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HE SHOULDN’T HAVE.


They’re coming from over there. They’re coming now. Over the hill, past the jungle gym.


Twenty metres away, maybe thirty. Near the red flowers, like the ones outside Säter Psychiatric Institution, which he used to believe were roses.


He shouldn’t have.


It wasn’t going to feel the same now, because he had. Lesser, somehow. Almost numbed.


There are two of them. They’re walking side by side, talking – friends. Friends talk to each other in a certain way, with their hands. The dark-haired one seems to be doing most of the talking. She’s eager, wants to say everything, all at once. The blonde one mostly listens. As if she’s tired. Or as if she’s the type who doesn’t speak, who doesn’t need to take up space all the time to show she’s alive. Maybe that’s the way it is: one dominates and one is dominated. Isn’t that how it always is?


He shouldn’t have jerked off.


But that was this morning. Twelve hours ago. Maybe it didn’t matter. Maybe it didn’t make much of a difference.


He knew this morning, as soon as he woke up. Tonight was going to be a good night for it. Today is a Thursday, just like last time. The day is sunny and clear, just like last time.


They’re wearing similar jackets. Thin, white, some kind of nylon with a hood on the back, he’d seen quite a few of them since Monday. Two small backpacks slung over their shoulders. All those backpacks, everything in a pile in one large compartment, he can’t understand it, will never understand it. They are close, closer, he hears their conversation, their laughter again, they’re laughing at the same time, the blonde one more carefully, not afraid, just taking up less space.


His choice of outfit was deliberate. Jeans, T-shirt, a cap on backwards, just like he’d been seeing in the park since Monday; they wear them that way nowadays, backwards.


‘Hi there.’


They jump, stop. Then silence. The kind of silence that happens when an ambient sound suddenly stops, forcing the ear to listen. Maybe he should have adopted a southern accent? He’s good at that, and some pay more attention, because it sounds important somehow. He’s been collecting voices for three days. No southern accent. No northern accent either. This is a city that speaks what might be called proper Swedish. No diphthongs, and not much slang. Boring, actually. He fingers his cap, rotates it one turn, pressing it a little harder against his neck, still backwards.


‘Hi, girls. What are you doing out so late?’


They look at him, at each other. They attempt to leave. He tries to appear relaxed, leaning slightly against the backrest of the bench. Which animal? Squirrel? Rabbit? A car? Candy? He shouldn’t have masturbated. He should have prepared better.


‘We’re on our way home. We’re allowed to be out this late.’


*


She knows that she’s not supposed to talk to him.


She’s not supposed to talk to adults she doesn’t know. She knows that.


But he’s not an adult. Not really. He doesn’t look like an adult. Not really. He’s wearing a cap. And he’s not sitting like an adult. Adults don’t sit like that.


Her name is Irena Stanczyk. A Polish surname. She’s from Poland. Or, not her, but her mum and dad. She’s from Mariefred.


She has two sisters. Diana and Izabella. Older, almost married, they don’t live at home any more. She misses them; it was nice to have two sisters at home, but now she’s alone with Mum and Dad, and they’re more worried now, always asking where she’s going, who she’s meeting, what time she’s coming home.


They need to stop that. She’s nine years old now.


*


It’s the dark one who does all the talking. The one with long hair held back by a pink hairband. Almost as if she’s talking back. Foreigner. With an attitude. She looks down on the chubby blonde one. It’s the dark one that decides – he sees that, feels it.


‘Girls as little as you? I don’t believe it. What could you be up to at this time of day?’


He likes the chubby blonde one best. She has cautious eyes. He’s seen those kinds of eyes before. Now she dares, she glances at the other one first, then at him.


‘We were practising, actually.’


*


It’s still just Maria talking. She always says what they think.


Now it’s her turn. She’s also going to speak.


He doesn’t seem dangerous. Not angry. He’s wearing a nice cap, just like Marwin, her big brother. Her name is Ida and she knows why. Her brother Marwin picked it. He read it in a book by Astrid Lindgren. So ugly. That’s what she thinks. Sandra is prettier. Or Isidora. But Ida. That’s the name of the girl Emile hoisted up a flagpole.


She’s hungry. It has been a long time since she’s eaten. School lunch today had been disgusting, some kind of meat casserole. She’s always hungry after she trains.


They usually rush home to eat, but now Maria is just talking and talking, and the man in the cap keeps asking.


*


No animal. No car. No candy. He doesn’t need that. They’re talking to him. He knows it’s settled now. If they talk to him, it’s settled. He looks at the blonde chubby one. She dared to speak. He didn’t think she would. The one who is naked.


He smiles. He always does that. They like that. You put your trust in people who smile. You smile when someone smiles at you. Just the chubby blonde one. Just her.


‘So you were training? Doing what, if you don’t mind my asking?’


The chubby blonde one smiles. He knew it. She looks at him. She looks just above him. He knows. He grabs his cap, turns it half a turn until the peak appears. He bows, takes it off, lifting it up, holding it in the air above her head.


‘Do you like it?’


She raises her eyebrows, glancing up without moving her head, as if she might bump it against an invisible ceiling. She hunches up, making herself smaller.


‘Yeah. It’s nice. Marwin has one like that.’


Just her.


‘Marwin?’


‘My big brother. He’s twelve.’


He lowers the cap. The invisible ceiling, he passes through it. He swiftly strokes her fair hair. It’s shiny and quite soft. He puts his cap on her head. On its shiny softness. The red and green suits her.


‘You look nice. It suits you.’


She doesn’t say anything. The dark one is about to say something, so he continues hurriedly.


‘It’s yours.’


‘Mine?’


‘Yeah, if you want it. You look beautiful in it.’


She looks away. She takes the dark one by the hand. She wants to pull them away, away from the park bench, away from the man who has just given her a red and green cap.


‘You don’t want it?’


She stops, lets go of the dark one’s hand.


‘Yeah.’


‘Well then.’


‘Thank you.’


She curtsies. It’s so rare these days. Girls used to do that. Not any more. Now everyone is supposed to be equal, no curtsying, no bowing either.


The dark-haired one has been silent longer than usual, now she firmly grabs hold of the blonde one’s chubby little hand. She almost jerks it, both stumble.


‘Come on. Let’s go now. It’s just a fucking cap guy.’


The blonde chubby one looks at the dark-haired one, then at him, then defiantly back at the dark-haired one again.


‘Soon.’


The dark one raises her voice.


‘No. Now.’


She turns towards him. Runs her hand through her long hair.


‘And besides. It’s ugly. Probably the ugliest one I’ve ever seen.’


She points to the red and green cap. Presses her finger hard against it.


An animal. Soon. A cat. A dead cat maybe. They are nine or maybe ten years old. A cat is fine.


‘You never said what you did at the gym.’


The dark one holds her hands at her waist. Like an old lady, a shrill old lady. Like the old lady at Säter Institution, the first time. The kind who wants to raise you and change you. He can’t be changed. He doesn’t want to be changed. He is who he is.


‘Gymnastics. We’ve been practising gymnastics. We do it all the time. Now we’re leaving.’


They walk away, the dark-haired one first, the blonde one second, not as quickly, not as determined. He looks at their backs, their naked backs, bare buttocks, bare feet. He runs after them, past them, stands in front, stretching out his hands.


‘What are you up to, fucking cap guy?’


‘Where?’


‘What do you mean, where?’


‘Where do you train?’


Two elderly ladies are walking up the hill. They are almost at the flowers that aren’t roses. He looks at them. He looks down, counts to ten hastily, looks up again. They’re still there, but about to turn, take another path, towards the fountain.


‘What are you up to, fucking cap guy? Are you having a stroke?’


‘Where do you work out?’


‘It doesn’t matter.’


The blonde chubby one stares angrily at her friend. Maria is talking for both of them again. She doesn’t agree. She doesn’t think they need to be so mean.


‘We practise at Skarpholm Hall. You know. The one over there.’


She points to the hill, the direction they just came from. The cat. The dead cat. Fuck it. Fuck animals.


‘Is it a nice gym?’


‘No.’


‘It’s grosser than you.’


They’re both taking the bait. Not even the dark one can stay quiet.


He’s still standing in front of them. He lowers his arms. Runs one hand over his black moustache. Almost petting it.


‘I know a new gym. A brand new gym. It’s close to here. Actually, over there, by the high rise, the white building next to it, do you see it? I know the guy who owns it. I usually go there myself. Maybe you can train there? Your whole club could, as well.’


He points excitedly, and they follow his arm and finger, the blonde chubby one curiously, the dark-haired whore with attitude.


‘There’s no gym over there, fucking cap guy. There isn’t.’


‘Have you been there?’


‘No.’


‘Well then. There is a gym there. A brand new one. And it’s not gross.’


‘You’re lying.’


‘Lying?’


‘Lying.’


*


Maria just keeps talking. It’s always her doing all the talking. She shouldn’t talk for other people. She shouldn’t be so mean. It’s because she didn’t get a cap.


She believes him. She got his red and green cap. He knows the guy who owns the gym. She doesn’t like Skarpholm Hall – it smells old, the carpets smell almost like vomit.


‘I believe you. Marwin said there’s a new hall there. It would be nicer to practise there.’


*


Ida really believes there’s a new gym. She believes everything she hears. It’s just because she got an ugly cap.


She knows what new gyms look like. She saw one in Warsaw when she was there with her mum and dad.


‘I know there’s no new gym there, cap guy. I know that you’re lying. If there’s no new gym there when we get there I’m gonna tell my mum and dad.’


*


It’s a beautiful day. June, sunny, warm, a Thursday. Two little whores are walking in front of him down a park path. The dark-haired one is everybody’s whore. The blonde chubby one is his whore alone. Whores whores whores. With their long hair, their thin jackets, their tight trousers. He shouldn’t have touched himself.


The blonde chubby whore turns around and looks at him.


‘We have to be home soon. We have to eat. Mum and Marwin and me. I’m so hungry, I’m always hungry after gymnastics.’


He smiles. They like that. He reaches for the cap sitting on her head, pulling gently on the peak.


‘Come on, this will be super quick. I promise you that. We’re almost there. So you can see if you like it. If you want to train there, it smells new, you know how it smells when something smells like new?’


They go in. He’s been sleeping there for three nights. It was easy to break the door open. A basement filled with storage rooms full of useless crap: boxes of kitchen utensils and books, strollers, IKEA bookshelves, rugs, an occasional floor lamp. Just shit. Except the second furthest from the back, number thirty-three, a black children’s five-speed bike that he sold for two hundred and fifty kronor; a full basement and one shitty kids’ bike. He grabs them by the arms when they walk through the cellar door. He holds tight, one in each hand, they scream just like they always scream, he holds on even tighter. He’s the one who decides. He does the deciding, and whores do the screaming. He’s been sleeping there for three nights, he knows nobody goes down here, not to the cellar, not during the evenings. Two mornings he heard people in the cellar entrance, someone in a storage space, then silence. Whores can scream. Whores should scream.


*


She thinks about Marwin. She thinks about Marwin. She thinks about Marwin. About Marwin’s room. Is he there now? She hopes that he’s there, in his room. At home. With Mum. He’s probably lying in bed reading. He usually does that in the evening. Mostly Donald Duck paperbacks. Still. He read the Lord of the Rings trilogy not too long ago. But he likes Donald Duck comics the most. He’s probably there, she just knows it.


*


Fucking fucking cap guy. Fucking fucking cap guy. Fucking fucking cap guy.


She’s not supposed to talk to his kind. Mum and Dad ask her all the time, and she always says she never talks to them. And she doesn’t. She just gets kind of cocky. Ida doesn’t dare. But she dares. Mum and Dad are going be angry when they find out she spoke to one. She doesn’t want them to be angry.


*


Number thirty-three is the best. That’s where he found the bike. That’s where he’s been sleeping.


They’re not screaming any more. The blonde chubby whore is crying, snot running from the nose, her eyes red. The dark-haired whore stares defiantly at him, challenging him, hating him. He binds their hands to one of the white pipes running along the grey concrete wall. It’s hot, probably a water pipe, it burns the skin of their forearms. They kick at him, and every time they kick, he kicks back. Until they learn. Then they don’t kick any more.


They sit still. Whores should sit still. Whores should wait. He’s the one who decides. He takes off his clothes. T-shirt, jeans, underwear, shoes, socks. In that order. He does it in front of them. If they don’t look at him, he kicks them until they do. Whores should look. He stands in front of them naked. He’s beautiful. He knows he’s beautiful. A fit body. Muscular legs. Firm buttocks. No belly. Beautiful.


‘What do you say?’


The dark-haired whore is crying.


‘Fucking fucking cap guy.’


She cries. It took some time, but now she’s just like all whores.


‘What do you say? Am I beautiful?’


‘Fucking fucking cap guy. I want to go home.’


His penis is erect. He’s the one who decides. He walks over to them, pushes it up against their faces.


‘Beautiful, right?’


He did it twice this morning. He can only do it twice more. He masturbates in front of them. He’s breathing heavily, kicking the blonde chubby one when she looks away for a moment, comes onto their faces, in their hair, smearing it around as they shake their heads.


They’re crying. Whores cry so fucking much.


He takes off their clothes. Their shirts, he has to cut them off, since their hands are fastened to the hot pipe. They’re smaller than he’d imagined. They don’t even have boobs.


He takes off everything except their shoes. Not the shoes. Not yet. The blonde chubby whore has pink shoes. Almost like patent leather. The dark-haired whore has white trainers. The kind tennis players wear. He bends down. In front of the blonde chubby whore. He kisses her pink patent-leather shoes, on top, near the toes. He licks them, from the toes, along the shoe, and to its heel. He takes them off.


Her whore foot is so beautiful. He lifts it up. She’s about to fall further backwards. He licks her ankle, her toes, sucking on each one for a long time. He glances up at her face – she’s still crying. He feels an intense desire.




 


SHE WAKES UP when the morning paper arrives. Every damn time. A thud against the wooden floor. Door after door. She’s tried getting up to stop him, but always too late. She’s seen his back several times. A young guy with a ponytail. If she caught up with him, she’d tell him exactly how people feel on a Sunday morning at five o’clock.


She can’t go back to sleep now. She turns, twists, sweats, tries and tries and tries to fall asleep, but it’s too late. It used to be no problem, but now her thoughts overwhelm her. She’s tense by six in the morning – fuck the paperboy and his ponytail.


The newspaper is as thick as a Bible on Sundays. She lies down with a section, looks at a word here and there. Too much text, she can’t make sense of it, all those interesting stories about interesting people that she should read, but doesn’t. She ends up putting them all in a pile intending to read them later, and never does.


She’s restless. Newspaper, coffee, teeth, breakfast, bed, desk, teeth again. It’s not even half past seven on a Sunday morning in June. The sun whips through the blinds, but she turns her face away, not yet ready for the light. Too much summer, too many people walking hand in hand, too many people sleeping next to each other, too many people laughing, playing, loving – she can’t take it, not yet.


She goes down to the basement. To her storage space. Where it’s dark, lonely, messy.


She knows it will take her at least two hours to clean it. By that time it will at least be nine thirty.


The first thing she sees is that the padlock has been busted. On the storage pens next to hers, too. She should find out who owns them. Thirty-two and thirty-four. Seven years in this building, and she’s never seen either of them. Now they have something in common, they all own a broken padlock. Now they can talk to each other.


Then she notices the bike. Or rather the lack of bike. Jonathan’s expensive, black, five-speed bicycle. Which she was going to sell for at least five hundred kronor. Now she has to call him, at his father’s house. Might as well tell him about it now, so he’s calmed down by the time he comes back.


Afterwards, she has a hard time understanding why she didn’t see. That she could think about who owns storage spaces number thirty-two and thirty-four, about Jonathan’s black mountain bike. It was as if she didn’t want to see, couldn’t. When the police questioned her, she started laughing hysterically when asked what she saw when she opened the storage door. Her first important impression. She laughed long until she started coughing, she laughed while tears ran down her face, she explained that her first and only thought was that Jonathan would be sad that his black mountain bike was gone, that he wouldn’t be able to buy the video games she’d promised him with the money they were going to get for it, at least five hundred.


