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Styrsö was such a beautiful and usually very peaceful place. Whoever set foot on the island would quickly fall in love; some would stay forever. That peace had been brutally disturbed by the police presence. Would people ever forget? Forgive?

A successful PR executive living in Stockholm, Anna is in the middle of a major campaign when she receives the news that her father, seventy-two-year-old Lennart, has disappeared. She returns to her native Styrsö, where a painful search-and-rescue operation slowly turns into an investigation into Lennart’s death. Now Anna and her estranged dad, Lennart’s widower Tore, not only have to come to terms with their loss but must also face the possibility that there is a murderer on the island.

Anna and the Lost Zorn is a story of perseverance and how even the most shattering events in our personal lives can evolve into the foundation of something stronger. It’s a tale of love and second chances amid a family tragedy set on a small, idyllic island off the West Coast of Sweden.
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– Foreword –

This is something I have not done before. I’m inclined to blame my zodiac—I’m a Gemini—for always wanting to try new genres and new ideas. In reality, it’s probably not that simple. It never is, but after years of nagging by readers, I finally caved in and decided to attempt to write a crime novel.

Writing crime, however, has proven to be challenging for an author with my style of creating. Crime and “stream of consciousness” do not go well together, and the plotting and constant checking that I wasn’t giving away too much too soon proved strenuous. I don’t think I’ve ever worked so hard on a book before. While it did take some of the pleasure out of the process, I think I’ve learned more about the craft that is writing. This is also the first time that my main character isn’t male, and that was scary, too. Making sure Anna is as flesh-and-blood as a fictional character can be was important to me for the credibility of the story. At the end of the day, I’m very proud of it. It’s crime, but it’s crime “my way.”

Another important character is the location where the story largely plays out, Styrsö, the island where I have lived since 1996. Alas, writing about your neighborhood is more difficult than I imagined. Despite how long I have lived here, I still don’t know the names of every corner, nook, and crevasse, and given that some of my neighbors might actually read this, I dare not make mistakes or I’d face the wrath of my community. Hence the research into this book is much more focused on small details than ever before.

Wanting to stay on this island that has been home for more than a quarter of a century, I also had to be mindful of what I say and how I express it. Which social issues are okay to mention, and which lines must not be crossed? I have spent hours debating self-censorship with friends and loved ones. Because as much as we value freedom of speech and expression—and we do have that freedom—there are consequences for the things we say and do, warranted or not. Not everybody takes kindly to criticism, and there are taboos in every society, not just here. I hope I have struck the right balance. Nobody mentioned in the book exists in real life, with two exceptions, and they have given me their express approval. Any other similarities you might find are purely coincidental and not by design.

I remember my first visit to Styrsö, in the late summer of 1996. The crime I committed then (as the islands were still a restricted military zone and foreigners were only allowed after applying for a permit from Sweden’s security police and the armed forces) by coming here to look at a house to buy without securing a permit* has hopefully expired under the statute of limitations.

I dared not speak on the ferry for fear of my accent giving me away and people realizing I’d only lived in Sweden for four years. I also remember feeling this strong sense of coming home when I stepped off the ferry. When my partner at the time and I revisited the island the coming weekend and strolled around, I felt this calm descend upon me, this sense of belonging. It’s not always been like this, and there were times when we just wanted to up and leave (and we did, albeit briefly).

However, we did return, and in the years since, Styrsö has become a part of my family. Yes, there are conflicts; we argue at times, and we don’t always see eye to eye, but when I sit and contemplate things on a rock or at the beach in Brännholmsviken, looking out over the sea toward the west, that’s when I am as much at peace as I could ever hope for.

Styrsö is my home! It’s where I want to grow old and where, one day, my ashes will be spread at sea.

The author

*I did apply for and received a permit after we had purchased the house in the fall of that same year. On April 1st of 1997, the military restrictions were lifted, and tourists are welcome to visit the islands today. I applied for and was granted Swedish citizenship in 2001.


