





[image: Ghost Island by Max Seeck]












[image: ]


International and New York Times bestselling author Max Seeck writes novels and screenplays full-time. His accolades include the Finnish Whodunnit Society’s 2016 Debut Thriller of the Year Award and the Storytel audiobook award for best crime novel for The Witch Hunter, known internationally as The Faithful Reader. The Last Grudge won the 2023 Glass Key award for best Scandinavian crime novel. An avid reader of Nordic noir for personal pleasure, he listens to film scores as he writes. Max lives with his wife and children near Helsinki.


VISIT MAX SEECK ONLINE


MaxSeeck.com/books


[image: ] MaxSeeck


[image: ] MaxSeeck


[image: ] MaxSeeck









ALSO BY MAX SEECK


The Witch Hunter


The Ice Coven


The Last Grudge









PRAISE FOR


THE ICE COVEN


“A gripping page-turner. The novel’s compelling, exciting side cast of characters and the intense, twisting revelations of the case keep the pace of this book rushing forward to its climax. Thriller fans will finish The Ice Coven and be impatient to start the third, teased volume of the series.”


—Booklist


“Seeck throws a murder that definitely happened, human trafficking, frog toxin, and somnophilia into the mix, masterfully ratcheting up the tension. Ragnar Jónasson fans will be mesmerized.”


—Publishers Weekly (starred review)


“A disturbing mystery whose complex heroine’s internal struggles only enhance the story line.”


—Kirkus Reviews









PRAISE FOR


THE WITCH HUNTER


“The Witch Hunter, translated with icy precision by Kristian London, is written in short, sharp present-tense chapters, a technique which adds to its relentless tension. Flashbacks to earlier episodes in Jessica’s life suggest that the strangeness currently unfolding is tied to her personal history. Discovering the how and why of it brings a resolution as bleak as anything Poe might have conjured.”


—The Wall Street Journal


“The Witch Hunter, Finnish novelist Max Seeck’s pulse-quickening English-language debut, is a genre twofer: it gives crime-novel enthusiasts a satisfying puzzle to logic out, and it offers fans of supernatural tales a look at the world of, as one character puts it, ‘amulets, rabbit feet, you name it’ . . . a police procedural with paranormal activity at its black heart.”


—Shelf Awareness


“[A] rich, intensely suspenseful thriller. Seeck’s debut is dark and intricate—the moments of revelation are as vividly cinematic and impactful every time. Seeck has an uncanny ability to unspool reveals at just the right pace to get the reader’s heart pounding as they make the connection at the same moment as the detective on page. His expertise with pacing, his careful plotting, and his choice to use short, quick chapters all combine to create a vivid, robust thriller.”


—Booklist (starred review)


“One twist follows another, baffling the police and readers alike. Seeck imbues this riveting procedural with a deliciously creepy undertone. Readers will be excited to see what Seeck does next.”


—Publishers Weekly (starred review)


“Seeck’s riveting, multilayered debut, blending masterful police procedural with a chilling exploration of the occult, kept me up all night, devouring it in one amazing gulp, and checking under the bed.”


—#1 international bestselling author Sara Blaedel


“The Witch Hunter is everything I wish for in a thriller: exceptional story, exceptional characters, exceptional writing, and shocking twists— exceptional everything. I loved this book, and you will too.”


—Chris Mooney, author of Blood World


“One of the best books I have read. Ever. Absolutely thrilling, well written, and oh so hard to put down.”


—Emelie Schepp, author of Slowly We Die











GHOST ISLAND


MAX SEECK


[image: ]












Copyright © Max Seeck 2022


Translation copyright © Kristian London 2024.


The right of Max Seeck to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


Originally published in Finnish as Loukko by Tammi Publishers, Helsinki, 2022.


First published in United States in 2024 by Berkley, an imprint of Penguin Random House LLC


UK edition published by agreement with Max Seeck, Elina Ahlbäck at the Elina Ahlback Literary Agency and Rhea Lyons at HG Literary


First published in ebook in 2024 by Mountain Leopard Press


An imprint of Headline Publishing Group Limited


Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library


Cover photo © Getty Images


eISBN: 978 1 8027 9331 4


HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP


An Hachette UK Company


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.headline.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk









For Grandma Sinikka


(1935–2022)









Prologue


SEPTEMBER 29, 1982


MARTIN HEDBLOM FOLDS the newspaper on the desk and yawns. He has browsed through the sports pages twice but, once again, the Nya Åland has not exactly been a stimulating read. The local paper, launched the previous spring, is more to Martin’s taste than its competitor, Tidningen, but it’s no New York Times. Martin traces with his fingernail the ring his coffee cup left on the front page, then kicks his feet up onto the desk. He glances at the clock on the wall: in no time at all, the minute hand will nudge ahead to the twelve and it will be two o’clock, which means his night shift is only halfway over. He glances at the man reflected in the glass wall of his cubicle, then quickly shifts his gaze back to the newspaper, as if seeing his own image repulsed him. The reflection does not, of course, show the Martin who started as the night watchman at the orphanage nearly four decades before. His face has swollen like rising dough, not to mention his waistline. And although the sideburns bleeding into the stubble are still thick and lush, the crown of his head has not sprouted a hair in years.


Martin is fifty-five years old, an unambitious, comfort-seeking bachelor who has lived in the same little corner of Ahvenanmaa his whole life, aside from a brief stint when he tested his wings as a professional drummer and played on the cruise boats that sail between Finland and Sweden. But ultimately he returned to the job that was familiar and—most important—easy and undemanding enough for a lazy bastard like Martin. That was how his professor father, without putting too fine a point on it, had summarized the matter, and in the case of his only son, he was regrettably right.


Martin reaches for his gray canteen and takes a swig of vodka cut with orange soda as he eyes the empty corridors. The children are sound asleep in their rooms, and it’s unlikely he will be called on to do anything during the night. He rarely is, if ever. As a matter of fact, he could drink himself silly at his desk or, alternatively, sleep through the night and still take home his paycheck with a clear conscience if those assholes from local social services didn’t perform their random checks. Martin has been caught dozing twice, and the next time might prove the last. It’s a risk simply not worth taking so close to retirement.


