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For Dad






My times are in your hands; deliver me

—Psalms 31:15








THE BOYS

They’re playing on a hill, wearing nearly identical jeans and short-sleeved shirts, their shoes well worn and their eyes bright. One has blond hair down to his shoulders; the other, dark curls that constantly fall into his eyes. They’ll be starting school this autumn, but their legs are chubby and they run so fast down the hill that their feet can’t keep up with them. First one child falls, then the other. Maybe he falls on purpose, he always wants to copy his brave friend, climb just as high, jump just as far, run just as fast. They don’t cry, not even the one who often bursts into tears at the slightest thing. There are no grown-ups nearby, no one to instruct them to check if they’re hurt. Instead, they sit there for a moment, facing each other, breathless, warm, full of laughter. As if on command they get up and keep running. Bruises and scabs won’t be discovered until hours later; right now there is too much to do.

The long-haired boy’s house is in one direction, while the other boy lives on the other side of the highway with his large family. The sun lingers close by, in a warm clearing. Beyond the hill are magical mounds of rock, desolate buildings, and endless adventures.

The world awaits them both.
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The shots were fired, two in quick succession and then another two, at 10:55 p.m. on Thursday 6 December. The first snow of winter had just begun to fall, tentatively at first, but soon the ground was blanketed in white.

Even at this time of night, there was background noise from the eight-lane interchange. Its hum grew quieter for a few hours each night, but it was never fully silent.

On one side of the highway, everything was brown and concrete grey. There you would find the high-rises of Våringe, the skate park, the square, and the eighteenth-century church that had once been the pride of the neighbourhood. The floodlights around the large sports pitches were dark, the alarms on the school armed. Balcony doors were closed, curtains drawn.

On the other side, a tract of green space shielded the residential neighbourhood of Rönnviken from the roar of traffic. In Rönnviken there were four preschools, a wooded area with a well-lit jogging track, a grade school, and a private high school with a special programme in international economics. There was also a golf course: eighteen holes with four water hazards; there was a waiting list to become a member. Adjoining the golf course was a playground. Just a mile or so away, on the slope down to the Baltic Sea, were lemon-yellow, turn-of-the-century villas with ocean views. The sea was velvety black, but Advent stars glowed softly through the many mullioned windows.

Under the highway, between Rönnviken and Våringe, ran a poorly lit pedestrian tunnel, built to make it possible to walk from one side to the other. It’s easy to die in Våringe, said some sloppy graffiti on the wall of the tunnel. Someone had made a half-hearted attempt to clean up the spray paint, but the text was filled back in. Easy to die, but fucking hard to live, it said, alongside the original graffiti. The second graffitist had taken their time, filled in all the lines in tidy letters, and painted a speech bubble around the quote, not with spray paint but with what appeared to be a paintbrush and regular paint. A third someone had added a fat, bright-green arrow: Move to Rönnviken, quit whining!



Gunfire had become common in a number of Stockholm suburbs, but this was the first time it had occurred in Rönnviken. No one reacted to the sound, not even the teenager who had been forced to take the family dog out for a pee and was no more than a hundred yards away from the playground, and not far from the seventh hole on the golf course.

The shots rang out and faded. A couple of fistfuls of gravel thrown into perfectly still water. And for a minute, or maybe two, it was as though time held its breath.

The silence was broken by a boy running out of Rönnviken in slippery gym shoes. He dashed out of the playground, across the small road, and down to the pedestrian tunnel. There he passed the graffiti, came out on the other side, and passed the lower section of the Våringe playground. It looked like he might be on his way to the square. But all the shops there were closed, even the grocery store that used to be open nights, seven days a week.



A stone’s throw from the place where the boy stopped, a man got out of his car and tried to open the door to the private parking ramp at Våringe city centre. There was a light breeze, almost mild, but the air was the sort of cold that made joints creak and pipes explode. The garage door seemed to be frozen shut; the remote wasn’t working.

While the driver stood in the falling snow, shaking the remote in annoyance, the boy took a phone from his pocket. Two of the nine streetlights he passed after emerging from the tunnel were working. One of them spread a faint glow over him. Besides his flimsy shoes, the boy was wearing jeans that were frozen stiff, a half-buttoned jacket, and a hood pulled hastily over his head. He was out of breath, his whole body was shaking, and he had trouble making the phone do what he wanted. At last he brought the phone to his ear and began to speak into it. As he spoke, he stamped his feet, making a dark patch in the fresh snow. Now and again he turned around, but there still wasn’t anyone there. His voice drifted off on the wind. As he ended the call and wiped the phone against the leg of his pants, he looked around once more. He didn’t notice the man by the garage. He started walking toward a bus stop about thirty yards on.

Just a minute or so later, a bus arrived. Right before the boy boarded it, he tossed the contents of his pockets into the trash can next to the bench. As the bus left the stop, the man finally got the garage door open, drove in, and closed it behind him.

The phone the boy had just used was still on, a faint glow filtered up through the trash. Thirty seconds passed before the screen went dark.
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Förshla-vägen… Sösh… shit, fuck… I don’t know, I… I think it’s called… I don’t know what this street is called, it’s that place where… you have to come.’

The caller was sobbing hysterically. It was a few seconds before he could speak again.

‘Sösh… föshl… fuck it, hurry… he’s dying.’

‘I can’t tell what you’re saying.’

Salwa was an emergency dispatcher and was sitting at her screen at SOS Alarm communications centre, the unit closest to the cell tower this emergency call originated from. It was eight minutes past eleven, and while the centre had endured high call volumes earlier in the evening, things had just begun to settle down. About an hour ago, Stockholm’s home team, AIK, had lost an important hockey game against one of the series leaders, which meant a rowdy night. A bus carrying fans from the opposing team had been vandalized, there had been big brawls at two nearby sports bars and at the subway station by the arena.

‘You have to speak more clearly.’



It’s chaos here,’ she had texted her husband. ‘Lots of calls, we’ll talk when I get home.’ Salwa’s husband was more anxious than usual, hadn’t wanted her to go to work.

‘What could happen to me there?’ she had asked. ‘I’d take a cable to the head?’

