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MONDAY


Whenever he let his thoughts wander, for some reason they always came back sooner or later to the case notes. It usually happened at night.

He lay quite still in his bed and looked up at the ceiling, where a fly was moving. He had never been much good at darkness and rest. It was as though his defenses were stripped away the moment the sun disappeared and the fatigue and darkness crept up to enfold him. Defenselessness was something at odds with his entire nature. A large part of his life had revolved around being on his guard, being prepared. Readiness demanded wakefulness.

He registered that it had been a long time since he had been woken at night by his own tears. It had been a long time since the memories hurt him and weakened him. In that respect, he had come far in his attempt to find peace.

And yet.

If he shut his eyes really hard, and if it was totally, totally quiet all round him, he could see her in front of him. Her bulky form detached itself from the dark shadows and came lumbering toward him. Slowly, slowly, the way she always moved.

The memory of her scent still made him feel sick. Dark, sweet, and full of dust. Impossible to breathe in. Like the smell of the books in her library. And he could hear her voice:

“You stubborn good-for-nothing,” it hissed. “You worthless abortion.”

And then she grabbed him and gripped him hard.

The words were always followed by the pain and the punishment. By the fire. The memory of the fire was still there on parts of his body. He liked running his finger over the scar tissue and knowing that he had survived.

When he was really small, he had assumed the punishment was because he always did everything wrong. So he tried, following his child’s logic, to do everything right. Desperately, tenaciously. And yet: it all turned out wrong.

When he was older he understood better. There simply was nothing that was right. It wasn’t just his actions that were wrong and needed to be punished, it was his whole essence and existence. He was being punished for existing. If he had not existed, She would never have died.

“You never should have been born!” she howled into his face. “You’re evil, evil, evil!”

The crying that followed, that came after the fire, must always be silent. Silent, silent, so she wouldn’t hear. Because if she did, she would come back. Always.

He remembered that the accusation had caused him intense anxiety for a long time. How could he ever come to terms with what she said he was guilty of? How could he ever pay for what he had done, compensate for his sin?

The case notes.

He went to the hospital where She had been a patient and read Her notes. Mostly to get some conception of the full extent of his crime. He was of age by then. Of age but eternally in debt as a result of his evil deeds. What he found in the notes, however, turned him, entirely unexpectedly, from a debtor into a free man. With this liberation came strength and recovery. He found a new life, and new and important questions to answer. The question was no longer how he could compensate someone else. The question then was how he was to be compensated.

Lying there in the dark, he gave a slight smile and glanced sideways at the new doll he had chosen. He thought—he could never be sure—but he thought this one would last longer than the others. She didn’t need to deal with her past, as he himself had done. All she needed was a firm hand, his firm hand.

And lots and lots of love. His very special, guiding love.

He caressed her back cautiously. By mistake, or perhaps because he genuinely could not see the injuries he had inflicted on her, his hand passed right over one of the freshest bruises. It adorned, like a dark little lake, one of her shoulder blades. She woke with a start and turned toward him. Her eyes were glassy with fear; she never knew what awaited her when darkness fell.

“It’s time, doll.”

Her delicate face broke into a pretty, drowsy smile.

“We’ll start tomorrow,” he whispered.

Then he rolled onto his back again and fixed his gaze on the fly once more. Awake and ready. Without rest.


TUESDAY


It was in the middle of that summer of endless rain that the first child went missing. It all started on a Tuesday, an odd sort of day that could have passed like any other, but ended up being one that profoundly changed the lives of a number of people. Henry Lindgren was among them.

It was the third Tuesday in July, and Henry was doing an extra shift on the X2000 express train from Gothenburg to Stockholm. He had worked as a conductor for Swedish National Railways for more years than he cared to remember, and couldn’t really imagine what would become of him the day they forced him to retire. What would he do with all his time, alone as he was?

Perhaps it was Henry Lindgren’s eye for detail that meant he was later able to recall so well the young woman who was to lose her child on that journey. The young woman with red hair, in a green linen blouse and open-toed sandals that revealed toenails painted blue. If Henry and his wife had had a daughter, she would presumably have looked just like that, because his wife had been the reddest of redheads.

The red-haired woman’s little girl, however, was not the least like her mother, Henry noted as he clipped their tickets just after they pulled out of the station in Gothenburg. The girl’s hair was a dark, chestnut brown and fell in such soft waves that it looked almost unreal. It landed lightly on her shoulders and then somehow came forward to frame her little face. Her skin was darker than her mother’s, but her eyes were big and blue. There were little clusters of freckles on the bridge of her nose, making her face look less doll-like. Henry smiled at her as he went past. She smiled back shyly. Henry thought the girl looked tired. She turned her head away and looked out of the window.

“Lilian, take your shoes off if you’re going to put your feet up on the seat,” Henry heard the woman say to the child just as he turned to clip the next passenger’s ticket.

When he turned back toward them, the child had kicked off her mauve sandals and tucked her feet up under her. The sandals were still there on the floor after she disappeared.

It was rather a rowdy journey from Gothenburg to Stockholm. A lot of the passengers had traveled down to Sweden’s second city to see a world-class star in concert at the Ullevi Stadium. They were now returning on the morning service on which Henry was the conductor.

First, Henry had problems in coach 5 where two young men had thrown up on their seats. They were hung over from the previous night’s partying at Ullevi, and Henry had to dash off for cleaning fluid and a damp cloth. At about the same time, two younger girls got into a fight in coach three. A blond girl accused a brunette of trying to steal her boyfriend. Henry tried to mediate, but to no avail, and the train did not really settle down until they were past Skövde. Then all the troublemakers finally dozed off, and Henry had a cup of coffee with Nellie, who worked in the buffet car. On his way back, Henry noticed that the red-haired woman and her daughter were asleep, too.

From then on it was a fairly uneventful journey until they were nearing Stockholm. It was the deputy conductor Arvid Melin who made the announcement just before they got to Flemingsberg, twenty kilometers or so short of the capital. The driver had been notified of a signaling problem on the final stretch to Stockholm Central, and there would therefore be a delay of five or possibly ten minutes.

