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Prologue


Stockholm, 1970


He had taken bus 49 from Stadshagen with the younger boy sleeping in the pushchair. It was early June. The seventh of June, to be precise. He would remember the date for the rest of his life.


The older boy was now walking alongside him, holding on to the canopy of the pushchair. The little brown hand was sticky from all the sweets the boy had eaten at the party. A minute ago he’d said that his stomach hurt and he had to throw up, but now they were out in the fresh air and he seemed to feel better.


They had got off at the bus stop at Nordenflychtsvägen. As they waited for the bus to drive off so they could cross the street, the older boy studied the front pages of the newspapers outside the shop. On Aftonbladet’s was a photo from the World Cup in Mexico. The Swedish players’ faces sombre after their loss to Italy at the group stage. Ove Grahn was quoted on the possibility of getting revenge when they played Israel. Expressen had gone for Palme’s state visit to the US.


‘Dad,’ said the boy. ‘I’m hot. Can I take off my jacket?’


‘Sure. Put it in the pushchair.’


Summer had finally arrived, a bit late this year. He had been stressed out all day. First he’d been out on Lidingö to look at the property Gustav had bought for them, where they would build a house in the autumn. Then he’d come in to Stadshagen, where Kristoffer had been invited to a friend’s party, and then he’d gone off to Fridhemsplan with the little guy to have a bite to eat while Joanna visited a friend.


He’d taken the opportunity to have a few beers while Joel slept in the pushchair – three large, strong beers, to be on the safe side – and he’d lost track of time and had to run to the bus to pick Kristoffer up in time.


They walked over the pedestrian crossing. A wino was pissing in Kristinebergs Slottspark. The man hadn’t even bothered to turn away; he was casually showing his cock as he stood there watering the flowers. At least he hadn’t gone that far. He was careful; he never drank so much that he was obviously tipsy.


‘Can I have an ice cream, Dad? It’s hot.’


The boy’s voice warmed his heart, even when he was nagging.


‘Isn’t your bag of sweets enough? And didn’t you have ice cream at the party? Peter’s mum said you did, anyway.’


‘But I want more. Please, Dad . . . it feels like I’m burning up.’


‘Listen, a few minutes ago you were complaining that your stomach hurt and you had to throw up. And now you want ice cream. Which is it?’


‘But I feel better now. My tummy ache is almost gone.’


He loved this little boy, who had come to the world seven and a half years earlier, and who was walking at his side and whining about ice cream and refusing to hold his hand because he thought he was too old for it. That amiable, high little-boy voice. The sense of humour he’d developed, even though he was only seven. And then, the moving fact that he was black, that the blood had skipped a generation, skipped him, and instead settled in a little Swedish boy.


But no matter how much he loved him and no matter how hard it was to resist him, he had no intention of giving him any more treats.


‘Sorry, no more.’


‘But, please . . .’


He yanked the boy towards him as a Volvo Amazon came speeding down Hjalmar Söderbergs Väg and passed them only half a metre away. Fucking roadhog. The boy could easily have run out into the street just now, angry because he hadn’t got his way.


He held tight to the boy’s arm and took a deep breath to calm himself. He looked to the right, where the Traneberg Bridge rose up against the sky. A train that looked like a gigantic caterpillar on wheels rolled into the metro station. No point in getting stressed. They could take the next one. Joanna had gone straight back to the apartment after visiting her friend, and she was making dinner. They would have a cozy evening at home, enjoying Saturday night together, the whole family. And when the children had gone to bed, he and Joanna would open a bottle of wine and look at the drawings for the new house. The house with which his father was trying to buy his love.


The Volvo disappeared down towards Stadshagen and they crossed Hjalmar Söderbergs Väg. The little boy had woken and was sitting up in the pushchair. Joel. The very opposite of his big brother. Pale skin, almost snow-white, with no hint of biracial features. The man loved him just as much as he did Kristoffer, of course, but in a different way – a bit less intensely, a little less painfully. As if Joel hadn’t had time to make as big an impression on him yet.


The door to the ticket hall slid open. He walked a metre to the side in order to look at the timetable. The trains were still running every five minutes; he had two Green Line trains to choose between.


The little guy had started howling – maybe he’d had a bad dream. He looked at the clock on the wall: five thirty. That couldn’t be right. Had he lost track of a whole hour? He looked at his wristwatch: four thirty. But the second hand wasn’t moving. The damn watch had stopped.


A woman came out of the Pressbyrån kiosk with a newspaper under her arm.


‘Excuse me,’ he said, ‘do you happen to know the time? Is it really five thirty?’


‘Sure is. Five thirty. A few minutes past, even.’


She gave him a friendly smile. She was in her fifties. Wearing a kerchief, a colourful cotton dress and rubber boots. She made him think of a farmer’s wife. The way they had looked when he was little, out in the country.


‘Thanks.’


‘It was nothing. Have a nice weekend!’


So he had lost track of a whole hour, which meant that Joanna was waiting for them at home, with dinner ready, wondering where they were. He accidentally ran the pushchair into the metal column in front of the turnstiles. What a fucking place to put a bearing element. The little guy was crying louder; his legs had probably been bumped, even though the collision hadn’t been all that hard.


‘Everyone calm down,’ he said. ‘We’re a little late. Mum is waiting with dinner. We have to try to hurry.’


