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Fear came with the darkness. He hated the nights. The distance between his own room and the safety of his parents’ bedroom seemed immense. Many times he had chosen to hide under the covers rather than venture out onto the dark landing outside his door.

He could see that his mother was worried about his night terrors. He would scream out loud when he had bad dreams, and she always came running. Stroked his forehead and whispered that everything was all right. Switched on the bedside lamp and opened the blind.

“There’s nothing here, David. Nothing that could hurt you. Come and have a look and you’ll see that there’s nothing to worry about.”

Like all parents, she wanted him to look for himself, see that there were no dangers lurking outside.

But David wasn’t afraid of something you could see with the naked eye. He was afraid of something you weren’t aware of until it was too late. Of dangers that moved with the darkness as their protector and silence as their companion. David was afraid of the danger against which there was no defense.

It was Avital who had told him the story. Told him about the boy who hated children and who waited for them in the barren landscape around the village where they lived. The Paper Boy.

“He sleeps during the day and wakes up when the sun goes down,” Avital said one day when they were hiding in his tree house so that David wouldn’t have to go home. “He picks out the child he wants, then he takes them.”

David felt his stomach turn over.

“How does he choose?” he whispered.

“No one knows. The only thing we know is that no one is safe.”

David tried to swallow his fear.

“You’re making it up.”

The floor of the tree house was hard, and the wind was so cold. He was wearing only shorts and a short-sleeved top, and he was starting to shiver.

“I am not!”

Avital had always been more daring. He was never scared, and he was always ready to fight for what he thought or what he wanted. But he was also a true friend. David’s father had said more than once that Avital would be a good man and a good soldier when he grew up, the kind of man who always did the right thing, who stood up for his friends and his people. He never said what he thought about David, but David assumed he had a very different opinion of his own son.

“He comes at night, when we’re asleep. He waits outside the window, and when we least expect it, he comes in and grabs us. So don’t sleep with the window open,” Avital said.

Those words penetrated David’s brain like nails and were impossible to remove. From then on his window had to remain closed.

But when summer came and the dry heat rolled in across the country, his mother had had enough.

“Being too hot can make you ill, David. You have to let in the cool night air.”

He allowed her to open the window, then waited until she had gone to bed. When the house was silent, he tiptoed over and closed it. Only then could he get to sleep.

Although you could never be completely sure.

Avital explained this to him a little while later.

“When he gets angry, he becomes very strong, and then there are no doors, no walls, no windows that can keep him out. The only thing you can do is hope.”

“What do you mean?”

“Hope he chooses someone else.”

That did it. From then on, David’s fear of sleeping alone was greater than his fear of making his way across the landing. Every night he crept into his parents’ room; they sent him away only if his little sister had gotten there first.

“In you come, sweetheart,” his mother would whisper as he slipped under the covers.

But he slept for no more than an hour or so as dawn was breaking, and that created more problems. He had just started school and was nodding off during lessons. The teachers were worried; they called his parents, who took him to the doctor.

“The boy is exhausted,” the doctor said. “A few days’ rest and he’ll be as good as new.”

David was allowed to stay at home, and Avital came around after school with his books to tell him what they had been doing. David wished the teacher would send someone else. He had been trying to avoid Avital so that he wouldn’t have to listen to any more of his terrifying stories, but it was as if he weren’t meant to escape. As Avital zipped up his backpack and got ready to go home, he said:

“Have you seen him yet? At night?”

David shook his head.

“I think he’ll come soon,” Avital said.

•  •  •

It would be a while before his prophecy was fulfilled.

Many years passed. David and Avital left the village where they had grown up and by chance ended up on the same kibbutz.

And then he came. The Paper Boy. A child went missing from the kibbutz. For ten days and ten nights they searched for him—adults, police officers, soldiers. Eventually they found his body, so badly mutilated that they didn’t want to tell the other children what had happened to him.

But they knew anyway.

David and Avital, grown men by this time, looked at one another in silent understanding. They knew what had happened to the boy.

The Paper Boy had taken him.

And it was only a matter of time before he returned.


CONCLUSION

FRAGMENT I


The woman who still does not know that hell is waiting around the corner is walking briskly along the pavement. Snow is falling from the dark sky, settling like the frozen tears of angels on her head and shoulders. She is carrying a violin case. It has been a long day, and she wants to get home.

Home to her family.

To her sleeping children and to her husband, who is waiting with wine and pizza.

Perhaps she even feels a sense of peace, because a drama that has been going on for a long time seems to have reached its conclusion. Only now is she aware of how much it has been weighing her down. Being able to put it behind her will change so much.

She strides out, speeding up as she gets closer to home. It is time to allow herself to rest. To recover. Gather her strength.

She can’t wait, and starts to walk even faster.

And then she hears it. The sound that slices through the winter silence and hits her like a hammer blow.

Screaming sirens, blue lights. The engines roar as they catch up with her and race past.

And suddenly she knows where they are going.

To her home.

She runs faster than she has ever done before. She runs for her life as she moves toward death. Her footsteps are silent in the snow; her breath is like thick smoke. She rounds the last corner and sees the blue lights pulsating against the neighboring buildings. There are people everywhere. Men and women in uniform, on the pavement and on the road. Loud voices, agitated expressions. Someone is openly weeping, and someone else yells at a driver, telling him to fucking park somewhere else.

Then they catch sight of her.

She is a freight train hurtling down a straight track; no one can stop her. Someone makes a futile attempt but misses her by a millimeter. She hurls herself through the open door of the building and races up the stairs.

And that is where she stops.

She slams into another body and she falls down. She tries to get up but is pinned down by arms that think they are stronger than a mother under threat.

“You can’t go in there right now. You just need to wait a little—”

But she will not wait. She doesn’t even understand how it happens, but she takes him down with a single blow to the crotch, gets to her feet, and continues to run. She hears his voice echoing through the stairwell:

“She got away! Stop her!”

Soon she has reached the top of the stairs. Soon she is standing outside her own door. Soon she will find out what has happened.

That her husband and her children are dead.

That there is no one left.

She will stand in silence on the threshold of the room where they are lying, observe the frantic activity going on around them in an attempt to save whatever can be saved, in spite of the fact that it is too late. That is how all those present will remember the scene.

They will remember her standing in silence in the doorway, with snow on her coat and a violin case in her hand.


EARLIER

The First Day

Wednesday, January 25, 2012


Efraim Kiel had arrived with two tasks to accomplish. The first was to identify and recruit a new head of security for one of the Jewish associations in Stockholm, the Solomon Community. The second task he preferred not to think about too much. Once both had been fulfilled, he would return home to Israel. Or move on elsewhere. He rarely knew how long his journeys would take.

It shouldn’t have been so difficult. It wasn’t usually all that difficult. How many times had he been sent off on a similar mission? Countless times. And how often had he come up against problems like this? Not once.

