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Prologue

September 2012

The sky is black behind even blacker clouds.

Isolated formations try soundlessly to get closer to one another, fail, and instead release heavy rain. Large drops that fragment into evasive mist as they reach the ground.

Under the leaden vault the city lies frozen. The inhabitants bestow light on the reluctant sky, lights go on and off in windows, their rhythm forming signals in Morse code: We’re still alive, we’re not giving up, no matter what sorrows afflict us.

The landscape around the city is at rest.

A slight wind moves over the stubble of the harvested fields of rape. The solitary oaks on the plain creak quietly, dropping their weary leaves to the ground.

The surface of Lake Roxen implacably mirrors the sky, its waves lapping warily on the deserted beaches of Sandvik. On the far side of the lake ten different streams trickle down, and in the dark, still water the last midge eggs of the year are hatching, the thirsty creatures ready to fly out across the Östgöta plain.

The fields are still at night. Satisfied with the rain that has recently fallen on the district; the ground clings heavily to the roots of the last sprouting seeds.

Cows low towards the clouds.

Sheep seek shelter under the crowns of the oaks.

Foxes sniff through the forests.

Wild boar root through the dying undergrowth.

The clouds let themselves be driven on the wind, in across the city, and the rain falls on the villas of Hjulsbro and the smart houses lining the banks of the Stångå River.

Drops land on one of the houses, where every scream in the world comes together at this moment and transforms into a single, mute moan.

Someone has raised a pistol.

Their hand isn’t trembling.

The sound of the muffled shots can’t be heard out on Stentorpsvägen.

The naked bodies in the jacuzzi are destroyed by the bullets, beyond all salvation.

A girl screams into the night.

The dead are almost the only people who hear her.

But they can’t help her.

Blood pours from the bullet holes, and the water in the churning bubble-pool turns red.

No more breathing.

Just an agitated rumbling mixed with the sound of rustling fabric, and blood pumping through the veins of those still alive, a cold hand over a girl’s mouth, there, quiet now, quiet now.

The room is almost completely dark, and the white tiles on the walls are patterned by the shadows of the shrubs in the garden outside the window. Black mosaic is just visible in the swimming pool.

The man’s and woman’s bodies are close to each other, but the woman’s lifeless hand has slid off the man’s shoulder and is floating in the red, hissing water.

The girl is crying.

Vanishes into the night.

She doesn’t resist, just tries to remember to breathe, she’s five years old and goes along with this unknown force.

Mummy, Daddy. How long are you going to lie there?

The garden stretches down to the Stångå River, the water calm here away from the roar of the power station. The river floats away from the bullet-riddled bodies.

The rain has stopped.

The girl’s tears form a different stretch of water, a broad river far away, further away than any cloud can drift.

Steam rises from the unknown river, embracing a woman’s face, tormented by loss.

The woman is a capsule of words:

I sit here by the river, by the steep bank where the grass won’t grow. The fishermen hate this place, there are said to be spirits here, left over from the war, spirits waiting for their loved ones to come and fetch them.

If the spirits are unsettled, I can console them, and forget my own anxiety and loss.

There are fish here.

But to this day they can be born with two heads, and four hearts beating irregularly outside their silver scales.

I remember warm skin against mine, soft as the most expensive silk at the market, but warmer, warmer against my skin and deep inside me.

That memory is loss now, and that is why I don’t allow myself to remember you.

I don’t allow myself to hope.

What can I do?

I can come here to the river and wait for the spirits, the faces in the clouds.

I can’t see your face in the clouds.

Instead I look down into the tepid water of the river, seeing the tiny currents from the great jaws that suck the riverbed clean.

I see eels squirming, shimmering.

Their movements are yours inside me, yours in my tepid water, and I don’t want to remember, but the memory of your movements before you were born is something I can’t force out of my soul.

It is there as a curse.

But also as a gift.

I am you.

Nothing can change that.

No desire for money. No other love. No earthly power. No spirits’ wailing or malice.

Where are you? You’re somewhere. I know that.

You can buy a pig with the money, he said with a laugh. A pig can take care of you, instead of the other way around.

They laughed when he said that.

I bowed.

And walked away.

A tap is dripping in one of the darkest rooms in the world.

An anteroom to hell on earth. Unless the room itself is hell.

Children don’t cry here.

They whimper, but haven’t yet started to doubt that they are human.

A child for a pig.

A child for a pig.

The rain is lashing on a tin roof, the world so damp that the children’s lungs fill with water with each breath, so damp that it’s possible to drown without even sinking below the surface.

