
   [image: cover]


   
      
         
            
[image: ]
            

         

         
             

         

         ‘Gritty, stylish Scandinavian noir from one of Sweden's hottest emerging authors’

         Booklover

         
             

         

         ‘A real tour de force… a fascinating race through 1930s Stockholm’

         Kate Rhodes, author of Crossbones Yard

         
             

         

         ‘Holmén has Raymond Chandler’s rare ability to evoke a character in a few deft strokes’

         Lynda La Plante, Mail on Sunday Best Reads of 2016

         
             

         

         ‘A ferociously noir revelation of Stockholm between the wars’

         Val McDermid, Sunday Times Crime Club

         
             

         

         ‘A fabulously classy twist on pulp fiction’

         Elle Thinks

         
             

         

         ‘A tough thriller that packs a punch’

         Daily Star on Sunday

         
             

         

         ‘Blending noir with gritty violence, Clinch is a visceral, compulsive thriller’

         Col’s Criminal Library

         
             

         

         ‘This is noir writing at its best’

         The Bookbinder’s Daughter

         
             

         

         ‘As original as it is remarkable’

         Boras Tidning

         
             

         

         ‘Scandinavian Crime meets Film Noir, the crime novel of the year’

         Alexander Bard

      

   


   
      
         

         
            
               
[image: ]
               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
      
    

         
            
        For my daughter
      

         

         
      
    

      

   


   
      

         
            PART ONE

         

         
      
    

      

   


   
      
         
      
    

         
             

         

         
             

         

         There is nothing here but hatred.

         When I check my pocket watch, it’s already gone twenty past seven. I’m standing in the rain outside Zetterberg’s house, where the city’s most fashionable street confronts the back lanes. Here, in the blocks around St Clara’s church, the moneychangers, petty thieves, pimps and whores rule the night. Swindlers lie in wait among the hostels, betting shops and drinking dens for country folk arriving at Central Station, water-combed and in their Sunday best. Within an hour or two they’ve been plucked clean as dead geese.

         The rain doesn’t freshen up the air, a stew of latrines, petrol and coal. Where streetlight falls on water, the tram tracks gleam like long knives in the middle of Kungsgatan. A few degrees colder and it would be snowing instead. Hoar frost has lain heavy on the telephone wires for some weeks already. I’m wearing my summer shoes with perforated uppers. My feet are already wet.

         ‘You can always tell a poor man by his shoes,’ I hear myself muttering, my voice hoarse from cigars and tots of schnapps in my afternoon coffee. Gently I stamp my feet on the paving stones to get some life into my toes. If Zetterberg is at home and my evening assignment goes to plan, I’ll buy myself a pair of proper winter boots. No hobnail boots of box calf leather or any other crap from the shoe co-op. I’ll have nothing less than first-class kid.

         The caretaker has not yet locked the front entrance of Zetterberg’s building. Inside, the foyer has a clean-scrubbed white marble floor. A red carpet flows down the stairs like a nosebleed. I get out the letter from the inside pocket of my overcoat and angle it to catch some of the light in the street. My job this evening is about a default on a payment for a second-hand motor. This Zetterberg fellow has swindled a certain Elofsson in Ovanåker out of the full payment for his old Opel. If I can collect the outstanding two thousand one hundred kronor and send off the money within five days, I get to keep fifteen per cent. My advertisement in Landsbygdens Folk has paid for itself again. More often than not, the jobs that come in from the country are about some runaway farmer’s daughter or other. Usually I sniff the girls out in one of the cheap hotels, renting rooms by the hour in Norra Smedjegatan or a brothel in Old Town, and then I put them on a train back home. Other forms of debt settlement are almost as common. From time to time a person wants someone beaten up, and I have no qualms about that if the payment is right. A country girl is worth more than a bicycle, but less than a car or a thrashing.

         I check the nameplate in the gloom. Zetterberg is at the top. I go back out and peer up at the grey-painted façade. Unless I’m mistaken, the bird has flown. Either that, or the damned bird is sleeping.

         I go back in again. The elevator grille rattles forlornly. Someone has crushed a cigarette against the sixth-floor button.

         The red carpet doesn’t go all the way up. I take off my fat, boldly patterned tie and carefully fold it, then put it in my overcoat pocket. Zetterberg has a double-fronted door. I bang one side of it until the frosted glass rattles. No answer. After inspecting the lock I know it wouldn’t present me with much of a problem, but if I’m waiting inside when Zetterberg comes back he’ll have a natural escape route. I thump the door again, this time much harder.

         There’s a squeal of hinges behind me, then a whiff of root mash and pork sausages. I turn round. A small, thin bloke is examining me through a monocle. A few beads of sweat gleam below his receding hairline. He clears his throat.

         ‘May I help you?’ His voice is even whinier than the door.

         ‘I have a delivery for this Zetterberg here. I don’t suppose you know when he’s coming home, do you?’

         ‘Not so easy to say. Sometimes he’s late. Some evenings he doesn’t come at all. Usually you hear him.’

         The little man taps his ear, as if to indicate that his hearing is still in good order. I stifle a groan. More than likely I’m looking at another late night in the rain.

         ‘Is he noisy?’

         ‘I never suggested that!’

         ‘But it’s not unheard of?’

         ‘Sometimes he has company. There’s a bit of running round. And I hear his gramophone.’

         ‘Maybe I can get hold of him where he works?’

         ‘He’s a driver.’

         ‘A cab driver?’

         ‘I never saw him in a uniform.’

         The man scrutinises me and opens the door a little wider. He’s obviously the well-intentioned sort, eager for company. Concerned that he might offer to let me wait in his flat, I cut the conversation short. On the way down in the elevator I put my tie back on.

         The portico opposite Zetterberg’s building is a perfect vantage point. Finely dressed people under the cover of umbrellas are beginning to assemble on the other side of Vasagatan outside the Oscar theatre and the Palladium cinema for the early evening shows. Some of the men hold their top hats in place with a hand on the brim. A slim blonde in a full-length fur scolds an errand boy. Maybe he made a hash of it when he queued for her tickets.

         A drain at the junction is blocked. Horse manure is dissolving in the puddle, and gusts of wind disperse the sweetish smell of shit between the buildings. Somewhere, a weathervane or shop sign is creaking. The streetlight outside Zetterberg’s place is out of order, and the merchants on Kungsgatan haven’t managed to get their Christmas lights up as yet. The vertical neon sign running up the façade of the Carlton Hotel in the near distance only partly makes up for the gloom.

