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‘Reading Buried Lies is painful. I mean, I remember it all so damn well. Lucy kept trying out different sun-creams in the office and I went on secret dates. But all that frivolous stuff stopped after Texas. So be warned. The story I’m about to tell is much weightier. Much darker. It’s no longer about Buried Lies. Now I want to talk about Mio.’

MB




PRELUDE

‘Who are you?’



TRANSCRIPT OF INTERVIEW WITH MARTIN BENNER (MB).

INTERVIEWER: KAREN VIKING (KV), freelance journalist, Stockholm.





	MB:

	Who are you?




	KV:

	My name is Karen Viking. I was a close friend of Fredrik Ohlander, whom you worked with before.




	MB:

	Really? A close friend?




	KV:

	Yes. But I can understand you being suspicious, so I’m going to share all the information I’ve got with you. After Fredrik died . . . you know he’s dead, don’t you?




	MB:

	Yes, I know. I’m very sorry about that.




	KV:

	Me too. He was one of my very closest friends, almost a brother to me. I . . . Well, anyway, a few days ago Verner, his partner, called me. He’d found a thick sealed envelope with my name on it in Fredrik’s safe-deposit box at the bank. Apparently it said that no one but me was allowed to open it.




	MB:

	
Okay.





	KV:

	I went and got the envelope from Verner that same evening. It contained a large bundle of papers and a short letter from Fredrik explaining that if he disappeared or died, I was to contact you. He wrote that the two of you had met after you got into trouble and that it was vital that the story you had told him was preserved.




	MB:

	Did he ever mention to you the fact that we were working together?




	KV:

	No. But a few of us suspected he was working on something very sensitive.




	(Silence)




	KV:

	If I understand correctly, you and Fredrik hadn’t actually finished. Because the story was still going on. Or have I got that wrong?




	MB:

	No, and presumably that’s why Fredrik thought it was so important for the two of us to meet. Because he knew we’d only reached the interval, and that I would have wanted the second act to be as well documented as the first.




	KV:

	So what’s the current state of affairs? Is the second act over?




	MB:

	Yes. Everything’s over now.




	(Silence)




	KV:

	Okay, so how do you want to do this? Do you want to tell me what’s happened?




	MB:

	I’d be happy to. The fact that Fredrik entrusted you with this task means I can trust you. So I will. But you do need to understand and accept the ground-rules. Everything I tell you has to stay between us. You can only publish the story if I die or disappear. Is that understood?




	KV:

	Absolutely. As you can see for yourself, Fredrik said as much in his letter.




	MB:

	How much do you know, then? How much did Fredrik manage to write down before he died? All of it?




	KV:

	I think so. But perhaps it would make sense for you to read it for yourself? He wrote one long version, as well as a shorter summary. It looks like he was thinking about turning the longer version into a book. Fredrik gave it a great title.




	MB:

	Really?




	KV:

	Buried Lies.






BURIED LIES

Summary


My name is Martin Benner, and I’m a lawyer. Until recently I had it all: women, a career, a seriously rich life and a wonderful daughter. My life has changed. And I’m no longer safe. Possibly because I’ve got weaknesses. I’m constantly on the hunt for the ultimate high, both professionally and in my private life. And that’s taken its toll, sadly. On my relationship with Lucy, with whom I work and occasionally sleep, for instance.

A man came to my office. He said his name was Bobby, and he wanted my help. His sister had got herself into a hell of a lot of trouble. She had been put on trial for five murders she didn’t commit. The papers called her Sara Texas. Her real name was Sara Tell.

Bobby asked me to represent his sister. And find her missing son, Mio. His sister’s first lawyer had done a lousy job. Bobby thought I could do better. There was just one problem. Sara was already dead. She killed herself after absconding from a supervised excursion from prison. That was the day before the verdict was due to be announced in court. All the legal experts agreed that she would have been found guilty of all the murders. There was plenty of evidence. And there was also the fact that she’d confessed.

Despite all that, I said yes, but only to the first part of the job: clearing Sara’s name. I wasn’t bothered about Mio, her missing son. He disappeared from his preschool the same afternoon his mum escaped from her guards. The police were assuming she’d killed him as well as herself. I had no reason to think otherwise.

Fairly soon I realised that there were holes in the police investigation. It looked like they’d been sloppy; there were several loose ends to follow up. Sara had worked as an au pair in the USA, in Texas, and that’s where she was supposed to have committed her first two murders. But her best friend Jenny, who had also been an au pair in Texas, had her doubts. Serious doubts. So Jenny came to see me, to tell me she could give Sara an alibi for the time of the first murder.

Then everything happened very quickly. Jenny was murdered. And so was Bobby. Only the Bobby who died wasn’t the man who had come to my office. The police said there was a witness who claimed to have seen Jenny get run down and killed by a car that resembled mine. A Porsche. That witness statement, combined with the fact that I had been in contact with both victims, was enough to make me a suspect. The investigation was led by an acquaintance of mine, Didrik Stihl. A man whose company I enjoyed, and who had proved useful in the past (and who also happened to have led the investigation against Sara), but now he suddenly became a person I wanted to stay as far away from as possible.