In theory, working at the comms centre was nothing but phones and buttons, speakers, maps and screens. In theory, she was far from the smells, bodily fluids and violence. Still, it was the same story each time she answered an emergency call and heard the panicked voices. There was no way to protect herself. The stink of beer-guzzling drunks, hand-rolled cigarettes and week-old sweat, run-down stairwells, filthy kitchens, bedrooms where the sheets were never changed, children who hid but could never escape – all these images popped up in her head, so fast and so clear. Her husband was well aware; he was the one who lay awake beside her at night.



He’s dying.’

It was increasingly hard to hear the caller. The rest of his sentence faded away. Salwa took a deep breath and made her voice steady. It sounded muffled, as if the caller was holding his hand over the speaker. Sometimes people did that when they didn’t want anyone to recognize their voice.

‘Where are you?’

He was breathing hard. Salwa wanted to let him catch his breath, but he kept talking.

‘He’s going to die if you don’t come. He’s dying, do you hear me? He’s dying.’

‘Take it easy, okay? I’m going to help you. Where are you?’

‘Förshle… Föshle…’

She still didn’t understand what he was trying to say. From her seat in the call centre, Salwa could see snow falling. It didn’t look windy, but it sounded like the caller was outdoors.

‘Where is he bleeding from?’

Her calm attitude seemed to help, the caller stopped gasping into the phone. His bright voice was easier to make out. And the crying, it was plain to hear he was still crying. Then she realized. The caller was a child.

‘I don’t know where… from the head, it’s, he’s, it’s his head. He’s been shot and he’s dying, you have to come. I… he… he was shot in the head.’

Salwa glanced at her colleague one desk over. He looked back at her and raised his eyebrows. This was no false alarm. She nodded at him to join in the call.

‘Listen to me,’ she said. ‘Just take it easy. We’re going to help you. But it’s important that you remain calm. Do you hear me? Can you tell me where you are?’

‘I’m…’ He was crying harder again, but his voice was clearer now. ‘He’s up at the playground by Rönnviken golf course, I don’t know what the street is called, there’s a daycare there. Förskolevägen, maybe? He’s by the swings near the path, near Vårstigen. He was sitting on the swing, and then – now he’s on the ground.’

Salwa’s colleague had patched the police into the call. The caller couldn’t hear it, but he was bringing them up to speed on what little information they had. The police’s regional command centre was in the same building, just two floors down. Salwa had tried to explain to her husband the machinations that were set in motion each time she received a call that put everyone on high alert.

‘It’s like an anthill. Prosecutors, investigators, teams to be assembled, centres contacted. I’m only speaking to one person, but in the meantime all these cogs begin to turn, one by one, without my doing a thing.’

He had teased her about it.

‘Are you part of an anthill or a cog in a clockwork? Because there aren’t any cogs in anthills, are there? But, most importantly, are they aware that you’re the queen?’



Salwa was very familiar with the Rönnviken playground. It was no more than a mile from the apartment building where she lived with her husband and their two-year-old daughter. She had been there many times. Salwa cleared her throat; it was important to establish rapport with the caller.

‘Listen. I need your help right now. Is the patient breath—’

‘What the fuck, shut the fuck up, how should I know, you have to go there, you fucking—’ He was shouting again.

‘Have you left him? Do you think you could tell me what happened?’

‘None of your fucking business. None of your fucking… shut up.’

The hysteria was back. Even if the boy was still on the scene, he couldn’t give CPR, not in this state. Salwa spoke as gently as she could.

‘We’re going to help you and your friend. Is he your friend?’

‘What? What the fuck did you say? None of your fucking business. I’m not there. He’s lying there, that’s all I’m gonna say. Are you coming, or what?’

‘Do you think you can go back to your friend and check to see if he’s breathing? The ambulance is on its way, I promise, but I could use your help in the meantime. Do you think you can—’

The boy hung up. The call ended.

Salwa took a breath, drawing it in as deep as she could. She closed her eyes, counted silently to four, and placed her hand on her belly. In one ear she could hear the comms centre issuing orders. She kept counting. Five. Six. Seven. Eight.

Her belly was growing faster this time. She was wearing her husband’s jeans, and when she sat down, she unbuttoned them under her shirt. But if she didn’t lean back, her belly pressed against the underwire of her bra. She wished she could go to work in pyjamas. Nine. Ten.

She massaged her sternum with one hand to ease the pressure a bit. With the other, she typed on the keyboard to find the number that had called her. It was hidden.

Calls from Rönnviken were out of the ordinary, and when they did come in they were mostly about heart attacks, teenagers on bad trips or with alcohol poisoning, or panic attacks masquerading as heart attacks. She couldn’t remember ever getting a call about a gunshot wound from there.

If a kid from Rönnviken has been shot, she thought, the prime minister will probably show up to light candles and give a speech.

‘On scene at Lilla Gränsgärdet. The ambulance will be here in a minute.’

Salwa listened to the comms centre until they told her she could leave the call. When her headset went silent, she pulled it off her head and placed it on the control panel before her. Her colleague bent toward her and placed a hand on her arm.

‘Go have a cup of tea.’

Salwa closed her eyes and nodded with gratitude. She could go to the toilet and take off her bra. Maybe that would make it easier to breathe.



There was half a pot of cold coffee in the staff kitchen. She filled the kettle, then poured the water back out to get rid of the rings of lime build-up, but she didn’t have the energy to scrub it out. She took out her mug, put a teabag in it, and leaned against the counter while she waited for the water to boil. On the table were the remains of a marzipan cake; must have been someone’s birthday. She swallowed down a wave of nausea.

When the water was ready, Salwa filled her mug. She stood there blowing on it, but didn’t take a sip.

Her colleague stepped into the kitchen. There was a grave look on his face.

‘They found him face down by the swings.’

Shot while he was swinging?

‘How old?’

‘In his early teens.’

‘Dead?’

‘No info on that.’

Her colleague rested his hand on her arm again. He looked sad, as though she needed sympathy.

‘It must feel terrible,’ he said. ‘Just terrible.’

Salwa nodded.

It didn’t even happen in Våringe, she wanted to say. So why would it be any worse for me than for you?

‘Yeah,’ she said instead. ‘It is terrible.’






THE BOYS

They got to know each other at the playground in Rönnviken, where there were charming swings in every colour of the rainbow, climbing walls and sandboxes, one with silky-white sand you couldn’t use for sandcastles. There were playhouses too, a whole row of them, tons of tricycles to borrow, jungle gyms with ropes to hang from and thick steel cables to use as tightropes.

