managed to take in the image of the dead man on the floor and she started to hyperventilate instead. She staggered over to one of the chairs at the dinner table, pulled it out and sat down abruptly. She could not tear her gaze from the bloody mass that had been a face, and she sat there for a long while without thinking anything other than: breathe in, breathe out, breathe in, breathe out … It took several minutes for her to calm down. When she finally did, she noticed that everything else was in order, nothing had been touched on the kitchen counter and the kitchen chairs were symmetrically placed around the circular table. Not a trace of any scuffle or drama, only a battered person on the floor. A dead man. Good Lord, who could it be? And why in the world was he there, on her kitchen floor?

With great effort, she got up again and made her way out to the wall-mounted telephone in the hallway. She picked up the receiver and pondered for a moment before she dialled the number for the taxi firm. After ordering a taxi, which according to the dispatcher would arrive in ten to twelve minutes, she undid everything she had done since arriving: off with her shoes, which went back into the suitcase, back with the zip, on with the boots, up and on with her coat, lights off and out, and lock the door. Then she made her way down the path, with her handbag over her shoulder, suitcase in one hand and crutch in the other, and waited on the pavement until the taxi arrived.

‘Ingrid!’ exclaimed Nurse Margit in surprise. ‘I thought you were looking forward to going home!’

Margit Olofsson was a middle-aged woman, tall with ample curves and thick dark-red hair. She was the type of person who radiated motherliness and human concern.

‘Nurse Margit, there’s something terrible …’

‘But Ingrid, dear, sit down; you look completely worn out! Has something happened? Are you feeling unwell?’

Margit Olofsson took the older woman under the arm and led her to one of the armchairs in the hospital reception area. Under her white coat a pair of washed-out blue jeans could be seen.

‘I didn’t know what to do,’ said Ingrid imploringly. ‘I guess I’m confused, but I couldn’t think of anyone other than you … It … Don’t laugh at me now, but … there’s a dead man lying in my kitchen.’

‘Good God! Who is it?’

‘I don’t know. I’ve never seen him before. It’s not burglars or anything; nothing was touched or taken. He’s just lying there. And he’s dead.’

‘That doesn’t make sense. Are you sure he’s dead?’

‘Absolutely. You can tell. It’s … completely still.’

‘You must have been very frightened.’

‘That’s true, that’s why I came back here.’

‘Of course, my dear,’ Nurse Margit consoled her, placing her arm around her shoulders. ‘You did call the police, didn’t you?’

‘I … No,’ admitted Ingrid. ‘It seemed so unreal. I couldn’t …’

Nurse Margit’s initial thought was to call the police and social services, but she was suddenly struck by the suspicion that Ingrid Olsson might possibly be not completely lucid. She studied her thoughtfully for a few moments and then took a look at her watch.

‘Let’s do it this way. I get off in two and a half hours. Then we’ll go to your house together and decide what to do. Okay?’

‘That will be fine.’

‘Do you mind waiting so long?’

‘Oh, no, that’s not a problem.’

‘I’ll arrange something for you to eat in the meantime. And a magazine.’

Then she hurried off, her clogs clip-clopping against the stone floor. She was back again just as quickly, with coffee, a Danish pastry, some biscuits and a stack of Woman’s Weekly.

‘Will you be all right now?’

‘Yes. Thank you so much, Nurse Margit!’

‘See you later then. Bye for now!’

And there Ingrid remained, sitting by herself but without feeling particularly alone, for she was sure that Nurse Margit would take care of everything.

When Nurse Margit finally came back she had changed out of her white hospital coat into a black cotton tunic under an open blue down jacket that fluttered after her as she hurried over to Ingrid. The white clogs had been replaced by a pair of black boots and the clip-clopping by almost soundless steps.

‘My car is in the car park,’ said Margit, smiling warmly and offering her arm in support as Ingrid got up out of the armchair. ‘Has it been terribly boring?’

‘Oh, no, not at all. I’ve been reading the whole time.’

They went out of the hospital entrance side by side and made their way at a snail’s pace down a little hill to a stone-paved path, which led through some barberry bushes and on to the enormous car park. After passing several rows of cars they stopped at a white Ford Mondeo. Nurse Margit unlocked the car with a click of the remote control and helped Ingrid into the passenger seat.

‘Now you’re getting a little exercise too, Ingrid. It’s good that you’re practising walking. You can look on it as physical therapy.’