She had never seen death before, never encountered people who looked at her without breathing.


Because that’s what they did. Looked at her. They lay on the cement floor, their heads cradled on flowerpots, like hard pillows. They were little girls, younger than Jonathan, not more than ten. One fair-haired and one dark-haired. They were bloody: face, chest, genitals, thighs. Dried blood everywhere, except on their feet, the feet were so lovely, almost as if they’d been washed.


She’d never seen them before. Or maybe she had? They lived so close.


Of course. She must have seen them. In the store or maybe in the park? There were always a lot of children in the park.


They lay there on the floor of her storage space for three days. That was what the coroner said. Sixty hours. They had traces of semen in their vaginas, anuses, on their upper bodies, in their hair. The vagina and anus had been subjected to what was called blunt force. A sharp object, probably metal, had been forced inside repeatedly, which caused major internal bleeding.


They might have gone to the same school as Jonathan. There were always so many little girls in the playground. All the little girls looked the same.


They were naked. Their clothes lay in front of them, just inside the storage door. Piece after piece, as if lined up in an exhibition. The jackets folded, trousers rolled up, shirts, underwear, socks, shoes, hairbands, all in a neat row, carefully arranged, two centimetres between each one, two centimetres to the next garment.


They looked at her. But they weren’t breathing.




Close to Now
I
(One Day)




 


HE’D ALWAYS FELT silly in masks. A grown man in a mask should feel silly. He’d seen other men do the same thing. Winnie the Pooh or Scrooge McDuck or something similar, they’d done it with a kind of gravitas, as if the mask didn’t bother them. I’ll never understand, he thought. I’ll never get used to it. I’ll never be the kind of father I wanted and decided to become.


Fredrik Steffansson fingered the plastic in front of his face. Thin, tight-fitting, colourful. A rubber band on the back, pressing hard against his hair. It was difficult to breathe, smelled of saliva and sweat.


‘Run, Dad! You’re not running! You’re just standing there! The Big Bad Wolf always runs!’


She stood in front of him with her head tilted back, her long blonde hair full of grass and dirt. She was trying to look angry, but an angry child doesn’t smile, and she was smiling as a child does when the Big Bad Wolf is chasing her around a small-town house lap after lap, until he’s completely out of breath, and wants to be somebody without a mask, without a plastic wolf tongue or wolf teeth.


‘Marie, I can’t any more. The Big Bad Wolf has to sit down. The Big Bad Wolf wants to be small and kind.’


She shook her head.


‘One more time, Dad! Just one more time.’


‘You said that last time.’


‘This is the last time.’


‘You said that last time, too.’


‘Absolutely last.’


‘Absolutely?’


‘Absolutely.’


I love her, he thought. She’s my daughter. It took time. I didn’t see it, but now I do. I love her.


Then he glimpsed a shadow. Right behind him. It was moving slowly, stealthily. He’d thought he was in front of him somewhere, over by the trees, but now he was behind him, moving slowly at first, then faster. At the exact same time, the girl with grass and dirt in her hair attacked from the front. They tackled him from opposite directions. He staggered and fell to the ground, and they threw themselves on top of him, lay there. The girl held her hand up in the air and a dark-haired five-year-old boy held up his. They high-fived.


‘He gives up, David!’


‘We won!’


‘The pigs are the best!’


‘The pigs are always the best!’


When two five-year-olds attack the Big Bad Wolf from either direction, he doesn’t have a chance. That’s just how it is. He rolled over with the two children still on top of him. He lay on his back and took the plastic off his face, squinting up at the bright sunlight. He laughed out loud.


‘It’s so weird. Somehow I never win. Have I ever won? Even once? Can you explain that, you two?’


He spoke, but the other two weren’t listening. The other two held a prize in their hands, a plastic mask that they wanted to try on and run away with ceremonially – go into the house and up to the second floor to Marie’s room, put it on the dresser next to their other prize, stand in front of both for a while, the height of eternal glory in two five-year-old friends’ Duckburg.


He watched their backs as they left him. He watched his neighbour’s son and his daughter. So much life, all the years they held in their hands, months running through their fingers. I envy them. I envy them their infinite time: the feeling that an hour is long, that winter will never end. They disappeared through the door, and he turned his face to the sky, lying on his back and looking at the shades of blue. He did that as a kid, and he did it now. Skies are always made of more than one blue. He had a good life back then, as a child. His father was a career officer, a captain, a field officer with the potential for a career to be embroidered on his shoulder. His mother had been a housewife in the apartment he and his brother left each morning and returned home to at night. He never knew what she did in between, three bedrooms on the third floor of an apartment block. He’d thought about it often, how she could stand those repetitive days.


Everything changed when he turned twelve. Or the day after, to be exact. It was as if Frans had waited until his birthday passed, hadn’t wanted to destroy it, as if he knew birthdays were more than just birthdays for his little brother. Knew they were all his longing in one day.


Fredrik Steffansson stood up, brushed the grass from his shirt and shorts. He thought about Frans a lot, more now than ever. One day he was just gone – his bed made and empty, their conversations over. Frans had hugged him that morning for a long time, longer than he usually did, hugged him and said goodbye and went to Strängnäs station and took the train an hour into Stockholm. When he arrived he continued on towards the subway, bought a ticket and sat down in a subway car on the green line south towards Farsta. At Medborgarplatsen he’d stepped off, jumped down from the platform and slowly walked along the rails in the tunnel towards Skanstull. Six minutes later a subway driver saw a man in the headlights of the train, threw on the brakes, and screamed in panic, agony and terror as the first car crashed into a fifteen-year-old’s body.


After that, they left Frans’s bed untouched. The bedspread stretched, the red blanket weighing on the foot of the bed. Fredrik didn’t know why, then; didn’t know now either. Maybe they’d left it to welcome Frans if he ever came back? For a long time, Fredrik had hoped to see his big brother standing in front of him again, hoped it was a big mistake. Mistakes do happen sometimes.


It was as if the rest of his family died on the tracks that day too, in a tunnel between Medborgarplatsen and Skanstull. His mother was no longer waiting at home all day. She never said where she went, just came home after dark, regardless of the season. His father had collapsed – the captain’s straight back was bent now. He’d never talked much, but now he was almost mute, and he never hit again. Fredrik couldn’t remember any more punches.


They stood in the doorway again. Marie and David. They were the same height, the height of five-year-olds. He’d forgotten the precise figures, but had received a note with weight and height from her nursery school. They are as tall as they are – he wasn’t much for printouts of statistics.


Marie still had grass and dirt in her long blonde hair, David’s dark hair lay plastered to his forehead and temples. He’d worn the mask inside. Fredrik could see that, and it made him laugh.


‘You two look good. Like me, I suppose. A bath is what we need. Pigs take baths, did you know that?’


He didn’t wait for their response. He put his hands on two thin shoulders, pushed them slowly back into the house, through the hall, past Marie’s room, past his bedroom, to the large bathroom. He filled the old claw-footed tub with water – he’d found it at an auction in Svinnegarn, at an estate right off Road 55. He sat there for more than half an hour every night, letting the hot water refresh his skin, while he was thinking, just thinking, structuring the next day’s writing, the next chapter. Now the water worried him. Not too hot, not too cold, white foam from a green Donald Duck, which looked inviting, soft. They climbed in voluntarily, to his surprise, sat at one end, and he hurriedly undressed himself and sat down at the other.


Five-year-olds are so small. It’s only when they’re naked that you realise it. Their soft skin, slender bodies, constantly expectant faces. He looked at Marie, white bubbles on her forehead, slipping down along her nose – he looked at David, the shampoo bottle in his hand, upside down and empty and even more bubbles. He didn’t have any pictures of himself as a five-year-old, he tried to imagine his head on Marie’s shoulders, they resembled each other, people often commented upon it triumphantly, which surprised him, but embarrassed Marie. His five-year-old face on her body, he should be able to remember, to feel what he felt, but all that came back to him was the beating his father gave him in the living room, that big fucking hand against his back and bottom. He remembered that, remembered Frans’s face pressed against the glass door to the living room.


‘The foam is gone.’


David held out the bottle, shook it a few times onto the water to demonstrate.


‘I can see that. Probably because you poured everything out.’


‘Was that wrong?’ Fredrik sighed.


‘No. Of course not.’


‘Now you have to buy us a new one.’


He also used to watch when Frans was beaten. Their father never noticed them standing there behind the glass door. Frans was older. He took more punches, the beatings lasted longer, at least it seemed that way from a few metres away. Only as an adult did Fredrik remember. The beatings had ended more than fifteen years ago, and at some point just before thirty it suddenly hit him – the big hand and the pane of glass in the living room door. Since then he’d been overcome by memories of that living room again and again. He didn’t feel angry, strangely enough, or vindictive, just grief; maybe grief was the best description of what he felt.


‘Daddy, we have more.’


He looked at Marie emptily. She was chasing it, the emptiness.


‘Hello!’


‘We have more?’


‘We have more Donald Ducks.’


‘We have?’


‘On the bottom shelf. Two more. We bought three.’


Frans’s grief had been greater. He was older, had time for more beatings. Frans used to cry behind the glass. But only then. Only when he was watching. He lived with his grief, hid it, carried it until it became his own, until at last he turned it on himself, into a giant blow from a thirty-tonne train.


‘Here.’


Marie had climbed out of the tub, walked to the other side of the room to the bathroom cabinet and opened it. She pointed proudly.


‘Two of them. I knew it. I knew you should buy three.’


The bathroom floor was wet, foam and water flowing off her body, and she didn’t notice of course, walked back with a Donald Duck in her hand and climbed into the tub again. She opened it with unexpected ease. David grabbed hold of it and emptied it without looking up, without hesitation. Then he shouted something that sounded like yippee, and they high-fived for the second time in an hour.




 


HE HATED NONCES. Just like everyone else. But he was a professional. This was just a job. He’d convinced himself of that. A job a job a job.


Åke Andersson had been transporting prisoners to and from Swedish prisons for thirty-two years. He was fifty-nine years old. His salt and pepper hair was still thick and well taken care of. A kilo overweight. Tall, taller than any of his colleagues, taller than any perp he’d transported. Two metres, he usually said. He was actually two metres and three centimetres, but people that tall are considered freaks, nature’s defects, and he was tired of that.


He hated rapists. Little bastards who have to force their way into a pussy. But he hated the child rapists most of all. The feeling was so intense and forbidden, and it got worse every time they said hello to him – the only time he felt anything at all during the day, an aggression that scared him. He suppressed the urge to turn off the engine, jump between the seats, push the bastard into the rear window.


He revealed nothing.


He’d transported worse scum. Or at least scum with longer sentences. He’d seen them all. He’d put every fucking headline in handcuffs, walked them to the door of his van, stared at them blankly in his rear-view mirror. Quite a few of them were idiots. Fools. Some got it. They knew the costs. All that fucking talk from people on the outside about compassion and treatment and rehabilitation. Don’t do the crime, if you can’t do the time. As simple as that.


He knew who the nonces were. Every single one. They had a look about them. He didn’t need to see any sentence. Any papers. He saw it on them and hated them. He’d tried to say that a few times at the pub over a beer. That he could see it, and when they wondered how, he hadn’t been able to explain. They’d mistaken he was homophobic, prejudiced, not a humanist, and so he never said it again, didn’t have the energy, but he could see it and those nonces knew it, no matter how they tried to hide it when he met them.


He’d transported this one at least six times before – in ninety-one a few trips back and forth from the court of appeal and Kronoberg jail, then again when he’d escaped in ninety-seven, in ninety-nine from Säter Institution to somewhere else, and now in the middle of the night to Söder Hospital. He looked at him – they looked at each other, a meaningless stare-down in the rear-view mirror. He seemed normal. They always did. To other people. Short, not fat, a crew cut, quiet. Completely normal. The sort of man who raped children.


They hit a red light at the hill that led up towards the hospital. Sparse late-night traffic. Then a siren and blue lights came from behind him. He stopped while the ambulance passed by.


‘We’re here, Lund. Thirty seconds. Get ready. We called and a doctor will be here soon to take a look at you.’


He refused to speak to a nonce. Always had. His colleague knew that. Ulrik Berntfors thought the same way he did. They all did. But Ulrik didn’t hate them.


‘So we won’t have to wait for breakfast. And you won’t have to sit in the waiting room wearing those.’


Ulrik Berntfors pointed at the man called Lund. To the chains on his stomach. At his belly chains. He’d never used them on anyone before. But those were his orders. Oscarsson had called specifically about them. When he’d asked Lund to take off his clothes, he got a smile and a slow thrust of the hips as his answer. A metal belt around his stomach, four chains down his legs fastened to shackles at his ankles, two chains across the upper body fastened to handcuffs. He’d seen them on the news and on professional visits to India, but never here; Swedish prison services controlled their inmates numerically, more guards than perps, sometimes handcuffed, never with chains under their shirts and trousers.


‘How thoughtful. I’m very grateful. You’re good guys.’


Lund spoke quietly. Barely audible. Ulrik Berntfors couldn’t decide if he was being ironic. Until Lund leaned forward, the chains making a metallic sound as they rubbed against each other, and rested his head on the edge of the window separating the front seat from the back.


‘Seriously, guards. This isn’t working. Chains are a pain in the arse. If you take this damn metal dress off me, I promise not to run away.’


Åke Andersson stared at him through the rear-view mirror. He accelerated violently up the hill towards Casualty and then hit the brakes. Lund struck his chin hard on the edge of the window.


‘What the hell are you doing, you fucking pig? Are you as retarded as you look!’


Lund was calm, spoke with care. Until he was crossed. Then he screamed and swore. Åke Andersson knew that. They don’t just look alike. They are alike.


Ulrik Berntfors laughed. Inside. Fucking Andersson, he wasn’t quite all that he should be. He did that sort of thing.


‘Sorry, Lund. Sorry. Orders from Oscarsson. You’re classified as dangerous, so that’s just how it is.’


Ulrik had trouble controlling his words. They did as they pleased, pushing their way out of his mouth, even though he could control his face, afraid of the boisterous laughter that might slip out, further antagonising the person they were being paid to transport. He spoke, but he stared straight ahead, just like Andersson did.


‘If we remove that crap against Oscarsson’s orders, we’d be in breach of our duty. You know that.’


The ambulance that had just overtaken them was standing at the doors of Casualty. Two paramedics were running with a stretcher between them, up two steps, towards the entrance. Ulrik Berntfors caught a glimpse of a woman, her long, bloody hair clinging to one of the orderly’s legs. It occurred to him that the orange of the uniforms didn’t match the red of the blood and wondered why not since they must get blood on them now and then. Strong emotions always filled his head with pointless thoughts.


‘Damn! Fucking Oscarsson! What the hell! Can’t he just trust me when I say I won’t go anywhere! I told him that at Aspsås!’


Lund shouted through the window into the driver’s compartment, then whipped back his head and threw himself headlong towards the windowless wall of the driver’s side. The chains at his waist clanged against the metal wall, and for a moment Åke Andersson thought that he’d driven over something and looked around for a vehicle that wasn’t there.


‘I told him, pigs. And now you don’t trust me either. Well then. Then we’ll say this. If you don’t take this fucking metal off my body, I will leave. Do you understand that, pigs? Leave. Are you sure you understand that?’


Åke Andersson searched for his eyes, adjusting the rear-view mirror to find them. He felt the hatred wash over him. He had to hit something. The bastard had gone too far – one pig too many.


Thirty-two years. A job a job a job. He couldn’t take it any more. Not today. Sooner or later, it all goes to hell. He tore off his seat belt. He opened the door. Ulrik Berntfors knew, but wasn’t fast enough. Åke was going to whip that nonce like he’d never been whipped before. Ulrik sat there smiling. He didn’t have anything against that.




