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             The snowmobile track was…

         

         The snowmobile track was a sharp line across the white sheet of the fens; the wolf was running below them. Appearing and vanishing like a pale ghost dog in the shrouds of snow stirred up by the rotor blades. Anders put one leg out through the cabin door and found purchase for his boot on the landing gear foot step. The wind rushed through his hair and the collar of his jacket whipped against his face when he strained his eyes not to lose sight of the blurred creature.

         ‘Would you look at that!’ he shouted. ‘That’s no bloody hybrid, that’s for sure!’

         The helicopter had moved in so low he could see the waves rippling through its fur. Its tongue, flapping out of its long snout like a wet rag. Ears pressed flat against its head. He leaned as far out as his harness allowed, pushed the butt of the stock against his shoulder, turned the ring on the scope one notch and tossed his head to push his ear protector out of the way. His index finger slid down and curled around the trigger; then he fired.

         
             

         

         With snowshoes strapped to their boots, they followed the tracks that led in among the spruce trees. Geir went first, striding through the snow as though in a race to reach the wolf first. Anders got winded and called out to him, but  Geir strode on, arms pumping, seeming not to hear.

         The wolf had gone into hiding under the skirt of a large spruce. It was lying on its side; when they creaked their way in under the branches, it raised its head. Its nose was spackled with snow. The spark behind its eyelids slowly dimmed. The dart with its red fletch was buried like a pimpernel in the animal’s hip. Geir pulled it out and slipped it into his breast pocket. Then he pushed his hand into the fur and turned up the undercoat, which was pure white. He examined the claws on the enormous paws and noted that they were black. With his knuckle, he pushed his foggy glasses further up the bridge of his nose and then he sat quietly, deep in thought while Anders praised the wolf’s remarkable size. He had come across wolves that weighed more than he did himself in northern Canada, and this looked to be of the same stock. Without a doubt, it was the biggest wolf he had ever seen on Scandinavian soil.

         ‘This is incredible! What a giant!’

         The vet said nothing, but when he pulled out the syringe with the anaesthetic, Anders noticed his hands were trembling.

         
             

         

         The snowmobiles had tracked them across the fens and there was much excitement when Anders and Geir arrived, hauling the animal. A crowd formed around them but dispersed at a few barked commands from Geir.

         A woman from the Environmental Protection Agency was with them; she handed Anders coffee in a plastic cup. Her name was Åsa. She had gathered her hair up in a ponytail that danced against the hood of her puffy snowmobile overalls as she walked around like an astronaut, serving coffee  from an aluminium thermos. From Geir’s muttering earlier in the day, Anders had gleaned that she had been lobbying hard for this, more or less unilaterally ramming through the decision to move this wolf immediately, without the legally required quarantine. Which also explained why the Norwegian silently shook his head when she tried to offer him coffee from her thermos.

         The wolf had been placed on a blanket with a scarf wrapped around its head. Geir snapped on a pair of light-blue nitrile gloves and tied the animal’s fore and hind legs together. He fastened the rope to a big-game scale, which he hooked onto the shaft of a snow shovel. Then Anders and one of the snowmobile drivers raised the shovel above their heads like a couple of weightlifters. Geir read the dial, studying it carefully. The result, 170 pounds, quickly spread through the stunned assembly.

         Geir was on his knees, working intently. He pushed back the scarf and shone a flashlight in the animal’s eye; he moved the polished silver bell of his stethoscope across the furry ribcage that was slowly rising and falling. He measured the teeth with callipers. From time to time, he made pencil notes in a protocol fastened to a writing board with a metal clip. People thronged around him, asking him questions he wouldn’t answer.

         A man from the county board was present, pacing in circles while talking on his mobile phone. Satin military jacket. Dark leather patches on the shoulders, corduroy-lined collar and a napoleon pocket. Squinting at the sun that glowed red behind the jagged treeline on the other side of the fens, Anders pushed a portion of snus up under his lip, figuring  the man had probably worn that jacket during the hunt as well. Topped off with a feathered hat. Was he even one of the regular field agents? Doubtful. And yet, here he was. In that get-up. Probably so he would have something to brag about.