He handed the ticket to the turnstile guard in the booth and went through the pushchair gate. The little guy was screaming even louder now. He was working up to hysterical tears, and only Joanna could comfort him.


‘There. Shh, please don’t cry now.’


It was the beer. He shouldn’t have had it, or at least not the last two. Even if he wasn’t drunk, they had made his judgement waver, had made him get out of rhythm with the world, lose track of time, run into posts and barely avoid traffic accidents.


Another train was coming into the station; he could hear the thuds in the rails overhead. Several people were streaming in from the street, shoving from behind. The little guy tried to get out of the pushchair, still screaming, and he had to hold on to him with one hand while clutching Kristoffer with the other, thrusting the pushchair ahead with his stomach.


The stairs or the lift?


The stairs would be faster. But the pushchair ramp looked steep, and with Joel about to unravel it was probably a better idea to take the lift. He pressed the call button.


‘Dad, can I take the stairs?’


Kristoffer looked at him with those eyes he couldn’t refuse. Those Caribbean eyes. His own mother’s eyes, although he could barely remember them.


‘No.’


‘Please? I can walk by myself if you take the lift. It’ll be fun.’


‘You’re too little.’


The half-empty bag of sweets he held firmly in his hand. The chocolate-brown child’s hand that wasn’t even half as big as his own. The red goo from a lollipop that was stuck on his cheek. How could he be drunk in the company of his sons?


‘Please! I’ll wait for you up there.’


‘I said no.’


All of a sudden a shadow fell across the boy’s face as someone stopped beside them.


‘You can walk with me if you like. I’ll hold your hand until your dad arrives in the lift.’


It was the woman in the kerchief again. She had come through the turnstile behind them, politely making room for a dad alone with a pushchair and two whining kids. Kristoffer looked at her with wide eyes, judging whether this was someone he ought to be shy of or accept right away. Then Kristoffer looked at him, pleading.


‘Please, Dad, can I go with the lady?’


‘Okay. But hold her hand so you don’t fall. You can see how crowded it is. Lots of people everywhere. And then sit down on the bench up there and wait until I arrive in a minute.’


‘I’ll sit with him until you’re there,’ the woman said gently. ‘Come on now, young man, let’s go.’


Kristoffer smiled at him, showing his missing teeth. The woman gave him a motherly look. He would never forget it. Some moments, some images, would forever drill their way into his consciousness.


He watched as they started up the stairs. Kristoffer’s little hand in the woman’s larger one. She said something to him and he looked up at her with his big eyes and nodded in agreement just as the lift dinged its arrival in the ticket hall.


He pushed the pushchair in and pressed the up button. His brain took small Polaroid pictures that would later etch themselves into his memory: the coffered ceiling with its three lights. The sign: 750 kilograms or ten people. The cigarette butts on the floor, the half-empty beer can in one corner.


The lift stopped at platform level, swaying slightly. He opened the door, having no idea why he had broken out in a cold sweat, and abruptly he felt sober. The little guy was totally quiet now, as if he no longer wanted to be a bother. He walked quickly along the walkway to the tracks. A wall of metal grating on one side. Plexiglas on the other – you could see across the tracks, but you couldn’t see the stairs. A westbound train was in the station; the last few passengers were getting on. The driver shouted the usual ‘Please take your seats, the doors are closing’ as he hurried forward. He heard the sucking sound as the train doors closed and the squeal of the metal wheels as the train began moving.


The glass door to the stairs opened. Soon he would see Kristoffer sitting there on the bench, waiting for him with his bag of sweets in his hand, beside the woman.


His beloved Kristoffer.


He turned the corner with the pushchair and looked around. The stairs were empty. No one in sight. He could see the lift door he’d stepped through a minute earlier on the lower level, the white tiles on the walls of the stairwell, the two large, fluted glass lights hanging from the ceiling. The graffiti on the empty bench.


Joel had started whimpering again. He unstrapped him from the pushchair and put him down on the floor. Then he turned in the other direction, towards the platform. That was empty, too. Just the rear lights of the train as it disappeared towards Alvik. He turned towards the stairs again, and the ticket hall below. A lone senior citizen with a cane was reading something on a bulletin board.


He called the boy’s name:


‘Kristoffer!’


He was nearly whispering at first, as if he had lost his voice. Then, loudly, in a full panic:


‘Kristoffer! KRISTOOFFEER!’


His voice echoed off the walls, and then, as far off as if it were coming from another world, another time, he heard Joel, who had started to cry again.










Part 1









Stockholm, May 2012


For Katz, it all started with a melody. Six notes in each phrase, floating between major and minor:


I hurt myself today/To see if I still feel . . . Dull and distant, as if the music, or he himself, were underwater. I focus on the pain/The only thing that’s real.


To his surprise, there was a strange woman squatting next to him, holding a spoon. She didn’t seem to hear the music, or else she didn’t care. Too desperate, Katz thought; the brain had an incredible ability to shut out anything that wasn’t essential.


She handed him a ten-pack of five-millilitre syringes from a handbag. The standard orange-topped kind, which matched the veins in most people’s arms. She had separate implements for herself. Tuberculin syringes with detachable needles. To draw blood from the feet or hands, where the veins were smaller. He sneaked a look at her arms. Long-sleeved blouse. The same trick he used. Always long-sleeved shirts with cuffs, to hide the scars.


The needle tears a hole/The old familiar sting/Try to kill it all away/But I remember everything . . .


