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PART I


‘It’s about my sister’




TRANSCRIPT OF INTERVIEW WITH MARTIN BENNER (MB).


INTERVIEWER: FREDRIK OHLANDER (FO), freelance journalist.


LOCATION:


Room 714, Grand Hôtel, Stockholm.


MB:  This story I’m about to tell you, I can promise you now: you’re not going to believe me. Okay? But do you know what? I don’t care. Because I have to explain what happened to me. From start to finish. I need to get it out.


FO:  Okay, I’ll listen. That’s what I get paid to do. I’m not a police officer, and I’m not a judge. I’ll just keep quiet and listen.


MB:  I hope so. It’s important that you listen, and even more important that you write it down. So that my story is recorded, saved for posterity. Otherwise this conversation is a waste of time. Got that?


FO:  Of course. That’s why I’m here. To hear your version of events.


MB:  You’re not going to be hearing my version.


FO:  Sorry?


MB:  You said you were here to listen to my version of events. That implies that there are other versions. Mine, and at least one other person’s. And that’s not the case.


FO:  Okay.


MB:  I can see what you’re thinking. That I’m either stupid, or batshit crazy. But I can tell you, I’m not.


FO:  Maybe we should take it from the beginning and not bother discussing what I think or don’t think. So, you claim that you’re the victim of a conspiracy? That you’ve been accused of committing crimes of which you’re innocent?


MB:  You’re going too fast.


FO:  Am I?


MB:  You said we should start at the beginning. But you didn’t. Because when this story started, I wasn’t the one sitting in the dock.


FO:  Sorry, you’re right, of course. So, why don’t you tell me? So this conversation goes the way you imagined.


MB:  You’ll have to forgive me for being pedantic about the details. But what you write after we’ve finished this conversation is the most important thing you’ll write in your whole life.


FO:  I don’t doubt it.


(Silence)


MB:  There’s one more thing you need to know before we get down to it.


FO:  Oh?


MB:  This is the most clichéd fucking story you’re ever going to hear.


FO:  Really?


MB:  Definitely. It’s got all the stereotypical elements. Unsolved murders. A big drugs baron. A successful lawyer who’s addicted to sex. And – drum roll – a sweet little child. A perfect film script, in other words. If it wasn’t for one important detail.


FO:  Which is?


MB:  That it isn’t a film. That it really happened. Here and now. Right under the noses of all the ordinary people who were too stupid to notice. And nothing – nothing at all – turned out to be the way it looked at the start.
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Bobby brought the stormy weather with him. Rain isn’t exactly unusual in Stockholm. But I clearly remember that before Bobby came into my life, we used to have sunshine.


Whatever the case, it was raining now. I didn’t have much to do, and I didn’t want much to do either. It was summer, and I was about to shut up shop for the holidays. Lucy and I were going to be heading for Nice, to swim and sunbathe. Drink cocktails and smear each other in suntan oil. Belle was going to stay with her grandparents. And sure as hell, that wasn’t the best time for someone to ring the doorbell. But they did. Helmer, our assistant, let him in and showed him to my room. He stopped in the doorway.


I know a problem case when I see one. The moment I set eyes on Bobby for the first time, I had a bad feeling. It wasn’t the way he was dressed. Nor the fact that he smelled like an old cigarette factory. No, it was the look in his eyes that gave him away. His eyes were like two pieces of old lead shot. Pitch black.


‘What’s this about?’ I said, without bothering to take my feet off the desk. ‘I’m about to finish for the day.’


‘Not until you’ve spoken to me,’ the man said, and walked into the room.


I raised my eyebrows.


‘I didn’t hear myself say “Come in”,’ I said.


‘That’s funny,’ the man said. ‘I did.’


So I took my feet off my desk and sat up properly.


The man held out a hand across the desk.


‘Bobby T.,’ he said.


I laughed in his face. It wasn’t a nice laugh.


‘Bobby T.?’ I said, shaking his hand. ‘How interesting.’


How fucking ridiculous, was what I actually wanted to say. Who the hell calls himself Bobby T. in Stockholm? It sounded like a corny name for a corny gangster in a corny American film.


‘There were two Bobbies in my class when I was little,’ the man said. ‘So they called us Bobby L. and Bobby T.’


‘Really?’ I said. ‘Two Bobbies? Unusual.’


Probably not just unusual but unique. I tried to stifle my laughter.


Bobby stood in silence in front of my desk. I looked him up and down.


‘Well, there were,’ he said. ‘But if you don’t want to call me Bobby T., you don’t have to. Bobby works, too.’


My mind was drawn to the world of American cinema again. There, Bobby would have been a big, black man with a mama with curlers in her hair and a dad who was a bank-robber. And Bobby T. would be the eldest of fourteen kids, and would try to pull girls by telling them how he walked his little brothers and sisters to school while his mother got drunk. Why do women always fall for that crap? Men they feel sorry for.


But back to the real Bobby. He was fair-skinned. Skinny and unkempt. His hair was curly with grease and his skin shiny. What did he want?


‘You’d better get to the point,’ I said, already starting to tire of my visitor. ‘You see, I wasn’t lying when I said I was about to finish for the day. I’ve got a hot date this evening and I want time to shower and change clothes before I meet her. I’m sure you understand.’


I don’t think he understood at all. Lucy and I sometimes play a game, trying to guess when people had last had sex. Bobby looked like he hadn’t had any for years. I wasn’t even sure if he used to wank regularly. Lucy’s much better at that sort of thing than me. She says you can tell if men wank a lot by looking at the lower part of their palms.


‘I’m not here on my own behalf,’ Bobby said.


‘No?’ I sighed. ‘Who are you here about, then? Your dad? Your mum?’


Or a mate who didn’t mean to hit the woman he mugged last week?


Not that I said that.


I’ve learned to keep my mouth shut when I have to.


‘It’s about my sister,’ Bobby said.


He squirmed and the look in his eyes softened for the first time. I clasped my hands on the desk and waited, trying to look patient.


‘I’ll give you ten minutes, Bobby T.,’ I said.


To stop him thinking I had all the time in the world.


Bobby nodded several times. Then he sat down, uninvited, on one of the visitor’s chairs.


‘I’ll tell you,’ he said, as if I’d expressed interest in his story. ‘I want you to help her. My sister, I mean. I want to get her off.’


How many times have I heard that before as a defence lawyer? People get themselves into all sorts of dodgy situations, then want help to get out of them. That’s not how it works. My role as a lawyer isn’t to help people get to heaven instead of hell. My task is to make sure the people making the decision do a decent job. And usually they do.


‘You’re saying she’s been accused of committing a crime?’ I said.


‘Not one. Several.’