While they were waiting at Flemingsberg, Henry noticed the red-haired woman quickly get off the train, alone. He watched her surreptitiously from the window of the tiny compartment in coach 6 that was reserved for the train crew. He saw her take a few determined steps across the platform, over to the other side where it was less crowded. She took something out of her handbag; could it be a mobile phone? He assumed the child must still be asleep in her seat. She certainly had been a little while ago, as the train thundered through Katrineholm. Henry sighed to himself. What on earth was he thinking of, spying on attractive women?

Henry looked away and started on the crossword in his magazine. He was to wonder time and again what would have happened if he had kept his eye on the woman on the platform. It made no difference how many people tried to persuade him that he couldn’t possibly have known, that he mustn’t reproach himself. Henry was, and forever would be, convinced that his eagerness to solve a crossword had destroyed a young mother’s life. There was absolutely nothing he could do to turn back the clock.

Henry was still busy with his crossword when he heard Arvid’s voice on the public-address system. All passengers were to return to their seats. The train was now ready to continue on its way to Stockholm.

Afterward, nobody could recall seeing a young woman run after the train. But she must have done so, because it was only a few minutes later that Henry took an urgent call in the staff compartment. A young woman who had been sitting in seat 6, coach 2, with her daughter had been left behind on the platform in Flemingsberg when the train set off again, and was now in a taxi on her way to central Stockholm. Her little daughter was therefore alone on the train.

“Bugger it,” said Henry as he hung up.

Why could he never delegate a single duty without something going wrong? Why could he never have a moment’s peace?

They never even discussed stopping the train at an intermediate station, since it was so close to its final destination. Henry made his way briskly to coach 2, and realized it must have been the red-haired woman he’d been watching on the platform who had missed the train, since he recognized her daughter, now sitting alone. He reported back to the communication center on his mobile phone that the girl was still asleep, and that there was surely no need to upset her with the news of her mother’s absence before they got to Stockholm. There was general agreement, and Henry promised to look after the girl personally when the train pulled in. Personally. A word that would ring in Henry’s head for a long time.

Just as the train went through the Söder station on the southern outskirts, the girls in coach 3 started scuffling and screaming again. The sound of breaking glass reached Henry’s ears as a door slid open for a passenger to move between coaches 2 and 3, and he had to leave the sleeping child. He made an urgent and agitated call to Arvid on the two-way radio.

“Arvid, come straight to coach three!” he barked.

Not a sound from his colleague.

The train had come to a halt with its characteristic hiss, like the heavy, wheezing breath of an old person, before Henry managed to separate the two girls.

“Whore!” shrieked the blond one.

“Slut!” retorted her friend.

“What a terrible way to behave,” said an elderly lady who had just gotten up to retrieve her case from the rack above.

Henry edged swiftly past people who had started queuing in the aisle to get off, and called over his shoulder, “Just make sure you leave the train right away, you two!”

As he spoke, he was already on his way to coach two. He just hoped the child hadn’t woken up. But he had never been far away, after all.

Henry forged his way onward, knocking into several people as he covered the short distance back, and afterward he swore he’d been away no more than three minutes.

But the number of minutes, however small, changed nothing.

When he got back to coach 2, the sleeping child was gone. Her mauve sandals were still there on the floor. And the train was disgorging onto the platform all those people who had traveled under Henry Lindgren’s protection from Gothenburg to Stockholm.


Alex Recht had been a policeman for more than a quarter of a century. He therefore felt he had every justification for claiming to have wide experience of police work, to have built up over the years a not insignificant level of professional competence, and to have developed a finely honed sense of intuition. He possessed, he was often told, a good gut instinct.

Few things were more important to a policeman than gut instinct. It was the hallmark of a skilled police officer, the ultimate way of identifying who was made of the right stuff and who wasn’t. Gut instinct was never a substitute for facts, but it could complement them. When all the facts were on the table, all the pieces of the puzzle identified, the trick was to understand what you were looking at and assemble the fragments of knowledge you had in front of you into a whole.

“Many are called, but few are chosen,” Alex’s father had said in the speech he had made to his son when he got his first police appointment.

Alex’s father had in actual fact been hoping his son would go into the church, like all the other firstborn sons in the family before him. He found it very hard to resign himself to the fact that his son had chosen the police in preference.

“Being a police officer involves a sort of calling, too,” Alex said in an attempt to mollify him.

His father thought about that for a few months, and then let it be known that he intended to accept and respect his son’s choice of profession. Perhaps the matter was also simplified somewhat by the fact that Alex’s brother later decided to enter the priesthood. At any rate, Alex was eternally grateful to his brother.

Alex liked working with people who, just like him, felt a particular sense of vocation in the job. He liked working with people who shared his intuition and a well-developed feeling for what was fact and what was nonsense.

Maybe, he thought to himself as he sat at the wheel on the way to Stockholm Central, maybe that was why he couldn’t really warm to his new colleague Fredrika Bergman. She seemed to consider herself neither called to, nor particularly good at, her job. But then he didn’t really expect her police career to last very long.

Alex glanced surreptitiously at the figure in the passenger seat beside him. She was sitting up incredibly straight. He had initially wondered if she had a military background. He had even hoped that might be the case. But however often he went through her CV, he couldn’t find a single line to hint that she had spent so much as an hour in the armed forces. Alex had sighed. Then she must be a gymnast, that was all it could be, because no normal woman who had done nothing more exciting than go to university would ever be that bloody straight backed.

Alex cleared his throat quietly and wondered if he ought to say anything about the case before they got there. After all, Fredrika had never had to deal with this sort of business before. Their eyes met briefly and then Alex turned his gaze back to the road.

“Lot of traffic today,” he muttered.

As if there were days when inner-city Stockholm was empty of cars.

In his many years in the police, Alex had dealt with a fair number of missing children. His work on these cases had gradually convinced him of the truth of the saying: “Children don’t vanish, people lose them.” In almost every case, almost every case, behind every lost child there was a lost parent. Some lax individual who in Alex’s view should never have had children in the first place. It needn’t necessarily be someone with a harmful lifestyle or alcohol problems. It could just as well be someone who worked far too much, who was out with friends far too often and far too late, or someone who simply didn’t pay enough attention to their child. If children took up the space in adults’ lives that they should, they would go missing far less often. At least that was what Alex had concluded.