– Prologue –

Late in the evening of September 5, 2022

What a day it had been. Crazy! The police had come almost immediately and begun an extensive missing-person search. They’d even called in a helicopter with an infrared camera. Not surprisingly, they didn’t find anything. Just an hour ago, they’d left the island but would be back again tomorrow with dog teams and divers.

It was troubling. Part of a string of small islands just off the coast, with quaint settlements, old houses, narrow streets, stunning landscapes, and views, Styrsö was such a beautiful and usually very peaceful place. Whoever set foot on the island would quickly fall in love; some would stay forever. That peace had been brutally disturbed by the police presence. Would people ever forget? Forgive?

Salskärs Udde would undoubtedly be where the police divers began their search tomorrow. It was the most logical place. It was so soothing to look out over the sea, beyond the westernmost islets, to the ever-expanding horizon. The sea level was unusually low, due to a high-pressure system that had summer lingering longer this year, and it was still warm outside, temperatures reaching almost seventy-five degrees, despite the early September date.

It was a stark reminder of how rapidly the climate was changing. White winters, the sea frozen solid, people driving their cars to the islands…were but a distant memory. Sure, the archipelago still saw snowfall every winter, but more often than not, it melted the second it hit the ground.

In the far background lay Styrsö’s large forest. One hundred and fifty years ago, barely a tree stood there, all chopped down in centuries past to build ships to brave the surrounding ocean. The sea had always provided for the people living there—merchant sailors, fishermen, and their families.

The sea was also a burial place, a cemetery, and had just served in that capacity again. A couple of miles off the Swedish West Coast, Styrsö was the largest of the islands in Gothenburg’s southern archipelago and had been inhabited for thousands of years. It had seen many people buried over the ages, on land and at sea.

Today, Mother Nature had provided a helping hand, supplying everything necessary: an ocean where a body could be disposed of with virtually no chance of it ever appearing again, foggy conditions to hide the deed, temperate salty water, and countless sea creatures that would aid the rapid decomposition of the corpse. A deep sigh escaped as thoughts of the victim flashed before the inner eye.

As a student of the island’s history as well as having been raised on the island, it had always been fascinating to witness how the entire Scandinavian peninsula had slowly risen from the ocean after the weight of the latest Ice Age was lifted from its shoulders, slowly altering the landscape, unearthing oceanic secrets, giving way to smooth rock faces ground by water and gravel pushed along by the slow flow of the glaciers, and carving out valleys where green meadows now stood.

The island had been growing in size for ten millennia; indeed, the entire West Coast of Sweden rose by about a millimeter every year. Only in recent decades had the global increase in sea levels overtaken the rising effect, almost imperceptibly submerging islands and coastlines again as Mother Nature reclaimed what was rightfully hers, albeit due to human interference. By the time the ocean reached the places it had retreated from only a short time ago—in the comparably long life of the planet—everybody living on the island today would be long gone. The sea would take back the land and hold on tight to every earthly secret, as it had the corpse sunk into its depths just hours ago.

Tiny waves lapped ashore around the figure sitting silently on the rounded rock protruding from the sea. The water was cool, sixty-three degrees at the most, but some people still bathed. It had long been a tradition among locals to winter bathe, but not out here at Salskärs Udde. There were better places for that, with sandy beaches or ladders. Nobody came here this late in the evening to disturb the quiet and peaceful view due west toward the small island of Vinga with its famous lighthouse.

After a final look out toward the spot where the body had been disposed of, it was time to head home and prepare for what was to come. Undoubtedly, the police would ask more questions, and they would turn the island upside down in their search. They would fail. In time, they would turn their backs on Styrsö, and the island would move on, as it had so many times before. People would go back to their regular lives and the hourly pulse of the arrival or departure of the ferries that briefly filled the roads with traffic.
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September 5, 2022

When Anna walked into her apartment, it was already dark outside. Her PR executive job kept her busy beyond what most people in Sweden would consider regular hours. She’d been working for Stockholm’s most successful advertising and PR firm for several years now, quickly rising through the ranks with an uncanny ability to hit the right tone for her clients’ campaigns, be it online or in print. With Sweden’s elections coming up in less than a week, she was busy assisting one of their newest clients, one of Sweden’s parliamentary parties, to cut through the media frenzy and make a dent, hopefully increasing their share of votes in the election.