‘Okay, she’s been accused of committing several crimes. Hasn’t she already got a defence lawyer?’


‘She had one. But he didn’t do his job.’


I rubbed my chin.


‘So now she wants a new lawyer?’


Bobby shook his head.


‘She doesn’t,’ he said. ‘I do.’


‘Sorry, I don’t follow. You want a lawyer for yourself? Or you think she ought to have a new one?’


‘The latter.’


‘Why do you want that if your sister disagrees?’ I said. ‘You should be careful about telling people what they want. Most of them can look after themselves.’


Bobby swallowed and the look in his eyes hardened again.


‘Not my sister,’ he said. ‘She could never look after herself. I was always the one who did that.’


So he was the responsible brother. How lovely. There are far too few of them in the world. Or not.


‘Okay, listen. Unless your sister is a minor, you have no authority to wade in and make decisions about her defence. You’re actually doing her a disservice. It’s better for her to make those decisions for herself.’


Bobby leaned forward and rested his elbows on my desk. I couldn’t bear his breath and pulled back.


‘You’re not listening to what I’m saying,’ he said. ‘I said my sister could never take care of herself. Past tense.’


I waited, unsure of what was coming next.


‘She’s dead,’ Bobby T. said. ‘She died six months ago.’


I’m very rarely, if ever, taken by surprise. But on this occasion I was. Because I couldn’t dismiss Bobby T. as either drunk or high.


‘Your sister’s dead?’ I said slowly.


Bobby T. nodded, evidently pleased that I’d finally understood.


‘Then you’d better explain what you’re doing here,’ I said. ‘Because dead people don’t need defence lawyers.’


‘My sister does,’ Bobby said, his voice trembling. ‘Because some bastard ruined her life with false accusations, and I want your help to prove it.’


It was my turn to shake my head.


I chose my words carefully.


‘Bobby, you need to go to the police. I’m a lawyer, I don’t do criminal investigations. I . . .’


Bobby banged his fist on the desk and I jumped involuntarily.


‘I don’t give a shit what you do,’ he said. ‘Because right now you’re going to listen to me. I know you’re going to want to help my sister. That’s why I’m here. Because I heard you say so. On the radio.’


I was taken aback.


‘You heard me say on the radio that I wanted to help your sister?’


‘That’s exactly what you said. That it was every lawyer’s dream to defend someone like her.’


It slowly dawned on me what he was talking about. And who his sister was.


‘You’re Sara Texas’s brother,’ I said.


‘Tell! Her name was Tell!’


The anger in his voice made me flinch. He quickly changed his tone.


‘You said you wanted to help her,’ he repeated. ‘You said so, on the radio. So you must have meant it.’


Oh fuck.


‘That was an interview about current cases,’ I said, now making an effort to sound friendly. ‘I didn’t express myself very clearly. That was foolish of me. Your sister’s case was extremely unusual. That’s why I said she was a lawyer’s dream client.’


I could hardly believe it was true.


In front of me sat the brother of a woman who had confessed to no fewer than five murders before she escaped from a supervised outing and killed herself the day before her trial was due to start.


‘I know what you said,’ Bobby said. ‘I’ve listened to the interview over and over again. It’s available online. And I’ve done my research about you. You’re smart.’


Flattery can get you a long way.


He said I was smart.


And obviously I thought he was right.


But I wasn’t so smart that I could bring the dead back to life.


‘I’m afraid you’re going to have to accept the facts,’ I said. ‘Your sister was accused of some very serious crimes. And she confessed, Bobby. She looked the lead interviewer and the prosecutor right in the eye and said that she’d murdered all those people. First she murdered two people in the US when she was an au pair in Texas. Then she murdered another three here in Stockholm. The weight of evidence was – and is – compelling. There’s nothing you can do for her now.’


He sat in complete silence for a while, just looking at me, before he finally spoke.


‘She was lying. She didn’t kill them. And I can prove it.’


I threw my hands up in resignation. Then I came up with what I should have said right at the start: ‘If you’ve got information which suggests that your sister was innocent, then you need to go to the police. Immediately. Because that means someone else is the murderer, and that person needs to be apprehended.’


When I get angry or wound up, my nostrils flare. Like a horse. That was one of the first things Lucy told me when we first met, and if she could have seen me now she would have laughed.


‘Do you understand what I’m saying, Bobby? You have to go to the police.’


The wretched rain was hammering at the window behind me with such frenzy that I thought the glass would break.


Bobby looked wound up as well.


‘I’ve already been. They wouldn’t listen to me. Not when Sara was still alive, and not afterwards either.’


‘Then you’ll have to go again.’


‘They won’t care.’


‘It might look that way, but believe me, they’ll listen. If they choose not to take what you tell them any further, it’s because they regard it as being of no interest. And you’d have to accept that.’


Bobby got up so abruptly that his chair fell over. His previously pale face was now bright red.


‘I’ll never accept what they did to Sara. Never!’


I stood up too.


‘In that case, I don’t honestly know what you should do,’ I said. ‘Because I can’t help you.’


For a moment I thought he was going to punch me, but then he seemed to swallow the worst of his anger. Instead he opened his jacket and took a folded sheet of paper from his inside pocket.


‘Here,’ he said, holding it out towards me.


I took it, somewhat reluctantly, and unfolded it.


‘So?’ I said when I’d read what it said.


‘Proof,’ Bobby said. ‘Proof that she was innocent.’


I read it again.


It looked like a bus or train ticket. The writing was in English.




Houston to San Antonio


5:30 p.m.


Friday 8 October, 2007




I had to make a real effort not to get annoyed. I didn’t have time for this sort of nonsense.


‘A bus ticket someone bought to travel from Houston to San Antonio at half past five on the afternoon of Friday 8 October, 2007. Is this your proof that your sister was innocent?’


‘It’s a train ticket, not a bus ticket,’ Bobby said angrily, like there was a big difference between the two. ‘You don’t know my sister’s case yet, I can tell. On Friday 8 October, 2007, the first murder that Sara was accused of was committed. The victim died at eight o’clock that evening. In a city called Galveston in Texas. But my sister can’t have been the murderer, because at the time she was on a train heading for San Antonio. That’s her ticket you’re holding.’


I didn’t know where to start. A ticket proved nothing, of course. She could just as easily not have caught the train. Always assuming that the ticket was hers to start with.


‘Where did you get this?’ I said, waving the sheet of paper.


‘From Sara’s friend, Jenny. She was an au pair as well. In the same city as Sara. She took the ticket to the Texas police but they didn’t want it. She ended up sending it to me by courier, and I took it to my sister’s useless lawyer.’


What could I say?


It was true, I didn’t know the details of Sara Tell’s case, but I’d read enough to have a broad idea. The evidence against her was solid. The prosecutor had plenty of material. The ticket didn’t prove a damn thing.