Lucy and I went to Texas. I thought that if I could manage to prove that Sara was innocent of one of the murders, I’d be able to get her cleared of the rest as well. And I thought that if I managed to clear Sara’s name, then my own problems would sort themselves out. I wouldn’t end up being prosecuted for the murders of Jenny and Bobby, and my life would go back to normal. To a great extent I was driven by my love for Belle, my four-year-old niece, whom I’d looked after since she was nine months old and her parents died in a plane crash. I do my best to be a good father, and I love Belle more than anything and anyone. Something which, I might add, turned out to be a serious weakness.

In Texas we found out more than we could ever have imagined. It became clear that Sara had in fact committed the first murder of which she was accused. But it had been self-defence. We also found out that Sara had worked as a prostitute and belonged to a network run by a mafia boss. A network built around the trade in drugs and women’s bodies. The mafia boss’s name was Lucifer.

Sara had had a very particular relationship with Lucifer. She had been his secret lover, and fled home to Sweden when she realised she was expecting his child. But she couldn’t get away that easily. Lucifer was a man with plenty of contacts, and an extensive network of informants. It wasn’t long before he knew both where she was, and why she had left.

Lucifer flew to Stockholm and asked Sara to go back to Texas with him. She refused. As punishment, and as a way of putting pressure on her, he told her that each time she said no he would have someone murdered, someone who in the future she risked being accused of having murdered. She said no three times, and Lucifer killed three people in Stockholm. Before long, Sara was in police custody, accused of no fewer than five murders. Two in Texas, three in Stockholm. Her son, Mio, was placed with foster parents.

Sara escaped when she was on a supervised excursion from prison. I assumed it was so she could get herself and her son to safety, but exactly how that was supposed to happen we didn’t actually know. Either way, her son had vanished. He wasn’t at his preschool, nor with his foster parents. In her despair, Sara jumped from Västerbron. Mio was never found.

He wasn’t the only child to disappear. My own beloved Belle was abducted. I had left her in Sweden when Lucy and I went off to the States. To make her as safe as possible I’d taken her to stay with her grandparents out in the archipelago. She was also under the protection of a man named Boris, an old client of mine. A client – and also a mafia boss. But not even that helped. She disappeared while I was in Texas, and wasn’t returned until two days later. Lucifer wasn’t a child-killer, he just wanted to stop me. An anonymous man called my mobile to tell me that I could have her back on loan. He had already taken her once, and he could do so again. Unless I helped him find Lucifer’s missing son, Mio. As long as I agreed to help, I would be allowed to keep Belle.

•   •   •

Which is where I am now. My daughter has already been kidnapped once, and if I don’t get my act together I could lose her forever. I have to do everything I can to find the missing boy, Mio. And I also have to try to find out who’s trying to frame me for two murders. Because Lucifer claims not to be behind that particular aspect of the story.

Lucifer. I would dearly love to know who he is. To give the evil a face, and to help me rid myself of the bastard. There’s some evidence to suggest that Lucifer is a sheriff I met in Houston, Esteban Stiller. But I daren’t poke about in that. Because then Belle would die.

There’s nothing more important in my life than Belle. I know that now. So for her sake I’m trying to stick to the rules of the game and not seek out too much information. But the hunger’s there in my blood, and I can’t do anything about that. It’s like walking a tightrope. I have to keep my eyes focused firmly ahead of me and not look down.

Because if I do, I know I’d fall.


PART 1

‘When Mio vanished.’



TRANSCRIPT OF INTERVIEW WITH MARTIN BENNER (MB).

INTERVIEWER: KAREN VIKING (KV), freelance journalist, Stockholm.





	KV:

	So what did you think of Buried Lies?




	MB:

	Bloody good. So, let’s get started. I talk, you write. Just like I did with Fredrik.




	KV:

	Where are you going to begin? With what happened right after you got Belle back?




	MB:

	Of course. The first few days can be summed up pretty easily. First we went to hospital to get Belle checked over. Then we went home to my flat and stayed there. I only went out to see Fredrik and the police, nothing else. And then I set to work with the tasks I’d been given.




	KV:

	And what were they, exactly? Just so we know we’re on the same page.




	MB:

	I had to find out what happened to Sara Texas’s son, Mio. That was the task Lucifer had given me. And then find out who was trying to frame me for two murders, and why. Because Lucifer wasn’t involved in that; he’d made that very clear.




	KV:

	There was no reason to think he might be lying?




	MB:

	We’ll get to that. But first there’s something else I need to make clear.




	KV:

	Okay?




	MB:

	Reading Buried Lies is painful. I mean, I remember it all so damn well. Lucy kept trying out different sun-creams in the office and I went on secret dates. But all that frivolous stuff stopped after Texas. So be warned. The story I’m about to tell is much weightier. Much darker. It’s no longer about Buried Lies. Now I want to talk about Mio.




	KV:

	
Okay, let’s try something, then: if you were going to write this story yourself, what would the first sentence be?