He thought he saw his parents at a distance, under the bridge abutment. Anne and Benjamin, arm in arm, always so bound up in their love, always keeping everyone else out – not least him. He hated them for it, his Norrlander mother and his Jewish father. Wasn’t it true, even though he never wanted to admit it? Then they disappeared, dead as they were, behind a pillar marred with graffiti.


He looked around. Was this where he lived now, was he back at square one, on the street? On a dirty mattress next to a ventilation grate under a bridge in north-western Stockholm?


Someone had used stones to mark a sort of property line around the sleeping place, or maybe it was meant to depict a symbolic bedroom wall. A pair of boots stood nearby on a piece of tarp. His own?


He looked down at the water, towards the swimming area and the marina on the other side of the sound. Traneberg Bridge, once the world’s longest concrete-arched bridge, rose above him; it had been built at a time when a belief in the future ruled the country, but nowadays it was a refuge for addicts and the homeless.


‘Dol Fool’, ‘Drag’ and ‘Sork’, he read on the pillars. The taggers had thrown their spray cans on the ground afterwards. Farther off, there was a scattering of small cotton balls; one might mistake them for flowers in the May warmth – daisies, he thought.


Katz remembered the desperate addicts at Kottbusser Tor in Berlin fifteen years earlier, toothless Kotti junkies who crouched by the canal, setting fire to old cotton balls to squeeze out the last bit of junk, collecting enough for half a shot of brown horse to mix with citric acid. People who took water from puddles on the street, or from toilet tanks in public lavatories. He’d done it, too, he had to admit, when he was at his worst. He’d been lucky to survive.


You could have it all/My empire of dirt . . .


The melody went on, mechanically somehow, from far away. A kingdom of shit, he thought; he wanted to give it away – he thought he’d already got rid of it.


‘The tar is plugging up the syringe, fucking crap heroin.’


The woman was desperate. And he was, too, he realized. That terrible bodily longing for the kick, to kill everything with the buzz. The longing for emptiness. Timelessness. The bodily homecoming. The woman swore . . . goddamn fucking shit . . . as she fumbled with the equipment. Where had he met her? He recognized her, but he didn’t remember where from.


A newspaper lay open on the ground. And on it was a soup spoon with a bent handle, to lessen the risk of losing the dose. He could see the fear in her eyes now, and he suggested that she snort a little of it to calm down.


‘Shut up, don’t mess me up . . .’


‘Fuck it, then.’


He didn’t care any more. He prepared his own dose instead, taking the bottle of water out of his jacket pocket, filling the syringe and emptying it into the bottom half of a Coke can, where the heroin was already waiting. Cooking, waiting. He tore a piece of cotton from the tampon she’d taken out of her bag, he rolled it into a ball for a filter and pulled the dose into the syringe. He was surprised at how sure his hand was after all these years; it was like swimming or cycling – once you’d learned how, you could do it for the rest of your life.


He rolled up his sleeve, took the nylon stocking she’d laid out and knotted it just above his elbow. He tapped the last few air bubbles out of the syringe and pressed the plunger down until it touched the solution.


It had been ten years, and every motion was still there. And he was just as good at injecting with his left hand as with his right; he’d practised it because it had been a matter of life and death back then, because he took so much junk that he constantly had to rotate injection sites and he had to be able to shoot up into his right arm if the left one didn’t respond, and to do it quickly and painlessly before withdrawal made it impossible.


Sunlight filtered in between the pillars of the bridge. A metro train rushed past thirty metres above his head, slowing down as it approached the station in Alvik. It was a sunny afternoon; the warm May weather had arrived suddenly after a period of cold and snow that had lasted late into April.


Did he live here now? Was he homeless again? No, his office was only a few hundred metres away in Traneberg – he’d just been there, bent over his computer . . . or had someone changed the timeline, placing the end at the beginning, or the other way around?


That wasn’t right. He knew who he was: Danny Katz, forty-four years old, only child of two parents who died young. Former interpreter at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Former civilian translator and computer programmer with the armed forces. Former homeless drug addict. But he was on his feet again. Self-employed. Nothing remarkable – he ran a small translation firm and received freelance assignments from private firms and, sometimes, the military. It didn’t bring in that much money, but it was enough for him to break even, to pay for the two-room apartment in the same building as his office, for his modest life with no excesses, because excesses would inevitably lead him back here, to a life on the street.


Farther down by the water, where his parents had just disappeared, there was now a man. Naked, it seemed. It was as if he had built-in binoculars and could zoom in on him. Yes, a naked man, wounds on his legs, leaking blood. He didn’t understand it. The vision. A sign of some sort. But when he blinked and looked again, the man was gone.


He fixed his gaze on the inside of his forearm instead, tapping it a little with his fingertips, pulling a bit at the tie, and found the vein he needed. He aimed the needle at his arm at a twenty-degree angle, towards his heart; always in the direction of his heart. A good angle, he thought, not too steep; otherwise, he risked going through the vein.


He didn’t understand. Why was he doing this? Ten years after he finally managed to get clean. Ten years of NA meetings, ten years of daily struggle. The short time on methadone, the first treatment programme down in Ytterjärna, paid for by his former military colleague Rickard Julin, who had dedicated so much power and prestige to getting him into the system again, giving him a job, managing the old network, smoothing the way for him, putting him in contact with clients. That would all be in vain now. He was throwing it all away.