But I realised Bobby wasn’t going to leave my office unless I gave him something to take away with him. Hope. That’s what everyone who walks through my door wants.


So I did what I usually do when there are no other options.


I lied.


‘Okay, Bobby,’ I said. ‘How about this? You leave the ticket and a phone number with me, and I promise I’ll look into it. I’ll call you at the end of the week, let’s say Sunday, to tell you if I want to carry on working on your sister’s case. And if I decide I don’t want to, you need to accept that. Agreed?’


I held out my hand.


He hesitated for several long moments before shaking it.


His hand was cool and dry.


‘Agreed.’


He wrote his phone number down on a scrap of paper. Then he disappeared from my office at last. Leaving me sitting there with an old train ticket in my hand. Like hell was Sara Texas innocent. But it didn’t matter if she was, seeing as she was already dead and buried.


I opened the top drawer of my desk and dropped the ticket in it.


In an hour’s time I was going to be seeing Lucy, and there was no way she was going to have sex with me unless I had showered first. I had to get home.


Then I heard the door to the office open again, and Bobby was soon back inside my room.


‘Two more things,’ he said. ‘One: like I said, Sara had a lawyer. But he didn’t do his job. You’ll realise that when you look at the case. That he let her down.’


‘And what makes you think he let her down?’


‘He knew things, but he never said anything to anyone. He knew about the ticket I just gave you. And, like I say, other things.’


I hate people who speak in riddles. I hate games. The only person I play games with is Belle. She’s four years old, and still believes in Father Christmas.


‘What do you think he knew?’


‘Talk to him. Then you’ll understand. I’m not saying more than that.’


His rhetorical posturing irritated me, but I couldn’t be bothered to carry on the discussion.


‘And the second point? You said there were two more things?’


Bobby swallowed.


‘My nephew, Mio. He disappeared the day my sister killed herself. I want you to find him.’


Sara Texas had been the single mother of a small boy. The police suspected that Sara had killed him and hidden his body. As far as I was aware, their investigation hadn’t generated a single theory about what had happened to the child.


‘I need to make a very clear distinction here,’ I said. ‘This is a law firm, not a charity that looks for missing people. Sorry. I’ve promised to take a look at your sister’s case, but I’m afraid I can’t help you find out what happened to her son.’


‘It’s all connected,’ Bobby said. ‘You’ll see. It’s all part of the same story.’


Then he turned round and walked out. This time he didn’t come back.
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‘I’m not going to have sex with you tonight, just so you know.’ Why do women say that? We’d barely had time to sit down and order our first drinks before Lucy felt she had to ruin our date.


‘Listen, sex was the last thing on my mind when I came here,’ I said.


‘Oh, Martin.’


‘What? It’s true.’


Our cocktails arrived and I took a small sip of the bitter drink. G&T, a timeless classic.


Obviously Lucy didn’t buy my transparent lie. She knows me. She knows men, knows we’re always thinking about sex. It’s biological, there’s nothing we can do about it.


‘If you weren’t thinking about sex, what were you thinking about?’


‘Sara Texas.’


Lucy shuddered and almost spilled her drink. She always starts with a Cosmopolitan before moving on to wine.


‘Okay, that’s a good one.’


I could feel her relax as her smile grew warmer. Maybe I’d get to have sex with her after all. In which case I’d be sure to thank Bobby properly next time I saw him.


The thought of seeing Bobby again was enough to dampen my mood. I took a thirsty gulp of my G&T and felt Lucy’s hand on my shoulder.


‘Has something happened?’


‘We had a visitor at the office after you left,’ I said.


I told Lucy about Bobby, and she listened, wide-eyed.


‘But that’s crazy,’ she said when I’d finished. ‘So, Sara Texas had a brother who thinks she was innocent?’


‘That’s usually the case, though, isn’t it?’ I said. ‘There’s nothing unusual about criminals having relatives who want to believe they haven’t done anything wrong. But . . .’


Lucy waited.


‘What?’


‘Bloody hell, Lucy, there was something weird about the bloke. Apart from the fact that he was Sara Texas’s brother. He was so pushy. So certain.’


‘That Sara was innocent?’


‘Yes, partly that, but also that I would agree to take her case on.’


Lucy frowned.


‘But Sara Texas is dead, isn’t she?’


‘Of course she is. And has been for several months now.’


The newspapers had been full of articles about her. About her growing up in the Stockholm suburb of Bandhagen, and her alcoholic dad who used to sell her to his friends. Her teachers had spoken out, revealing what a tragic childhood she had. And they cried, too, saying they regretted not telling Social Services earlier.


‘I don’t really remember the story,’ Lucy said. ‘What was it again, how did she end up in Texas?’


‘She was an au pair.’


‘Bloody hell, who’d employ someone like her as an au pair?’


‘What do you mean, “someone like her”? Surely anyone can look good on paper? The question is really, how can anyone employ girls who’ve only just left home as au pairs? I mean, it’s hardly the age-group we encourage to become parents.’


Lucy took a sip of her cocktail.


‘It must have been such a relief for her. Getting away from her crazy family.’


‘I’m sure it was,’ I said, seeing as the same thought had occurred to me. ‘A shame she didn’t do anything more creative with her new-found freedom than murder a load of people.’


Lucy grinned.


‘You’re the salt of the earth, Martin.’


‘You too, baby. That’s why you can’t do without me.’


I put one arm round her back and she didn’t brush it off.


We were a couple, once upon a time. I don’t think I’ve ever been smugger than I was then. I, Martin Benner, had managed to catch the hottest lawyer babe in the whole of Stockholm, possibly the whole of Sweden. Lucia ‘Lucy’ Miller. It didn’t get better than that.


Maybe not, but it didn’t last particularly long. And obviously that was my fault. As usual, I panicked and started sleeping with other people. A tiny part of me thinks I can’t help it. Everyone has their bad habits. Some people burp when they eat, others are incapable of being monogamous.


‘Where’s Belle this evening?’ Lucy asked.


‘With the au pair,’ I said curtly.


‘Speaking of handing responsibility for raising your child to someone else.’


‘Someone else who isn’t a child herself. Signe’s fifty-five, the perfect age for an au pair.’


‘Bollocks, the only reason you employed an older au pair was so you wouldn’t be tempted to sleep with her.’


I finished the rest of my drink and pretended I hadn’t heard her.


‘Another one, please,’ I said to the bartender.


‘You still don’t think Belle should come to Nice with us?’ Lucy said.


‘Belle is definitely not coming to Nice with us. She’s going to stay with her grandparents. That’ll be perfect.’