Martin glances at the desk drawer, where a porn magazine lies beneath a stack of folders. Jerking off during the night shift always feels a little suspect, but one of the children got special permission to spend the night at the Nordins’ tonight, and the other three are asleep in their rooms, so no one can catch him off guard. The intimate moment does not involve hopes of being caught in the act or anything else perverted or questionable, or at least that’s what Martin tells himself. He just wants to kill a little time in the company of Desiree West and Laura Sands.


Martin undoes his belt and reaches for the drawer handle. The very thought of the centerfold girls has set his blood pumping. He’s going to give them a real ride tonight, at least in his imagination. He even has a tissue in his pocket . . .


But just as he takes hold of the magazine, the black telephone on the desk starts to ring. Martin abandons his magazine and quickly lifts the receiver so that none of the children are awoken by the ringing, especially now that he’s sitting at the desk with his fly undone.


“Smörregård Children’s Home,” Martin says in a raspy voice, and swallows to clear his throat. The fingers of his free hand urgently buckle up his belt, as if the caller has miraculous powers of perception.


But there’s no voice on the line, only steady breathing.


“Hello?” Martin says.


Now he hears a voice that seems to be humming something. It’s a melancholy tune that sounds vaguely familiar. Damn it. Martin is filled with annoyance: some prick has decided to make a prank call to the orphanage in the middle of the night. It’s none of the children, of course, because there are only two functioning phones in the building: the one he’s holding in his sweaty hand and the one behind Director Boman’s locked office door. Besides, none of the children have so much as gone to the bathroom since lights-out.


“Who is this?” Martin asks, on the verge of slamming the receiver down. But the soft melody hummed by the caller gives him pause. He hasn’t heard it in decades yet remembers it vividly. “The Birds Fly Back in the Spring.”


The humming abruptly stops. Martin’s hand clenches the plastic receiver against his cheek harder and harder. The mouthpiece smells of dried saliva.


“Are you ready?” the voice says. It’s soft and could belong to a woman or a man, or why not a girl or a boy?


“Ready? For what?” Martin growls, but he can hear the fear in his voice. “Who is this?”


For a moment, Martin hears nothing but steady breathing.


“It’s two o’clock,” the whispering voice then says.


Martin instinctively glances at the clock on the wall. “What the hell is this?”


“I’m waiting out here. In my blue coat. Come and get me,” the voice says, then starts humming the same melody again. A few seconds later, the call ends in a mechanical click, and Martin can no longer hear anything but persistent beeps that ring in his ears even after he has returned the phone to its cradle.


He closes the desk drawer. If just a moment ago he was preoccupied with thoughts of a redheaded centerfold with seductive eyes, arched back, and perky tits, thoughts of a very different nature have now insinuated their way into his mind. Shivers run down his spine as he allows his gaze to slide past the empty hall and closed doors, behind which the children are sleeping. Or at least ought to be.


It’s two o’clock . . . In my blue coat.


Martin grits his teeth; it takes all the will he can muster to resist the urge to slam his fist into the desk. Kick every door in this dump open and order the children to line up in the hall. That’s what the director would do. One of the children must be behind this, one way or another. A low-down trick. Low-down but devilishly creepy, he must admit. Whoever the little shit is, Martin is going to show them who’s afraid of whom.


He lowers his fingers to the phone. A minute passes, but nothing happens. The phone rests on the desk, as mute as if its cord has been pulled out of the wall.


I’m waiting . . .


Martin mentally replays to himself the words he just heard and finds his arm hairs standing on end. The song the caller hummed has remained smoldering in his consciousness.


There’s no way. It’s impossible.


Someone’s just trying to scare me, Martin thinks. And they succeeded, goddamn it.


Even so, he has to check it out, go down to the dock and have a look, because otherwise he won’t be able to get it out of his head. The possibility that it was . . .


Martin grabs the keys from the desk and stands, steps out of his cubicle. All the doors in the long corridor are closed, including the kitchen door at the far end. The only sound to break the silence is that of his heart hammering in his ears.


His footfalls echo hollowly in the empty hallway. Martin glances to the side and steps onto the stairs. The short flight leads to a stout door. Beyond it, a lawn opens up, and farther to the left loom the red boathouses and the T-shaped dock. As he descends the few stairs, it occurs to him that he could have looked in on the children and made sure all three were actually asleep in their beds. It wouldn’t be the first time one of his charges climbed out a window and temporarily ran off. But the fugitive would have had to find a phone to pull off that prank, and there aren’t many on the island: maybe one at the Nordin residence two kilometers away on the southern shore, and . . . Is that little shit who’s spending the night at the Nordins’ behind this . . . ?


Martin opens the door and steps out. In the September night the drizzle-dampened lawn glistens, illuminated jointly by the yard lights and by the half-moon shining brightly in the sky. The tarp spread over the rowboats flipped over near the boathouses flaps in the wind, blocking his view of the dock. Martin wipes his moist nostrils and starts striding purposefully toward the water.


And a moment later, a cold chill washes over him. A silhouetted child standing on the dock forms a shadow against the moonlit water.


What the hell . . . ?


Martin has the urge to turn on his heel, run back inside, and lock the door. Call someone and . . . But whom? A child shivering in a thin coat at the end of the dock is not a matter for the police but for social services. And now that he thinks about it, the figure facing the sea has to be one of the four children he’s responsible for when he’s on the clock. He has to do his job and bring the child to safety—even if the situation is eerily reminiscent of the story Martin knows better than well, the story that everyone who lives in the vicinity has heard or witnessed with their own eyes. Martin remembers it all as if it were yesterday.


“Hello?” Martin says.


But the figure doesn’t stir. The hem of the blue coat flutters in the wind. It must be one of the girls . . .


“Milla, is that you?”


Martin holds his breath, takes a step forward, and surprises himself with his determination. The girl’s golden-brown hair has been pulled into a ponytail that swings in the breeze. It’s a girl; it has to be. One of them, Milla or Laura.


The contours of the diminutive figure come into sharper relief with every step he takes. The neck is a little crooked, the head tilted a bit to the right—stiffly so, like that of a corpse with rigor mortis.


“Laura?”


