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We want to be loved; failing that, admired; failing that, feared; failing that, hated and despised. At all costs we want to stir up some sort of feeling in others. Our soul abhors a vacuum. At all costs it longs for contact.


(Hjalmar Söderberg, Doktor Glas, 1905)











Ur brutha is like ur own body,


Lives 4 u and dies 4 u,


There in the morning and the evening,


In pain and in pleasure. But then dosnt


Listen 2 orders. Finds Bazz, Raha, Jamba.


Respect. U know deja. Wallah rules:


A BULLET IN THE KNEECAP. We r


bruthas. We r power. We r fighters and


famly 2 death.





(Evidence 2012-0221-BG2219 p. 41, found in Adidas bag 120207)





much earlier





SHE’S BEEN LIVING here for so long.


It’s mostly voices.


Maybe footsteps.


When they pass outside in the long corridor, the fast ones and ones that seem to shuffle along; sometimes they stop by the metal door, as if they’re listening, and she wants to call out to them, ask them to come in and hold her hand. They never do. They carry on down the corridor, steps that drown in the regular beep of the machine and the ticking of the bright lights  – beep tick beep tick  – she closes her eyes but doesn’t dare to cover her ears  – beep tick beep tick  – she’s on her own and doesn’t want to be.
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Her face, so strange.


She’s sixteen, maybe seventeen, or even eighteen.


But she looks old. Whether it’s the pain, fear, or whatever, how the body encapsulates time, lets it settle.


She seems to be lying comfortably, the stretcher she’s been rolled onto is wide and her body is thin. The room is much bigger than the others, the bed and cupboard and table and chair and shower and it’s  – even though someone is breathing close by  – almost empty. The green overall by her feet, a hand rubbing up and down on the coarse material to warm it up before moving to her young thighs, carefully touching her genitals, fingertips against the head of her uterus, while the other hand keeps a firm hold of the needle, thirty centimetres of plastic tubing against the membrane that is so soft, a clear balloon of water flying, bouncing away. The needle again, again, again, it gives up, breaks.


[image: ]


Footsteps that stop and then vanish.


Someone opens a door further up. Someone else screams, or cries, it’s hard to make out.


She doesn’t have her eyes closed any more. It’s white, everything she sees, white, almost glossy, the naked lights and the machine with its digits and green lines and thin tubes. It’ll take a while, and then a bit more, before her eyes get used to it.


It doesn’t hurt as much anyway. Or she’s just coping with it. Like her period. Exactly the same. But more, more often, longer.


Two of the people in the room, both women, are wearing green overalls. The others, three women and three men, are wearing white overalls that cover dark trousers, dark shoes.


The green ones are standing nearest, the white ones further away, nearly by the wall.


She doesn’t know any of them, at least she doesn’t think she does, or maybe, that woman, she recognises her, she works here, and him, the one who broke down the door and screamed at her, held her to the floor, put her in an armlock.
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It’s easier to see now. She turns towards the window. It’s dark outside, cold, the snow is deep; only a few days ago she made an angel out there, lay down on the ground and swept her arms and legs back and forth, back and forth until they shouted at her, came over and grabbed her hands and carried her in. Now there’s an ambulance out there beside her angel, in the middle of the big yard. She tries to get up so she can go over to the window and wave down at the guard who’s waiting by the front of the car, a thick cloud where his breath meets the cold air.


‘Come on.’


The green overall sighs; the thin body on the stretcher looks so vulnerable, so wrong.


‘Come on, you have to lie down.’


Sweetie. Not here.


The room the corridor the metal door the bars.


Sweet, sweet, sweetie.


‘Did you hear me? You have to lie down.’


The green overall’s hands on her arms, chest, thighs, they pull at the hard, brown strap down her back, point the electronic arm at exactly the spot on her stomach where the heartbeat can be heard loudest, one hundred and forty-seven beats per minute, racing, speeding.


She’s almost completely dilated now, nine centimetres, not long now.
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Like waves. Like fire.


Something hitting, pressing, forcing. It’s happening inside her body. But she has no control.
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She tries to look over at the window again, the bars that are in the way, the round black steel poles across the great sheet of glass. Out there  – inside the fence and sharp barbed wire  – the searchlights brush the white snow, such a different light compared to ordinary street lamps. The ambulance is still there by the snow angel and the guard is slapping his arms to his sides to keep warm, and if she raises her head a bit more and lets go of the rough edge of the bed, she can see the other car as well, small, grey and completely dark.


‘The waters?’


‘Clear.’


‘Head?’


‘Engaged.’


The people in green overalls are constantly touching her, talking to her. The people in white overalls are standing still with their backs to the wall.


She’s lying here for security reasons.


That’s what they said.


A risk that she might try to escape.
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The waves. The fire. The pressure. The pounding. The force.


She screams.


The ribcage that is squeezed together as it passes through the birth canal and the water that is forced out and the lungs that are filled with air  – the first breath.


It’s not her. She realises now. It’s not her who’s screaming.
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Something wet, warm on her stomach. A baby. Her baby. She sees it as the two hands that quickly become four hands lift it up, carry it across the room, through the door, out into the corridor, away.
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The woman and the man  – the ones holding the baby, who went away with it and then came back without it  – are taking off their white coats now, jeans and a jacket underneath, and the woman reaches over for a briefcase, fills in one sheet of paper, then another and another. The others  – who’ve been standing farthest away, almost blocking the door, who haven’t spoken at all  – are wearing blue under the white. The course material of the prison service uniform, oblong name tags in hard plastic just over their left breast. The men beside them have normal suits on underneath, they’re not wearing uniforms, but she still knows that they’re police; the big one in his forties is a detective inspector and the other one’s a police trainee and not much older than her.


She doesn’t know them, and yet they’ve seen her naked, being emptied.
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It had been lying on her stomach, breathing close, a wet mouth.


They should have put a blanket over the red and white skin that was soft and smooth and that no one had touched.
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She looks out of the barred window again. The midwife and the nurse open the doors to the white ambulance, a mobile incubator held like a basket between them. The grey private car immediately behind, the couple in jeans and jackets open the front doors and get in, the vehicles drive in convoy down the asphalt strip across the yard to the high fence and sharp barbed wire, the gate slowly slides open, then one carries on towards the hospital in Örebro, whereas the other has farther to go, to the family unit in Botkyrka.


She wonders whether the shiny road is slippery, if it’s difficult to drive so far at night.
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She’s not said anything for a while now.


Not when they took the baby that was resting on her tummy, not when the two vehicles left Sweden’s top security prison for women.


And it’s as if she can’t bear it any more, the silence.


She turns towards the only person still in the room, the one that’s a policeman in his forties, who held her to the floor, forced her out of her home.


‘Did you see?’


He starts, lost in his own thoughts, or maybe he’s just forgotten what her voice sounds like.


‘See what?’


She points to her tummy, which is still wet, she should maybe wipe away the clear stuff and the other stuff that’s a bit bloody.


‘If it was a boy or a girl?’





now first part (twenty-eight days)





LIGHT OUTSIDE.


The blanket that was red with a touch of yellow and perhaps a thin white stripe round the edge, didn’t cover the whole of the dirty window.


He could see that now.


They normally lived in the dark and slept through the light, only waking when the evening and night had returned, but in August  – and with that bloody blanket that wasn’t as big as it should be  – the day ambushed them around about this time; no matter how tightly he shut his eyes, the transparent square on the inside of his eyelids got bigger, it grew and wormed its way slowly in, into his brain, into his chest.


He punched the wall and sat up in the low bed, a thick mattress that had been in one of the big houses at Hägersten, the sort that costs about twenty thousand, a thick square on the shiny linoleum floor.


She was naked, asleep.


Her pale, soft skin; she was lying so still, her back towards him and he carefully ran his hand down her hip, behind, thigh, she moved uneasily, turned over, maybe she was dreaming  – it looked like it  – her face tense and rubbing her feet together, as she often did.


He was just as naked. He sometimes forgot. How incredible that was. Another person who could see his skin and didn’t laugh. Sometimes he wondered if it was all in his head. He had been so fucking certain that he knew what they saw. He wasn’t any more. It had started with Leon, they were eleven and one day they had ended up in the same room, watching each other take their clothes off and his eyes  – no repulsion, scorn, or even surprise. Until now, only Leon, no one else. Not even the mirrors. He had smashed all the ones at his mum’s and turned away every time he went past the wide, rectangular one at his gran’s, every time he went down the hall, he knew exactly when it was looking at him and exactly when to look away.


He looked at her.


Never a woman. Not before her. She hadn’t said anything either, hadn’t been frightened, or evasive, or even asked questions.


His hand was still on her hip, she opened her eyes, squinted at him, with small pupils that focused on the light shining in through the gap between the blanket and the window frame. Her gentle fingertips on his back, over the skin that was thick with uneven edges, pieces of a jigsaw puzzle lying in a heap instead of laid out flat, he had lain on top of her for a long time after, she had her period and they both smelled pretty potent. It was hard to lie there without moving, sweat slipping on sweat.


He wasn’t tired. He should be. Early morning and they never usually got up before late afternoon; if he was to guess, they’d been asleep for about three hours, couldn’t be helped sometimes.


He dried himself with the sheet, then smoothed on the cream from the white tube that was always close to the bed, his feet legs balls back stomach neck, but never his face, never there.


‘Give it to me.’


He looked at her.


‘What?’


‘Gabriel, give it to me. The tube. I’ll rub it in, you can’t reach everywhere properly, like on your shoulders, your back.’


