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She’d written that she liked walks in the forest and cosy nights in and was looking for a man with a twinkle in his eye. It was almost a joke, like a parody of the blandest person in the world. She’d also sprinkled her post with smileys. Not a row without a yellow face.


They’d spoken on the phone the night before and agreed to meet at Gondolen.


Anders thought she sounded older than thirty-two. He made a joke about it, said she’d maybe posted a photo that had been taken a few years ago, when she was a few kilos lighter. That was when she sent the most recent one, taken just before going to bed, holding her mobile at arm’s length.


Anders looked at it and thought to himself that she could be a hundred and thick as a plank, he couldn’t care less.


A drink was best. It usually took about half a minute to decide whether it was worth the effort or not. Dinner was digging your own grave. Sitting there suffering for hours, with a fixed smile. No, anyone with any experience met for a drink. If things went well, you could always go on.


It was half past six on the dot and Anders looked out through the dark to the lights on Skeppsholmen and Djurgården.


What was the flaw, he wondered. It couldn’t be the dumb blonde act. Not with that body. Maybe a hideous laugh that pierced your eardrums. Breath like an old dog. Was she frigid?


No, no, keep calm, he persuaded himself.


His mobile started to vibrate. He answered it.


‘Hi,’ she said. ‘It’s me. Sorry that I didn’t call earlier. I’ve been sitting in A&E all afternoon.’


‘A&E? Are you okay?’


Anders Egerbladh was impressed by his own apparent concern. Now that’s what he called being on the ball. A natural enough question to ask, but it would also let him know if whatever had happened would affect his chances of getting into her knickers.


‘Fell down the stairs and sprained my foot. I thought I’d broken it, as I could hardly stand on it.’


‘Oh, you poor thing …’


Anders took a sneaky sip of beer and swallowed it silently so he wouldn’t come across as disinterested.


‘It’s not that bad, really,’ she said. ‘I’ve got crutches and a support bandage. But it might be a bit difficult to hobble down to Gondolen, so I thought maybe you could come to my place instead? I’ve got a bottle of white in the fridge.’


‘Sounds perfect,’ Anders said. ‘I’d love to. If it’s not too much trouble, that is … We could always meet another time, if you don’t feel up to it.’


Jesus, what a genius he was.


‘It’s no trouble at all,’ she assured him. ‘I could do with a bit of cheering up after five hours in A&E.’


‘Have you had anything to eat?’ Anders asked. ‘I can pick something up on the way.’


Albert bloody Einstein.


‘That’s sweet of you, but there’s no need. My fridge is full.’


She gave him the address and a few quick directions. Anders memorised them and decided to pop down and buy some flowers from the stall. He didn’t understand why, but it always worked. Flowers and bubbles.


The rest could wait until next time.


He bought something colourful with long stems and a box of children’s plasters from a newsagent. A bit of fun. He thought it would be a smart trick.


With a light step, he headed up to Katarinavägen, turned into Fjällgatan, just like she’d said, walked down the street on the right-hand side until he got to Sista Styverns Trapp, a flight of wooden steps that linked Fjällgatan with Stigbergsgatan above.


Probably named after some drunken docker, Anders mused, who’d spent all his wages before going home to his toothless wife and their fourteen kids who were pulling at her skirt. He didn’t pay any attention to the car that was parked by the pavement. He wasn’t to know that the woman behind the wheel was the same woman he’d just spoken to on the phone and she was now phoning her husband to say that it was time.


Anders started up the steps between the reverentially renovated old buildings. He imagined himself examining the woman’s swollen foot with sensitive hands, his head cocked in sympathy, how he would massage her tight shoulders, be understanding, agree and nod. Had she really had to wait for five hours? The Swedish healthcare system was truly appalling.


Anders didn’t know that the photographs he’d seen had been copied from the Internet and were in fact of a single mother from Holland who kept a blog. Nor was he to know that the man he met on the steps had a hammer stuffed up the sleeve of his coat.


They reached the step by the park bench at the same time, each from a different direction. The man stopped.


‘Anders?’ he said.


Anders looked at him.


‘Don’t you recognise me?’ the man asked. ‘Annika’s dad. You remember Annika, don’t you?’


Suddenly, Anders had a very dry throat. His face, which had been relaxed and full of expectation only moments before, was now wary and stiff.