         ‘Cheers then!’ Åsa exclaimed; a whisk of steam rose from the cup she raised.

         ‘Cheers,’ Geir said quietly, tightening the bolts on the tracking collar with a pair of pliers. ‘Cheers to echinococcus.’

         He was talking to himself, but Anders heard.

         Echinococcus was also known as the hydatid worm. A horrendous parasite. He had seen pictures. Scary pictures. An x-ray of a human head with equal parts worm and brain inside the cranium. It had turned his stomach. And it was turning now too. Because he realised he had put his snus in without washing his hands first. He had worn gloves, of course, but taking them off, he had touched them. And he had been the one to carry the hind part. Who knew what might have been caked in those long tufts of fur? He thought about white fettucine, about eggs and cysts. Cuticles lined with invisible ribbons of roe. Horrified by these images, he sank into a squat, dipped his hands in the snow and dug his fingers around. Then he spat out his snus, cleared his throat and spat again.

         
             

         

         They wrapped the wolf in the blanket and loaded it into the helicopter. Anders leaned back in his seat and felt the vibrations reverberate through him. His eyelids drooped. It had been a long day and he was terribly tired. How long before he could sleep? Best-case scenario, they would reach the release site by 6 a.m. In bed by nine. Best case. 

         The moment the skids sunk into the snow, Anders grabbed his rifle bag in one hand and backpack in the other and dashed, at a crouch, through the miniature blizzard stirred up by the helicopter in the dark. He pushed the remote Åsa had given him. The headlights of a large Mitsubishi turned on. He threw his equipment on the back seat and opened the bed cap. The transport crate was inside. A metal box with a steel grate in the front and a sliding hatch with air holes in the back. He placed it on the ground and ran back to the helicopter.

         People made way for them as they carried the wolf between them. They put it down in front of the cage. Then all that was left to do was wait.

         The temperature had dropped, quickly. Anders had pulled on a hat and was stamping his heels hard in the snow to keep warm. They were on a road in a frozen fox forest, somewhere north of the Kaitum River. They had followed the directions from the snowmobilers, but the venerable male had confounded them for a good long while. While he stood there, trying to come to grips with the geography, a cricket started chirping under his jacket. He pulled out his phone and poked at it with cold fingers.

         ‘Is the wolf all packed up and ready to go?’

         It didn’t exactly sound like a question. More like an accusation. He said he couldn’t answer that; he even said he had no comment. It made him sound like a politician, so he added: I know you’ll be able to see why, Micke.

         When he had finished the call, he hurried over to Geir and Åsa. They stopped talking when they saw the look on his face.

         ‘They know we’re coming!’ 

         ‘Who?’ Åsa said.

         ‘Micke Moilanen from Hunt & Hunter. The entire hunting community, in other words.’

         ‘Okay, but wasn’t that inevitable?’

         ‘Was it?’ Anders said and looked over at the snowmobiles and the anonymous bunch huddled by them in yellow hi-vis vests. ‘I reckon you should be a bit more careful what kind of people you employ. To do the tracking. Are those guys from the Sami village or are they just regular wolf-haters?’

         The look Åsa shot him signalled that she thought he was getting worked up over nothing. He took a deep breath, and when the air came back out it was as white gas through his nose.

         ‘The more people,’ he said, ‘the worse for the animal. All the eyes and scents. We have to put the animal first.’

         ‘We do,’ she said. ‘That’s why we’re here.’

         The wolf was awake now. It was sitting up, head gently swaying from side to side. Geir hooked his fingers under the collar and led it to the crate.

         ‘Get in, old chap,’ he said.

         
             

         

         The headlights ploughed the darkness aside, clearing a strip of road. Here and there, the light from a window or a lantern flickered, wandering sparks in a night that seemed infinitely deep. Geir had kept both his jacket and his hat on. He had been fiddling with his phone for a while, but now he was leaning against the window, possibly asleep. Anders had tuned in to a station playing golden oldies. He tapped along on the steering wheel from time to time and whenever he knew the lyrics, he sang along, though without ever engaging his vocal cords. 