She held out her hand for the sticky, broken tube and he rapped her hard, the palm of his hand against her fingers, a red mark across some of them. He stared at her and she looked down; he turned away and rubbed cream onto his chest and thighs.


They left the bedroom, out into the sitting room; fully clothed bodies in the corner sofa and armchair and further away on the floor  – Jon, Big Ali, Javad Hangaround, Bruno  – stoned, sleeping, breathing.


He nudged, shook  …’


He slapped Javad in the face.


She shouldn’t have reached for the cream.


‘You gotta wake up, brother.’


‘Why?’


She shouldn’t have asked to put cream on his back.


‘Because I’m awake.’


Fags ends, bottles, needles, cans on the table top that was covered in yellowish swill, spat-out peanuts and leftover pizza salad. They were awake now, but just lying there, exhausted as you are after only a couple of hours’ sleep, and he leaned over towards the new TV screen, searching for the purring high pitch that had accompanied the night and still reverberated in the walls of the room. They all stirred when he turned it off, even the stack of DVDs wobbled, fell forwards.


The hallway had always been empty.


No furniture, no rugs, no lamps.


Only one thing leaning up against the wall, long and shiny with rows of tiny, tiny white pearls around the edge. He really liked it, often straightened it  – it was important that it could be seen when he and she came in the front door. A shoehorn. From when they’d burgled that enormous fucking pile outside Södertälje. They’d sold the rest to that guy in Nacka, but the shoehorn, he didn’t sell it.


She was still naked.


He kissed her tits and handed her her jeans and a cropped T-shirt with shiny writing on it; his own clothes were still on the chair out on the balcony, the black joggers with white stripes, grey hoodie, red baseball cap.


He was hungry. He wasn’t usually hungry in the morning.


The top shelf in the fridge  – what was left of a big bottle of Coke.


On a narrow shelf in the larder, an unopened packet of wine gums, he picked out the red and green ones.


It was blowing a bit outside, easy to breathe.


They walked side by side, he thought she was beautiful, he knew that he wasn’t. They passed the first parking place and she headed towards a silver BMW, eight hundred and fifty thousand in cash, but he caught her hand, not that one, not today. They walked slowly through his past, present and future. He knew every concrete block, every asphalt path, listened to what no one else could hear, could distinguish the smells, the one from a burnt-out rubbish room and the one from the deserted kiosk where he’d bought sweets, porn, hash when he was a kid, even the smell that wasn’t there any more, the sweet smell that came from the fruit stall on the square, the bastards should have paid more.


The whole of Råby was empty.


The concrete tower blocks so silent, desolate, not even the curtains in the windows twitched. He turned to Wanda, her face and eyes, and he wondered what she really saw, she who hadn’t seen what others saw, who came from another world further away, this was the Råby she could see, no other images, not like the ones from before, when there were more people outside.


The metro, like a living, reliable blue vein running through something that didn’t exist.


The image, maybe the smell he liked best.


The way in. The way out.


The steps down; they walked past a skinny little guy, might have been ten but was actually twelve, gold chain round his neck, hair greased back.


‘Gabriel.’


The runt had said his name. He didn’t turn round.


‘Gabriel!’


He stopped. Four fast steps back.


The little guy smiled proudly and held out his hand.


‘Sho, bro.’


Ran his other hand through his slickback, stood a little taller.


A hard slap.


The one cheek.


An obvious mark left by one of his rings.


‘You know  …’


Gabriel looked at the runt. Not a flicker. Just as proud, just as tall. His voice just as jarring when he held out his skinny hand again, didn’t give in.


‘… Eddie’s the name. One love, brother.’


Gabriel didn’t hit him again.


He carried on down the stairs and past the old tart in the ticket office and she said nothing, not even when he turned round and nodded at Wanda, she was with him and she wasn’t going to pay and no one was going to make a fuss.


They leaned against the window, the glass cold against their foreheads, past stations that all looked the same.


The same concrete blocks, the same people on their way home, on their way out.


Hallunda, Alby, Fittja, Vårby gård, Vårberg, Skärholmen. Twelve and a half minutes.


They got off, went through a shopping centre that with every revamp got more like a gallery and less of a hub, the shiny glass walls of the elevator, down to three thousand parking spaces. They went as far back as they could  – new signs and new colours, but it smelt the same, damp and exhaust.


He asked for the Adidas bag and picked out a Mercedes. A slightly older model. They were the easiest.


He started the clock on his mobile phone and 00.00 lay down on his back on the mucky asphalt and with bent legs pushed his torso back under the car, arms above his head 00.05 in the small space behind the grille, looking for the red cable that was thin and obvious and attached to the car alarm. As was his habit, he used a small pair of hairdresser’s scissors to cut through the red plastic, then wriggled back out and stood up, the newly sharpened end of a screwdriver into the petrol tank lock 00.11, then a wrench round the screwdriver handle, he turned, could almost hear the air pressure drop, and all the doors opened simultaneously.


He glanced over towards the exit, raised an arm and got a raised arm back, she was standing there and she was reliable and they were still the only ones there.


He got into the leather-clad driver’s seat and took out 00.15 a feeler gauge from his bag, held it against the cigarette lighter filament, then put it into the ignition and turned, turned, turned, heated it up again, turned again, quickly melted down 00.24 the small sharp plastic pegs that would catch, the actual locking mechanism.


She raised her arm.


Voices.


Steps.


He felt inside 00.28 the ignition with a biro, nothing catching now, took out another car key  – any of the ones lying at the bottom of the bag, because older Mercedes generally started once the plastic pegs were gone  – and checked the clock, 00.32.


They didn’t talk much. They never did.


He had nothing to say to her.


Gabriel drove out of the shopping centre car park, slowly through the southern suburbs of Stockholm in the middle lane. You could see the city behind them and he accelerated into the outside lane, they were heading north, another forty kilometres to go. They normally stopped at the Shell station by the Täby exit, in front of the square glass cabinet for air and water; Wanda normally went into the dirty toilet round the back and prepared herself for the visit and he went into the shop and got his two bottles of Coke from the chiller and stared at the woman behind the counter who looked away as he walked out, who never said anything, who knew his sort, had seen too many young men like him, knew that it wasn’t worth risking that arrogant and superior look, to challenge him and ask for eighteen kronor for the drinks in his hand.


He was sitting in the driver’s seat, radio on full blast, half a bottle of Coke on the dashboard, when she came back from the toilet after twenty minutes. He always tried to check her walking first, see if her movements were normal, then if she had a dirty back from the hard floor  – there should be no signs.


They left the motorway and from the exit to Aspsås you could already see the church, the small town, the prison. The almost deserted prison car park, he always went as far in as he could, close to the high wall.


He was eighteen. She was seventeen.


They didn’t go many places, didn’t often go far, but here, obviously they came here.


She straightened her jeans, top, looked for the mirror on the back of the sun visor that wasn’t there, changed the angle of the one on the door instead and smiled into it, then walked towards the grey concrete building as he drove towards the church that loomed a couple of kilometres away  – he would wait there until she was ready, by the carefully raked gravel path in front of the rows of headstones in the churchyard.


The gate in the wall, the intercom by the handle, she turned towards the camera and microphone.


‘Yes?’


It crackled, in the way that all loudspeakers by all prison gates crackle.


‘Visitor.’


‘Who for?’


‘Leon Jensen.’


Someone in a blue uniform ran a nimble finger through a list of registered visitors.


‘And you are?’


‘Wanda.’


‘Surname?’


‘Wanda Svensson.’


She was freezing.


There was no wind, bright sunshine bouncing on the concrete, she was sweating and freezing.


There was a click. The door was open.


Heavy steps over to central security and the window and the uniform that belonged to the hands that looked at her.


‘ID.’


It was colder. She was even colder, shaking.


‘Have you been here before?’


‘Yes.’


‘Then you know what to do. Go in there. Take off your coat.’


A stuffy room.


Just one window, with bars.


The wall over there, from the inside.


One two three four ten-kronor coins, both mobile phones and her key ring in one of the small lockers. She locked it, walked slowly over to the grey metal detector, through it, clutching the key to the locker in her hand.


The piercing, monotone noise around her, inside her.


You have to be heard.


Two uniforms stepped forwards, checked the red light that was flashing in the middle of the arch, the one that indicated waist level.


‘Your pockets.’


Freezing, sweating, freezing.


She made a show of searching her front pockets, back pockets, still clutching the locker key in her hand and then went through the metal detector again. The same piercing noise.


Leon’s orders.


You have to be searched.


‘Still waist level.’


One of the uniforms positioned two blocks about half a metre apart, the other held out a long plastic stick; she had to step up onto the blocks, she had to stand still with her legs apart while the plastic stick slid over her hips, the outside of her thighs, the inside of her thighs.


‘Your belt.’


She took it off and put it in a plastic container.


‘Oh  … sorry.’


Her hand up in the air, the key inside it, as if she had forgotten it, she looked at them and smiled sheepishly and they stared at her until she had put it in the plastic container beside the belt.


‘Go through again.’


Her chest, a small point slightly to the left, just there, it hurt so much.


She was sure they would see that she was trembling.


She walked through.


But only that.


Not a peep. Not any other sound.


This time only, you have to be heard, you have to be searched, that’s all.


She waited while the uniform that had been standing furthest away let the dog finish sniffing the belt, then she was given it back and pulled it through the loops on her jeans, tried to meet their eyes and then hurried over the concrete floor towards the visiting room that was in the middle, and a bit brighter than the others.


They locked the door from the outside.