The Solomon Community in Stockholm had made the decision to approach contacts in Jerusalem. A series of worrying incidents had occurred over the past year; the community had been the target of a sabotage campaign. In several cases this had involved direct attacks, and the community’s school had also been targeted. No one knew why the situation had changed in Stockholm in particular, and that was largely irrelevant. The important thing was to assess their current position and to see how security could be improved.

It had been decided that one part of the solution was to employ a head of security who was better qualified, and Efraim’s task was to find such a person.

He knew what he wanted.

A good leader.

In order for a team to work well, it was essential to have a clear, energetic leader, someone with integrity and the ability to prioritize, to make strategic decisions. But above all they must have someone who would command respect. No qualities in the world could compensate for character traits that evoked contempt in those he or she was supposed to guide and coordinate.

So far they had found it hard to track down a person who possessed the necessary skills and attributes. There was always something missing, usually integrity and sufficient operational experience. One applicant after another was discounted, and now time was running out for Efraim Kiel.

“But we’ve got the perfect candidate—why can’t we employ him?” The query came from the general secretary of the Solomon Community, who was sitting opposite Efraim.

“Because he can’t take up the post until summer, which is too late. You can’t be without a head of security for six months. That’s out of the question.”

Efraim looked over at the window and saw the snow falling from the dark clouds, covering the ground with white powder. Stockholm in January was very different from Tel Aviv, where he had been sitting outside drinking wine just a few days ago. The Swedes had their own customs and rituals, of course. Efraim had realized that they sometimes sat outdoors in the snow, grilling sausages and sipping hot chocolate. Even allowing for the fact that he didn’t eat pork, and that it would never have occurred to him to mix milk and meat, he still thought it was a bizarre tradition.

“We need to find someone else,” he said, making an effort to maintain a diplomatic tone of voice. “Someone with a broad range of experience who can start right away.”

The general secretary shuffled through the pile of applications on the desk in front of him. There weren’t very many, but from a purely numerical point of view there should have been enough to find someone. Efraim knew that the general secretary had had a lot to deal with over the past few months. Both the Solomon Community and the school had moved to new premises in buildings directly opposite one another on Nybrogatan. They hadn’t moved far from their previous home on Artillerigatan, but it had still taken time and energy. Everyone needed a period of peace and quiet.

If only their preferred candidate could take up the post earlier.

Efraim was open to a solution that involved a temporary appointment to fill the gap until the summer, but they still needed a solid incumbent. A community without a head of security was naked and vulnerable.

He couldn’t explain why, but Efraim had the distinct feeling that this particular community wouldn’t be able to put up with the situation for very long. He reached for the pile of applications in spite of the fact that he knew them all by heart by now.

“Actually, we had another application today,” the general secretary said hesitantly. “Several, in fact. From a consultancy firm that specializes in strategic security work.”

Efraim raised his eyebrows.

“And?”

“I’d say that only one of the candidates is worth looking at, but then again the application arrived too late, and I’m not really sure if the person in question is suitable for the post.”

Efraim didn’t care whether the application was late or not, but the issue of suitability was more interesting.

“Why is he unsuitable? Or she?”

“He. And he’s not one of us.”

“You mean he’s a gentile?”

“Yes.”

A non-Jewish candidate for the post of head of security within a Jewish community.

“Why are you mentioning his application if you think he’s no good?”

The general secretary didn’t answer; instead he got up and left the room. He returned with a sheaf of papers in his hand.

“Because he has certain qualities and a level of experience that made me curious, especially in view of the fact that we may need to make a temporary appointment. I checked out his background and found several important elements.”

He passed the documents to Efraim, and reeled off a brief summary.

“An ex-cop, almost forty years old. Wife and two young kids. Lives in Spånga; they moved out of the city when he lost his job. Did his military service with the Marine Commandos and seems to have flirted with the idea of becoming an officer, as he stayed on for a while. Got into the Police Training Academy and made rapid progress in the police service. Promoted to the rank of detective inspector at a very young age, and spent only a few years in the sticks before he was handpicked to join a special investigation unit in Stockholm. Led by a DCI by the name of Alex Recht.”

Efraim looked up.

“Alex Recht. Why do I recognize that name?”

“Because he was in the papers back in the autumn when that plane was hijacked. His son was the copilot.”

“That’s it.”

Efraim nodded to himself. The hijacking had also featured in the Israeli press. He focused on the documents in his hand once more. The information the general secretary had just given matched what the man himself had said in his application. However, there was one piece of information missing.

“You said he lost his job.”

“Yes.”

“And you’re still considering taking him on? Don’t you realize how much you have to fuck things up to lose your badge in a country like Sweden?”

Yes, the general secretary did realize.

“However, I would say there are definitely extenuating circumstances in this case.”

“Go on.”

The general secretary paused for effect.

“They kicked him out after he shot the man who murdered his brother. And it happened in the line of duty.”

Efraim stared at the man opposite for a long time, then looked down at the application once more.

Peder Rydh. Could he be the person they needed?

The meeting was interrupted by the general secretary’s personal assistant, who knocked on the door and walked straight in.

“You have to come,” she said. “Something terrible has happened. I’ve just had a call from the Solomon school to say that one of the preschool teachers has been shot.”


The call from the Solomon school in Östermalm didn’t make any sense at first. A preschool teacher had been shot. In front of children and parents. Probably by a sniper who must have been on a roof on the other side of the road.

Incomprehensible.

As far as DCI Alex Recht was concerned, the Solomon Community was a closed book. He knew it was one of Stockholm’s Jewish communities, but that was all. He couldn’t understand why the case had landed on his desk. If the motive was anti-Semitism, then it should be investigated by the National Crime Unit’s specialist team who dealt with hate crimes. Maybe the security service, Säpo, should be involved. But why Alex’s team, which had only just been formed and wasn’t yet ready for a major challenge? And, even more importantly, who the hell would have a reason to shoot a preschool teacher in broad daylight in front of a group of adults and kids?

“Her new partner,” Alex’s boss said, tossing a computer printout onto his desk. “This is no hate crime, although that’s how the Internet editions of the papers are reporting it. This is linked to serious organized crime, and if you look under a few stones I’m sure you’ll discover that the poor little schoolteacher who got shot in the back isn’t quite as pure as the snow she’s lying on.”

Alex picked up the printout, which was an extract from the serious crimes database.

“This is her partner?”

“Yep.”

The words in front of him were all too familiar. Drug-related offenses. Unlawful threats. Assaulting a police officer. Resisting arrest. Aggravated theft. Armed robbery. Procurement.

“Anything on the teacher herself?”

“Not a thing. She isn’t even in the suspects’ database.”

“In which case she might be as pure as the driven snow after all; perhaps she just has particularly poor judgment. And bad luck.”

“I’ll leave it to you to look into; find out if this is about her or her boyfriend. Or possibly both of them. And don’t hang about.”