But the children breathe anyway.

Dream about playing, about human monsters, about the love they never received, unaware of the torment that awaits them, unaware that there is still hope for their souls.

The girl is still far away, but she’s on her way to them.

Where am I?

The girl wonders in her lonely sleep.

I don’t want to wake up, don’t want to wake up.

The black clouds are on the point of breaking up; don’t want to see another day.

They drift gratefully towards destruction.

Free of human dilemmas.




PART 1

Lonely Love


1

Wednesday, 11 September

Malin Fors is lying curled up in bed in her flat on Ågatan. Sleep has a firm grip on her and the rain hammering on the windowsill is unable to penetrate her dreams, and she is whispering:

‘Tove, Tove, Tove.’

The only thing more dear to me than my own life is yours.

Never leave me, because then who would save me from the nightmare?

Malin Fors twists between the sheets.

‘I want to wake up,’ she whispers.

But she can’t wake up. Instead she sees the Stångå River weaving through Linköping at night, running into Lake Roxen, and all the drowned words of the mute lake turn to mist, rising above the surrounding countryside.

There’s a face in the mist.

The face of a young child.

‘Who are you?’

Malin shouts into her dream.

Her body is covered by lukewarm water that rocks her soul from a wave that will never end.

A voice emerges from the darkness of the dream.

‘You will never be able to bear a child.’

The child, Malin.

I want to wake up now.

I want to be delivered from this water-sodden dream.

I want to be reborn as someone without desires or dreams, someone who is free, made up of nothing but the cheeriest of principles and circumstances.

The dream laughs at her scornfully.

She laughs back, and beyond her laughter she hears the child, the little girl, crying.

Is that you, Tove?

‘It isn’t me, Mum.’

So it must be some other child.

She wants to stay in the dream now, but it lets go of her and she feels the clammy, cold sheet under her skin, feels the rough, warm body beside her, the shimmering moisture concealed in microscopic droplets between the hairs on Peter’s back, and she’s awake now, and her first thought is: This bed is too small, we need to buy a bigger bed.

She thinks of how they made love before falling asleep. Sex-machines, the pair of them. Mechanical, his every movement seeming to say ‘it better work this time’, his growing desperation over the past six months, but there had been something different about his movements yesterday evening, as if he’d given up, as if enough were enough.

The conversation they had a few months ago, in this very bed.

‘I need to be a father, Malin. It’s time.’

‘We’ll have to try again.’

‘You should see another doctor.’

‘What for?’

‘The shot that hit your womb may have done some damage.’

Peter had never before referred to the fact that she had been shot the previous spring while working on a particularly harrowing case. It had been an unmentioned bucket of cold water waiting to extinguish their hopes.

‘The doctor said it was OK.’

‘What do doctors know?’

‘You should know, you’re a doctor.’

Peter had backed down when she said that, falling silent and looking away, as if he were somehow trying to convince himself that a love-child was actually possible for the pair of them, even though they were both almost forty years old, and in spite of the gunshot wound, and her doubts, and the way she has abused her own body.

In spite of everything.

Malin moves closer to Peter, pressing his sweaty body against hers, and the whole bed is a shifting, warm sea that she never wants to leave, and she wants to give him that child, daren’t go and see any damn doctor, because what if they say it isn’t possible?

Say it straight out.

Or has it already been said?

Would you leave me then, Peter?

Better not to know.

And hope.

Because that is what I’m hoping, isn’t it?

You must never leave me, Peter, and she feels that a life with him is possible in all manner of ways, with or without children, now that Tove has moved out and will probably never move back home again.

Do we have to have children?

Isn’t it enough with just the two of us?

Responsibility for our own love.

Getting up each morning, going to work, preparing meals together, eating, washing up, spooning in bed, shopping, going on holiday, brushing our teeth, complaining that one of us doesn’t put the lid back on the toothpaste and the other scatters dirty washing all over the floor.

Malin gets up and leaves him alone in bed, dragging her sleepy, naked body out of the bedroom and over to the living-room window. The light of dawn is slowly rising above the black tower of St Lars Church.

The world feels confined and damp this morning, and an odd chill brushes her skin, running over her breasts. She opens the window and the cold autumn morning is like a familiar breath, and she inhales, feels the young day fill her.

Her fingers touch the small, round, livid red scars on her stomach, where the gunshot hit her.

Thinks: Whatever happens, everything will be OK.