The clouds hung thick and dark in the sky and a faint rumble presaged thunder as they got out of the car. The air was incredibly heavy and humid. It was the sort of day when you longed for rain and thunder to make the air more breathable. A flash of lightning etched itself dully on the clouds somewhere over the Old Town. There was another storm approaching.

Alex and Fredrika hurried in through the main entrance to Stockholm Central. Alex took a call from the mobile of the third member of the investigating team, Peder Rydh, to say he was on his way. Alex was relieved. It wouldn’t have felt right starting an investigation like this with no one but a desk jockey like Fredrika.

It was after half past three by the time they got to platform 17, where the train had pulled in, to become the subject of a standard crime scene investigation. Swedish National Railways had been informed that no precise time could be given for the train to be put back in service, which in due course led to the late running of a good many other trains that day. There were only a few people on the platform not in police uniform. Alex guessed that the red-haired woman looking exhausted but composed, sitting on a large, blue plastic box marked SAND, was the missing child’s mother. Alex sensed intuitively that the woman was not one of those parents who lose their children. He swallowed hastily. If the child hadn’t been lost, it had been abducted. If it had been abducted, that complicated matters significantly.

Alex told himself to take it easy. He still knew too little about the case not to keep an open mind.

A young, uniformed officer came along the platform to Alex and Fredrika. His handshake was firm but a little damp, his look somewhat glazed and unfocused. He introduced himself simply as Jens. Alex guessed that he was a recent graduate of the police-training college and that this was his first case. Lack of practical experience was frightening when new police officers took up their first posts. One could see them radiating confusion and sometimes pure panic in their first six months. Alex wondered if the young man whose hand he was shaking couldn’t be said to be bordering on panic. He was probably wondering in turn what on earth Alex was doing there. DCIs rarely, if ever, turned up to conduct interviews themselves. Or at any rate, not at this early stage in a case.

Alex was about to explain his presence when Jens started to speak, in rapid bursts.

“The alarm wasn’t raised until thirty minutes after the train got in,” he reported in a shrill voice. “And by then, nearly all the passengers had left the platform. Well, except for these.”

He gave a sweeping wave, indicating of a clump of people standing a little way beyond the woman Alex had identified as the child’s mother. Alex glanced at his watch. It was twenty to four. The child would soon have been missing for an hour and a half.

“There’s been a complete search of the train. She isn’t anywhere. The child, I mean, a six-year-old girl. She’s not anywhere. And nobody seems to have seen her, either. At least nobody we’ve spoken to. And all their luggage is still there. The girl didn’t take anything with her. Not even her shoes. They were still on the floor under her seat.”

The first raindrops hit the roof above them. The thunder was rumbling somewhere closer now. Alex didn’t think he’d ever known a worse summer.

“Is that the girl’s mother sitting over there?” asked Fredrika with a discreet nod toward the red-haired woman.

“Yes, that’s right,” said the young policeman. “Her name’s Sara Sebastiansson. She says she’s not going home until we find the girl.”

Alex gave an inward sigh. Of course the red-haired woman was the child’s mother. He didn’t need to ask such things, he knew them anyway, he sensed them. Fredrika was entirely lacking in that sort of intuition. She asked about everything and she questioned even more. Alex felt his irritation level rising. Detecting simply didn’t work that way. He only hoped she would soon realize how wrong she was for the profession she had decided was suitable for her.

“Why did it take thirty minutes for the police to be alerted?” Fredrika demanded.

Alex immediately pricked up his ears. Fredrika had finally asked a relevant question.

Jens braced himself. Up to that point, he had had answers to all the questions the senior police officers had asked him since they arrived.

“Well, it’s a bit of an odd story,” Jens began, and Alex could see he was trying not to stare at Fredrika. “The train was held at Flemingsberg for longer than usual, and the mother got off to make a phone call. She left her little girl on the train because she was asleep.”

Alex nodded thoughtfully. Children don’t vanish, people lose them. Perhaps he had misjudged Sara the redhead.

“So anyway, a girl came up to her, to Sara that is, on the platform and asked her to help with a dog that was sick. And then she missed the train. She rang the train people right away—a member of the staff at Flemingsberg helped her—to tell them that her child was on the train and that she was going to take a taxi straight to Stockholm Central.”

Alex was frowning as he listened.

“The child had gone by the time the train stopped at Stockholm, and the conductor and some of the other crew searched for her. People were flooding off the train, see, and hardly any of the passengers bothered to help. A Securitas guard who normally hangs round outside the Burger King downstairs gave them a hand with the search. Then the mother, I mean Sara over there, got here in the taxi and was told her daughter was missing. They went on searching; they thought the girl must have woken up and been one of the first off the train. But they couldn’t find her anywhere. So then they rang the police. But we haven’t found her, either.”

“Have they put out a call over the public-address system in the station?” asked Fredrika. “I mean in case she managed to get off the platform and onto the concourse?”

Jens nodded meekly and then shook his head. Yes, an announcement had been made. More police and volunteers were currently searching the whole station. Local radio would be issuing an appeal to road users in the city center to keep an eye out for the girl. The taxi firms would be contacted. If the girl had walked off on her own, she couldn’t have gotten far.

But she had not been spotted yet.

Fredrika nodded slowly. Alex looked at the mother sitting on the big blue box. She looked shattered. Done for.

“Put out the announcement in other languages, not just Swedish,” said Fredrika.

Her male colleagues looked at her with raised eyebrows.

“There are a lot of people hanging about here who don’t have Swedish as their mother tongue, but who might have seen something. Make the announcement in English, too. German and French, if they can. Maybe Arabic, as well.”

Alex nodded approvingly and sent Jens a look that told him to do as Fredrika suggested. Jens hurried off, probably quailing at the prospect of somehow getting hold of an Arabic speaker. Cascades of rain were coming down on those gathered on the platform, and the rumbling had turned into mighty claps of thunder. It was a wretched day in a wretched summer.


Peder Rydh came dashing along the platform just as Jens was leaving it. Peder stared at Fredrika’s beige, double-breasted jacket. Had the woman no concept at all of the way you signaled that you were part of the police when you weren’t in uniform? Peder himself nodded graciously to the colleagues he passed on his way and waved his identity badge about a bit so they would realize he was one of them. He found it hard to resist the urge to thump a few of the younger talents on the back. He had loved his years in the patrol car, of course, but he was very happy indeed to have landed a job on the plainclothes side.