 


IT WAS THOSE most silent few minutes after four. After the last patrons of the Hörnan bar had made their way noisily from the harbour, along the water, towards the old bridge to Tosterö, but before the newspaper delivery men on Stor Street started opening front doors and mailboxes to drop off the Strengnäs Times, an edition of the Eskilstuna Courier with the front page and page four replaced with pictures of local life.


Fredrik Steffansson knew what time it was. It had been quite a while since he’d slept through the night. He lay with the window open listening to a small town fall asleep and wake up again, filled with people he probably knew or at least recognised. That’s just what it’s like to live in a small town – it’s not far to the other side. He’s lived here for most of his life. He’d read Ulf Lundell and Jack Kerouac and moved to Stockholm, studied the history of religion then moved to a kibbutz in northern Israel not far from the border with Lebanon. But he always came back here, to the people he knew, or at least recognised. He’d never really moved on from his home, from his childhood, his memories, the loss of Frans. He’d met Agnes, fallen violently in love with this urbane, black-clad quester. They’d lived together and were about to separate when Marie arrived, and then they’d lived as a family for about a year before splitting for good. She lived in Stockholm now with her beautiful friends. She fitted in better up there. They weren’t enemies, but they didn’t talk much any more either, except about picking up and dropping off Marie.


Someone was walking outside. He looked at his watch. A quarter to five. Fucking nights. If only he could think about something useful, like the next two pages of his book, but it was as if he had no thoughts at all, just listened to time passing through the half-open window, while doors closed and cars started. He could barely write any more. The days just stood there. Marie left for nursery, and he sat in front of the computer overcome by fatigue, hours without sleep, three chapters in two months. It was a disaster. And his publisher had already guessed what he wasn’t doing.


A truck. It sounded like a truck. They usually didn’t arrive until five thirty.


The thin wall of Marie’s room. He could hear her through it. She was snoring. How could a child of five, cute, with a high voice, snore like an old man? He thought it was only Marie who snored like that, but then David slept over and together they were twice as loud, filling the silence between each other’s breathing.


It wasn’t a truck. A bus. He was sure of it.


He turned away from the window. Micaela lay there naked, as always, with the blankets and sheets in a pile at her feet. She was so young, only twenty-four years old, she made him feel horny and loved and now and then very old – when they talked about music, and books and movies, when one of them referred to a composition or text or scene, it suddenly became clear: she was a young woman and he was a middle-aged man. Sixteen years is a long time when it comes to film quotes and guitar solos.


She lay on her stomach, her face towards him. He caressed her cheek, kissed her lightly on her bottom. He liked her a lot. Did he love her? He couldn’t think about that right now.


He liked the fact that she was lying there next to him, that she wanted to share his hours. He hated loneliness, because it felt meaningless and suffocating, because not being able to breathe meant death. He lifted his hand from her cheek, stroked her back. She moved restlessly. Why was she here? With an older man, who had a child? He wasn’t particularly good-looking, not rich, not even that much fun. Why did she choose to spend her nights with him, when she was so beautiful and so young, with so many more hours to live? He kissed her again on her hip.


‘Are you still awake?’


‘I’m sorry. Did I wake you?’


‘I don’t know. Haven’t you slept at all?’


‘You know how it is.’


She pulled him close to her, her naked body against his. She was warm from sleep, awake but not quite.


‘You need to sleep, old man.’


‘Old man?’


‘You’ll be exhausted otherwise. You know that. Sleep now.’


She looked at him, kissed him, held him.


‘I’m thinking about Frans.’


‘Fredrik, not now.’


‘Well, I think about him. I want to think about him. I listen to Marie in there, and I think about how Frans was just a child when he took those beatings, when he saw me take a beating, when he got on the train to Stockholm.’


‘Close your eyes.’


‘Why would you hit a child?’


‘If you close your eyes long enough, you’ll fall asleep. That’s how it works.’


‘Why hit a child who will one day grow up to judge the one who hit him or at the very least judge himself?’


She pushed him, turned him on his side with his back against her, lying close behind, like two large branches beside each other.


‘A child who will think the beating is a father’s duty? A child who will tell himself that he bears some part of the blame?’


Micaela was asleep. Her breathing came slow and regular against his neck, so close it was wet. He could hear a bus stopping outside, backing up, stopping again, backing up again. Same as yesterday, maybe a tourist bus, a fairly large one.




 


WHEN ÅKE ANDERSSON opened the front door of the prison transport van and hastily stepped out, he felt something he’d never felt before. His rage, his accursed hatred felt beyond his control. For over thirty years he’d taken shit from inmates. He’d hated them, but sat in silence, driving them from prisons to district court, from hospitals to institutions. He’d let his colleagues do the talking, transported the dregs, stared straight ahead, and did his job. But he just couldn’t take this fucking child rapist. He’d been on the verge of losing control in the past with this guy. He knew what he’d done and what the girls looked like afterwards. After his most recent run-in with his sneer and lack of empathy, he’d dreamed of him for several nights, his same offence repeated over and over, and in the morning he’d woken up and couldn’t make it to the toilet before throwing up on the hall floor, as if the control accumulated in his stomach, and when there was no more space, it had to escape somehow.


He had no idea what he was going to do. He was no longer in control. When he heard pig for the third time, duty and consequences ceased to exist, only pictures of naked little girls and the injuries left by sharp metal objects. His lumbering body was almost running towards the back door of the van.


*


Ulrik Berntfors had only transported Lund once before – the second trial date for the girls found in the basement storage room. He’d been fairly new to the job back then, and the trial was the biggest one he’d been involved in. It had been the kind of trial where journalists and photographers gathered in rows, jostling each other, in front of each other, because the story of two nine-year-olds moved people and sold. He was ashamed of his own reaction at the time. He hadn’t thought about those girls at all, hadn’t understood. He’d been so inexperienced, and it made him feel special, almost proud, to be walking beside Lund on TV. The reality came later, when his daughter asked him why Lund killed two girls, why he destroyed them – she’d only been a year older than they were and carefully read every news article and always came with new questions – because her father really knew him, had walked beside him on television several times. Of course, he’d had no answers. But slowly he started to understand. His daughter, with her questions and fears, had taught him more about his professional role than any class he’d taken.


He knew Andersson hated them all. They’d never talked about it, but he’d seen, heard, and comprehended. Maybe that would happen to him, too. When a man like Lund shouted at you a sufficient number of times. So he did all the talking. Someone has to speak to them. That was their job. Transporting them.


When Lund screamed pig for the third time, he knew. There was no room for more. Even as Andersson got up, he knew.


If he kept his eyes on the Casualty entrance in front of the bus, he wouldn’t see. If he didn’t see anything, he couldn’t lie to an investigator.


*


It was empty in the Casualty parking lot. No cars and no people. That was what Åke Andersson said afterwards. He also said that even if it hadn’t been empty, even if other people had been there, he wouldn’t have noticed them – he’d run towards the back of the vehicle filled with fury and hatred, and it had clouded his sight.


He pulled the door open. A small handle, his hands were as big as the rest of him, and he could barely fit his right hand between the metal of the car and handle.


That’s when everything went to hell.


Bernt Lund screamed pig in a falsetto several times. And then attacked. He held his chains in one hand – the ones under his trousers and his shirt, which were bound together by handcuffs and shackles around his ankles. Åke Andersson didn’t even see anything before the heavy iron links tore his face, and he fell to the ground. Lund jumped out of the open bus door, hit Andersson’s head again and again, kicked him in the stomach, in the hip, in the groin until the tall guard lay completely still.


*


Ulrik Berntfors had been staring straight ahead for a long time. Andersson was giving that nonce quite a whipping. He listened. Lund was still screaming pig, must be suffering quite a bit. He waited, until he started to feel uncomfortable. Andersson had gone on for too long. Surely Lund had had enough. If Andersson didn’t stop soon, things might turn out bad. Berntfors was just about to open the door and step out, on his way to stop Andersson from making a mistake, when he saw Lund standing beside him. Lund threw his long chain through the window, hitting Berntfors in the face before pulling him out and beating him. The only thing Berntfors would remember afterwards was the terrible screaming, and how Lund pulled off Berntfors’ trousers, whipping the chain against Berntfors’ penis, screaming that he would have fucked them both in the arse if they hadn’t been so big. Big people didn’t deserve his love, only small people felt longing, only they deserved to have him inside them.




 


ONE HUNDRED AND EIGHTY steps from the front door to the iron gate in the middle of the grey concrete wall that dominated their small community. Lennart Oscarsson always counted them. Once, it took him only one hundred and sixty-one steps. That was his record. It was a few years ago, and he’d been working out a lot at the time with the inmates at the institution’s gym. He’d worked out with them until the assault – a long-timer split open by some inmates one morning. They’d used dumb-bells and weight plates according to the doctor – the marks clear and easily identifiable. And nobody had seen anything, nobody knew anything. He couldn’t go there any more. He wasn’t afraid, no one was stupid enough to risk another legal process for the sake of a principal officer such as himself. It wasn’t fear, but disgust. He would never be comfortable in a room where a man he was responsible for had been deprived of his life.


He rang the bell and waited for a voice from the speaker, while having the feeling of being watched by the little camera just above his head. As he stood there, he turned around, back towards the home he’d just left, searched the windows of the living room and the bedrooms. Darkness. Shades pulled down halfway. No glimpses of a face, no back near the phone shelf.


‘Yep?’


‘Oscarsson here.’


‘I’ll let you in.’


The gate opened and he entered. He blinked at the prison walls around him, two different worlds, and he was able to walk between them, just a couple of minutes separating them. He approached the next door, knocked on the window of the guardroom, waved to Bergh, who waved back and pressed a new button. The door buzzed, he opened it, the hallway smelled of scouring liquid and something else.


Lennart Oscarsson always felt proud when he arrived for another day of work at Aspsås prison. Principal Prison Officer. He had ambitions for further advancement. He took every course, took any chance to study correctional treatment. If you want to get somewhere you have to show it, so he did and knew someone was taking note. He had been named head of the Aspsås Department for Sexual Crimes seven years ago.


He spent his days with people who were locked up for violating the ones who were dependent on their protection. People who had broken the only taboo society had left. He was responsible for them and for the staff who took care of them and punished them. That was what they were supposed to do. That was their only task. Care for and punish and know the difference between the two. He thought what he thought, felt how he felt, but he showed that he was willing, and someone would take note of it.


But this – this was a pretty dismal day. Unit meeting. Department meeting. They were building a labyrinth of meetings around themselves, meaningless decisions about meaningless routines, clinging to the structure. Solving problems required sharp minds and energy, but these meetings did nothing but make them feel secure in their repetition while preserving the nothingness.


‘Good morning.’


The conference room – long tables, whiteboards and overhead projector – could be any government department. They greeted each other, eight principal officers and Arne Bertolsson, the governor. These were Oscarsson’s closest colleagues, who he spent time with every day, but didn’t meet much outside work. He’d never been in any of their homes, and they’d never been in his. They’d met for a beer in town, or a football game, but never at home. Could you really know each other then? They were all around the same age, looked similar in a uniform of blue trousers, a tie, white shirt – a room full of limo drivers.


Bertolsson turned on the overhead projector. It made a sound. Made a sound, but projected nothing. He squatted down and pushed every button he could find. Finally, he gave up.


‘Let’s forget about this. Forget the agenda. Who wants to start?’


Nothing. No one said a word. Gustafsson drank his coffee, Nilsson wrote in his notebook, Lundström looked out of the window, and the rest stayed silent. Someone had taken their routine away from them, and they were all lost, without their data.


Oscarsson cleared his throat.


‘I can start.’


The others breathed out. Now there was at least a temporary agenda.


‘I’ve brought this up before, but I know what I’m talking about. Has anyone forgotten the assault on Salonen? Inmates from the regular units are running from the gym to the kitchen at the same time as my people. We had another incident yesterday. Something unfortunate might have happened if Brandt and Persson hadn’t intervened.’


Oscarsson was observing each of them as he talked. Mostly looking at Eva Bernard. He really couldn’t stand her. She didn’t understand the prison rules of tradition and time, the rules found outside their folders that just existed and were followed.


‘You’re talking about—’


Bertolsson understood that accusatory gaze and didn’t want any fights, not now, not again, and so he interrupted.


‘—coordination?’


‘Yeah. This is not general society. Not reality. Everyone in this room knows that. Everyone here should at least know that much.’


Oscarsson didn’t take his eyes off Eva Bernard. Conflict-averse Bertolsson was not going to be able to avoid this, not going to hide from this problem again.


‘If the wrong person from the general units were to run into one of mine, there might be hell to pay. Everybody in here approves of killing a nonce.’


He pointed at her.


‘The son of a bitch who incited yesterday’s incident is exactly the type. And he’s in your unit.’


Eva Bernard met his gaze.


‘If you mean 0243 Lindgren, just say so.’


‘Yes, Lindgren.’


‘Stig Tinyboy Lindgren is a bastard. At least, when he wants to be. When he doesn’t, he’s a model prisoner. Calm. Does absolutely nothing. Lies around in his cell smoking hand-rolled cigarettes, never reads, never watches TV, just lets the hours go by. He’s served twenty-seven years. Forty-two separate convictions. He’s one of those who speaks Romani. He only acts up when someone new enters the unit, and he has to show them who’s been here longest. It’s about the hierarchy. And respect.’


‘This isn’t about a new inmate. This is about yesterday. He would have killed my guy if he hadn’t been discovered. And you know it.’


Gustafsson had put down his coffee cup. Nilsson had flipped to a blank page in his notepad. Lundström was staring out through another window. Bertolsson stayed silent, as though he thought this was interesting. As though he didn’t feel up for it.


‘Can I finish speaking? He goes after sex offenders. And only them. He gets . . . well, what he feels for them is more than hate. I’ve gone through his records. There’s a reason why he wants to kill them.’


Lennart Oscarsson knew very well who Tinyboy Lindgren was. A small-time crook who’d become institutionalised, who got so scared every time he was released he’d piss on the wall outside hoping one of the guards would see. And if that weren’t enough, he’d knock down the driver of the first bus on his way from the prison. That’s what he’d done the last time around. He usually made sure that within a month or two he was back in the only society he knew how to live in, the place where people knew his name.


‘You said Romani.’


Månsson, the new temp from Malmö, whose first name he couldn’t remember, looked at Eva Bernard.


‘Yes.’


‘You said Stig Lindgren spoke Romani.’


‘Yes.’


‘What do you mean by that?’


Eva Bernard smiled superciliously. It was that smirk that made people dislike her. She didn’t have to discuss the attack with Oscarsson any more, now she had the upper hand. Now she was in charge. She turned to Malmö-Månsson.


‘Yes, how could you know about it?’


Månsson may be new, but he’d just learned a valuable lesson. He wouldn’t show his ignorance in front of her again.


‘Forget it.’


She continued.


‘It was common in the past. The inmates spoke it to each other – a prison language – not the Romani that the Roma speak, another one, used exclusively in prisons. Now it’s almost disappeared. Only people like Lindgren still know it – the inmates who’ve lived longer inside these walls than out of them.’


She was pleased. Oscarsson had jumped on her and insinuated her lack of knowledge of prison traditions, and she’d proved he was wrong.


Meanwhile, Bertolsson finally managed to get the projector to function. An image, an agenda, he looked relieved. They’d been about to derail, but now he could start over. He was about to thank the eight principal officers for their ironic applause when he heard a telephone ring. Not his, it was turned off, as all the others should be.


‘It’s me. It’s mine. Sorry. I forgot to turn it off.’


Oscarsson had stood up, was searching the inside pocket of his jacket.


Two rings. He didn’t recognise the number. Three rings. He shouldn’t answer. Four rings. He answered it.


‘Oscarsson here.’


Eight people were listening to his conversation.


‘Yes?’


He sat down.


‘What the hell are you saying?’


His voice was faint.


‘Not . . . him.’


Now he was shouting. But you could barely hear him. His faint voice had lost even more of its force.