She feels a sardonic smile spread over her lips, and she hates this new smile. She doesn’t want to be the sort of person who thinks they’ve seen and heard everything, experienced all aspects of human nature, and have given up and started lying to themselves.

Because even if the cynics are right, it’s impossible to live like that.

Without real love, without feeling anything.

Without faith, if you like, Malin thinks. Without dreams. And she snorts derisively to herself.

She was offered the chance to take over from Conny Nygren as head of crime up in Stockholm after he was murdered back in the spring, but she turned it down, even though she’s always wanted to move back there.

Peter was the one who didn’t want to move, even though he could easily have found a job at the Karolinska Hospital, or at Danderyd.

So he must want a life with me here, she thinks. Whether or not we have children. Perhaps our love is enough for him after all?

A couple of fragmented clouds drift towards each other above the roof of the church before moving on. Those clouds could be at home anywhere, Malin thinks, and she finds herself thinking of Karin Johannison, and wonders what Karin is doing now, what she and her little Vietnamese miracle are doing right now.

She has trouble sleeping at night, doesn’t she? Tess?

As if it’s impossible for her to adapt her Vietnamese rhythm of time entirely to ours, as if this strange child’s blood has a pulse all of its own.

Karin Johannison, forensics expert and medical officer, and one of Malin’s colleagues, is holding her daughter, Yin Sao Dao, close to her and whispering: ‘There, there, Tess, time to sleep now,’ and she looks around the living room of her flat on Drottninggatan, which has become more and more bohemian in style over the past year as she’s made a conscious effort to fill it with things from Tess’s homeland, just so the girl will be able to see them and perhaps remember something good, if she has anything good to remember.

She must have.

Even if Karin has her doubts about good memories some nights.

She has held the screaming three-year-old tightly and tried to soothe her, aware that her love isn’t enough, as if something had happened to the girl from which her body is unable to shake free.

When she screams, Karin almost begins to doubt that Tess is really there with her at all.

To doubt that it actually worked out in the end.

That it really had been possible, in spite of everything.

In the window hang two red lanterns, bought from a market in Hội An ten years ago. Long before I knew that was where you were going to come from, Karin thinks.

A propaganda poster from the war, with a stylised tank in red and blue.

Incense holders. A carved catfish made of greying larch-wood.

A wavy-patterned, shimmering blue silk throw over the Josef Frank armchair.

Tess is sitting calmly in Karin’s lap now, staring out into the dim dawn light of the room with her big brown eyes.

It’s a quarter to six, and they could still get another hour’s sleep. Karin is keenly aware of this, and desperately wants to sleep, she’s felt exhausted for the past month or so, as if lack of sleep were finally getting the better of her.

The soft, warm body.

The little girl in her arms.

She holds her tightly, trying to convey the calm rhythm of her own heartbeat to the child.

Barely a year ago she was sitting on the plane to Ho Chi Minh city, or Saigon as she still thinks of it, because it sounds more romantic, full of fear and determination and anticipation, and of love for a round girlish face in a black-and-white photograph she had been sent by email.

Yin Sao Dao.

Orphaned.

Her father killed when an unexploded shell went off in a paddy field. Her mother drowned when she was caught in a flood.

War and climate change.

And I get to be your mother.

That was how it happened.

I get to be your mother, I thought.

They had brought you to Saigon from Hội An.

To a damp, rundown children’s home on the western outskirts of the city.

You weren’t sure at first. Stumbled away from me across the filthy concrete floor, but where could you go?

Towards the stench of urine. The rubbish in the yard. The barred windows.

So you accepted my embrace, clambering up into my lap from the cold concrete.

I’m not going anywhere, I whispered in your ear.

I learned how to say the words in Vietnamese.

Whispering them over and over again.

In the shabby room in the Hotel Majestic, with the Saigon River floating past on the other side of the boulevard. In reception when we checked out, when a strangely cold woman who looked European stood next to us and acted as if she knew you, trying to get your attention but only succeeding in upsetting you.

I whispered the words on the plane.

I’m whispering them now.

‘Mummy’s here, Mummy’s here.’

Breathing. Warmth. Calm.

No sleep.

But calm.

The screaming has stopped.

The nightmares are gone, aren’t they? And now you just want to get out of the darkness of sleep, because there’s still something inside you, and in your sleep you can feel it.

You don’t want to play, just sit in my lap in the living room, sit still, and if I try to put you back to bed, you start screaming again.

‘No, no, no.’

Karin Johannison rocks Tess, stroking her thick black hair, feeling her pulse inside her ribcage, through her white pyjamas.