She had sat on the chair before. She looked around.


It wasn’t a kind room.


She often did that, divided rooms and flats and houses into kind ones and mean ones. This one was mean. There was plastic under the sheet on the bed and no one would ever sleep there. The yellowed porcelain sink and tap only had cold water. The window was barred and looked out over a strip of grass that led to a seven-metre high wall and unpainted administration buildings.


She wasn’t as cold any more, was barely sweating.


She washed her hands and dried them with some sheets of toilet paper from the roll at the end of the bed. She looked in the mirror, smiled as she always did  – her little brother called it her mirror face  – checked her lips, eyebrows, hair.


A metal door in a prison has heavy locks that make a very particular sound. When someone unlocks it, there’s a kind of clunking, quiet at first, then louder.


‘One hour.’


He came in.


‘We’ll come for you first, then her. OK?’


The two guards who’d walked in front of and behind him stopped in the doorway, nodded to her and waited until she nodded back  – they could go, they could lock the door again.


He pointed to the bed. She sat down, he pointed again, she lay down on her back, the pillow was hard and the plastic chafed her neck when the sheet slipped down.


He looked at her.


She knew how she had to lie when his hands undid her belt, pulled down her zip, pulled off her trousers.


Leon’s hand on her skin, just above the knee, her thigh, it pulled her knickers to the side and made her open her legs wider, his index finger and thumb against her labia.
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Around the outside.


‘Relax.’


Inside.
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He found it, held it, pulled it out.


A plastic bag, hard to see through.


He weighed it in his hand.


Two hundred grams.




LEON SMILED AT her, the slippery, shiny plastic bag in his hand, but maybe not enough for her to dare to smile back.


‘You’ll come back. Here. In exactly fourteen days.’


Was he pleased, had she done well? She breathed in carefully, hesitated, and again. Then smiled.


‘Put it up. Put it up again, but then dump it before you come. You have to smell. But have nothing up there.’


They were standing close. He wasn’t much taller than she was.


She shouldn’t have smiled.


Leon’s voice, raised again.


‘Whore, d’you understand?’


His movements, angry.


‘Whore, with your stupid fucking smile, you’re to smell but be empty, get it?’


His breath. She nodded.


‘I get it.’


He looked at her. I get it. You don’t get fuck all.


Throughout the week, he’d made sure to mention that he was getting a visit, who was coming to visit, when she was coming again.


Two hundred grams in two-gram capsules.


Within a couple of days, every screw in every unit in Block D would know that a new and strong supply had got into D1 Left and they would all guess that this was how it got in.


He stared at her until she looked away and then put a hand on his own stomach, there was pressure on the sides.


He had taken eight condoms out of the packet that always lay beside the toilet roll at the head of the bed and filled each one with capsules, then swallowed them with cold water from the tap on the yellowing sink, and in a while he would throw up in another sink, in another cell.


‘Reza.’


Österåker prison. One hundred grams.


‘Uros.’


Storboda prison. One hundred grams.


‘Go there now.’


Aspsås, Österåker, Storboda.


A visit to three prisons, every second week.


‘I’m going there now.’


‘They’ve got fines. Both of them. Five thousand in cash.’


‘Five thousand?’


‘Yes. Give them what they’re expecting first. Then tell them that they’ve got fines. You understand, whore?’


‘I understand.’


Leon went over to the metal plate on the wall between the doorframe and the mirror, and touched the red button without pressing it.


‘And Gabriel?’


‘Yeah?’


‘His report.’


He was still very close, his breath just as hot.


‘The kids have sold everything. Ninety thousand. And there’s more from Södertälje and maybe from Märsta.’


Her voice almost a whisper, as if she was reading to herself, it was important to get it right.


‘Twelve houses in Salem and Tullinge. A hundred and forty-six thousand. Two debt enforcements in Vasastan. Fifty-five thousand. Two big barrels of petrol from the Shell station in Alby. Nine thousand. A computer shop tomorrow, I think.’


He nodded. She didn’t know if it was good enough. She hoped so.


‘And  … one more thing. It’s important.’


‘Right?’


‘Gabriel said it was important to tell you that your phone’s being tapped.’


Leon had kept his hand by the red button, but now he let it drop, looked at her.


‘Which one?’


‘He said  … Gabriel, he said  …’


‘Which one, whore?’


‘He said  … the one you share with Mihailovic.’


She had remembered. She closed her eyes. His eyes, she didn’t like them.


‘And you are sure, whore, are you sure that’s what he said?’


‘Yes.’


She didn’t want to be near him, his face was so tense. Instead of lashing out, as he turned back to the metal plate between the door and the mirror, he leaned towards the microphone and pressed the red button.


‘We’re done.’


That crackling again.


‘Central security.’


‘Jensen. We’re done.’


‘Five minutes.’


He was finding it hard to stand still, his breathing was irregular and his voice was raised.


‘Are you living there?’


‘Where?’


‘There.’


Every time they were done, when they were standing there waiting, the same question.


‘Yes.’


‘In his room?’


‘Yes.’


‘All the time?’


‘Yes.’


He was standing so close. She was so scared.


‘I moved here. You moved there.’


She waited in the room when he left, one prison warden in front of him and one behind him, down the spiral staircase, into the passage. They stopped in the first room on the right-hand side; he had to be naked when plastic-gloved fingers ran through his hair, felt under his arms, up his arse when he leaned forwards. I’m going to kill them all. A new set of clothes and they carried on down the straight, wide passage several metres under the prison yard, through the locked doors with small cameras that stirred into action as they approached, the corridor to Block D, one floor up, the unit on the left.
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He hadn’t eaten all the day, and while the screws got ready for evening lock-up, he’d emptied himself in one of the shower room sinks, handed out the first supplies in the unit and then broken and emptied three two-gram capsules into a mug, stirred the cloudy water for a long time with his pinkie and drunk it before the powder had completely dissolved, then rinsed it down with more water so that it wouldn’t stick to his tongue or throat. He would hand out the rest tomorrow, it wouldn’t cost them anything this time and every prisoner in the corridor would take too much and for too long over the next few days.


This time you’re to be heard, you’ll be searched, that’s all.


He looked out of the window.


You’ll come back. Here. In exactly fourteen days.


It was already light outside.


Put it up again. But then dump it before you come. You have to smell and they’ll stand there with their dogs, doctors and signed documents from the Prosecution Authority. You’ll be searched. But you’ll be empty.


It had been dawn before, but now it was daylight.


As soon as the door had been locked, Leon turned on the lamp that had no shade and gave off a hard, white light that stayed on all night. He had sat down at the simple wooden table against the wall by the window in each cell, had taken out some fine felt-tip pens and white A4 paper  – real writing paper that you could buy in the prison shop, with thin blue stripes marking out each line, and started to write, and




One love best brutha!





after four fucking words had thrown the pens against the wall, stood up and screamed I’m going to kill them all at the barred window and metal door and




Miss u so fucking much.





screamed I’m going to kill them all again at the walls and ceiling and floor and bed and wardrobe and table and chair and




But hope alls good with u bro. Aspsås is soft. And brutha Alex gives love an respct.





just after midnight he’d taken another four g and it had been difficult to get the black felt pen to do what he wanted, as if his mind couldn’t catch his thoughts any more because they were racing so fast and when they did stop for a moment, they couldn’t be held for long. He had read through the eleven pages




Its night deja an its summer an I make it 4 inside an 4 outside. An we cant fight 2gether brutha but soon brutha soon.





and realised that what had seemed so good when he wrote about dark and light and the difference between a seven-metre wall and a see-through wall was just bollocks and




Bro, u know I make the rite decision for the famly. RW is buried and GS will b seriously armed and a tight unit





when the first rush had passed he had written more, counted on his fingers, twenty-seven days, that’s when it would start, they would start.


Eleven pages.


Leon put down the pen and stood up, looked at the bedside lamp and turned it off, but never before it was light outside.


Out there, beyond the bars, sun already, it was a nice day.


The first floor of Block D.


D1 Left.


Cell 2.


He could see nearly the whole prison yard from here: the cracked asphalt, the small squares of brown grass, then the wall, maybe sixty metres away, so grey, so heavy. He knew that he had to hate it, that it was important. But he’d never managed. Not back then, long ago, when it had been more of a fence, nor later when it became more of a barrier with great rolls of barbed wire on top, nor even later when the first concrete wall, which had been three metres high, grew into this one, which was seven metres. He had tried to hate them, to spit on them, but it was as if they were just standing there, protecting, waiting, embracing.


Leon got up from the rickety table, looked out beyond the edge of the wall at the sun hitting a church tower in the distance, the tree tops that moved slowly, as if hesitating, and the white fluffiness that was presumably a cloud in the blue sky. Gabriel, one love best brutha, had been over there yesterday, the neatly raked path in front of the churchyard fence where they always waited in the driver’s seat while the bitch who was carrying smiled at the screws. His best brother. The only one he trusted. The only one he needed. They’d said hello the first time one day in grade three, Gabriel had been sitting at the front of class with his track marks, punctures in his veins the size of craters, nine years old and a drug addict, his body had been caught in a house that burnt down  – Leon had never understood how or maybe Gabriel had just never told him  – and white coats had treated the skin that screamed for morphine for nearly eight months, and then when he left the big hospital, he carried on collecting his prescription and injecting and when his skin no longer screamed so much, they got together to sell what he didn’t need, and then when they started middle school they’d added amphetamines, which earned them more, and soon the two of them had a third of Råby covered.