The child doesn’t react to his call.


Martin steps onto the dock, feels it bounce on its long pontoons. He raises his voice, hears it quivering.


“Hey! Knock it off! This isn’t funny.” Martin realizes he has stopped. Why isn’t the girl turning around? Can’t she hear him calling to her? The rowboats’ tarp pops in the wind, setting Martin’s heart pounding.


He advances tentatively toward the girl. The dock is rickety and rocks underfoot like a rolling log, ready to spit him into the frigid water.


This can’t be happening, he thinks, and once again he considers the possibility of turning around and running. Because even though a child is involved—and it clearly is a child—the situation is somehow creepy. Not least because long ago he used to see a little girl stand in the exact same spot. Night after night. And eventually she disappeared without a trace.


Martin continues onward, approaches the figure, and reaches out to take hold of the girl.


And just as he lowers his hand to her shoulder, senses the bony body in his fingertips, he feels a sharp pain in his neck and falls to his knees. Martin doesn’t have time to shout, and not a single resident of Smörregård Children’s Home appears at any of the windows. As he lies there on the dock, he sees tawny hair fluttering in the wind, and a pale face devoid of emotion. Then the nocturnal seascape with its bridge to the moon is replaced by absolute darkness.
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2020


THE HUM IS so soft that it isn’t really disturbing. Even so, Jessica can’t help but notice it.


The other woman is waiting for her to speak, has been for almost a minute now. The thought in Jessica’s head is unusually clear, but uttering it requires effort.


“I guess I’m trying to say . . . I’d anchored my life in another person’s presence,” she begins, and is caught off guard by the confident note in her voice. “Saw it from someone else’s perspective. Does that make any sense?”


The woman sitting across from Jessica in a beige armchair doesn’t immediately respond, uses the silence to encourage Jessica to continue thinking out loud. She is skilled at leading; the session seems to be progressing according to a predetermined choreography instead of there being two equals sitting there in armchairs, conversing without an agenda. Everything is clinical and coordinated, but Jessica doesn’t let it bother her. She knew what she was getting into when she started her psychotherapy sessions a month ago.


“Before I met Erne . . . I was lost. I didn’t understand it at the time . . . And now—”


Suddenly Jessica’s voice thickens as if she is forbidden from continuing. As if someone else is forbidding her.


The therapist doesn’t rush Jessica; she sits in her seat, adjusts her grip on her ballpoint pen. Retracts the tip, then clicks it back out. Under some circumstances, the intermittently repeated mannerism would make a restless impression, but the psychiatrist repeats it in a controlled fashion.


Jessica looks at the woman’s angular knuckles and light blue fingernails. They’re surprisingly glossy, and for this reason it is somehow brazen for them to be the fingernails of a doctor specializing in psychiatry: a client opening up her heart might have the right to expect something more conservative. More empathetic. Something that shows her therapist isn’t above the situation.


“Jessica?”


Jessica looks up at her therapist’s face. “What?”


There’s a break in her train of thought; perhaps her brain was trying to scan for visual stimuli as an excuse for her to stop talking.


A tender look creeps across the therapist’s suntanned face. “Please go on. You were saying that you were lost, and now . . .”


It takes Jessica a moment to reorder her thoughts. She doesn’t actually want to reveal her insight to this woman—or to anyone else, for that matter—but at the same time she is burning with a desire to hear the conclusion articulated out loud, to let the words spill out for a professional to assess. She wants to know whether her demons are capable of dodging the psychiatrist’s sharp eye, of hiding skillfully, or might they nakedly expose themselves as a result of this sudden insight?


“I guess I’ve never really liked my life. Or myself, actually. Then suddenly there was someone who admired me in his own way. Loved me. The way a father loves a daughter. And it gave life meaning.” Jessica sits there listening to the words she just uttered, as if they echoed in the emptiness. And suddenly she is overcome with shame. “I’m not totally sure whether this is about losing Erne or about losing a perspective that was important to me. About the fact that I didn’t just love Erne. More like I loved myself the way he saw me,” she continues, despite her rational mind’s insistence that she stop.


The psychiatrist lowers her notepad to the armrest and presses her fingertips together.


She looks serious.


“I think we are possibly now on the cusp of something major.”


Jessica cannot help but hear the massive cliché in this sentiment. Is this supposed to be the breakthrough they’re always talking about on TV series?


“But . . . ?” she asks.


The therapist smiles, as if to reward Jessica for her insightful question. “But at the same time, I’m a little worried.”


Jessica shakes her head because she isn’t totally sure what the other woman is referring to. Not totally, although she has an enlightened guess.


“Do you feel as if your life hasn’t had a purpose since Erne died?” the therapist asks, raising her head slightly. “Did that die along with Erne?”


Jessica looks at the other woman, whose face looks concerned. Perhaps it’s purely professional concern, but it’s concern nonetheless.


And when Jessica doesn’t respond, the other woman continues: “Do you feel like at some point in your life you began to live for Erne alone?”


Jessica frowns; a rising nausea sears her throat. She reaches for her glass, takes a swig of room-temperature water, and turns toward the window. The leafless branches of the large oak sway in the wind; they crook like bony fingers stripped of flesh. The ceiling lights dim, casting the room in gloom. The hum grows louder, as if the electromagnetic potential in it is increasing.


“It’s typical for people to want to please others, for instance their parents, and when the people on whose behalf we have made these efforts—which at times are in profound conflict with our own self-image—depart from our lives for good . . . the death can leave an enormous void. This void entails not only longing but also meaninglessness. The person no longer knows how to or even if they want to live solely for themselves. Am I on the right track?”


Jessica doesn’t reply. She watches the branches that continue to dance outside, sees them penetrate the room through the seams of the white window frames without shattering the panes of glass. They slither across the floor and wrap around her ankles like gleaming black snakes. Gradually they tighten their grip, probe warily. “Because if that’s the situation we’re dealing with,” the therapist says, “we need to approach it with the requisite seriousness.”


Jessica blinks several times, and the lighting in the room returns to normal.


The snakes retreat, withdraw to the other side of the window frame, and freeze into trees again, as if in reverse entropy. For a moment, the yellow light in the room feels blinding.


