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Sarah Webb  

I was gripped from the first page.  

This is the first book by Swedish writer, 

Joakim Zander.  It’s a very confident thriller 

which tracks back and forth across Europe 

and America. 

Klara, a young Swedish woman, orphaned 

as a child and now working in Brussels, 

finds herself in a chase across Europe just 

before Christmas 2013.  The nameless 

Swimmer of the title is the only man who can 

save her.  He narrates some of the story, 

going back as far as 1980, whilst the rest is 

told in the third person, mainly 

concentrating on December 2013. 

The characters are well drawn and the 

various locations add to the sense of drama.  

The very short chapters (just a couple of 

pages generally) add to the urgency of the 

story.  It’s a very enjoyable read and I could 

see it being made into a film. 

I don’t read many thrillers, so I can’t compare this to anyone else’s writing, 

but it’s very enjoyable and I’d recommend it. 

 

Sarah Jones 

An exciting, tension-filled thriller that opens with the narrator 

poignantly hinting at his betrayal of his daughter. 

Zander's description of Damascus allows the reader to feel the heat and sense 

the atmosphere. He has a gift for creating a sense of place; vital in a novel that 



shifts between several destinations including Sweden, Belgium and Syria. The 

international dimension to the story is fascinating. There are also shifts between 

the modern day and the past that fill in parts of the narrator's back story. 

The reader gets an insight into what it is like to live as a deep cover agent and 

how everyday life can be suffocating without the adrenalin rush of being active 

on a mission. The plotting is intricate as the threads of the lives of the four main 

characters; George, the lobbyist, Klara, the political aide, Mahmoud, Klara's 

former lover and the deep cover agent become more and more entwined. There 

is a gripping and thoughtful ending. 

I felt empathy for many of the characters...for George in particular who is 

sucked into the world of espionage and the Swimmer with his life long guilt 

about his daughter. 

 

Sarah Williams  

Action packed debut.  

I was hoping for an exciting but developed political thriller, this was 

more of an action novel; the plot developed at a good pace and it was fast 

enough that I didn't mind too much that the characters were a bit flat. In fact, it 

might have been better if the characters emotional response to the stories events 

were left out completely as it became a bit cliche at these points. 

The beginning was cheesy and the ending fizzled out but the middle of the story 

was exciting enough to carry me through. I don't feel this book would stand up 

to a second reading but making allowances that this was a first novel I might 

well try the second if there is one. 

 

Dana Captainino   

‘The Swimmer’ deals with the complexities and intrigues of intelligence and 

terrorism and the characters who inhabit that world.  The reader is encouraged 

to think about the person behind both the perpetrators and our protectors. None 

of them get away ethically unscathed. 

The writer has tried to cover many angles here to demonstrate how many 

different people, officials, and underworld characters are involved in the 

unsavoury sphere of international terrorism and all the factors contributing to 

the protection of national securities.   

The central theme of the book is the story surrounding ‘The Swimmer’, an old 



spy who is tired and effectively retired. Klara is a political aide in Brussels and 

was the innocent witness of the death of her friend, an act which draws her into 

the shady world of her father.   The action takes part across Europe, America 

and the Middle East and is sometimes a little difficult to follow as it moves 

swiftly between times, places and people but it is the reader who is left to start 

piecing it all together.  

A complex book which leaves you feeling more informed and just a 

little less secure about the state of the world than when you began. 

 

Hilary Nuth  

A fast-paced Scandi drama about love and politics!  

I really enjoyed this Scandi-esque drama. The three main characters: The 

Swimmer, Klara and George share the stage with their very separate narratives 

which unravel all over Europe. They eventually meet in a dramatic finale in 

Sweden.  

It has a pacey storyline about Middle Eastern politics, love and family which 

keeps you turning the pages. If you like other Scandi literature then this is sure 

to be a winner. 

 

Suzanne James  

The story jumps around between the different protagonists a lot and at the 

beginning this is a bit confusing as we're not sure who is who.  However, once 

the main characters are established it's no longer an issue. 

The story is fast-paced (the jumping around style certainly aids this) with the 

main action taking place over only a few days.  It is very much 'on trend' in 

its theme of shadowy government agencies, suspect war time 

activities and, of course, the Scandinavian setting.  I certainly think 

this would be a great holiday read. 

The only thing that really let it down for me was the superfluous need to name 

the brand of everything.  In places it really interfered with the flow of the story 

and came across as some sort of ad campaign 

That aside the story had enough plot to keep you reading and whilst you could 

begin to work out where it was going there were still a few surprises to be had.   