	(Silence)




	MB:

	This: ‘In my nightmares, I was buried alive.’
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SUNDAY

In my nightmares, I was buried alive. It was the same scenario every time. At first I never understood what was about to happen. Tight-lipped people held my arms fast and forced me to walk forwards. Not slowly, not quickly. It was night, and the sky was black. The air was warm and close. We were moving through what looked like an abandoned industrial estate. The outlines of huge, dark machines rose up around us, like shadows cast in iron. I wanted to ask where we were, where we were going. But the gag wouldn’t let me speak. It chafed in my mouth, tugging at the corners of my lips. The fabric was rough against my tongue. And there was something going on with my legs. They were tied together with rope, meaning I could only take short steps. I was forced to take many more steps than my guards. And that terrified me.

How many times do you feel afraid as an adult? Not many. Mainly because there aren’t all that many things that scare us. We know that most things sort themselves out, that it’s silly to get hung up on little things. It’s one of the blessings of growing older: escaping the constant paranoia and fears of youth and getting some perspective on things. The only drawback is that this liberation from fear makes us so painfully aware of what is really worth being frightened of.

The loss of our nearest and dearest.

The loss of our own health or life.

And, in rare instances, fear of pain or anxiety.

As I half-walked and was half-dragged through the abandoned industrial landscape, I knew I was going to die. That’s one of the most interesting things about nightmares in general. We often know how they’re going to end. Because on a subconscious level we already have an idea of why we dream the things we do. We know which real events and experiences have triggered different reactions inside us, and it’s partly from these events that fear takes its nourishment. Memory has almost unlimited power over our thoughts.

The nightmares started to torment me as soon as I got Belle back. After I’d been to Texas. In my sleep I tried both to resist and wake up at the same time. I never once succeeded. The nightmare continued without me being able to influence it at all. The silent, black-clad men moved as relentlessly as the tide. I chewed and chewed on the gag, trying to make some sort of sound. It was impossible. No one wanted to explain where we were going. No one wanted to tell me what I’d done.

Eventually I realised anyway. I started to recognise where I was. Understood what the machines surrounding us were, and what they had once done to the earth. I had been there before. I had never planned to go back. I started to howl and tried to resist. But the men just carried on. I was left dangling from their arms and my feet and lower legs scraped along the ground. The jeans I was wearing were ruined, and soon it started to hurt.

I never stopped trying to make myself heard. Not even when we were standing beside the hole that had already been prepared. I wanted to ask for forgiveness, explain that it had all been a terrible accident. But I couldn’t get a single intelligible sound out. That was when the sobbing would start. Hoarse, hot, corrosive. My whole body would shake as I pleaded for my life. No one listened. Instead I was shoved headfirst into the pit. It was deep, at least two metres. I landed hard on my stomach and felt something break. A rib? Two? Something caused a sudden flash of pain in my left lung and I tried to roll over.

By this point they had already grabbed their shovels and started to rain soil and sand down on top of me. They worked silently and systematically, burying me alive. They never slowed up. Not when I got to my knees, nor when I stood up. My hands were tied behind my back and I knew I wouldn’t be able to climb out. So I stood there and screamed silent screams while mortal dread galloped off with the last of my reason. I met death standing up. When the earth reached my chin my vision was already starting to fade.

I never woke up until the top of my head was covered.

•   •   •

‘What do you dream about, Martin?’

Lucy tried to catch my eye across the breakfast table. She had seen me sweat between the sheets far too many nights in a row. When I didn’t reply she went on: ‘It seems like the same dream recurring over and over again. Is that what it is?’

‘I don’t remember. Is it really so surprising that I’m dreaming a load of fucked-up nonsense after everything we’ve been through?’

After everything we’ve been through. A lie, but there was no way Lucy could know that. The dreams had a single source: Texas. I kept quiet about that.

I took a mouthful of coffee and burned myself.

‘Damn.’

Lucy was still looking at me.

‘You keep tossing about,’ she said. ‘Screaming.’

I put the mug of coffee down.

‘Really?’ I said. ‘So what do I scream, then?’

I asked mainly because she expected me to.

‘ “I know where he is.” You scream, “I know where he is.” But you don’t, do you?’

For a moment time stood still.

‘Martin, you don’t, do you? Where Mio is?’

I came to my senses and shook my head.

‘Of course I don’t.’

We ate the rest of our breakfast in silence. I thought about how secrets are like every other sort of shit. You can bury them as deep as you like, but sooner or later they find their way up to the surface anyway. Especially if you return to the scene of the crime of your own accord.

Lucy thought I was screaming that I knew where Mio was. Only I knew what I was really going on about. Who I was talking about.

‘I know where he is.’

Oh yes, I knew, alright. But the person I was talking about didn’t have a damn thing to do with Mio.

Or did he?
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The living and the dead. The boundary between the two is brutally sharp. So painful and frightening. By the time the nightmares got the better of me I was already in a terrible state. You tend to be after you’ve been accused of two murders, been on a crazy roadtrip through Texas and then lost and regained your daughter. I had no real appreciation of how urgent my mission to find Mio was. To be honest, I didn’t really care either. Not at first. According to the Bible, the earth was created in six days. And on the seventh day God rested. We turned that upside down. Lucy and I rested for six days. Then we got to work. On a Sunday.

‘What are you going to do first?’ Lucy said.

Not such a stupid question.

‘Try to put a face to him. And pay a visit to the place where he disappeared, the preschool.’