This couldn’t be right. What had his last assignment been? An IT firm had requested information about a Belarussian telephone company; he had translated a couple of balance sheets for them, as well as some articles from a business journal in Minsk.


He hesitated, the needle one centimetre deep in his arm, mechanically pulling back the plunger to see if he’d hit his mark.

Dark-red blood, never bright red, then you’ve missed the vein. He didn’t want to inject the dose into tissue by mistake, then it would just swell up and hurt terribly, and it would take forever for the kick to hit him.


Now!


He had found it; the blood was dark red, trickling into the syringe. He pulled off the tie with his teeth and injected. The rush came immediately. He collapsed around his own skeleton, let his flesh rest on the scaffolding of bones and cartilage, and his eyelids came down like blinds. The feeling was divine; he realized how much he had missed it. He pulled the needle out slowly; the blood squirted up on the front of his shirt, but he didn’t care any more – he just took a handkerchief out of his jacket pocket and pressed it against the site of the injection.


There was a different man standing where the naked man had stood, and he was wearing a black suit and a wide-brimmed hat. He blinked until the man disappeared like the dream-vision he likely was. Another train rumbled above his head.


He looked at the woman again. Her dose was ready now, and she held the syringe up to the light and emptied it of bubbles. Her raven-black hair framed a symmetrical face with vaguely Asian features. Blue-green eyes, beautifully formed mouth. White skin. Like Snow White.


‘I recognize you,’ he said. ‘Where have we met?’


‘We don’t know each other . . . you just think we do.’


Strange answer, he thought, as she searched for a vein, first at her hip; she pulled her pants and burgundy underwear down a bit, but then she changed her mind and her broken nails felt around up by her jugular. Too close to the carotid artery, he thought, please don’t inject it there!


To his relief, she found a vein in her right upper arm instead and injected the dose with a resolute expression. Right away she started booting – pulling the plunger back and forth, drawing out blood which she then re-injected, to rinse out every microgram of the dose.


‘So we just met right here?’ he slurred, gesturing at the mattress.


‘I just happened by. But you live here.’


‘Under the bridge?’


‘Yes – shit, you’re badly off. And people are looking for you. Someone wants to set you up.’


He nodded as if accepting what she’d said, as if he had already submitted to his new reality.


‘So who are you?’


‘Me? I’m no one . . .’


Her pupils were so small he could hardly see them. She had collapsed and was half lying against him; her underpants stuck up above her waistband at the back. Lifeless. He wondered if she’d overdosed, if he should call 112 for an ambulance, ask them to bring Narcan, which they could inject straight into her chest to bring her back to life.


Then he saw the bite marks. A line of bloody wounds around her neck made by teeth, bites that had ripped through the skin. Like that time with Eva Dahlman, his first girlfriend, whom he had been accused of beating unconscious and biting like a wild animal. He had been convicted for it. Sixteen years old. He’d been sent to yet another reform school, where things had finally turned around for him: he had decided to make a break with his old life, get away from crime. But it hadn’t been him! He hadn’t been in a condition to do anything like that, no matter what the technical evidence had shown.


I wear this crown of shit/Upon my liar’s chair/Full of broken thoughts/I cannot repair . . .


Where was the music coming from? He looked around, but he couldn’t find the source.


And the woman who seemed to have fallen asleep on his lap – who was she? He stroked the black hair away from her face, laid her on the mattress and got up.


Five notes in each phrase now, the shifts between major and minor, just a melody, no words any more; he had added those in his head. He recognized it. Nine Inch Nails’ ‘Hurt’.


The notes . . . getting stronger and stronger, seeming to reach him from the bottom of his consciousness, erasing his surroundings, the bridge, the woman, the dirty mattress, the syringes, the junk. It was the ringtone on his mobile, he remembered triumphantly as he climbed ever faster towards the surface of consciousness, but just as a melody, without Trent Reznor’s bitter voice. And the melody kept playing until he managed to grab the phone, which lay next to him on the floor of his apartment.


He sat up and answered the call. He saw the grey light filtering in through the blinds of his bedroom window; he listened to the voice on the other end of the phone.


She sounded like the woman under the bridge, like Eva Dahlman, except at the same time she didn’t. As if the timeline were out of order.












Angela Klingberg was a strikingly beautiful woman. Beautiful in a way that must cause her problems, Katz thought as he sat down across from her in one corner of Ritorno, the old café on Odengatan where they’d arranged to meet. Considering to whom she was married, it was natural that she was dressed so elegantly. He made note of the Hermès handbag at her feet, the expensive gloves on the table, her angora sweater, her discreet make-up and the almost as discreet diamond bracelet around her left wrist. She was about thirty-five, blonde, lanky, with an aura that was simultaneously sad and attentive. He felt a stab of pain at the thought that she was taken, and he was surprised by that feeling, by how low it was – but also how honest.


Until her phone call that morning, he hadn’t even known she existed. Actually, despite the wedding ring on her left hand, he had a hard time picturing her married to Joel Klingberg – or maybe it was just difficult to picture Klingberg being married at all.