         I get out a six-öre Meteor from my pocket and bite off the end. I shake my box of matches. They used to hold fifty matchsticks, but the number has been considerably reduced in the last few years. Shares once held by Kreuger, the Match King, are being flogged in bulk in the classifieds. I open the matchbox.

         ‘Not enough phosphorus for an abortion, but it’ll do for Kvisten,’ I mutter and puff some life into the cigar.

         Opposite the Vetekatten café, a short distance into Klara, a stray dog howls as a man in a fur-trimmed overcoat and spats gives it a going over with his walking stick. The cur is a long-haired, brown-spotted sort, with legs that seem too short for its body. The man’s got it hemmed in against the wall.

         ‘Sit, you devil! Sit, I said!’

         The man lashes out again, bringing the stick down over its back. The despairing yells of the dog bounce between the walls.

         ‘Hey, you fucker!’ I roar through the rain and take a few steps onto Kungsgatan.

         The decorous gentlemen stops for a moment, his walking stick held over his head, and gives me a good stare. The mutt slips off across the junction with its tail between its legs and avoids by a hair’s breadth being run over by an old A-model Ford. The man with the stick hurries off along Klara Norra.

         I go back to my doorway. There’s really no reason to beat a dog half to death like that. It’s this damned autumn. The cold and the dark get under people’s skin, cause them inner damage.

         With my Meteor in my mouth, I do a bit of half-hearted shadowboxing to work up some body heat. I should have put on an extra jumper; I should have brought a crossword. I wonder what sort of bloke Zetterberg is, if he’ll put up any resistance.

         A black two-seater Mercedes-Benz, a sports model, glides past slowly, almost soundlessly, with the hood down. The wet street reflects the headlights, enveloping the black car in a glowing cocoon. The youth at the wheel is only just old enough to have a driving licence. Our eyes meet and he gives me a smile of recognition, as if we’re involved in some sort of conspiracy.

         I stop my ineffectual efforts to keep warm and keep my eyes on the car for a long time. The engine growls as it turns and disappears towards Norra Bantorget. I don’t notice the woman slinking into the doorway behind me until she speaks in a ringing Dalecarlian accent.

         ‘Lovely Lucia weather we’re having!’

         There’s a heavy smell of perfume and Madeira about her. I turn around. She’s probably not even twenty. Drops of water are clinging to her woolly, bell-shaped hat, like the transparent seedcase of a thistle. The grainy, dark liner around her slanted brown eyes is close to dissolving. Her coat of black serge has been worn to shining here and there. Beneath, one senses, is a more or less full-figured woman with a well-developed bust. Exactly my type. I’m not interested. Women have always thrown themselves at me, a scarred old boxer. Somehow I think they can sense who I am, and the woman who can resist a challenge hasn’t yet been born.

         She smiles and goes on: ‘What are you doing out in the rain?’

         ‘Waiting for a friend.’

         A loud group of boys, gang types, cross Kungsgatan. Their high-pitched voices are already coarsened by tobacco and loud curses. A couple of them slow their steps when they catch sight of me. I flick my cigar butt towards them and stick out my chest.

         ‘Bloody nob!’ One of the smaller boys among them has drummed up some courage. An uneven oat-blond fringe sticks out from beneath his cap. He’s wearing shorts and long woollen socks. One of his boot soles is secured with a dirty shoelace.

         When I leave Sibirien, it’s not unknown for some cheeky brat like this to call me names. Full-grown men don’t dare, nor do women. They get out of my way. They respect me as one respects a dog that bites. In my home haunts on Roslagsgatan it’s a different kettle of fish, of course. Lots of people say hello, some even smile. Last month I was invited to the street harvest party in number 41. I didn’t have time to go.

         ‘’Cos Harry Kvist was a hell of a bloke,’ sings one of the other boys, who’s obviously recognised me. Involuntarily I clench my fist, and the vein on my forehead starts throbbing against my hat.

         Yelling curses and empty threats, the boys are jostled away by their friends towards easier pickings in the adjoining lanes. Spoilt kids. At their age, I was lugging hundred-kilo sacks of salt or sugar in unknown harbours, or shovelling tonnes of coal through the night shift. I light a fresh Meteor.

         ‘What are you up to, then, you and your friend?’ The girl, again. ‘I suppose you’re off to some do for Lucia?’

         ‘No.’

         An elderly man with a grey goatee and a bowler hat, clutching onto both an umbrella and a walking stick, stops outside the entrance to Zetterberg’s building. He opens the door and goes inside. Could that be him?

         ‘My name’s Sonja,’ says the girl and holds out her hand. Her nails are dirty.

         ‘Kvist.’ Hastily I shake her hand.

         An Ardennes mare with a cart of empty beer crates passes by, its iron-clad, shaggy hooves clattering against the paving stones. Its body heat radiates like mist. The driver sits stiff as a statue, a dying cigarette in his mouth and the reins in one hand. His other hand is tucked into his coat, like Napoleon.

         The light in Zetterberg’s apartment doesn’t come on. The rainwater splashes in the gutter ahead of us. Sonja is wearing snakeskin heels, about as practical in this weather as my perforated uppers. I take a deep drag and blow out a plume of smoke from the corner of my mouth.

         ‘I work as a dishwasher in a café on Drottninggatan. Or, actually, on Teknologgatan, you could say.’

         ‘Looks like it’s stopping,’ I say, holding out my hand from the doorway.

         ‘And I rent a room at Pension Comforte, it’s not far from here. At first I was sharing with a girlfriend but now I have it all to myself.’

         I nod without interest. Sonja rummages in her handbag and finds a butt she’s saved, a filter-tip Bridge. While she’s rooting about she starts talking about some blockhead who’s stolen from her and tricked her. I’m not listening. On the other side of the street, a figure walks with agile steps towards the door of Zetterberg’s building. This bloke is early middle-aged, wearing an elegant three-piece suit, an overcoat with broad lapels and a Borsalino. He’s an athletic type but a few classes lighter than me: welter, or possibly middleweight. During the summer months I can usually guess a man’s weight to the exact kilo, but in autumn and winter it’s more difficult. The man goes inside and, before long, the top-floor light comes on.

         Zetterberg has come home.

         ‘Match?’

         I’m startled. ‘Excuse me?’

         ‘I was asking for a match.’