Alex gave Peder a nod as they caught sight of each other, and his look expressed something close to gratitude for his colleague’s presence.

“I was on my way from a meeting on the edge of town when I got the message that the child was missing, so I thought I’d pick up Fredrika on the way and come straight here,” Alex explained briefly to Peder. “I’m not really planning to stick around, just wanted to get out for a bit of fresh air,” he went on, and gave his colleague a knowing look.

“You mean you wanted to get your feet on the ground as a change from being chained to your desk?” grinned Peder, and received a weary nod in reply.

In spite of the significant age gap between them, the two men were entirely in agreement on that point. You were never so far up in the hierarchy that you didn’t need to see the real shit. And you were never as far from reality as when you were behind your desk.

Both men assumed, however, that Fredrika did not share this view, and therefore said nothing more about it.

“Okay,” said Alex instead. “Here’s what we’ll do. Fredrika can take the initial interview with the child’s mother, and you, Peder, can talk to the train crew and also find out if any of the other passengers who’re still here can give you any information. We should really play it by the book and interview in pairs, but I can’t see that there’s time to organize that just now.”

Fredrika was very happy with this division of duties, but thought she could detect some dissatisfaction in Peder’s face. Dissatisfaction that she, not he, would get to tackle the mother of the missing child. Alex must have seen it, too, as he added, “The only reason Fredrika’s dealing with the mother is that she’s a woman. It tends to make things a bit easier.”

Peder instantly looked a little more cheerful.

“Okay, see you back at the station later,” said Alex gruffly. “I’m off back there now.”

Fredrika sighed. “The only reason Fredrika’s dealing with . . .” It was always the same. Every decision to entrust her with a task had to be defended. She was a foreign body in a foreign universe. Her whole presence was questionable and demanded constant explanation. Fredrika felt so indignant that she forgot to reflect on the fact that Alex had not only entrusted her with interviewing the mother, but also let her do it alone. She was virtually counting the days until her time on Alex Recht’s investigation team was over. She was planning to finish her probationary period and then leave. There were other agencies where her qualifications were more desirable, albeit less urgently needed.

I shall look over my shoulder one last time and then never look back again, thought Fredrika, seeing in her mind’s eye the day she would stride out of the police building, or HQ, as her colleagues generally called it, on Kungsholmen. Then Fredrika turned her attention to a more imminent task. To the missing child.

She introduced herself politely to Sara Sebastiansson and was surprised by the strength of the woman’s handshake. It belied the anxiety and exhaustion in her face. Fredrika also noted that Sara kept pulling down the sleeves of her top. It looked like a sort of tic, or habit, something she did all the time. It was almost as if she was trying to hide her forearms.

Maybe an attempt to conceal injuries she’d gotten when she was defending herself, thought Fredrika. If Sara had a husband who hit her, that was information to be brought to the team’s attention as soon as possible.

But there were other questions to be asked first.

“We can go inside if you like,” Fredrika said to Sara. “We needn’t stand out here in the rain.”

“I’m all right here,” said Sara in a voice not far from tears.

Fredrika pondered this for a moment and then said, “If you feel you have to be here for your daughter, you have my absolute assurance that she’d be noticed by everybody else here.”

What’s more, Fredrika felt like adding, it’s not particularly likely that your daughter will turn up right here and now, but she left the thought unsaid.

“Lilian,” said Sara.

“Sorry?”

“My daughter’s called Lilian. And I don’t want to leave this spot.”

She underlined what she was saying by shaking her head.

Fredrika knew herself that she found it hard to be personal when she was on duty. She often failed dismally. In that respect, she was a classic desk type. She liked reading, writing, and analyzing. All forms of interrogation and conversation felt so alien, so hard to deal with. She would sometimes watch with pure fascination as Alex reached out a hand and laid it on someone’s shoulder as he was talking to them. Fredrika would never do that, and what was more, she didn’t want to be patted herself, either, be it on the arm or on the shoulder. She felt physically unwell whenever any male colleague at work tried to “lighten the mood” by slapping her on the back too hard or prodding her in the middle. She didn’t like that sort of physical contact at all. And most people realized this. But not all. Fredrika gave a slight shiver just as Sara’s voice interrupted her very private musings.

“Why didn’t she take her shoes?”

“Sorry?”

“Lilian’s sandals were still there on the floor by her seat. She must have been in a terrible state about something, otherwise she’d never have gone off in her bare feet. And never without saying something to somebody, asking for help.”

“Not even if she woke up and found she was all alone? Maybe she panicked and dashed off the train?”

Sara shook her head.

“Lilian’s not like that. That’s not how we brought her up. We taught her to act and think in a practical way. She would have asked someone sitting nearby. The lady across the aisle from us, for example, we’d chatted to her a bit on the way.”

Fredrika saw her chance to divert the conversation on to another subject.

“You say ‘we’?”

“Yes?”

“You say that’s not how “we” brought her up. Are you referring to yourself and your husband?”

Sara fixed her gaze on a spot above Fredrika’s shoulder.

“Lilian’s father and I have separated, but yes, it’s my ex-husband I brought up Lilian with.”

“Have you got joint custody?” asked Fredrika.

“The separation’s so new for us all,” Sara said slowly. “We haven’t really gotten into a routine. Lilian sometimes stays with him on weekends, but mostly she lives with me. We’ll have to see how it goes, later.”

Sara took a deep breath, and as she breathed out, her lower lip was trembling. Her ashen skin stood out against her red hair. Her long arms were crossed tightly on her chest. Fredrika looked at Sara’s painted toenails. Blue. How unusual.

“Did you argue about who Lilian was going to live with?” Fredrika probed cautiously.

Sara gave a start.

“You think Gabriel’s taken her?” she said, looking Fredrika straight in the eye.

Fredrika assumed Gabriel must be the ex-husband.

“We don’t think anything,” she said quickly. “I just have to investigate all possible scenarios for . . . I just have to try to understand what might have happened to her. To Lilian.”

Sara’s shoulders slumped a little. She bit her lower lip and stared hard at the ground.