He turned away from the view and the table and lay down on the bed; the ceiling was yellow and changed to white by the wardrobe and grey by the sink and door. He swallowed, cleared his throat, carefully gathered the saliva with his tongue, rubbing in what he could find with slow movements; they stung, the big ulcers on the top of his tongue and the slightly smaller ones at the back of his throat. He had tried to knock back the amphetamine water without touching too much, but hadn’t been very successful; the ulcers itched and would continue to do so for another day or two.


The rattle of metal. The door opened. It was seven o’clock.


‘Good morning.’


She popped her head round the door, tried to catch his eye.


He didn’t answer.


‘Good morning.’


The female screw wasn’t going to give up, so he raised a hand to show that he’d heard and was alive, that was all she wanted to know and what with the ulcers, he was going to talk as little as possible.


Leon got up, the letter on the table,




Brutha seriously ARMED and very TIGHT unit!!! 200% love respect pride bruthahood duty belonging honor.





he turned the eleven pages over and pulled a pair of underpants out from a pile under the chair and then a towel from the shelf in the narrow wardrobe. He left the seven-metre-square cell and strolled down the corridor that was waking up, past eight open cell doors on either side, past the TV corner, the billiard table, the kitchen and stopped just in front of the fish tank, the screws’ room with its big glass window. He stared at the screw bitch who had opened his door and demanded a good morning and she stared back and he pretended he was fucking her so she would look away or down, but she carried on holding his gaze and he chose the grey door with the steamed-up window, went into the shower room and the one in the middle with water that burned your neck, shoulders, chest. When Alex came in, pale, tall, nineteen and almost trustworthy, Leon nodded. Neither of them said anything, their tongues and throats were as sore as each other and Leon sneaked a look at his dick  – Alex didn’t write letters when he was wasted, he wanked, tired pupils that had been open all night and a fiery red foreskin that was shrivelled and loose, the shaking hand that had held it, tugged it relentlessly. They’d met for the first time at a secure training centre in Örkelljunga; a sharpened knuckleduster had left three round marks on the right of his chest that were still visible, the bastard had been so in his face. A few years later at Bärby prison, from high up on his left shoulder all the way down to his hip, a long, wide scar with lighter edges, Alex had tried again and Leon had held him by the left arm and dragged him across the asphalt in the prison yard.


The hot water, he closed his eyes.


The metal door groaned when the older man came in, probably thirty or maybe even forty-something, some said fifty; it was always hard to count time when chemicals had broken down the years. He was so skinny and moved with a kind of rolling gait, a face that was distorted by eyes that wanted to close and eyebrows that shot up, several missing teeth, the sort who does ten months at a time for some crap hold-up with a breadknife and without a balaclava in some video shop or 7-Eleven, whatever is nearest. Almost shuffling the final steps into the shower at the far end, his arms potted with big holes like the ones Gabriel had had, but that carried on down the back of his hands and up his throat, needles that had obliterated the same veins, hollows that had turned into cartilage, so that every time more pressure was needed to get through. Leon watched him, the shuffling, he knew that the soles of his feet were the same, that was why he walked like that, only using the ball.


Leon nodded to Alex and they left the warm water at the same time and the old bugger had just enough time to turn round, his naked body almost transparent, his lips apart. Leon kept his hand open and the impact was hard when he hit him on the cheek; the man collapsed, lay still on the floor, fingertips covering the redness and lips even wider apart.


‘What are you smiling at, you bastard?’


‘I’m  … not smiling.’


‘You’re smiling.’


The hand again, the same force, the other cheek.


‘Stop fucking smiling.’


There were people like Smackhead who smiled every time they finished a sentence, tense, ritualised, maybe because they were uncertain, maybe frightened, most of them didn’t even realise, just stood grinning and wanting to be liked.


He hated that grin.


‘When will you be ready?’


Even bigger grin, the body that was at cross purposes with itself moved uneasily as the water continued to run over it, the twitches between the eyes and cheeks and eyes and forehead more frequent, more exaggerated. Leon grabbed hold of his straggly hair and held it tight, the only thing there was, if you wanted to pull up a wet and naked body with a wet and naked hand.


‘I said, when will you be ready, Smackhead?’


That smile.


The spasms in his cheek.


The body that tried to hide.


‘Soon. Soon. My gs?’


Leon’s fingers even tighter round the long straggles.


‘Soon?’


‘Fuck’s sake, I’ve got everything, except the ink! And I want my ten gs.’


The other hand on the skinny shoulder, thumb and index finger round the collarbone that stuck out.


Smackhead screamed liked they always did.


‘Soon?’


‘Today. Today, for fuck’s sake. After lunch. A screw who—’


The fingers and the collarbone in, around, again.


‘I don’t give a toss who. It’s ready, isn’t it? It’ll be ready when I come tomorrow.’


He shoved the frail body down in front of him, pressed it against the tiles until it started to bleed and that bastard grin disappeared.





twenty-five days to go





AFTERNOON.


He was certain of it.


The sun was no longer forcing its way further in through the gap between the red, yellow and white blanket and the window frame; he guessed it was about half past two  – three, maybe even half three. He was woken by the dog’s foul-smelling tongue on his cheek and neck, he didn’t like it, black and white and much heavier than it looked; a couple of times he’d tried to get hold of it and push it away, but each time forgot that a body barely half a metre long could be as heavy as a sack of stones that refuses to leave the floor.


Gabriel pushed away the tongue and snout, a knife-like pain in his shoulder; the wound had turned into a wide, swollen gash overnight, on top of old scar tissue  – despite two stones and a long metal pole, the window at the back of the shop had still had sharp teeth that were hard to see in the half light and sank into the flesh of those who tried to pass. He had pulled himself into a small, tight ball on his way into the shelves of goodies, but had still managed to get caught and only freed himself on the third attempt. They’d sat in the kitchen afterwards, Jon had held a short needle over a lighter flame until it glowed and then doused both the needle and the wound with Finnish vodka; he’d sewn eleven stitches through the already partially dead skin with nylon thread. Gabriel gingerly touched the wound, which had stopped bleeding, and lifted his arm up and down  – the pain eased with the slow movements but was replaced by a dull, silent ache.


Wanda was still asleep.


He yawned, sat up on the edge of the bed, looked at her naked back and bum and thighs, his cock swelled and




BTW brutha, ur whore. She seems to have plenty of room for everything, hahaha brutha.





clenched his eyes tight until things calmed down, looked at the clock, nearly three, half an hour to go. The white tube, he quickly rubbed the cream on his skin all the way up to his neck, his clothes were lying on the red carpet that was so thick and soft, his hoodie stained dark brown from the right shoulder to halfway down the back by dried blood, he picked it up and pulled it over his head then scraped off what he could reach with his nails, couldn’t find his pants and one of his socks, two pairs of joggers and bare feet in his trainers.


Her ears. He leaned over, his fingertip gently touching the soft skin and her earrings, two crosses with a small diamond in the middle. From the jewellers on Kungsgatan. He’d emptied the binliner on the floor and let her choose two things before they sold the rest to the Chinamen down by Odenplan  – one hundred and ninety-four thousand for a window and five display cases. She had chosen the earrings and a ring with a red pearl that was too big really, but fitted if she wore it by the knuckle on her middle finger.


He looked at her naked body, she moved uneasily when he opened the door, said something he didn’t catch and then turned over.


Big Ali was lying on the sofa in the sitting room, the cut on his forehead from when he’d smashed the window with his fist wrapped in a jacket then leaned in to reach the lock on the door, was now a straight, dark gash from his eyebrow to his hairline. Gabriel shook his sleeping shoulders hard, rapped Jon’s feet at the other end of the sofa and punched Javad Hangaround, who was asleep in the armchair with his mouth open, in the chest.


The red  – or maybe it was orange  – front door was unlocked, this was Råby after all, no one would ever come into their flat without permission.


The air was afternoon warm and without smells and seemed to kind of pack itself into the space between the concrete wall of the balcony and the railings, through the door onto the main stairwell and the lift down to the basement and the metal door, heavy key in the lock. They went into the garage that had been dug out under the six-storey concrete building that constituted Råby Allé 1 to Råby Allé 214, past the rows of cars, down round the bend to the next level and the two shiny cars at the far end, one silver and one black. Gabriel carried on when the others stopped, waited, watched while he walked slowly round each one in turn, Mercedes CLK 500, cabriolet, eight cylinder, no scratches, no damage, Audi R8, four-by-four, six gears, he opened the driver’s door, three hundred and six horsepower, started the engine, listened, four hundred and twenty horsepower, checked the boot, the tyres, the lights, the wheel rims. Two parking spaces away was a rental trailer from OKQ8. He looked around, then opened two padlocks and lifted off the plastic hood. Twelve small cardboard boxes with pictures of laptops on the sides and two considerably larger ones with eighty-inch screens and four yellow oblong boxes with something in them that looked like loudspeakers.


Gabriel calculated, one hundred and twenty thousand, a quarter of that if they sold it to the man in Tumba.


He could feel the nylon thread pulling in his shoulder  – eleven stitches and Big Ali’s forehead, thirty thousand, it hadn’t been worth it.


They walked towards the automatic doors which opened without a sound and marked the end of the underground concrete space, carried on across the square to the metro, passed the station manager and ticket attendant, who turned their heads and looked the other way as the four young men with no tickets went straight through the barrier and up the steps and onto the 3.25 train to Norsborg, the next and final station on the line.


They got off, had a smoke, waited.