Alex looked up.

“Are we in a hurry?”

“The Solomon Community is very energetic when it comes to security issues. If they don’t get answers from us fast enough, they’ll start their own investigation. Whatever happens, they’re bound to demand major input from the police, and they’ll do it very publicly.”

Alex ran a hand over his chin.

“Maybe not if we tell them that their teacher was living with someone who has a criminal record as long as your arm,” he said. “Surely that will give the impression that they’re recruiting potentially dangerous individuals, which won’t be very good for their image.”

His boss was already on his way out of the door.

“Exactly. So make sure you get in touch with them as soon as possible. Go over there and have a chat. Take Fredrika with you.”

“She’s not in this afternoon, but I’ll call her tonight and let her know what’s going on.”

His boss frowned.

“That’s up to you, of course, but don’t you think you ought to call her now and ask her to come in? If she’s in town, that is.”

“She is in town, and of course I can call her, but she probably won’t answer.”

“Has something happened?”

“She’s rehearsing with the orchestra.”

“Orchestra? What does she play?”

“The violin. And it makes her feel good, so I’m not going to interrupt her.”

After being away from the police for almost two years, Fredrika Bergman was back at last. Back at Kungsholmen. Back with Alex. Which was exactly where he had always thought she should be, so he had no intention of quibbling over the odd rehearsal.

He would make a start on the investigation himself. The teacher had been living with a man who had been in a hell of a lot of trouble, so that was the obvious place to begin.

“So why am I dealing with this?” Alex asked. “Serious organized crime isn’t my area of responsibility.”

“The Östermalm police have asked for backup in the initial stages,” his boss explained. “I promised you’d give them a hand. If there’s a clear link to organized crime, just pass the case on to the National Crime Unit.”

It sounded so simple. Just pass the case on through the system. God knows how easy that would actually be. Alex thought back to the unique team he had led previously, drifting like a jellyfish between the National Crime Unit, the local forces, and the Stockholm city police. On paper they had been part of the Stockholm city police, but in reality they had served several masters. Alex had liked it that way, and if it was up to him, the new team would be no different.

“I’ll send a car to bring in her partner if he’s at home,” Alex said. “I want to hear what he has to say, see whether we can eliminate him as a suspect.”

“I shouldn’t think he did it himself,” his boss said. “It’s too crude.”

“I agree. It sounds like revenge or some other crap. But we still have to talk to the guy. I’m sure he must know who shot her in the back.”


Only an hour had passed since Fredrika had left Police HQ in Kungsholmen to go to her rehearsal. One hour, but the job no longer existed. Nor did her family or her friends. Not within the vacuum that was created when she settled her violin in the correct position between her chin and shoulder.

The music carried her as if she had wings. She was flying high above everyone else, pretending she was alone in the universe. It was a dangerous thought. Soloists rarely did well in an ensemble, but for a moment—just one moment—Fredrika Bergman wanted to experience a taste of the life she had never had, to catch a glimpse of the woman she had never become.

It was the third week of the new, yet familiar era. All her adult life Fredrika had mourned the career as a violinist that she had never had, and would never have. Not only had she grieved, she had searched hard for an alternative future. She had wandered around like a lost soul among the ruins of everything that had once been hers, wondering what to do, because as a child and a teenager she had lived for music. Music was her vocation, and without it life was worth very little.

Things never turn out as we expect.

Sometimes they’re better, but often they’re worse.

Occasionally the memory would resurface, as unwelcome as rain from a summer sky. The memory of a car skidding, ending up on the wrong side of the road, crashing and turning over. With children in the back, parents in the front, skis on the roof. She remembered those cataclysmic seconds when everything was torn apart, and the silence that followed. The scars were still there. Every day she could see them on her arm, white lines that told the story of why she had been unable to put in the necessary hours of practice every day. In despair and emotional turmoil she had buried her violin in the graveyard of the past and become a different person.

And now she was playing again.

It was her mother who had found the string ensemble and told her: “This is your chance, Fredrika.” As if Fredrika, who was married to a man twenty-five years older than her, with two small children, had endless hours at her disposal, just waiting for something to fill them.

But seek and ye shall find, as they say, and for the past three weeks music had been back in her life. For the first time in twenty years, Fredrika felt something that might just be harmony. Her husband and children made her heart whole. She was happy in her work, for once. Reaching this point had been a messy process. The case of the hijacked plane a few months earlier had been the key. Her employer in the Justice Department had sent her back to work with the police on a temporary basis, and Fredrika had realized where she felt at home, where she wanted to be.

In the police service. On the first of January, she was back. Working with Alex Recht as part of a new investigative team, which was very similar to the one she had been a part of a few years ago.

Very similar, even though so much had changed.

Harmony. A word that would have made her feel queasy just a couple of years ago. But not now. Now it had acquired a new meaning; it wrapped itself around her soul like cotton wool and lit a spark in her eyes. Fredrika Bergman had found peace.

For the time being, at least.


There had once been a Jewish bloodline in Alex’s family, but it had been broken several generations ago. Since then, none of his relatives had any links to Judaism, and the only trace that remained was his surname. Recht.

Nevertheless, he felt that the name gave him certain advantages as he set off for the Solomon Community in Östermalm, as if its Jewish origins would be enough to bring him closer to a people he had never felt part of.

The air was cold and damp as he got out of the car on Nybrogatan. Bloody awful weather. January at its worst.

The Östermalm police had cordoned off the area around the body. Huddles of curious onlookers were leaning over the plastic tape. Why did blood and death attract so much attention? So many people shamelessly gravitated toward misery, just so they could feel glad they hadn’t been affected.

He quickly made his way over to the cordon where he could see several younger colleagues in uniform. He had once been like them, young and hungry, always ready to put on his uniform and get out there to keep the streets safe. He was rather more disillusioned these days.

One of the officers introduced him to the community’s general secretary, a man weighed down by a tragedy that was only a few hours old. He could barely speak.

“None of the witnesses is allowed to leave,” Alex said, placing as much emphasis on the first word as he could muster. “As I understand it, a number of parents and children saw what happened. No one goes home until we’ve spoken to them or at least made a note of their contact details.”

“Already done,” one of his Östermalm colleagues said tersely. Alex realized that he had overstepped the mark. Who was he to come marching onto their turf, issuing orders? They had asked him to help out, not take over.

“How many witnesses are we talking about?” he said, hoping that he had managed to soften his tone.

“Three parents and four children aged between one and four. And of course various people who happened to be passing when the incident took place. I’ve asked those who came forward to stick around, but of course I can’t guarantee that’s everyone.”

It shouldn’t be a problem: Alex had been told that the school entrance was covered by CCTV, so it would be fairly straightforward to get an idea of how many people had been passing at the time of the shooting.

“Who’s your head of security?” Alex asked, turning to the general secretary.