‘After all, it wasn’t yesterday,’ the man continued, smoothly.


Anders pointed up the steps with his empty hand.


‘I’m in a bit of a hurry.’


The man smiled as if he understood and indicated the flowers.


‘Meeting someone special?’


Anders nodded.


‘And I’m late,’ he said, trying to make it sound natural. ‘Otherwise I’d love to stop and chat.’


‘I understand,’ the man said.


He smiled, but made no sign of moving. Anders turned, uncertain, and put his foot on the next step.


‘I spoke to Morgan,’ the man said as he let the hammer slip down into his glove.


Anders stopped on the step with his back to the man. He didn’t move.


‘Or rather, it was him who talked to me,’ said the man. ‘He had a lot to say that he wanted to get off his chest. In the eleventh hour, but still. He was just skin and bones when I saw him. It must have been the morphine that made him get so hung up on the details. He just wouldn’t stop talking.’


Anders turned slowly around. On the periphery of his vision he saw something hurtling towards him, but it was too late to duck or raise his arms in defence. The hammer struck his head and broke his skull just above the temple. He was unconscious before he hit the ground.


The man stood over Anders and raised the hammer again. The second and third blows were probably what killed him, but the man continued hitting him to be sure. As if he wanted to erase any impressions and experiences that were stored in Anders’ brain, to flatten his entire existence. The man didn’t stop until the hammer got caught in the skull bone.


He left it there, glanced hastily around and then walked away from the steps and jumped into the waiting car. The woman pulled out from the pavement.


‘Was it difficult?’ she asked.


‘Not at all,’ the man said.
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Good morning, my name is Gösta Lundin and I’m a professor emeritus of psychiatry and the author of The Victim and the Perpetrator, which I presume some of you have read.


No need to put up your hands. But thank you, thank you. I appreciate it.


Before I start, how many of you are policemen? Now you can raise your hands.


Okay, and social workers?


About fifty-fifty. Good, I just like to get an idea. The question is actually irrelevant, as I don’t tailor the content of my talks to whichever professional group I’m addressing. I guess I’m just curious. Maybe I would stand with my feet further apart if there were only policemen, sceptical policemen with their arms folded. It’s possible, I don’t know.


But what does it matter anyway? The theme for today is: How is it possible?


It’s a question we often ask ourselves. How is it possible? Why don’t they react? Why don’t they run away?


Very similar to the questions children ask when they first hear about the Holocaust. How was it possible? Why didn’t anyone do anything? Why didn’t they escape?


So let’s start there. With Adolf Hitler.


As you all know, the moustachioed Austrian is no longer simply a historical figure, he has also taken on mythical proportions. Today Hitler is a yardstick, he is the very symbol of pure evil.


I was just following orders is a stock phrase, and a reminder that we constantly need to question authority and act on our convictions.


Adolf Hitler’s polar opposite in this country goes by the name of Astrid Lindgren.


Astrid Lindgren symbolises all that is good in life. The wise and moderate humanist who cultivates and believes in the good in people.


A whole host of edifying stories and phrases have been attributed to Astrid Lindgren. One of the most famous quotes being that sometimes we have to do things even if they are dangerous. Because otherwise we’re not human beings, just pieces of dirt.


Adolf and Astrid, black and white, evil and good.


This naive approach to right and wrong is seductive and appeals to us. We want to be one of the good guys, to do the right thing.


Having spent years interviewing both victims and perpetrators – who are also victims, something we often like to forget – I know that the majority here in this room, myself included, could be persuaded one way or the other.


We all have an Adolf and an Astrid inside. It would be foolish to claim otherwise.


But enough philosophising. I’m here to talk about how it works in practice.


The methods used by perpetrators to subjugate their victims are the same the world over and as old as the hills. Bosses use the same techniques as dictators, for the simple reason that there are only two ways of ruling, the carrot or the stick. There might be more of one and less of the other, but all methods are variants of these two.


Unfortunately, I’m not paid to stand here and talk about difficult things in simple language. I’m an academic, after all, and as such have considerable experience in arguing my point and making myself look intelligent and profound.


Which is precisely why PowerPoint presentations were invented.