‘Not him! Do you hear what I’m saying, not him!’


His colleagues sat completely still. Oscarsson was always so proper. Now he was standing in front of them shaking.


‘That was the guards’ station.’


He shut off the phone, red in the face, breathing heavily.


‘There’s been an escape. One of mine. At Söder Hospital. Bernt Lund. He overpowered both of the guards and stole the bus.’




 


THE POLICE STATION on Bergs Street in Stockholm was filled with the music of the sixties Swedish pop star, Siw Malmkvist, at least as far as the hallway on the second floor. It was like this every morning, and the earlier it was, the louder it was, a C-120 cassette tape, the big kind, common in the seventies. The same plastic cases, the same tapes for thirty years, three mixed tapes of her songs in various orders. This morning, ‘Mother is like her Mother’ and ‘Nothing Comes Close to Old Scania’, Metronome 1968, the A- and B-sides on the same single. A black and white picture of Siw in front of a microphone, wearing a short housecoat and holding a broom.


Ewert Grens, who had received the stereo as a birthday present when he turned twenty-five, took it to work and put it on his bookshelf. He had switched offices a few times before he became a detective superintendent and every time he did he carried the tape deck himself, in his own arms. He always got to work first, never later than five thirty in the morning – two hours with no idiots at his doorway or on the phone. At half past seven, he lowered the volume, because of the fucking whining of the other people around him. He always made them wait a while though and never lowered the volume of his own accord. If they wanted him to do something, they had to ask.


It was as if he was in black and white, like one of Siw’s key changes.


Large, heavy, tired. A strip of grey hair wrapped around Grens’s skull. He walked with a striking, jerky gait, almost a limp. His neck stiff because a few years ago he’d ended up in a noose-snare while the SWAT team he was leading was apprehending a Lithuanian hitman. He spent quite a bit of time in the hospital after that.


Grens had been a good cop. He didn’t know if he was one any more. If he even wanted to be. Did he keep working because he didn’t know what else to do? Had he turned work into something more than what it was, something that seemed important for a while? Why the hell should anyone even remember him after a few years? New people kept coming. They had no knowledge of history, no clue about anything important until recently, no idea who had informal power in the station or why. We have to teach ourselves. We shouldn’t forget that. It should be part of our training, our deprogramming, being forced to understand how small this all is. You’re here for a limited amount of time, no more. There were also those who’d come before him, and he hadn’t cared about them either.


There was a knock on the door. One of the idiots. Someone coming to gently ask him to lower the volume.


Sven.


The only person in this building with any sense.


‘Ewert.’


‘Yes?’


‘Now, for Christ’s sake.’


‘Yes?’


‘Bernt Lund.’


He woke up, stretched, stopped what he was doing.


‘Bernt Lund?’


‘He’s escaped.’


‘He’s . . .?’


‘Again.’


Sven Sundkvist liked Grens, tolerated his sarcasm, his unpredictability, his fear of being forced to retire and face the fact that thirty-five years is thirty-five years and no more. At least Ewert Grens wanted something. He was surly and grouchy, but he believed in what he did. Unlike many of their colleagues.


‘Tell me more, Sven!’


Sven Sundkvist explained the transfer from Aspsås prison to the Söder Hospital Casualty department. Explained how Bernt Lund used his body chains to attack two guards and steal their van. Explained that Bernt Lund was moving freely out there, probably already sitting somewhere, watching girls, small children, who were just getting to school.


Grens stood up, pacing restlessly back and forth across the room as Sven explained, limping around the desk, moving his big body between the chairs and flower pedestal. He stopped in front of the rubbish bin, took aim with his good foot and gave it a kick hard enough to send it through the air.


‘How the hell could Bernt Lund be transported into the city with just two prison guards! How the hell could Oscarsson approve that! If he’d just picked up the phone and let us know, we’d have sent a car over, and Satan himself wouldn’t have been set loose!’


The bin had been full of banana peels and empty envelopes, now scattered on the floor.


Sven Sundkvist had seen this before. He just had to wait for a moment.


‘Åke Andersson and Ulrik Berntfors. They’re good. Andersson is tall, at least two metres, I think. Around your age.’


‘I know who Andersson is.’


‘And?’


‘Another time. Not now.’


Sven suddenly felt tired, and the feeling overwhelmed him. He wanted to go home. To Anita, to Jonas. He was already finished for the day. He didn’t have enough energy to think of all the children who might be desecrated at any moment. He couldn’t think about Bernt Lund. He’d switched to the morning shift. They were supposed to celebrate. He had wine and cake in the car. They were just about to toast him.


Grens could see that Sven Sundkvist was somewhere else. His eyes were fading. Grens regretted kicking that damn bin. Sven didn’t like that sort of thing. He spoke again, more calmly this time.


‘You look tired.’


‘I was about to head home. It’s my birthday.’


‘Well . . . happy birthday. How old?’


‘Forty.’


Ewert Grens whistled loudly and bowed.


‘Well, well. Give me your hand.’


He held out his hand. Sven took it. Grens pressed it for a long time. Held him tightly as he began to speak.


‘Unfortunately, young man, forty or not, you have to stay a little longer.’


He pointed at his visitor’s chair, impatient, urging with his index finger. Sven tore himself away from Grens’s hand, sat at the very edge of the chair, still on his way out.


‘Sven, I was there last time.’


‘Last time?’


‘Two girls, nine years old. He’d tied them up, masturbated on them, raped them, cut them up. Just like the time before that. We found them lying on the basement floor, staring up at us. The coroner found traces of metal objects in the vagina and anus. I won’t believe it. I can’t believe it. Have you ever thought about that, Sven, that if you just make up your mind you can believe anything you want to?’


His wrinkled shirt, too-short trousers, restless body. He scared a lot of people. Ewert Grens was loud. Sven himself had avoided him. Nobody deserves to be insulted – it was as simple as that. So he avoided him until, for reasons that remained obscure to him, he’d been accepted by Grens, almost chosen. Everybody needed somebody, and that somebody became Sven.


‘I did the interrogation. I tried to look him in the eye. It was impossible. He looked above me, beside me, through me. But he wouldn’t meet my eyes. I stopped the interrogation several times, asked him to look at me.’




You don’t understand, Grens.


Dammit, Grens.


I thought you’d be someone who would understand.


I’m not turned on by all little girls.


How the fuck can you say that?


I just like the ones who are a little bigger.


The chubby blonde ones.


That type.


It’s important, Grens.


Whores.


Tiny whores with tiny pussies.


All they do is think about cock.


They really shouldn’t be doing that.


Tiny whores with tiny pussies shouldn’t walk around thinking about cock.





‘Sven, people look at each other when they talk. But it was impossible. Impossible.’


He looked at Sven. Sven looked at him. They were people.


‘I understand. Or, I don’t understand. If he couldn’t look you in the eye, if he was that type, why wasn’t he put into psychiatric care? Säter? Karsudden? Sidsjön?’


‘He was. The first time. Three years at the Säter Institution. But this last time his mental disorder was diagnosed as mild. And then they put you in prison. Not the loony bin.’


Ewert walked over to the tape recorder, changed the cassette to another one by Siw. He stood in front of the speaker, stopped for a moment, eyes closed, ‘The Jazz Bug’, 1959, original: ‘The Preacher’. He raised the volume, squatted down and picked up the banana peels and crumpled paper, put them back in the rubbish, took three steps back, getting a really good start, and kicked it even further this time, against the wall and window.


‘Sven, a mild mental disorder? Two nine-year-old girls. If that’s a mild mental disorder, then tell me, what the hell is a grave mental disorder?’




 


THE WALL, CONCRETE GREY and two metres high, ran along the forest’s edge for one and a half kilometres, encircling five low brick buildings.


The ones out there and the ones inside.


Aspsås prison was one of twelve with level-two security in Sweden. They put the murderers and the big-time drug dealers in Kumla, Hall and Tidaholm, level-one security. Aspsås was full of small-time crooks, no life sentences, often just two to four years, prisoners who came and went. Eight departments, one hundred and sixty inmates. Most were drug-addicted professional criminals: a break-in, a little dough, get high, another break-in, cops, twenty-six months, get out, break in, a little dough, the cops, thirty-four months, get out, one more break-in.


Just like everywhere else. Me against you, you against the guards. Only two rules: you don’t squeal and you don’t fuck those who don’t want it.


Aspsås also had two units for sex crimes. For those who did just that: fuck those who didn’t want to.


Hated. Threatened.


It was as if all the shame and self-loathing of the inmates had to be directed somewhere – I can’t stand to be despised by the society on the other side of the wall, so I hate someone who has committed an even worse crime than me, I can breathe easier if we all decide there’s someone else even uglier than us, even more damaged, even more outside – an ancient agreement in prisons all over the world – I, a murderer, am hierarchically superior to you, the rapist; I, who have taken someone’s right to live, have more dignity than you who forever took away someone’s trust, my violation is less criminal than yours.


At Aspsås the hatred was perhaps even greater than at other prisons. Here they kept the normal units in the same buildings as the sex offenders. An eighteen-month sentence could be a potential death sentence if you ended up at Aspsås. Everyone here was suspected of sex crimes. Those who were transferred to another prison after Aspsås took a lot of beatings if their papers weren’t in order. Without your verdict in hand you were considered a rapist until proved otherwise.


Unit H was one of eight normal sections for low-level junkies, burglars, assaulters and the occasional swindler, those on their way up in the criminal hierarchy who’d end up with longer sentences the next time around, or the ones who just kept committing the same shitty offence again and again and couldn’t serve with the drunk drivers and petty first-time offenders any more. A unit that looked like all the other units in all other prisons for all the other repeat offenders with medium-length sentences. A locked reinforced steel door to the stairwell. A corridor with yellow linoleum. Half-open cells on both sides, ten to the right, ten to the left. A small kitchen. A few dining tables. A TV corner. Right next to it, the green felt of a pool table. Back and forth, inmates moving, slowly, headed somewhere to kill time, never think about the hours passing by and the hours that remain, there’s only now, if you’re longing for release you’re longing your life away, and life is the only thing that exists when the doors are locked.


Stig Lindgren was sitting in the TV corner. The card deck in front of him on the table, the television muted on some channel, it was his deal, he and five other card players were waiting for queens and kings. Stig Lindgren was known as Tinyboy around here and in the rest of this country’s other prisons – he’d served time at most of them.


He picked up the cards. Grinned. The gold tooth in front flashing.


‘Damn, all the aces went to me again. You play like little bitches.’


The others were silent. Shuffling their cards. Turning them.


‘Don’t show me your damn cards.’


He was forty-eight years old, looked older, furrowed, worn. Thirty-five years of abuse left him with amphetamine-like tics that flashed unpredictably under his eye. The hair dark, ever thinner. Thick chains around his neck. Eighty kilos, muscular after his latest stretch of nineteen months at Aspsås. After he was released and had been using again for a while, he dropped to sixty.


He suddenly stood up, stumbling to find the remote control among the cards and newspapers on the table.


‘Where the hell is it?’


‘Play your cards now, damm it.’


‘Shut up! Where is it? The remote control. Dammit, Hilding, put down your cards and help me look!’


Hilding Oldéus immediately dropped his cards on the table, started nervously overturning newspapers that Tinyboy had just put down. Skinny, short, with a high-pitched voice. Ten stints in eleven years. A large sore on his right nostril, a chronic infection from incessantly scratching it while he was on heroin.


It wasn’t on the table. Hilding searched aimlessly on the table and window sills, while Tinyboy pushed the table aside, stepped straight between the irritated but silent card players, groping along the TV buttons to try to raise the volume manually.


‘Shut up, girls! Hitler is on the tube.’


Everyone in the TV corner, the kitchen, the hallway, they all stopped what they were doing and hurried towards Tinyboy, standing just behind him, watching the lunchtime newscast on the monitor. Someone whistled in delight as the screen switched to a new image.


‘Shut up, I said!’


Lennart Oscarsson in front of a microphone. Aspsås prison in the background.


Oscarsson looked harried, he wasn’t accustomed to the TV cameras or to explaining why everything he was in charge of had gone to hell.




. . . how could he escape


. . . as I said before


. . . the prison claims to be escape-proof


. . . it didn’t take place here


. . . what do you mean not here


. . . a guarded emergency visit to Söder Hospital


. . . what do you mean guarded


. . . two of our most experienced guards


. . . only two


. . . two of our most experienced guards and full-body chains


. . . who made that assessment


. . . he overpowered them both and


. . . who decided that two guards were sufficient


. . . and disappeared in the prison transport vehicle





A close-up on Oscarsson’s face. Beads of sweat were running from the hairline above his forehead – the camera was enjoying his nakedness. Television was about surface and the moment, but you felt it in the gut, like now. His eyes roamed, he swallowed, he’d taken management training courses for the camera, but this was the real thing and he was thinking too long and stammering too much, forgetting to repeat the answers he’d practised. Decide on a single answer and repeat it no matter what the question is. He knew the basic rules of the interview, but in front of a camera and those insistent reporters, and a microphone pushed into his face, that knowledge was drowned out by his fear of the people watching the news in Alvesta and Gällivare.


‘What a fucking loser!’


Hilding’s penetrating voice shattered the silence, but Tinyboy had given him a command.


‘Hitler’s fucking gone!’


Tinyboy took a hasty step forward, punched him hard, a fist to the back of the head.


‘Shut up! Are you having trouble understanding me today? I’m listening to this!’


Hilding wriggled uneasily in his chair, ripped viciously at the sore on his nose, but said nothing. He’d learned this on his very first stint in here. Eight months for robbing a 7-Eleven in Stockholm. Seventeen, stoned out of his mind, panic-stricken, he threatened a young shop assistant with a kitchen knife, took the two five-hundred-kronor bills from the cash register, then made a deal with a drug dealer standing just outside the store. Hilding was still there when the police arrived. He’d learned – when prison was still threatening and unfamiliar – to lick the arse of the person who was in charge of your unit, ingratiation meant safety, and he was tired of being afraid. He’d licked Tinyboy’s arse twice before, once at Mariefred prison in ninety-eight and again at Frituna outside Norrköping in ninety-nine. Tinyboy was no worse than anybody else.


The screen switched images again. Oscarsson’s tormented eyes lingered, though for another reason: the Aspsås wall was in the distance, as the camera moved in slow motion over the edge of the wall to the sky and back again, the clichés of a quickly produced news report. A voice, factual bordering on dry, explained that Bernt Lund had escaped during a supervised furlough this morning, that he’d been arrested and convicted four years earlier for a series of brutal rapes of minors, which culminated with the so-called ‘basement murders’ of two nine-year-old girls, that he’d served those years in isolation at Kumla and was recently moved to one of the special departments for sex offenders at Aspsås to serve out the rest of his time there, he was considered very dangerous, and in the interest of public safety they were showing pictures of him.


Bernt Lund was smiling. He was sitting in shirt and trousers and smiling at the camera in black and white stills. Tinyboy took a few more steps forward, stood in front of the TV screen.


‘Fuck. Fuck! It’s that nonce whose arse I kicked at the gym yesterday! It is that fucking bastard!’


Tinyboy screamed his anger, those closest to him jumped up, moved a bit further away. They’d seen him flip out over the sex offenders before.


‘What the hell are they even doing here? Why the hell do they have that fucking nonce unit here?’


Tinyboy screamed, pushing away memories. That’s how he had done it. Every time. At home, in the house in Svedmyra. Those fucking images. His uncle. At his father’s funeral. He was five years old and felt Per stroke his back, down over his butt.


‘I’ll cut their dicks off!’


The images blocked his thoughts. He had to think them, see them, live through them again and again. Per said they were going to go into Daddy’s office. He held his hand on the outside of Tinyboy’s suit trousers. He pulled them down, first the trousers, then the underwear. Then he pulled down his own trousers. He pressed himself against him, touched his arse with his penis.


‘One by one, goddamm it, Hilding, help me cut their dicks off!’