“We don’t have one at the moment. Our security team is running itself until we fill the post.”

Alex looked over at the body. The falling snow was doing its best to bury the scene of the crime, but without success. The warm blood that had poured out of the woman was melting the snowflakes as effectively as if they had landed on a radiator. She was lying on her stomach, her face on the ground. She had been shot in the back as she turned toward the open door of the school to call to one of the children. Alex thanked God that the bullet hadn’t hit one of the little ones instead.

“According to the parents, there was just one single shot,” said his colleague from Östermalm.

Alex looked at the body. Clearly one shot was all that had been required.

“Shall we continue inside, where it’s warmer?” the general secretary suggested.

He led the way into the building, where another man appeared and introduced himself as the head teacher of the Solomon school.

“I need hardly say that we are devastated by what’s happened and that we expect the police to give this matter the highest priority,” the general secretary said.

“Of course,” Alex said sincerely. Shooting someone down in broad daylight in the middle of the city wasn’t exactly common.

They sat down in the general secretary’s office. The walls were adorned with pictures of various places in Israel arranged in neat rows: Jerusalem, Tel Aviv, Haifa, Nazareth. Alex had visited the country several times and recognized virtually every location. In the window an impressive menorah, one of the classic symbols of Judaism, spread its seven branches. Alex wondered if he had one at home; if so, it must be in one of the boxes in the loft.

“Tell me about the woman who died,” he said, trying to remember her name. “Josephine. How long had she been working for you?”

“Two years,” the head teacher replied.

“Which age group did she work with?”

Alex knew nothing about the way preschools were organized, but he assumed that children of different ages were separated into groups. His own children were grown up now and parents themselves. Sometimes when he listened to their talk of day care and school and dropping off and picking up, he wondered where he had been when they were little. He certainly hadn’t been with them, at any rate.

“Early years—one to three. She and two colleagues were responsible for a dozen or so children.”

“Have there been any threats directed against Josephine or the school in the past?”

The head teacher looked at the general secretary, waiting for him to respond.

“As I’m sure you know, there are always threats against Jewish interests, irrespective of time or place, unfortunately. But no, we haven’t received any concrete threats recently. Unless you count all the vandalism, that is. Which we do, even if it isn’t directed against individuals.”

“I know you keep a close eye on people moving around outside your premises; have you noticed anything in particular that you’d like to share?”

Once again the answer was no; everything had been quiet.

“What about you?” the general secretary said, leaning across the desk. “I realize that the investigation is at an early stage, but do you have any leads that you think could prove interesting?”

There was something about the man’s tone of voice that made Alex suddenly wary. He decided to answer a question with a question, which he directed to both the head teacher and the general secretary.

“What do you know about Josephine’s private life?”

A pale smile flitted across the head teacher’s face.

“She was twenty-eight years old. The daughter of two members of our community who have been close friends of mine for many years. I’ve known Josephine since she was little. She was a lovely girl.”

But? There was always a but.

“But?”

“She was a little . . . wild. It took time for her to find the right path in life. However, I had no hesitation in giving her the job. She was fantastic with the children.”

A little wild. That could mean anything from “She robbed a bank but she didn’t mean any harm” to “She hitched her way around the world twice before she decided what she wanted to be when she grew up.” Alex didn’t understand words like wild. It was a new invention, coined by a generation with too many choices and skewed expectations of life.

“I’m sure you’re right,” he said. “Given that you know her parents so well, I assume you’re also aware that she was living with a man fifteen years older than her, with convictions for a series of serious crimes?”

Their reaction took him by surprise.

They didn’t have a clue. Or did they? Alex gazed at the man who looked the least surprised: the general secretary. But he was also the person who had most to lose if it appeared that he had no idea what was going on within his community.

“There must be some misunderstanding,” the head teacher said. “We didn’t even know she was living with someone.”

Alex remembered that they had been cohabiting for only a few months, according to the records.

“Surely her parents must have known who she was sharing her home with,” he said.

“You’d think so, but then, I don’t know how much they saw of her,” the head teacher said.

Alex immediately decided that he needed to speak to the parents.

“Where can I get hold of Josephine’s mother and father?”

“They have an apartment on Sibyllegatan, but I know they were keen to get to the hospital as soon as she’s taken there; they want to see her. Or whatever the procedure is.”

You saw. You felt. You understood.

You went under and fell apart.

“Any brothers or sisters?”

“She has a brother in New York.”

So at least the parents still had one child left. That always gave him some small consolation—not that he thought it was possible to replace one child with another. He had almost lost his son just a few months ago, and nothing could have compensated for such a loss.

Nothing.

Alex hated remembering those hours when everything had been so uncertain and no one knew how it would end. And it was almost more painful to remember the aftermath of the hijacking, which had cost him so much. All those weeks of frustration, all the footslog that had been necessary to bring his son home; exhausting marathon trips to the USA; endless meetings with government officials who were unwilling to let him out of the country.

He shook his head. That was all behind him now.

“I’m assuming that you will treat the information I have given you with the greatest discretion,” he said, getting to his feet to indicate that the meeting was over.

“Of course. Please don’t hesitate to contact us if we can help in any way,” the general secretary said, holding out his hand.

Alex shook it.

“I’ll be in touch,” he said.

“So will we, actually,” the general secretary said. “As I said, we’re in the process of recruiting a new head of security, and one of the applicants has given your name as a reference.”

“Really?” Alex was slightly taken aback.

The general secretary nodded.

“Peder Rydh. But as I said, we’ll be in touch.”

Peder Rydh.

It still hurt to hear that name.

He still missed his former colleague.

A little while later Alex was standing on Nybrogatan, wondering why he felt so uneasy. It was as if the snowflakes were whispering to him.

This has only just begun. You have no idea of what is to come.


The falling snow was like confetti made of glass. Simon suppressed an urge to stick out his tongue to let some of the crystals land on it. The cold made him stamp his feet up and down on the spot. Why was Abraham always late? He was the kind of person who thought punctuality just didn’t matter. How many hours had Simon stood waiting for him in bus shelters, outside the school, outside the tennis center, and in a million other places? If he added it all up—and he was good at that kind of thing—he had probably spent days and days being annoyed with his friend, who was incapable of turning up on time.

Who never apologized.

Just smiled when he eventually showed up.

“Have you been waiting long?” he would say.

As if he didn’t have a clue about when they were due to meet or the fact that they had agreed on a specific time.

The humiliation bothered Simon more often than he was prepared to admit. He no longer knew why it was simply taken for granted that he and Abraham should be friends. Their parents no longer saw as much of each other as they had in the past, and in school they belonged to different groups. When he thought about it, tennis was really the only thing they had in common, although that had changed, too, in recent weeks. They still went along together, but ever since the coach had taken Simon to one side and said that he thought it would be worth putting in a few extra hours of training to help him move forward, Abraham had begun to withdraw. They no longer played against each other but against other boys.