	Removal, social isolation


	Breaking-in violence


	Starvation


	Violence / threat of violence


	Deprecation


	Debt


	Friendliness, privileges


	Denial of the self


	Future with no hope





Can everyone see? Good. So let’s start with the first point …
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Jörgen Petersson waited while the shop assistant rang up a poster of Homer Simpson, a present for his youngest son, whose birthday was coming up soon. Jörgen looked around the shop and a picture by Lasse Åberg caught his eye. For once the motif wasn’t Mickey Mouse. The picture was of an old class photo, where half the faces had started to blur and fade. Only a few were still intact. A bit too clear perhaps, but the simplicity of it appealed to Jörgen. He hadn’t thought of wasting his days at auctions at Bukowskis in search of suitable work by some overrated ABC artist.


He really didn’t understand rich people’s fascination with art. What was it, other than a futile attempt to buy themselves free? A way of distancing themselves from those who had neither the money nor the opportunity.


Jörgen could easily fill the walls of his house with the three masters. Anders Zorn was bearable, but Bruno Liljefors’ wildlife paintings and Carl Larsson’s happy homes he could do without, thank you very much.


And he already had a Zorn. A poster from the museum in Mora adorned the outside toilet at his cabin. Jörgen looked at it while he was having a shit. Pragmatism and pleasure in gracious harmony. Neither his wife nor his children understood the charm; they would never dream of using the privy when they could sit comfortably indoors with underfloor heating. Jörgen’s wife had even suggested they should pull the old thunderbox down.


Jörgen had piped up then, though he normally didn’t interfere with decisions made in or about the home. But there were limits. A three-acre property, nearly four hundred metres of beach and he wasn’t allowed to have a dump in peace on his own lavvy? In the forgiving company of a half-solved crossword in some bleached old magazine.


It had been a good move on Jörgen’s part, to put his foot down. His wife respected him more as a result and it had consolidated the image of him as eccentric and obstinate, not bad qualities for a rich man.


He studied the Åberg picture for a while and wondered what his own class photos would look like.


Who had he forgotten? Who could he remember?


And who could remember him?


It was possible that they’d read about him. Quite a bit had been written in the financial press and obviously there was a lot of chat about money and progress, but not to the extent that people reacted when he got on the metro.


Jörgen’s life was a bit like a successful game of Monopoly. Suddenly there he was with all the hotels and property and the money kept pouring in without any effort. His coffers were overflowing.


He’d made his first million with an Internet company, which, behind all the big words about the future and opportunities, in fact provided run-of-the-mill web design. But that was back in the day when only the initiated understood the concept of IT and the company still had to send its employees on courses to learn how to use the most basic word-processing programmes.


Jörgen had avoided the limelight for the simple reason that his two colleagues, whom he’d founded the company with, were lens-loving boys.


The company had never run at a profit, but the stock market value nevertheless climbed to over two billion following its flotation. Jörgen had shaken his head at this madness, which annoyed his two ambitious colleagues who let the success go to their heads. They were frequently quoted on the business pages and obviously believed wholeheartedly in their visions of the future. They eventually offered to buy Jörgen out for half the value of his shares and had a good laugh when he accepted their offer, one hundred million kronor in his pocket, thank you very much.


The headline in the paper had read: Dumbest Deal of the Year? The greater part of the article was identical to a press release that Jörgen’s colleagues had slickly allowed to be sent out.


One year later, Jörgen’s former colleagues were in debt, the company had been restructured and was practically worthless.


Then suddenly Jörgen was the one all the papers wanted to talk to. He’d given a firm but friendly no to all requests and sent a silent thanks to his closest friend, Calle Collin, a freelance journalist for the weeklies, who repeated his words of wisdom about living in the public eye whenever he got drunk.


‘There’s nothing positive about being visible, absolutely nothing. No matter what you do, never show your face. If you’re not Simon Spies, keep out the way.’


Calle Collin was one of the few who hadn’t been erased from Jörgen’s imagined class photo. Who else could he remember? A couple of the pretty girls who had been out of his league. Jörgen wondered where they were today. Wrong, he didn’t wonder where they were at all, he wondered what they looked like. He had googled them but hadn’t found any pictures, not even on Face book. Which couldn’t just be a coincidence.


He imagined their faces ravaged by cheap wine, consoled himself with the thought that their bodies were in decline. Their tits that had once defied gravity and been the stuff of his wanking fantasies now sagged and spilled out of heavily padded, wired bras.