One of the smaller parties in Sweden’s parliament, and considered fringe by many, they found it hard to be seen or heard. Anna’s reputation had preceded her, and the firm had been approached to help them out. Initially put off by the prospect of working with a party she couldn’t personally identify with, she’d fallen for the witty charm of the party’s secretary general, who had been in charge of hiring a new firm. Anna had put together a concept that had been approved, and here they were: six days away from election day. So far so good. The party’s poll numbers were better than they had been a few months ago, but in the end, the only thing that mattered was the number of votes cast in the election. Voter turnout was one of their final campaign’s main focuses.

She’d been so busy with the crazy frenzy of the day’s work that she’d had no time to check her mail or voice messages. She regularly turned her personal line off during the day so she could work without unwanted interruptions.

Walking into the empty apartment was depressing. She turned on the lights, but that didn’t make things any better; quite the contrary. Her apartment didn’t feel like home, never had, even though it was in one of the hipper neighborhoods of Stockholm, an expensive condo paid for with her large corporate salary. She’d moved to Stockholm, following her dream of a better job, more responsibility, and a lot less family drama, leaving behind a few friends and her entire family in Gothenburg, on the other side of the country. Despite having lived here for more than a decade, Stockholm wasn’t home, and her apartment still felt like a hotel room rather than her own four walls. There were no plants, no personal decorations, no art, and no family photos.

She contemplated her move as the fridge turned out to be as barren as her love life. There was no food and no significant other. Why she bothered to look was beyond her. She knew it was empty before opening the door, and while the former was by accident or perhaps oversight, the latter had been entirely by design. The last fling she’d had was a couple of months ago with a bartender. The sex had been amazing, but that was it. They had nothing in common apart from their insatiable lust for sex. After a couple of weeks, the two women parted amicably, having grown tired of “same, same.”

Before that, there had been Anton, the mysteriously quiet guy from Latnivaara who’d moved to Stockholm to study archeology. They’d seen each other off and on for almost a month, but Anton was more interested in digging out fossils than exploring Anna. She’d dumped him in a text. She barely remembered most of the other people who’d come through her door, revolving more than it ever stayed shut, every few weeks a new plaything, but nobody hung around long enough to get to know her. She didn’t mind— no. She made sure they didn’t. It was who she was.

The weirdest thought cut through from deep within her subconscious: did she even qualify for relationships? Anna shrugged. She didn’t care for one to begin with. Relationships were overrated anyway, designed as they were to subject the likes of her to male superiority and persistent heteronormative roles. She didn’t need a man to tie her to a stove for the remainder of her life. Nor did she, butch as she felt she was, need some meek little femme as her arm candy at public events. Shudder!

She picked up her phone to check out the latest offers from the delivery service. Maybe I’ll get lucky and the cute Somali guy will drop off my food again? The last time he’d been there, she’d topped off her tip by letting him fuck her against the hallway wall. It gave the word quickie a completely new meaning. Anna laughed at the thought. She didn’t even bother to get his name, but his dick had proven to be most memorable. Absentmindedly, she licked her lips as she placed her order for Indian takeout.

Turning her personal line back on, her screen almost instantly went crazy with various notifications, and she noticed her father had texted her. Again. Anna let out a long sigh. She was too busy for his drama today. When he called yet again, she went to swipe him away but accidentally pressed the wrong button and answered instead.

“Anna, it’s Dad.”

“Yeah, I can see that. What is it?” He was the last person she wanted to talk to today, or any day really, let alone see his face on her small screen.