Ingrid smiled at her as the friendly nurse got into the driver’s seat beside her. She hardly believed herself that there really was a corpse at home. Could she have imagined the whole thing? Perhaps her painkillers were giving her hallucinations? It seemed so unreal that anyone could have been murdered in her kitchen.

The closer they got to Ingrid’s house, the more the foundations of artificial security she had been lulled into during her hours of reading Woman’s Weekly in the hospital reception area were shaken. There was a corpse at home in her kitchen. Full stop. How would that affect her life from now on? The house would probably be invaded by police and crime scene investigators, who would ransack it in search of fingerprints and clues. Who would clean up after them? There would be police tape around the house and neighbours staring. Maybe reporters. Police interrogation.

No, it would doubtless be some time before life really returned to normal. If ever. Would she feel safe again in a house where an unknown murderer had killed a strange man? Well, perhaps it was not very likely to happen again. She would just have to put the whole thing behind her sooner or later, and go on as if nothing had happened. She was not involved in any way; she had just been struck by a little bit of bad luck. People get murdered every day, in Sweden and even more so in other places. You can’t worry about that kind of thing, and the only rather unusual aspect of this particular death was that it had happened in her own home. Grit your teeth, forget it and go on, she told herself.

It felt creepy, walking up the path, arm in arm in the dense November darkness. The gravel crunched under their feet, and the only light was the dull yellow glow from a lamp-post at the side of the path and the wall light on the porch. The temperature was close to freezing and the northerly autumn winds caused the bare crowns of the fruit trees to bend agonizingly and the two women to shiver.

As soon as the door opened and she brought her nose into the warm house, Nurse Margit recognized the sickening odour. Ingrid, too, now noticed it immediately. It was strange she hadn’t done so the first time she came home. Ingrid turned on the ceiling light and remained standing in the doorway while Nurse Margit nimbly removed her unbuttoned boots and headed resolutely for the kitchen. She stopped on the threshold and fumbled for the light switch. With the light on, she looked around for a few moments before her eyes found what they were searching for. Without hesitation, she rushed up to the lifeless body on the floor. Her fingers searched expertly under the shirt collar for the carotid artery and she quickly verified what she already knew: the man was dead. She got up and went to the phone.


* * *


Detective Chief Inspector Conny Sjöberg was lying on the couch watching a children’s show on TV. A boisterous one-year-old was jumping up and down on top of him, trying, despite more-or-less stern reprimands, to tear off Daddy’s glasses, which at this point were so dirty with fingerprints he could barely see through them. Another one-year-old marauder was standing by the magazine rack, tossing all the magazines on the floor. Sjöberg observed – for the umpteenth time – that they seriously needed more magazine holders, and made a mental note to buy some tomorrow. On her knees, right in front of the TV, sat four-year-old Maja, totally engrossed in the trials of a zebra, a giraffe, a monkey and two small teddy bears trying to clean a child’s room. She seemed completely oblivious to the mayhem going on around her and followed her programme with undivided attention, taking no notice of her twin brothers.

Conny Sjöberg’s wife, Åsa, was in the kitchen cleaning up after dinner, assisted by their chatty six-year-old daughter, who loved to do dishes. From his spot on the couch, Sjöberg could hear her light voice over the sound of the TV and the excited voices of the wild toddlers. Their oldest son, eight-year-old Simon, had gone home from school with a friend in the neighbouring building, leaving the family one short.

The Sjöbergs’ apartment was a marvel of orderliness, especially considering the size of the family. This was a necessity, however, for the mental well-being of the paterfamilias, and he kept it that way. When all the children were home in the afternoon, and play, baths and dinner preparations were under way, the uninitiated observer might get an impression of total chaos. But by nine o’clock, when all the children were in bed, there was no longer any sign whatsoever of these activities in the apartment.

It was the same in the morning: although seven people ran around like dazed chickens for a few hours, all traces vanished when the outside door was closed for the last time. Every time new chaos was created, Sjöberg convinced himself that it was best for the children to start from order. In reality, it was mostly because he had a hard time collecting his thoughts if everything was not tidy. With the job he had, as chief inspector of the Violent Crimes Unit, it was important to be able to organize his thoughts in a logical order, and that just didn’t work if things were out of place.