         A shudder ran down his spine; he shrugged his shoulders to shake it.

         ‘What’s the matter?’ Geir mumbled and sat up straight.

         ‘I was just thinking about what it would be like to live here. To be trapped in this darkness. In this bunker!’

         ‘You mean Sweden?’

         Anders chuckled. Geir had been strangely quiet all day, but now he recognised him, his dry, minimalist sense of humour, and so he unleashed the barrage of questions that had accumulated during the day.

         The county board had acted unusually quickly when reports about the immigrated wolf had reached it. The Sami village wanted it removed from their year-round grazing land immediately and had probably delivered some kind of unspoken ultimatum, because just one day after the animal’s genetic value had been established, Anders had carried his rifle bag onto a plane headed to Gällivare like some kind of hitman. He had instantly sensed the tension surrounding the decision. Relocating a wolf without putting it through quarantine was a severe breach of regulations. Potentially fatal, according to Geir, who initially had refused even to help.

         Geir, however, didn’t seem to want to talk about it.

         He sat staring out the window, silent.

         ‘I can tell you’re angry,’ Anders coaxed.

         ‘What makes me angry,’ Geir replied, ‘is that the authorities in this country ignore their own rules and endanger the public. Not for the wolf’s sake, but for political reasons. Because they can’t stand not being number one in the EU.’

         His voice had a disdainful tone to it when he spelled out E-U. 

         ‘At the end of the day,’ he continued, ‘it’s about status. About prestige. And that pisses me off. If the hydatid worm is brought into Sweden, we’ll get it in Norway too.’

         ‘Not my doing.’

         ‘It’s worth asking whose wolves are more inbred in this colossal mess.’

         ‘Sure, okay. But this guy, he doesn’t look particularly inbred. And he’s definitely not a dog. That much we know.’

         ‘I’m actually not sure what he is.’

         ‘It’s not a dog, it’s a wolf. As the Phantom would put it.’

         ‘He weighs a hundred and seventy pounds. A hundred and seventy! Wolves like that don’t exist. Not west of the Urals. This wolf doesn’t exist. It can’t exist.’

         ‘You mean someone released it here?’

         ‘I don’t know. All I know is something’s wrong.’

         ‘Speaking of which, it’s probably time to check on him.’

         Geir looked at his watch.

         ‘No, keep driving.’

         ‘I kind of need to drain the lizard.’

         The reflective rectangles of Geir’s glasses turned toward him.

         ‘Piss. I need to take a piss.’

         
             

         

         Anders fumbled the fly of his insulated trousers open and drilled a glittering rod into the snow bank, where it quickly rotted out a steaming hole. The cold seized him by the scruff of his neck and refused to let go. He raised his eyes above the tree tops. The stars had come out.

         The car door slammed shut behind him. Then there was a scraping sound from the flatbed; when he turned his head,  he saw that Geir had opened the cap and the crate as well. It surprised him. Wolves needed their privacy during transport, so they usually only peeked in through the grate to make sure they were all right.

         The vet was studying a thermometer in the light of a miniature flashlight. The wolf was lying down, and Anders could both see and hear that it was breathing rapidly.

         ‘It’s warm,’ Geir said and turned the light off. ‘Very warm.’

         He stuck his hand into the cage and ran his fingers through the fur. Turned the torch back on and aimed the beam at the wolf.

         ‘And it’s shedding. See?’

         They each grabbed a handle and backed up a few paces to avoid the worst of the exhaust fumes; as soon as they had put the cage down, Anders dashed over to kill the engine and hit the button with the emergency triangle.

         In the fruit-punch red light pulsating across the deserted road, Geir was kicking the snow bank; for a brief moment, Anders thought he had flown into a blind rage. That he had lost his mind. Then he realised it was the snow he was after. The animal obviously needed to be cooled down.