“Gabriel and I . . . have had . . . still have . . . our differences. Not so long ago we had a row about Lilian. But he’s never harmed her. Never ever.”

Again Fredrika saw Sara pulling at the sleeves of her top. Her rapid assessment was that Sara would not tell her then and there whether she had been abused by her ex-husband or not. She would have to check for officially lodged complaints when she got back to HQ. And, in any event, they would certainly have to speak to the ex-husband.

“Could you tell me more precisely what happened on the platform at Flemingsberg?” Fredrika asked, hoping she was now steering the conversation in a direction Sara would find more comfortable.

Sara nodded several times but said nothing. Fredrika hoped she wasn’t going to start crying, because tears were something she found very hard to deal with. Not privately, but professionally.

“I got off the train to make a call,” Sara began hesitantly. “I rang a friend.”

Fredrika, distracted by the rain, checked herself. A friend?

“And why didn’t you ring from your seat?”

“I didn’t want to wake Lilian,” came Sara’s quick response.

A little too quick. What was more, she had told the policeman she spoke to earlier that she’d gotten off the train because she was in the so-called quiet coach.

“She was so tired,” whispered Sara. “We go to Gothenburg to visit my parents. I think she was getting a cold; she usually never sleeps for the whole journey.”

“Ah, I see,” said Fredrika, and paused for a minute before going on. “So it wasn’t that you didn’t want Lilian to hear the conversation?”

Sara admitted it almost immediately.

“No, I didn’t want Lilian to hear the conversation,” she said quietly. “My friend and I have . . . only just met. And it would be a bad idea to let her find out about him at this stage.”

Because then she’d tell her dad, who was presumably still beating up her mum even though they’d separated, thought Fredrika to herself.

“We only talked for a couple of minutes. Less than that, I think. I said we were almost there, and he could come round to my place later this evening, once Lilian was in bed.”

“All right, and what happened next?”

Sara pulled her shoulders back and sighed heavily. The body language told Fredrika they were about to discuss something she found really painful to remember.

“It made no sense at all, not any of it,” Sara said dully. “It was completely absurd.”

She shook her head wearily.

“A woman came up to me. Or a girl, you might say. Quite tall, thin, looked a bit the worse for wear. Waving her arms and shouting something about her dog being sick. I suppose she came up to me because I was standing separately from the other people on the platform. She said she’d been coming down the escalator with the dog when it suddenly collapsed and started having a seizure.”

“A fit? The dog?”

“Yes, that was what she said. The dog was lying there having a fit and she needed help to get it back up the escalator again. I’ve had dogs all my life, until a few years ago. And I could honestly see what a state the girl was in. So I helped her.”

Sara fell silent and Fredrika considered what she’d said, rubbing her hands together.

“Didn’t you think about the risk of missing the train?”

For the first time in their conversation, Sara’s tone was sharp and her eyes blazed.

“When I got off, I asked the conductor how long the train would be stopping there. He said at least ten minutes. At least.”

Sara held up her hands and spread her long, narrow fingers wide. Ten fingers, ten minutes. Her hands were shaking slightly. Her lower lip was quivering again.

“Ten minutes,” she whispered. “That was why I helped the girl shove the dog up the escalator. I thought—I knew—I had time.”

Fredrika tried to breathe calmly.

“Did you see the train leave?”

“We’d just gotten to the top of the escalator with the dog,” said Sara, her voice unsteady. “We’d just gotten the dog back up when I turned round and saw the train starting to pull out.”

Her breathing was labored and her eyes were on Fredrika.

“I couldn’t believe my fucking eyes,” she said, and a single tear ran down her cheek. “It was like being in a horror film. I ran down the escalator, ran like mad after the train. But it didn’t stop. It didn’t stop!”

Although Fredrika had no children of her own, Sara’s words aroused a genuine feeling of anguish in her.

She felt something akin to a stomachache.

“One of the staff at the Flemingsberg station helped me get in touch with the train. And then I took a taxi to Stockholm Central.”

“What was the girl with the dog doing while this was happening?”

Sara wiped the corner of her eye.

“It was a bit odd. She just sort of made off, all of a sudden. She bundled the dog up onto some kind of parcel trolley that had been left there at the top of the escalator, and went out though the station entrance. I didn’t see her after that.”

Sara and Fredrika stood for a while saying nothing, each absorbed in her own thoughts. It was Sara’s voice that broke the silence.

“And you know what, I wasn’t really too worried once I’d gotten through to the train. It felt pretty irrational to get worked up about a little thing like Lilian being by herself for that last bit of the journey from Flemingsberg to Stockholm.”

Sara moistened her lips, and then cried openly for the first time.

“I even sat back in the taxi. Closed my eyes and relaxed. I relaxed while some bloody sick bastard took my little girl.”

Fredrika realized this was a pain she had no chance of alleviating. With great reluctance she did what she would never normally do: she reached out a hand and stroked Sara’s arm.

Then she realized it had stopped raining. Lilian had been missing for another hour.


It was trickier than Jelena had expected to get out of Flemingsberg by bus.

“You mustn’t take the commuter train, you mustn’t take a taxi, you mustn’t drive,” the Man had told her that very morning as they went over every detail of the plan for the hundredth time. “You’re to go by bus. Bus to Skärholmen, then take the underground home. Understand?”

Jelena had nodded and nodded.

Yes, she understood. And she would do her very, very best.

Jelena felt at least ten anxious butterflies fluttering in her stomach. She hoped desperately that it had all worked. It simply had to work. The Man would be furious if he hadn’t managed to get the kid off the train.

She peered at her watch. It had taken more than an hour. The bus had been late, and then she’d had a wait for a tube train. She would soon be home and then she would know. She wiped her sweaty palms on her jeans. She could never be really sure whether she was doing things right or wrong. Not until later, when the Man either praised her or told her off. Just recently she’d done almost everything right. It had even gone okay when she practiced driving, and when she had to practice talking properly.

“People have to be able to understand what you’re saying,” the Man would tell her. “You don’t speak clearly. And you’ve got to stop your face twitching like that. It scares people.”

Jelena had had a real struggle, but in the end the Man had given her his seal of approval. All she had now was a slight twitch at the corner of one eye, and really only when she was nervous or unsure. When she was calm, it didn’t twitch at all.