Most people who meet me don’t think I’ve got any children. I haven’t, either. At least, no biological children. And certainly none that were planned. Belle is, or was, my sister’s daughter. My sister and her husband died in a plane crash just over three years ago. Belle was nine months old at the time. No one, me included, imagined that Belle would end up living with me. Everyone thought she’d go to her father’s sister and her family. But her aunt, the bitch, didn’t think she could look after her niece. She already had two children, so it would be unfair on the others to take another child into the family. Her husband agreed with her, said they didn’t have the time or money to raise another young child. An abandoned baby didn’t suit their idyllic lifestyle. The house wasn’t big enough, the car was too small.


But Lucy hit the nail on the head: the only thing that wasn’t big enough was their hearts.


So Belle was going to go to a foster family. In Skövde, of all places.


I can still remember the way my pulse-rate went up when I heard that. I don’t know how I got to the Social Services office, but all of a sudden I was sitting there.


‘But we’ve already discussed this,’ the social worker said. ‘Belle’s aunt doesn’t want to look after her. And nor do you. And as for your mother, Belle’s grandmother, she’s too old. The same goes for her father’s parents. Which means that someone else will have to take care of her.’


She gave me an encouraging smile. ‘The family has a long tradition of fostering. They live on a lovely farm with lots of animals. It will be a good environment for Belle to recover in.’


I could see it clearly before me. Belle would end up living with a load of hicks out in the middle of nowhere and learn to milk cows by hand. And there was no way on earth I was going to let it end like that.


‘I’ve changed my mind,’ I heard myself say. ‘I want her to come and live with me.’


I cried that night. For the first time in many, many years. I hadn’t even cried at my sister’s funeral. Once I’d finished crying I went into my study and moved all the furniture out. I painted the walls yellow and had the floor revarnished. Belle moved in four days later. Before that I’d never changed a single nappy in my entire life. I’d never warmed a bottle of formula. I’d actually never felt the weight of such a tiny person in my arms.


I still have nightmares about how much Belle used to scream back at the start. If it hadn’t been for Lucy and my mother, I’d never have got through that first year. But afterwards I thought it had been worth it. Sometimes it’s good to do the right thing.


Lucy ordered a glass of wine.


‘It’ll be good to get away,’ she said.


‘Couldn’t agree more,’ I said.


I pulled her closer, inhaling the scent of her hair. It was okay if she didn’t want to have sex with me, as long as she didn’t have sex with anyone else.


‘So what are you going to do?’


‘About what?’


‘About Sara Texas and her brother.’


‘What am I going to do? Nothing, obviously. I mean, what’s there to do? The woman’s dead. She confessed, Lucy. That’s it. It’s over, nothing more to say.’


‘And that ticket?’


‘What about it? It’s a train ticket, that’s all. It doesn’t prove anything. Anyway, it’s not my job to sort out that sort of detail. That’s up to the police.’


Lucy said nothing. She knew I was right. The only surprising thing was that she thought it worth discussing.


‘What are you thinking?’ I said.


‘Nothing. I’m just being silly. Of course she wasn’t innocent. And even if she was, you’re right – it’s the police’s job to deal with that.’


She took a sip of her wine.


I was looking at a woman at the other end of the room. Attractive, and obviously bored by her company. She was holding her wine-glass with both hands. No ring. I could have her in less than half an hour.


Lucy followed my gaze.


‘You’re fucking incredible, Martin.’


‘Stop it, I’m just looking.’


I gave her a kiss on the cheek.


‘It doesn’t do any harm, does it?’


Lucy looked annoyed.


‘Finish your drink,’ she said.


‘Do you want to go home?’


‘Yes, and you’re coming with me. I’ve changed my mind. Of course I want to have sex with you tonight.’
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Remember: the oldest trick in the book is the one that works best. It was enough for me to glance at another woman for Lucy to decide to have sex with me. As I lay naked beside her on the floor of her flat an hour or so later, I was amazed at how easy it was to get what you wanted the whole time. She’d started the evening saying no, and ended up saying yes.


Same old story.


My mobile rang.


‘Martin, you’ve got to come over. The cellar’s flooded.’


Perfect.


My mum only rings to ask if she can look after Belle, or because she wants my help with something. I have a standard response to requests for help.


‘You know I’d help you if I could, Marianne. But I’m afraid I simply haven’t got time. A client needs me, and I can’t leave her in the lurch. Call someone else and I’ll take care of the bill later.’


The idea that being rich doesn’t make you happier is rubbish. Money means you can buy time, and time lets you buy freedom. And a person who is free is also happy.


I’ve never actually called my mum ‘Mum’. Her name is Marianne, and there’s no good reason not to call her that.


When I hung up I saw that Lucy was looking at me.


‘That wasn’t very nice.’


‘It’s getting late. I need to go home and relieve the babysitter.’


I got up from the floor and stretched.


‘You know, I could go home with you,’ Lucy said. ‘Stay the night and take Belle to preschool tomorrow.’


I pulled on my pants and trousers.


‘Baby, that’s probably not a good idea.’


We both knew why. So that Belle didn’t see us together too often. Because I didn’t want her to think that we were a proper couple.


‘Another time, okay?’


Lucy went into the bathroom and closed the door. I heard her turn the tap in the basin. So I wouldn’t hear her pee. Ridiculous.


But what was even more ridiculous was that I was still thinking about Sara Texas. And Bobby.


She had confessed to five murders. This case had never been some trashy reality show. There was evidence. Sara had been able to account for specific times and dates. She’d said where the murder weapons were, insofar as there were any. And she had described other details that no one but the murderer could have known about.


Even so, doubts were starting to grow inside my head like a vague itch.


That damn ticket. That didn’t prove anything, did it? It wasn’t even an individual ticket, there was no name on it to say who had used it.


Bobby said he got it from his sister’s friend Jenny. Bobby. That was a really stupid name, too. A problem name. In Sweden, anyway. I remembered photographs I’d seen in the papers. She wasn’t at all like her brother. Which didn’t matter, of course. I wasn’t much like my sister. We had different fathers. Mine was black and came from the USA. From Texas, in fact. My sister was as white as Mum. Her father came from Sälen. Actually from Sälen, the ski resort. I never imagined anyone really lived there.


I smiled at the thought of how different my sister and I used to look. The first time I dropped Belle off at preschool the staff were astonished. I could see it very clearly even though they didn’t say anything. How could such a tall black man have such a fair little child?


Sara Texas. Obviously her name was Tell, not Texas, as her brother had pointed out. Texas was what the newspapers called her. Because that was where she claimed her first victims. Like a hunter.