         I nod and give her my matchbox while keeping my eyes on Zetterberg’s place. Something about this whole job feels out of kilter, but I shake off the feeling. The stump of my cigar takes off in the gutter like a bark boat. I loosen up my neck with a few side movements, and unbutton both my overcoat and jacket to create more freedom of movement.

         Without saying goodbye to Sonja, I adjust my leather gloves and cross the street. The joyrider in the black sports car glides past again. A sopping-wet man driving an open jig reins in his horse and calls out to me in the rain. I ignore him. I’m looking forward to my little meeting with Zetterberg. If I’m lucky he may even put up a bit of resistance.

         I could do with that.

         
             

         

         The elevator is on its way down. As I’d prefer not to run into anyone, I take the stairs. By the time I’ve huffed and puffed my way up to the fourth floor, my cough has caught up with me. It tugs and rips at the inside of my chest. I lean forwards, my hands on my knees, and spit a viscous ball of phlegm at the red carpet. I stay there until my breathing has calmed itself. I remove and fold my tie again, tucking it into my overcoat pocket, and resume my climb to Zetterberg’s flat.

         This time I use the doorbell.

         I hear footsteps. The frosted glass in the door rattles when the lock jams before the door opens. The man standing there has one brown eye and one green. His hair is slicked back, compressed by the Borsalino, which is now sitting on the hat shelf to his right. Judging by his scent, he uses the same pomade as me, Fandango – ‘The hair that stays put all day’. His braces are trailing below his thighs and his shirt’s unbuttoned. He smiles. The first upper molar on the right has been replaced with gold.

         ‘Yes?’

         I peer over his shoulder. An elongated, dimly lit hall leads into the apartment. There doesn’t seem to be anyone else there.

         ‘I have a message for a Zetterberg.’

         ‘That would be me.’

         I give him such a hard shove that he topples over backwards. He pulls a chair with him as he goes down.

         I step inside and lock the door behind us, but quickly turn round to minimise the possibility of a chair being smashed into the back of my head.

         Zetterberg has no such plans. He crawls backwards on his elbows a couple of metres, past a little table, a wall-mounted telephone and a tall, gilded hall mirror with an elaborate frame. He likes gold, this bloke.

         When I follow him he stands up, and is just about to dart off into the flat when I catch hold of his shirt collar. It’s the detachable type, and for a moment I am left standing there with the collar in my hand before I grab his shirt tails and quickly haul him in.

         The mirror beside us rattles when I catapult him into the wall. He opens his mouth. I quickly put my right hand just above his larynx. He makes a croaking sound and tightens his lips moronically. I press. He goes onto his tiptoes. The flank of his body is stretched and exposed. Just the way I want it.

         ‘In August this year you bought a second-hand car from a farmer named Elofsson in Ovanåker. You put down three hundred kronor when you picked it up and you were supposed to pay another two thousand one hundred a month later. You never did, and now Elofsson is getting browned off.’

         Zetterberg gargles by way of an answer. Does he think this is some kind of negotiation? With both hands, he tries to prise away mine from his throat. A classic beginner’s error. I can easily regulate the pressure on his throat as I choose.

         For a moment I stare at his fingers. They’re unnaturally thin; pale as Italian stucco. On his right hand is a glittering signet ring with a couple of red stones.

         I direct my first left hook to his liver – it’s always been one of my favourite punches. Only an amateur aims for the solar plexus; it’s to the liver or the heart that a solid body blow can do a bit of good. The head says one punch but the body memory says two quick ones. I go along with the latter. You can put the gloves on the shelf but it takes a long time to wash their smell from your knuckles.

         Zetterberg twitches uncontrollably. One part of him wants to fold himself double, another wants to get out of my strangulation grip. I lean in so close that I can smell his Aqua Vera cologne, his tobacco and his chest pastilles.

         ‘There, there,’ I whisper consolingly into his ear. ‘I’ll give you till tomorrow evening to get the bread together.’

         My mouth is watering. I release the grip on his throat somewhat and let him catch his breath, only to hit him again as he’s breathing out. The same hook meets the same surface, but this time I let Zetterberg crumple into a heap on the hall rug.

         I step over him and smile at my scarred face in the mirror. I button my suit jacket and take a look at myself. The lapels of my jacket are so wide that they almost cover my whole chest. I should combine the dark beige shirt with the pinstriped chocolate-brown suit more often. I turn up the shirt collar and put on my tie with a double knot. I’m just about ready for another cigar.

         Zetterberg is crying. He lies in a foetal position with his arms wrapped around his stomach, trying to catch his breath while at the same time sobbing and slobbering like a child. Not a pretty sight.

         ‘Tomorrow evening,’ I repeat, softening up my neck with a few side movements.

         I look around the hall for something to smash, just to add a bit of urgency to the threat. My eyes come to rest on the wall-mounted telephone, but they move on to the vestibule, where a number of lovely overcoats are hanging in a row. What a pity we’re not the same size. Underneath is an umbrella stand with several walking sticks in it. Too far away.

         I grip the hall mirror and tear it down over him. The sound of shattering glass rebounds between the walls of the narrow hall. Zetterberg gives off a shrill little scream but doesn’t move. He stays under the mirror, sobbing.

         For a moment I think about fetching one of the sticks and giving him a proper working over, but I give it a miss – it’s important to know when they’ve had enough. A dead bloke doesn’t pay his debts, a badly injured one ends up in hospital. It’s a fine line. In the early days I crossed it a few times, but it’s been years since that happened. These days I know what I’m doing.

         The mirror glass crunches under my shoes as I go back to the door. I stop for a moment and run my hand over the overcoats, pausing at an elegant camel hair model. The lock makes a subdued, dry click and then I’m back on the dimly lit landing.

         The elevator is coming up, creaking as it goes, and I quickly go down the stairs. The white marble floor looks grey, almost like slate, in the gloom. I push the main door open and look at the black clouds. It’s stopped raining. I dig in my pockets for a cigar. A young man with a pushcart hurries past, the wheels thundering against the paving stones.

         I keep my eyes on the dark skies while I’m rooting around for matches. Tomorrow there’ll be a return visit. With such a salubrious address and so many overcoats, there’s nothing to suggest that Zetterberg would be prepared to leave town because of two thousand one hundred kronor. I chuckle, get out my aniline pen, spit on it and write down the figures in my notebook, with my fifteen per cent. Four hundred and fifty kronor for less than an hour’s work. Not bad and very timely. Better paid than any other job this side of Midsummer.