“All my calls went straight to voice mail, and you’ve not responded to any of my texts.”

“I’ve been busy. I told Pa weeks ago, didn’t I? We’re days away from the election, and I’m swamped with work. Can’t it wait until Monday?”

“Pa is missing!” Anna heard her father’s voice crack on the other end of the line, and looking more closely at the screen, she could see he’d been crying. He seemed to have aged a decade since she’d last talked to him. Then again, that had been a few months ago.

“What do you mean, missing?” She didn’t have time for his antics today, even less so than she would’ve any other day of the year.

“He left for his walk this morning and he’s not been back since.”

Anna sat down, hitting the chair hard as the muscles in her legs suddenly refused their service. She’d always been closer to Pa than she was to Dad. “Did you talk to the police? What do they say?”

“Of course. Who do you think I am?” Her father was now openly crying, wailing almost.

“What did they say?” Her voice came out hard and cold as she tried to hang on to a semblance of control.

“They arrived about an hour ago. They want me to be patient. To look for him, talk to neighbors and friends. It’s not like I haven’t been doing all of that. I’ve walked across the entire island again and again ever since I came back from my appointment in town. Half the island has been looking for him. We’ve been to every one of his favorite spots. Nothing. I don’t know what to do! I can’t live without him.”

His wailing shook Anna to the core. Her father had always been a bit of a drama queen, but she’d never seen him like this before. Nor was Pa the sort of person who’d just leave the house without telling his husband of almost fifty years where he was going. This was completely out of character for him. She could see how Dad would be upset.

Anna felt her heart break at her father’s tears, his despair, and she knew she only had one choice: to get home as quickly as she possibly could.

“Dad, listen! I’ll get on the first flight out. But to do that, I need to hang up so I can book my flight. I’ll call you once I’m on my way. Okay? Just give me a few minutes.” She detected the slightest hint of relief on the other end, but no words confirmed the information she’d relayed. “I’ll call you back shortly. Hang in there!” She hung up.

Finding a flight at this time of night was easier said than done. It was eight forty-five already, and she quickly realized that the last plane would leave Stockholm in less than an hour. Just getting to the airport would take that long. She could take the night train to get her to Gothenburg at seven a.m., but she might as well take the first flight in the morning. She could take a car to Gothenburg but realized her biggest obstacle: getting to the island in the middle of the night. The last ferry left Saltholmen after midnight, and there was no chance she’d get there in time. And the first one in the morning didn’t leave until six a.m. Unless…

Frantically packing an overnight bag, she called her childhood friend who lived on the island. “Sven?”

“Anna? To what do I owe the pleasure?” His hearty laughter always had the same effect on her. Her heart would skip a beat and she’d feel better. Always. Right now was no exception.

“Pa is gone. I guess you’ve heard?”

“Yeah, I have. I’ve been helping Tore look for him all afternoon.”

“Do you still have your boat?”

She sensed Sven’s confusion across the entire country. “Why do you ask?”

“I’m getting a car, driving down right now. I should be there at around two a.m. Can you pick me up, please?”

“I guess, but what difference does it make? Honestly, you haven’t been here in years, and suddenly you expect the world to revolve around you?” He seemed stingy. “I don’t mind picking you up, but you won’t make any difference in the middle of the night. It’s too dark to look for Lennart now anyway, and besides, there isn’t a place we haven’t checked, double-checked, and triple-checked. We have to wait for the police to start their search again in the morning. They’re expected to do a sweep with the police helicopter tonight, and then in the morning, the dogs will do their thing. They’ll also use divers. Apart from that, there’s not much they can do.”

“I want to be there for Dad,” Anna tried, but even she had to concede the point Sven was making.

“Look, Anna, if it makes you feel better, of course I’ll pick you up. I was just about to go check in on Tore, make sure he’s eating and getting some rest. These past few hours have been a nightmare for him, especially since you never returned his calls or messages.”