I had no idea what Mio had looked like. Had he been short or tall for his age? Fat or thin? With long or short hair? It bothered me that so much time had passed without me reacting to the absence of pictures. I hadn’t stumbled across a single photograph of the kid, in any context. Not in the records from the police’s preliminary investigation, and not in the media either. I used to be on good terms with the police; I could simply have asked where all the pictures of Mio had gone (assuming there had ever been any). But I no longer had any contacts of that sort. And I didn’t want to arouse the police’s curiosity about why I might want a picture of Mio.

So who, if not the police, might potentially have a photograph of Mio? There was a maternal grandmother. And an aunt. Jeanette and Marion. I decided to contact both of them. Neither of them called me back. Hours passed. Never mind, I had plenty more important things to be getting on with. Such as visiting the last place anyone saw Mio.

The car started with a roar. My fucking gorgeous Porsche 911. It smelled of leather, as if it were new. But apart from that it didn’t feel particularly new. Nice cars and young children aren’t a good combination. Belle did her best, but there were still traces of her everywhere. But Belle was hardly the biggest problem. After everything that had happened, it just didn’t feel anywhere near as much fun to drive. I had asked Boris – the old mafia boss – to get his guys to check the car after I got home from Texas, and they had removed a bug, a tracking device installed by the police so they could keep an eye on me. To make life harder for my adversaries, Boris’s men had attached the bug to a delivery van instead. My new pattern of movement would probably cause a fair amount of confusion among the police.

It was already afternoon when I picked Belle up then drove south. She had spent the day with her grandmother, my mum, Marianne. Belle looked happy when she realised we weren’t going straight home. Her eyes shone with enthusiasm. The shortness of her memory almost frightened the life out of me. How could she look so happy? It was only just over a week since her father’s parents had died in a fire and she herself had been kidnapped. Shouldn’t she be beside herself with – I don’t know – grief, fear, anxiety? Perhaps it was odd, but I wasn’t actually too concerned about the kidnapping. She had been gone less than forty-eight hours, and had probably spent most of that time asleep, stuffed full of tranquillisers. For perfectly understandable reasons she remembered nothing of all that. But she remembered her grandparents, and sometimes asked about them. So she ought to be grieving for them. Missing them. Or so I thought, as an adult.

Belle had a different perspective. I had explained that Grandma and Granddad were gone, and would never be coming back. But Belle’s only four years old. She doesn’t understand a word like never. She doesn’t understand that some things, some states are infinite.

‘They died,’ I said. ‘Just like your mum and dad did.’

And Belle nodded so wisely, without any sentimentality. She knows her parents died in a plane crash when she was a baby. She knows I’m not her real dad, but her uncle, her mother’s brother. But that doesn’t mean she understands the significance of what I tell her. She doesn’t understand that she could have had a completely different life if my sister and brother-in-law hadn’t died. A life with two engaged and devoted parents who loved barbecues and renting summer cottages on Öland, going skiing in the winter and watching movies at weekends. Normal people with normal lives and worries, who would have other families round for meals and who would doubtless have seen to it that she had other siblings.

I parked the car a couple of blocks from our destination.

‘We’re getting out here,’ I said, helping Belle out of the car.

I squeezed her hand as we walked along the pavement. She was a lot like her mother. I hadn’t really given it much thought before, but she was. And still is. In terms of appearance, Belle is very much her mother’s daughter.

‘Where are we going?’ she said.

‘We’re going to walk past a preschool,’ I said.

Mio’s preschool. The Enchanted Garden. But I didn’t say that.

I could actually have gone past the preschool before I picked Belle up rather than after. But I wanted to have her with me. It looked better. A lot of people mistrust men they see creeping around a preschool late in the afternoon. Particularly if they look like me. Tall and black. Skin colour trumps everything else in Sweden. The fact that I’m wearing a ludicrously expensive shirt and hand-stitched shoes from Milan doesn’t make any difference. The first thing that strikes other Swedes when they see me isn’t uncomplicated success.

There were a few children playing outside the preschool. Maybe there weren’t any other playgrounds nearby, so the preschool’s would have to do, even though it was Sunday. The sun was still relatively high in the sky. There was still a chance to make the most of the summer. For anyone who had the time. I didn’t.

Belle looked at the children with interest.

‘Are we going to play with them?’ she asked, taking a step in their direction.

My grip on her hand tightened automatically.

‘No,’ I said. ‘We’re just going to walk past.’

If Belle was incapable of understanding the significance of her parents’ death, she certainly couldn’t comprehend the value of walking past an interesting-looking playground without going near it. Without joining in.

‘Why?’ she said.

I heard the change in her voice. From happy to sullen and disappointed. Like an abrupt shift from sun to snow in April.

‘Because we don’t know the children in this playground.’

I was happy with my answer. Perhaps Belle was too, because she fell silent.

When we reached the gate to the playground I slowed my pace slightly. Not to the point where we were standing still, but enough to heighten my powers of observation. Taking photographs was out of the question. If I wanted pictures, I’d have to come back later.

This was where he disappeared, I thought.

But how the hell did it happen?

Children don’t just disappear. They get mislaid by adults who neglect their duty of care. I had read the file relating to the investigation the police had carried out into Mio’s disappearance. The preschool teachers had said it was a perfectly ordinary day. Mio had been dropped off by his foster parents that morning. He had been tired, and had a bit of a cold, but perked up after lunch. At two o’clock the staff put the children’s coats on and took them outside. An hour later they served the afternoon snack outside, even though it was autumn and already cold. But it was sunny and dry, and the children were having such a nice time. It was, as one of the teachers said, all very peaceful.