He cleared his throat, collecting saliva, spat on the TV screen, on Bernt Lund’s black and white face. He watched as the spit flowed slowly over the frozen smile, fell from the glass screen to the floor.


The crowd dispersed. One to his cell, one down the corridor, one picked up the cards from the table. Tinyboy sat down again, in the same chair, waved off Hilding as he handed him the cards. It was as if the images refused to leave, could not be resisted. He screamed and he focused and he hit his hands hard against his thigh as image after image pierced his defences.


Per again. In their summer house in Blekinge. The big hands did what they’d done last time, and he was bleeding profusely from his bottom. He hid his underwear so that Mum wouldn’t see – she never looked in the cupboard in the shed.


‘Tiny, dammit, you should come and play.’


‘Lay off. You’ll have to play without me.’


‘Forget about Hitler now.’


‘Leave me the fuck alone. Otherwise, I’ll give you another beating.’


He was thirteen years old. He was high as hell on speed and beer. Larren, who was big and never afraid, was with him. They hitchhiked down to Blekinge and climbed into the cabin. Laila was in the kitchen washing the dishes, and Per sat in the living room. They didn’t understand what was happening, even when Larren held him, while Tinyboy hacked at Per’s scrotum with an ice pick.


‘Full house!’


‘What do you mean full house?’


‘Eights and sixes.’


‘That’s not a fucking full house.’


‘It is too a full house. Tinyboy, explain it to this arsehole.’


‘I’m not playing. Didn’t I already say that? You’ll have to play on your own.’


Keys rattled. Two guards on the other side of the door.


Tinyboy looked in their direction. They had somebody with them. Somebody new. Surely here to fill Bojan’s empty cell. He’d been moved to Hall yesterday morning – he had been in a precarious situation and someone had warned the guards and management acted immediately. There’d been no blood in this unit, not for a long time.


The new guy was a big bastard. Shaved head, tanned as hell, a sunbed fag. Tinyboy sighed loudly and looked at him as he walked through the door, the guards on either side of him, as if he had his own escort. The new guy stared straight ahead, said nothing, saw nothing. The guards showed him to his cell, Bojan’s old one, but left the doors wide open.


‘What kind of clown is that?’


Tinyboy pointed in the direction of the new guy. Hilding took a deep breath, looked like he was thinking, searching through his previous stints.


‘I don’t know. Never seen the bastard before. Have you?’


Dragan shook his head. Skåne shrugged his shoulders. Bekir picked up two cards from the table.


‘Forget him. Play now, I have good cards!’


Tinyboy didn’t take his eyes off the new guy’s door. He was waiting. He usually did that, waited until they came out and then told them the lie of the land.


*


An hour and twenty minutes. Then he came out.


‘You, come here!’


Tinyboy waved his hand as a command. The new guy heard him, stared straight ahead, ignoring the voice that was demanding his presence at the end of the corridor. He walked slowly, almost deliberately, into the kitchen, drank some water from the tap, put his big shiny head under the stream of water.


‘You there, come here!’


Tinyboy was annoyed. This was his unit. He decided if someone answered him or not.


‘Come here!’


Tinyboy pointed at the floor in front of him. He waited. The new guy stood completely still.


‘Now!’


The new guy didn’t get it – he really didn’t get it. The silence was almost palpable to Hilding, and he glanced uneasily at Tinyboy, picked up the deck, and raised a finger to the others, telling them to wait. Dragan and Skåne and Bekir had already understood. There was going to be a fight, and they weren’t a part of it. They had front row seats and high hopes, and they, too, could feel the silent tension.


The new guy started moving. Towards Tinyboy. They were hunting each other. He walked over to the place on the floor Tinyboy was pointing to, then past it, and stopped with just a few centimetres between them.


Tinyboy had never lowered his eyes. He wasn’t about to do that now either. The new guy was taller than him. He had a huge scar, like a halter from his left ear to his mouth, sharp and deep. Tinyboy had seen similar ones made by a knife or a razor blade.


‘My name is Tinyboy.’


‘And?’


‘We like to introduce ourselves around here.’


‘Fuck you.’


The images of Per and Larren and a scrotum bleeding like hell and Aunt Laila, who was screaming at the kitchen sink while he ran around with the ice pick asking if Per wanted more, if he wanted it somewhere else. Per had been weeping, Tinyboy was taking aim at his eyes, when Larren let go of Per. Not the eyes. That was Larren’s limit.


Tinyboy shook. He tried to hide it, but everyone saw. He shook and hesitated and spat, but on the floor this time.


‘Where you from?’


The new guy yawned. Twice.


‘Jail.’


‘I know you fucking came from jail. Do you have your verdict with you?’


Three times.


‘Tinyturd, is that what they call you? You know damn well I can’t take my verdict with me into the unit.’


Tinyboy starting rocking, weight on his right leg, weight on his left leg. Per had died a long time ago, and he had died without his balls, and the ice pick had been confiscated, evidence that went to the reformatory.


‘I don’t care whether or not you can take your verdict with you! I wanna know what the hell you’re in for – I don’t want any fucking nonces or snitches in here!’


It’s strange how a room can seem cramped, how letters become words become messages and bounce off the walls, taking all the space, all the power, as if nothing else exists other than breath and silence and waiting.


The new guy couldn’t get any closer, but somehow he did. He hissed small droplets of saliva between them.


‘Are you looking for an adventure?’


Someone had to give in, look down at the floor, or turn away. But they just stood there.


‘Because there’s one thing I’m gonna make damn clear to you, Tinyturd. Nobody, and I mean nobody, calls me a snitch or a nonce. And if some junky loser does, then things won’t turn out well for him.’


The new guy poked Tinyboy in the chest with a long outstretched finger. He did it several times and hard. He was still hissing now, but talking jail Romani now.


‘Honkar di rotepa, buråbeng.’


He poked Tinyboy one more time in the chest and then turned around, walked back to his cell just a short distance away, and left the door wide open.


Tinyboy stood completely still. He followed him with a blank expression, watched him disappear behind the door, and then looked at Hilding and the others, shouting at a deserted corridor.


‘What the fuck. What the fuck!’


An open door and a middle finger poking at his chest.


Tinyboy shouted again.


‘Fuck, racklar di Romani, tjavon?’




 


FIRST THE BASTARD had looked him in the eye, then threatened him, then poked him in the chest. Nobody calls me a snitch or a nonce. And if some junky loser does, then things won’t turn out well for him. And then gone to his cell, leaving the door open, and refusing to come out again. Tinyboy had waited in the corridor for an hour until Hilding ventured over, tapped him in the back, and whispered it’s here. Now they were both sitting on a toilet with their hands on a piece of tinfoil, swatting each other’s fingers out of the way.


Inside was a flat brown square of something.


They’d ordered Turkish Glass. It had one hell of a kick and the best high. They were trying to fly through Aspsås and Unit H and the hours of waiting. They were trying to get through it.


They’d ordered this from the Greek, and paid for half when he delivered. Now they owed him more than was healthy. They should have made do with Pressed Moroccan or Yellow Lebanese, but Hilding had nagged and pleaded and licked arse and Tinyboy had given in, they’d placed the order for Turkish Glass and waited three days. Now, they smiled at the small, glowing pieces of glass, as they lifted the hash into the light of the bathroom.


‘You see, Tiny?’


‘Of course I see.’


‘It’s so . . . beautiful.’


Tinyboy held the lighter’s flame underneath the foil. One minute was usually enough. The flat brown square turned into a soft mass, and he crushed and shaped it with his fingers. Hilding kept his tobacco in the outer pocket of his prison-issued coat. They usually made their joints seventy-five per cent tobacco.


‘Smells good.’


‘Fucking hell, Tiny.’


Hilding stood on tiptoe and pressed his hands against one of the ceiling tiles, the one closest to the lamp. After a few seconds it gave way easily, and he reached in and fished out a corn pipe. Tinyboy packed his pipe, inhaled as he lit it, inhaled again, then handed it to Hilding, who hurriedly pushed it into his mouth.


They took two drags at a time, then passed the pipe, two more drags. It was quiet in the shower room, a couple of sinks dripping, one of the overhead lights blinking, drip drip blink blink blink drip. It was good Turkish Glass, even better than last time.


‘Holy shit, Hilding Wilding, motherfuckers.’


Tinyboy took two more drags and passed the pipe. He giggled.


‘You know what, Hilding Wilding? We’re sitting in a fucking shower room smoking good hash and it didn’t even occur to us that this is the perfect place to get rid of a nonce.’


‘What are you talking about?’


‘And we didn’t even think about it.’


‘Are you talking about this fucking shower room? We sure as hell’ve whipped enough rapists and snitches in here. How new is that? In the joint in America, they butt-fuck each other by the sinks.’


Tinyboy couldn’t stop giggling. That’s how Turkish Glass worked, first he got giggly as hell, then he got horny as hell, and if he hadn’t smoked for a while he became terrified of seeing it all over again, Per and his penis, and he would start searching for the ice pick and a bleeding scrotum.


He inhaled deeply, pipe in hand, held on to it to annoy Hilding while patting him on the head.


‘You don’t understand shit, Hilding Wilding, we should be doing a lot more than just kicking their arses.’


Hilding reached towards the pipe, but Tinyboy pulled it back, holding onto it stubbornly.


‘Listen. Next time we get a nonce in this unit, we’ll wait the bastard out – wait until he goes into the shower. When he’s in here, water all over him, you’ll create a diversion out in the yard so that all the guards end up there.’


Hilding wasn’t listening. He was trying to get hold of the pipe, reaching towards it again.


‘What the hell, it’s my turn now.’


Tinyboy giggled and threw the corn pipe into the air, almost to the ceiling, caught it, then gave it to Hilding, who took two long drags.


‘Listen, I said. Now we have him in the shower. Then either me or Skåne go in and shiv him till he croaks. Then, we butcher him. We cut up the fucking bastard into tiny little pieces and crush his bones. And then we’ll lift up the whole fucking john and wash every little fucking piece of him down into the drain in the floor. Then we put the toilet back on again and flush a few times. Wash the blood away with the shower.’


Hilding had forgotten to smoke or to pass the pipe back again. He looked offended. His face, normally stripped of emotion, undefined, like he was wearing a mask with a fixed rigid expression, was now wavering between disgust and delight. He was aware of Tinyboy’s hatred, and it was a trip to hate along with him, but Tinyboy was the kind who was always walking the line. Hilding remembered how he beat that dickhead in the gym with the weight plates and dumb-bells until he wasn’t moving any more.


‘Fuck, Tiny, you’re joking.’


Tinyboy grabbed the pipe, so happy when he was smoking.


‘I’m not joking. Why the hell would I joke about that? I wanna try it. The first nonce who comes in here, I wanna try. I wanna see if it works. I want to feel again what it’s like to shove in the ice pick and twist it.’




 


LENNART OSCARSSON RUSHED past the guard, Bergh, who waved and gave him a thumbs up. And Oscarsson couldn’t decide if Bergh was being ironic or just didn’t realise that the TV cameras had stripped Oscarsson naked.


He hurried through the first corridor, decided halfway to swerve to the right and take the short cut through Unit H.


He took two steps at a time, thinking that they’d done everything they could: cognitive therapy, medication, group and individual therapy. Bernt Lund had been offered everything and still took the very first chance he got. He was thinking about Åke Andersson and Ulrik Berntfors, who Oscarsson had worked with for many years, and who, for some unknown reason, had opened the back door of the van and let out one of this country’s most dangerous human beings. Thinking about Bernt Lund, who was free now and on the hunt for little girls, thinking about the press conference he’d been preparing for for years, the one that should have been his springboard but instead felt more like a rape.


No one had touched his privates, but the camera and microphone still felt like a violation.


He had thought of himself as a willing participant, and so he believed he wouldn’t be completely deserted, but now he realised he was being used by somebody else for somebody else’s purposes.


He thought about the hours that had passed since he woke up this morning.


Thought, did life have to be so fucking complicated?


Sometimes it felt like he couldn’t take it any more. Middle age was pushing him towards old age, and he couldn’t keep up. There was no time for reflection, it would always be later, later, often he would just close his eyes. He wanted to close his eyes now and know that everything was over, someone else had decided and everything was clear – like when he was little, he’d sat in the middle of the floor and closed his eyes while Mum and Dad worked on their home, and when he opened his eyes again, they were done. Something happened while he waited quietly, refusing to participate. Someone else had taken care of it, and all he had to do was close his eyes for a moment, and it would be over.


He unlocked the door to Unit H. He knew that both his colleagues and the inmates disliked it, no fucking unnecessary running, but it was a short cut, and he was in a hurry. He said hello to one of the guards without remembering his name, nodded to some of the inmates who were playing cards in the TV corner. He passed the door to the shower room and was centimetres from running straight into Tinyboy Lindgren and his lackey. They were high as kites. Their staring eyes, their flapping movements, he could even smell it coming from the showers. The lackey mumbled Howdy, Hitler and Tinyboy Lindgren giggled and tried to congratulate him on his TV appearance. Lennart Oscarsson pretended not to see the outstretched hand. He knew as well as the rest of the staff that Lindgren had beaten up one of his inmates in the gym, but no one had seen anything, or heard anything, so without proof they couldn’t do a thing, not even in a prison.


Through the next locked door, down the stairs, out into the yard, over to the next building, up the two flights of stairs to Units A and B, the sex offenders, his domain.


They were waiting for him. In a line in the meeting room.


‘Excuse me. I’m late. Far too late. I’ve just had so much on my plate today.’


They smiled, wanting to express some kind of compassion, because they had also seen him on TV. It was still on when he walked by. Five new trainees who, starting tomorrow, would begin their jobs in the two units for paedophiles and rapists. They sat with pencil and pad at the oval table. This was the first day of their new lives.


‘Nonce.’


He usually started that way. He pulled the cap off a green marker, it smelled strongly, and wrote in capital letters on the glossy whiteboard.


‘N-O-N-C-E.’


The five temps sat in silence. Fiddling with their pens, hesitating, should I write this down? Is it good to take notes or am I giving myself away? They were lost beginners, and he wasn’t helping them. He continued talking and occasionally wrote something on the board, a main point, a number.


‘They live here. For two to ten years, depending on what they’ve done, how sick they are.’


Still silence. It was longer than usual.


‘Fifty thousand convictions – the amount of criminal cases last year in this shitty little country. How do we keep up? I can’t understand it. Out of those, five hundred and forty-seven were sexual offences. Less than half made it all the way to prison.’


A few took notes. Numbers were easier. Statistics demanded no opinion.


‘If we know, then, that at any given moment there are approximately five thousand people in Swedish prisons, two hundred and twelve sex offenders shouldn’t pose any problems. Right? Four per cent. One out of twenty-five. But that’s exactly what they do. They are problems. They are risk. They are hate. Therefore, they have their own units. Like here. But sometimes, sometimes there just isn’t room. Then they end up on a waiting list, then we have to sneak them into a normal unit for a while. And if and when the other inmates realise there’s a nonce serving in their unit, they’ll attack him. They beat him to a pulp until we intervene.’


A man in his forties, retrained from something else, raised his hand as if he were in a classroom.


‘Nonce? You both said it and wrote it.’


‘Yes?’


‘Is it important?’


‘I don’t know. We call them that here. That’s what you’ll be calling them within a day or two. Because that’s what this is about. Wham bam thank you, ma’am.’


Lennart Oscarsson waited. He knew what was coming next. He wondered which of them would start. He guessed it would be a younger woman near the front. She looked like the type. The young were the ones with the furthest to go. They still believed that change was possible. They didn’t understand time, which took your life and energy and, in exchange, gave you experience and compromise.


He was wrong. It was the man again, who was retrained from something else.


‘Why so cynical?’


He was upset.


‘I don’t understand. During our training, I learned what I already knew. That people aren’t objects. That you, my future boss, have this kind of attitude scares me.’


Oscarsson sighed. He’d been through this performance several times before. He usually ran across them later, a few years older and in some other prison after they’d advanced to a new job. They usually joked as they recalled it, and defended these exchanges as a beginner’s unfulfilled ambitions.