I sighed. I wasn’t going to be able to resist, I knew that. I was going to sit down and read through all the articles I could find about Sara Texas, I’d stay up all night if necessary. When dawn came I’d rub my eyes and fall asleep at my desk. The spell would be broken the moment Belle woke up. Irritable and dishevelled, I’d drive her to preschool and wait for Sunday, when I would call Bobby and explain things to him. That his sister’s case was interesting, but not for me.


Seeing as she was dead.


Seeing as I wasn’t a private detective.


Bobby had said a single sentence that I couldn’t shake off quite as lightly. That Sara’s lawyer hadn’t done his job. That he had ‘known things’.


Lucy came out of the bathroom. Naked and beautiful. It was hard to believe that she had once been mine.


‘Do you remember who defended Sara Texas?’ I said.


Lucy laughed and picked her briefs off the floor.


‘I knew you wouldn’t be able to let it go.’


‘Stop it, I’m just curious.’


‘I can understand that. Tor Gustavsson was in charge of her case.’


I let out a whistle. Of course, old Gustavsson, I’d completely forgotten that.


‘Didn’t he retire fairly recently?’ I said.


‘December last year, just after Sara died,’ Lucy said. ‘You missed his leaving do because you and Belle were in Copenhagen that weekend.’


I found myself smiling when Lucy reminded me of that trip to Copenhagen. It had been a great success. Just Belle and me. We flew there for the second weekend of Advent and stayed in one of the hotels along the coast. That was probably the first time I properly understood that children change over time. That they grow gradually. For some stupid reason I was surprised that Belle ate so nicely when we went to restaurants. She could say what she liked and what she didn’t like. I drank wine and she drank fizzy pop. When we went back to the hotel, she walked all the way. No pushchair, no carrying. Not that it was particularly far, but I was still proud of her. And incredibly sad. About the fact my sister had died when Belle was so small. And that the person looking after Belle – me, in other words – didn’t even know that she could feed herself.


After that I promised myself that I would be more present in her life. And I’ve kept that promise.


The memory went from warming to painful and I had to blink a few times.


‘It was boring as fuck,’ Lucy said. ‘Gustavsson made the longest speech ever, going on and on about all the great things he’d done in his career.’


‘Did he mention Sara Texas?’


‘No, and that was seriously bloody weird. Because I don’t think he actually ever worked on a bigger case than that. But I dare say he saw that one as a failure. Seeing as she died.’


That was true. I remember being surprised when I saw Gustavsson being quoted in the papers. Why had Sara picked one of the best lawyers to defend her when she’d decided to admit everything and then commit suicide before the trial?


‘Shall I call for a taxi?’ Lucy said.


I tucked my shirt in my trousers.


I looked out of the window and saw the rain. Was that how it was going to be from now on? Rainy and wet.


‘Yes please,’ I said.


Shortly afterwards I was sitting in the taxi. I called my mother to ask what was happening with the flooded cellar. A plumber was on his way.
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The au pair, or whatever you wanted to call Signe in light of her advanced age, was sitting drinking coffee in the kitchen when I got home.


‘Have you had a quiet evening?’ I said.


She smiled.


‘Absolutely, no problems.’


Signe does all the things that I don’t have time for as a single man with a full-time job. I drop Belle off at preschool and she picks her up. She does the shopping and cooking. When Belle starts school she’ll help with her homework too. She doesn’t have to do the cleaning and ironing. The cleaner does that.


Like I said. Money buys time and gives you freedom. And it’s that freedom that makes people happy.


Once the au pair had gone I took a look into Belle’s room. Belle was lying on her back with her mouth open. The pink duvet seemed too big; she looked like she was disappearing beneath it. I crept over quietly and pulled it down a little. Much better. I leaned over and kissed her softly on her forehead.


Then I went back to the kitchen and took out the bottle of whisky. My grandfather taught me to drink whisky. Always single malt, and never cold. You’re only allowed ice with blended whiskies.


The wooden floor creaked beneath my feet as I walked into the library and closed the door behind me. There’s no better guard-dog than an old floor. When Belle had been with me for a year, I bought the next-door neighbour’s flat and knocked through from mine. We needed space, me and the little girl.


I turned the computer on as I sipped the whisky.


Sara Texas.


I was just going to check a few things before going to bed. If Bobby wanted a private detective, he’d have to ask someone else.


I found myself thinking about Tor Gustavsson. The lawyer who hadn’t done his job. Who ‘knew things’.


I’ll start with that, I thought. I’ll call old Gustavsson in the morning, then I’ll call Bobby and tell him I don’t want to get involved.


The fan in the computer whirred quietly.


My fingers flew over the keyboard.


Sara Texas Tell.


What secrets had she taken with her to the grave?


Twenty-six. That was how old Sara Tell had been when she confessed to the murders of five people. Three women and two men. In the field of criminology she was regarded as unique. After she was arrested and remanded in custody, there had been a big debate as to whether or not she was a serial killer. I couldn’t really understand that. Of course she was a serial killer. If she hadn’t been an attractive young woman, that discussion would never have taken place.


People are very reluctant to believe things that fall outside the realm of what they expect. Sara Tell wasn’t beautiful, but she was attractive. Her features were so finely chiselled that her face looked like a doll’s. She was taller than most women, almost one metre eighty. If she hadn’t been, the case would have felt even more peculiar. Because then it would have been pretty much impossible to understand how she could have committed her crimes.


She never gave any explanation for the murders. Not that I could see in the papers, anyway.


It was past midnight and the air in the library was starting to feel stuffy. The whisky looked cloudy and my back was stiff.


I remembered the radio interview that Bobby heard me do. The interviewer was a sensation-seeking reporter who wanted to know what I thought about Sara’s chances of being found not guilty. I sometimes get asked that sort of thing about high-profile cases, partly because I spent a very short period of my life in the police force. And in the States, no less. As far as Sara was concerned, I said that the chances of her being found not guilty were non-existent, but that I thought everyone – no matter what they had done – had the right to a defence lawyer during court proceedings. To the question of whether I could imagine defending Sara, I replied just as Bobby had said: that Sara’s was a dream case. That I would have been happy to help her.


With what? I wondered, as I sat at the computer reading article after article about the horrific crimes she had committed. Sara Texas didn’t strike me as a woman in extremis. On the contrary. She seemed to have been perfectly capable of taking care of herself. In the pictures from the trial she looked very focused. Straight-backed, attractive. For some reason I was struck by the fact that she wore glasses. A serial killer with a pretty face, glasses and a nice jacket. It didn’t make sense. And not because I have any prejudices about the sort of people who commit crimes in our world. Sara Texas was a paradox. And that was what made her interesting. And that was why I would have liked to have met her.