Perhaps that was the problem. That it had been so peaceful. Perhaps that made the staff drop their guard. So much so that they didn’t notice when one of the children suddenly wasn’t there. Not until his foster mother showed up to collect him. By then the sun had gone and no one knew what had happened.

I let my eyes sweep across the playground. It was surrounded by a metal fence that had to be seventy centimetres high. There were bushes growing in a bed on the inside, but they didn’t cover the whole boundary. A grown-up who felt like swinging a leg over the fence could easily do so without getting caught up in the vegetation. But a four-year-old child? Hardly.

I looked for weaknesses. A hole in the fence, perhaps, or a point where there was no fence at all. There was nothing like that. Mio must have walked out through the gate the last time he left his preschool. Or been lifted over the fence by an adult.

Belle was dragging her feet. Her sandals scraped the tarmac as she failed to pick her feet up properly. In a matter of minutes she would lose it completely. That was something she definitely hadn’t got from her mother. My sister was hopeless at raising objections, at making her presence felt. I used to hate seeing her back down in the face of the people around her. Her boss, her husband, her colleagues. Me.

‘I want to go home,’ Belle said.

‘Soon,’ I said.

One of the children in the playground caught sight of me. He frowned as he looked at me and Belle warily.

I didn’t like the feeling of being watched – not even by a small child – so I squeezed Belle’s hand and said, ‘Let’s go home and make spaghetti bolognese.’

We turned and walked back to the car. I helped Belle with her seatbelt and got in behind the wheel. I did a U-turn and drove past the preschool one last time. Belle looked at the children playing on the swings but said nothing. She doesn’t make a lot of fuss, Belle. She knows it isn’t worth it, that that isn’t the way to get what she wants.

The Enchanted Garden was out in Flemingsberg. I pulled out onto Huddingevägen and drove north towards the city centre.

‘I’m hungry,’ Belle said as we headed into the Söderleden tunnel.

I glanced at the time. No, she wasn’t. She was bored.

‘We’ll soon be home,’ I said.

It was summer, a Sunday. Barely any traffic at all. The pulse of the nation’s capital had slowed dramatically.

But the fun and games weren’t over yet. It happened at the pedestrian crossing outside the Gallerian shopping mall on Hamngatan. A truck was coming in the opposite direction. An old lady was waiting at the crossing. I put my foot on the brake-pedal.

Nothing happened.

I put my foot down again, more out of surprise than panic. The brake-pedal wasn’t responding at all. The woman was stepping out onto the road.

‘Fucking bloody hell.’

I blew my horn repeatedly. Pressed the bastard brake-pedal. And thought: is she going to be the second person I’ve killed?
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It didn’t happen. Terrified, the old lady threw herself backwards and watched me fly past. And the unbelievably unsettling thought that my desperate brain had just formulated vanished. As if it had worked out for itself exactly how unwelcome it was.

Instinctively I stamped as hard as I could on the brake-pedal. So hard that I practically stood up from the seat. Then it was as if something beneath the pedal burst, and the car stopped so abruptly that the airbags went off.

Belle started screaming. Behind me I heard other cars’ tyres shriek on the tarmac. I held my breath (you tend to do that when you’re being crushed by an airbag) and waited for someone to smash into us. Nobody did.

Utterly confused, I threw the door open and managed to get out. I ran round the car and pulled Belle out as well.

‘There, there,’ I said, brushing the hair from her cheeks. ‘It turned out . . . okay.’

Plenty of people had stopped to stare at all the cars that were standing motionless. The old woman was sitting on the pavement, shocked but unharmed.

‘Come on,’ I said, taking Belle by the hand.

I went back round to the driver’s seat of the Porsche. I crouched down and peered at the floor of the car. What the hell was that smell? I leaned closer. At first I didn’t understand a thing. But that smell – I recognised it. Belle clung to me as I stuck my head inside the car. And realised what was wrong.

An orange. An orange that Belle had been planning to take to her grandmother’s but had dropped in the car. The fact that it could have rolled in under the brake-pedal was beyond her imagination, and mine too. But it was nothing malicious. Not this time.

Lucy laughed so hard she was actually crying (it was wonderful to see that beautiful smile again) when we got home and I told her what had happened. As for me, I didn’t have any difficulty keeping a straight face.

‘I think I’m going to hate that Porsche by the time this is over,’ I said.

‘The Porsche?’

‘I was so damn sure someone had messed with the brakes, Lucy. So fucking sure.’

Lucy stroked my cheek.

‘I’ve already started to get dinner,’ she said.

‘Smells good,’ I said.

And thought to myself: what the hell are we doing? We’re not playing happy families, are we?

Lucy had spent every night with me since I got Belle back. I hadn’t had any reason to question it. Belle and I needed her, there was no more to it than that. But now quite a few days had passed. Enough for me to start feeling panicky. Belle is the only person I’ve ever lived with as an adult. I think that’s been good for me. I’m not really made to have other people too close to me. Lucy and I never lived together, even when we were a proper couple. That was mostly my fault, or thanks to me, anyway. I’m scared of everyday life, the same way other people are scared of war and environmental disasters. I have to be able to withdraw, recharge my batteries. Alone, or in the company of another woman. Whatever it takes to keep everyday life at bay.