“Good girl,” said the Man then, and patted her on the cheek.

Jelena felt all warm inside. She hoped for more praise when she got home.

The train got to her stop at last. It was all she could do not to rush out of the carriage and run all the way home. She must walk calmly and unobtrusively, so nobody would notice her. Jelena kept her eyes on the ground, and fiddled with a bit of her hair.

The rain was beating on the road when she came up out of the underground, impairing her vision. It didn’t matter—she saw him anyway. For a brief second, their eyes met. She thought he looked as if he was smiling.


A highly skeptical Peder Rydh observed Fredrika’s pathetic attempt to offer comfort. She was patting Sara Sebastiansson with the same reluctance as you would pat a dog you found utterly revolting, but had to pat because it belonged to a good friend. People like her had no business in the police, where everything depended on how you handled people. Different sorts of people. All sorts. Peder gave an irritated sigh. It really had been a very bad idea to recruit civilians into the police.

“The force needs an injection of top skills,” was the explanation from certain individuals in elevated positions in the organization.

Fredrika had mentioned on several occasions what subject she had read at university, but to be honest, Peder couldn’t have cared less. She used too many words, with too many letters. She complicated things. She thought too much and felt too little. She simply wasn’t made of the necessary stuff for police work.

Peder could only admire the police union’s persistent opposition to the position and status that civilians had been given in the force. Without any relevant work experience whatsoever. Without the unique set of skills that can only be gained by learning police work from the bottom up. By spending at least a few years in the patrol car. Manhandling drunks. Talking to men who hit their wives. Giving drunk teenagers a lift home and facing their parents. Breaking into flats where lonely souls have died and just lain there, rotting.

Peder shook his head. He had more pressing things to think about than incompetent colleagues. He thought over the information he had garnered from talking to the train crew so far. Henry Lindgren, the conductor, talked too much, but he had a good eye for detail and there was certainly nothing wrong with his memory. The train left Gothenburg at 10:50. It reached Stockholm eight minutes after the time it was due, at 2:07 PM.

“I wasn’t the one in charge of the delay in Flemingsberg,” Henry pointed out. “That was Arvid. And Nellie.”

He looked sadly at the train, still standing at the platform. All the doors were open, gaping like great dark holes along the side of the train. More than anything else on earth, Henry wished that the little girl would suddenly come stumbling out of one of those holes. That she had somehow lost her way on the train, gone back to sleep, and then woken up. But with all the certainty that only grown-up human beings can muster, Henry knew it wasn’t going to happen. The only people getting on and off the train were policemen and technicians. The whole platform had been cordoned off, and a fingertip search of the damp surface for traces of the missing child was in progress. Henry felt a lump in his throat that proved impossible to swallow.

Peder went on with the interview.

“You say you were keeping an eye on the child, then what happened?”

Peder could see Henry literally shrink, as if he were ageing as he stood there on the platform, faced with explaining what had made him leave the girl.

“It was hard, trying to be in lots of places at the same time,” he said dejectedly. “Like I told you, there’d been trouble in several of the coaches, and I had to leave the girl and get to coach three, smartish. But I called Arvid on the two-way radio. I called him really loud, and I tried several times, but he never replied. I don’t think he can have heard. I didn’t seem to be getting through at all.”

Peder decided not to make any comment on Arvid’s behavior.

“So you left the child, and didn’t ask any of the passengers to keep an eye on her?” he asked instead.

Henry threw out his arms in dramatic appeal.

“I was only in the next carriage!” he cried. “And I thought, yes, I thought, I’ll be straight back. Which I was.”

His voice almost gave way.

“I left the girl for less than three minutes; I was back the minute the train stopped and people started getting off. But she’d already gone. And nobody could remember seeing her get up and go.”

Henry’s voice was choked as he went on, “How’s that possible? How can nobody have seen a thing?”

Peder knew all too well how. Get ten people to witness the same crime and they will come up with ten different versions of what happened, the order in which it happened, and what the perpetrators were wearing.

What was strange, on the other hand, was the way Arvid Melin had acted. First he let the train leave Flemingsberg without Sara Sebastiansson, and then he failed to answer Henry’s call.

Peder quickly sought out Arvid, who was sitting by himself on one of the seats on the platform. He seemed very twitchy. As Peder approached, he raised his eyes and said, “Can we go soon? I’ve got to be somewhere.”

Peder sat down beside Arvid deliberately slowly, fixed him with a look, and replied, “A child’s gone missing. What have you got to do that’s more important than helping to find her?”

After that, Arvid uttered hardly a word that was not a direct answer to a direct question.

“What did you say to passengers who asked you how long the train would be stopped at Flemingsberg?” Peder asked sternly, finding he was addressing Arvid like some kind of schoolboy.

“Don’t remember exactly,” answered Arvid evasively.

Peder noted that Arvid, who must have been nearing thirty, responded the way he expected his own kids would answer questions when they reached their teens.

“Where are you going?” “Out!” “When will you be home?” “Later!”

“Do you remember a conversation with Sara Sebastiansson?” Peder tried.

Arvid shook his head.

“No, not really,” he said.

Peder was just wondering whether he could give Arvid a good shake, when he went on, “There were lots of people asking the same thing, see. I think I remember her, the girl’s mother, being one of them. People have to take a bit of responsibility for themselves,” he said in a choked voice, and only then did Peder realize how shaken he really was. “It’s not a bloody promise that the train’s going to be stopped for ten minutes just because we say so. All the passengers, all of them, want to get there as fast as possible. There’s never any problem about setting off earlier than we first said. Why did she leave the platform? If she’d been standing there, she’d have heard me make the announcement on the train.”

Arvid kicked an empty cola bottle that was lying at his feet. It bounced angrily against the train and went spinning across the platform.

Peder suspected both Arvid Melin and Henry Lindgren would be having some disturbed nights for a good time to come if the girl failed to turn up.

“You didn’t see Sara Sebastiansson being left behind?” Peder asked gently.

“No, definitely not,” said Arvid emphatically. “I mean, I looked along the platform, the way we usually do. It was empty, so we left. And then Henry says he called me on the two-way radio, but I didn’t hear . . . because I’d forgotten to switch it on.”