As he took off his jacket and hung it over the back of the chair, he wondered why he’d agreed to meet her. Curiosity had to be one reason. Twenty-five years earlier, when he’d just managed to break away from his life as a juvenile delinquent, he and Joel Klingberg had both been students at the Armed Forces Interpreter Academy. They had been in the same barracks during their basic training in Karlsborg, and after that they shared a room for two intensive semesters of Russian studies in Uppsala. What little he knew about Klingberg’s life since then was only what he’d read in the papers – gossipy reports about the upper-class circles he moved in; pictures of parties where Klingberg, with his sombre looks, didn’t seem to fit in; items about a real-estate firm he and a few friends from his boarding school in Sigtuna ran on the Riviera for a short time, just to get some business experience. After that, he’d studied law and done a year at the London School of Economics, before he was brought into the family business, Klingberg Aluminium AB, and disappeared into the anonymity of the business world.


‘Thanks for taking the time to meet me,’ said the woman in front of him, aiming an embarrassed smile across the table.


‘No problem. How did you get my number?’


‘It was on Joel’s computer, in his contacts.’


Which was strange, too: Katz couldn’t picture Klingberg having any plans to contact him.


‘Would you like something, by the way? Shall I order for you?’


‘No, thanks. Just tell me why we’re here.’


So she told him.


*


Joel Klingberg had disappeared three weeks earlier, by all indications – according to the police – voluntarily. There was no reason to search for him actively, nor was there any evidence that a crime had been committed. He had left the couple’s home on Östermalm on the morning of Sunday 22 April to run a few errands, and he simply hadn’t returned. She had called his mobile every day since, she explained, but only got his voicemail. And there was something like a farewell letter.


She took it out of her bag: an email, printed out on A4 paper, originally sent from Klingberg’s phone. Katz quickly read through it – a few lines saying that he was going away for an unspecified amount of time to be alone and think. He apologized for not having the guts to say this to her in person and wrote that she shouldn’t worry about him or try to find him.


‘I got it four hours after he disappeared,’ she said. ‘And it’s not like him. Joel’s not the type to run away from his problems.’


‘So what do you think happened?’


‘I honestly don’t know.’


She folded up the paper and put it back in her bag, and somehow Katz was reminded of Klingberg’s girlfriend from their time at the interpreter academy, a girl their age whose upper-class mannerisms had bothered him but whose name and appearance had been erased from his memory.


‘The police think he left because of a fight we had that morning. About kids . . . or rather, a lack of kids. Joel wanted to wait. A middle-aged man, married ten years, and he still wants to wait! I’m sure you know about his baggage, what happened to his brother. I told him that his fear of responsibility is because of that – his fear that it might happen again. That’s what we were fighting about.’


Oh yeah, his brother, Katz thought, as he followed her gaze, which moved nervously from object to object on the table: the coffee cup she wasn’t drinking from, a forgotten newspaper that was open to the page of horse-racing results, her gloves – the same colour as the nails on her beautiful hands. The brother who had disappeared, the centre that everything circled around, the loss that Klingberg hauled around like invisible shackles.


‘I know how it sounds,’ she said. ‘A wounded man leaves his argumentative wife to get some peace and quiet for a while. But, as I said, it’s not like him. We had already made up by the time he left. He said he was going to do a few errands and would be back for lunch. We had even made a reservation at a restaurant. It seems that I’m the last person who saw him. And the only one who refuses to believe that he took off voluntarily. According to the police, he amused himself by driving around in his car for a few hours . . .’


Klingberg had taken the car after leaving the apartment. They had examined the GPS log, she explained. It seemed he had driven around at random, from their home to Skeppargatan, circling the city for a while, before he continued to Kungsholmen. He had stopped at a petrol station on Thorildsplan, driven on through Stadshagen up to the Kristineberg metro station, and then on to Alvik and Tranebergsparken, where he stopped at the public tennis courts for a few minutes.


‘That’s near where you live. I checked the local directory. Strange, isn’t it?’


Katz felt a sudden unease at the thought that Klingberg had stopped his car at that particular spot. If he’d looked out the window that morning, he probably would have been able to see him between the trees on the other side of the park.


‘Where did he drive after that?’ he asked.


‘Over to the industrial area by Ulvsundasjön, then he turned around and drove back to the city and wrote his so-called farewell email.’


According to Angela, Joel Klingberg had parked the car in a car park near Central Station, and his trail ended there. It seemed that he had taken a train south. There was a ticket to Copenhagen in his name for that day; he’d bought it himself online, but the Swedish Railways system couldn’t tell if it had been used.


She grew quiet and Katz noticed that his gaze was caught up in her eyes. In the anxiety she radiated, the sadness that made her who she was. His type more than Klingberg’s.


‘And why did you contact me?’ he asked.


‘I know it sounds strange. But it’s what Joel would have wanted.’


‘You’re going to have to explain that.’


Angela Klingberg had never heard of Katz until one evening a few months earlier. Joel had mentioned him out of the blue as they ate dinner: Danny Katz, his old friend from his time in the army.


‘He said that you were the only person he’d ever trusted.’


‘He said that?’


‘Yes: “The only person I’ve ever trusted in my whole life.” I happened to think of it after he disappeared.’


Where had Klingberg got that idea from? It was true they had spent time together during their military service, but they came from two different worlds – Katz was from the gang world of the suburbs, and Klingberg was from a sheltered upper-class environment. At the weekends, after the weekly vocabulary exam, he was picked up by a private chauffeur and vanished back to his rich man’s life with his grandfather, behind tall garden walls in Djursholm. Katz had never got to know him on a personal level.