         I’m mulling over whether to celebrate a good day’s work at one of the unlicensed dives you can find in more or less every other courtyard in Klara, when I notice that Sonja still hasn’t found herself a punter.

         She moves slowly towards me with a timid smile. As she draws closer I notice that she’s a touch bowlegged. I stop her with a gesture, to indicate that I’m heading off in the opposite direction. For some reason she gives me an anxious glance, but she nods, turns round, and then walks back up Kungsgatan.

         I whistle Ernst Rolf’s ‘I’m Getting Better Day by Day’ and turn south to catch the number 3 tram back to Odenplan. We also have plenty of drinking dens with smuggled-in vodka back home in Sibirien. A tram tinkles by on Vasagatan and I look up.

         I catch sight of the car right away.

         The Mercedes is parked in the pool of light cast by the Carlton sign. The slim youth is smoothing out the creases in his plus fours and leaning against the coachwork. On his head is a big, drooping beret. He’s also wearing a sports jacket, a knitted jumper and white socks. Without any doubt at all the kid has both money and style. He reminds me of someone I used to know. I get the idea he’s been waiting for me. I slow down.

         ‘Cigarette?’ The boy speaks with a lisp. As he offers me a pack of Stamboul, I notice a gold ring on his little finger. I stop and take the pack out of his hand. With a hint of a smile, the boy sucks his bottom lip between his teeth. I fish out a cigarette, put it in my mouth and hand back the pack.

         He offers me a light from a fully automatic gold lighter. I take his hands, hold them in mine and try to protect the flame from the gusting wind. Distractedly I caress the back of his soft, hairless hand. This boy has never done a day’s work in his life. The youth trembles slightly at my touch. The lighter makes a repeated scraping sound.

         Finally, with our joint efforts, we manage to get the cigarette going. Before he withdraws his hand, he caresses my cheek from top to bottom. Despite my shaving this morning, his touch makes a swishing sound against my face, like someone sweeping a porch. I know I’ll remember how it feels for a long time.

         Someone laughs from the hotel doors behind us. I hear the sound of high heels clattering against the street. The youth doesn’t seem to pay it any mind. For some it’s so easy.

         ‘Isn’t that car a few sizes too big for you?’ I take two drags, one after the other, and quickly look around.

         ‘Ah, you’re just jealous.’ He brushes the raindrops from the hood and flicks the water off his hand. He smiles broadly, showing me a wide gap between his front teeth.

         ‘Can I have a look?’

         I lean forwards to examine the fascia panel, made of some light-coloured wood, with chrome gauges.

         ‘You can even take it for a spin if you like.’

         I straighten up and look at the boy. For a few seconds, his chestnut eyes stare right into mine. He’s exactly my taste in terms of age and build. Will I have to pay him something? He clearly has plenty of money, but what else does he want from me?

         ‘Okay.’

         The car responds at once when I give it some juice, and we rumble off at a terrific speed. We travel in silence. For a moment I think he may have that sort of brooding nature you sometimes find among boys of his age with too little to do, but I change my mind when I look at him. His eyes are expressionless. His mouth is half open. I concentrate on the driving. Maybe the kid does this every night. When you have dough everything is obvious and easy. Maybe I just happened to cross his path this evening.

         A few moments later we’re turning into my street. The familiar shop signs of Roslagsgatan swish by: Lind’s widow’s cigar shack, Nyström’s barber shop, Ström’s wholesalers, and Bruntell’s general store. A couple of boys aged about ten yell as loud as they can and run after the car for twenty metres or so.

         I flinch a little when the youth puts his hand on my gloved knuckles on the gear stick. As if to shake it off, I change down and narrowly manage to overtake one of the grey-painted Epidemic Hospital ambulances. The youth inhales audibly and makes a slight whimpering sound. I’m reminded of why I am sitting here in the car.

         Just you wait, my little boy, I think. Kvist will teach you a thing or two.

         We draw closer to the brick monstrosity at the top of Roslagsgatan, where the number 6 tram turns round. Rickardsson, one of Ploman’s gangsters running the booze smuggling in Vasastan, gawks as we drive by. In my rear-view mirror I see him following us with his eyes.

         ‘You can stay there till the birds start nesting in your gob.’

         ‘What did you say?’

         ‘Nothing.’

         ‘Tell me!’

         ‘It was nothing.’

         The boy shakes a cigarette out of the blue pack. The sudden flame of the lighter illuminates his face. He puts one arm across his stomach and rests the other against it, holding the cigarette in front of his face without actually smoking it. Suddenly I feel uneasy. I don’t know why.

         We pass the rocky knoll with the Epidemic Hospital at the top. Lazily, the boy nods for me to keep going towards Bellevueparken. I slow down and turn into the long alley of bare lime trees that lead into the park. The gravel makes the car’s tyres change tone. We pass a pregnant woman wrapped in a shawl, waddling as she goes up the hill, both hands under her belly. We are close to the mansion of Paschen, the liquor smuggler, which was recently taken over by the workhouse committee. The rolling, leafy terrain of the park with its many large bushes offers several good hiding places, but this shouldn’t be anything to worry about, as no one moves around here after sunset. The workhouse inmates will most likely be staying indoors on a cold December night like this one.

         The boy giggles. I stare at him again. I can’t make head nor tail of the kid. I continue towards the highest point of the park. To the south one can make out the silhouettes of the houses along the ridge of Brunkebergsåsen, as well as the dome of Vasa Church. To the north, through the bare trees, are the black waters of Brunnsviken, empty of sails. I turn off the road and park on a patch of grass.

         As soon as I turn off the engine the boy is all over me. He gives me a couple of deep, intense kisses. He tastes of tobacco. Panting and out of step with one another, our wandering hands explore each other’s crotches. The boy is a real man, it seems.

         We extract ourselves from the embrace and get out of the car. I slip, drop onto one knee in the drenched ground, and get up again. Hurriedly we squelch through the grass and meet in a clinch in front of the bonnet. The car’s headlamps are still on; he has the beam against his back.

         I kneel, open-mouthed, as if to receive the Eucharist from August Gabrielsson, my old confirmation priest. My knees sink into the wet grass and the moisture quickly finds its way up my thighs. I get one of his trouser buttons open. He wears short underpants with an elasticated waist. I push my hat back onto my neck and, in a single movement, wrench his underpants and trousers to his ankles with trembling hands. The headlights of the car send a cascade of light between his legs.