‘You can think what you want. That’s your right. Call me cynical if that’s what gets you going. But answer this first: have you come to Aspsås prison’s pervert department because you want to see nonces as more than objects, because your dream is to change them?’


The man, who tomorrow would commence his duties in Unit A, slowly lowered his hand and sat quietly.


‘I didn’t hear you. Is that correct?’


‘No.’


‘Then why?’


‘I was ordered here.’


The principal prison officer tried not to show how pleased he was. He felt the performance was over. That was his main role. He gazed at them in silence, all five, one by one. One fidgeted, one kept writing down numbers, diligently recording them in a notebook.


‘Honestly now. Is there anyone here who joined this unit voluntarily?’


After seventeen years at Aspsås he had yet to meet a single colleague whose professional dream ended among the paedophiles in Units A and B. You were ordered here. You applied from here. He, himself, had become the boss. Better pay and the hope of advancing to the next management position elsewhere. He walked slowly behind the five new employees in the conference room, leaving the last question unanswered so that they would comprehend and formulate their own answers. Only then would they understand and accept their placement in the coming months. He stopped at the window with his back to his students. The sun was high. It hadn’t rained for a long time. The inmates kicked up dust as they walked in the exercise yard. A few were playing football, others jogged along the barbed wire. In one corner, two were walking jerky and slow. He recognised Lindgren and his lackey, still high on hash.




 


MICAELA HAD LEFT EARLY. He must have been asleep then. Night after night, the same ritual: just as the city woke up outside his window, right after he’d heard the first newspaper delivered, and the first trucks arriving, he finally fell asleep close to five thirty. Hours of thoughts crowded into an exhausted body, until, finally, the restlessness could no longer resist, and he fell asleep, dreaming in a void until late morning.


Fredrik had some bleary images of the morning: Micaela lying naked on top of him, and he not being up for it, and she whispering ‘bore’ and kissing him lightly on the cheek, then going to the bathroom. Marie’s room was on the other side of the wall from the tub, and she usually woke up when Micaela showered. When the water pushed forward along the pipes, it made a screeching sound. This morning David had also been there. Micaela had made breakfast for herself and the two children, while Fredrik stayed in bed, his legs refusing to get up and keep them company, until he slipped into the void and the dreams again. He didn’t wake up again until just after eleven, when Marie changed the video and cartoon characters started screaming in falsetto.


He had to start sleeping at night. This wasn’t possible any more.


It just wasn’t.


He wasn’t working, and he wasn’t participating in other people’s lives. The morning had been when he did most of his writing, from eight until just after lunch. There wasn’t time now to drive from Strängnäs to his writing space in Arnö, a fifteen-minute drive every morning and afternoon. Marie had got good at spending the morning hours by herself, and Micaela, who thankfully worked at Marie’s nursery school, made sure, day after day, the other staff were friendly to the child who never showed up until lunchtime.


He was ashamed.


He felt like an alcoholic who’d sworn himself to sobriety the night before, then woken up the next morning with a hangover. He was tired, had a headache, and felt anxious to start another day with the promise that today things would change.


‘Hello.’


His daughter stood in front of him. He lifted her up.


‘Hello, my darling girl. Do I get a kiss?’


Marie put a wet mouth against his cheek.


‘David left.’


‘Did he?’


‘His dad was here to get him.’


They know me, he thought. They know I’ll take responsibility. They know that. He shook off his uneasiness, sat Marie down on the floor.


‘Have you eaten?’


‘Micaela fed us.’


‘That was a long time ago. Do you want more?’


‘I want to eat at school.’


It was a quarter past one. How long was the school open? Were they still serving lunch? Getting dressed took ten minutes, and they could drive there. The journey took five minutes. One thirty. They’d be there by one thirty.


‘OK. Let’s get dressed. You can eat at school.’


Fredrik searched for a pair of jeans in his closet. A white shirt was lying on the chair. It was hot outside, but he hated shorts. His pale legs looked silly. Marie ran through the hall with a T-shirt and a pair of shorts in her hand. He gave her a thumbs up and helped her turn her shirt right side out.


‘Good. What shoes?’


‘The red ones.’


‘Then red ones it is.’


He lifted her feet one at a time, unbuttoned two buttons on a decorative metal buckle. They were ready.


The phone.


‘It’s ringing, Daddy.’


‘We don’t have time.’


‘Yes, we do.’


Marie ran into the kitchen, just barely reached the phone on the wall next to the refrigerator. She said hello and lit up, someone she liked. She whispered to her father.


‘It’s Mummy.’


He nodded. Marie told her mother about the Big Bad Wolf chasing her yesterday and about how the little pigs had won and the Donald Duck shampoo that had run out and how she’d known that there were two in the bathroom cabinet on the bottom shelf. She laughed and kissed the phone and handed it to him.


‘For you, Daddy. Mummy wants to talk.’


He still wasn’t awake. He stood up and held the phone to his ear, but his body was having a hard time distinguishing between the voice of the woman on the phone, whose name was Agnes, who he’d once desired more than anyone in the world, who’d asked him to leave, and another woman who just a few hours ago had been naked on top of him, whose name was Micaela, sixteen years younger than him, and who’d just left. He could still feel Micaela’s naked body and hear Agnes’s voice over the phone and was both here and there, and it made him dizzy, he couldn’t breathe, and he got hard. He turned around, so Marie wouldn’t see.


‘Yes?’


‘When are you coming?’


‘Coming?’


‘Marie is supposed to be with me today.’


‘No.’


‘What do you mean, no?’


‘She’ll be with you on Monday. We swapped, right? Right?’


‘No, we didn’t. Not now. Not today.’


‘Agnes, I can’t. I’m tired and in a hurry, and Marie is standing next to me. I’m not going to argue while she’s listening.’


He gave Marie the phone again, spinning his hands around, their sign for hurry.


‘Mummy, I don’t have time. We have to go to school.’


Agnes was smart enough not to take her irritation out on Marie. She never had. He loved her for it.


‘Now, Mummy.’


Marie stretched up on tiptoe and hung up the phone. It fell down, banging against the microwave on the counter. Fredrik took a step forward, picked it up, hung it up on the wall.


‘OK, honey. Let’s hurry.’


They walked through the kitchen. He looked at the clock above the dining table. One twenty-five. They’d get there by one thirty. She could stay there until a quarter past five. Then she’d be able to both eat a late lunch and play outside for a few hours in the afternoon. She’d be satisfied – almost as if she’d been there a full day – by the time he picked her up again.




 


ONE THIRTY. Sven Sundkvist looked at a green alarm clock standing on Ewert Grens’s desk. His shift had been over a couple of hours ago. He had the wine and cake in his car. He just wanted to go home, to Anita and Jonas. Have a calm dinner. He was turning forty today.


It was as if his work, the days and nights he spent at the City Police, just wasn’t that important any more. Until recently, he’d been prepared to do his duty, even on his wedding night, to choose divorce rather than compromising on the evening shift. He’d talked a bit with Ewert about it lately. They’d become closer during this year. Sven had tried to explain this forbidden feeling, how he’d ceased to care about which madman did what and whether said madman was headed to prison or not. As if he was finished, at the age of forty, waiting for retirement, the rest of it. Now all he wanted was to lie on his patio and eat breakfast in peace and quiet, go for long walks along Årsta Bay, be at home when Jonas came running from school with his whole life in his backpack. He’d been working for twenty years. He was supposed to work for another twenty-five years. He sighed heavily. He just would not, could not, was not able to accept how his life was flying by in a lousy police station surrounded by increasingly thick binders of open investigations. Jonas would be thirty-two on the day his father retired. How the hell would they ever have time to spend together then?


Ewert understood. He had no family. His days in uniform were all he had. He ate and drank and breathed police work. But he also knew what Sven knew, saw the insignificance of giving yourself over completely to a job that would come to an end one day. He often talked about how he, too, would cease to be one day. He understood, but he didn’t have the urge to care.


‘Ewert.’


‘Yes?’


‘I want to go home.’


Ewert was kneeling on the floor for a second time picking up the contents of his bin. Two of the banana peels had been crushed, leaving large stains on the beige carpet.


‘I know you do. And you know we’ll be going home when we have Lund in custody again.’


He lifted his head, trying to see above the desktop’s edge, looking for the clock.


‘Six and a half hours. And we don’t know shit. It may be some time before you get to eat your cake.’


‘Pick Up the Pieces’, with a full choir and orchestra, recorded in Sweden in 1963. Siw Malmkvist playing from the third mixed tape, the one with a photo of Siw on its plastic case, a big blurry smile aimed at the adoring camera.


‘I took that picture myself. Did I tell you that? At Folkets Park in Kristianstad, in nineteen seventy-two.’


He walked over to Sven, who was still sitting in the visitor’s chair, leaned towards him, and threw up his arm.


‘May I have this dance?’


Without waiting for an answer, he turned around for a few quick dance steps. A remarkable sight, the half-lame Ewert Grens swinging around his desk to the music of the early sixties and of the heyday of the Swedish welfare state.


*


They took Sven Sundkvist’s car. Grens had moved the cake box and the plastic bag with the expensive wine bottles from the passenger seat to the shelf in the rear window. They headed out from the police station towards route E18. The streets of the capital were empty. The heat had forced people to take their summer holidays at the beach and its cool water. The dark asphalt reflected what life there was, as if all breath were bouncing off its hard surface.


Sven Sundkvist drove fast. First going through two yellow lights and then two red. The few cars waiting for the signal to turn green honked angrily. There was a nationwide alert. They had two dozen Stockholm police officers at their disposal. But they still didn’t know a thing.


‘He licks their feet.’


Ewert Grens had been silent since Sven started the engine – now he stared straight ahead as he spoke.


‘I’ve never seen anything like it before. I’ve seen children raped, children murdered, even children worked over by sharp metallic objects, but I’ve never seen this. They were thrown onto the concrete floor. They were filthy, bloody, but their feet were clean and the medical examiners determined that there were several layers of saliva on them – he’d spent minutes licking their feet before he killed them.’


Sven Sundkvist increased his speed. The plastic bag slid from one side of the back window to the other, the bottles rattled monotonously.


‘Every piece of their clothing was placed on the floor – two centimetres apart. The final pieces were their shoes. One pair of pink patent-leather shoes, one pair of white trainers. The clothes were as dirty as the girls. Dust, dirt, blood. But not the shoes. They shone. Even more layers of saliva. He spent a long time on those.’


Not even E18 was especially busy. Sven Sundkvist stayed in the left lane, passing the few cars on the road at high speed. He didn’t have the energy to talk, to ask any more questions about Lund, he didn’t want to know more, not right now. He almost drove past the exit, slammed on the brakes at the last moment, rammed the car across three lanes and onto the smaller road to Aspsås.


Lennart Oscarsson was waiting in the parking lot for them.


He looked stressed, nervous, a little hunted. The scapegoat. He’d just been stripped naked on television. He also knew exactly how Ewert Grens felt about the decision to let two lone prison guards transport Bernt Lund through the capital in the middle of the night.


‘Hello.’


Ewert Grens waited a second too long to stretch out his hand, enjoyed letting one of the many idiots who surrounded him suffer for a moment.


‘Hello.’


Oscarsson met his hand, dropped it quickly, looked at the driver’s seat.


‘Hello. I’m Lennart Oscarsson. I don’t think we’ve met.’


‘Sven. Sven Sundkvist.’


They all walked towards the large gate of Aspsås prison, which opened as they approached it. The central guard recognised Grens and exchanged a nod with him, but ignored Sven.


‘Where are you going?’


Oscarsson stopped, went back to the window, annoyed.


‘He’s with me. From the City Police.’


‘He hasn’t been cleared.’


‘They’re investigating Lund.’


‘I have no interest in that. What I am interested in is why he wasn’t cleared.’


Sundkvist interrupted Oscarsson, who was about to start yelling something he would probably regret later.


‘Here. My ID. OK?’


The guard studied the picture of Sven on his ID for a long time, then input his social security number into a database.


‘It’s your birthday today.’


‘Yep.’


‘Then what are you doing here?’


‘Are you going to let me in?’


The guard waved him past, and they walked one by one into the first corridor. Ewert Grens laughed out loud.


‘With that guy on duty, it’s harder to get in than to get out.’


They walked down the basement corridor. Grens looked around, sighed at walls that looked like every wall in every basement of every Swedish prison. Long murals, of varying quality, art therapy projects for inmates done under the supervision of consultants. Always a blue background, always the same over-explicit symbols: prison gates flung open and birds in the sky.


Some dirty doodles signed by Benke Lelle Hinken Zoran Jari Geten, 1987.


Oscarsson was holding his key ring, opening metal door after metal door. They passed a rowdy crowd of prisoners on their way to the gym with two guards in front of them and two behind. Grens sighed again. He’d run into some of them before. Some he’d interrogated, others he’d testified against, and a few of the old ones he’d picked up back when he was still patrolling the streets.


‘Howdy, Grens. You taking a walk?’


Stig Lindgren, one of the inhabitants in the Society of Outcasts, who’d never be able to live anywhere except behind these walls – might as well lock him up and throw away the key. Ewert Grens was weary of that type.


‘Shut your mouth, Lindgren, or I’ll tell your friends why they call you Tinyboy.’


Up a flight of stairs, into Unit A. The sexual offenders’ section. Lennart Oscarsson was a few steps ahead, Sven Sundkvist and Ewert Grens walked more slowly, observing their surroundings. It looked like any other unit. Same TV corner, same pool table, kitchen and cells. The difference was that the crime that landed you here provoked the same hate in the Society of Outcasts as it did anywhere else. For prisoners in this unit, ending up in the wrong part of this building might mean a death sentence.


Oscarsson pointed to a cell door. Number eleven. A blank surface. All the other doors had been decorated by whoever had been living behind them. Posters, newspaper clippings, an occasional photo. But not cell number eleven.


Ewert Grens felt like he should have been here already, behind that door, six months ago. In Lund’s cell. He’d been investigating a child pornography ring, his first real glimpse into a new sealed kingdom of paedophiles, which existed among databases and network connections. He’d seen pictures of children, pictures he’d never known existed: naked children, penetrated children, humiliated, tortured children. A child pornography ring that he and his colleagues at the commission initially suspected was located abroad, paedophilia and profit and dark agreements, but soon proved to be far more limited, sophisticated and challenging.


There had been seven of them.


An exalted company of repeat sex offenders. Some locked up, but most had been recently released.


They’d created their own virtual showroom. Collections that were channelled through computers and networks on a schedule, as if they were TV programmes. Every week, at the same time, Saturday at eight o’clock. They’d been sitting at their computers, waiting for that week’s set of photos with ever-increasing demands – each show had to be more extreme than the last, naked children weren’t enough for them any more. The children had to touch each other, the children who’d touched each other had to be raped, the children who had been raped had to be raped even more – each photo had to outdo the last. Seven paedophiles, a closed company, custom illustrations of the paedophiles’ own crimes, neatly scanned and sent.


They’d been at it for almost a year before they were discovered.


It was as if they were competing at child pornography.


Bernt Lund had been one of the seven. The only one in prison and, therefore, allowed to send old, previously captured images from the computer in his cell – given his crimes, his right to participate was indisputable. Since their discovery, three of the others had been sentenced to long prison terms. A fourth, Håkan Axelsson, was still being prosecuted. The evidence they had against the other two was weaker. They would probably be able to avoid indictment. Everyone knew, but it didn’t matter – if you can’t prove it, it didn’t happen, and in the meantime, they could make new contacts in the shadow of the investigation, lay the groundwork for a new child pornography ring.


There were many of them out there, and if one left, a new one would step in.