‘I defended him in a fistfight one time,’ he said. ‘Maybe that’s what he was referring to?’


‘He never mentioned that. I think he meant something else.’


She took a package from the chair next to her.


‘Also, not long before he disappeared, he received this. I found it a few days later, by chance. It was at the very back of his wardrobe.’


It was a padded envelope with no return address, postmarked in Stockholm one month earlier. She opened it and placed the objects on the table in front of him.


‘I don’t know what these are all about. But Joel ought to have said something. It seems so . . . strange.’


A square piece of cloth, about eighty by eighty centimetres, ochre-red and black, unfolded before Katz’s eyes. Embroidered in the middle was a naïve motif depicting two crossed arrows. And, to the right of the arrows, enclosed by a sequinned frame made of rounded mirror fragments, was a genuflecting man sewn in coarse cross-stitching. Two fabric letters were glued under the motif: M.K.


‘Initials?’ said Katz.


‘Don’t ask me. And there’s this . . .’


She touched the other object, a similar piece of cloth, but a bit smaller; the embroidered motif depicted a man surrounded by dogs which were licking his legs.


‘I don’t even know if this has anything to do with anything,’ she said. ‘It’s just so mysterious.’


‘Did you show them to the police?’


‘No. Like I said, there’s no indication of a crime. If you’ll excuse me a moment . . .’


She stood up and vanished in the direction of the Ladies. And Katz thought about that time again, in 1987, when he’d gone to the interpreter academy. Verba arma nostra: ‘Words are our weapon’ – that had been their motto. And it was words they would be armed with – Russian ones: they were tested on a daunting amount of vocabulary each week. They completed six semesters’ worth of university-level Russian in ten months. Katz remembered the endless hours in the language lab, his studies in behavioural science and psychology, topics they were expected to have some knowledge of as interpreters in a war situation. He remembered his interrogator training – PBI, people-based intelligence, as it was called in military language – and a live drill on Gotland, when they’d practised their skills on coastal commandos. He remembered that they’d watched a training film on skendränkning, which they would later call by its English name: waterboarding.


It was incredible, he thought now, that they hadn’t reacted to what seemed to be a lesson in torture. In the film, a Swedish ensign had tied a towel over the airways of an anonymous man, who was bound to a hospital trolley with his head tilted backwards. The ensign had poured water over the towel. The reaction was immediate: convulsions, violent retching. The subject, the ensign explained, while facing the camera and continuing to pour water over the man’s face, experiences drowning because he can’t breathe and he inhales water: ‘This method doesn’t cause any physical harm, but the experience is extremely unpleasant. Waterboarding is not expressly forbidden in Sweden, though it might be comparable to unlawful coercion.’


For his part, Katz had been most astounded at finding himself where he was – the only one who didn’t come from a high-class family – and he was confused by the fact that he’d been selected at all, much less hand-picked.


He looked over to the bathrooms, but Angela Klingberg still hadn’t come out.


And Joel . . . he, too, had been an outsider, but for different reasons, still dazed by family tragedy. His parents, like Katz’s, had died when he was young; they’d gassed themselves to death in the garage of their manor-like country home in Sörmland. After that, Joel had lived with his grandfather, Gustav Klingberg, founder of Klingberg Aluminium, who was at that time a greying patriarch who ruled the family empire with an iron fist. He had died a year or two after they’d been discharged; Katz had seen an obituary in the newspaper.


But the underlying family tragedy had happened even earlier: his brother had vanished in the early seventies, and that was the incident which had driven his parents to suicide just short of a decade later. The pain and guilt seemed to be carved into Klingberg’s being; they defined who he was. He was only a bit older than Katz, but he had the posture of an old man, always running away from the pain, from the guilt of being the one who survived, the one who was left behind, escaping into theory, his studies, the Russian vocabulary.


Only once had Klingberg told him about the incident, a very brief description of how his brother had been carried off by a strange woman at a metro station in Stockholm and had never been found. There wasn’t a day since that he hadn’t asked himself what had really happened, who or what was behind it, whether it was the work of a lone madwoman or whether several people were involved. Had it been an extortion scheme gone awry – although as far as Klingberg knew, his family had never received a demand for money – or were there perverts involved, maybe paedophiles?


It was as if his brother had left his shadow behind, he’d said. Imagine, Katz, his body is gone but his shadow is still here.


*


When Angela Klingberg came back from the Ladies, Katz could tell she’d been crying. She sat down at the table again but avoided his eyes.


‘I want you to try to find out what happened to him,’ she said resolutely. ‘I’ll pay well. If there’s anything Joel and I have a lot of, it’s money.’


She was fiddling with something inside her handbag – a pen, he saw. And then he remembered the muddled letter he had sent to Klingberg fifteen years earlier, when he was at his very worst, the letter asking for money, the begging letter which Klingberg had never answered, or which perhaps had never arrived.


‘It’s not easy to trace missing people,’ he said. ‘Especially if they don’t want to be found.’


‘I just want you to give it a try.’


‘I don’t even know where to start. It’s not my area of expertise.’


‘Your background is in intelligence, isn’t it?’


‘Is that what Joel said?’


‘He said that the army arranged embassy jobs for you after your military service.’


‘That was a long time ago. I was a military interpreter, translator and computer programmer. Nothing special. I’m still a translator. That’s what I do – I translate documents and articles for people who are willing to pay for them. I’m not a secret agent. Or a private investigator.’