         He’s a well-hung boy. We both make panting sounds as my lips envelop him. This is not the average, crappy sort of conscript I usually get to meet. I smack my lips. With my other hand I unbutton my trousers. The icy December night caresses me. I stick out my tongue and swallow him deep into my throat a few times. My eyes fill with tears, the boy pants and groans. He likes that.

         I keep working methodically. My jaw muscles are starting to get numb, I’m out of practice, but then I feel a familiar vibration against the top of my mouth. I pick up the tempo. Hard and wet and fast, that’s how this should be done.

         Our loud whimpering blends with the sound of two rats fighting in the nearby bushes, and the youth fills my mouth to overflowing. I resist my first impulse to swallow, spitting into my hand instead and rubbing it into my skin. I stand up, grab him by the scruff of his neck and get him to bend forwards over the bonnet.

         ‘Now it’s Kvisten’s turn.’

         Slowly but confidently I work my way into the boy. It’s warm and cosy, like stepping into the boiler room after a stint of freezing watch duty on deck. He yowls with pain, sobs and slithers, but it’s nothing to be concerned about. Soon enough it gets easier, and his protestations turns to lusty moans. I pick up speed. Young men of this type usually manage to come twice on the trot.

         ‘That’s right, my boy.’

         I hammer him against the black bodywork. He keeps out of the way of the headlights. The radiator badge breaks off with a hollow snap. Our shadows hurtle back and forth across the grass. From Albano, a locomotive makes a shrill whistle. Deep inside I feel a lurking coughing fit.

         A drop of his come hangs persistently from the corner of my mouth. I lick it up and press both my hands into the small of his back to make him arch properly, so I can get my whole length into him. The moon peers out from behind the clouds, and the light collides with the beam of the headlights. The boy’s arse is a milky white colour, and for a moment I have the idea that I’m assaulting a Greek statue.

         Back home in the wardrobe I have a Husqvarna pistol, which I kept after my conscription years. The few times I’ve fired it, it’s had quite a kick. When I come at last, the recoil of my ejaculation reverberates in the same way. The youth heaves against me another three or four or five times before also coming himself. Out of breath, I lie with my nose against his neck for a few seconds, then glide out of him without meaning to. I stand up and back away a little.

         ‘Oh damn,’ I mumble, breathing hard.

         The days when I could run ten kilometres in forty-five minutes are definitely over. The boy pulls up his trousers and turns towards me. I stand there coughing, my hands on my knees and my trousers down to my ankles. The youth puts his hand on my shoulder and titters a little. I look up. What a stupid little dandy. Some people get everything served on a silver platter and sail through life without a care in the world, while others have to slave for every inch of happiness.

         The vein in my forehead starts pounding. My mouth waters. Maybe it’s because of his damned lisping. He must be retarded. By his age, he should have learned to talk properly. But that damned arrogant grin of his is the worst of all.

         Again he sucks his bottom lip in between his teeth in that seductive way, while grinning idiotically. I stare for a moment at his fur-lined lace-up boots. They’re polished, proper, and expensive. I inhale deeply and blow it out of my nose at the same time as I plant a quick left-handed upper-cut on the tip of his chin. It puts his lights out. At least it wipes that grin off his face.

         My footwork is not the best because of the trousers, which means that some of the power of the punch is lost, but he’s still out cold by the time he hits the ground. I lean forwards, coughing, with my hands on my knees again. The boy lies on his back with his arms stretched out at right angles from his body. The headlights form a half-circle of light around him. The scene feels very familiar. The teeth of his lower jaw stick out of the wound below his lip.

         ‘That won’t exactly help your damned lisp.’

         My back clicks as I straighten up. I take off my hat and mop the sweat from my forehead with the back of my hand, before pulling up my trousers. The boy makes a pitiful gargling sound from somewhere at the back of his throat. I get out a cigar from my pocket to get rid of the aftertaste in my mouth and rummage for matchsticks, but can’t find any.

         I walk over to the kid and take his gold lighter from his trouser pocket, then get the cigar going and watch him struggling with his breathing for a while. I hold up the lighter, angling it so I can read the name engraved diagonally across it. Leonard. I put it in my pocket and then check my watch. It’s half past eight.

         I’ve knocked lots of people unconscious, I’ve harmed people so they don’t function properly afterwards, and I’ve put them in month-long comas, but I’ve never beaten anyone to death. Not as far as I know, anyway.

         Before I set off on the short walk home I roll the boy onto his side, so the blood can run out of him.

      

   


   
      
         

         
             

         

         
             

         

         Lundin feeds the meter on the wall with a couple of gas tokens before he lights the ring and then puts the water on for coffee. Almost every day for the past ten years we’ve had breakfast in his kitchen behind the undertaker’s reception. The room is almost identical to my own, directly above us.

         I sit at the table while Lundin waltzes about at the hob. Through the window I see an accordion player on Ingemarsgatan, churning out one heartrending tuppenny opera after another. The undertaker and I sing ‘Lioness Bride’ so heartily that the window panes are practically rattling. We have both taken swigs from the bottle to prepare the way for the tot in the coffee afterwards.

         The sun reflects off the accordion, making a sun cat whizz across the kitchen’s yellow floral wallpaper, finding the shining surfaces of the copper saucepans.

         ‘A roaring sound as our Lord sighed, then the lion tore the stranger’s bride.’

         The reflections shoot off Lundin’s gold fillings as he opens his mouth wide at the end of the verse, then slink round a washing-up basin of marinated herring, hound across a selection of white-enamelled tins, and momentarily lose themselves above a shelf that holds a soap dish and other paraphernalia. Finally, the accordion player leans back with the instrument splayed across his belly, sending the reflections up to the ceiling, by the drying slats for laundry.

         ‘Bread we’re having, as well. Sausage and cheese. And a saffron bun each, in honour of St Lucia. Or what do you say, brother?’

         The drying slats are bare. Like me, Lundin takes his laundry to Sailor-Beda opposite. I don’t know how many black suits he has. When not wearing his cylindrical top hat, he brushes his grey tendrils over his bald pate. His sunken cheeks are always well shaven. His bushy moustache usually seems slightly skew-whiff, because he wipes it with the back of his hand from left to right. People around here say he brings bad luck, because he smells like the dead. I don’t know. Not like when they’re decomposing, anyway: Lundin gives off a sweetish, but not foetid, smell, like fallen fruit. He’s going on seventy years old, with a sparrow chest, and a terrible, hacking cough that’s even worse than mine. Maybe he’s on his way to the other side. On several occasions I’ve thought his time might be up. He suffers from dizzy spells, and sometimes he collapses in a disfiguring fit. For his own part, he claims to be up with the cockerel every day, doing his morning gymnastics from the radio program with Colonel Owl.