Ewert blamed himself. He should have visited Lund’s cell during the preliminary investigation. They’d been pressed for time, under the pressure of outraged public opinion, so against his better judgement, he’d refrained from personally going to Aspsås. Instead, he sent two younger colleagues to visit Lund in a cell filled to the brim with CD-ROMs bearing thousands of images of violated children. If he himself had gone to cell number eleven in the sex offenders’ unit, then he might know more right now. If he’d actually been in Lund’s presence back then, maybe he wouldn’t be standing here now, facing so much uncertainty, with no lead on him.


‘Here.’


Oscarsson turned the key, opened the door.


‘As you can see, a methodical man.’


Sundkvist and Grens entered the cell and stopped abruptly. A very strange room. Outwardly similar to the neighbouring cells. A window, a bed, a cupboard, some shelves, a sink, roughly eight square metres. It was the rest. Candlesticks, stones, pieces of wood, pens, bits of string, clothes, binders, batteries, books, notepads. Everything lined up. Along the floor, on the crisply made bed, on the window sill, on the shelves. Like an exhibition. Two centimetres between each object. Like dominoes in one never-ending line, where if one thing were moved, it would fall over.


Ewert Grens searched his jacket pocket. He had a short ruler on the side of his diary. He went over to the bed and laid the pocket diary along the row of stones. Two centimetres. No more, no less. He measured the gap from pen to pen on the window sill. Two centimetres. On the shelves the books were two centimetres apart, on the floor the pieces of string were two centimetres from the batteries, two centimetres from the notebooks, two centimetres from the cigarette pack.


‘Does it always look like this?’


Oscarsson nodded.


‘Yes. Always. When he goes to bed at night, he puts every stone on the floor in a new line. Measures the distance. In the morning he does it again, makes the bed, lifts up every stone, puts them onto the cover again, exactly two centimetres apart.’


Sven moved a few pens. Completely ordinary pens. He turned a few of the rocks this way and that. Common rocks, each one more meaningless than the last. The folders, the notebooks. Nothing. The folders were empty shells, the notebooks pristine, not a page had been used. He turned towards Oscarsson.


‘I don’t understand.’


‘What is there to understand?’


‘I don’t know. Something. Why would a man lick children’s feet?’


‘Why do you think you have to understand?’


‘I want to know where he is. Where he’s on his way to. I just want to get hold of the bastard, so I can go home and eat my cake and get drunk.’


‘Sorry. You’ll never understand. There is nothing rational about it. Not even he knows why he licks dead feet. I don’t think he has any idea why he puts things in a line two centimetres apart, either.’


Grens held his diary, put his thumb behind the dash that marked two centimetres. He lifted it to face level, and they were all forced to look at his thumb and two centimetres.


‘Control. Just that. That’s how it is with all of them. They enjoy rape because they are in control. Power and control. This one is just more extreme. But that’s what the stones in a row are all about. Order. Structure. Control.’


He lowered his diary to the bed, held it behind the line of stones, then quickly pulled it forward, and they all fell down on the floor, one by one.


‘We know that. He’s a sadist. We also know that power gives Lund’s type a hard-on. That’s how it works. When he’s in power, when someone else is powerless, when he’s the one deciding whether he’ll hurt them and how much. That’s what gets him off. That’s why he ejaculates in front of bound and bruised nine-year-olds.’


The window sill, the pens in a row, he did the same thing as before, use his diary to push them down onto the radiator.


‘By the way, the pictures in the computer. How had he organised them?’


Oscarsson looked at the pens on the floor for a long time, pushing them into a pile, disordering them, then at Grens, startled, as if the question were a strange one.


‘Organised? What do you mean?’


‘How were they sorted? I don’t remember. I remember their faces, eyes, how alone they were. But not the distance, how far it was between each image.’


‘I don’t know. I really don’t know. But I can find out. If you think it’s important.’


‘Yeah. It’s important.’


*


They turned the cell upside down. They touched and sniffed every nook of Bernt Lund’s home for four years.


There was no information there. He’d had no plan to escape.


He didn’t know he was on his way to somewhere else.




 


FREDRIK STEFFANSSON OPENED the car door. He knew he’d been driving too fast through Strängnäs, seventy over Tosterö Bridge, where the speed limit was only thirty, but he’d promised Marie that they’d be there by half past one, so they would.


She had to go to nursery school so Daddy could work. A lie today and a lie yesterday. She was there to hold her place, because it was part of his image as a father who worked hard, who wrote and needed to be alone to think great thoughts. He hadn’t thought any big thoughts in months. He hadn’t written a word in weeks. He had a block and no idea how to solve it.


That was why Frans, and the memory of that beating, haunted him at night. It was why he couldn’t make love to the beautiful young woman who’d straddled him naked in his bed this morning, why he couldn’t stop comparing her to a woman he had already lost, Agnes. As if the work, the writing, had kept him from reflecting and he couldn’t any more – really he’d always done just that, worked and worked and worked to keep from feeling. He had an engine inside him burning and pushing him forwards, because if he was moving forwards he was moving away from his past.


He parked on the street outside the school entrance. A turning zone, he’d got a ticket parking there before, but didn’t have the energy to keep looking for parking. He helped Marie out of her seat belt, opened the car door. It was even hotter outside. The sun was at its highest, and it was more than thirty degrees in the shade. An unusual Swedish summer, warm since May, with just a few cloudy or rainy days.


They walked towards the entrance. Marie was skipping in front of him, both feet right leg left leg both feet together. She was happy – Micaela and David and twenty-five other children, whose names he really should try to remember, were waiting inside.


They passed a park bench just outside the gate where a father of one of the children sat waiting. Fredrik recognised him and nodded slightly, without being able to connect him with one of the little faces jostling around inside.


Micaela was standing by the cloakroom. She kissed him, asked if he was awake, if he’d missed her. Yes, he said. I missed you. Had he? He didn’t know. He missed her soft body at night when he couldn’t sleep, he usually curled up close to her, feeling her warmth, and it made him less afraid. But during the day? Not often. He looked at her. She was young. Sixteen years younger than he was. Too young. Too beautiful. As if he wasn’t enough for her. As if he wasn’t worthy. A couple should be the same age. A couple should be equally beautiful. Did he really believe that? There was doubt deep inside. Like the beating, it was also there, deep inside. He’d wanted to be close to her after the divorce. She’d been standing there when he came and left Marie, day after day, and one day they’d walked together for a little bit, and he’d told her about the pain, about the loss, and she’d listened and they’d gone on more walks, and he’d continued to confide in her, and she continued to listen, and one day they’d gone home together to his house and made love all afternoon, while Marie and David played together in the living room on the other side of the closed door.


He helped Marie change shoes. He unbuckled her red shoes, put them on her shelf labelled with a striped elephant. That was her symbol. Other children had red fire trucks or football players or Disney characters, but she’d chosen an elephant and that was that. He put on her indoor shoes, white fabric.


‘You shouldn’t go, Daddy.’


She held him tightly by the arm.


‘But you wanted to come here? And Micaela is here. And David.’


‘Stay. Please, Daddy.’


He lifted her up, held her in his arms.


‘But, honey, you know Daddy has to work.’


Her eyes stared into his. She scrunched up her forehead. She looked at him pleadingly.


He sighed.


‘OK, OK. I’ll stay then. But just for a little while.’


Marie stood beside him. She kissed her elephant. Ran her finger up its legs, across its back, onto its striped trunk. Fredrik turned to Micaela, making a silent gesture of resignation. It had been like this since she started, almost four years ago now, since Agnes had moved. He hoped each time would be the last, and that the next time he left her, said goodbye, that he could walk away without any guilt.


‘And how long were you planning on staying today?’


The only thing they disagreed on. Micaela thought he should just leave, prove once and for all that even if he left right away, he’d be back later that afternoon to pick her up. She felt he had to stand a few tears, a little agony, but then it would pass, and Marie would get used to it. He’d respond by telling her that she’d didn’t have any children of her own, so she couldn’t really understand how it felt.


‘A quarter of an hour. At the most.’


Marie heard him.


‘Daddy’s gonna stay. Here. With me.’


She held on even tighter to her father’s arm. Only when David came running by, wearing watercolours on his face as war paint, shouting come on, did she let go of Fredrik’s arm and run after. Micaela smiled.


‘See. It’s never been that fast. Now she’s forgotten you.’


She took a step forward, stood close to him.


‘But not me.’


A light kiss on the cheek, then she left, too. Fredrik stood there, uncertain, watching Micaela, watching Marie. He stepped into the playroom. Marie and David and three other children lay in a pile painting each other’s faces, pretending to be Sioux Indians or something else. Fredrik waved to Marie, and she waved back. He walked away. The Indian warriors followed him as he opened the front door.


The sun shone directly in his face. A coffee in the shade? A newspaper in the square? He decided to go out to the island instead, to Arnö, to his office. He would sit there and wait. Probably not write a word, but at least he’d be prepared, start the computer, read through his notes.


He opened the gate, nodded again to the father still sitting on the park bench and continued towards his car.




 


HE LIKED THIS nursery. It looked exactly the same as it had four years ago. The small gate, the white picket fence, the blue shutters. He’d been sitting outside for four hours now. There had to be at least twenty children inside. He’s seen children with their fathers and children with their mothers come and go, one by one. No child had arrived by herself. It was a shame. It was easier if they were alone.


Three girls had trainers. Two had on some kind of sandals, the kind with long leather straps that went up their legs. Some had arrived barefoot. It was, of course, unbearably hot today, but going barefoot, he didn’t like it. One had on red patent shoes with metal buckles. Those were the most beautiful. She’d arrived late, almost half past one, and she’d been with her father. She was a fair-haired little whore, with natural curls, who tossed her head as she spoke with the father. Not a lot of clothes, a pair of shorts and a simple T-shirt, she must have dressed herself. She seemed happy – whores are often happy. She’d skipped all the way up to the front door, alternating between two feet together and then one foot. Her father had nodded at him, greeting him. He’d nodded back, that’s being polite. When he came back – he’d been inside a little longer than the others – he nodded again.


He tried to see the whore through the window. Several heads passed by the window, but not those blonde curls. She was surely looking for cock. Whores want a lot of cock. She was hiding inside the house, with her T-shirt, her shorts, her red patent shoes with metal buckles, her legs bare. Whores like showing skin.




 


TINYBOY SAT IN the TV corner of Unit H. He was tired. He always felt tired after smoking. The better the weed the more tired he got, and Turkish Glass made him the most tired of all. That shit was fucking good. The Greek had delivered on his promise. He’d said it was the best shit he had, and Tinyboy believed it – he’d rarely smoked better, and his experience was extensive. He looked at Hilding, who’d just been Hilding Wilding, but who now lay half asleep. It had been a long time since his face looked that peaceful. He wasn’t even scratching at that damn scab on his nose. The hand he usually had on his face lay still against his knee. Tinyboy leaned over to him, hit him on the shoulder. Hilding woke up, and Tinyboy gave him the thumbs up. Thumbs up and an index finger pointing at the shower room. They had more in there under the tile next to the ceiling lamp, at least enough to get high twice more. Hilding understood and smiled. He returned the thumbs up and then sank down into the chair again.


There’d been a hell of a lot of commotion in their unit today. First, the fucking new guy with the shaved head who thought he didn’t have to play by the rules here, who stood there with that big scar on his face staring down like a prize boxer. He found out the bastard’s name later. One of the young guards had kindly told him when he’d asked. Jochum Lang. What a fucking name. A fucking hitman, a fucking enforcer. Accused of a bunch of assaults and manslaughter, but only short sentences because no one ever dared to testify against him. But in this unit, he’d soon learn. In this unit, there were rules. Then, Hitler, who wet his trousers on live TV and had still been stupid enough to take a short cut through this unit on his way to the sex bunker. Guard Hitler with his wet trousers had run into them when the effects of the Turkish Glass were at their best, but didn’t dare to say a damn thing. He must have smelled it and still decided to walk right past, headed to those sexual vermin, who should all be killed. And then, Grens. Damn if that bastard didn’t also walk by. Limping as usual. He should be dead by now, he’d been around so long. Grens probably still got hard when he thought about it – he’d been one of the Stockholm cops who in nineteen seventy-nine had driven down to Blekinge to transport a crying thirteen-year-old boy from the sight of Per’s bleeding scrotum to the reformatory.


Bekir shuffled, cut, dealt. Dragan put two matches into the pot and took up his cards, Skåne put two matches into the pot and took up his cards, Hilding shoved his cards away, stood up, walked towards the toilet. Tinyboy picked up the cards, one by one, sneaked a peek at them. Shitty cards. Bekir shuffled like a bitch. They swapped cards. He swapped them all except one, the king of clubs, meaningless to save, but he never swapped them all, on principle. Four new. Equally worthless. King of clubs and four low cards gave no points. His move, he laid down his king of clubs and two of hearts and four of spades and seven of spades. Final round. Dragan played a queen of clubs and because both the king and the ace had already been played, he banged his hand triumphantly on the table, the matches were his, and the thousands they represented. He was about to take the pile of sticks when Tinyboy raised his hand.


‘Dammit, what are you doing?’


‘Taking my pot.’


‘I haven’t played.’


‘The queen is high.’


‘No.’


‘What do you mean no?’


‘I haven’t played my card yet.’


He put his last card on the table. King of clubs.


‘There.’


Dragan started waving his hands.


‘What the hell? The fucking king has already been played.’


‘I see that. But now I’m playing one more.’


‘There’s no damn way you can have two kings of clubs.’


‘Can and do.’


Tinyboy grabbed hold of Dragan’s hands and pushed them away.


‘Those are my sticks. I had the highest card. You owe me some, girls.’


He laughed loudly and hit the table. The guards in their station, three of them who mostly chatted through their work day, turned around, trying to see where the sound came from. They saw Tinyboy throw a pile of matches up at the ceiling and try to catch them in his mouth. They turned around again.


Hilding walked through the hallway on his way back from the toilet. He moved slowly, more awake than before, holding a paper in his hand.


‘Hilding Wilding, who do you think took the pot? I’ll give you one guess. Who do you think’s sitting here waiting for his thousands?’


Hilding wasn’t listening. He was holding a piece of paper, showed it to Tinyboy.


‘Fuck, you better read this, Boy. A letter. Milan got it today. He gave it to me when I was on the crapper. He thought I should show you. From Branco.’


Tinyboy gathered up the matches, put them one by one into an empty matchbox.


‘Shut up, little pig. Why the hell should I read other people’s letters?’


‘I think you should. And Branco thinks so, too.’


He gave Tinyboy the paper. Tinyboy stared at it, turned it this way and that, tried to give it back.


‘No.’


‘You only need to read the last part. From there.’


Hilding pointed to the fourth line from the end. Tinyboy followed his dirty finger.


‘I . . .’


He cleared his throat.


‘I had . . .’


He cleared his throat again.


‘I hope . . .’


He rubbed his eyes, handed the letter back to Hilding.


‘Pig, dammit, I can’t really see that well, my eyes, they sting like hell. You read.’


Hilding read while Tinyboy continued to scratch his eyes.


‘I’m hoping to avoid any unnecessary misunderstandings. Jochum Lang is my friend. Here’s some good advice: get along with him.’


Tinyboy listened. Quiet.


‘Signed, Branco Miodrag. I recognise the handwriting.’


Tinyboy took the letter, looked at the signature. Yugoslavians. The fucking Yugoslavians. He folded together the words, sentences, threw them and the matchbox onto the floor, stomped on the paper and matches. He looked anxiously around the corridor towards the cells, then Hilding slowly shook his head at Skåne, at Dragan, at Bekir. They did what Hilding did, shook their heads for a long time. Tinyboy bent down and was about to pick up the paper with a black shoe print on it when a door further away opened. It was as if he’d been waiting. Jochum Lang came out, walked towards the kneeling Tinyboy, who stood up and turned around.


‘Dammit, Jochum, you don’t need to show me any papers. Fuck, you understand, we were just playing around a little.’


Lang didn’t look at him as he passed by, just said, almost in a whisper, though they could all hear it. Even quiet, it felt like a shout.


‘Did you get a letter, tjavon?’