Simon was careful to avoid a direct conflict with Abraham, mainly because his friend couldn’t deal with losing in any way. It didn’t matter whether it was in a tennis match or in school: Abraham always had to be right.

At any price.

And now Simon was standing here with his tennis racket on his back in the bus shelter on Karlavägen, waiting for his friend yet again.

Five minutes, he thought. If he’s not here in five minutes, I’m going.

To his surprise he realized that he meant it.

He had had enough. He had already waited for Abraham approximately a hundred times too often. Even his own father had told him he ought to draw the line.

The minutes crawled by as the snow came down, heavier and heavier. It was windy, too. And cold. Really cold.

“Excuse me, do you have the time?”

The voice came from the side and belonged to an elderly lady wearing a big purple woolly hat. She looked nice.

Simon found his watch in the gap between his sleeve and his glove.

“Five past four.”

“Thank you. I’m sure the bus will be here in a minute,” the woman said.

She was probably right, and Simon would be getting on it. He straightened his back and his breathing slowed down. He was going to do it this time. Just get on the bus and go. He would look at Abraham with the same nonchalant expression he had encountered so often, and he would say something along the lines of:

“Oh, did you think we were supposed to be going together?”

A few minutes later he saw the bus approaching. The woman in the hat looked relieved and stepped forward. But Simon didn’t.

His determination ebbed away, seeping into the snow beneath his boots. Was it worth arguing about a few minutes here or there?

His cheeks burned with embarrassment and self-loathing as the bus pulled up and the doors opened. He didn’t move; he just stood there as if he were frozen to the pavement.

He was so weak.

No wonder Abraham despised him.

He kicked angrily at the ground as the bus disappeared in a cloud of snow, leaving Simon feeling tired and furious.

Then he saw the car. It was moving so slowly that it almost seemed to be floating toward him. Someone was waving from the front seat. Hesitantly, almost cautiously.

He looked around in surprise, but there was no one else nearby. The hand must be waving to him.

It was only when the car pulled up in front of him that he saw who was in the passenger seat.

Abraham.

The window slid down and Abraham looked out.

“Sorry I’m late,” he said. “We’ve got a lift—hop in.”

Simon was lost for words. He couldn’t see who was driving.

“Hop in,” Abraham said again.

Or was he pleading with Simon?

Simon wasn’t sure. His friend’s voice was so shrill, his face so stiff.

“Come on, Si!”

The window began to slide up. Another bus appeared a few hundred meters behind the car.

Simon felt the weight of his sports bag on his shoulder and thought that it would be nice to have a lift. But most of all he thought that Abraham didn’t seem to want to be alone in the car, so he opened the door and slid into the backseat.

It was only when the car began to move that he realized what had just happened.

Abraham had said “Sorry I’m late.”

Sorry.

A word Simon had never heard him use before.

He was overwhelmed by a feeling so strong, he could almost touch it.

Out of the car. They had to get out of the car.


Nybrogatan, just after six o’clock in the evening. Dark and almost deserted. The call had come less than an hour ago. A man who spoke English had introduced himself as the person responsible for human resources at the Solomon Community in Östermalm; it was about the post of head of security. Was Peder able to attend an interview that same evening?

Absolutely. Peder Rydh had become the man who never said no.

Once he had had everything. Now he had virtually nothing.

Here comes the king of sand; here comes the king of nothing at all.

Unless you counted Ylva and the boys, which he did, of course. Every day Peder thanked his unlucky star that he had at least been allowed to hold onto his family, even though he had almost lost them, too.

After he had lost his job with the police, things had gone downhill. Fast.

He had ended up in an abyss he hadn’t even known existed, rolling in filth in a way not even a pig would have considered. He had staggered home drunk at four in the morning and thrown up in the children’s shoes. Collapsed on Ylva’s lap and wept until there was nothing left. She had leaned forward and whispered in his ear:

“You can try as hard as you want, Peder, but I’m not leaving you. Not again.”

Counseling had been good but expensive. It had formed part of his package on leaving the police, thank God. At least they hadn’t chucked him out at thirty thousand feet without a parachute.

He still found it difficult to sleep and only occasionally slept right through the night. He had spent many long hours lying there wide awake, staring up at the ceiling.

Could he have done anything differently?

Had he really had a choice?

He always reached the same conclusion. No, he couldn’t have done anything differently. No, he hadn’t had a choice. And therefore there was no room for regret.

“Why don’t I feel guilty?” he had asked his counselor. “I shot a man in cold blood. Three times. Two of the bullets went into his heart.”

“You do feel something,” the counselor had said. “That’s what differentiates you from the man you killed. You know you did the wrong thing.”

No one who knew Peder regarded him as a murderer. He had been confused; he couldn’t be held responsible for his actions. The court had agreed; the man who had been killed had to carry his fair share of blame for the way things turned out. The prosecutor hadn’t been happy. He had appealed against the verdict of the magistrates’ court, determined to see Peder convicted of manslaughter or premeditated murder, but the crown court had acquitted him as well.

Things had been different when it came to the police. They couldn’t simply disregard the fact that he had voluntarily placed himself in the situation which led to the shooting of a suspect. His actions showed a lack of judgment which, combined with a whole load of other old crap, was enough to lead to his dismissal, as they put it.

Perhaps he could have appealed.

Alex had suggested it, and Peder should have listened. But Alex also said quite a lot of other things. He thought it was time Peder pulled himself together and stopped brooding. Those demands had come much too soon after what had happened; it was as if Alex expected Peder to function like some kind of machine. He couldn’t do it.

Sorry to disappoint you, Alex. I have a heart and a brain; I can’t just stop feeling the way I do.

To hell with the police; there were other careers for someone with Peder’s background. The private security industry was growing, and there were plenty of jobs. It hadn’t been difficult to get a foot in the door: at the moment Peder was working for two agencies who took it in turns to provide him with assignments. One of them had put his name forward for the post of head of security with the Solomon Community. Peder had no objections; admittedly he knew nothing whatsoever about the community, but stuff like that always became clear once you were on the spot. If you weren’t happy, you just moved on.

Alex helped Peder by providing a reference, and whatever had happened between them in the past, Peder almost always got the jobs he applied for. So Alex must have said something good about him.

Hopefully he would do the same this time.

•  •  •

Peder had already heard that a teacher had been shot dead outside the Solomon school in Östermalm and had tried to read as much as he could in the media before he went to the meeting. There had been very little concrete information in the flow of news: a young woman, shot in the back. No trace of a suspect so far.

He had briefly considered calling one of his former colleagues to ask for more details, but he had a feeling it was far too early for that. Besides which, he didn’t know who to call. It was a long time since he had had a handle on who was dealing with what.