In the daytime, the parking lot behind the tall gates of the golf course was full of shiny cars. Unnaturally perfect lawns spread out in all directions. Thin women with round breasts took walks two by two along the pedestrian paths, with fitness trackers on their wrists and fluffy dogs on leather leashes.

Leila, the mother of one of the boys, came to the playground as often as she could, even though it wasn’t in the city where she lived. It took a long time to get there by bus; there was a transfer. Instead she would walk there, coming through the pedestrian tunnel and up the hill along with her friends and their kids, pushchairs loaded with juice and cookies, maybe some grilled chicken and extra wet wipes if it was Sunday. It was like an amusement park, but free.

The other boy lived just a few hundred yards from the park, and his parents, Jill and Teo, frequently let him go there alone even though he was only six years old. They would come get him if he stayed too long, but they would only stand by the edge of the sandbox and call out to him to leave right away. They seldom came down to say hello to the other parents; their friends never took their kids there.



The first time the boys met, one was sitting on a swing and refused to get off when the other thought it was about time for him to have a turn. But instead of arguing, the taller boy stood up on the swing and let the shorter one sit in front of him. They worked together to get moving, and they swung higher than everyone else. This wasn’t like either of them; they were both the kind of kid that was prone to fighting.

When they met again a few days later, they played like best friends. After that, they started pestering their parents to visit the Rönnviken playground. It was the last thing they said before they fell asleep, and the first thing when they woke up again.

‘You should be really nice to that boy,’ Leila joked. ‘That way we can visit his house and eat caviar on golden toast, and whatever else millionaires eat.’

Jill and Teo said nothing about their son’s new friend. The first time the two mothers met, Leila got the impression that Jill didn’t even know their kids knew each other. But when Teo suddenly showed up at the sandbox a few days later, he was the one who came up to Leila and asked for her phone number. He talked fast, and at length, had very white teeth and deep-blue eyes. He was like a salesman, Leila thought. Or someone who wanted to buy something. Friends for his son, maybe.
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Twenty-nine minutes before Thursday became Friday, the screen of Detective Inspector Farid Ayad’s phone lit up. Just a few hours earlier, he had been trying to comfort his daughter Natascha, who was having trouble sleeping.

‘Think of your favourite dreams,’ he had whispered, kissing her on the forehead, inhaling the scent of his thirteen-year-old. ‘Think of those when you’re falling asleep, and they will come true.’

He often said this; he wanted his three daughters to feel that for them, anything was possible. On good days, he could almost believe it was true. When he stood on his very own 6,600-square-foot lot, lighting the grill on an early summer day, or when he came home from work and found all three kids lying on the sofa in the living room, each on her own phone and with the TV on too, he was warmed by something that resembled pride.

But once Natascha fell asleep and it was his turn to lie there restless, listening to his wife’s gentle snores, it wasn’t dreams of a bright future that occupied his mind. It was work. He should change jobs, make a career of something else, get out of Våringe. He had moved away from Våringe over five years ago; it was high time to stop working there too.

Each month, fresh offers came his way.

‘You can’t stick with the same job all your life. If you want to become chief inspector and lead your own investigations, you need experience beyond Våringe. Don’t you want to be done with those kids someday? Come work with us at the National Operations Department, come work with us in violent crimes, come work with us in Umeå, Sundsvall, Nyköping, Laholm.’

These offers always prompted the same thoughts. And once he’d fended those thoughts off, the nightmares arrived, as though they had been lurking just around the corner, and wouldn’t be satisfied with merely popping up in his sleep.



The phone was on vibrate and buzzed rhythmically and persistently. Farid’s wife Nadja sighed and pulled a pillow over her head.

‘Text me,’ she mumbled, ‘when you know if I can count on you tomorrow.’

It wasn’t a payday weekend. The hockey derby had taken place far enough away that it should have been another department’s problem. All signs had indicated it would be a calm night in Våringe. But this call was coming from a former colleague. These days he worked for the violent crimes unit, as director of the task force.

‘What the hell does he want?’ Farid muttered. The director would hardly be calling at this hour to offer him a new job.

He swiped the phone from the nightstand, put in his earbuds, and went into the bathroom.

‘Gunnar,’ he said, closing the door behind him. ‘Are you having trouble sleeping? Do you want me to sing you a lullaby?’

His colleague ignored him.

‘A call came in from Rönnviken, just the other side of the pedestrian tunnel between there and Våringe. A shooting, just a few minutes ago. Seems to be a minor. Sorry if I woke you up, but can you head over there? It might be some depressed teenager from Rönnviken who offed himself with daddy’s hunting rifle, but that’s not what it seemed like from the call, and if it’s one of yours, from Våringe, I want to know it ASAP, I’m tired of always being two steps behind.’

‘Of course.’

Farid picked up his jeans from the bathroom floor. He pulled them on as Gunnar explained where to go. He held off on zipping his fly until he had peed and rinsed his hands.

‘Call me as soon as you find out whether it’s someone you know. Hurry up now. They’re still there.’

Farid was in the garage before they’d hung up.



When he pulled onto the street, he turned the windshield wipers on high and the heat up to max. It was snowing – hard, fast. He stuck his removable blue light on the roof and sped to Rönnviken. It took him under ten minutes to get there. He parked beside one of the two ambulances on the scene. Two patrol cars were nearby. Only once he’d stepped out of the car did he realize he’d left his coat at home. He cursed under his breath.

The paramedics were lifting the stretcher into the ambulance.

‘Can I have a look at the victim?’ he tried. ‘I might know who it is.’

They ignored him and closed the doors, but he had already seen all he needed to see.



A couple of curious onlookers had gathered, an older woman in an ankle-length mink fur and two dog owners with round puffer jackets and pointy hats. A colleague from the Våringe police was standing a few yards off; he raised a hand in greeting and started toward Farid. So far, Farid wasn’t feeling the cold; the adrenaline was keeping him warm.

He stood there as the ambulance drove off. A few seconds passed before they turned on the siren. He’d seen the body and the clothing, both what the victim was still wearing and what the paramedics had cut off him. He really hadn’t needed more than a glimpse for his suspicions to be confirmed.