Almost unconsciously I reached for a pen and sheet of paper. I quickly sketched out some of the basic facts. She had committed her first murder when she was twenty-one years old. She stabbed a young woman in Galveston, Texas. The following year she murdered a man in Houston. After that she moved back to Sweden. She had just become a mother when she committed her third murder. Before her son was three she had notched up numbers four and five.


It took the police in Texas five years to figure out that she was responsible for the murders of the woman in Galveston and the man in Houston. A coincidence helped unlock the case and led them to request her extradition from Sweden to the USA. The Swedish authorities said no, obviously. We don’t hand people over to countries where they run the risk of receiving the death penalty. But we are able to try people for crimes even if they were committed abroad. And that was what the prosecutor decided to do.


Only then did they work out that Sara had murdered three other people too. The cases had been languishing unsolved by the police until then. And would probably have remained like that if Sara herself hadn’t mentioned them.


Why on earth would anyone do a thing like that?


Confessing to three murders that no one would have thought to ask about. It was beyond me.


Ignoring the fact that using newspaper articles as source material was rather frivolous, I thought I had identified several more things that were hard to understand.


No fingerprints.


No DNA in the form of blood, saliva or hair.


No items left at the crime scenes.


No witnesses to the crimes.


But, on the other hand, she had known or at least met all the victims while they were alive. That sort of detail had to be regarded as compromising, given the circumstances. Seeing as there were no fewer than five victims, murdered on two continents, it was hard to ignore that particular fact. But they were hardly close friends of Sara’s. One of the victims worked at a hotel she had stayed in. Another one was a taxi driver who gave her a ride. The sort of connections that could never be described as close.


All in all, there was really only one conclusion: in a Swedish court she would have been found not guilty on all charges if she hadn’t confessed and presented her own evidence.


I shook my head slowly.


Why would anyone do that? Guilty conscience? Because they felt a need to tell someone?


But Sara never expressed any regret. She never asked anyone’s forgiveness or explained her crimes. Christ knows what her motivations were.


I was feeling tired, my eyes were stinging. I turned the desk-lamp off and went to bed.


There was something odd lurking in the case of Sara Texas.


Something I didn’t know how to find.


That annoyed me.


Really fucking annoyed me.





5


It was raining again. Drops of water the size of blueberries were falling from the sky, spoiling both my hairstyle and my jacket.


Lucy smiled as I walked through the door.


‘Don’t you look lovely?’ she said.


She gave me a quick kiss.


‘Thanks for last night, by the way.’


‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘As always, very enjoyable.’


Lucy and I set up the law practice almost ten years ago. We were both relative newcomers in the business, and equally ambitious. I know I thought of her as a kindred spirit. She was incredibly driven in everything she did, and still is to this day. We used to talk about how successful we were going to be, and how many employees we’d have. That bit never happened. We were comfortable, just the two of us, and never felt like letting anyone else in. Apart from our assistant, Helmer.


A friend once asked me how I could bear to work so closely with a woman I was in love with. I didn’t understand the question. I still don’t. Being close to Lucy wasn’t and isn’t a problem. Quite the contrary; I’d go to pieces if she packed up and left.


‘You look tired, did you stay up late?’


‘No, not really,’ I said, stifling a yawn.


‘Really? You look like a panda with those rings round your eyes. Admit it – you lay awake reading about Sara Texas.’


‘Not at all,’ I said drily. ‘But I did sit up reading. It’s pretty interesting, actually.’


‘I can imagine,’ Lucy said. ‘Good-looking girl, after all.’


I went into my room and barely had time to close the door before it opened again. Helmer, our assistant, came in.


‘A plumber called. He wanted to check where to send his invoice for sorting out a flooded basement. I told him we didn’t have a basement and to send his fake invoices to someone else.’


‘Then you’ll have to call him back and apologise,’ I said. ‘Of course we’ve got a basement, and it flooded yesterday.’


Helmer looked totally flummoxed. He does that rather too often for my liking, but Lucy’s fond of him.


‘I don’t understand.’


‘You’re not supposed to. Please, call him back. The invoice will be paid through the business.’


Helmer disappeared, closing the door behind him.


It took me less than five minutes to find a home number for retired lawyer Tor Gustavsson. He was a legend in his day. Slightly undeserving, perhaps, but even so. He once defended a very successful businessman who was accused of murdering his wife. How Gustavsson managed to get the guy off was a mystery, but evidently both the District Court and Court of Appeal had found him not guilty in no time at all. After that everyone wanted to work with Gustavsson.


But now he was retired. Sara Texas had been his last big case. I hoped he wasn’t going to get grouchy because I called. Grouchy old men are a pet hate of mine.


The phone rang and rang. No answer. I was just about to hang up when someone answered in a high voice and said: ‘Hello?’


I cleared my throat, a habit I’d picked up when I was surprised.


‘Martin Benner,’ I said. ‘I’m calling from the law firm Benner & Miller. I’m trying to reach Tor Gustavsson.’


There was a moment’s silence.


‘I’m terribly sorry,’ the voice eventually said. ‘Tor isn’t up to taking any calls at the moment.’


I was speaking to a woman. If she’d been here in front of me, I dare say I could have got Gustavsson on the phone.


‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ I said. ‘I’m calling about a fairly important matter.’


‘Are you a journalist?’


The question took me by surprise.


‘What? No, certainly not. I’m a lawyer, like I said. Sorry, can I ask who I’m speaking to?’


‘Gunilla Gustavsson, Tor’s daughter-in-law. What’s this about?’


I hesitated. Something told me that Sara Texas’s name was unlikely to open any doors.


‘An old case,’ I said. ‘One Tor worked on . . . some time ago.’


I heard a sigh at the other end of the line.


‘Is this about Sara Texas?’ Fuck.


‘Yes,’ I had to admit.


‘That case almost broke my father-in-law. I’d rather you didn’t discuss it with him.’


‘Perhaps I could call back when he’s feeling better?’ I said.


‘I don’t think so. You see, Tor suffered a severe stroke a while back. And last week he had a heart attack. As if that wasn’t enough, he came down with a lung infection two days later. He quite literally has to devote all his energy to getting better. Otherwise we don’t know if he’ll make it.’


Her voice was clear and composed, but I could detect a definite undertone of anxiety. Hardly surprising, given what she’d just told me.


‘Of course,’ I said. ‘Send him my best wishes. I hope everything works out.’


I’d only met Tor Gustavsson a handful of times, but there was a chance he’d remember me.


‘Thanks,’ the daughter-in-law said. ‘I’ll tell him you called. You could always try calling Eivor instead.’


‘Eivor?’


‘His assistant. She should be able to answer any questions about Sara Texas.’


I was instantly curious.


‘How do I get hold of Eivor?’


‘She retired at the same time as Tor. She lives in a small flat in Gamla stan.’