Most people I knew said I was stupid when I refused to move in with Lucy. I was told plenty of times that I was immature. No passion lasted forever. All infatuation eventually turns into love. Everyday routine couldn’t be avoided forever. It was just something you had to get used to. And start loving.

I stirred Lucy’s bolognese sauce listlessly. I was, and am, made differently. I do not love the everyday.

‘How did you get on?’ Lucy said. ‘Did you see anything?’

Memories peppered me like bullets from an automatic rifle. Children. Tarmac. Buildings. A playground. A boy who couldn’t take his eyes off me.

I described everything.

‘The children were outside when Mio disappeared,’ I said. ‘Which makes me wonder how on earth it could have happened at all. A child of Mio’s age couldn’t have climbed over a fence like that. And he couldn’t have opened the gate on his own.’

‘We’d already worked that out, though, hadn’t we?’ Lucy said. ‘That he didn’t go off on his own, I mean. We just don’t know who took him.’

‘True,’ I said. ‘We’re talking about a big open area here. The playground’s not some leafy space with plenty of corners to hide in. Whoever took Mio must have done it right in front of the teachers’ eyes. Or on the other side of the building. But then someone ought to have reacted when Mio started heading in that direction. There’s nowhere to play round there.’

I walked away from the stove and started to lay the table. Lucy tipped fresh pasta into boiling water. I wasn’t only playing happy families. I’d also become a private detective. The sort who sneaked round empty preschools measuring the length of the fence surrounding them.

‘It was dark when Mio went missing,’ I said. ‘It was November, almost four o’clock in the afternoon.’

‘The playground must have been lit up, then,’ Lucy said. ‘And the streetlamps must have been on at that time.’

‘Of course,’ I said. ‘But that doesn’t mean there are no shadows or dark corners.’

Lucy drizzled some oil over the pasta.

‘None of the teachers remembers seeing him go,’ I said. ‘Or being picked up by either of his foster parents. You don’t just walk in and take a child. You say hello to the staff and ask how the day has been.’

I could hardly believe those words were coming out of my mouth. I was never going to have children. Now I was standing in my own kitchen telling Lucy what it’s like, picking up a child from preschool. As if she didn’t know that just as well as I did.

Lucy called out that dinner was ready. Belle came trotting in with a doll under each arm.

‘No more than one doll at the table,’ I said.

Instantly she dropped the short-haired one on the floor. She sat the other in the high-chair next to her own place at the table.

‘What about the car?’ Lucy said.

I pulled a face and looked at the time.

‘I suppose I’ll have to take it round to the garage when we’ve finished eating,’ I said. ‘Oranges smell like shit when they dry out.’

So that was the last thing I did on my first day back at work. I took my Porsche to a garage that was open on Sundays and left it there. I drove home in a hire-car. Completely unaware of what a brilliant move that was.
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MONDAY

The phone rang just after midnight. The first thing I thought when I opened my eyes was that I hadn’t had time to start dreaming yet. Lucy woke up a moment after me. Because I was still in purely formal terms suspected of a double murder, we assumed that my mobile was being bugged. So I had several different ones. The one that was ringing now was the oldest of them. The only one I possessed when this whole bizarre sequence of events began. The one I thought the police were monitoring.

‘Answer it, then,’ Lucy said.

She’d become so impatient. But so had I.

I pressed the wrong button several times before I finally managed to shut the phone up.

‘Martin.’

My voice sounded rough and sleepy.

‘I know what you’re looking for.’

I fell silent. It was a woman’s voice. I didn’t recognise it, didn’t know who she was.

‘Sorry?’

‘I . . . I have to see you. There’s something I want to tell you. About Mio.’

My pulse quickened, abruptly, rapidly.

‘Who are you?’ I said.

I wanted to make the conversation as short as possible. The police had to be kept out of this. At all costs. I’d promised that to Lucifer.

‘I can’t tell you. Can we meet?’

‘What, now?’

‘Would that work?’

At least a dozen alarm bells went off inside my tired head. How did she know who I was? There hadn’t been anything about me – so far – in the papers. Now that I came to think about it, there’d been surprisingly little about any of it in the papers. I’d seen a few small articles about two hit-and-run incidents in the centre of Stockholm, but no one seemed to be linking them. And I hadn’t seen anything about a suspect being questioned by the police. Why not? Since when had the police stopped leaking like a sieve? How the hell could two murders with a connection to the heavily reported case of Sara Texas not get greater coverage in the press?

The voice on my mobile spoke again.

‘So can we meet up now?’ she said.

I got annoyed.

‘Not unless you tell me who you are and why you think I’d want to meet you in the middle of the night,’ I said.

Lucy looked at me, wide-eyed. I ran my finger over her bare shoulder. It would take a fairly compelling argument to get me out of bed.

Then the woman said: ‘Bobby told me about you.’

I froze.

‘I don’t believe you,’ I said.

‘Before he died. I met him. He said you’d come and see me and the others at preschool. To find out what happened to Mio. He gave me your number.’