         ‘And then another scoop for the top of your head, and another just because.’

         He throws a couple more heaped spoons of coffee into the saucepan from a bag of ready ground. We both like it strong, with sugar cubes and a tot of something alcoholic. The accordion player changes to ‘The King of the Thieves’. I tip the kitchen chair, sitting there in my trousers, braces and a singlet. I always go downstairs in my socks. Lundin catches his breath. The coffee boils and he takes it off the ring to let it brew for a while.

         He puts bread on the table, also the saffron buns from the bakery on Ingemarsgatan. He’s in an unusually good mood, most likely because we’ve agreed that the rent will be paid today. I’d asked for a deferment until St Lucy’s Day. The Zetterberg job came along in the nick of time. I open the window and toss a fifty-öre coin to the accordion player, who catches it expertly between two notes.

         The cobwebs in the window disperse the weary daylight across the table. At one end of the windowsill lies a dry wasp. Lundin puts the food on the table and sits down opposite. The accordion player finishes his song, and Lundin pours coffee and a tot of schnapps into our cups, then slides over the sweet wheat bread he has baked himself.

         ‘The bread of knowledge he eats, the water of wisdom he drinks.’

         Lundin inserts a sugar cube between his teeth and takes his coffee cup. I follow suit, and we enjoy a few bracing gulps. There’s a soreness in my throat from my adventure last night in Bellevueparken. I pull out a drawer at the short end of the table and clatter with the cutlery. Lundin gets out his accounts book and slaps it on the table. He finds the page marked ‘K’ and slowly moves his snuff-brown finger down the lines.

         ‘Let’s see now…’

         ‘It should be the same as last month.’

         ‘It’s the rent with two weeks of respite, plus…’ He picks up a pencil and a little penknife to sharpen it.

         ‘It should be about the same as last month.’ I get my wallet out from the back pocket of my trousers and put it on the table. Lundin scrawls his squiggles in the book.

         ‘Three litres, six each.’ He runs the back of his hand across his moustache. I chew a piece of bread. The number 6 tram rings its bell as it goes by on Roslagsgatan. ‘Eggs on five occasions, sausage on seven, ham on three.’

         ‘We never had ham…’

         Lundin holds up his brown forefinger. ‘Ham on three. You can check it against my accounts with “B-b-bruntell with the Kodak”,’ he says, imitating the grocer’s stutter.

         ‘No need for that.’

         I have a pull at the bottle. Lundin taps his pen shaft against it twice and makes another annotation.

         ‘One hundred and twenty-seven kronor and fifty. Neither more nor less. Exactly on the öre.’

         ‘That’s three kronor less than last month.’

         ‘Three twenty-five less.’

         ‘Much obliged to you.’ I pull the strap off my wallet and open it.

         ‘Even the poor man shall find grazing in my pastures.’

         Lundin sucks his moustache. I wet my thumb and count out the money on the table. The pipes surge whenever someone uses the toilet in the corridor. A bell tinkles: the door of the undertaker’s is being opened. Lundin scrabbles the money together and puts it in his inside pocket.

         ‘See you tomorrow morning, then,’ he says. He puts on his top hat, adjusts the fit of his coat and runs his finger over his moustache again. I nod. He lowers his head as he goes through the door. I take a sip of the coffee and open the snuff-thumbed accounts book. I stay there for a long while, trying to get a grip on the figures.

         
             

         

         A few hours later I’m standing by the window of my corner flat with my notebook in my hand. Dusk is falling over Sibirien. An old bat wrapped in a shawl is thrashing a boy on Roslagsgatan, holding him by his collar and striking at him with her fist. The brick building opposite, where Sailor-Beda has her laundry, catches the dull sounds of the thumps and accompanying oaths, hurling them all back at me. I push my hat away from my face.

         ‘Thieving son of a whore!’

         She lets go of the boy. Sobbing, he drops onto the pavement with a bloodied nose. The old nag gathers up her skirts and apron and resolutely marches south, past Bruntell’s grocery store and Ström’s junk shop.

         I fish a Meteor out of the breast pocket of my unbuttoned shirt and bite off the end. Up in Vanadislunden, St Stefan’s church tolls three times and, to the south, Johannes answers in baritone. Outside, the kid gets up on unsteady legs, rubs his nose and makes off towards Roslagstull. A fat rat darts across the street.

         ‘That old girl had a decent punch,’ I mumble, lighting the cigar and blowing a plume of blue-grey smoke at the window-pane. Outside, the day is dying in a welter of fire. The last few rays of the sinking sun are caught by the golden pretzel over the entrance to Ingemarsgatan’s bakery, from where it reflects against the façade on the other side of the street. In a few hours it’ll be time for me to go to work.

         I go around the big oak desk that faces the hall. The green Oriental rug absorbs the sound of my steps. My wide trouser legs swish against one another. I pass the full-length mirror and hit the light switch next to the kitchen door. The electric chandelier has six tasselled yellow lampshades. Most of them have singed patches. Only four of the bulbs are working.

         I cough drily and go and sit in the armchair by the desk. I take a puff and put the cigar in an ashtray decorated on the base with a hula-dancing figure. Smoke is already hanging heavy in the flat. My very own Battle of Lützen. Grey wreaths are sweeping across the brown wallpaper, trying to brush off the dust on top of the swine leather sandbag that dangles in a corner, and then seeking the hall, where the ceramic wood burner reaches up to the ceiling. The smoke attaches itself to the arms of the chandelier like ash-coloured streamers in a Christmas tree, and caresses the bindings of the books in the little bookcase to my left, where Strindberg rubs shoulders with Dahlin – a working-class author – and Piraten. I’ve read them all, and more still, at the city library a few blocks to the south. Not only tramps spend time at the library.

         I turn on the green-shaded desk lamp and the flat now shows itself off to much better effect. The place is cluttered with souvenirs from my years at sea. Ships in bottles, a short-bladed paper knife of ivory from Kaolack, and a porcelain mermaid sitting on a flat rock from Kirkwall. The walls are bare. Above the wardrobe next to the sleeping alcove is a crooked nail. Behind the wardrobe is a photograph of Branting, which fell down years ago.