Ten dead minutes while a short man in a Stockholm transport uniform walked down through the eight carriages to change driver seat, from one end of the train to the other, and the journey back along the red line through the southern suburbs to stations in central and northern Stockholm. Gabriel stood on the platform by one of the middle carriages as the driver passed through, a rollie still between his fingers, while Jon, Big Ali and Javad Hangaround went in and out the open carriage doors, checking who was sitting where, explaining to those necessary who had chosen the wrong places and how long they had to switch seats.


They caught his attention, gave a thumbs up and disappeared into their planned carriages.


He stayed where he was. Waiting.


Any minute, there, there, he heard feet rushing up the steps and crossing the platform, jeans, a jacket, twenty-five, the sort who stuck out when he sat down at the back of the now empty carriage.


Gabriel got on.


A minute from Norsborg to Råby.


Plenty of time, they’d done it so many times before.




Love respect pride bruthahood duty belonging honor don’t forget that brutha.





The doors slid shut, the train started to roll, he sat on one side right at the back, the Jacket sat opposite, looked at someone who looked back. Gabriel took off his hoodie, opened the window, then closed it again with his top caught in it. They were now hidden between the grey concrete wall and the grey top.




The new GS will b led by the command. The command will be 2 people.





The guy sitting opposite took two white ICA supermarket bags from his inner pockets, and placed them on the empty seat. Gabriel put his hand on the thin plastic-wrapped metal shapes, hard and angular; he lifted them up and weighed them with small movements, close to his body. Lahti. They contained what they were supposed to contain. Glock. He raised his arm and watched Big Ali in the carriage in front and Jon in the carriage behind open the end doors into his carriage with their allen keys, hurry in and pick up a plastic bag each, then disappear out again the way they came.




Only 2, bro! Seriously ARMED, very TIGHT unit!!





One minute. Plenty of time. When the metro train stopped at Råby station, they all stepped out from their carriages and walked towards the exit and a deserted centre with the eerie glow of fluorescent lighting. They passed two empty shops and waited as a young boy stood up from a bench some distance away, gold chain round his neck and slicked-back hair, he looked for acknowledgement from Gabriel  – Eddie’s the name  – and nearly caught his eye, that was enough, he grew, the mark from a ring still visible on his cheek. He took one of the white ICA bags and carried it to the supermarket and the lockers just inside the main entrance where you could pay five kronor and store your bags while you were shopping. They watched the wee guy put in a coin and stuff the bag in, then lock it, and Gabriel knew that he was perfect  – twelve years old, illegal possession of a weapon, a minor.




No more president, vice president, prospect. Now its commander, soldier, private.





The sun was shining when four boys, teenagers, young men, left an empty shopping centre and walked through a summer slightly warmer than the last. Råby was seldom beautiful to anyone who didn’t belong there and on days like this the bright light peeled the last layer of colour from the high structures and the concrete buildings became, even for Gabriel, Jon, Big Ali and Javad Hangaround, a grey, airless place and none of them said anything as there was nothing much to say. The automatic door into the underground garage opened as silently as it had thirty minutes earlier and they walked into the cool darkness, a vast cavity that stretched the length of Råby Allé, to an exit in the middle of the garage, a door that said number 34, and then took the lift to the third floor, the door by the rubbish chute.


She looked about thirty-five, dark hair that had been dyed even darker when grey wisps had displaced time, quite beautiful really, but a pale face, a mouth that didn’t want to smile and eyes that were older than her years.


‘You’re to keep this.’


She looked at the other white plastic bag with an ICA logo on it, which had recently been on an empty train seat.


She didn’t answer.


She pulled the door hard to, but a foot was in the way, she couldn’t close it as long as the one they called Big Ali, who was tall and square, was stopping her with his foot.


‘Five hundred a day. You’ve to keep it for twenty-five. Until he comes to get it.’


‘Go to hell!’




The commanders have the power. The commanders deside the jobs. Soldiers and privates can never refuse.





She pushed his shoulder with one hand and pulled the door with the other.


He stayed where he was.


She looked at the others, half a step behind, the same clothes, the same arrogant tilt as they glared at her.


She met Gabriel’s eyes. He would look away. And he did.




A fucking order is never refused.





‘Gabriel?’


It wasn’t long, but he looked at the floor for a moment which triggered more words, louder.


‘Gabriel? Listen. Him, get him  …’




Never refused. Or else they’ll have 2 pay.





Then the moment was gone, he looked up, met her eyes, he wasn’t going to look away again.


‘You’ll keep it, bitch, because we want you to keep it.’


She took a step forwards, he didn’t move, her open hand struck his cheek.


‘Don’t you threaten me.’


They were standing close looking into each other’s eyes without blinking and they knew each other so well and not at all.


She had struck his cheek.


He wasn’t quite sure why it was to be kept here, Leon must have his reasons, but he hadn’t moved, hadn’t looked away, hadn’t answered.


‘Don’t you threaten me, Gabriel, you—’


‘Keep it.’


He caught her arm and pulled it, not hard, but enough for her to move so that Big Ali could get into her flat and leave the white plastic bag on the hat shelf.




HE STOOD AS he normally did, by the window next to his desk and the armchairs and the photograph of a daughter who had flown the nest, who he never saw any more. If he stood on his toes, he could see the upstairs and a tiny bit of one of the bedrooms in the house where he’d lived for the greater part of his life. Lennart Oscarsson spent his days in alternate worlds that were separated by a brisk two-minute walk and he had never wanted to be anywhere else. The town of Aspsås, with its low white- and slightly higher red-terraced houses, and the big detached houses up by the woods, had two thousand six hundred and forty-seven inhabitants and Aspsås prison, with its twelve three-storey concrete buildings inside a fence inside a wall inside two protective barriers had two hundred and nineteen inhabitants and it felt like he knew every face out there and in here. He still woke up every morning with the realisation that he was someone who would rather be big in a small world than small in a big one.


The windowpane caught the sun; he moved so he could better see the people sitting down there in the warmth, waiting, groups of inmates, sentenced to days, months, years. They never thought about time, never allowed themselves to, they knew that anyone who counted their breaths in prison could not bear to draw air for much longer.


This morning  – three were leaving. At around five o’clock, transfers, 0342 Gorgis and 2415 Lang from Block F, on their way to Kumla prison and Tidaholm prison, respectively. Around seven o’clock, a release, 0221 Jacobs from Block C, on his way to the Bommen hostel in Gothenburg.


Part of life. That would continue elsewhere.


This morning  – three who were due to arrive. From Härnösand prison, six and a half years, aggravated rape, A3 Right. From Huddinge remand, four and a half years, armed robbery, F2 Left. From Kumla, transferred because he was a bad influence on other inmates, life for murder, segregation unit, Block H.


Part of life. That would continue here. And could not be counted.
 

But he did it himself.


Counted.


Four and a half years plus six and a half plus life, expected to be the full twenty-five years. Thirty-six years more in a morning.


Half an average life to long away.


He studied the dusty prison yard again, looked at the men sitting on a simple wooden bench just inside the concrete wall, who were so different from those who had sat there when he started; they were younger, angrier, more broken, more violent  – what once had been a life of crime that petered out when exhaustion replaced energy, was now conscious career choice: I will be successful, I will be someone, I will be a criminal, and you know, if I’m really good, I’ll even go to prison. He had walked back and forth between the terraced house and the wall all his working life and somewhere along the way he had failed to see the change and no longer had any idea of how he would recognise it. In Aspsås there had been the community inside that you could long to leave and a community outside where you could long to be, but now there was a third one and he had never been there because he had no idea where it was.


There was a knock on the door.


He waited, turned towards the other window, which was wider with a view of the main gate, which opened just then, and the roof of the white prison service transport bus that drove in and parked near the central security entrance.


The door again, harder, longer.


He opened.


‘Have you got a minute?’


‘Come in.’


An older man, tall, slim, a friendly face, lines that had lived. Martin Jacobson. Lennart Oscarsson looked at one of his few friends. Both here and out there. A friend whom he had nearly lost following an ill-judged decision during a hostage drama some years earlier, but who had survived and asked to be transferred to the isolation unit  – greater security for staff, two guards present on each visit, no physical contact between outsiders and inmates who could only mix with other inmates on the basis of drawing lots, not by request.


‘We’ve got a problem.’


‘We do?’


‘Him.’


The prison governor turned back to the wide window. A young man, no more than a teenager really, was being led out of the side door of the white bus.


Handcuffs. Body cuff.


Four prison guards, in front and beside and behind.


‘From Mariefred prison. Six years and four months. Relocated following threats to the staff and suspected of beating up two other prisoners, crime classification perverting the course of justice.’


One more.


Six years and four months.


A morning with thirty-six years had become a morning with forty-two years and four months. More time not to be counted.


‘Marko Bendik. He’s on his way over to me. But I can’t have him.’


‘Why not?’


‘Sentenced in the same case as someone who’s already there. Aggravated assault and attempted murder in central Stockholm. Plus the public prosecutor is preparing another case for other crimes that the two of them have committed together.’


The prison service bus had red stripes running along the white. The young man pulled forwards for a moment, hit his handcuffs against one of the side windows; it sounded and looked like it broke.


‘Never two accomplices at the same time. Never in isolation.’


Lennart Oscarsson nodded and sat down at his desk, straightened the keyboard, looked at the screen.


‘Block D.’


He changed his glasses; it was difficult to differentiate the letters and boxes when the sunlight reflected his own face on the dusty glass.


‘D1 Left. Cell 12. It’s been empty since yesterday.’