Sings: ‘Now Tess is going to sleep, sleep so soundly, because Tess is really tired, really, really tired.’

Vietnam.

The admirable, unyielding nature of its people, their captivating lack of pretension.

The poverty, despair and corruption she encountered there.

The steam from the noodle pans, the smell of spitting palm oil and fried garlic, of mint being pounded in hundred-year-old mortars, the flashing lights and noise of thousands of motorbikes.

The abuse.

She found out later that Vietnamese children had been sold to foreign paedophile rings. Not long ago in Australia, six Vietnamese children had been found in a cellar in Melbourne, four more in a cellar in Darlinghurst, Sydney.

Slaves.

A tiny piece of news, then not news at all.

A five-year-old girl, a three-year-old boy.

Sex slaves.

My love, our love, all love saved you from that, Tess.

That was how it was. That is how it is.

You need to sleep now.

You’re tired.

Mummy’s tired.

Let’s fall sound asleep.

It’s twenty past seven in the morning and Malin is standing in the hall of her flat, unable to tear herself away from the radio. The P1 channel is broadcasting an interview with a child psychologist from the Elephant Clinic in Linköping, and he’s saying how angry it makes him that so few people can bear to see the victims, children subjected to sexual abuse, children he encounters in his work.

And he talks about a video recording they have, of a child he has met, a five-year-old boy being raped by a man, over and over again.

During the assault the boy looks into the camera and says: ‘What am I? Am I a human being? Am I?’

The doctor expresses his surprise that such a young boy could formulate that sort of thought, as if he were asking the most fundamental existential question.

And then the programme ends, but the boy’s words linger inside her as she walks down the stairs to the door of the building.

‘Am I a human being?’

You are a human being.

She thrusts her thoughts about the boy aside, forcing them into invisibility.

Peter has hurried off to the hospital. He’s on call tonight, so she’ll be sleeping alone when she gets back home.

He still has his flat on Linnégatan, unwilling to let go of such a good apartment, but he lives at Ågatan, and they’ve talked about getting somewhere together, but they never seem to get around to it, and in the past month the subject seems to have faded from view.

The sky is threatening rain. After a brief hesitation, Malin puts on the black Barbour jacket that Peter gave her for her birthday.

The coat is too tight and doesn’t really fit her very well at all, and the stiff oilcloth feels like a straitjacket around her body.

She opens the front door.

Wondering: What does today have in store for me?

Something has happened, or is about to happen. She can feel it.

A few hundred metres away, Karin Johannison is walking towards the nursery in the Horticultural Society Park, sticking close to the buildings along Klostergatan.

As she wheels the pushchair containing her daughter towards the park, she thinks:

What’s happening today?

Please, nothing big.

I’m far too tired for that.

How can what you long for most make you so exhausted?



 

 

 

We aren’t asleep.

So where are we? What’s happened?

I don’t know.

We aren’t supposed to be here, there’s something wrong. Someone has to help us.

Is that us lying down there? Is that us?

It looks like you, darling.

It is me. I daren’t, I don’t want to get any closer.

The water’s red.

I’m naked.

That’s me next to you. I’m naked as well.

Do you see our bodies? Those dark marks?

I see them. Don’t want to see them. Don’t want to, don’t …

Where’s Ella? She isn’t here with us, and she’s not down there. Where is she, Christ, where is she? Where are you?

Come out!

Where should we look? I can’t see her.

She should be here with us.

Come out. Come to us. You mustn’t just disappear.

What if we’re the ones who’ve gone?

They call for her over and over again, and her name is swallowed up by the whiteness that is simultaneously warm and cold, a whiteness that is their world.
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This morning couldn’t be any more September and grey, Malin thinks. Dentist’s weather, in the words of the city’s greatest son, the songwriter Lars Winnerbäck.

Just as she stepped out of the door a gentle but persistent rain began to fall, and the people she passed on the pavement were huddled under big umbrellas or hiding under the hoods of their raincoats.

By the Horticultural Society Park she thought she could see Karin Johannison in the distance, and her first thought was to jog and catch up with her, so they could walk together once Karin had dropped Tess off at preschool. But she changed her mind, feeling that she’d rather be alone.

So now she’s walking along Djurgårdsgatan, towards the police station.

Thinking about Karin with admiration.

She left her wealthy husband because she no longer loved him. She adopted a child on her own when she couldn’t find a suitable man, apart from the one who wouldn’t leave his wife for her.