“I know, I know! I feel awful. I’ve been so busy with the election—”

“Anna, he’s your father. I know you haven’t been close, but still.”

She was upset by his admonishment. “Look, Sven, I called my best friend for a favor, not to play a game of ‘blame the awful daughter.’ Or do I need to remind you of some of your fuck-ups? Plenty to choose from over the years! Can you please just promise to pick me up?”

A loud sigh was the only response she got.

“Thanks, Sven. I’ll call you as soon as I know my arrival time at Saltholmen.” She hung up.

Next, a car. She didn’t own one. Why would she? Living on Södermalm in Stockholm, she had several bus routes and the subway within comfortable walking distance, and everything else was either delivered or she could take an Uber on the off chance she had to visit a store in the suburbs. It made living in Stockholm very convenient. So very unlike Styrsö.

She opened the ride-share app and entered the parameters for her trip. For a while, the service seemed to consider not granting her wish, but then the familiar pattern showed up with the thumbnail of a driver and how long it would take for the car to arrive. Five minutes! Yikes, I’d better get a move on. She’d reach Gothenburg at around one forty-five in the morning. She grabbed her bag, phone, and keys, picked up a coat in the hallway, put on her shoes, and left the apartment, hurrying down the two flights of stairs.

Fuck, I need to cancel the food delivery. That, however, turned out to be impossible. She shrugged. Having paid for the food already, she hoped that one of the neighbors would open the door and take it or that the delivery guy would take it home to eat himself. She had no idea if they were even allowed to do that.

Her car pulled up, and the passenger window rolled down. “Are you Anna?”

The driver appeared younger than her, in his mid-thirties, with dark hair, cut really short, and a good-looking, three-day beard. Likely Middle Eastern. A bit stereotypical for a cab driver, but she’d take it.

“Yes, that’s me.” She smiled and got into the back of the car.

“This is the longest drive I’ve ever been asked to do,” the driver began casually, checking Anna out through the rearview mirror. “How come you’re not flying?”

“I missed the last flight out, and I have to get home tonight.” Home? What an odd word. Was Styrsö still her home, after almost two decades away?

“Family emergency?”

“Yeah, something of the sort.” Her answer was as generic as she could muster.
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“I’m Ali, by the way. Given that we’ll be spending the next few hours together, I might as well introduce myself.” He had taken them south toward Johanneshov, then turned west to Midsommarkransen where he’d gotten onto the E20 freeway toward Gothenburg. Once in Södertälje, he’d exit onto E4 toward Jönköping, as that route was much quicker. “We’ll be there at approximately one-fifty in the morning. I checked the destination. It’s a harbor. Do you have family there?”

Anna chuckled at the question. “No, not at the harbor. My parents live on an island off the coast. In the archipelago. A friend’s picking me up in his boat. There’s no way to take your car to the island. They’re practically car-free! We use different forms of transportation island-side.” That reminded her to text Sven. She shared her ride with him and added the 1:45 a.m. ETA. She’d have to reconfirm once they were approaching Gothenburg.

“It’s funny,” Ali said. “There’s so much water here in Sweden. I come from Syria. We have mostly desert—at least, where I used to live, in Aleppo, before the war.”

Anna’s attention was momentarily taken up with mental images of war and destruction and memories of the little Syrian boy, Alan Kurdi, who’d washed up drowned on the shores of Turkey. That picture had been all over the news in 2015, and it seemed so long ago, yet it wasn’t even a decade.

“I’m so sorry to hear that. How did you get here?”

“Two friends and I left Turkey on foot, walked undetected into Bulgaria, and made our way north. I came to Sweden in August of 2015.”

Anna had the distinct impression he was withholding the details on purpose.

“From the Syrian border, we had to walk.”

She was flabbergasted. “To Sweden?”

Ali laughed. “No, but bits and pieces. It was a crazy summer. We were able to catch rides on trucks and took trains when we could afford to, but yeah, we did have to walk all through Denmark. Without the proper tickets, they wouldn’t let us on board their trains.” He laughed, almost fondly, at the memory.