Tor’s daughter-in-law read out a phone number.


‘Tell her I gave you her number,’ she said. ‘Eivor’s practically one of the family. She is very fond of my father-in-law.’


I could imagine. It’s always the same. Behind every successful man is a woman with a gentle smile, pointing out that his trousers are too short. In Tor Gustavsson’s case, the woman’s name was Eivor. In mine she didn’t yet have a name. It certainly wasn’t Lucy, at any rate.


Before I dialled Eivor’s number I called Belle’s preschool. She had been upset when I dropped her off that morning. I wanted to make sure everything was okay.


‘She’s fine now,’ the woman who answered said. ‘Don’t forget that she needs a packed lunch tomorrow. We’re going on an outing.’


Outing and packed lunch. Always something to remember. As soon as I’d hung up I called the au pair.


‘Belle needs to take food to school tomorrow.’


‘You mean a packed lunch? And preschool, not school.’


‘Exactly. You can sort something simple out this afternoon, can’t you?’


‘Martin, it’s only a matter of making a few sandwiches and buying a drink.’


‘You mean I ought to do it myself?’


The au pair fell silent.


‘Buy some sort of drink and I’ll sort out the sandwiches,’ I said.


Then I ended the call and concentrated on more important things than a few manky sandwiches.


Eivor. Tor Gustavsson’s old assistant. Would she be able to help me?


She would. And – even more importantly – she was willing to. We met in her flat. A small but magical home. Like something out of a magazine. She must have put her soul into refining these meagre square metres in which she had chosen to live.


She showed me into the kitchen and nudged me onto a chair at a triangular table. We were evidently going to drink coffee.


‘I assume you’ve got a lot to do, so I won’t stay long,’ I said.


Meaning, of course, that I had a hell of a lot to do that was more important than drinking coffee with a complete stranger. But that sort of subtle message seemed to pass Eivor by.


‘You can stay as long as you like,’ she said. ‘I’ve got all the time in the world.’


God didn’t give me many talents to work with, but He did give me a unique ability to manipulate women of all ages and cultures. Eivor wasn’t a hard nut to crack. I made myself more comfortable at the table and listened attentively as Eivor explained how badly things had gone for Tor Gustavsson, and how sad it was.


‘You should have seen him at work,’ she said. ‘I swear – time used to stand still in court when he made his closing statements.’


I came very close to laughing but managed to make it sound like a cough.


‘I’ve heard a lot of good things about Tor,’ I said. ‘He was a true upholder of the law, he certainly was.’


‘He’s not dead yet,’ Eivor said.


‘Tor is a true upholder of the law.’


It was obvious that they’d had an affair. Maybe lasting decades. Eivor talked warmly about the many years she spent as Gustavsson’s assistant. With a bit of skilful manipulation I managed to hurry the story along until finally we reached Tor’s last big case: Sara Texas.


‘She confessed, of course,’ Eivor said. ‘Tor tried to reason with her, I know that. But she refused. Justice needed to be done.’


‘Did Tor ever doubt that she was telling the truth?’


‘No, why would he have done? The evidence was unambiguous. Everything the girl said could be proved. So what was he supposed to do? He gave her the support she needed, made sure she wasn’t treated badly during the time she was in custody. And . . . well, then it turned out the way it did.’


‘She committed suicide.’


Eivor nodded slowly.


‘Yes, she did. Tor was so upset when he heard. But it wasn’t his fault. I told him that plenty of times.’


An old grandfather clock was ticking in the corner of the room. Rain was beating at the window and I wondered what I thought I was doing. Sitting and drinking coffee with a garrulous old lady. What did I actually imagine I could get out of her? A revolutionary revelation that she and Gustavsson had kept quiet about for months?


I was chasing ghosts.


Because an idiot calling himself Bobby T. had marched into my office and messed things up.


‘Do you know if Tor was in contact with Sara Tell’s brother?’


Eivor started.


‘You mean Bobby? Oh, yes. He was so angry with Tor, you know. Screamed and shouted at him in the office.’


‘What for?’


‘Because he’d got it into his head that his sister was innocent.’


‘Did he have any proof of that?’


‘I remember him coming to the office once waving a ticket about. But Tor wouldn’t listen to his nonsense. Nor would Sara. She forbade Tor to speak to her brother, and after that Bobby stopped coming to the office.’


This was interesting. So Sara had pushed her brother away when he tried to help her.


‘Why do you think it was so important for Sara that she be convicted of the murders?’ I said.


‘So that she could be at peace,’ Eivor said with a distant look in her eyes.


She toyed with her coffee-cup.


‘That’s what we all want, I suppose,’ she said. ‘Peace.’


Peace. That was probably the most ridiculous thing I’d ever heard.


The kitchen suddenly felt cold and bare. The coffee tasted of horse-piss and I wanted to get back to the office. Maybe I’d have reason to return to Eivor, but for the time being I clearly wasn’t getting anywhere.


‘Well, thanks for letting me take up your time,’ I said, putting the cup down in the tiny sink.


‘I should be thanking you,’ Eivor said. ‘It was good of you to come.’


As if I’d come for her sake.


She followed me out into the hall and watched as I put my shoes on. We really ought to stop that in Sweden. Forcing people to walk around in their socks. It’s so humiliating.


‘I’ve actually got a few things in the attic that you might want to look at,’ Eivor said.


I looked up, curious.


‘From the Sara Texas case, I mean,’ she clarified. ‘Only one box. Do you want to take a look?’


I hesitated. Was I seriously contemplating wasting even more time on this dead loss of a case?


What the hell, seeing as I’d already started poking about in it I might as well see it through to the end.


‘I’d be happy to take a look,’ I said.


As if in response to what I’d just said, I heard a rumble of thunder roll across the rooftops.


‘I’ll just nip up to the attic and get it,’ Eivor said, pulling on a cardigan. ‘You wait here.’


I took the opportunity to reply to a few emails while she was gone. It felt uncomfortable being alone in her flat.


She was soon back.


‘Right, let’s see.’


She was breathing hard as she put the box on the floor and crouched down beside it. It looked like she’d taken the stairs all the way up to the attic.


Her hands were shaking slightly as she opened the cardboard box.


I stood behind her, peering over her shoulder.


Papers and files and what looked like notebooks.


Far too much for me to go through there and then.


‘I’d be happy to take the box away with me,’ I said firmly.


She stood up.


‘I’d rather you didn’t,’ she said.


‘I haven’t got time to make a decent evaluation of so much material here and now,’ I said, then added in an authoritative voice: ‘There wouldn’t be any problem with me taking it with me, would there? There can’t be any secrets in there that the police don’t know about, surely?’


Eivor went pale.


‘Of course not.’