The psychiatrist reaches for her pad and starts making notes. Jessica sees the woman’s wrist move the pen but isn’t sure what she’s writing. Has she just jotted down the words “depressed” and possibly “self-destructive” in her leather-bound book? That would be a pretty apt description of Jessica’s state, which means the headshrinker has earned her hourly fee, she supposes.


“Who does?” Jessica says, lowering her glass to the table. The nausea has overtaken her entire body; her stomach is roiling and her esophagus is burning. She has the urge to dash into the bathroom to vomit, but she restrains herself, swallows a few times.


“What do you mean?”


“You said we have to approach it seriously.”


“You and I,” the therapist clarifies, and adjusts her thin-framed glasses. “We’ve gone over a lot of things this past month and made some important observations, but today is the first time I’ve heard something we absolutely must address. I’d call it a hopelessness of sorts. It’s important to pull ourselves out of such mental states, even if it’s not necessarily easy.”


Out in the freezing air, the branches stop moving until a powerful, howling gust brings them back to life. This time they don’t cause Jessica to lose her focus.


“Tuula?” Jessica says, hearing how strange the name sounds when spoken out loud. It’s probably the first time over the course of their brief patient–therapist relationship that Jessica has called the psychiatrist by her first name.


“Yes?”


“Over the last couple years alone I’ve investigated a dozen manslaughters or murders . . .” Jessica chuckles without smiling. “When you break through a brick wall and find a beautiful young woman inside . . . or see a man who has been stoned to death, his bashed-in skull covered by a still-bloody headful of hair . . . or when you smell the flesh of someone who’s been burned alive . . . which in turn makes you think that somewhere in the world dogs are cooked alive, because the adrenaline produced by the terror and pain makes the meat tender . . .”


The psychiatrist looks ill at ease and would presumably like to ask Jessica to stop in order for her to define clearer boundaries for their conversations, but she cannot interrupt her patient, not now that Jessica is giving more of herself than ever before.


“Do you understand what I’m getting at?” Jessica says, then continues before the psychiatrist has time to react: “I’ve never had any hope. None of us do. But in the past I guess I knew how to deal with it better. I’d accepted the meaninglessness of my own existence.”


The psychiatrist shuts her notebook and presses it into her lap, under her palms. “Jessica. We need to consider the alternative that—”


A wave of nausea washes over Jessica’s body, and she springs out of the chair in the middle of the psychiatrist’s sentence. The nausea that began on her way here has been churning inside her for the entire session and is growing less bearable with every passing instant.


“I have to go.”


“But it’s only half past,” the psychiatrist says in confusion, craning her neck to see the wall clock behind Jessica.


“Sorry. I’ll pay for the full hour.”


“That’s not what I—”


“Thank you, Tuula.”


The other woman looks dumbfounded but quickly pulls herself together: “Shall we book the next session?”


Jessica doesn’t reply. The branches of the oak tree scratch the window, and she shoots them a quick glance.


I don’t think we’re going to be seeing each other again. Good-bye.
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OVER THE WAIL of the wind, Jessica hears the heavy wooden door shut behind her. The sky beyond the apartment buildings peering over Kruunuvuorenkatu is a pale gray. The wet rails splitting the narrow street carry the clank of the approaching streetcar.


Watery snowflakes glue themselves to Jessica’s face as she adjusts her scarf to cover her cheeks. The vomit rising from her throat compels her to lower her head. She tries to draw in fresh air through her nostrils, hopes this will deter the swelling nausea, but the cold wind only intensifies the burn she’s been feeling in her nose since sitting down in the psychiatrist’s armchair.


Jessica knows she won’t make it home. She glances at the building portico; the ornamental iron gate is open. There’s not a soul in the long, vaulted passage leading to the inner courtyard. The courtyard is her only hope; she won’t make it any farther than that. Jessica takes a few unsteady steps, passes through the gate, and is glancing back a final time when the stomach acid gushes up and out of her esophagus and splatters to the asphalt.


She wipes her mouth, bends over, and retches again.


Out on the street, the streetcar clatters past. Jessica swears to herself, raises her head, and gives herself a minute. She hawks up the dregs of vomit from her throat and spits the bile-saturated clumps to the ground.


Then she hears squelching footfalls carrying from the courtyard. Someone’s coming.


She quickly pulls herself up to standing and leans with her hand against the wall, but the bearded man in the neon yellow safety coveralls who has trudged out from behind the rug-beating rack has already seen too much.


“What’s going on here?” he asks, standing at a safe distance with his hands on his hips. There’s no concern in his voice, more rebuke: he’s like a teacher who has just ambushed ninth graders at their smoking spot.


“What does it look like?” Jessica says, wiping her mouth on her coat sleeve.


“How dare you?”


“Sorry. But it’s not like I asked to feel sick.”


The man sneers in disgust; his face darkens. “Do you even live here?” he says, grabbing a snow shovel leaning against the building. “I don’t remember ever having seen—”


Jessica doesn’t answer, just turns to continue on her way.


“Hey, answer me! Are you drunk? You’re going to clean up after yourself, damn it!”


Jessica pauses at the iron gate and looks back. She doesn’t have any reason to behave threateningly; just the opposite: she should act in accordance with her values, apologize and explain that she simply isn’t feeling well. That’s the truth, after all. She would, of course, pay for the cleaning, including an extra fee for the repulsiveness of the task, if doing so would get this courtyard tyrant guarding his little kingdom to calm down.


“You’re fucking drunk,” he says, looking Jessica up and down.


But the building super—judging by his eagerness to call Jessica to account, that’s who he must be—has through his own behavior laid a weak foundation for this encounter’s dynamics.


“What if I were?” Jessica says.


The man laughs. The mouth between the pockmarked cheeks turns up in a gleeful smirk. “You can be as drunk as you want, but you’re not going to make a mess of my yard, goddamn it.”


“I’m sorry. I don’t feel well,” Jessica says, and is about to continue on her way again.


But the man won’t relent. “Hey, little miss,” he says, his voice a meter closer than it was before.


Little miss. Something inside Jessica blazes up.


She turns around to feel the man’s thick fingers clenching her wrist.


“Let go,” Jessica says quietly, but the fingers’ grip just tightens.