Ouch, he was sounding bitter. Jörgen was a better person than that.


Or was he?
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Removal, social isolation


The woman is removed from her familiar surroundings and placed in a new and unknown environment for several reasons. The woman then loses contact with her family and friends, becomes disoriented, geographically confused and dependent on the only person she knows, the perpetrator. This confusion of time and place is amplified by locking the woman up for sustained periods. If her isolation is sufficiently prolonged, the victim is eventually grateful for any form of human contact, even if it is invasive.





‘Are you sure? Just one. You’ll still be home in time to watch some rubbish on TV.’


‘Yes, go on, you don’t need to stay long.’


Ylva laughed, grateful for their nagging.


‘No,’ she said. ‘I’m going to be good.’


‘You?’ Nour scoffed. ‘Why start now?’


‘Why not? Variety is the spice of life, isn’t it?’


‘One glass?’


‘No.’


‘You sure?’


Ylva nodded.


‘I’m sure,’ she said.


‘Okay, okay, it’s not like you, but okay.’


‘See you Monday.’


‘Yep. Say hi to the family.’


Ylva stopped and turned round.


‘You make it sound like something bad,’ she said, and put her hand on her heart with mock innocence.


Nour shook her head.


‘No, we’re just jealous.’


Ylva took out her iPod and wandered off down the hill. The wires had got tangled and she had to stop to unravel them before popping the earpieces in and selecting the playlist. Music in her ears, eyes straight ahead – the only way to avoid talk about the weather. There was always some chatterbox who was dying for attention and gossip. The dilemma of small-town living.


And Ylva was an outsider. Mike had grown up here and couldn’t take a step without having to give an account of recent events.


Ylva cut down the deserted, picture-postcard lane and passed by a parked car with a tinted rear window. She didn’t notice the driver. The volume in her ears was so loud that she didn’t hear the car start either.


She only registered it when the car pulled up beside her and didn’t drive past. She turned. The window rolled down.


Ylva assumed that it was someone wanting directions. She stopped and wavered between turning the iPod off and taking out the earpieces. She decided on the latter and took a step towards the car, bent down and looked in. A cardboard box and a handbag on the passenger seat. The woman at the wheel smiled at her.


‘Ylva?’ she said.


A brief second, then that horrible feeling in her stomach.


‘I thought it was you,’ the driver said, cheerfully.


Ylva returned her smile.


‘After all, it wasn’t yesterday.’


The driver turned towards a man in the back seat.


‘D’you see who it is?’


He leaned forward.


‘Hello, Ylva.’


Ylva reached in through the window, shook both their hands.


‘What are you doing here?’


‘What are we doing? We’ve just moved here. And you?’


Ylva didn’t understand.


‘I live here,’ she said. ‘I’ve been here for nearly six years now.’


The driver pulled in her chin, as if she found it hard to believe.


‘Whereabouts?’ she asked.


Ylva looked at her.


‘Hittarp,’ she replied.


The driver turned to the man in the back seat, astonished, then back to Ylva.


‘You can’t be serious? Tell me you’re not serious. We’ve just bought a house there. Do you know Sundsliden, the hill that goes down to the water?’


Ylva nodded. ‘I live right by it.’


‘Right by it?’ the woman at the wheel parroted. ‘Really? Did you hear that, darling? She lives right by it.’


‘I heard,’ the man said.


‘What a small world,’ the woman said. ‘Well, then we’re neighbours again. What a coincidence. Are you on your way home?’


‘Um, yes.’


‘Jump in, we can give you a lift.’


‘But I …’


‘Just jump in. The back seat. There’s so much rubbish here.’


Ylva hesitated, but didn’t have an excuse. She took out the other earpiece, wrapped the wires round the iPod, opened the car door and got in.


The woman pulled out from the pavement.


‘Imagine,’ the man said, ‘that you should live here too. Do you like it?’


‘Yes, I’m happy here,’ Ylva said. ‘The town is smaller, obviously, but the water and the beaches are fantastic. And there’s so much sky. Feels like everything is possible. But it’s very windy. And the winters are not great.’


‘Really? In what way?’


‘Wet and bitter. Just sleet and slush, never white.’