One careful step at a time down the spiral staircase to Administration and the reception area. Lennart Oscarsson kept his eyes on his friend’s neck until their ways parted, Martin Jacobson carried on down the passage towards the isolation unit and Oscarsson opened the door and stepped into a bright and cramped space that was the first place to greet newly arrived prisoners. In the middle of the floor, surrounded by the four uniformed guards, stood a muscular and extremely pale boy who had been a child until very recently. Eyes that looked past him, through him, over him, anywhere other than at the person who held out his hand and wished him welcome.


‘Lennart Oscarsson.’


And that didn’t answer.


‘I’m the governor here.’


The eyes that neither saw nor answered, narrowed.


‘Good for you.’


Recently strip-searched, now with new clothes.


Recently a child, now a man with a long sentence.


Oscarsson turned towards the prison guard who was standing closest, lowered his voice.


‘He’s to go to Block D.’


‘But it says here—’


‘I know. It was me who wrote it.’


It wasn’t very often that he went through the underground passage, a square concrete body that stretched the length of the prison yard, with straight arms and legs that headed off in different directions and then turned into locked doors and security cameras, the way in when days were no longer to be counted and the way out when there was less of life left. He glanced at the prisoner who had lived only one adult year in freedom and would now live the next six years and four months inside these walls. He looked like all the others, hated like all the others. He was about to be let into the unit and would sit on the bunk in his cell and immediately get stuck in the quagmire of antisocial behaviour. They always came from another time zone, they had committed crimes and filled their veins with drugs at night and slept and mustered strength during the day, and now the metal door they sat staring at would be locked at half past seven every evening and opened again at seven every morning, they would wake up, get up, piss, shower and then either walk to the workshop to make red wooden blocks or to the classroom to read out loud.


‘Screw in the unit!’


Oscarsson hadn’t even opened the door yet.


The child, who only had a matter of minutes to prove that he was a man with a long sentence who knew exactly where he was at and so should be treated with respect, yelled at the sleepy unit in the way that he’d learnt to yell, from now on one of thirty young people who were placed in various units at Aspsås alongside the older prisoners. Never more than that. Becase the group then grew into a gang. And then the gang grew in power. And the prison governor had several times recognised only too late the moment when a group no longer needed to be fed recognition from the outside as an enemy and a threat, but had simply become an enemy and a threat, the moment when it was sufficiently big and sufficiently strong to feed itself.


Lennart Oscarsson stayed standing in the doorway, screw in the unit, saw the first peer approach the new inmate and hold out his hand.


‘Ey.’


Then another, and another.


‘Ey.’


Always the same. The youngsters always knew each other. It didn’t matter whether they came from Fittja or Råby or Södertälje or Gävle. They always knew each other. Every time a young man took his first steps into one of the prison units, the others were standing there in a row ready to welcome him.


Lennart Oscarsson was just about to leave when he saw one of them approach  – he couldn’t remember his name, tall, short hair, long sentence for a serious crime  – hand in the air.


His eyes, darting restlessly here, there and everywhere.


His mouth, dry lips, smacking sound.


‘Marko.’


Oscarsson was certain. The boy who said hello was seriously under the influence.


‘Leon.’


First the hand, then the embrace; they smiled at each other.


‘Welcome, my friend.’


[image: ]


Leon watched the older man who was standing there in the doorway, who he knew was the governor. The uniform stayed watching for slightly too long, he’d seen that they were high and Leon had made sure to smack with his lips in the way people do when speed has stolen their saliva. He raised a hand to Marko, then embraced him, they’d known each other since he was twelve and Marko was thirteen  – Örkelljunga secure children’s home, Sirius Paragraph 12 home, and then Bärby juvenile detention centre. Marko from Rotebro was one of the ones who had always been there and who wanted to belong, and maybe he would one day.


They walked down the corridor, past the TV corner, past the cells with low numbers towards the one that had been empty since the day before, the guy who’d hanged himself in the narrow space between the wardrobe and the sink, Cell 12. Marko had his stuff, washed-out prison clothes and towels and bed linen in his arms, and Leon left him sitting on an unmade bunk in a bare room with pockmarked walls.


‘Cell 2.’


The face that nodded to him.


It was older now, nineteen, but just there just then, the look of abandonment, he’d seen it before.


In Vemyra.


Fourteen years old. Secure training centre.


They had lain on their backs on a desk each in the classroom, it was night and they had been sniffing strong glue and were off their faces, and had smashed the reinforced glass  – a pot of boiling water and a cross scratched with a coin in a corner of the window  – which they’d only ever come across before at a child psychology unit; they had forced their way into the teachers’ corridor, to the head’s wife who was on duty that night, and they had fractured her skull and broken her right thumb and stolen the keys.


Forty-eight hours. Then they were back again.


Marko had sat there just like he was sitting there now, when they were separated and forced into their rooms, his face, that expression, abandonment.


‘Cell 2, if there’s anything.’


On the opposite side of the corridor, the cells with uneven numbers, number 9. Leon knocked.


‘One love, brother.’


‘One love.’


Alex had waited, someone who already belonged; for so long it had only been Leon and Gabriel, Leon and Gabriel, then with Alex there was one more, and then one more with Bruno and one more with Jon and Reza and Uros and Big Ali and now there were eight of them and there weren’t going to be many more, a core that was hard, and that fucking longing to be part of it was for those who were outside, who were prepared to do anything to get in.


He looked at Alex, dropped his hand as they walked over to Cell 10.


They stood side by side in front of the closed door.


Never open a door and go into a cell on any corridor in any prison without knocking.


Because it’s not just a door. Because it’s not just a cell.


Because most of them had lived longer here than they’d lived there, outside.


He didn’t knock.


This wasn’t a home. It was a junky den.


‘Oi.’


The skinny bugger was sitting on the only chair by the only table, with his back to the door, looking out of the window. He hadn’t heard him come in, started and turned round.


The smile.


Stiff lips, slightly apart.


‘Smackhead.’


A hard fist to his shoulder.


‘Don’t ever smile at me.’


Leon couldn’t understand why, he never had, but that bastard smile still annoyed him, it kind of got hold of you and was ugly and exposed all those yellow dirty teeth that somehow sank into the feeling of being in the way, that fucking drawn-out apology, a reflex that stared at whoever was staring.


Another fist, the other shoulder, knuckles on skin and bones.


‘D’you understand?’


‘My deal.’


‘Later. Do you understand?’


The scrawny body got up.


‘I want my hit.’


‘When you’re done, Smackhead.’


‘My name’s Sonny. And you can hit me as much as you like. Whenever you like.’


Desperation. A surprising strength.


‘But I want my payment. Before. I want my ten grams.’


He pointed at the table, at what was lying there, all lined up.


Electric shaver, ballpoint pen, spoon, needle, sellotape, pipe cleaner, nail clippers, cotton thread, piece of metal.


His high voice, his stammer, it was worse now.


‘I’ve got everything. Even the ink. But I’m not going to put it together. Not until I get my pay.’


Leon saw the punctured feet that couldn’t stay still on the hard floor, cheeks that twitched around the eyelid, his tongue constantly running over his yellow teeth trying to wash them clean.


But the lips. They weren’t open any more, weren’t smiling.


Leon open the cell door, nodded to Alex who was standing outside, keeping an eye on the whole corridor.


‘Ten g.’


He went in again, closed the door, looked at the skinny old bastard who must be around thirty, maybe even forty.


‘But you’re not to touch it. Not until you’re done.’


They didn’t say anything while they waited. They had nothing in common, didn’t know each other, had never met before, would never meet again anywhere else once their days of living locked up together were done. They were the same height and looked straight into each other’s eyes, one who had already lived a life of crime and was now simply trying to survive the slow slippery downwards slope and one who was still on the way up, taking up more space, who had energy and hate and no idea that the older man in front of him had until very recently been him.


The door opened, Alex, five capsules in his hand, up close to the thin face that looked at them, felt them, took them.


‘You’re not to touch it. Not until you’re done.’


That smile again, lips apart as the scrawny hands picked up the sell-otape and then stood by the table and stuck the five capsules to the wall just where the curtain rail was widest, they were his now and he had hidden them, so he sat down again, his back turned as before.




The tattoo brutha. Only on right thigh. ONLY THERE!!!





First the electric shaver. Always a Braun. With the kind of blade that moves horizontally back and forth.


Grinning, Smackhead held the shaver in one hand and with the other lifted up the piece of metal from the table that he had sharpened little by little over the past week, whenever he was certain that the screws were looking the other way, while he did his morning stint in the workshop, sharp enough to cut a bare throat, to cut off the locked rounded head on the shaver and take out the blades.


He put the shaver to one side, picked up the ballpoint pen, cut it carefully across the middle and pulled out the plastic tube with ink, then cut off the ballpoint at the end with the nail clippers. Then he picked up the spoon and pressed it hard against the table, twisted it round until the shallow hollow that he’d eaten his buttermilk with only this morning fell off and his skinny fingers were left holding a straight rust-free handle, and when he then pressed this against the table for a second time, it became a metal hook, bent at ninety degrees.




I trust a new tattoo 200 %,





The needle. The wires he’d pulled out of one of the metal brushes in the workshop with pliers.


The pipe cleaner. That he had bought in the prison shop.


The cotton thread. That he’d just pulled out of his trousers.


He positioned the needle right next to the pipe cleaner and wound the thread round them, hard, the end of the needle only a few millimetres longer than the pipe cleaner, then pushed them carefully into the empty shaft of the ballpoint pen, and when the pipe cleaner was too big and got caught and couldn’t go in any further, the needle point came out through the opening, the hole which had been made for a plastic ink tube had now become the holder for a needle that was sufficiently sharp to puncture and colour skin.