 



Cyllene Griffiths 

This is an intriguing spy thriller set in several fascinating European 

locations. Klara is an orphaned political aide working Brussels, Mahmoud a 

fast rising academic with a military background, and The Swimmer an old spy 

well versed in the secrets and horrors of the terror war. Together with their 

friends and acquaintances they unknowingly initiate a fast paced and 

dangerous chase across Europe, not knowing who to trust or around which 

corner danger might lurk.  

And the reason for this deadly flight?  

Information. 

Information which Mahmoud gives Klara. Information which Klara carries 

across counties, attempting to find someone who will unlock its secrets. 

Information which could bring down the US security services or even the US 

government. Information which no-one truly knows the exact nature of. 

But whatever it is –it’s dynamite. Savage killers and espionage, killings in the 

street and corruption at the highest levels. 

Although well written and thoroughly enjoyable, at first this book skips 

between narrators, places and times and unless you are concentrating very 

closely this can be a little confusing. However, towards the finish all the stories 

are knitting together and the technique works effectively in the end. 

To be honest I found the metaphor of ‘The Swimmer’ a little tricky to grasp and I 

can’t say that it added much to my enjoyment of the book. Perhaps, I should 

read it again – I’m sure I will! 

 

Rachel Inskip 

This book had exciting twists and turns, surprising you with the next direction it 

takes.  

In my opinion the start of the book was quite complicated and difficult to read 

by how much it switched between all the main characters in the book. 

Mainly down to the change in time periods and where they were situated in 

each chapter. A couple of times I found myself looking back over what I read to 

find out who was who. Although once all the characters were established 

it was enjoyable to read. It's a good thriller and I would read more 

by this author.  

 



Chris Parfitt  

Sorry but I found this hard work.  

I hate to give a negative review but I have to say that I really struggled with this 

book. 

I suspect that an awful lot of this came down to the translation which seemed to 

make it a very difficult read. The words really did not flow and at times it was 

like wading through treacle. 

The story itself was clever and well thought out but the lack of flow 

just ruined it for me. 

 

Debbie Patrick  

Klara Walldeen was orphaned as a child and brought up by her grandparents 

on a remote Swedish archipelago. She is now a political aide in Brussels - and 

she has just seen something she shouldn't: something people will kill to keep 

hidden. 

On the other side of the world, an old spy hides from his past. Once, he was a 

man of action, so dedicated to the cause that he abandoned his baby daughter to 

keep his cover. Now the only thing he lives for is swimming in the local pool. 

Then, on Christmas Eve, Klara is thrown into a terrifying chase through 

Europe. Only the Swimmer can save her. But time is running out... 

I tried very hard to like this book and as it is the type of book I usually enjoy I 

was quite looking forward to reading it. But I found it a struggle to read. It 

didn’t seem to flow to me and I was disappointed in it. Seemed to take a 

long time to get to the climax of the book then it was quickly over. Unfortunately 

I feel that I would have been disappointed if I had brought it. Not the sort of 

book that I would both reading again or offer to lend to friends. 

 

Reba Khatun  

‘The Swimmer’ is an exhilarating political thriller. I enjoyed reading 

this even though I don’t normally read this genre.  

An agent loses his wife in a bomb attack and leaves his baby daughter, Klara in 

the care of her maternal grandparents. She grows up to be a political aide in 

Brussels.  When her ex-boyfriend, Mahmoud gets in contact she is thrown into a 

dangerous chase across Europe.   



 

When I started reading this book and came across the character Mahmoud I 

thought this was going to be your average ‘Muslim Terrorist’ plot but I’m 

surprised at the twist in the plot.  Once I had all the characters sorted in my 

mind I found it easy to understand as the chapters switched from character to 

character.   The author also writes in two timeframes which adds more interest 

to the story.  I enjoyed reading this even though I don’t normally read this 

genre. 

 

Helen Jones 

This is a fast moving electrifying first novel by Joakim Zander set 

around the shady world of espionage and politics.   It is full of intrigue, 

twists and turns and the story moves across decades from the 1980’s Damascus 

to the final chase across Europe ending in Sweden in 2013.   Part of the story is 

narrated by the unnamed Swimmer, an undercover agent who begins writing 

about events in Damascus and most of the book is written in the third person, 

weaving the tale around Klara, George and Mahmoud.   The story evolves 

around information and to what lengths organisations will go to in order to 

protect it and dispose of anything or anyone who gets in their way. 

 At first I found it rather confusing, as it moved from character to character and 

decade to decade, to understand who and how the characters were connected 

but half way through I was hooked and would recommend it to anyone 

who loves Scandinavian literature and action thrillers. 

 

 