‘Did you hear that?’ the man said to the woman. ‘No real winter. Just slush.’


‘I heard,’ the woman said, and looked at Ylva in the rear-view mirror. ‘But then it’s lovely right now. Nothing to complain about at this time of year.’


Ylva gave an ingratiating smile and nod.


‘It’s nice now.’


She tried to sound positive and look natural, but her mind was working overtime. What would the fact that they’d moved here mean to her? How would it affect her life? How much did they know?


The feeling of unease could not be washed away.


‘Sounds marvellous, doesn’t it, darling,’ the man in the back seat said. ‘Marvellous.’


‘Certainly does,’ said the woman at the wheel.


Ylva looked at them. Their responses were repetitive and rehearsed. They sounded false. It could just be the accidental meeting, the uncomfortable situation. She convinced herself that the fear she felt was all in her mind.


‘Fancy bumping into you, after all these years,’ the man said.


‘Yes,’ Ylva replied.


He looked at her, studied her without even trying to hide his grin. Ylva was forced to look away.


‘Which house is it that you’ve bought?’ she asked, and registered that her right hand touched her face in a nervous gesture. ‘Is it the house at the top of the hill, the white one?’


‘Yes, that’s the one,’ the man said, and turned to look ahead.


He looked normal enough. Ylva let her nerves be calmed.


‘We were wondering who’d moved in. My husband and I were talking about it just yesterday. We guessed a family with children …’


Ylva stopped herself.


‘It’s mainly people with kids who move here,’ she explained. ‘You’ve had builders in. Have you completely redone the house?’


‘Only the cellar,’ the man said.


‘Your husband,’ the woman looked at Ylva in the rear-view mirror again. ‘So you’re married?’


It sounded as though she already knew the answer to her question.


‘Yes.’


‘Children?’


‘We’ve got a daughter. She’s seven. Nearly eight.’


‘A daughter,’ the woman repeated. ‘What’s she called?’


Ylva hesitated.


‘Sanna.’


‘Sanna, that’s a lovely name,’ the woman said.


‘Thank you,’ Ylva responded.


She looked at the man, he was sitting quietly. She looked at the woman. No one said anything. The situation didn’t allow for pauses and Ylva felt forced to fill the silence with words.


‘So, what made you move here?’


She wanted it to sound natural. It was an obvious question, but her throat felt dry and her intonation sounded wrong.


‘Yes, why did we move here,’ the man said. ‘Darling, do you remember why we moved here?’


‘You got a job at the hospital,’ the woman reminded him.


‘So I did,’ the man said. ‘I got a job at the hospital.’


‘We thought it would be good to make a fresh start,’ the woman explained, and braked for a red light on Tågagatan.


People were waiting at a bus stop about thirty metres away.


‘Listen,’ Ylva started. ‘It’s kind of you to offer me a lift, but I think I’ll take the bus all the same.’


She undid the seat belt and tried to open the door without success.


‘Child lock,’ the man told her.


Ylva leaned forward between the seats and put a hand on the woman’s shoulder.


‘Could you open the door, please? I want to get out. I don’t feel very well.’


The man put his hand into the inside pocket of his coat and took out something square, just slightly bigger than his palm.


‘Do you know what this is?’


Ylva took her hand off the woman’s shoulder and looked.


‘Well, come on then,’ the man said, ‘what does it look like?’


‘An electric shaver?’ Ylva suggested.


‘Yes, it does,’ the man replied. ‘It looks like an electric shaver, but it’s not an electric shaver.’


Ylva tried the door again.


‘Open the door, I want—’


The shock made Ylva’s body arch. The pain was paralysing and she couldn’t even scream. A moment later her body relaxed and she crumpled, her head against the man’s thigh. She was surprised that she was still breathing, as nothing else seemed to work.


The man reached over for Ylva’s handbag, opened it and poked around for her mobile. He took the battery out and put it in his inner pocket.


Ylva registered the car accelerating past the bus stop. The man kept the stun gun at the ready.


‘The paralysis is temporary,’ he explained. ‘You’ll soon be able to move and talk as normal again.’


He gave her a comforting pat.


‘Everything will be all right, you’ll see. Everything will be all right.’
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Worth quarter of a billion and what was he doing? Standing in his briefs in the cellar, rummaging through until now unopened boxes, looking for his old school yearbooks. One way of passing the time.