Over the past few years, Malin’s view of Karin has changed from thinking of her as a spoiled, upper-middle-class bitch to a strong woman worthy of her respect.

Almost friends, Malin thinks, wishing that she were capable of the determination Karin had demonstrated in every area of her life.

We are friends, aren’t we?

An orange-red bus drives past, spraying water over the pavement, and Malin takes a quick step to the side to avoid being soaked.

She puts one foot in front of the other. Steps in a puddle, but the soles of her sturdy shoes are thick enough.

She feels like closing her eyes when she walks past Barnhemsgatan, where her mum and dad used to live. The park benches beneath the oak tree on the little slope leading up to the Infection Park are crooked and could do with being varnished, and Malin can still smell the ingrained damp of the flat, where she was expected to water the houseplants, to keep them alive, but she had failed.

Everything in that flat was nothing but memories from which she’d rather run away.

It’s been more than two years since she last saw her father.

Dad’s face on that occasion.

Shifty, and the look in his eyes let on that he mostly felt sorry for himself. She still hasn’t forgotten his betrayal, and the fact that he failed to tell her that she had a brother.

Stefan.

Alone in his care home.

Malin looks down at the pavement.

Five months since she last visited him up in Hälsingland.

He had only been awake for an hour or so, and had shown no sign that he recognised her or was even happy that she was there. She’s tried and tried, but her brother lives in his own world, a world into which he is neither willing nor capable of admitting her.

I’m your half-sister. Look at me. I exist.

A body in a wheelchair, vacant eyes staring out of a window, green trees in the distance.

There were probably plenty of people who would have liked to adopt Karin’s Tess. But you, Stefan, no one wanted you.

Am I on the point of abandoning you as well? The way everyone else abandoned you?

I want to go up to the care home in the little village of Sjöplogen.

Your inert body.

The look in your eyes, seemingly devoid of content.

I don’t want to go.

Malin knows that Tove sometimes goes at weekends. She catches the bus from Lundsberg and sits with Stefan, takes him out into the grounds as if he were old and infirm.

‘It seems to make him happy.’

The way you dress these days, Tove. Tod’s loafers that cost a third of what you earned from your summer job, tight jeans, tennis shirts with little polo players on the chest, and you talk differently, even if you’re not aware of it yourself, your vowels have become longer, more nasal.

Your boyfriend Tom’s rich industrialist family from Östermalm are just as unbearable and stuck-up as I imagined. Who cares about a fucking flooring factory? What difference does a great pile of money in the bank make?

Malin takes the scenic route today.

She walks past what used to be the old artillery regiment’s canteen, now a Christian study centre, and the mature linden trees loom over the yellow wooden buildings, as if they wanted to protect the goodwill concealed within those walls, in those rooms where people earnestly exclaim hallelujah and swear eternal loyalty to their god.

There’s no such thing.

Janne.

Her ex-husband. They are able to talk to each other without rancour now, and he seems pleased that she’s managing to stay sober.

If only he knew how incredibly bloody thirsty I feel sometimes.

So thirsty I shake.

So thirsty I’d almost rather die than never drink again.

He’s still shacked up with his bimbo.

She’s definitely a bimbo.

Well, OK, I can’t deny that she’s seemed pleasant on the occasions when I’ve had to talk to her.

Malin glimpses the yellow and brown panelling of the University Hospital, and thinks of Peter. Or rather, his face. His sharp features, the dimple in his chin, and the wrinkles in his forehead that seem deeper now than when they first met.

The worried look in his eyes.

That’s new.

Malin doesn’t want to think about that look.

Instead she feels the rain on the cloth of her ridiculously expensive coat, thinks that money can protect you from the wet, can protect you from almost anything.

But can it buy anything you want?

Can you buy love?

And there it is again. That horrible, cynical smile.




 

 

 

Who’s that woman walking down there, with that weird smile on her lips?

What does she want with us? Why are we looking at her?

Do you see that aeroplane?

I see it.

How can we be here? So high up, there can’t be any oxygen here, and it’s ten thousand degrees below freezing.

Do you see the vapour trail?

I see you touch it. You can touch the clouds as well.

Don’t question it. It’s enough that we are here.

They call out to her, shouting their daughter’s various names, and then the plane disappears in the icy blue sky, four white trails dissolving into the air in its wake.

And then they’re back with that woman again, the one walking quickly.

They see her disappear through some automatic doors.

Can you help us find her? they say at the same time. Then they whisper simultaneously: Can you bring us back together again?

Can you make our family whole?

You have to help us.
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