         The one-room flat with a separate kitchen has both gas-and wood-burning stoves. On the landing is a room with a toilet, which I share with the neighbours. As far as I know, Lundin is also arranging to put a bathtub in the cellar for general use. I can’t complain. Usually, husband, wife and a pile of children share the same space. Whole families live in what are little more than huts around Stadshagen or Vita Bergen; if you turned over one of the boats pulled up around Årstaviken, there would be a decent chance of running into the man of the house, telling you to close the door as there was a draught.

         The number 6 tram rattles by. I open the top drawer of the desk and, as usual, it gets stuck halfway. I rummage among letters, old newspaper cuttings from Boxing Monthly!, a green scrap of fabric and a lot of other crap that I ought to clear out. I roll out a half-litre bottle of Kron and fill the schnapps glass, which is always ready on the desk.

         ‘Good evening to you, Kvisten!’

         The room-temperature schnapps sends a shudder down my spine as I open my notebook to plan out the route of my jobs. I almost always have plenty to get on with. People are desperate and impoverished and more or less at that point is when I turn up with my ugly mug and nail them. I’ve had a fruitful working arrangement with Wernersson’s Velocipedes on Odengatan for a number of years. When people stop making their monthly payments, I turn up to reclaim the bicycles, and Wernersson pays me off with their deposits. This yields between ten and thirty-five kronor per object.

         This evening’s jobs include three bicycles: a black Monark lady’s, a Pilen gentleman’s and an Adler three-wheeler with a back-loading flatbed. All the addresses are conveniently located in Vasastan. From there I can easily pedal them to Wernersson before I go back to Kungsgatan to pick up the dough from Zetterberg, as agreed. I wonder if he’s swept up the glass from the shattered mirror since last night.

         Outside, the tram rattles past on its way back. I make a note in my book of the bicycle models, the registration numbers and the addresses, put the cigar down in the ashtray and push back my hat. I check my pocket watch. There’s no hurry.

         I sit back and put my feet up on the desk. A coin falls out of my trouser pocket and rolls like a torn-off uniform button across the floor of an officer’s cabin. I close my eyes and smile.

         
             

         

         With sixty-five kronor in my pocket and slightly aching knuckles, I close the door of Wernersson Velocipedes and stroll up Odengatan. It’s raining again, and, on the corner of Standards, a voluptuous redhead stands smoking under a parasol. She follows me with her eyes.

         I hurry my steps past the National Library. A coughing fit is tickling in my chest. As I reach the crest of the slope I can already sense the mighty dome of Vasa Church through the skeletal lime trees. I ignore the cough and jog the remaining distance.

         A vendor on the platform between the tram tracks and the lanes of traffic makes a gesture over his spruce twigs and corn sheaves. He’s had the good sense to dress himself in a thick imitation astrakhan hat and big clogs filled with straw. I shake my head.

         My run sets my heart bouncing in my chest. I post off the completed crossword for the weekly Social-Demokraten competition. I send it because they promise a prize for a correctly solved crossword, but I’ve never got the slightest whiff of cash.

         The bells of Vasa Church chime six times. Just a few years ago there was a dairy farm up here on the ridge, and one could hear the cows lowing at evening milking time. Now there’s only the persistent sound of engines, the growling horns of trucks, shrieking factory whistles and the ringing of trams.

         More and more people on their way home from work are crowding the shelter, and soon it’s about as packed as the Söder baths on Saturdays. A lady in a grey coat that almost reaches her feet shakes the water off her umbrella.

         ‘Oh, what dreadful weather!’

         ‘It’s even worse than snow.’ A bloke in a cap and a long blue shirt under his jacket squints at the rain-heavy skies. There’s soot around his eyes.

         The lady looks him up and down for a few moments. ‘That’ll come along as well, soon enough.’

         Like yesterday I take the number 3 tram to Norra Bantorget and walk the short distance to Kungsgatan. I’ve stopped by Lennartsson’s renowned shoe shop on Vasagatan, and I’m standing there gawking at the window displays when I get an unpleasant sensation in the pit of my stomach. I don’t know why. Something feels wrong, and it’s not just my wet feet.

         Two stints in Långholmen Prison for assault and years of harassment mean that I can smell goons at a good distance. All of my adult life I’ve been hounded by goons. Just wearing a blue collar is reason enough for them to tail you in the park, at public baths, even in urinals.

         I put my newly lit cigar in my mouth, shove my hands in my coat pockets and hurry towards the Kungsgatan junction. I peer round the corner.

         ‘Damn it!’

         I take my Meteor out of my mouth while I’m swearing. The area by Zetterberg’s front entrance is being guarded by two goons in uniform. In the street, a vehicle from the fire department is parked alongside a car with stretchers. In the doorway opposite stands a mixed group of gossips: men, women and little boys. I turn up the collar of my overcoat and stroll forwards.

         ‘Someone died in a fire in the night,’ says a lady in a skirt, jacket and blue cape, apparently a secretary on her way home from work, when I speak to her. ‘Someone called Zettergren.’

         I clench my fist in my pocket.

         ‘Zetterberg,’ corrects a delivery man, clearly in no hurry to get anywhere.

         ‘He lit the gas himself,’ says a grey-haired bloke with a goatee and an elegant walking stick. I think I’ve seen him before but my memory isn’t quite what it used to be. Several people in the group back him up.

         I’ve heard enough. It wouldn’t be the first time that some indebted wretch chose that way out. Quite the opposite. Nowadays, hardly a minute goes by without scores of executives and high-ranking public officials jumping off the edge.

         ‘They haven’t brought him out yet,’ says the lady in the skirt and jacket. Her eyes shine as eyes often do when humans sense blood.

         ‘Why not?’

         ‘They said they were waiting for the county medical officer.’

         I have a sudden headache. I take the cigar out of my mouth and massage the top of my nose. I shouldn’t have gone in so hard. ‘Should have given the mirror a miss.’

         ‘What was that?’ The old man stares at me.

         ‘You what?’

         ‘You said something about a mirror.’

         ‘I’ll be damned if I did.’

         One of the goons shakes his sabre at a couple of curious kids. A half-full tram passes by, a boy in a Vega cap cadging a ride on the carriage’s back coupler.