Jörgen Petersson managed to open and go through about half of the boxes before he found what he was looking for. Considering that the treasure was normally hidden in the last chest, he reckoned he’d been lucky.


He flicked through the book, glancing at the class photos, looking for names. Of course, yes. Him. And him. Wasn’t she the sister of …? The teacher’s daughter who looked like she wanted the ground to swallow her up in her picture. The boy who set fire to the playground. The girl who committed suicide. And that poor sod who had to look after his siblings and always slept through the classes.


Madeleine moment after madeleine moment, à la Proust.


Finally, the whole class. Jörgen got a shock. They were just kids, their hairstyles and clothes bore witness to the passing of time. Yet the black-and-white photograph still made him uncomfortable.


He looked at the picture, scanned row after row.


His classmates stared back at him. Jörgen could almost hear the clamour from the corridor: the comments, the shouts, the jostling and laughter. The power struggle, that’s all it was. Maintaining your position on the ladder. The girls were self-regulatory, the boys more forceful.


The four loudest at the back. Arms folded and staring confidently straight at the camera, radiating world domination. Judging by their smug faces, they couldn’t possibly imagine a reality other than their own.


One of them, Morgan, had died of cancer a year ago. Jörgen wondered whether anyone missed him. He certainly didn’t.


He carried on through the rows of names. He’d forgotten some of them and was forced to look up at the photograph to pull any information from his mental archives. Of course, yes.


But he still didn’t recognise two or three of his classmates. The faces and names were not enough. They were erased from his brain, just like the blank faces on Lasse Åberg’s picture.


Jörgen looked at himself, squashed into the front row, barely visible and with an expression that was just begging to get out of there.


Calle Collin looked happy. A bit detached, not worried about being an outsider, strong enough in himself.


The teacher, jeez, the old bird was younger in the photo than Jörgen was now.


He put all the removal boxes back and took the yearbook with him up into the house. He was going to look at the photos until they no longer frightened him.


Jörgen went into the kitchen and rang his friend.


‘D’you want to go for a beer?’


‘Just the one?’ Calle Collin asked.


‘Two, three. As many as you like,’ Jörgen said. ‘I’ve dug out some of our old yearbooks, I’ll bring them with me.’


‘What the hell for?’
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Mike Zetterberg picked his daughter up from the after-school club at half past four. She was sitting at a table at the back of the room, engrossed in an old magic box. When she caught sight of her father, her face lit up as it hadn’t done since he picked her up when she first started nursery.


‘Daddy, come.’


Sanna was sitting with an egg cup in front of her. A three-piece egg cup with a plastic top. Mike realised that her pleasure at seeing him had something to do with him playing captive audience.


‘Hey, sweetie.’


He kissed her on the forehead.


‘Look,’ she said, and lifted the top off the egg cup. ‘There’s an egg here.’


‘I can see that,’ Mike said.


‘And now I’m going to magic it away.’


‘Surely you can’t do that?’ Mike exclaimed.


‘Yes, watch.’


Sanna put the top back on and moved her hand in circles above the egg cup.


‘Abracadabra.’


She lifted the top off and the egg had vanished.


‘What? How did you do that?’


‘Daddy! You know.’


‘No, I don’t,’ Mike said.


‘Yes, you do, I’ve shown you.’


‘Have you?’


‘It’s not a real egg.’


Sanna showed him the middle section that was hollow and hidden inside the top of the egg cup.


‘You knew that,’ Sanna said.


Mike shook his head.


‘If I did, then I’ve forgotten,’ he assured her.


‘No, you haven’t.’


‘Really, it’s true. It must be because you’re so good at it.’


Sanna had already started to put things back on the plastic tray in the box.


‘Do you like magic?’ Mike asked.


Sanna shrugged. ‘Sometimes.’


She put the colourful lid, which was worn in one corner from frequent use, back on the box.


‘Maybe you’d like to get a magic box for your birthday?’


‘How far away is that?’


Mike looked at his watch.


‘Not in hours,’ Sanna said.


‘Fifteen days,’ Mike told her. ‘It says on the clock what day it is.’


‘Does it?’


Mike showed her.


‘The numbers in the little square tell you what day it is. It’s the fifth of May today, and your birthday is on the twentieth. In fifteen days’ time.’