The apartment on Skånegatan, right by Nytorget, was large, five rooms with a spacious kitchen, but still too small. The twins shared a room and the girls shared a room. Simon had his own nook, but the girls would also need more privacy in the not-too-distant future. They were also in great need of a second bathroom. Mornings were an endless queue for the facilities. To avoid that, and to be able to sit in peace for a while with the newspaper at the breakfast table, Sjöberg was always the first one up. By five-thirty he was out of bed, shaved and showered, had put on the coffeepot, made two cheese sandwiches and fetched the newspaper. He often had twenty minutes to himself before the rest of the household began to stir, and then a lot had to happen in a short time. Porridge had to be heated and nappies changed, sandwiches made, clothes picked out and put on, hair braided and teeth brushed. And to top it off, there was a constant roar of voices, little feet jumping and running, furniture being moved around, and that damn pedal car that must sound like thunder to the neighbours below. Not an enviable situation perhaps, but Sjöberg truly loved his life with the children, and he and Åsa never regretted their large, noisy family.

Even so, they ought to move somewhere roomier. But a bigger, better apartment in the inner city would be hard to find and certainly much too expensive. A single-family home or townhouse in the suburbs was not particularly appealing. Here they were settled and happy. They were satisfied with the school and nursery, the children had their friends, it was close to work for both Åsa and himself, and close to everything else too: shops, restaurants, and many of their friends. No, it would be hard to find a better place to live.

From the kitchen he heard his oldest daughter, Sara, bellowing, ‘Fish pudding, fish pudding, fish pudding, don’t give me fish pudding, fish pudding, fish pudding …’ and wondered to himself why she was singing that – she loved salmon pudding. At the same moment the phone rang and he heard a thud as Sara leaped down from the chair by the kitchen counter to get to the phone first.

‘Hello, this is Sara!’ she chirped.

‘…’

‘Fine, how are you?’

‘…’

‘No, he’s watching Bolibompa.’

‘…’

‘Okay, I’ll ask. Bye now!’

‘Who is that?’ asked Åsa.

‘It’s Sandén!’ Sara called, already halfway to the living room at a gallop. ‘Daddy, it’s Sandén on the phone; he wants to talk to you!’

‘Please watch the boys, Sara,’ said Sjöberg, removing Christopher from his stomach and setting him down on the floor, and unwillingly peeling himself from the couch.

‘Oh, crud,’ he moaned when the call was finished.

He could already see the displeased frown on his wife’s face, and he understood her all too well. This was not exactly a dream situation, to be left alone with five kids at bedtime.

‘What’s going on?’ she asked.

‘An old woman who had been in the hospital came home and found a corpse on her kitchen floor. Unfortunately, I have to go there.’

‘Who was it?’

Even if Åsa disliked the situation, she could not help being fascinated by her husband’s work. She let him sound off at home, and tried, to the best of her ability, to offer sensible suggestions about the often nasty cases he was working on. Sjöberg frequently used her as a sounding board, and sometimes she gave him guidance and inspiration in complicated investigations.

‘That’s what’s so strange,’ Sjöberg answered. ‘She has no idea who it is. He was lying dead in her house, but she’d never seen him before.’

‘Dreadful.’

Åsa shivered as she pictured a lifeless body on the first kitchen floor that occurred to her – their own.

‘But isn’t it most likely that they have met somehow?’ she added thoughtfully.

‘We’ll have to see,’ he said, kissing her quickly on the lips. ‘This might take all night, I don’t know. Take care now.’

‘You too, and good luck,’ she said, stroking his cheek briefly before he turned to go with a tired sigh.


* * *


The old woman was younger than he had imagined, maybe in her seventies, and she was reclining on a pilled, dark-brown love seat of 1970s vintage. A crutch was leaning against the couch by one of her legs. She sat quietly, looking straight ahead with an inscrutable gaze that revealed nothing of what was going on in her mind. She did not look frightened or sad, and she did not seem particularly curious either about what was happening around her. In the hall outside the living room, Sandén was talking with a middle-aged woman, but the older lady showed no sign of listening to the conversation. Her eyes, behind a pair of gold-rimmed glasses, were grey, and her hair was grey and cut short. Her legs were thin in a pair of straight, light-blue trousers with sewn creases, and ended in a pair of black shoes. On her upper body she was wearing a grey lambswool turtleneck.

Sjöberg went up to her to say hello, and she turned towards him with a polite but rather uninterested expression. He extended a hand and introduced
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