His colleague from Våringe placed a hand on his shoulder. Farid jumped. Rage hit him in the gut with such strength that it knocked the wind out of him. He didn’t shout. He didn’t start to cry. But his knees wanted to give way. He forced himself to stay put until he could no longer see the flashing blue lights. Then he took his phone from his pocket and texted his wife.

‘You’ll have to take Ella to school. They need me here.’
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Leila?’ asked the policewoman when the door opened into an apartment a block away from Våringe city centre. It was quarter to one in the morning; Leila had been awakened by the doorbell. The policewoman acted like they knew each other already, like they were on a first-name basis. But Leila didn’t have the energy to make a fuss, not there, not then, not in the middle of the night, when her neighbours might wake up, so she nodded.

‘We have to go to Karolinska,’ the officer said. She said something after that too, but Leila didn’t understand, it had something to do with the Rönnviken playground.

She knew Karolinska was a hospital. It really sounded like a name for a restaurant, but she didn’t say so. It was a bad idea to try to joke with the police, or to say anything that wasn’t necessary. Not even with officers who tilted their heads kindly like this one did.

The policewoman was talking about Billy.

‘Billy is sleeping,’ Leila explained, as clearly as she could. All four of her kids were home. It was a small apartment, and she had tucked him in herself, kissed him goodnight, even though he pretended to think such things were dorky.

But the policewoman didn’t seem to understand what Leila was saying.

‘We have to go to Karolinska,’ she repeated. Her shiny, bleached hair was pulled back in a thin ponytail, her uniform was snug. Her dark roots made it look like she was wearing a black headband. As she spoke, she strode into the apartment, planting her feet wide apart, without taking off her shoes and without Leila having invited her in.

‘Is my husband at the hospital?’ Leila placed her hand on the policewoman’s arm. ‘Isak isn’t my husband anymore.’

They had separated, but Billy’s dad was always finding new ways to get into trouble, and she was always getting dragged into it in one way or another.

I never should have asked him for help, she thought.

The policewoman shook her head.

‘It’s not Isak, it’s Billy.’

Leila shrugged in resignation. There was no point. It was always the same story. She and the policewoman didn’t understand each other.

‘Billy is sleeping.’

‘We need to hurry,’ said the officer, looking at Leila’s nightgown. Leila was losing patience, sick of listening to this. All she could do was ask the officer to follow her to Billy’s room. If she couldn’t explain, she would just have to show her what she meant. This was her usual tactic when someone didn’t understand her.

She knocked on Billy’s door before opening it. He was the only one of her kids with his own room. Leila slept in the living room with her oldest daughter, while the other two shared the apartment’s only real bedroom. Billy’s room was tiny, not much bigger than a closet. The light inside was off, but the light from the room outside filtered through the doorway. They both looked at the bed. Then the officer turned on the light. Leila blinked. She approached the bed and placed her hand on the bedspread. It was clear there was no one there. Yet she let her hand pat the place where Billy should have been. She patted and stroked, harder and faster. Worry swept over her like the cold downdraft through a fireplace. Icy, inconceivable fear.

‘I not understand,’ she whispered.

‘We need to hurry,’ the officer said again. ‘We have to go.’

Panic spread quickly, Leila’s dry tongue thickening in her mouth. She hurled herself from the bedroom, shoved the policewoman aside, yanked open the other doors without knocking, turned on lights without warning. Her youngest daughter began to cry. Her oldest daughter gave a shriek, her other son swore softly and pulled the covers over his head. Leila called Billy’s name over and over. She threw open the bathroom door.

He wasn’t there either. She tore clothes from the wardrobe that stood in the living room, crammed between the TV and the bed. The policewoman stood alongside her as she got dressed. She was talking about the Rönnviken playground again.

‘Do you know who Billy might have gone to meet in the middle of the night?’

Leila shook her head.

‘No, no. Not know.’

‘We have been told Billy had a very good friend from—’

‘No!’ Leila made her voice as firm as she could. ‘He is not friend with him anymore. He does not go to that playground. Never again.’

They went to the front hall. Leila shoved her feet into her shoes. She tried to smile reassuringly at the kids. Her oldest daughter, Aisha, was holding her younger sister Rawdah’s hand. Tusane was pressing his blankie to his cheek. He was eleven, but he still had his blankie. They watched Leila with wide eyes; Rawdah was twelve, she hadn’t wanted to hold her sister’s hand for several years. When the officer opened the front door, the neighbour was standing there, had apparently woken up when Leila was calling for Billy. He was wearing nothing but a robe and slippers, and he nodded gravely as the policewoman spoke.

‘It’s no trouble, I’ll be here if Aisha needs help, or if… it’s no trouble at all.’

Leila was used to people looking at her like she understood nothing, even though she did. But now it seemed that words had become untethered from reality.

‘We need to hurry. We have to go. We haven’t been able to find an interpreter.’ The policewoman looked enquiringly at Leila’s oldest daughter.

‘No,’ Leila said. ‘I don’t need interpreter. Aisha stays here.’

The policewoman nodded. The neighbour nodded, and the kids too, three baby birds in a row. Leila glanced one last time at the living room, but Billy wasn’t there this time either.

Then the officer herded her out of the apartment.






THE BOYS

It was never dusty at Leila’s place, but it was always chaotic.

‘Welcome,’ she said to her son’s new friend the first time he came over to play.

‘Whoa,’ he replied as she opened the front door and he saw the cramped hall. Before Leila could respond, Billy pulled him along to the little nook they’d crammed a bed into so they could call it his room. Little Tusane struggled in her arms, he wanted to dash after his big brother. They were three years apart, but he absolutely idolized Billy.

She wanted to follow them too. She certainly understood what that boy was thinking. I have no reason to be ashamed, she wanted to tell him. Who do you think you are? But she let him be. Whoa. All he said was whoa.

‘Sure,’ the boy’s dad, Teo, had replied, when she texted to ask if his son could come along to their house to play. One word, nothing more. No ‘that sounds fun’ or ‘lovely’ or ‘next time they can come to our place.’ Leila must have spent half an hour considering how to compose her text. She had typed, deleted, started over. She had checked her spelling and showed Aisha the text to have it corrected. Aisha was two years older than Billy, eight years old and top of her class. It had taken the boy’s dad, Teo, one second to answer. So casual. But he hadn’t mentioned anything about when Dogge needed to be home, or when he planned to come pick up his son.

She took a dummy from her pocket and gave it to Tusane.