When he arrived, it was clear that he was expected. A security guard asked him for his ID, and he had to pass through a metal detector before entering the building. He could see a police cordon on the opposite side of the street, and officers trudging around. The body had been removed, but he could still see blood on the snow.

Red snow.

Unusual in Stockholm. Unusual anywhere, perhaps.

Peder was shown into a small office where two men were waiting for him. One of them was the man who had called him.

“Efraim Kiel—thank you for coming at such short notice.”

“No problem. I realize it’s urgent.”

The other man was the community’s general secretary. Peder was surprised at the title; he had thought it was only major organizations like the United Nations that had a general secretary.

“You’ve heard what happened?” Efraim said.

Peder nodded.

“How far have the police gotten?” he asked.

A flash of approval in Efraim’s eyes.

“That’s exactly what we’re wondering. Perhaps that’s not entirely fair: we think we’ve established a good relationship with the police, and it seems as if they already have an idea of the direction in which they’re going to start looking for the perpetrator. So far, we’re satisfied.”

“Who’s leading the investigation?”

“DCI Alex Recht,” Efraim said. “The officer you gave as a reference in your application.”

Peder swallowed hard. This was something new. A few years ago he wouldn’t have been sitting here, asking questions about an investigation that was being led by Alex. He would have been a part of the team.

He had lost so much.

“He’s good,” he managed to say.

“That was our impression, too.”

Silence followed, and Efraim gazed at Peder for a long time.

“I’ll be completely honest with you,” he said eventually. “We have another candidate who is perfect for the post of head of security, but he’s not available until the summer, and the community can’t leave the post vacant for that length of time, particularly in view of what has just happened.”

Peder waited for him to continue.

“If you would consider accepting the post on a temporary basis until July 15, it’s yours. On two conditions.”

Efraim Kiel held up two fingers.

“Which are?”

“First of all, we would want you to start immediately, preferably tomorrow. And secondly, that you are able to maintain a good relationship with the police, regardless of your background.”

“No problem,” Peder stated firmly. “I’m just finishing an assignment with a large company, but I only need a few hours to clear that up. And as for the police . . . I don’t foresee any difficulties there either.”

He had been surprised at Efraim’s words: “regardless of your background.” What did he know about that? Quite a lot, apparently. And yet they still wanted him in such a sensitive position.

As if he could read Peder’s mind, Efraim said:

“We know you lost your job with the police, and we know why. Given the circumstances, we have no problem with that. Okay?”

Without realizing how tense he had become, Peder suddenly relaxed.

“Okay.”

“We’ll take up your references this evening, and if you don’t hear anything to the contrary, I’ll expect to see you here at eight o’clock tomorrow morning. There’s a great deal to do, and you’ll have a lot of new routines to get used to.”

An old feeling gradually came to life inside Peder. This was the closest he had been to police work for several years. The adrenaline started pumping, and his heart rate increased.

A murder had been committed at his new place of work, and his employers had no problem with the fact that he had shot dead his brother’s killer.

That told him something about their expectations of him.

It told him a great deal, in fact.

Peder had found a place where he thought he could be happy.


If it hadn’t been so icy, the cold and the snow would have made her start running. Home to Spencer, home to the children, with her violin case in her hand. But her brain knew better than her heart and sensibly exhorted her to go carefully.

Her cell phone rang when she was a hundred meters from home.

“Fredrika Bergman.”

“It’s Alex—did you pick up my messages?”

She hadn’t listened to her voicemail, but she had seen that he had called. She had been in too much of a hurry to get home to wonder what Alex wanted in her free time.

It’s Spencer I’m married to. Not the job.

Spencer with his tall, lanky body and those eyes that could see straight through her.

“Was it something in particular?” she said, wanting him to know that she did care, even if it might not seem that way.

“You could say that. A preschool teacher was shot dead outside the Solomon school in Östermalm a few hours ago.”

Fredrika came to an abrupt halt.

“Do you need me?”

“If you’ve got time, it would be very helpful if you could come with me to see her parents.”

“I’ll be there. I just have to go home and drop off my violin first.”

“In that case I’ll wait for you.”

Spencer was in the bathroom with the children when she got in; she could see them through the open door from the hallway, her son in the bath and her daughter perched on the toilet, fully dressed. It could have been a perfectly ordinary chair as far as Saga was concerned. Spencer was kneeling beside the bath with his back to Fredrika, his shirt creased and his sleeves rolled up.

So many people had told her it would never work, that she would have to do everything herself because Spencer was too old to be supportive; a man of his age didn’t have enough energy to be the parent of small children.

And they had all been wrong. Fredrika had met people her own age who seemed older than Spencer. It wasn’t the number of years that mattered but the general attitude toward life.

“Hi,” she said.

She dropped her bag and her violin case on the floor, kicked off her shoes, and went into the bathroom. She sank to her knees behind her husband and wrapped her arms around him. Just a brief moment of closeness, then she would turn her attention to the murder Alex had told her about. A woman had been shot. In the middle of the city.

Spencer’s body was like part of her own. After holding him for only a few seconds she knew that something was wrong. The feeling was so strong that she stiffened, didn’t even reach out to the children.

“Hi,” he said.

Saga greeted her mother cheerily like an echo of her father, energetically waving the book she was holding. Isak splashed away happily in the bath, in a world of his own.

“Has something happened?”

She had lowered her voice without knowing why.

Spencer didn’t reply; he just reached down into the water and fished out a bottle of shampoo that Isak had knocked down.

“What is it?”

“Fredrika, we need to talk. When the children are asleep. It’s nothing serious.”

Her arms dropped. He still hadn’t turned around. Fredrika was never more sensitive to the possibility of a setback than when she was happy. The sense of impending problems was so powerful that it bothered her as much as a foul smell would have done.

“Okay,” she said. “Alex called—I have to go into work for an hour or so.”

“You’re going into work? Tonight?”

“A teacher has been shot dead at the Solomon school in Östermalm.”

“I heard about that. What’s it got to do with you?”

“Apparently we’re investigating the case.”

“Since when have you been involved in hate crimes?”

He lifted his son’s slippery body out of the bath and wrapped him in a towel. He still hadn’t looked at her.

She made an instant decision.

“I’m not leaving here until you tell me what’s happened.”

Isak tore himself free and scampered out of the bathroom stark naked. Saga hopped down from the toilet and followed him, yelling at the top of her voice. Brother and sister. Created by Fredrika and Spencer. Yet another incomprehensible mystery: the fact that it was possible to make a new person. Biological magic.

Spencer was still on his knees, while Fredrika had gotten to her feet.

“For heaven’s sake, what is it?”

She rarely snapped or raised her voice, but she was angry now. Or just scared?

Eventually he turned and looked at her as he had done so many times before. But only for a moment. Then he disappeared again.

“I was called to a meeting today,” he said.

“And?”

She still hadn’t taken off her coat, and the sweat was trickling down her back.