Peder looked up at the dark gray sky and shut his notebook.

He would just have a brief talk with the rest of the train crew and the others on the platform. If Fredrika had finished getting the mother’s statement, perhaps she would help him.

Peder saw Fredrika and Sara Sebastiansson out of the corner of his eye, exchanging a few words and then going their separate ways. Sara looked the picture of dejection. Peder swallowed. An image of his own family rose to the surface of his consciousness. What would he do if anyone tried to harm either of his children?

His grip on his notebook tightened. He would have to get a move on. There were more people to talk to and Alex did not like to be kept waiting.


They drove back to HQ in Peder’s car. As the car swished along the rain-soaked tarmac, Fredrika and Peder were both lost in their own thoughts. They parked in the basement garage and took the lift in silence up to the floor where the team had its offices. Close to the county police and the National Crime Squad’s base, close to the Stockholm Police Department. Nobody was ever willing to say it out loud, but Alex Recht’s investigative team most definitely served two masters. Well, three, really. A special resources group, comprising a small number of hand-picked people of different background and experience, who on paper were part of the Stockholm police but who in practice worked very closely with, and could be called upon by, both the national and county departments. A political solution to something that shouldn’t have been a problem.

Fredrika sank down wearily in the office chair behind her desk. Behind her desk: was there any better place for thinking and acting? She realized she had been naive to think that her specialized skills would be welcomed and made full use of within the police organization. She could not for the life of her understand police officers’ deep-rooted, all-embracing contempt for advanced academic qualifications. Or was it really contempt? Did they in actual fact feel threatened? Fredrika couldn’t quite put her finger on it. She only knew that her current work situation was not tenable in the long term.

Her route to Alex Recht’s team had taken her via an investigative role at the Crime Prevention Council, and then a couple of years with social services, where she had been an expert adviser. She had applied to the police to broaden her practical experience. And she would not be staying on. But she was relaxed about her current situation. She had an extensive network of contacts that could give her entry to plenty of other organizations. She just needed to hold her nerve, and some new opportunity would eventually turn up.

Fredrika was very much conscious of the way she was perceived by her police colleagues. As difficult and reserved. As someone with no sense of humor or normal emotional life.

That’s not true, thought Fredrika. I’m not cold, I’m just so damn confused at the moment about where I’m going.

Her friends would describe her as both warm and sympathetic. And extremely loyal. But that was in her private life. And now here she was in a workplace where she was expected to be private even on duty. It was completely unthinkable as far as Fredrika was concerned.

It wasn’t that she felt nothing at all for the people she encountered in the course of her job. It was just that she chose to feel a little less.

“My job’s not pastoral care,” she had said to a friend who had asked why she was so unwilling to get emotionally involved in her work. “It’s detecting crimes. It’s not about who I am—it’s about what I do. I do the detecting; someone else has got to do the comforting.”

Otherwise you’d drown, thought Fredrika. If I were to offer comfort to every victim I met, there’d be nothing left of me.

Fredrika could not remember having expressed a desire for a police job ever in her life. When she was little, her dreams had always been of working with music, as a violinist. She had music in her blood. She nurtured the dreams in her heart. Many children grow out of their earliest dreams about what they want to be when they grow up. But Fredrika never did; instead, her dreams developed and grew more concrete. She and her mother went on visits to various music schools and discussed which would suit her best. By the time she started secondary school, she had already composed music of her own.

Just after she was fifteen, everything changed. Forever, as it turned out. Her right arm was badly injured in a car crash on the way home from a skiing trip, and after a year of physical therapy it was obvious that the arm could not cope with the demands of playing the violin for hours every day.

Well-meaning teachers said she had been lucky. Theoretically and rationally, Fredrika understood what they meant. She had been to the mountains with a friend and her family. The accident left her friend’s mother paralyzed from the waist down. The son in the family was killed. The newspapers called their accident the “Filipstad tragedy.”

But for Fredrika herself, the accident would never be called anything but the Accident, and in her mind she thought of the Accident as the most concrete of dividing lines in her life. She had been one person before the Accident, and became a different person after it. There was a very clear Before and After. She did not want to acknowledge that she had had any kind of luck. But even now, almost twenty years later, she still wondered if she would ever accept the life that came After.

“There’s so much else you can do with your life,” her grandmother said reasonably, on the rare occasions when Fredrika voiced the dreadful sense of despair she felt at being robbed of the future opportunities she had dreamed of. “You could work in a bank, say, seeing that you’re so good at math.”

Fredrika’s parents, on the other hand, said nothing. Her mother was a concert pianist and music had a holy place in everyday family life. Fredrika had virtually grown up in the wings of a series of great stages on which her mother had played, either as a soloist or as part of a larger ensemble. Sometimes Fredrika had played in the ensembles. There were times when it had been quite magical.

So Fredrika’s discussions with her mother had been more productive.

“What shall I do now?” nineteen-year-old Fredrika had whispered to her mother one evening just before she left school, when her tears would not stop.

“You’ll find something else, Fredrika,” her mother had said, rubbing her back with a sympathetic hand. “There’s so much strength in you, so much willpower and urge to achieve things. You’ll find something else.”

And so she did.

History of art, history of music, history of ideas. The university had an unlimited range of courses on offer.

“Fredrika’s going to be a history professor,” her father said proudly in those early years.

Her mother said nothing; it was her father who had always boasted far and wide of the great success in life he envisaged for his daughter.

But Fredrika did not become a professor. She became a criminologist specializing in crimes against women and children. She never completed her doctorate, and after five years at university she felt she had had more than enough of theoretical study.

She could see in her mother’s eyes that this was unexpected. It had been assumed that she would not want to leave the academic world. Her mother never expressed her disappointment openly, but she admitted she was surprised. Fredrika would dearly have loved to possess more of that quality herself. Never to be disappointed, only surprised.

So Fredrika knew a fair bit about pleasure and idleness, about passion and not knowing which way to go in life. As she printed out the accusation of abuse that Sara Sebastiansson had now formally lodged against her ex-husband, she wondered as she so often did why women stayed with men who battered them. Was it love and passion? Fear of loneliness and exclusion? But Sara had not stayed. Not really. At least not to judge by what Fredrika could deduce from the documents in front of her.

