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         Cutlery and crockery were clattering and the voices around the laid long banquet table were hushed. The men and women around this table were all sober, serious and deeply engrossed in their discussion. Apart from the Prime Minister, that is. He was tired. He twirled his wine glass in his hand. 

         One could easily think that the reason for the Prime Minister's melancholy was the effort, the hard work or maybe the responsibility that came with this type of work. Especially now, when there is a financial crisis. 

         But this was not about the financial crisis. Not for the Prime Minister. All this talk felt as insignificant as the snowstorm outside the restaurant window. His crisis was of an entirely different kind. 

         He'd had dreams and visions. He was supposed to build a fabulous country, go to meetings and shake hands with important people, be a role model, someone to look up to. Hell, he was supposed to be the man other people quoted. There should be books about his ideas and thoughts. Naturally, these books would be full of anecdotes depicting what an extraordinary life he had led. He would be somewhat like a rock star, a little bit of all he ever wanted to be famous, popular and loved by one and all. But there should be more to it than just the superficial celebrity status — more than just fame. His grand thoughts and visions should help lots of people. 

         He now took a big gulp of wine from his third glass and tried to silence the voice of his disillusioned self. An idealist. An idiot. 

         He was not overloaded with work. He was overloaded with life itself. The only thing that he felt was taxing was having to pretend to be involved and committed and passionate about things that really didn't matter to him. Politics felt meaningless. Everything became a part of the same old machinery eventually anyway. And what scared him, what really frightened him, was that he couldn't see a way out of this. He felt as though no one understood him. 

         He downed the last swig of wine and topped it up again. Then he nodded a couple of times to show he was part of the discussion. Oscarsson scowled at him with a deep wrinkle between his eyebrows. The Prime Minister could sense the glare. He got up to go to the toilet. 

         Beneath the soft rugs with Persian patterns, the wooden flooring creaked and bowed. Classical music could be heard in the banquet hall, five massive chandeliers hung from the tall ceiling, and they spread a warm, yellow glow across the few tables and guests. It was a posh restaurant, reserved for celebrities or people with excellent connections. 

          
   

         Dragan was proud to be sitting there. He was more than proud; he was wax lyrical in his own special subdued way. As a notorious gangster, pimp and drug dealer, he had to do everything moderation and not to show much emotion. He had to be like James Bond or Don Corleone. Cool, charming and suave. That's how Dragan preferred to see himself. Especially now when he had ended up in surroundings he wasn't familiar with, a setting that he didn't control outright. 

         Mia sat opposite him, stunning in a new, red dress. For this special occasion, she'd had her makeup done by a stylist and had her hair fixed at a posh salon. This was precisely how Dragan liked her. Mia was already naturally beautiful, anyone could see that, but Dragan wanted her to be perfect, and right now, she was like an international star. 

         Apart from the fact that she was obsessed with the folded napkin on her plate. She lifted it up and released it. She poked it around like a cat would with its paw. Then she started blowing on it. 

         This made Dragan sweat.

         "Can you just stop it!?" He hissed and bent his head down in an attempt to catch her eye. "Can you not just sit still and wait for your food?"

         Mia cowered, but a mischievous smile played at the corner of her mouth. She stared at a blank spot on the white tablecloth as if she saw something that no one else was privy to. She was absolutely motionless. And then. Suddenly. It even surprised Dragan when she, suddenly, blew so hard onto the napkin that it hit the wine glass, pushed it over and then bounced down onto the floor. Dragan tried to catch the glass, well aware of the silence at the surrounding tables, imagined their black looks and felt the wine trickling down the inside of his lapel. 

         "Can you get your act together? Do you not understand that this dinner is costing me thousands of Kronas!”

         "Whoops,” said Mia and smiled innocently. 

         Dragan gave her a dark glare but grabbed hold of the edge of the table and waited patiently for the palpitations to pass.  

         A few droplets of wine ran down to his elbow and stuck to his shirt sleeve. People were whispering at the other tables and there were sideward glances too. 

         Dragan stood up. 

         "I'm going to the bathroom."

         Mia didn't answer. She had found the bread rolls nestled in a basket on the table. Outside the toilet, Dragan met a straight-backed guy in a suit with a shaved head. His hands were placed in a resting position in front of his crotch. Dragan noticed he had an earpiece. 

         "Is there a queue?" Dragan asked. 

         The man looked him up and down with a slightly hostile air. Like a damn copper, Dragan thought to himself. Eventually, the man shook his head and stepped aside without saying a word. Dragan clenched his jaw and his mind quickly disappeared into an extremely violent fantasy, which ended with him jumping up and down on the suit-wearing man's head. He wasn't even aware of moving from the door to the sink, rolling his sleeve up and rinsing his arm off. The sound of running water roused him from his fantasy.

         That's when he glanced to the right and spotted a well-dressed man. There was something very familiar about him. From TV. From the press. From massive billboards dotted around the town centre.

         Dragan was almost running the last few metres back to their table. 

         "Listen, listen, Mia!" He hadn't even sat down yet. "The Prime Minister is here. Get it? Here, in the gents, with me. We took a slash together."

         "Uhu." Mia played with the tip of her tongue at the corner of her mouth and her eyes were so concentrated, they could be mistaken for surgical lasers. She was trying to balance her napkin on the rim of her newly topped-up wine glass. Dragan realised he could've said just about anything to her and it wouldn't have mattered. He felt drained and wilted like a popped balloon. 

         Mia wasn't interested in politics, and he knew that. Mia wouldn't be able to tell the difference between a president and a homeless beggar on the street. To a certain extent, this enticed Dragan and he found it inspiring. There was power in that and Dragan loved power, but right now he was itching to slap her. He held on to the edge of the table again as he studied her. 
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