Only on the right thigh. An order! Otherwise, punishment.





Then he taped the bent spoon handle to one side of the shaver, checked that the needle moved without touching anything, positioned the pen shaft on the spoon handle and finally attached the end of the pipe cleaner to the head that had until recently secured the blades, and taped it up again.


‘Right.’


Plug in the socket on the wall. Smackhead smiled. Almost properly.


The noise was loud, a humming that took over when he held the machine out in front of him, the sharp needle that had once been a wire in a metal brush was now the essential component of a tattoo machine that moved back and forth at high speed. Leon unbuttoned his trousers and lay down on his side on the foul-smelling bed. White, shapeless cotton underpants and on his left thigh, a big square scab. Leon picked at it with his index finger nail, broke up what had already begun to heal until the fresh scab fell off and the opened wound started to bleed again.


‘Looks OK.’


Infected. Bleeding.


Smackhead leaned closer, nodded.


‘Looking pretty good. A few more weeks. Pick at it once a day.’


Leon looked at the bleeding rectangle.


An old name. A name that no longer existed and was going to be replaced.


With a needle, he had injected old sour milk into the skin around the long-since tattooed letters, waited until the infection took hold and when the first scab started to form, he had scraped it off and when the second scab had started to form, he scraped that off too; he had scraped off one after the other and with each scab that came off a little more colour disappeared, with every new drop of blood the past had been washed away a little more.


‘The Bollnäs Butt, when I was in Skåltjärnshyttan in Filipstad, he taught me. I’ve made over a hundred of these, done eight hundred and forty-four tattoos. I’ve—’


‘Shut the fuck up.’


‘I—’


The young man who’d pulled down his trousers and lain down on a stinking bed got up and punched the bony cheek with his fist, the electric shaver fell to the floor, the tape around the bent spoon slipped.


‘Keep your mouth shut. And get on with it. And write what you’ve got to write on my thigh, here, from the knee to the edge of my pants.’




ONLY THERE!!!





The skinny guy who was maybe around forty said nothing, looked over at where the curtain rail was fixed to the wall and the five capsules that were taped there, spat on his hands three times like he always did and put the plug into the socket. It worked, as it had before, the sharpened needle going back and forth at high speed in the air. He smiled as he dipped it in the dish with ink that was called Rotring and could be stolen from well-stocked stationery shops and this time had been smuggled in up the arse of one of the long-termers who had been out on leave, only one g in return for ink that with any luck would be enough for three or even four tattoos.




ANA STOOD ON the red and white rag rug out in the narrow hall, looking at a plastic bag she would never open. If she had nothing to do with it, it had nothing to do with her. She made the decisions round here. She was the one looking at the plastic bag, the plastic bag wasn’t looking at her.


She would throw it away.


She would go out onto the landing and over to the rubbish chute and throw it down into the dark.


But she knew things didn’t work like that. You’re to keep this. If it disappeared, she disappeared. You’re to keep this until he comes to get it.


She had twenty-five days. They had twenty-five days.


To start again.


She closed her eyes, another time, other eighteen-year-olds outside another door with another plastic bag.


The same words. The same warning.


Until he comes to get it.


He hadn’t come. He hadn’t collected it. Not that day. Not ever.


It just seemed to carry on, further in, further away.


And they had nowhere to go as there was nothing to leave.


Ana looked at it again, plastic wrapped around hard metal edges on the ugly hat shelf in front of her; the next visitor of normal height would be able to stand here and see exactly what she was seeing  … it was so hard to breathe and swallow, to draw in new air when an entire life lay in the way and took up all the space.


Not any more. Not again. Not ever.


She had done her time for others.


She was absolutely certain that she was still standing up but her legs buckled and the floor came closer and she hit her head on the wall, so it would seem that she had slowly collapsed and maybe even shed a tear or two. Someone who can’t go forwards and can’t go back and can’t bear to sit still either doesn’t have much choice other than to cry. She cried and shook and looked up at the fucking plastic bag that just lay there and looked back at her.


She stood up.


She reached her hand up towards it and got hold of it between her finger and thumb; if she held it as close to the edge as possible, maybe it wouldn’t cut so deep into her hand and wouldn’t be so heavy. She picked it up and started to walk and was immediately back at Hinseberg prison for women, locked up and waiting, and she couldn’t understand why the heavy metal door was locked and she lay down again in the narrow cell and slept for four years, and had reached the front door when she dropped the bag and went back into the flat, she needed tape, heavy grey packing tape. She lifted the bag up with two fingers again and went out onto the stair and down to the next floor, opened the rubbish chute and held the bag in the middle of the cement cylinder and felt her hand spasm. She was crying, other plastic bags flashed in front of her, when he was younger and when he got older and she hated them all as much as she hated this one because nothing ever changed, time clung on with sharp edges and hurt. You’ll keep it, bitch, because we want you to keep it. She was shaking as she pulled her hand back out and put the bag down on the hard floor, took out the roll of packing tape and cut off four pieces of equal length, attached them to her arm, then picked the bag up again, into the chute, one piece over, one piece behind, she pressed it hard against the cement wall inside the rubbish chute, then another across the top, and a piece of tape across that, and another, and another, and another until it was secured and she closed the cover.




SHE WASN’T CRYING any more. But she was still sitting on the rag rug with her eyes shut. She had no idea how long, if it was just now, hours ago, days, years.


Then she heard them, the sirens, she got up, stretched herself, that was familiar, home.


She hated them.


Faint at first, a couple of kilometres away she guessed, then louder, then a demanding, insistent sound that bounded and echoed from building to building.


She had been counting.


Five times so far today.


Six yesterday.


The day before, nine. The day before that, five. And the day before that, fourteen.


A quick glance at the hat shelf, which was empty, but even so, the stupid bloody fucking plastic bag was lying there, staring at her.


Ana made her way to the kitchen and the noise pounding on her window, forcing its way in, taking over. Outside, the backyards and houses were pressing in, yards and houses that she loved and protected in a way that only a woman can love and protect someone who abuses her until she no longer has a choice, to be beaten and broken or to fight back. The conversations that had died, the stalls and shops that had closed down, a life that had been dismantled bit by bit by people who threatened them and stole from them while the outside world looked on, other people who had no idea how to recognise the boy or girl who’s so far gone they’ll burn their own house down.


The hooting, the noise, there it was, she wondered if it was the same truck, the same fireman as before, the one who usually came.
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He sat on the right at the front of the fire engine. Officer In Charge Front Passenger Seat. He checked the outside rear-view mirror, glanced over at the driver, turned round and looked at the lead firefighter, then at Number One, Number Two, they were all ready. They had responded to the call-out within eighty-two seconds, never more than ninety and they were proud of it  – that they could call themselves the ninety-second crew every day, every time. And the journey hadn’t even taken a minute, fifteen hundred metres from Eriksberg station to Råby Allé, one of four addresses that required police contact or an escort on any call-out. And today they’d been to all four  – Råbygången, Råby Backe, Albyvägen, Råby Allé.


Thom sighed.


For every real alarm, he reckoned on sixteen like this. Cars, bikes, mopeds, rubbish bins, fences, waste-paper baskets. Sixteen. And then one serious call-out.


He had just gone for a lie-down, it had been a long morning, he had put on his equipment and helmet five times and the smoke and strange feeling that you’re chasing shadows made his legs weak these days. He’d lain down but not been able to sleep in the fire station that he’d walked into twenty-two years earlier and was his security; eight weeks’ training as a firefighter had led to seven weeks’ training as an ambulanceman, a few years working one day with the ambulance service, two days with handicabs and two days with the fire brigade, then an offer from the fire service college and a permanent position and the bed he’d just left and the corridor he’d just run down and the locker from where he’d just grabbed his helmet, uniform and bulletproof vest.


Black smoke.


He wound down the side window.


It smelt of metal, oil, petrol.


The first call-out, early that morning, Råby Allé 17  – a moped. The second, a few hours later, Råby Allé 128  – a container and two piles of tyres. Now Råby Allé 46  – it smelt and looked like a car.


He opened the door and the flames seemed to grow, the smoke get blacker. He could see faces, hear voices.


He couldn’t understand it.


They were burning their own environment.


He checked the straps of the bulletproof vest that he’d refused to wear for so long, and was about to climb down from the cab when a dull thud shuddered by his cheek, forehead, temple. The heavy, square paving stone had hit the reinforced side window with force; the thick glass, covered with some kind of protective plastic, had been installed when the hate had tipped over into violence a few years back.


He looked at the window that was still intact, leaned forwards  – the paving stone, the one that had been intended for his head, was lying down by the front tyre.


‘Abort.’


The driver, a young, shy man who had driven backwards and forwards between the fire station on the Eriksberg industrial estate and the Stockholm suburb of Råby five times since dawn, looked as if he hadn’t heard or understood the officer in charge’s order.


Thom raised his voice.


‘Abort. Now.’


The large vehicle had just started to reverse when it suddenly stopped.


Thom saw the young face, red, flushed.


Then one behind, in front.


The fire engine was surrounded. He guessed around thirty, maybe even forty, young bodies in trackies and hoodies and faces that were hard to distinguish as they were blotted out by the smoke and burning petrol.


They stood completely still and watched the car change colour as it turned into a metal corpse.