But she already knew what he knew: that he needed the money.


‘Joel would have wanted it to be you. I need your information. Bank account. Mailing address. Home phone number, so we can communicate as effectively as possible.’


Katz took a business card from the inner pocket of his jacket. It contained all the information she needed. As he handed it over, he realized he had doodled on the back. A heart and a flower. For some reason, he found this embarrassing.












Katz made a living from his way with languages. On translating and transcribing documents into understandable Swedish for clients who had greater purposes for that information. Military and external analysts, businesses that wanted to keep an eye on competitors or be at the cutting edge of their business. Sometimes purely technical translations that demanded perfect rendering in order to be useful to the client. It was not a glamorous job. Hour after hour in front of the computer. Hour after hour of reading, writing, note-taking, looking things up in dictionaries.


Katz’s most recent position had been at Capitol Security Group in Solna. The founder of the firm, Rickard Julin, had enticed him to come to the company just as he’d started to get his head above water ten years earlier. But they had met each other long before that, in the early nineties, when Katz had been working as a military interpreter and Julin had been serving at the same consulate.


Later that decade, as the cuts in the military reached their peak, Julin had resigned and started the firm with a group of risk capitalists. At that point, Julin and Katz hadn’t been in contact in several years. Katz had been destitute, living on the streets, occupying himself with a painfully protracted suicide, until, incredibly enough, Julin had chanced upon him, managed to get him into a treatment centre and then offered him employment. But Katz had never felt at home there. After a few months in an office module in Solna, where he translated articles from Russian military journals for Capitol’s clients in the defence industry, still bewildered at how life had taken such a strange turn, he had resigned and started his own business. Generously enough, Julin hadn’t been angry; instead, he made sure that Katz received assignments he couldn’t take on himself, jobs that were outside his own field of expertise.


Capitol was one of a handful of companies in Sweden that had special authorization to work with personal security details. They also dealt with travel escorts, camera surveillance of property, the tracing of funds, background checks on people – so-called ‘due diligence’ – and also what Angela Klingberg was looking for: searching for missing persons. So Katz wondered if he had been right to accept the job. He ought to have sent her to Julin, who had the resources Katz lacked. On the other hand, he needed the money.


This thought was still occupying him as he returned to his office, sat down at his desk and looked out across his little world: the two computers, the visitor’s chair that never received visitors, the bookshelf with its binders and technical dictionaries, the safe on the wall where he kept sensitive material. One of his assignments in the spring had been for a pharmaceutical company. The company had ordered an investigation into illegal sales of their medications on Eastern European Internet sites. Katz’s task had been to find material that could potentially be used in a trial. The information he gleaned from following transactions between virtual wallets was enough for the company to start legal proceedings. But this was hardly the sort of information – about Slavic languages, Russian pirate sites and how the Internet worked on the other side of the Baltic Sea, about hidden information-gathering, advanced rootkits, cloud computing, VPN tunnels, and how to sneak past firewalls – he needed to search for a vanished businessman.


He sighed and took out the padded envelope Angela had given him, fished out the pieces of cloth and laid them in front of him on the desk.


The motifs were mysterious: a man genuflecting in front of two crossed arrows. Another man, his legs apparently being licked by dogs. A religious thing, or just decorative objects, crafts of some sort? It wasn’t even certain they had anything to do with Klingberg’s disappearance.


He took the first one and held it up to the desk lamp. The fabric looked old. It was worn. The stitches had started to come loose on the back. Antique? Klingberg could afford to collect precious objects if he wanted to, after all. The men on the canvases were embroidered in black thread, and something about their stylized physiognomy carried his thoughts to Africa. Slaves, Katz thought, without really understanding the association; black people, imprisoned.


He put them in the desk drawer, pushing away the memory of Angela Klingberg’s endlessly sad eyes as she introduced herself to him at Ritorno. Instead, he started up his computer to do an image search on his old army comrade.


An instant later he had Klingberg before him in full-screen format. It was a photograph taken in connection with a shareholders’ meeting about a year earlier. Joel was standing beside his uncle, Pontus Klingberg, the CEO of Klingberg Aluminium. Behind them was a group of suit-clad men with champagne glasses in their hands. Pontus Klingberg was holding a bound volume of papers under his arm: the company’s annual accounts, according to the caption. And then Joel, in the dark uniform of the business world, with a tie, handmade shoes, his hair thinner than when Katz had met him and without the glasses he’d worn back then, but with the same aura of being lost.


Why had he started to talk about Katz a few months after the photo was taken? ‘The only person he had ever trusted’?


Perhaps it did have something to do with the incident Katz had mentioned to his wife, after all: that Katz had once defended him in a fistfight.


It was during their basic training in Karlsborg. Another conscript, a paratrooper recruit, had attacked Klingberg at a fast-food stand. Compared to those types, people like Klingberg were nothing more than bookworms, know-it-alls, four-eyes and former student-council members – which, surprisingly enough, was often accurate. Katz had hesitated at first. He had decided to make a break with his old life as a fighter. But, on that night, something had made him forget it: Klingberg’s defencelessness.