“Your Swedish is excellent. One might think you’d grown up here.”

“In Rinkeby, perhaps.”

Anna knew what he was alluding to. His accent was heavy, nicknamed after the infamous suburb north of Stockholm where so many immigrants lived clustered and segregated from other parts of the capital.

“I’m doing okay,” he added, “yet here I am, driving an Uber rather than doing my rounds at a hospital.”

“You’re a doctor?” Anna was surprised.

“I studied medicine in Aleppo, yes. I haven’t been able to get my degree validated here yet, what with my transcripts lost during the war. What is it you say in Swedish? Neither fish nor fowl? I can’t even work as a nurse since that requires certification as well. So I drive this car and I do other work whenever I can. I have to live and support my mother back in Aleppo. Tonight is a good night.” He smiled into the rearview mirror, the white around his dark eyes shining in concert with his white teeth. “But tell me, Anna—that’s your name, right? Why do you need to get to Gothenburg in the middle of the night?”

“It’s a family emergency. My father has disappeared.”

“Disappeared? How come? Is he sick? Suffering from dementia, perhaps?”

Anna could appreciate that what she’d told him didn’t make much sense.

“No. At least, I don’t think so.”

That only made things worse.

“What do you mean? Don’t think so? He is your father. You should know if he’s well or not.”

Anna felt embarrassment creep up her throat and neck, and the tips of her ears were burning hot. “We’re not very close. We haven’t been for a long time.”

Ali shook his head and banged the steering wheel, but he kept his mouth shut, which reminded Anna to call her father. He picked up after one ring. “Dad? It’s me. I’m in a car.”

“Car?”

“Yeah. I missed the last flight, and the night train wouldn’t have been in Gothenburg until seven o’clock in the morning. This was the fastest way home. Sven promised to pick me up at Saltholmen.”

“But why the hurry? There’s nothing you can do in the middle of the night anyway.”

“I know. But I couldn’t sit in my apartment and do nothing. I would have gone crazy. I need to be there for you.”

“Thanks, dear. I appreciate it. I’ll see you later then. Be careful, okay?”

Ali looked back at her again, his confusion showing on his face.

“That was my other father,” Anna explained with a. shrug. She was not looking forward to having this particular discussion in the middle of the night.

“Your mother remarried?”

“No.”

“Ah, your mom’s domestic partner.” Ali had indeed learned a lot about Swedish coupling customs.

“No.”

“I don’t understand…” The look on Ali’s face was priceless.

“I know. It’s complicated.” Anna didn’t feel like explaining how she was the daughter of two gay men and a deceased lesbian. Not again. She’d done it a thousand times as a child and growing up. She was tired of always being the odd one.

An uncomfortable silence filled the car as it sped south. There was little traffic on the freeway at this time of day, and darkness had long ago descended upon Sweden. Ali was a good driver, steering his small car with steady hands, yet Anna felt his gaze on her every now and then, and she knew he couldn’t let go of the inconsistency in her life’s story. It was impossible for him. The pieces of the puzzle wouldn’t fit, and it was probably driving him crazy. How could she talk to her father when her father was missing? It seemed to confuse everyone, their thoughts going around in circles as they tried to figure it out.

She’d been in the situation a thousand times with people trying to put two and two together and failing. With Pa being five years older than Dad, people often assumed they were friends, cousins, brothers even. Never did anyone peg them as a married couple. Often enough, she’d been seen as Dad’s girlfriend instead. Why was it still so inconceivable that two men could be in love and have children? This was 2022, after all. It was infuriating, to the degree that she suddenly blurted out, “I was talking to my other father. The one who is married to my missing father.” Her voice was cold, and every word must’ve felt like an icy dagger cast at poor Ali, who visibly recoiled from it as if scolded.