Spencer stood up.

“I’ve had an offer, but we have to make up our minds right away. Ernst has had a stroke.”

Confusion made Fredrika take a step afterward. An offer? Ernst, Spencer’s colleague at the university, had had a stroke. What did that have to do with anything?

“And?” she said again.

Spencer reached for a towel and dried his hands.

“Ernst was supposed to be going to Jerusalem. He was going to be one of the principal tutors on a course at the Hebrew University. But now he can’t go.”

“And they’ve asked you to go instead?”

“Yes. It’s a two-week course.”

Two weeks. That was a long time to be away, but even so, Fredrika felt calmer. She had thought he must have terrible news of some kind.

I must stop getting so stressed.

“When would this be?”

“I’d be leaving on Sunday.”

“On Sunday? In four days?”

“Yes.”

“But, Spencer, that’s out of the question!”

“I know.”

But you want to go, don’t you?

Of course he wanted to go. Was she being unreasonable if she said no?

She shook her head.

“We’ll talk about it when I get home,” she said.

She went into the hallway and put her shoes back on, picked up her bag. Spencer was standing behind her as she moved to open the door.

“You know I love you?” he said.

She smiled but didn’t let him see.

You don’t get away with it that easily, Professor.

“I thought so, but it’s nice of you to remind me.”

She turned around, her hand still resting on the latch.

He smiled, and she went weak at the knees. There weren’t many men over sixty who looked as good as Spencer. She hoped that she and the children would keep him young for many years to come.

Her cell phone rang and she fished it out of her pocket.

Alex. She rejected the call. She went over to Spencer and kissed him.

“See you later,” she said.

“I certainly hope so. Anything else would be a disaster.”

She left her family behind, closed the door of the apartment. When she was outside the building, she called Alex.

“I’ll take a cab; I’ll be at HQ in ten minutes.”


Cold and darkness.

And fear. Because it was too late; because he had done something stupid.

Simon and Abraham were sitting in a van. It was parked in the middle of a forest, and the man who had locked them in wouldn’t be coming back until the next day. That meant they would be alone in the bitterly cold vehicle all night.

Both boys were crying with exhaustion. If only they hadn’t gotten into the car. If only they’d caught the bus.

When Simon thought about the drive out of the city, for some reason it was the windshield wipers he saw in his mind’s eye, scraping back and forth, trying to clear the snow so that the driver could see where he was going. Simon could see the back of his neck.

He had felt the bonds around his wrists beginning to chafe. Once, when they were younger, he and Abraham had played a war game. Abraham had hurled himself at Simon and tied his hands behind his back with a jump rope. It hadn’t been much fun, and they had never done it again. In the car it wasn’t a game. His hands were tied behind his back for real this time.

Simon was terrified.

Why hadn’t he gotten on the bus and left Abraham behind?

The only thing he knew for sure was that they were in serious trouble. Abraham hadn’t said a word when Simon got into the backseat. Not until the car stopped at the traffic lights. Then he had yelled:

“He’s got a gun, Si!”

And Simon had thrown himself at the door, fumbling with the handle, trying to get it open so that he could jump out. But the door was locked, and he was going nowhere.

“Fasten your seat belt and sit still!” the driver had bellowed, and Simon had done as he was told, trembling with fear.

“Sorry,” Abraham had whispered, turning to look at Simon.

“And you shut your mouth,” the man had said.

Another apology, just as bizarre as the first.

Simon had wanted to say that everything was okay, that it didn’t matter. That he forgave his friend. But he didn’t dare say a word.

He didn’t know what the man driving the car wanted; all he knew was that they weren’t heading for the tennis center. They had set off in a completely different direction. They had stopped once, when the man tied their hands and made Abraham move into the backseat.

It was like being in some horrible film, the kind Simon’s mom and dad wouldn’t let him watch. The mere thought of his parents gave him a burning pain in his belly. He wanted to go home. Right now.

The man hadn’t driven particularly fast. He actually looked relaxed, which frightened Simon even more. After tying them up, he had dug out their cell phones, switched them off, and removed the batteries. Simon had no idea why, but he realized it wouldn’t make any difference if he could reach his phone: it was useless anyway.

The car had driven up onto an impressive bridge, and all at once Simon recognized the location. They were heading out toward the big palace where the king and queen lived. Why?

They passed the palace without stopping. Eventually the man turned off the road and along a smaller track that led straight into the forest. Simon had traveled a great deal with his parents, and he had never seen as many forests as there were in Sweden. Especially not in Israel, where all his relatives lived. In Israel there were only towns and sand. And the sea. Wild and blue.

The car stopped and the man told them to get out on Abraham’s side. It might have been warm sitting in the back with their coats on, but it was freezing cold standing in the snow. They couldn’t see the palace.

“Come with me,” the man said.

Only then had Simon noticed the large van parked a short distance away. A black van without any windows. The man led the way and opened the back doors.

“Get in.”

His voice was deep, and he spoke English. Simon wished he hadn’t understood what the man was saying; it would have been easier to fight back. But not the way things were; they both did exactly as they were told. Not even Abraham was going to take on someone who had a gun.

Inside the van it was dark and cold. There were no seats, just a hard rubber mat on the floor. You couldn’t see the driver’s seat, because someone had put up a wall between the front and the back of the van.

When they were standing in the van, Simon realized the man wasn’t coming with them. He was still outside in the snow. The two boys automatically backed away when he switched on a flashlight and shone it in their faces.

And then he said the words that made Simon lose all hope of getting home anytime soon.

“You can sit down over there under those blankets.” He pointed toward the corner. “You’ll be staying here until daylight.”

Then the tears came, and Simon couldn’t stop them.

Over an hour had passed since then, and he was still crying.

“I’ve been so stupid,” Abraham sobbed. “I believed him when he said he wanted to talk to us about tennis.”

Simon didn’t answer. What would he have thought if he’d gotten in the car first? He didn’t know.

“He said it was a coincidence,” Abraham went on. “He said he was going to email us tonight to ask if we wanted to meet up tomorrow, and then he was driving along and he just happened to see me. I swear that’s what he said.”

Simon still didn’t speak.

“I want to go home,” Abraham whispered.

“Me too.”

Then they both fell silent.

And outside it grew colder and colder.


The underground parking garage was both cold and dark as Alex Recht walked over to the car with Fredrika. She looked excited and pensive at the same time. Alex could almost always read Fredrika Bergman’s body language; she was a mistress of nonverbal communication and had the ability to project several different moods simultaneously.

Alex focused on the fatal shooting outside the Solomon school and ran through the latest information. Many of his colleagues had been hard at work; witnesses had been interviewed, leads followed up. But so far there were still more questions than answers. A lot more.

A mantra kept on pounding in his brain.

The first few hours are the most important. Always and without exception.