‘In that case,’ I said, bending down to pick the box up. ‘I’ll borrow this for a while.’
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‘Okay, Sherlock, what are we going to do with all this?’ Lucy was kneeling beside the box I had brought back from Eivor’s.


‘No idea. We can take a look at it tomorrow. Now I’ve got a meeting with another client, and then I’m picking Belle up from preschool.’


Sometimes I collect Belle myself. To salve my guilty conscience or because I want an excuse to get away from the office. And sometimes just because I’m missing her. But on that particular day it was because I wanted to get out of the office.


‘Another client?’ Lucy said without looking at me. ‘So you’ve got more than one at the moment?’


I stood still.


No, I hadn’t. I only had one client, the one I was about to go and see in prison. Unless I was seriously considering getting involved in the case of Sara Texas?


I was on the point of getting in over my head, I was all too aware of that. But at the same time I couldn’t escape. People think us lawyers have an exciting job that constantly keeps the adrenalin pumping. We haven’t. There aren’t many interesting cases. The exceptions are so rare that you basically never even get to hear about them before they’ve been allocated to someone else. Which was why Bobby’s visit got me going. Whether or not I wanted it to.


‘Let’s talk tomorrow,’ I said.


I pushed aside all thoughts about the box I’d brought from Eivor’s. Everything was happening too fast. Way too fast. I had one thing I was supposed to be concentrating on, and that was the client I was going to see in prison.


‘Are we meeting up this evening?’ Lucy said.


That was unusual. We basically never saw each other two nights in a row. That would only confuse us. If we got horny between our dates we had to have sex with other people.


‘No,’ I said. ‘I’ve got to work.’


That was a lie, and Lucy knew it. But I didn’t feel like seeing her. We were going to Nice soon, that would have to do. Once, Marianne, my mother, had asked me to explain my relationship with Lucy. I couldn’t. It is what it is. Marianne implied that she felt sorry for Lucy. That made me cross, because feeling sorry for Lucy was to seriously undervalue Lucy. And that was something I had never done.


I drove the car from the office to the prison. It was a distance of less than one and a half kilometres, but the weather was bloody awful. Our office is by Sankt Eriksbron, in one of the tall towers at the end of the bridge. Nice view, high rent.


At the time I was driving a Porsche 911. Because I wanted to, and because I could.


‘Faster!’ Belle would sometimes say when we were out driving.


She knew how fast it could go, and loved it when I put my foot down. Things are going to turn out okay for Belle; she knows what the important things in life are.


I parked illegally on Bergsgatan and ran through the entrance to the prison with the speed of someone on the run.


The prison guard grinned.


‘Ran all the way, then?’


‘Do pigs fly?’


The guard grinned again and let me into the room where my client was waiting.


‘He’s been looking forward to seeing you all day,’ the guard said.


‘Great,’ I said, brushing some of the rain from my shoulders.


The door slammed behind me.


My client looked relieved when he caught sight of me. We shook hands and sat down.


At the start we had agreed that Lucy would take care of this joker, but then we figured out that he was better suited to me. He had no previous convictions, but had admitted the assault of another guy on Kungsgatan almost a week ago. It had been a vicious attack. My client had offered no better explanation than to say he had been drunk.


I had been told that much by the guy’s previous lawyer. I usually hated to get second bite of the apple, but I’d made an exception in this instance. His first lawyer was a friend of mine, and needed to hand the case on for so-called personal reasons. His teenage daughter had tried to commit suicide and he’d taken some time off work to, as he put it, sort his life out again. Terrible business. I’m dreading the day when Belle becomes a real person with real problems. Real problems that I can’t buy my way out of.


‘I know your story,’ I said. ‘But I’d like to hear it again from you.’


My client started to talk. His words came easily, as if he had been waiting a long time for the chance to tell someone about how he’d messed up.


He’d been out drinking with some friends. They were celebrating their first summer since graduating from high-school, and the fact that they had all managed to find work. My client had applied and been accepted to be a floor-layer’s apprentice. His eyes positively shone when he talked about the possibilities a job like that could offer.


‘You can make loads of money,’ he said. ‘One day I might be able to set up my own business.’


‘What’s going to happen with that now?’ I said. ‘I mean, you’re going to be convicted of assault, seeing as you’ve confessed and there are witnesses.’


The guy looked deflated.


‘Well, nothing good’s going to happen now, of course.’


He swallowed hard and picked at one of his cuticles.


‘Do you think I’ll be sent to prison?’


His voice was a whisper, barely audible.


He was absolutely terrified.


I’d seen it plenty of times before. Façades crumbling from the most hardened young criminals. Their voices breaking as soon as there was any talk of being locked up.


But this guy was different. Very different, even.


There was something wrong with his story.


‘Tell me again,’ I urged him. ‘You and your friends came out of the bar. You were drunk. And then a guy showed up and was a bit of a nuisance, and you felt you had to beat him up.’


My client went pale.


‘He wasn’t just a nuisance. He was provoking us.’


‘In what way?’


‘He said things.’


‘Like what?’


‘I can’t remember.’


‘You can’t remember? But you do remember punching him?’


‘Yes.’


A whisper again.


‘Okay, so tell me. How did you hit him?’


‘With my fist clenched. Across the cheek. On his temple. So he fell backwards and hit his head.’


That was what made it so bad. The fact that the guy had fallen and hit his head. He’d been in hospital ever since and would have to learn to live with epilepsy. It was a pretty tragic story for all involved.


I glanced at the documents I had taken with me.


‘There are four witnesses to what happened,’ I said. ‘Five if we count the victim, but his injuries have left him with memory loss. The first witness is an old man who couldn’t see properly, but who thinks the person who assaulted the victim was wearing a red jacket. Which you weren’t. The second and third witnesses are your friends. Both claim not to remember a single moment of what happened. They don’t remember what was said, and they don’t remember you hitting anyone. And the fourth witness  . . .’


My client squirmed on his chair.


‘Are you feeling okay?’ I asked, even though it was a stupid question.


‘I’m fine.’


‘Good, then I’ll go on. The fourth witness is your friend Rasmus, and he, unlike all the others, does remember what he saw and heard. And his story matches yours exactly.’


I put my papers down.


‘He must be one of your very best friends,’ I said in a voice dripping with irony. ‘The sort who stands by you through thick and thin. Even helps you get caught for a serious crime that could have far-reaching consequences for the rest of your life. Nice guy.’


I tilted my head, and saw tears welling up in my client’s eyes.


‘Come on, now,’ I said. ‘Tell me what happened.’


Before he had time to start, I interrupted.


‘Actually, don’t bother. Just tell me why you lied.’


He opened his mouth to reply, but I interrupted again.
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