The man brings his face closer, as if sniffing for alcohol on Jessica’s breath. Apparently he’s not a germophobe, considering she just puked. The jeering smile oozes with a condescending lust Jessica learned to identify long ago but would never learn to tolerate.


“Let go,” Jessica says, trying to yank her arm free.


The man shakes his head and raises the shovel. “You’re not going anywhere until you’ve cleaned up this mess. Or should I call the police?”


“Let go of me.”


The man tightens his grip. Of course Jessica could tell him she’s a police officer herself; an ID confirming the matter is in her wallet. But she doesn’t want this guy to know any more about her than necessary. His eyes bore deeply into Jessica’s, which are no doubt red after many sleepless nights. He probably thinks she’s some sort of street trash, and Jessica’s old sneakers, gray sweats, and black lived-in parka don’t help matters.


“Goddamn junkie whore. I know your type . . . ,” he says, and for a few silent moments something ignites in his eyes: maybe it’s the sensation of power; maybe it’s the titillation of the unexpected encounter and the situation. Maybe it’s a desire to punish, to give a drunk girl some fatherly discipline. Jessica tastes the vomit in her mouth, takes in the fifty-year-old man’s fat cheeks and coarse stubble. The jubilant look on his face.


“And I know yours,” Jessica says.


With her free hand, she grabs the man by the wrist and twists, using her full body weight. No, Jessica isn’t drunk, but she is fully capable of executing the justified-use-of-force moves she learned at the police academy.


The man roars, drops to his knees, and lets go of Jessica’s wrist. She releases his wrist and knees him in the chest. The super collapses on his back in the wet snow and curses.


“Whore . . . ,” he groans, gasping for breath. He tries to stand, but Jessica kicks him in the ribs. Once, a second time. Her vision blurs; she looks at the man in berserk fury.


“Call me a whore again . . . ,” Jessica says, no longer sure whether she wants him to keep denigrating her. Because if he gives her one more reason to kick him, she will do so gladly, perhaps breaking a few of the asshole’s ribs in the process.


Just then, out of the corner of her eye Jessica catches movement on one of the courtyard balconies. She thinks she sees two people, whom her blurred vision has distorted into a single figure. I have to get out of here. A car speeds past the portico. Jessica struggles to restrain her nausea, lunges out of the gate into the wan daylight, and starts striding quickly down the sidewalk. The red towers, copper roofs, and gold onion domes of Uspenski Cathedral rise above the park at the end of the street.


She hears an intensifying buzz in her head and the super’s distant shouts beneath it.


Suddenly her right foot feels cold, and she realizes the sneaker it was in just a moment ago has fallen to the wayside, in all likelihood with the last kick she directed at the man in the portico. An elderly couple walking past ogles Jessica’s uneven gait and the dripping sock on her foot. Walk. Keep walking. Forget the shoe.


She pulls her phone from her pocket to call a taxi, but it slips from her trembling fingers and crashes onto a manhole cover.


“That’s her! Stop her!”


Jessica stoops to grab the phone and raises it to her ear. She tries to unlock it, but the screen is wet from the snow. Her fingers feel stiff. Nothing happens.


A streetcar breezes past, followed by a line of vehicles, a police van gliding past last of all. How convenient.


Jessica picks up the pace. Coarse sand prickles beneath her wet sock. If she could only slip into the little park, she might be able to shake her shadow.


“Police!”


The voice is faint, but when she reaches the corner of Satamakatu, she sees the blue lights of the police van stopped at the portico flash on. Snowflakes drift into Jessica’s open mouth. Her jaw feels heavy, her breathing labored. Her head aches, and her vision is still blurred.


I’ve never had any hope. None of us do.


Jessica crosses the street, then stops under the trees rising at the edge of Tove Jansson Park. She rests a hand against one of the trunks and feels the urgent need to retch again.


And as she’s puking there, she hears the siren of the approaching police van and sees the blue lights lick the snow-skimmed lawn and the low-hanging branches. Then the branches drop, lose their shape, and arch over her, as supple as willow branches.
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HELENA LAPPI, SUPERINTENDENT of the Helsinki Police Violent Crimes Unit, follows the coveralled officer, yellow plastic bag in her hand. She white-knuckled the steering wheel all the way to police headquarters and tried to calm herself by doing the breathing exercises her wife taught her. If ever there’s a time it’s important to keep her cool, that time is now, even though she’s got plenty on her plate as it is without infernal messes like this.


The police officer unlocks the door to the jail cell, and Hellu stops at the threshold. She sees a woman sitting on a mattress, and a tiny window and a toilet. She feels a sharp twinge of repugnance at the claustrophobic sight.


“Let’s go.” Hellu’s voice is flat and surges forth like the cold from a just-opened freezer chest.


“Why? I’m having a great time here,” Jessica says.


Hellu sighs soundlessly, then slowly steps into the cell. The police officer disappears in the direction she came from, leaving Hellu and Jessica alone.


“Niemi, what the hell is it this time?” Hellu leans against the wall opposite Jessica. Surprisingly, the cramped cell doesn’t smell of urine but of ice flower toilet freshener. “I came as soon as I heard what had happened, but you could have told the arresting officers who you are. I presume you would have avoided a jail trip, and I wouldn’t have had to dip out of my meeting with the National Bureau of Investigation to come get you.”


Jessica sweeps her hair from her face and looks up. Tired eyes stare above flushed, mascara-flecked cheeks. Hellu has never seen Jessica like this, so seemingly unmoored and unpredictable. She looks like a wild woman dragged from the jungle to be put on display in the city, confined to a cage against her will.


“Have you been drinking?” Hellu says, even though she doesn’t want to, and for some reason it doesn’t seem likely. Jessica has ninety-nine problems, no doubt, but as far as Hellu is aware, substance abuse is not one of them.


Hellu glances at her subordinate’s feet, one of which is bare and the other covered by a wet sock. In accordance with protocol, the shoes—or, in this case, presumably, the shoe—were taken from Jessica hours before, when she was booked.


“No . . . ,” Jessica eventually says. “I mean, no, I haven’t been drinking. Anything. Or at least not alcohol.”