 


THE NURSERY SCHOOL WAS CALLED The Dove. It was called that because it had been called that from the beginning. A long time ago. A name difficult to place. There were no doves there. Not even close by. Doves of love? Nobody knew. One of the older ladies in the social welfare department had been around since then, and she’d been asked but didn’t have much to add. She’d certainly been there for the opening and remembered it well, Strängnäs’s first modern day-care centre, but had no idea where the name came from.


It was afternoon, almost four o’clock, most of The Dove’s twenty-six children remained inside but a few chose to go out. Sweltering heat as the sun attacked the day-care centre. Usually, they made all the children go outside at this time of day, but the heat had been beating down on the unshaded yard for several weeks, and small bodies couldn’t take those kinds of temperatures, thirty in the shade and almost forty-five degrees in the sun.


Marie had decided to go out. She was tired of playing Indians, tired of having her face painted, the other kids didn’t paint very well, not any of them. They just put on brown and blue stripes and she wanted red rings. No one wanted to paint rings at all – she didn’t understand why not. She almost kicked David when he didn’t want to, but then she realised he was her best friend, and best friends didn’t kick each other over that kind of thing. So she had changed into her outside shoes and walked out into the yard. She wanted to ride in the pedal car. It was so yellow, and no one was using it right now.


She drove it for quite a while, twice around the house and three times around the playhouse and back and forth on the big pavement and then into the sandbox, where she got stuck and had to drag it backwards to try to get it out. But that stupid pedal car didn’t budge, so she did what she’d wanted to do to David, she kicked it and said mean things to it, but still, it wouldn’t come loose. Not until that other father came over, the one who’d been sitting outside the gate on the park bench when they’d arrived, who Daddy said hello to and who seemed nice. He asked her if she wanted him to lift the pedal car, then he did, and she said thank you, which seemed to make him happy, but he said that there was a baby bunny next to the park bench that was nearly dead, and he was worried about it.




INTERROGATOR SVEN SUNDKVIST (I): Hello.


DAVID RUNDGREN (DR): Hello.


I: My name is Sven.


DR: I (inaudible)


I: Did you say David?


DR: Yes.


I: Nice name. I also have a son. He’s two years older than you. His name is Jonas.


DR: I know a Jonas.


I: That’s nice.


DR: He’s my friend.


I: Do you have many friends?


DR: Yeah. Kind of.


I: Good. Great. A friend named Marie?


DR: Yeah.


I: You know she’s the one I most want to talk to you about?


DR: Yeah. About Marie.


I: Great. You know what? I want you to tell me how it was at school today.


DR: Good.


I: Was it like it usually is?


DR: What?


I: Was it the same as always?


DR: Yeah. Same as always.


I: Everyone was playing?


DR: Yeah. Mostly Indians.


I: You were Indians?


DR: Yeah. Everyone was. I had blue stripes.


I: Ahh. OK. Blue stripes. And everyone was playing?


DR: Almost everyone. Almost all the time.


I: Marie? Was she playing?


DR: Yeah. But not at the end.


I: Not at the end? Can you tell me why she didn’t want to play?


DR: She didn’t (inaudible) stripes and stuff. But I wanted to. Then she went outside. When she didn’t get rings. No one wanted to make rings. Everyone wanted stripes. Like (inaudible) I have. Then, I said you have to have stripes, too. No, I want rings, no one wants to paint rings. Then she went outside. No one else wanted to go outside. It was too hot. So we got to choose. We chose Indians.


I: Did you see when Marie went out?


DR: No.


I: Not at all?


DR: She just left. She was probably cross.


I: You continued to play Indians, and she went outside? Is that right?


DR: Yeah.


I: Did you see Marie again?


DR: Yeah. Later.


I: When?


DR: Later, through the window.


I: What did you see through the window?


DR: I saw Marie. She had the pedal car. She almost never had it. She was stuck.


I: She was stuck?


DR: In the sandbox.


I: She was stuck with the pedal car in the sandbox?


DR: Yeah.


I: You said you saw her. And she was stuck. What did she do then?


DR: She started kicking.


I: Kicking?


DR: The pedal car.


I: She kicked the pedal car. Did she do anything else?


DR: She said something.


I: What did she say?


DR: I didn’t hear.


I: Then what happened? When she kicked the pedal car and said something?


DR: Then the man came.


I: What man?


DR: The man who came.


I: Where were you then?


DR: By the window.


I: Were they far away?


DR: Ten.


I: Ten?


DR: Metres.


I: From Marie and the man?


DR: (Inaudible)


I: Do you know how far ten metres is?


DR: Pretty far.


I: But, you don’t really know?


DR: No.


I: Look out the window here, David, do you see the car out there?


DR: Yeah.


I: Was it that far?


DR: Yeah.


I: Are you sure?


DR: That’s how far it was.


I: What happened when the man came?


DR: He just came.


I: What did he do?


DR: He helped Marie with the pedal car.


I: How did he do that?


DR: He lifted it. He was strong.


I: Did anyone else see him lift it?


DR: No. It was just me there. In the hall.


I: You were alone? No other kids?


DR: No.


I: No teacher?


DR: No. Just me.


I: What did he do then?


DR: He talked to Marie.


I: What did Marie do when they were talking?


DR: Nothing. She talked.


I: What was Marie wearing?


DR: The same thing.


I: The same thing?


DR: Same as when she got here.


I: Do you think you could describe her clothes? What did they look like?


DR: A green T-shirt. Like Hampus has.


I: Short-sleeved?


DR: Yeah.


I: Anything else?


DR: Those red shoes. The really nice ones with metal things.


I: Metal things?


DR: The kind you snap.


I: Did she have any trousers?


DR: Can’t remember.


I: Did she have on long trousers?


DR: No. Not long trousers. Shorts, I think. Or a dress. It’s hot outside.


I: The man then? What did he look like?


DR: Big. He was strong. He pulled the pedal car from the sand.


I: What was he wearing?


DR: Trousers, I think. Maybe a T-shirt. He had a baseball cap on.


I: A baseball cap? Was it for a certain team?


DR: For his head.


I: A baseball cap?


DR: Yeah. A cap.


I: Do you remember what it looked like?


DR: The kind you buy at the petrol station.


I: And then? What did they do? When they finished talking?


DR: Then they went away.


I: They left? Where to?


DR: To the gate. The man fixed that thing.


I: What did he fix?


DR: That lock thing on the gate.


I: The latch? The thing at the top that you lift up?


DR: Yeah. That. He did that.


I: And then?


DR: Then they went out.


I: In which direction?


DR: I didn’t see. Just out.


I: Why did they go?


DR: We’re not supposed to. Go out. We’re not allowed.


I: How did they look when they left?


DR: Not cross.


I: Not cross?


DR: They were a little excited.


I: They looked excited when they left?


DR: Not cross.


I: How long did you see them?


DR: Not long. Not after the gate.


I: They disappeared there?


DR: Yeah.


I: Anything else?


DR: (Inaudible)


I: David?


I: You’ve been really really good. You’re good at remembering. Can you sit here for a bit while I talk a little to the other guys?


DR: I can.


I: Then I’ll go and get your mum and dad, they’re waiting down there.







II
(One Week)




 


FREDRIK STEFFANSSON MADE IT to the two o’clock ferry – bright yellow and ocean blue, the national Transport Administration colours. The ferry only went once an hour between Oknön and Arnö: a four- or five-minute journey – the symbolic divide between the mainland and the island, between where time was in a hurry and where time was at rest. The red house with white trim was a fifteen-minute drive from Strängnäs. He’d bought it a month before Marie was born, when he no longer found it possible to write at home. It had been in ruins then, standing in the middle of a jungle. He and Agnes had used the first few summers to turn that ruin into a house, the jungle into a garden. Soon, he’d have been here six years. He’d written three books here, a trilogy that sold decently, soon to be translated into German. The publisher had made an economic assessment and found that it had the potential to make more than what the launch would cost. Nowadays, Swedish titles found their way onto foreign bookshelves, too.


He knew there wasn’t going to be any writing done today, but he still turned on the computer, put out the stack of half-finished outlines, and stared into the electronic square. Half an hour, forty-five minutes, an hour. He turned on the television, just to have some company on the other side of the room, silent images and low volume. He turned on the radio, a commercial station; hits he’d heard several times before and didn’t really need to listen to. He took a short walk down to the water, looking through his binoculars at the passengers on the deck of the ferry outside. People in boats were a play without a plot.


Not one word yet. But he was going to sit here until he wrote one.


The phone.


It was always Agnes nowadays. Everyone else had stopped calling. It took him a year to even notice. He knew he got angry as hell when a call disturbed him in the middle of a sentence. He found it hard to hide that fact when he answered, so he’d managed to scare them off one by one, and then, when the block came and the screen turned white, he realised how the emptiness had crept slyly in, both beautiful and ugly.


‘Yes?’


‘You don’t need to sound so annoyed.’


‘I’m writing.’


‘What, exactly?’


‘It’s going a bit slow right now.’


‘So you mean nothing.’


‘Basically.’


He couldn’t fool Agnes. They’d seen each other naked.


‘I’m sorry. What do you want?’


‘We have a daughter together. I wanted to know how she’s doing. That’s what we call each other about sometimes. I tried to call earlier. You made Marie hang up. So I didn’t get an answer. Now I want one.’


‘Good. She’s good. She seems to be one of the few people who doesn’t mind the heat. She takes after you.’


He saw Agnes’s dark body in front of him. He knew exactly what she looked like, even now, the way she was sitting in an office chair, curled up against the backrest, thin dress. He’d wanted her every morning, every day, every night, but now he’d learned to shut it off, to be brusque, and irritable, and free.


‘And nursery? How did it go leaving her?’


Micaela. You want to know something about Micaela. It felt good to know that she was bothered by his relationship with a woman who was much younger than she was. He realised it didn’t matter. She wasn’t coming back just because he made love to a woman as beautiful as her. But it felt good in a childish way, and he couldn’t keep himself from enjoying it.


‘Better. Today, it took ten minutes. Then she ran off and started playing Indians with David.’


‘Indians?’


‘That’s what they’re playing these days.’


He sat down in the tiny kitchen at the table, his workplace. Then he stood up, took the cordless phone into an even smaller room, which he called the living room, and sat down in an armchair. She’d called at just the right time. He could look away from the blank screen. He was just about to ask her how things were in Stockholm, how she was doing for real, which he hardly ever did, afraid of the answer, afraid to hear she was doing well, and that she was also seeing somebody. He was trying to figure out a casual way to say it, and thought perhaps he’d found it, when a picture came on the muted television that he always kept on.


‘Agnes, wait a moment.’


A still image in black and white, a smiling man, dark, short-haired. He recognised that face. He’d just seen it. Today. It was the father on the park bench. Outside The Dove. They’d said hello to each other. He’d been sitting on the park bench just outside the gate, waiting.


Fredrik walked over to the television, raised the volume.


A new picture of the father. One in colour. From a prison. A wall in the background. Two guards on either side of him. He waved towards the camera. At least it looked like he did.


A hurried reporter’s voice. They sounded alike, all of them. Rattling on, stressing every word, neutral voices without personality.


The voice said that the man in the picture, the father from the park bench, was thirty-six years old and named Bernt Lund. That in nineteen ninety-nine he’d been sentenced for a series of rapes of underage girls. That in two thousand and six he’d been convicted again for a series of rapes of underage girls, which culminated in the so-called Skarpholm murders, two nine-year-old girls brutally molested and murdered in a basement storage unit. That early this morning he’d escaped from custody while being transported to a hospital from Aspsås prison’s unit for sex offenders.


Fredrik Steffansson sat, silent.


He couldn’t hear it, raised the volume, but couldn’t hear. The man in the picture. He’d said hello to him.


A prison administrator with a microphone in his face stammered while sweat ran down his forehead.


A senior police officer with a sullen countenance replied with a no comment and ended with a plea to the public to report any sightings to the authorities.


He’d said hello him.


The man had been sitting on the park bench outside the gate, and he’d nodded to him once on the way in and once on the way out.


Fredrik couldn’t move.


He heard Agnes shouting from the phone, her sharp voice tearing into his ear. He let her shout.


He shouldn’t have greeted him. He shouldn’t have nodded at him. He lifted the phone.


‘Agnes. I can’t talk now. I have to make a call. I’m hanging up now.’


He pressed a button on the phone, waiting for the dial tone. She was still there.


‘Agnes, goddammit! Hang up!’


He threw the phone on the floor, stood up quickly, ran to the kitchen, to the jacket hanging on one of the chairs, found his mobile and called Micaela’s number, called the nursery school.




 


LARS ÅGESTAM LOOKED across the courtroom. A mediocre collection of people.


The politically appointed lay judges with their tired, ignorant eyes, Judge van Balvas, who had already acted unprofessionally at the beginning of the case, clearly showing her prejudice towards people indicted of sex crimes, the accused Håkan Axelsson, who had yet to show any emotional awareness whatsoever of how the crimes he was accused of affected the young children involved, the prison guards stationed behind him trying their best to look like they understood what was going on, the seven journalists on the press bench at the front taking notes continuously, but still incapable of getting even the outlines of a trial correct, the two women on a bench in the back, who came to all the trials because they were free entertainment and a civil right, and, finally, the group of pimply law school students in the very back that – as he himself had done just a few years ago – viewed a trial about the despair of abused children as homework and the chance for a good grade.


He wanted to scream at all of them, tell them to leave the courtroom or, at least, to shut the fuck up.


But he was a well-mannered, ambitious and relatively new prosecutor, who wanted more for himself than to spend his time prosecuting sex offenders and junkies, who wanted to move up up up, and who was smart enough to keep his opinions to himself. He made the indictment, prepared the prosecution, and when the trial came, he knew more about it than anyone else in the room. It would take one a hell of a defence lawyer to even try to win the case.


And Kristina Björnsson was one. One hell of a defence lawyer.


She was the one person in this courtroom he couldn’t call mediocre – experienced, clever, the only one he’d encountered so far on the opposing side who defended idiots over and over and still considered them more important than her lawyer’s fees. And, therefore, one of the few who had the complete respect of her clients. One of the first stories he’d heard when he started at law school was about Kristina Björnsson and her coin collection. She was a numismatist, with apparently one of the better collections in the country – a collection that had been stolen sometime in the early nineties. It caused a lot of commotion in the country’s prisons, and through the prisoner organisations a peculiar search was conducted in the underworld. After a week, two burly guys with ponytails showed up at Björnsson’s home bearing flowers and an intact collection, wrapped in gift paper and curly string. Every coin was in its place, in plastic case after plastic case. Attached was a letter, painstakingly written by three professional criminals who specialised in art and antiquities, a long letter in which they begged for her forgiveness, swore they’d had no idea who the coins belonged to, and that they could help her complete her collection if she ever decided to consider methods that were not entirely legal. If Lars Ågestam ever found himself in need of a defence lawyer, he would turn to Kristina Björnsson.


She’d done a good job this time, too. Håkan Axelsson was an emotionally dead piece of shit who deserved a long prison sentence and that’s what the prosecution would insist on – given the pictorial evidence of abuse presented in CD-ROM form, the witness statements from two of the other seven paedophiles who participated in the bizarre distribution of child pornography at eight o’clock on Saturday evenings, and the defendant’s own confession – but still that pig would likely end up with only a year or two. Björnsson had patiently responded to charge after charge. She claimed her client suffered from a serious psychological condition and, therefore, belonged in psychiatric care. She knew she’d never get that, but she’d opened the way for a compromise that seemed impossible when Axelsson first confessed to the crime, and she was close to getting it. She’d stuck to her defence, and the lay judges liked her. It became clear that they were probably heading towards a sentence of violation with mitigating circumstances when one of the lay judges pointed out that the children had dressed provocatively.


Lars Ågestam’s blood was boiling. That fucking municipal politician had sat in front of him, in a grey suit, talking about children’s clothing and about an encounter between people and about who shared responsibility. Ågestam had been closer than ever to punching those despicable lay judges and telling them, and his own career, to go to hell.
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