Klingberg had been terrified, unable even to run away. And it had woken a primitive protective instinct in Katz. He knew he had nothing to be afraid of. Not because he was faster or better trained than the large elite soldier in front of him, but because he had learned to ignore all rules. At the same instant the guy in front of him had started to shove the frightened Klingberg, Katz had taken a step up and head-butted him in the face. In the next, he had broken one of the guy’s kneecaps by kicking it full force and had thrown him to the ground and smashed the Coke bottle in his hand against the back of his opponent’s head. It had all been over in less than ten seconds.


Incredibly enough, he had got away with it. No charges. There wasn’t even a report filed. Perhaps his victim’s shame had been too great.


Afterwards, Klingberg had been fascinated. Where had his coldness and ruthlessness come from? Where had he learned to fight? And Katz had told him about his years in care, the gang crime, his school problems, about the little ‘Jew boy’ who hadn’t allowed anyone to mess with him, about a life that had been the exact opposite of Klingberg’s.


It was somewhere around this point that their friendship had begun. The incident had taken place just a few weeks after they’d joined up. Klingberg had clung to him after that.


He minimized the photo and reached for his phone. He dialled Julin’s direct number. Three rings later, he had him on the line.


‘It’s Katz,’ he said. ‘I wonder if you could check out a few things with the police.’


He briefly described Joel Klingberg’s disappearance and the assignment he’d received from his wife, and he heard Julin’s hearty laughter when he heard that a language and computer nerd like Katz was on Julin’s turf; then he heard his characteristic hemming and hawing, the expected objections that he didn’t want to use his contacts without cause but that he would see what he could do.


‘I want to know what sort of investigation they started. It seems that they looked at his GPS, for example, before they decided to stop investigating. It’s possible that his wife is on a wild goose chase. But I want to know if there was something else that caused them to shelve the case. And if I can’t get anywhere with this in a few days, I promise to send her on to you or someone else who knows what they’re doing.’


‘Don’t underestimate yourself, Katz. Look at it as a chance to broaden your horizons.’


‘If you promise to help me.’


‘I’ll see what I can find out. Just have some patience.’


It’s for the best, Katz thought. Julin had contacts he didn’t.












It took only a few hours for Julin to obtain the police material on Klingberg’s disappearance. The investigation had been dropped after twenty-four hours, and no description of Klingberg had been issued. There was nothing to suggest that a crime had been committed. There was no information stating that anyone in the Klingberg family had been contacted by a kidnapper. An investigator had dutifully called the hospitals to see if Klingberg happened to have been involved in an accident, but he didn’t get any leads. It looked undeniably like a voluntary disappearance, and the police had no reason to investigate further. Joel had sent an email to Pontus Klingberg, the CEO, saying that he would be travelling for an unspecified amount of time. According to the police report, this had made company management more angry than worried. Several important contracts were about to be brought to a close, and Joel, as the chief counsel, should have attended the signings.


As for the car that had been parked in the garage, Klingberg’s ticket was still valid. The vehicle had been located and searched by the police; after that, it had been picked up by Angela Klingberg. Julin had attached the GPS log in his email. It was consistent with what Angela Klingberg had told him, except that Joel had stopped at the tennis courts in Traneberg a second time before he drove back into the city, parked the car and vanished into thin air.


As Katz glanced through the route a second time, he toyed with the thought that Klingberg had wanted to tell him something, that this was why he had been sitting in his car two hundred metres from Katz’s home. But why would that be the case? Everything pointed to it just being a coincidence.


What would cause a person to disappear voluntarily? What if he assumed that Angela Klingberg was right, that it didn’t have anything to do with their fight? Could there have been some sort of threat? Had Klingberg been so scared of something that he chose to disappear? Something criminal? Was he involved in something illegal? Or was he an addict, or a former addict, and had suffered a relapse?


Unless it was a case of infidelity, and he had gone somewhere with a mistress. But no normal man would leave a woman like Angela for someone else. He pictured her in front of him at the café table in Ritorno, the sadness she radiated – which, to his surprise, turned him on. Her long, elegant fingers had trembled slightly, with a tension that came from worrying about her husband, and, unable to stop himself, he started fantasizing about her. She unbuttoned his shirt, one button at a time, running her nails down his chest to his navel, cupping her hand around his sex; her hand with its wedding ring started to massage him through his pants until he grew hard, and then soft again from something that was like self-contempt but might actually have been envy.


He devoted the rest of the afternoon to Googling Klingberg but didn’t find anything that might be connected to his disappearance. The family company, at least, seemed to be doing well. They had signed new contracts with manufacturing industries in Russia and China. Joel popped up in a few business articles; among other things, he had changed his position on the board of directors, from being a regular member to becoming vice-president. There was no mention outside the business world. Nothing on LinkedIn, Facebook, or any other social network.


At four thirty, he called Klingberg Aluminium to try to speak to Joel’s uncle, but he didn’t get beyond a secretary who explained in an authoritative voice that she would contact him once she’d checked the calendar. He hung up, but then picked up the receiver and dialled Angela Klingberg’s number instead.


‘Could I take a peek at Joel’s car?’ he asked once he had her on the line.


‘You mean in case there’s something there the police missed? When?’


‘Now, if possible.’


He heard her long, even breaths close to his ear, as if they were lying beside each other in bed and she’d placed her mouth against his cheek and was about to fall asleep.


‘Would later this evening work?’


‘Of course. And I’d also like to examine his computer.’


‘No problem. It’s in his study, just as he left it.’


‘Great, is there a particular time that works best for you?’


‘How about eight thirty?’


‘Sure. It won’t take long.’
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