Sanna took on board this information without being overly impressed. Watches weren’t the status symbol they used to be, Mike thought to himself.


He hadn’t been much older than his daughter when he and his parents had moved back to Sweden. They said they were moving home, even though the only home that Mike had ever known was in Fresno, a baking hot town in central California, caught between the Coast Range and the Sierra Nevada. The temperature remained around thirty to forty-five degrees for the greater part of the year. It was too hot to live in, and most people went from air-conditioned houses to air-conditioned cars and drove to air-conditioned schools and workplaces.


Practically no one had a suntan in The Big Sauna, as his parents used to call the place, and Mike got a shock when he came to Helsingborg in summer 1976 and saw all the brown people splashing around in the water, despite the fact that the air was freezing, barely twenty-five degrees.


Mike’s parents had spoken Swedish to him since he was little, so he had no problem with the language, except that people often said he spoke like an American. They thought he sounded sweet. Mike had been horrified at having to move back to Sweden and then having the way he talked corrected the whole time.


The children of his own age that he met on the beach the first evening were of a different opinion. They thought he sounded like Columbo and McCloud. And Mike knew instantly that that was no bad thing.


Having noticed the strangely overdressed boy wandering about, the other children had finally approached him and asked if he wanted to play football. Half an hour later, when he’d played up a sweat and peeled off his thick sweater, his new friends discovered his watch, which had no hands, but showed the time in square numbers instead.


Their awe was boundless. The most incredible part about it was that one button had several functions. If you pressed it once, it did one thing, if you pressed it twice, it did something else. Even though it was the same button. No one understood how it worked.


‘What do you reckon?’ he said to his daughter, thirty years later. ‘Are you ready?’


Sanna nodded.


Ylva Zetterberg was conscious.


She lay on the back seat and saw the world pass in the shape of familiar treetops and roofs. She recognised the geography from the movements of the car, knew the whole time where they were.


She was nearly home when the car slowed down to let another car pass and then swung into a gravel drive in front of the newly renovated house. The woman opened the garage door with a remote control, then drove in. She waited until the door had closed behind them before getting out of the car and opening the door to the back seat. Together with her husband, the woman steered Ylva down into the cellar without so much as a word.


The man and woman lay Ylva down on a bed and handcuffed her to the frame.


The man then produced a remote control and pointed it at a TV that was mounted just below the ceiling.


‘You like watching,’ he said, and turned it on.
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‘We have to go to the supermarket and do some shopping,’ Mike said.


‘Can I sit in the front?’


Sanna looked at him, full of hope.


‘Of course,’ Mike said.


‘Which way shall we go?’ he asked, once he’d helped his daughter to belt herself in.


‘By the water,’ Sanna decided.


‘The water,’ Mike repeated, and nodded to himself as if to emphasise that it was a wise choice.


He drove down Sundsliden, braking down to second gear on the steepest part. The water stretched out unashamedly in front of them, almost showing off. It was more open here now than when Mike had been a child, even though there were more houses. As property prices climbed, the view in itself became an asset and the trees were cut down. Snug houses that were built as protection against the wind and weather had been replaced by aquariums designed to display wealth.


‘We can go swimming again soon,’ Mike commented.


‘How warm is it?’


‘In the water? I don’t know, maybe fifteen or sixteen degrees.’


‘You can swim then, can’t you?’


‘Absolutely,’ Mike said, ‘but it might be a bit chilly.’


He swung to the left by the house that he’d named Taxi-Johansson’s as a child. The owner of the town’s only taxi, a black Mercedes with a good many years under its bonnet, had lived in the house and had driven the schoolchildren to the dentist in Kattarp every year. Someone else lived there now and there weren’t many who remembered Taxi-Johansson, though there was still an old sign that said TAXI on the garage.


A lot had changed since Mike moved home from the States. Women no longer sunbathed topless and there was a decent variety of TV channels, financed by advertising. Unnecessarily large cars had made an appearance and these days there was no embarrassment in wearing jeans that weren’t Levi 501s.


Soon after they’d come back from the US, his mother opened a clothes shop in Kullagatan. Jeans and T-shirts with UCLA and Berkeley on the front. Nearly everyone in Mike’s class bought clothes there. His friends got a discount.
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