Hellu raises her left hand and eyes the nails she filed the night before. Despite her reservations, the electric nail file her wife bought has proven quite practical.


“The burly manager of a Katajanokka building cooperative claims you trashed his courtyard and attacked him without warning. Doesn’t exactly sound like the house-trained, analytical Jessica Niemi I work with at the VCU.”


“I was there visiting a friend.”


“Who?”


Jessica frowns and looks as if she means to hawk a loogie on the floor. “Does it matter?”


Hellu shrugs—Maybe not—and Jessica continues: “And I started feeling nauseous when I left.”


“There in the courtyard?”


Jessica nods.


“So how did the super—”


“Let’s just say he wasn’t completely innocent of escalating the situation.”


Hellu sighs and shakes her head.


“Was he badly hurt?” Jessica asks, and now there’s regret in her tone.


Hellu shakes her head. “I spoke with the officer who brought you in and got the sense any permanent problems came from his attitude. When referring to you, he used terms like ‘junkie whore’ and so on. What I’m trying to say is, under normal circumstances you and I wouldn’t even be needing to have this conversation.”


“But now we do?”


“There were a couple eyewitnesses who said you kicked him when he was already down. And when you refused to provide your identity or details of the incident to the patrol that happened to be driving past, they didn’t have any choice but to—”


“Yeah, I know.” Jessica lowers her hands to her stomach. “It was a stupid move. I wasn’t thinking clearly.”


Hellu glances to the side to make sure no one is standing in the open doorway, then lowers her voice to a near whisper. “What’s going on with you, Niemi? I’m really damn worried.”


“Things would be fine if I’d just been allowed to puke in that goddamned portico in peace.”


“I’m getting the sense there’s something else going on here too. Normally I’d find it hard to believe that you’d allow yourself to get so provoked—”


“He was holding on to me, Hellu,” Jessica says, now sharply, and rolls up her sleeve. But there’s no sign of bruising at the wrist, which seems to vex her. Maybe she hoped he’d left proper marks, the sort that wouldn’t leave any room for guesswork.


“I understand. But I’m still getting the sense this is the tip of the iceberg. You’ve been sort of lost in your own world since the Zetterborg case. I need to know that you’re not going to start—”


“Start what?”


“You know what I’m talking about, and I have every right to be concerned.”


Jessica shoots a fiery glance at the surveillance camera overhead.


“Let’s go somewhere else to chat.” Hellu tosses the plastic bag to the floor next to the mattress. “I brought you some shoes, so you don’t have to hop around on one foot out there.”
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JESSICA LOOKS UP from the mug gripped in her fingers. The bright glow from inside the glass counter makes her squint. It’s a unique spot for Helsinki: an American diner–type neon light flashes in the window, the red tables are surrounded by screaming yellow chairs, and the speakers are blasting bumping music with unintelligible lyrics that could just as well be Chinese or Rhaeto-Romance as Finnish. Considering the hectic milieu, it feels ironic that the only thing Hellu is looking at suspiciously is Jessica’s steaming, murky beverage, which gives off a whiff of spinach.


“What is that?”


“A matcha latte.”


Hellu rolls her eyes. Jessica has never developed a taste for coffee and has spent the entirety of her adult life drinking rose hip tea while others down their java, but a spontaneous trial a few weeks ago immediately hooked her on the green Japanese tea that is rarely served in traditional downtown cafés.


For a moment, both sip their drinks in silence. Eventually Hellu clears her throat, more to break the silence than to strengthen her voice.


“I’m not trying to pretend we’re best friends, Niemi. You don’t have to confide in me. But the thing we discussed back during the Yamamoto case . . . The fact that I intentionally buried certain things about your past to ensure matters wouldn’t become pointlessly complicated . . .”


“Not very deep.”


“Excuse me?”


“You dug everything up pretty fast when there was a little blowback.”


Hellu looks hurt. She slips off her glasses with the thick blue frames and wipes the lenses with a chamois. Then she returns the glasses to her nose, folds the chamois into its holder, and leans in. “If that guy decides to raise a stink about this incident, we’re going to have to seriously consider whether it might not be best for you to step aside for a little while. This is about the unit’s credibility. Without it, none of us can do our work properly. You do understand that, don’t you?”


Jessica eyes Hellu at length. She has the urge to argue, but she understands perfectly well what Hellu means, and she knows she screwed up. “Misdemeanor assault isn’t a crime that involves the prosecutor,” she says regardless, and can tell from the look on Hellu’s face that the information isn’t relevant.


“But it will become one if the guy has so much as a single broken rib. In that case, it can be viewed as normal or even felony assault, and charges will be pressed even if the victim doesn’t demand it.”


Jessica suddenly feels a lump in her throat: the possible consequences of the altercation are only now starting to become real for her.


“And if that happens, there’s no way I can keep you in the field investigating serious crimes. No matter how badly I want to.”


“But—”


“And we’ll get through that, at least over time . . . But I cannot get past this bigger, more fundamental issue: something in your demeanor has fundamentally changed. You’ve been behaving really oddly lately. And I’m not referring to your wiseass and occasionally asocial behavior—as a matter of fact, I miss it a little—but something darker. And I can’t help thinking it’s related to—”


“My illness?”


Hellu nods reluctantly.


A brief cease-fire follows, during which both women finger their mugs nervously.


“When we last talked about this, in December, I asked if you had difficulty distinguishing what’s real from what isn’t.”


“And I answered that I don’t.”


“But you have these—”


“Hallucinations? Visions? Sometimes,” Jessica says, despite knowing things were clearly better a couple months ago than they are now. Something truly has changed. It’s been a long time since she’s seen her dead mother, who has followed Jessica her entire life. But something else has appeared in her place. The craziness—that’s what Jessica herself calls it—has, unexpectedly and for the first time, arrived in completely uncontrollable form. This is exactly what Jessica has always feared most: that the delusions would become unpredictable; that they would turn against her, pull out the foundations of her entire world.


“I’ve started seeing someone,” Jessica says quickly. But Hellu doesn’t seem to immediately catch her meaning. “A psychiatrist,” she clarifies.


“Good,” Hellu says after digesting this information, but she doesn’t seem relieved. “That probably can’t hurt.”