“The perpetrator was lying on a roof on the other side of the street,” Alex said as they got in the car and fastened their seat belts. “It’s difficult to interpret the evidence because of the wind and snow, but the indications are that he—or she—was lying on his or her stomach when the shot was fired. The killer then disappeared the same way he or she got in: through the attic. We’ve spoken to the residents’ association, and apparently people sometimes forget to close the outside door behind them when they come in from the street, so the killer didn’t necessarily need the entry code or a key to get in.”

“But surely the door leading to the attic must have been locked,” Fredrika said.

Alex drove out of the grubby parking garage.

“I’m afraid not. They’re in the process of carrying out some renovations, and the workmen need access to all parts of the building. According to the chair of the association, the attic door is left open all day and locked in the evening.”

“In that case, there must be a pretty good chance that someone saw the perpetrator arriving or leaving. If there are workmen all over the place, I mean.”

Alex shook his head, his expression grim.

“Apparently not.”

They had found very few traces of the killer. No fingerprints or footprints inside the building, which was interesting given that his or her shoes must have been soaking wet from the snow.

“But we’ve got footprints on the roof?” Fredrika said.

“Nothing of any use. The weather more or less destroyed them before the police got up there. The only thing we have is an indentation in the snow, which as I said indicates that the perpetrator was probably lying on his or her stomach.”

The news that they hadn’t managed to track down the dead woman’s boyfriend worried Alex.

“He wasn’t in the apartment when the police arrived; we’ve tried his registered cell phone number but there’s no answer. As far as we know, he’s unemployed at the moment.”

“But is he a suspect?” Fredrika asked. “Do we think he shot his girlfriend?”

“To be honest, no. Admittedly he has a record as long as your arm, but this shooting is too clean for someone like him. However, I still need to be able to eliminate him from our inquiries. We’ve shown a picture of him to the witnesses who were on Nybrogatan at the time of the incident and just beforehand; no one has seen him. On the other hand, we don’t know how long the killer was waiting for Josephine to come out. We’ve issued an appeal asking anyone who was passing in the hours before the shooting to come forward, but that’s going to mean interviewing a hell of a lot of people. I’m not sure it’s going to be much help, to say the least.”

Fredrika thought for a moment.

“Are we even sure that Josephine was the target? He could have been aiming at someone else who was around at the time, and missed.”

“But in that case he would have tried again, wouldn’t he?”

“I’m not so sure. The shot would have frightened people, made them start running around all over the place. He might not have gotten a second chance.”

Alex was doubtful. The woman had been shot in the back. Her death had been inevitable and instantaneous. He couldn’t imagine the bullet had been meant for anyone else, and yet, that didn’t make sense either: Why would someone think of firing from that distance in such terrible weather? It hadn’t been quite so windy at the time, but it had been snowing heavily, with the storm already moving in.

“We’ll speak to her parents,” he said. “Then we’ll know where we stand.”

The silence that followed was pleasant and comfortable. Many of his colleagues seemed unable to cope with an absence of noise and would therefore ramble on about nothing at all. But not Fredrika. Alex glanced at her profile; she was thinking something over. Alex was well aware of what his male colleagues thought of her appearance and how many of them harbored inappropriate fantasies about her.

Which was stupid of them, particularly in view of the fact that she was taken. Married, actually. To a man who was older than Alex and who had been her professor and lover when she was a student in Uppsala, according to the rumors. He would probably never know the truth of the matter; Fredrika shared a great deal, but not confidences of that kind.

“How was the rehearsal?” he asked.

She gave a start.

“Good. Great, thanks.”

Alex made an attempt to comment on her pensive mood, although he wasn’t at all sure it was a good idea.

“You look as if you’ve got something on your mind.”

“It’s nothing. It’s just that Spencer’s going away.”

“So you’ll be on your own with the kids?”

Fredrika looked as if she didn’t know whether to laugh or cry.

“Exactly. If one parent goes away for a few weeks, that leaves just one at home. But I’m sure it’ll sort itself out.”

Alex’s phone rang. It was a man speaking English who introduced himself as the person responsible for human resources at the Solomon Community. He wanted to know what Alex could tell him about his former colleague, Peder Rydh.

Alex gave the same answer as always.

He spoke briefly about one of the most talented police officers he had ever met.


The press just kept on calling. The journalists were drawn to the dead body in the snow just like those who happened to walk past the scene of the crime. It took them less than an hour to identify the victim, to find out where she lived, and to expose her boyfriend’s background. From then on the reports followed two separate strands: either they talked about the fatal shooting as an example of a hate crime and anti-Semitism, or they suggested that the murder might have links to organized crime in the city. The police said nothing, and the Solomon Community tried to keep any comments as brief as possible.

Efraim Kiel left the room where the general secretary was dealing with one call after another from the press. It looked as if they finally had a satisfactory solution to the problem of the vacant post: Peder Rydh had made a good impression. Efraim would have liked to avoid making a temporary appointment, but Peder Rydh seemed more than capable of doing the job.

Efraim got in touch with the three references in Rydh’s application; the last call was to his former boss, Alex Recht.

He had no problem in eliciting the information he wanted. Just as Efraim had suspected, Peder Rydh had been an extremely conscientious and very popular police officer. A little hotheaded, perhaps, and there were one or two issues regarding his attitude toward female colleagues in the past, but otherwise Alex Recht had nothing negative to say.

“What’s your personal view of the incident that led to his dismissal?” was Efraim’s final question.

“What do you mean?”

“What’s your assessment of the situation? Do you think that what he did—shooting the man who murdered his brother—is indefensible, or can you understand his actions?”

Alex was silent for a moment, then he said:

“I have no personal opinion on the matter; I do, however, have a professional view, which I am prepared to share only with my colleagues and superiors.”

“I understand,” Efraim said, and ended the call.

With considerable relief he handed over the relevant paperwork. He would spend his last evening in Stockholm checking on how the investigation into Josephine’s murder was going. He really wanted to ask how someone with such poor judgment could have been appointed to a post at the Solomon school, but it was none of his business to allocate blame; the members themselves could do that.

Efraim’s train of thought was interrupted by the general secretary, who had come to find him, his eyes darting from side to side, his forehead shiny with perspiration.

“Has someone else been shot?” Efraim asked dryly.

“I do hope not, but we’ve had a call from one of the families within our community. Two ten-year-old boys appear to have gone missing. They were supposed to have a tennis coaching session after school, but they didn’t turn up. And now no one knows where they are.”

A quick glance out of the window reminded Efraim of the cold and the heavy snowfall.

A tragedy was rarely an isolated event. But people never learned.

•  •  •

A grief so deep that it threatened to swallow up all sense and understanding. The interview was necessary, but it would be brief.

“What do you know about your daughter’s boyfriend?” Fredrika asked the couple sitting opposite her.

Josephine’s mother and father. They were rather older than Fredrika had expected.
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