         Geir picked up a few lumps of snow and crawled into the cage with them. That set things off in there. Something banged against the metal and Geir cursed. Then he came crawling back out, bum first. He fitted the hatch into its grooves and only just managed to slide it into place before the wolf hurled itself against it.

         Geir was on his knees with a frozen smile on his lips.

         ‘I tried to feed it a bit of snow,’ he said. ‘It didn’t much care for that.’

         He crawled around to the other side of the crate and pointed his flashlight in through the grate. The wolf was sitting up, glaring at them. Its eyes had cleared. There was no fear in them. No hostility. But something else. Something hard.

         ‘Are you going to give him something?’

         Geir turned the light off and stood up.

         ‘Let’s leave it here for a bit. Let it cool down a little.’

         ‘But you said he was shedding. That’s not good, is it?’

         ‘That was … a mistake. I got it wrong.’

         Anders phoned Johanna and paced up and down next to the snow bank while they were talking. He told her he thought they would reach the release site around six and be home by nine. When she asked him how it was going, he heard himself say it was going well. He didn’t have the energy to tell her the animal was likely in hypothermic shock. Not now. Not when the poor reception broke their words into fragments and the cold was gnawing his fingers to the bone.

         
             

         

         Before long, they were back in the car, encapsulated in darkness, silent and dazed. Judging by how Geir stared fixedly at the road and the snow grains crashing into the windscreen like asteroids, he was deep in thought; Anders assumed he was casting about for a medical explanation for what had happened. For his part, Anders was struggling with an anxiety that was suddenly raging inside him.

         He had experienced mishaps before. Drugged animals that staggered into rapids and were swept away. Vomit and swallowed tongues. These things happened. But this was different. All eyes were on them this time. If this wolf didn’t make it, they would be in for it. From every direction. Even  the hunters who wanted zero wolves in the country, preferably not even in zoos, would lay into them. Most of their ire would be directed at the Environmental Protection Agency, naturally, at Åsa, to be precise, if it was true that she had lobbied for the relocation, but internally, the spotlight would be turned on him and Geir. On Geir in particular. He, of course, had the option of retreating into the haven known as his native Norway. Anders had nowhere to hide. He would be told he was nothing but a lowly field technician with a dart gun he was not fit to operate. There were many within the veterinary field who felt a veterinary degree should be a requirement for tranquillising animals and this would provide one more argument for them to point to. It would be insinuated that he had messed up. This would reach him in the form of jokes and barbed comments, which was actually worse, because you couldn’t defend yourself against that.

         ‘The car behind us,’ Geir said. ‘Hasn’t it been there for an awfully long time?’

         Anders’ eyes shifted to the headlights in the rear-view mirror.

         ‘You’re being paranoid, Geir.’

         He said it quietly, to underline that he did not want any tension in the car. His own anxiety was simmering just below the surface. Against his will, he was now picturing an armed mob. Merciless men, maybe masked. Like a bloody western. It was not entirely unlikely. He knew that. Wolf-hatred was fierce and ran deep. At times, he wondered if it was genetic, if there were men who hated wolves. Besides, he couldn’t deny that there were rational reasons for stopping them. An intervention of this kind would draw no end of attention,  and would once again highlight the absurdity of transporting wolves halfway across the country at enormous expense to the taxpayer.

         ‘Listen to me, Anders. They want us dead.’

         It was such a weird thing to say Anders pretended not to have heard at first. But the words hung in the air and after a while he had to ask what Geir had meant by them.

         Geir didn’t reply and seemed so paranoid Anders realised he had to calm him down. They were not being followed. The roads were practically empty, so it made good sense to keep a constant distance to the car in front, wouldn’t he agree? But the Norwegian was not persuaded; he didn’t even seem to be listening; he just stared into the wing mirror and the headlights that were burnt into it.

         Anders eased off the gas pedal. The dial on the glowing plate of the speedometer dipped from sixty to fifty-five and then down toward fifty and the car, a big Volvo with a thick crust of frozen snow on the roof, overtook them.