For a while, he didn’t speak but then said, “We don’t have gay people in my culture. It’s not proper—” He stopped suddenly, perhaps realizing that these were not words that would endear him to his passenger. “Or that’s what the mullahs would have you believe.” He shrugged and looked at her again, sheepishly. “My apologies. I didn’t mean to cause offense. I don’t have any gay friends, not that I know of.”

He fell silent, and Anna could tell he was trying to reconcile the information with what he knew. There was still a missing piece to make the picture complete, and she wondered when he’d ask the question everyone else did—was she adopted?—so was surprised when instead he asked, “Were you conceived using surrogacy?”

“No. Apparently, Pa was old-fashioned this one time. He and his best friend, a lesbian from Denmark, are my biological parents. Sadly, my mother died shortly after giving birth to me. I never knew her, but my dads have always spoken very highly of her.”

“You have an interesting family.”

Anna laughed. “You think?”

“My family is very different. We are expected to be very close in my culture. Family and family honor are cornerstones of Middle Eastern society. My dad, while the owner of a successful bakery, was a drunkard, and my mom had to support the family more or less on her own. Three boys…can you imagine? And two daughters. I’m the youngest, and I left right after my sixteenth birthday to make it on my own.”

“And you made it into medical school?”

“Long story, but yes. I had good grades in school, and I had good mentors. But it was hard. I’m still supporting my family back home. My dad and my two older brothers disappeared early during the Arab Spring. My uncle was killed, too. And because of the war, my mom didn’t see a penny in government money. They barely get by.”

Anna heard the desperation in Ali’s voice. How lucky she was to have been born in one of the world’s free, peaceful, and prosperous countries.

“By the way,” Ali said, “I think we’ll have to refuel when we reach Jönköping. I don’t think I have enough gas for the entire trip. This wasn’t planned.”

“No problem! Let me know if you need a break. I could even drive for a while. Or if you need a coffee or food, I’m happy to buy.” Suddenly, she felt bad for forcing Ali on this crazy five-hour drive to the West Coast and then all the way back again, just because she wanted to get there a couple of hours early.

“Thanks.” That was all he said before silence once again filled the car as they considered each other’s life stories.

Dark landscapes of Sweden flew by outside as they headed south on the freeway. It was hard to know exactly where they were, as the outside displayed little change with only lights in houses along the road adding a bit of contrast. Cars with their headlights on coming from the south made it even more difficult to see. A sign announcing the exit to Nyköping gave Anna some idea of where they were and how much longer they’d be on the road.

Ali seemed to notice it, too. “If you need to take a break, let me know.”

“Thanks, Ali,” she responded absentmindedly, yet grateful for his kindness.

“Or if you need to talk…” he added, looking back at her again through the mirror.

“Thanks. I’m not sure that talking is what I need right now. Then again, I also understand that you may need the conversation to stay awake. Do you enjoy driving in the dark? I’ve never done it myself. I hate the darkness.”

“It’s okay. I work during the daytime in warehouses or on construction sites, and I use this as a side gig at night. It’s tough to make enough money to support both my family back in Syria and to pay for all the bills here. I don’t really have a choice.”

“Wow, two jobs? Is this your car?”

Ali laughed. “No, it’s not. It belongs to a friend. I couldn’t afford a car. He also drives for Uber sometimes, but he’s married with children and doesn’t have time at night. So when he goes off his shift, I take over.”

“That makes sense. Is it worth it, though? Financially, I mean? I’ve read a lot about how little you guys get paid, but I don’t know.”

“It’s not a surgeon’s hourly pay, that’s for sure. As I said, I don’t have a choice.” He laughed, but Anna noticed there was frustration in the way he’d said it. No choice! She wondered what life must be like when choice was merely an aspiration, a dream. Did she have a choice in what she was doing now? Could she have stayed in Stockholm, ignored her dad’s plea, his desperation? Ignored that Pa was missing? No. Maybe everyone was in the same boat. It might seem they had a choice, but in reality, no one did. It was just that the things they had no choice over differed from person to person.
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