My mouth felt bone-dry. It didn’t matter if the police heard this.

‘So you work at Mio’s preschool, then?’

‘Yes.’

‘You have to give me something more,’ I said. ‘Tell me why it’s so important that we meet.’

‘Because I know things,’ the woman said. ‘Things I don’t want to say over the phone. But I’m prepared to say that I saw something that afternoon. When Mio disappeared.’

She whispered the last sentence.

‘You saw something?’ I repeated slowly.

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Are you going to come?’

Every sensible part of my brain protested. No, I wasn’t going to head out into the night alone. No, I wasn’t going to trust an anonymous woman who called me out of the blue. But curiosity got the better of me. In that respect I hadn’t changed. Once a thrill-seeker, always a thrill-seeker.

‘You have to tell me your name,’ I said.

She hesitated.

‘Susanne,’ she eventually said. ‘My name’s Susanne. Are you coming?’

I swallowed and avoided looking at Lucy.

‘I’ll come,’ I said. ‘Now I want your phone number so I can call you from a different mobile.’

•   •   •

Perhaps Susanne had her own reasons to be scared of the police, because she refused to give me her number. In the end I gave her another number for her to call me on. One that I had thought was secure up to that moment, but which would be useless within a day or so if the police really were listening in and had found out about it. When the police decide to listen to someone’s telephone conversations, the surveillance is always limited to specific numbers. If it later turns out that the person they’re bugging is using other phones and numbers, the police have to go back to the prosecutor and request permission to monitor those as well. And that process can take a number of hours, days even.

It would be dishonest to suggest that Lucy gave me her blessing when I told her what I was about to do.

‘You’re mad,’ she said loudly as I got dressed.

‘Shhh, you’ll wake Belle,’ I said.

‘You can’t be serious,’ she said. ‘You’ve got to have someone with you. Surely you understand that?’

Oh yes, I understood. But the only person I could think of whose hand it might have been worth holding was Boris the mafia boss. And I didn’t want to bother him for no reason. Not after everything that had happened when he was watching over Belle. The less contact we had, the less likelihood there was of the police realising that he and I knew each other.

Which in itself was also pretty laughable – my anxiety about the police: I’d never been scared of them before, but now regarded them as irrational adversaries with the potential to wreck my whole life.

‘I’ll be at this address,’ I said, giving Lucy a note on which I’d scrawled all the details. ‘If you don’t hear from me within an hour, call the police. We’ll just have to hope they do something sensible if it comes to that.’

Lucy shook her head. She was sitting in bed with her knees pulled up under her chin. Her red hair was dancing over her shoulders. She was wearing nothing but pants and a thin vest. The more erotically inclined part of my brain – previously the larger part, to be honest – came to life. What wouldn’t I give just to be able to stay at home and have sex with Lucy instead?

‘Back soon,’ I said, and left the bedroom.

I put the car-keys in my pocket. I was going to meet the woman who’d said her name was Susanne outside the Blå Soldat bar at Gullmarsplan: an obscure place with peculiar opening hours. The car awoke with a rumble as I turned the key in the ignition. That was when the adrenalin really started to pump. Bobby had been thorough, I had to give him that. He had tugged at far more threads than I had realised. It bothered me that he wasn’t alive to enjoy the fruits of his hard work. Instead I was now working for a different client, and was busy trying to make Bobby’s sister’s absolute worst nightmare come true. I was trying to reunite Mio with his biological father. But it was also possible to see things in a different light. I was trying to save my daughter’s life. And my own. That had to act as some sort of justification. Even for Bobby.

The car rolled through a Stockholm that was full of life. I like cities that never sleep. Stockholm’s a little bit like that. There are always people on the move. As least as long as you’re in the city centre. As soon as you get beyond the old toll-gates the excitement stops. The streets become darker, the people sparse.

But nowhere I passed on the way was as deserted as the place where I was to meet the secretive Susanne. The Blå Soldat was closed and shuttered up. A large note on the door informed me that the bar had gone bust two weeks earlier. There were no plans for it to re-open.

I stood on the pavement for a while, waiting. Apart from the distant sound of cars on the motorway, there was no noise at all. A short way to the south the Globe arena rose up, huge and white. I looked at the time. I’d give Susanne another five minutes, then head back home again.

The second-hand moved like a projectile over the clock-face. Ten minutes later I was still standing there, now full of an anxiety I hadn’t felt earlier. I was missing something. Something very important. I shivered and set off reluctantly back towards the car.

Get out of here, for fuck’s sake, a ghostly voice whispered in my head.

Then a different voice said: It’s already too late.

I began to move faster. Almost as if I’d just found out that the Blå Soldat was going to explode within three seconds. I revved the engine and drove away. Holding the wheel with one hand, I fumbled with the seatbelt with the other. Then I called Lucy.

‘Everything okay?’ I said.

‘Fine. How about you?’

Her voice sounded worried.

‘I’m on my way home,’ I said, and ended the call.

Because Susanne had withheld her number I had no way of contacting her. But she could have called me if she was running late and couldn’t get to our meeting in time. But she hadn’t. That could only mean one of two things.

She’d been prevented from coming by something that also meant she was unable to let me know.

Or she had never intended to show up.