“That’s where I was coming from today,” Jessica continues, unsure whether the information might not make things worse.


“Did the therapy trigger a physical reaction in you, the nausea?”


Jessica looks at Hellu. She’s starting to feel as if this discussion is some sort of therapy too—as if from here on out she’s going to have to somehow prove to anyone she’s conversing with that she isn’t in need of being involuntarily committed.


Jessica turns to the window. She doesn’t have the slightest intention of opening up to her superintendent about the mechanisms that determine the functions of her body and mind, the coordinates of her psychological and physical pressure points—even if understanding them could be beneficial for everyone. The truth is, Jessica can’t explain to Hellu what’s going on in her head right now because she doesn’t understand it herself.


Hellu sips her coffee and shoots a pointed glance over her mug. “Go home, Niemi.”


“Why?”


Hellu lowers her mug to the table, glances at her wristwatch, and then folds her hands on the table. “There’s nothing important going on at HQ at the moment.”


Jessica chuckles. “What? So I can’t come back to work until there’s a serial killer on the loose?”


Hellu crinkles her nose, then scratches the dark roots of her bleached hair and nods. “We’ll have a look again then.”


Jessica feels something flare up in her breast. She takes a swig of her matcha latte, stands, and pulls her coat over her gray hoodie.


“Thanks for the shoes. I’ll mail them to the station,” she says, stepping out the door.
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IT’S SIX THIRTY, and the sun dipped below the horizon just a few minutes ago, leaving the city at the mercy of artificial lighting. A plow clatters down the street, even though no more than a dusting of snow fell during the afternoon. Jessica mutes the television, rises from her couch, and flicks on the living room lights. For a split second, the large room appears alien: the imposing paintings in their gilded frames remind her of a museum. The expensive, sparsely situated armchairs, couch, and glass coffee table look like they’re straight out of an Italian interior design magazine. Every last detail, down to the placement of objects, the wood used in the flooring, and the colors of the walls, has been carefully considered. Jessica looks around and tries to fathom how she has ever felt at ease in her immense, luxurious home, which right now feels incredibly lifeless and bleak.


The doorbell rings. When she steps into the entryway, Jessica sees the friendly face of her colleague Yusuf Pepple on the wall monitor. She buzzes him in and leaves the front door ajar, then returns to the living room and collapses onto her back on the sofa. A moment later, she hears the clatter of the elevator from the stairwell, then echoing footfalls, and then Yusuf steps in, calling out in feigned lightheartedness.


“Hi,” Yusuf says again, less eagerly now that he’s made it under the arch separating the entryway from the living room. Jessica sees he’s holding a white paper bag. A pleasant smell Jessica can’t immediately identify wafts through the room.


“You brought your own snacks?”


“No, this is for you,” Yusuf says, striding into the kitchen without further explanation.


Jessica hears the bag rustle as Yusuf loads food into the fridge. She knows Yusuf means well, but even so, going grocery shopping on her behalf feels really damn patronizing right now.


A moment later, the fridge door clicks shut, and Yusuf reappears in the living room, a thoughtful look on his face.


“Thanks,” Jessica says reluctantly, turning off the muted television with the remote.


“I was going to the store anyway and—”


“Right. I’m sure you were,” Jessica grunts, pinching her lips into a thin line.


Yusuf looks around as if he can never get enough of Jessica’s sumptuous abode: the high-ceilinged rooms, the art on the walls, the rooftop view across Helsinki. Jessica has grown blind to her surroundings over the years, but the two-story apartment taking up three hundred square meters is undeniably magnificent. She has been so wealthy since she came of age that she has long taken its opulence for granted. Admitting it makes her feel disdain for herself. Most of all, she feels guilty that she has felt so poorly for so long despite her wealth. The millions she inherited from her mother haven’t solved her problems; just the opposite. The sense of loneliness that has been her constant, lifelong companion must well up from the fact that she’s not like other people, no matter how well she plays the role of an ordinary detective who has to work for a living. She is self-deception personified.


“That was fucked up, what happened this morning.” Yusuf takes a few steps, then drops into the sofa-set armchair across from Jessica. His expression is one of wary concern, but even so, the inner glow that has turned into some sort of trademark over the past month radiates through his exterior. With his broad smile, Yusuf has always been a chipper, energetic presence, but now he seems to be taking it to the next level. Especially since it was preceded by a long gloomier stage resulting from his breakup with his long-term girlfriend. During that period, Yusuf chain-smoked cigarettes and trained at the gym with near-maniacal intensity. Now the roles have changed: at that time, Jessica was the one who was worried.


“You look like you’re in love,” Jessica says.


Yusuf glances at his feet like a teenager embarrassed by attention.


“Right,” he grunts.


“Maybe I should.”


“Maybe you should what?”


“Fall in love.”


Yusuf looks as if he’s at a loss for words. His smile fades as quickly as it appeared on his face. Jessica sits up and can still smell the spicy scent, although the shopping has been put away. Then she realizes: Yusuf has a new cologne. Of course. Jessica can clearly make out the fragrance of orange blossom, honey, and geranium, a combination she has certainly come across before, but never on Yusuf’s skin.


“You’ll find someone if you want to,” Yusuf says, tapping his fingers against the armrests.


“It was a joke, Yusuf. I don’t need anything or anyone new in my life right now,” Jessica says, then realizes she’s lying not only to Yusuf but to herself as well.


Yusuf strokes his eyebrow with his forefinger. “Yeah, I wasn’t thinking you meant—”


“Did you come here just to bring me food?”


Yusuf’s expression immediately darkens, as if he suddenly remembered something unpleasant. He reluctantly pulls his phone from his pocket and unlocks it.


“You talked to Hellu,” Jessica says.


Yusuf nods, eyes glued to his phone.


Now Jessica understands that the unfamiliar scent that wafted into the apartment along with Yusuf consists of more than a new cologne: there’s no pungent whiff of just-smoked tobacco. Jessica is burning with the desire to ask about this, ask if Yusuf has decided to stamp out his cigarettes for good, but then realizes she’d have to ask what prompted him to make such a decision. And that’s something she doesn’t want to talk about. Not right now. Maybe never. She already knows the answer. The change in lifestyle means Yusuf is serious about Tanja.