‘You can play with Mama,’ she tried, and put him down. Then she straightened the shoes the boys had kicked off. She hung up the jackets they’d thrown on the floor and picked up her oldest daughter’s backpack – it felt almost empty. She placed it on the hat rack. I have no reason to be ashamed, she thought again. None at all. Tusane could watch a movie. Maybe she would give him some chocolate cookies so he would let the boys play in peace.

She could hear them through the wall. They were laughing, absorbed in one another. Aisha and Rawdah were at the kitchen table. Aisha had a stack of schoolbooks in front of her. Rawdah was drawing on an ad circular with a crayon.

‘We’re playing school, Mama,’ she said. ‘Aisha is teaching me. I can read and write now.’

‘No you can’t,’ said Aisha.

‘Can too,’ Rawdah said, and went back to drawing.

Tusane had fallen asleep on the sofa with his bottom in the air and his thumb in his mouth. Leila knew she should wake him up. Otherwise it would be impossible to get him to sleep that night.

I’ll just start on dinner, she thought. He had a fever yesterday, so it’s good for him to sleep.

She turned on the radio but kept the volume low so it wouldn’t bother Aisha. The voices on the radio were no more than a hum, waves from the country she still called home. The kids didn’t want to speak her language, but they understood everything. Leila’s dialect got weaker with each passing year. She sang her own mother’s songs to them when they couldn’t sleep, and whispered the pet names her father had taught her. When they fought, she used words that didn’t get caught halfway out, she apologized afterward without an accent. They replied in Swedish.

She’d bought two chickens on sale. She lifted the lid of the pot that was always on the stove because it was too large to fit in any of the cupboards. From the pantry she retrieved the vegetables, crushed four cloves of garlic with the heel of her palm and the flat of a knife blade, picked off the skin, tossed the garlic in the pot. Tonight she could take her time, it was just her and the kids, she had changed the lock on the door, they didn’t have to worry.



Billy’s new friend ate three helpings; Billy only had two. Tusane hadn’t wanted to wake up so she had transferred him to the crib and given him a bottle of warm milk. He hadn’t even woken up when she put him in a nighttime diaper. The girls were talking over each other, having a loud argument about something one of them had said but not done, or had done even though she wasn’t allowed to. Billy’s friend said nothing; he just ate. He chewed with his mouth closed, held the knife tight in his right hand.

‘Can you put him in an Uber?’ was Teo’s response when she texted him to say it was probably time for his son to go home. A long message this time. ‘We’re at a restaurant, I’ve had too much to drink to drive to Våringe. The police would stop my car on sight.’ He had closed the text with a smiley, the one with squinting eyes and its tongue sticking out.

Am I supposed to think this is funny? Leila thought. That your fancy car would seem stolen if you drove it in Våringe? Haha, so hilarious.

‘Put him in an Uber?’ Leila imagined that this was how they did things in Rönnviken. They paid for each other’s taxis. No big deal, I’ll get it next time. Leila had no intention of paying for an Uber. But she didn’t have a car of her own, or even a driver’s licence. And she had to get up early for work. The kids had to go to school. She didn’t want to walk him over to Rönnviken. She didn’t want to leave her kids home alone. So she rang the neighbour’s doorbell and handed him the leftover chicken. She had put the food in a plastic container with a lid, it was still warm. Then she asked if he could drive her son’s friend home.

‘Isak is… well, you know Isak. Not here. And the boy’s parents can’t pick up. I cannot leave Tusane, I think he is sick.’

The neighbour smiled. He reached for his coat.

‘Of course.’

‘Goodbye,’ Leila said once the boy had dug out his shoes. He ducked his head and muttered something. ‘You are always welcome again,’ she continued, hesitant. ‘You should feel at home with us.’

‘Thanks,’ the boy whispered.

As he vanished down the stairs she turned the locks, both the upper and lower ones. That should be enough for tonight.
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As soon as he’d instructed one of his colleagues to go to the home of the victim’s mother, Farid called task-force director Gunnar Löfberg. Gunnar answered on the first ring.

‘So? Is it one of yours?’

‘The victim’s name is Billy Ali. I’ve known him since he was six. He and his best friend were errand boys for a local character called Mehdi Ahmad. Until six weeks ago, when Billy’s mother got fed up and convinced him to join a disengagement programme. It seemed to be working, but now I don’t know what the hell to think. A couple guys should go talk to Mehdi Ahmad. He’s officially listed as living with his mother, but there are a few other addresses in Våringe where he’s also known to hang out.’

‘Of course.’ Gunnar sounded subdued. ‘Mehdi Ahmad? Is that a name I should recognize?’

Farid went on: ‘Eh. Mehdi’s no big shot, but he’s been building up a reputation in Våringe for almost a decade. He deals some stuff, unclear where he gets it from. He did some time for possession and assault, but not for very long. He’s got ambitions, and he’s awfully popular with the kids in Våringe. They think he’s Snabba Cash and Yasin the rapper rolled into one. But I’d like to go see the victim’s best friend, Douglas Arnfeldt. He and the victim have hung around Rönnviken playground together since they were little, and Douglas lives right nearby. The last time I picked them up there and drove them home was less than six months ago, maybe four.’ He gazed over at the sandboxes. ‘That time they were out of their minds from overheated spliffs. As far as I know, unlike Billy, Douglas never expressed a desire to break ties with Mehdi.’ He cleared his throat. ‘I would like a warrant to search his best friend’s house, can you make it happen?’

‘A kid from Rönnviken who started playing gangster? How the hell did that happen?’

‘Yeah, well,’ said Farid. ‘You tell me.’

‘I’ll try to get you a warrant, but you should get moving. Cross your fingers I don’t end up with some persnickety prosecutor who wants us to dot every last i and cross every t just because it’s Rönnviken. Do you have the address?’

‘Of course.’ He knew it by heart. ‘But hang on. Maybe I can pave the way and make the prosecution’s decision easier.’

Farid approached the two colleagues who had been first on the scene. They were each sitting on a stretcher in the other ambulance. Both back doors were open. One was a young guy who probably hadn’t been on the job more than a few months; he was staring vacantly into space as a paramedic stuck a DNA swab in his mouth. He was bloody up to his shoulders. Farid hadn’t met him before, but he knew the older officer well. For the past fifteen years, ever since he’d left a party with the wrong shoes, everyone had called him Sneaks. Sneaks was nowhere near as blood-spattered. Evidently he’d let his younger colleague take responsibility for doing CPR.