When something hit the front screen they didn’t have time to react; the hard and sharp edges shattered the unprotected glass into snowflakes on the floor, the seat, the dashboard, drifts on his knees. The axe looked new and was quite short, maybe thirty centimetres, it had impacted in the metal frame, just above the driver’s head, a big gash in all the red.


‘Drive.’


The threats. The hate.


But not this.


He had never been aggressive back, not once in all these years had he hated back. He had chosen not to see them  – the few hundred who disrupted the lives of twelve thousand.


A gob of spit.


‘Drive.’


He had leaned forwards through the window that was no longer there and the gob landed on his neck, one of them standing nearby, the spit now running down his chest.


The next one landed on the face, dribbled down his nose, cheek, chin.


A boy.


He was just  … a boy.


Twelve, maybe thirteen years old, the slicked-back hair, the heavy gold chain, a child dressed up like the adult he wasn’t and would never live long enough to be, and his boy’s mouth grinned as he pointed to the axe and then turned to the other thirty or forty others who were guarding the fire engine, then spat again. Thom wasn’t sure what, but something burst deep, deep inside and he didn’t look at the driver with the tense, youthful face, but heard his own voice, loud and clear.


‘Drive.’


‘Drive?’


‘They’ll move on. Let it burn.’
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Cheek and forehead against the windowpane.


Was she imagining it? Though the flames were long gone, it felt warmer now, as if the heat from a burning car had risen on the black smoke and was now washing over the building and the people who lived there.


Ana recognised him.


She had seen him many times before. He never shouted. Not like the others. He looked straight through them, just carried on with his work, putting out the fire, not a word, never.


This time, he’d been scared.


His abrupt, agitated movements, his eyes, he had looked at them, studied them.


First the stone. Then the axe.


But probably most of all the gob of spit, saliva hit harder, cut deeper than metal.


The car was still burning when the large, red vehicle reversed out of the car park and the ring of tracksuit bottoms and hoodies dispersed. She recognised the sudden, loud bang of a petrol tank exploding, a sound as shattering as the recent sirens.


She sat down on the narrow wooden window sill and looked out at the metal that was turning black and the flames that had been given new life, rubbed her forehead and cheek against the windowpane and felt sure that it was getting hotter.


A world within the world.


Identical concrete buildings that faced the E4 like a wall and everyone driving past at a hundred and ten kilometres an hour.


They had nowhere to go as there was nothing to leave.




THEY HAD NOWHERE to go as there was nothing to leave.


Identical concrete buildings inside a wall that kept the rest out.


A world within the world.


Lennart Oscarsson stood at his window, stretched. Aspsås over there with identical roofs and deserted playgrounds in a tiny town, Aspsås in here with gravel yards and rectangular football pitches in an even smaller space. He wanted security, he spent his nights in an idyll but would never understand why he had chosen to spend his days in a high security prison, one of three Swedish maximum security prisons for only the most dangerous criminals with long prison sentences.


He stretched again, swallowed a persistent yawn and walked over to the door as someone had knocked, a timid hand on the boss’s closed door. Martin Jacobson. And a very young woman whom Oscarsson had only met briefly at an interview and vaguely recognised, but had never really spoken to.


‘Julia. Julia Bozsik. I work in Block D. D1 Left.’


With a friendly gesture, he showed her over to the new sofa and they sat down with their arms first on, and then around, a square cushion each. Lennart Oscarsson had consciously worked to recruit more women into what was a traditional and sometimes stale male domain and he was glad, almost proud, to see the young person in front of him, who wasn’t much older than the youngest inmates in some of the units.


‘Now, how can I help you?’


Julia turned towards the prison governor, whom she’d barely met, let alone spoken to. He seemed friendlier than his office, which was far too big and far too formal, and she could look at him without feeling she was being studied, assessed.


‘A couple of nights ago  …’


A sofa in the prison governor’s office.


She looked around, she felt uncertain, sometimes  … it wasn’t always easy to work out where you were heading or why.


Jesus  … a prison?


Three years doing science at high school. Unemployed for a few days in summer and an appointment with the job centre.


She had never seen a prison before.


She had never spoken to, known or even met a criminal before.


Three days later  – after three days’ training  – she had signed for her uniform and done her first day and was supposed to be responsible for them.


‘A couple of nights ago, the nightshift was  … sorry, pure hell. Nine cells, nine inmates who didn’t sleep, who started  … it sounded, I can’t explain it any other way, like they were constantly moving, noisy and aggressive, tidying their cells, making their beds, pulling off the sheets, making them again, pulling them off, pulling them off.’


After three days’ training, she had put on her uniform and taken responsibility for them, but for the most part she’d been scared. Of the young guys. Their aggression, their hate was tangible and overwhelming. Not that the older ones were any better, they sized her up and commented on her body but never triggered the same feelings  – the uneasiness, discomfort, the young guys could lose it at any moment and their hate was different, so potent.


‘Last night was the same. Awake, restless. And since I opened up this morning, they’ve all been complaining about headaches and done just about anything to get a sick note and some sleep. The ones who didn’t get one, the ones we forced to go to work, are confused  – one managed to knock over four pallets on his first attempt to pick them up with the forklift, and then drove straight into one of the workshop walls  – another one hid in one of the toilets in the laundry, turned off the light and stayed there for three hours, he’d jammed the lock and door handle with two rubbish bins.’


The uneasiness, the fear, from the first day she’d walked the locked corridors prepared for a fist in her face or a piece of sharpened metal in her back at any time, she’d been so tense, so terrified of these men who didn’t for a moment care about the consequences  – the men who hated, exploded, lashed out  – and soon she realised that she was creeping along the grey concrete walls and had tried to deal with it, was trying to deal with it, she looked straight ahead so she would never show how frightened she really was, always looked people in the eye, laughed too loud for too long, talk, talk, she knew that the fear only existed if she didn’t hide it well enough.


Jesus  … a prison?


‘Thank you  …’


Martin Jacobson, who was sitting at the other end of the new sofa, nodded to his young colleague.


‘… no one sleeping, confused, unpredictable. You don’t need to hear any more, do you, Lennart?’


The governor gave a light shrug, maybe he sighed, remembered the smacking lips and darting eyes.


He had seen it and guessed correctly.


‘No, you don’t need to explain any more.’


He looked at his colleague, friend. They had worked there for so long, seen it time and again.


‘I’ve looked into it.’


Martin Jacobson was unaware that he leaned forwards, hands on the coffee table.


‘And I’m quite certain that the drugs were smuggled in by a visitor three days ago. Nine zero two two, Jensen. D1 Left, Cell 2.’


He flicked through a small notebook, spiral-bound with thin red lines.


‘The visitor  – a young woman, seventeen years old, registered at an address in Råby, Botkyrka municipality. She’s called  … hold on a moment  … Wanda Svensson.’


Oscarsson was responsible for a prison with two hundred and nineteen inmates. All serving long sentences. He had the time and opportunity and always made sure that he greeted each one individually, shook their hand at least once before reading about their past.


‘Jensen? Came here about four, max five months ago?’


‘Råby. Father from Botkyrka. Mother from Zagreb.’


‘Aggravated assault, armed robbery, blackmail?’


‘Four and a half years.’


‘Gang related?’


‘Correct.’


He got up, was heading towards the window when he suddenly stopped. Not yet. He liked to stand there alone.


‘And her?’


‘Like most of them. No convictions. A bit of flesh and a container.’


They looked at each other again, they had also seen this so many times: young, easily manipulated girlfriends with no criminal record who first opened their legs for boys who wanted to be what they thought men were like and then wider for those who wanted to be what they though high status criminals were like.


‘I want to get an extra dog here, from Hall prison.’


Her voice was calm and matter-of-fact and sounded much older than twenty-one, it was easy to like.


‘Search every cell with a dog after lock-up. D1 Left and D2 Right. Every cell, common rooms and the wardens’ room.’


The prison governor was still standing in the middle of the floor, halfway over to the window; it looked like it would rain.


Dogs.


The prison service had increased the number of dogs from two to twenty-five. It wouldn’t make any difference if they increased it to one hundred and twenty-five. Someone who needed drugs, who screamed for more methamphetamine or heroin or subutex, always found new ways to get it.


‘And tomorrow, general UA.’


UA.


Piss analysis.


Lennart Oscarsson knew, just as Martin Jacobson knew, just as anyone who had spent their life in a blue uniform in a Swedish prison knew, that an inmate who pissed positive would have problems when the eyes and ears of the authority focused on his unit and he would be punished harshly by his fellow inmates who wanted to take drugs in peace. They knew that inmates would therefore rather refuse to piss and accept the prison punishment of more days behind bars, than test positive and end up with a broken arm.


She wanted something. She believed in something.


‘Dogs. UA.’


He wasn’t going to destroy it. Time would do that.


‘Of course. We’ll organise that.’


He’d stopped halfway over to the window. Now, as they closed the door behind them, he went over and looked out at the grey, heavy clouds that were thicker, darker.


Jensen.


Block D. D1 Left.


He remembered the face that had stared at him two days ago, the wild, darting eyes, the dry lips, the persistent smacking sound.


Like all the others. Like every other young man in every other high security prison. No father in the picture. Serious crime from the age of twelve. Like all the others who knew nothing about the society they didn’t belong to.


Like all the others who knew nothing about the society they didn’t belong to.


He had read every file, compared all their stories and every time been astounded by the very simple knowledge test that they were asked to take on arrival.


None of them had ever been able to answer even one question.


Not one.


They knew nothing about the Swedish state and Europe and the world. They had no knowledge of anything outside their own community, which would never become too big.
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