The first formal accusation had been lodged when her daughter was two years old. Sara, unlike many other women, claimed then that her husband had never hit her before. In cases where women themselves came forward to make complaints, there was usually a history. At the time of the first report, Sara had gone to her local police station with extensive bruising on her right side and face. Her husband denied all the accusations and said he had an alibi for the evening when Sara claimed to have been attacked. Fredrika frowned. As far as she understood it, Sara never withdrew her accusation as so many women do. But nor did it lead to any kind of prosecution. The evidence did not hold, as three friends of her husband could attest that he had been playing poker until two on the night in question and had then spent the night at the home of one of them.

Two years then passed before Sara Sebastiansson lodged another complaint. She then claimed that he had not hit her on any occasion in between, but when Fredrika read about the extent of Sara’s injuries and compared them with those she had had after the first incident, she felt pretty much convinced Sara was lying. And this time, she had also been raped. There were no marks at all to be seen on her face.

It seemed unlikely, in Fredrika’s view, for the husband not to have touched his wife for two years, only for the violence then to escalate as it obviously had.

There was no prosecution that time, either. Sara’s husband could prove by means of original tickets and the word of two independent witnesses that he had been on business in Malmö at the time of the alleged assault. The crime could not be substantiated, and the investigation was halted.

Fredrika was concerned by what she read, to put it mildly. She could not get the pieces of the picture to fit together. Sara Sebastiansson hadn’t given the impression of being a woman who would lie. Not about anything, in fact. She had not mentioned the assaults, though she must have realized that the police would find out about them sooner or later, but Fredrika was not inclined to see that as a lie. The injuries that had been documented were also true and genuine. So her ex-husband must be guilty, but however did he manage his alibis? He was clearly a successful businessman, and twelve years older than Sara. Did he buy his alibis? But that many?

Fredrika continued working her way through the papers. The couple had separated shortly after the second assault, and only a few weeks after that, Sara was back at the police station lodging another complaint. Her ex-husband would not leave her alone; he stalked her in his car; he waited for her outside her flat and her workplace. Her ex-husband made a counteraccusation that Sara sabotaged all his attempts to maintain proper contact with their daughter. A real classic. A few more months passed—more official complaints to the police of unlawful threat, molestation, and trespass—but he never actually hit her. Or if he did, it was not reported.

The last report was dated November 11, 2005, when, according to Swedish Telecom’s records, Sara’s husband had rung her over a hundred times the same night. That was the only time any accusation made against him could be substantiated, and a restraining order was issued to prevent him from visiting Sara.

Fredrika pondered this. During Fredrika’s interrogation, Sara had said that she and her ex-husband had recently separated, but the official reports told another story: she and her husband had not lived together since July 2005, when Sara had made the second report of assault to the police. What had happened between November 11, 2005, and today? Fredrika rapidly checked her information against the national police files and sighed when she discovered the answer. They had, of course, gotten back together again.

The time line became all too clear. On July 17, 2005, two weeks after the second report to the police, Sara and Gabriel Sebastiansson were at different addresses. They never filed for divorce, but they did separate. On December 20, 2005, just weeks after the banning order was issued, they were back at the same address. Then it all went quiet.

Fredrika wondered what their lives had been like since. She wondered how relations between them were now. And she understood all too well that Sara would not want it to come to her ex-husband’s attention that she had moved on in her life and was in a new relationship.

Fredrika turned to a new page in her notebook. She would have to talk to Sara as soon as possible about the earlier, or continuing, abuse. She would definitely have to talk to Sara’s ex-husband, who was currently unavailable. And she would also have to interview Sara’s new “friend,” as she called him. Fredrika slammed her notebook shut and hurried out of her office. There was still time to get a cup of coffee before the team assembled to pool their information about the missing child, Lilian. Maybe she could also fit in a call to Gabriel Sebastiansson’s mother before the meeting. She might know her son’s whereabouts.


Alex Recht opened the meeting in the Den with practiced efficiency. Peder always felt a slight quickening of his pulse when they were assembled there on operational business. The Den, or the Lions’ Den to give it its full name, was what they called the only meeting room they had. Peder liked the name.

It was nearly six and Lilian Sebastiansson had been missing for more than four hours. In view of the fact that she had disappeared in the middle of Stockholm, and in view of her age, this had to be considered a long time. It was clear beyond all reasonable doubt that she had not gone missing of her own free will. She was far too young to have made her way anywhere unaided, and she had no shoes on her feet.

“I need hardly remind you that we have a very grave situation here,” said Alex grimly, surveying his colleagues.

Nobody said a word, and Alex took a seat at the table.

Besides Alex, those in attendance were Fredrika, Peder, and the team’s assistant, Ellen Lind. Also present were some officers from the uniformed branch, there to report on the search of the area round the central station, and a few people from the technical division.

Alex started by asking what the search had revealed. The answer was as short as it was depressing: it had revealed nothing at all. Hardly anyone had responded to the appeal over the public-address system on the concourse, and talking to the taxi firms had not produced any leads, either.

The result of the technical check of the train coaches was almost as scanty. It had been hard to secure any fingerprints on-site, nor had they found any traces indicating where the girl had gotten off the train. If it was assumed that she was carried and was possibly still asleep when she was taken, the task became even more difficult. No traces of blood had been found anywhere. All that they had found, and been able to secure, were some shoe prints on the floor, right by the girl’s seat.

Alex pricked up his ears when he heard that the train crew said the floors were cleaned between trips, which meant the prints the technicians had found must relate to the journey in question. The prints were from a pair of Ecco shoes, size forty-six.

“All right,” Alex said briskly. “We’ll have to see if we get any pointers from the other passengers on the train.”

He cleared his throat.

“Has the news gone out to the media yet, by the way? I haven’t seen or heard anything.”

The question was really directed at Ellen, who was the nearest thing the team had to a press officer. She answered, “It was on the radio quite quickly, as we requested, and on the Web of course. And an announcement went out through the Central News Agency about an hour ago. We can expect the story to be in all the big national dailies tomorrow. The statement we issued to the media says specifically that we want to hear from all the passengers on that train from Gothenburg as soon as possible.”
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