Farid nodded at Sneaks, who nodded back. As he held his phone to his chest, he lifted a hand toward the younger guy.

‘Hey there. I’m Farid.’

‘Gustav,’ his colleague responded.

Farid waved his phone.

‘I’ve got Gunnar with the task force on the line, he’s going to help us get a warrant for the victim’s best friend, who lives right near here. And I was wondering if the two of you…’ He trailed off.

Sneaks stood up.

‘This friend lives nearby?’ he said.

Farid glanced at the far end of the playground. Sneaks nodded enthusiastically.

‘Because when we arrived, it looked like someone had walked straight up that way.’ A question in his eyes, he pointed at the hill past the crime scene. ‘It was awful dark,’ he went on. ‘It was snowing when we got here, but it had just started.’ He hesitated, looking at Farid. ‘But, I mean… if you’re wondering whether it looked like someone had left the scene of the crime in that exact direction, I have no problem saying, well, I can’t rule it out, anyway.’

Gustav too had started nodding. He had more to add.

‘It was dark, we had other stuff on our minds, but hell yes, we thought it looked like someone had run up that way. For sure.’

Farid brought the phone up again.

‘Did you hear that, Gunnar? The victim’s best friend lives a stone’s throw from the scene of the crime, which is also their usual meeting spot. The first officers on scene say it looked like someone might have left the playground in the direction of the best friend’s home. It’s true that this friend is just as young as the victim, but he’s already gotten into plenty of trouble. You know how touchy these kids are, a broken nail can lead to shots fired.’

Gunnar’s response was a hmm.

‘What’s at this address? A house, is that all?’

‘There’s some sort of outbuilding as well, I seem to recall. On the lot. Not a shed, but some old playhouse or something, huge, with gingerbread and a porch. So I’d prefer the warrant cover the whole property. The suspect lives there with his mother.’ Farid gave him the address.

‘A kid from Rönnviken offed a kid from Våringe?’ Gunnar sounded tired now. ‘This is going to be a fucking circus.’

‘We don’t know that. We don’t know anything,’ said Farid.

‘No, okay. But head over there right away and take someone with you. I’ll text you when I’ve got the warrant, but you don’t need to wait. And tomorrow, when we put the investigation team together, I’ll ask to have you on loan, okay? I want you to be one of the investigators, you can’t be lead investigator, and you have only yourself to blame on that count, but I want you to be involved. Can you help me?’

‘Of course,’ Farid muttered. ‘And if anyone protests, you can tell them no one knows these kids like I do, probably not even their own parents. You’d be idiots to let anyone but me handle this.’

‘Exactly.’ Gunnar sighed again. He wanted to hang up. ‘But, listen…’

‘What?’

‘Watch out for the chandeliers.’
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By the time he finally made it through the front door, his teeth were chattering. He was also desperate to take a crap. He kicked off his shoes, clenched his butt cheeks, took shallow breaths, and walked on stiff legs straight to the bathroom. He thudded onto the toilet seat. A split second after he’d pulled down his pants, he had emptied his bowels. He flushed twice.

It hadn’t been his plan to go home. The problem was, he had no idea where else to go. So he’d gotten on the bus and now here he was. Mum’s pills were in the medicine cabinet, he pressed one out of the foil, then another.

He tossed the pills in his mouth and swallowed them with water straight from the tap. Then he took off all his clothes and sat down in the shower. By now, his whole body was racked with strong convulsions. He felt like he had to throw up, but didn’t. The cold-water tap was hard to turn, it had rusted. Soon the water was way too hot, his skin burning all over, not only where the eczema was. He groaned but stayed under the spray, closed his eyes, dug his fingernails into his palms, squeezing his eyes tight. White spots danced on the insides of his eyelids.

‘Fuck, fuck, fuck,’ he muttered to himself, tucking his knees to his chest, bringing his arms over his head and ducking his neck, rocking along to his convulsions, letting his hair get wet and fall into his face. The water was still pouring over him. ‘Shit, shit, shit, shit.’ The words became a sound high in his throat. Shitshitshitshitshit.

His skin hurt, his hands ached, he looked at them, they seemed swollen and were faintly purple. He knew he should wash up, use soap, scrub beneath his nails, rinse all traces of what had happened from his body. But he didn’t have the strength. His mind was racing. It felt like something was trying to get out of his skull through his forehead. The pain progressed, creeping through his skeleton and making his muscles ache. As soon as his skin got used to the hot water, he lay down and simply stayed there. The tile floor was rough against his cheek, he picked at the crumbling caulk along the wall.



Ten minutes later, he heaved himself up from the shower floor and shut off the water. He had stopped shaking, the bathroom was full of fog, and he swept himself in a towel, then put Mum’s robe over it. It didn’t smell gross, just a faint whiff of her perfume. Mum still liked perfume and kept eight different kinds of it in the medicine cabinet. But she only used it on the days she managed to take a shower.

He picked up the clothes he’d been wearing from the floor and carried them back out to the hall. The laundry room was just one room over and had its own entrance from the backyard, but that door didn’t open; its frame had swollen. They never went that way anymore, so it didn’t really matter. He stuffed everything he was carrying into the washing machine. His stained underwear and wet socks were still stuck in his jeans; he added way too much detergent and started a cycle, couldn’t see which one. He hadn’t turned on the overhead light, but that was for his own sake, he wanted it dark. Doing laundry or turning on a light would never wake Mum.

Once the washing machine was running, he went to his room and got under the covers, still wearing the robe and towel. He felt chills coming over him again when he noticed that the sheets smelled like sweat, but he took short, shallow breaths and it didn’t smell like urine, didn’t smell like blood. Not that icy stink of death and panic. The chills vanished as quickly as they had come. Then his skin, his head, began to buzz. That was the pills. Soon his pulse would slow, soon it would be quiet inside his head.



One slow wave at a time, the pills washed away the itching. One slow wave at a time, they warmed his blood. He tried to breathe more slowly, do what Mum said she did when she wanted to relax: breathe through your nose, fill your lungs, empty them again. He tentatively closed his eyes, pressed his arms alongside his body, didn’t move, didn’t let the cold air of the room under the covers, and he thought that if he could just sleep, just as long as I can sleep tonight, for a whole night, he would be able to figure out what to do.