         ‘Here they come!’ the lady next to me cries in falsetto. First out, carrying one end of a stretcher, comes a corpulent young man whose tight-fitting trousers stick around his wide thighs. Zetterberg has been covered with a clean sheet. The other bearer is small of stature, grimacing with the exertion, and his face is quite red. I remember the taxing stairs to Zetterberg on the top floor.

         Halfway to the mortuary car, Zetterberg’s arm drops away from the body, falling out and dangling like a pendulum. The signet ring drops off the corpse’s thin fingers and hits the street. It bounces a few times before it stops in the gutter.

         A sigh goes through the spectators. The small bearer seems to swear silently to himself. He bends his legs, rests one of the stretcher’s handles on his knee and reaches for the ring. For a moment the stretcher is on the verge of overturning, but in the nick of time the bloke picks up the ring and manages to get Zetterberg back into balance. The lady next to me is panting with agitation.

         I’ve seen enough. I leave the little crowd. The cold, razing December wind finds its way under my collar and into my sleeves, leaving the skin goose pimpled. My feet are colder than ever.

         
             

         

         The bell on the door tinkles welcomingly when half an hour later I arrive at Lundin’s Undertakers, bending my head as I go in. The premises seem to strain under the weight of the house’s five floors, like a delivery boy under a piano. The office consists of a little tobacco-smelling reception, a desk, a couple of visitors chairs, a telephone and a potted palm tree with brown fronds.

         A woman is sitting with her back towards me. Under her black hat is a grey knot of hair. Her head is bowed and her shoulders shake from time to time, although she doesn’t make a sound. Her long skirt has dragged through the gutter on the way here.

         ‘We can arrange for a more elegant hearse from Frey’s rentals agency if you wish,’ says Lundin in his timid salesman’s manner. He looks her over and nods at the wall-mounted telephone. I shake my head. Out in the street a car honks its horn and a couple of agitated voices are swearing. A gang of excitable boys are causing a racket. I move an invisible bottle to my lips, as if having a drink. Lundin nods again, and the old woman blows her nose sonorously. I start pacing about on the spot.

         ‘And what do we do about flowers?’

         I run my hand across my chin several times and make a dry, smacking sound with my lips. One after the other, the clocks of St Stefan and St Johannes, and Lundin’s American timepiece inside the flat behind him, toll, seven times each.

         Weddings and funerals entitle one to extra rations of schnapps, and Lundin often takes a part-payment for his services in spirits, which he then sells on at high prices or dilutes with embalming fluid and flogs on the cheap. The rationing system, he likes to say, is the best thing to happen to the country apart from the Spanish Flu. He keeps the bottles in the safest place in the funeral home: a child’s coffin in the cool room. I take a deep breath and button up my overcoat.

         The room hardly measures twenty metres square and has no windows. The walls are tiled in white porcelain. The cold is sudden and harsh, and smells of forgotten, foetid flowers. A set of black tails lies on one of the long benches, but on the other are two small, white coffins of the simplest model. Under the benches are spacious basins in which Lundin, in the summer, keeps large blocks of ice under a layer of wood shavings. Beneath each of the basins is a drain.

         The desolate echo of my steps rings out as I cross the rustred clinker floor. I slide my fingers under the lid of one of the child’s coffins. The sweat breaks out of my pores. My hands are trembling, my nails scrabble intensely at the edge. It sounds as if I’m with a Marconi operator on a ship in distress.

         ‘For Christ’s sake, Kvisten.’

         I don’t recognise my own voice. The lid opens. Inside the coffin, the bottles lie in neat rows, wrapped in flimsy brown or green paper. I don’t check the manufacturers’ brands.

         A half-litre, I mime at Lundin on my way out and hold up the bottle. He nods. Over the door hangs a white tapestry with the words Order in All Things embroidered in red thread.

         Moments later I’m sitting in my kitchen. On the windowsill lies a dusty, brown-speckled conch shell with six spikes. Flames crackle in the fireplace. Next to the fireplace is a basket of wood and a short axe. A couple of rag rugs from Ström cover the floor. A cigar goes out in the ashtray.

         I sit at the table hectoring myself to get through the half-litre of aquavit. My shirt is unbuttoned and my hair stands on end. The newspaper lies untouched in front of me. I share Social-Demokraten with three of my neighbours. I get to read it last on the condition that the crossword has been left unsolved. The front page announces that the Swedish Match Company is under new management, diphtheria is raging up in Katarina parish, and Hitler and his regiment of scouts are on the rampage in Berlin.

         A jazz trumpet wails from the radio of the spiritualist who lives on the other side of the wall. The aquavit sizzles through my system, making the vein on my forehead throb violently. My hands rest on the table between the bottle and my schnapps glass. My trainer always said they were too small in relation to their strength. The scars run higgledy-piggledy across them, my fingers crooked from all the little fractures. My left-hand little finger ends abruptly in a knot of red-streaked skin. Sometimes I still feel a smarting pain where the topmost joint should have been. I still feel iron eating its way through flesh and bone.

         I lift my hand and gaze at the crackled photograph I have hidden underneath it. I close one of my eyes. She had pigtails and a cornflower-blue dress. I know that, I bought her the dress on the same day that I bore her on my shoulders to the photographer. She’s mainly her mother’s daughter: the eyes are hers, also the mouth.

         I fire new life into the cigar with the gold lighter. I read the name engraved on it and remember Leonard’s hand touching my cheek. The empty schnapps glass jumps when I thump my fist on the table. I refill the glass, raise it in a toast, and mumble, ‘Zetterberg! Cheers to you, you damned self-slaughterer! You’ve swindled me out of four hundred and fifty kronor!’

         I throw my head back and chuck down the contents. A dog barks from somewhere up in Vanadislunden. I peer out of the kitchen window. The top of the hill is crowned by the water tower that holds tens of thousands of litres. I imagine the brick building breaking apart, and the water pouring down the hill and washing away the whole district.

         I fill the glass a final time, then pick up the letter from Elofsson, which has been lying on the kitchen table, and read it again. The chair topples over backwards when I stand up. I laugh emptily, regain my balance, and go over to the fireplace. I open the hatch with the fire poker. Heat radiates over my hands. I toss the letter inside and go back to the table. I toast the empty air, and the warmth of the schnapps washes through my chest and stomach.

         Drunk as I am, at first I mistake the hammering, believing it to be Lundin nailing down the lid of yet another poor man’s coffin. But soon enough I realise that someone is thumping at the door.

         Goon knocking.
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