It didn’t really matter which it was, because either way, the feeling that I had walked into a new trap was just as strong.
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After the incident with the orange I had hoped that the nature of my nightmares might change, but sadly that wasn’t the case. Once again I was buried alive, standing in a deep pit. Once again I woke up drenched in sweat and tangled in the bedclothes. If only the bastard sun would rise so a new day could start.

‘You’re not getting any sleep,’ Lucy said anxiously.

‘Oh, it’s fine,’ I said.

But my brain was starting to get sluggish and my eyes itched. Those nightmares were an omen, nothing else. I knew exactly where they came from; I knew exactly why they had started to torment me after I’d been to Texas. But despite that, I couldn’t break free of them. All I really wanted to do was curl up in a foetal position and beg to be left alone. But that sort of thing only works if there’s someone you can direct your pleas at, rather than the sins in your past.

Lack of sleep does something very destructive to people. It tends to affect me by making me far too sensitive and slow-witted. And that’s a terrible combination for someone living under the threat of death. My nocturnal excursion was still troubling me as well. My firm conviction that I’d walked into a trap and landed myself in even more trouble was seriously stressing me out.

‘It doesn’t necessarily mean someone was fucking you about,’ Lucy said as we were preparing breakfast.

Porridge for Belle, yoghurt with fresh berries for Lucy, and coffee and a sandwich for me. To hell with diets, I say. Moderation is rarely best, but when it comes to food it undoubtedly is. Don’t eat too many sweets, don’t drink too many fizzy drinks, don’t eat too little fibre and protein. And don’t worry so much. Life’s fragile enough as it is. Who knows, maybe next time you’ll be the one the mafia are after.

‘No, of course not,’ I said. ‘It’s just a coincidence that someone called me in the middle of the night and said she had something to tell me about Mio’s disappearance. Just a harmless prank call.’

Lucy raised her eyebrows.

‘That’s not what I meant. I was thinking that there could be a perfectly logical reason why she didn’t show up.’

‘And didn’t call?’

Lucy shrugged her shoulders.

‘Give her a bit of time. She’ll probably get in touch again.’

Belle came into the kitchen in her pyjamas. The doll was propped up in the high-chair and then we were ready to start a new day. Lucy and I had stuck to a clear strategy since this whole inferno began: we would do our best to carry on with ordinary life. For Belle’s sake, but also so it wouldn’t be so obvious to anyone looking on from the outside that our life was collapsing. I was a murder-suspect, after all. The police needed some sort of proof that I wasn’t just waiting to be locked up. I was an innocent man, and I had to behave like one. Go to work, do the preschool run, do my two hundred spins on the hamster-wheel of everyday life.

‘What are you going to do today?’ Lucy said.

‘I’ve got the names of the people who were working in Mio’s preschool when he went missing,’ I said. ‘I thought I’d check them out.’

Lucy didn’t seem convinced.

‘It’s not as if no one’s done that before,’ she said. ‘The police talked to every member of staff, and . . .’

‘Thank you, I’ve read the file containing the interviews. When I said I was going to check them out, I didn’t mean I was going to talk to them.’

Lucy frowned.

‘No?’

‘No. I’m going to see what they’re doing now. See if they’re still working at the same preschool. If they’re even still alive. If any of them is called Susanne.’

Belle was slapping her porridge with her spoon. Milk and jam splashed out onto the table. She hadn’t done that since she was two.

‘Don’t do that,’ I said sharply.

She stopped, but didn’t eat anything. This was something she’d started with since the fire and kidnapping. She wasn’t eating well at all. That was why I was so quick to get cross. Because I was worried she’d starve to death and leave me alone that way instead.

Lucy stroked my arm.

‘Belle, can’t you try eating some?’ she said.

Her voice was much gentler than mine.

Belle shook her head.

‘It’s not nice,’ she said.

I looked down into her bowl.

‘Is it the wrong jam?’ I said.

She didn’t answer.

‘How about if you sit with me?’ Lucy said. ‘If you come and sit on my lap and we help each other out? Would that feel better?’

Belle slid off her chair and slipped round the table. She climbed up into Lucy’s arms and buried her face against her chest. Anxiety was pricking at my soul like needles. I really had no idea what she’d been through during the hours she was at the mercy of the kidnappers. At the hospital they hadn’t been able to detect any signs of abuse or other maltreatment. But they did find traces of sleep-inducing drugs in her blood. She didn’t seem to have a single memory of when she was snatched from her grandparents’ cottage out in the archipelago.

The police and doctors all guessed that she’d been sedated in her sleep and carried out of the house before it was set alight. When I asked Belle what she could remember, she said she’d fallen asleep while her grandmother was reading her a story, then woke up when I lay down beside her. But by then she was no longer in her grandparents’ summerhouse, but in my room at the Grand Hôtel. None of us knew how she’d got there.

‘No preschool today,’ Belle said.

Baby talk, with no subject or verb. When had we last heard that? My instinct had been to get her back into her usual routine as quickly as possible, and spending her days at preschool was an important part of that. But perhaps not, if she was so tired and wasn’t eating anything either.

‘I’ll call Signe,’ I said.

Signe, the au pair, was one of the rapidly shrinking group of people I still trusted. Largely because I was so dependent on her.
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