He swallowed his fear, yet it rose like bile in his throat; he squeezed his eyes shut harder, it didn’t help. The images in his head wouldn’t go away.

‘The ambulance is on its way,’ she had said, the woman who answered his 112 call. ‘Help is on the way.’

She didn’t mention the police, but he could hear them coming even before he got off the bus. First the cop car, then the ambulance, just a minute or two later. The ambulance siren was different from police sirens, and fire sirens too. He’d been able to tell them apart since he was little. Dad thought it was funny; when Dogge was younger, Dad would joke about it with his friends.

‘When my son hears the cops coming, he runs as fast as he can in the other direction, whether or not he’s done anything. For my kid, a police car is like the opposite of an ice-cream truck.’

Then he would offer his most charming smile, the one that made him look like a movie star, the one that had made Mum smile. ‘It’s very strange,’ Dad would say. ‘Makes you wonder where he got it from, who taught him that. Maybe I should ask Jill?’

That would get a laugh from Dad’s friend, without fail. But Dad was right. Dogge hated those cop bastards, he always had, at least ever since he had got to know Billy. You didn’t have to flee from ambulances, and when the fire truck came you had to see what was up, but the police were a different story. They were out to get you.



He took a deep breath. Let the air out again, one breath at a time. It was warmer under the covers now. Slowly, slowly his racing thoughts grew calmer.

He flipped onto his belly. His body was getting heavier. He wrangled himself out of the towel and robe and tossed them on the floor. Now he was finally warm, naked under the thick duvet. The blood whooshed in his ears, but the noise in his head was quieter.

It’s going to be okay, he thought. Everything will be fine. I heard the ambulance, it came right away.



The doorbell blared. The sound cut right through blood and skin and bones, all his muscles. It wasn’t some neighbour kid ding-dong-ditching on their way home from an unchaperoned party, it was a long, firm tone. It was followed by loud pounding.

He did his best to get out of bed, pull on the robe, and answer the door as quickly as possible. But he fell, got up again, regained his balance, and limped sideways into the hall. The top lock wasn’t engaged, all he had to do was turn the lower one and open the door.

Outside waited two police officers, one in uniform. The other one was wearing only a shirt and sweater, no coat or hat, even though it was freezing out by now. They were standing under the broken cast-iron-and-glass porch light that hung from the ceiling.

The officer without a uniform was called Farid and had been to Dogge’s house many times before, although it had been a while since he’d been inside.

The patrol car was parked facing their gate, with its headlights on. It was lighting up the whole yard: the snow-covered patio furniture no one had brought in when summer was over, the playhouse with its door that had come loose from the topmost hinge, the hazelnut bushes that never produced any nuts, the flagpole with its broken line and rotting base, the gnarled trees with apples no one ever picked. A couple of apples had clung to their branches this past autumn; the rest had made a bumpy carpet on the ground beneath. All the fruit had first rotted and then been covered, first by frost and now by snow.

Farid was standing closest to the door. For three seconds, no one said anything. The only sound was the thudding of the washing machine.

‘Dammit, Douglas,’ Farid said at last. Normally, he never called him Douglas. Never, ever. Not even when he was angry. ‘What the hell have you done?’






THE BOYS

The first time Farid saw Billy and Dogge together, they were no older than six. Billy was wearing a Patrick Vieira soccer shirt, the French national team one, and it was so big it fell to his knees. He had a soccer ball in a net bag over his shoulder. Farid knew him already, because Billy’s father Isak was one of Våringe’s clumsiest petty thieves. But Farid had never seen Dogge and his dad before. It was clear they weren’t from Våringe. Dogge’s complexion was as pale as Billy’s was dark, and he must have been two inches shorter. He was also wearing a national team shirt, Sweden’s, of the exact right size, but with no player’s name on the back. His father was wearing a wrinkled, snow-white linen shirt, had tanned forearms and pale blue jeans. He wore boat shoes with no socks. Dogge’s father wasn’t wearing a watch, just a band of braided leather around his wrist.

Are you a finance bro with surfer dreams, Farid wondered, or is it the other way around?

It was high summer, Farid’s uniform shirt was plastered to his back. His hair was glued to his forehead under his cap. He felt an intense longing for a shower, for shorts and a T-shirt and an ice-cold beer, and yet he stopped to nod at the boys, who nodded back. The father put out his hand, and Farid shook it.

‘Teo Arnfeldt,’ the father said. ‘This is my son, Douglas. Dogge, say hello.’

He seemed hyper, perhaps not entirely sober.

‘We’re on our way to these guys’ football practice, first time for my boy.’ Teo tried to tousle his son’s hair, but Dogge moved his head away.

‘Quit it, Dad. Come on, we have to go.’

They chatted for a moment, although Teo did most of the talking.

Farid spared a thought for Billy’s father Isak, with his jouncing gait and nervous hands. Isak wasn’t the type to chat, least of all about his son.

‘The boys’ coach is a legend,’ Teo said. ‘He should have retired ages ago. But he refuses to give up his boys’ team. And if you want your son to train with future national team players, Rönnviken is the last place to be. Here in Våringe, you all live for sports! We Swedes have a lot to learn from you, not least about passion and discipline.’

Farid nodded. He didn’t mention that he’d had the same coach himself, as a teenager. Maybe it was Dogge’s father’s breeziness, his curious gaze. Or the fact that he didn’t seem to be nervous in the least, talking to a police officer. Whatever it was, it got on Farid’s nerves.

He’s on safari, he thought. The white man visiting the colonies.

The sun fell on Teo’s back as the small group moved off, but he didn’t appear to be sweating. It was the time of day and year when all the colours were brightest. Farid saw the way Teo looked at Billy and Dogge. Two boys from different backgrounds who’d become friends. Poster children for the uniting power of sports. This was the sort of thing that should end well. There was nothing fateful about it, not even if you took into account the hot day and the approaching thunderstorm.
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A stench emanated from the house. The floor of the hall was dark with filth, the wallpaper yellowed by nicotine. The robe Dogge was wearing was dirty and its belt was crooked. He avoided looking at Farid, his eyes roving. It had been over a year since Farid had been inside the house, and he hardly recognized it. He turned to his colleague.