“Did she call?” Yusuf asks. “Did you talk to her again?”


“She tried, but I didn’t answer.”


“So you don’t know yet?”


“So I don’t know what yet?” Jessica can tell from her colleague’s body language bad news is coming. “What, Yusuf?”


Yusuf slowly passes his phone to Jessica, as if he wanted to put off the inevitable for as long as possible. Jessica’s fingertips graze Yusuf’s wrist.


Jessica sees the YouTube logo there on the screen. Her heart skips a beat.


“Fuck me.” Jessica curses so softly that Yusuf can barely hear. She recognizes the dark green plaster walls in the still, the steel rug-beating rack and the open iron gate. The man in the neon yellow coveralls. The woman in sweats and a parka bent toward the glistening cobblestones. The caption under the video reads: Detective’s Day Off.


“Someone shot it from one of the balconies,” Yusuf says.


Jessica hands the phone back. She doesn’t want to see the video because she’s already agonizingly aware of what takes place in it. “Detective’s day off? How did they know—”


“Shitty luck. One of the eyewitnesses is a freelance reporter for Iltalehti. She must have recognized you and made a couple of phone calls to confirm it,” Yusuf says, locking his phone with a click.


“Goddamn it.” Jessica buries her face in her hands. Her heart is hammering, and her fingertips are tingling like crazy. A series of coincidences and bad decisions has made her out to be a lunatic who is trending virally, a national psychopath who’s about to be not only dragged through an erupting social media storm but also shelved from her job.


“What happens now?” Jessica asks, rubbing her forehead.


“Things like this blow over pretty fast,” Yusuf says. “Apparently the guy wasn’t hurt, and it’s clear in the video that he provoked you. Grabbed your wrist and—”


“It’s also clear in the video how I puked in his backyard in the middle of the day. Plus probably how I let fly, kicking him three times . . . including once when he was already down.” Jessica sighs. “And I doubt you can hear him calling me a whore.”


“Nope,” Yusuf says. “That’s why we have to wait a second for the dust to settle.”


Jessica slowly raises her face from her hands and looks at Yusuf as if this is all his fault. And so it is, she supposes, if indirectly and completely unwittingly. Now that Jessica thinks about it, her downhill slide began the moment the Zetterborg case was solved and Yusuf went on a date with the cute technician from Forensics. As she stood alone in her empty apartment, Jessica understood something that had never crossed her mind before: Yusuf was not only a trusted friend and colleague but much more. She’d just never seen it: in her mind, they were the X-Files’ Fox Mulder and Dana Scully, a pair that had neither the need nor the slightest desire to cross the boundaries of a platonic relationship. But she suddenly realized she’d always subconsciously thought something might happen someday, even back when Yusuf was in his previous relationship. But now that Yusuf was head over heels in love with a woman who scours crime scenes, the idea that something might happen seemed unlikely in the extreme. And if the possibility of the relationship deepening no longer existed, would their camaraderie survive unchanged? Had a certain tension always been a requisite for the friendship, a back door to romance?


The evening following the arrest of Zetterborg’s murderer triggered some sort of absolute loneliness in Jessica. She felt like she was an ice floe adrift on open water, gradually melting until it vanished without anyone noticing. Maybe it was that sensation that had begun to feed her hallucinations, to lead her deeper and deeper to the other side, where reality gradually warped.


“You’re probably going to be mad at me for saying this, Jessie . . . ,” Yusuf begins, and Jessica has no reason to doubt him. “But I think you should go away for a little while. Somewhere, anywhere. You could travel around the world, go surfing in Bali, stay in the biggest suite at the Burj Al Arab for a month or two.” Yusuf laughs. “You could finally try and enjoy your financial independence. No one has to know. You can do whatever you want—”


“I feel a little sick,” Jessica says, rising from the couch as Yusuf looks on in dismay. “I’m going to go lie down for a while if you don’t mind.” She walks into the kitchen and flicks on the electric kettle. The paper bag lolls on the counter, empty.


Suddenly she’s incredibly annoyed. She opens a cupboard and takes out a porcelain mug. Yusuf appears behind her in the kitchen and continues talking as if Jessica had never cut him off.


“Seriously, Jessie. What the hell are you doing with that money if you’re not going to put it to good use? Do you realize the sky is the limit for you—”


“Yusuf!” Jessica slams her hand to the granite countertop so hard that it aches. She turns to look at Yusuf. The hands that were gesticulating so animatedly a moment ago have frozen in place, as if they’ve been paused with a TV remote. “You don’t know shit about my skies and limits!”


A bewildered look spreads across Yusuf’s face. “Calm down. All I’m trying to say is—”


Jessica hurls the mug at the wall opposite, sending shards scattering across the room. Yusuf raises his hands to protect his face and swears loudly.


“Why can’t you just leave?” Jessica shouts. She takes a step closer, grabs Yusuf by the neck, and kisses him; presses her forehead against his, breathes heavily.


Yusuf puts an end to the fleeting seconds by releasing himself from her grip and taking a step backward. “Jessica, what are you . . . ?”


Jessica feels a tear roll down to the corner of her mouth. She has never seen Yusuf this confused; the kiss has left him utterly speechless. For once. “I’m sorry,” she whispers, and wipes her eyes on the collar of her oversized T-shirt. “Please go.”


“Jessica . . .”


“Go!” Jessica snaps, shoving Yusuf in the chest, not to hurt him but to hasten the end of the intolerable situation. To get the smell of that perfect cologne out of her apartment.


Yusuf raises his arms, clearly wants to say something, to come up with a reason to stay or to take Jessica with him.


But Jessica’s implacable body language leaves no room for negotiation. Her finger is pointed at the front door. “Go, please,” she whispers.


Yusuf casts one final glance at her, a glance that contains a lifetime’s worth of untold stories. Then he wipes his lip with his finger and turns around. And when Jessica hears the front door close, she opens the cupboard and fumbles for a new mug. She leans against the counter, listens to hear if the doorbell might ring. If Yusuf might be stubborn enough to come back.


And when nothing happens, she lets the tears fall.
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