‘Be sure to stop that washing machine. The techs will need to empty it when they get here. See if you can find the boy’s mother. And secure these shoes here.’ He pointed to the floor. ‘I want them bagged before anyone can accidentally kick them around.’

Then Farid grabbed Dogge by the arm and pulled him away from the hall. The kitchen was only three doors away, but it smelled rancid in there, so he turned around in the doorway. They went to the living room instead.

The last time he had dropped Dogge off, he’d left him at the gate. Dogge’s mother had come down from the house, it was clear she didn’t want to let Farid in, that it was worth curious looks from the neighbours as long as she could stop him from coming inside. He hadn’t insisted – what he had to say could be said outdoors.

Pick your battles, he’d thought, and let it slide. I should have asked to come in, he thought now.

There was a blanket on the sofa; he removed it and let Dogge take a seat. The boy sank deep into one corner and tucked his legs up beneath him, leaning his head against the back of the sofa and closing his eyes. He was pale, his skin almost grey. He’d scratched a zit open on his forehead and there was a sore at the corner of his mouth. He looked sick.

‘We need to wait here a few minutes,’ Farid said. ‘But then we’ll go. You’ll see a doctor and we’ll talk, you and me. What did you take? Is your mom at home?’

He’d heard about the bankruptcy, of course, and the investigation into Teo, which had been closed. But he never would have imagined things were this bad, that you could live like this in Rönnviken.

Dogge didn’t respond. He hardly seemed aware of his surroundings.

Why wouldn’t you sell this house and move to a smaller place? Farid wondered. If you needed money? Why wouldn’t you ask for help? Aren’t there any relatives who could pitch in?

‘What the hell happened?’ He was only muttering, he didn’t mean for Dogge to hear, but Dogge startled and awkwardly wiped his lips with the back of his hand.

‘Huh?’

He seemed to have showered very recently, but he still looked grubby.

‘Nothing,’ Farid said. ‘You just rest for now. We’ll talk later.’
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At twenty past one, Dogge was led to the patrol car in his mother’s robe, with small brown paper bags over his hands and blue plastic shoe protectors on his feet. When he asked to change into something else, Farid said no, he wasn’t even allowed to wear the shoes he wanted.

On the way out, Dogge saw one of the police officers talking to his mother. They must have woken her up, she was sitting on a chair in the kitchen with her head in her hands, her hair tangled, in a dirty twist of a bun at her nape. Another officer had opened the washing machine and scooped the soaking-wet clothing into a garbage bag. The door to Dogge’s room was open. Two cops wearing rubber gloves were going through his things. The shelf above his bed, the box beneath it, the desk, the dresser, and the very back of the wardrobe.

Dogge caught sight of himself in the hall mirror. His cheeks blazed with shame when he thought of how Mehdi and the other guys would laugh if they could see him. He knew what they would have said.

‘Going to a costume party, Lasse? Dressed as some old-ass nursing-home bitch? Where’s your nightie and curlers?’

Billy was the one who’d come up with the nickname, and Mehdi and Billy collapsed in heaps of laughter. Such a dorky, ultra-Swedish name. Dogge laughed too, at least for a little while.

‘Why,’ Billy had asked, ‘does Douglas always turn into Dogge, and not, like, Lasse? Shit, you look like a Lasse! In some old movie about someone on the run from an orphanage.’



First they took him to the hospital. There he had to take off his clothes, stand naked on a piece of paper that was spread on the floor, open his mouth and spread his legs. A female doctor took samples and placed them in glass containers with screw-top lids. Her hands were soft and cool, Dogge closed his eyes as she scraped a swab under his nails and gently ran a comb through his hair.

‘I’m almost done,’ she said in a quiet voice. Dogge held his breath as her cool hand brushed his own.

A man in jeans and black shoes took photographs. When they were finished, Dogge was allowed to put on a set of lightweight pyjamas. They gave him an equally lightweight blanket with the hospital logo on it, and he draped it over his shoulders when they drove him to the station. He was freezing in the car, even though Farid turned the heat up as high as it would go. He was sitting in the back seat with Dogge. He kept his large hand on Dogge’s back, and Dogge knew it was to be ready if he tried anything, so he could grab him by the back of the neck like cops do. He knew how they were, the police, how they beat you up and took your shit, that they were thieves and racists, Mehdi was all too familiar, had told him all about it. Billy too. But still, for a little while, it felt nice. Farid’s hand reminded him of Dad’s, the hand that could do anything.

Hold my hand, calm Mum down, shuffle cards, moor a boat, open a beer without an opener, mix drinks, kill spiders. Count money, tie knots, break and fix.



At the station, he was allowed to put on a pair of pants and a long-sleeved V-neck shirt. The clothes were too big, made from a thick green fabric, and not particularly warm. In the interrogation room he fingered the hem of the shirt. There was a loose thread at the seam, he tugged at it but it didn’t come out.

His head was spinning. He tried to organize his thoughts, but it was hard. His head felt like that weird wad of cotton stuffed into Mum’s pill bottle – he’d left that bottle in his bed, they must have found it. The pills gave him a dry mouth, and what he’d taken earlier that evening, before he met up with Billy, always made his heart start pounding a few hours later.

‘You’ve got no fucking proof,’ he’d said to Farid in the car. ‘No proof.’

It was hard to speak clearly, with his tongue so swollen. But Farid hadn’t responded, just stared with that goddamn look on his face and said something to the cop who was driving. It was like he wasn’t even listening.

Okay, so he was the one who’d made that call to 112. But he’d done it from a burner phone. No one knew he’d made that call, not even Farid could know, it was impossible. And he’d run all the way to Våringe to ditch everything. There had to be lots of people there who got rid of stuff like that. They should suspect someone from Våringe. Maybe they would let him go soon, once they realized that.

They technically weren’t allowed to question him without his mum there. He knew that. But he also knew how Mum got when someone woke her up, how she always was these days if you didn’t let her sleep until she woke up on her own. It didn’t matter what anyone said, who was saying it, or what Dogge had done, she was always the same. Dead eyes, dead inside, dead in all the ways that mattered.

Five years ago, she would have demanded to be present when he was interrogated, she wouldn’t have accepted it any other way. Three years ago, she would have tried to protest. Maybe she still would have said something at the beginning of last year. But last year was a long time ago.
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