         But that did nothing to help matters. Because now its tail lights morphed into a pair of red eyes that hypnotised Geir.

         ‘They want us to die,’ he said quietly.

         ‘No one wants us dead!’

         ‘This is dangerous,’ he whimpered. ‘It’s dangerous.’

         Anders was getting seriously worried now. Geir was acting very strange. Should he call someone? Åsa maybe? He pulled out his phone but ended up just holding it in his hand.

         What had he meant to do again?

         Had he meant to call Micke Moilanen? Or Johanna? Fragments of what he had just thought whirled around, but there was nothing to tie them down. His eyes darted between  the road and the screen of his phone. The clock showed 6.68 p.m. He knew that was wrong and waited for the digits to correct themselves.

         But they didn’t.

         He swallowed hard. Tried to focus his eyes.

         Six sixty-eight.

         ‘Anders. You’re bleeding.’

         It took him a moment to understand what Geir was saying. Bleeding? He pressed his thumb against his nostril and when he felt it getting wet, he reached up to the ceiling and groped around for the light switch.

         His thumb was red. Why did he have a damn nosebleed? He never had nosebleeds. He sniffed and wiped his nose on his hand. A red streak along his index finger. He placed both hands on the steering wheel, raised his chin higher and swallowed.

         ‘Who hit me?’ he said.

         When there was no reply, he glanced at Geir, who was sitting with his head at an odd angle. Blood had trickled out of his nose. A thin rivulet across his lips and down his chin.

         ‘You’re bleeding too.’

         Geir nodded.

         ‘I know.’

         
             

         

         The car pulls over and comes to a stop, tyres skidding. Anders gets his door open and staggers out, one hand pressed against his nose. His throat emits short, rumbling noises when he sucks the cold air into his lungs and he realises he has had a headache for quite a while without being aware of it. The pain is a sound, a torturous squeaking that is drilling further  and further into him. He squeezes his head with his hands and pleads for mercy.

         ‘Go away,’ he says. ‘Please, go away.’

         He falls to his knees and spits and spits. Coins of blood that are absorbed by the snow while his thoughts flap around. A lorry with a shining halo thunders past; he shuts his eyes tight. Why won’t it stop? Why won’t it stop?

         Someone is speaking to him. It is Geir, who is staggering about in the dark, saying they have to release the wolf.

         Anders’ mouth is open. Everything has started dissolving inside him; the only permanent thing left is the sharp sound inside his temples.

         A shout is heard from the car but it is so far away it doesn’t concern him. I should call Johanna, he thinks to himself and pats his jacket; I need to tell her there’s something wrong with me. That my nose is bleeding and I can’t stand up. So she can call an ambulance. Because I think I’ve bloody pissed myself too. He looks for his phone by patting his jacket and trousers. When he has felt all his pockets, he starts over again, mindlessly.

         After a while, he notices that there is someone standing behind the car, watching him. A hunched-over and emaciated little old man. Who is stark naked. He gets it into his head that he is an elderly person lost in the night and remembers his father, the way he looked toward the end of his life. How small he became. A shrivelled child with anxious eyes. His legs won’t carry him, so he crawls; his only thought is that he needs to help this poor sod immediately.

         Geir is lying in the snow, curled up like a foetus. He has pulled his hat down over his face and is holding it with both  hands as though trying to stop someone from pulling it back up.

         Anders is on all fours now, watching him blankly. Then he looks up at the monstrous creature standing on misshapen wolf’s legs in the red light of the tail lights. Wrinkled and cross-eyed like a witch of old, with the transmitter like some kind of extravagant, futuristic piece of jewellery around its neck.

         He turns and crawls away, whimpering in horror. Eventually, he gets to his feet and runs as fast as he can down the snow-streaked road that leads into the distant darkness.
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        Seated in a plastic chair…
      

         

         Seated in a plastic chair in the exercise yard, Lennart studied his severed arm. Blood filled the grotesque creases of the scar tissue and was dripping down into the grass, where a small puddle had collected.

         He wiped his mouth with his fingers and glanced over at Dennis, who was standing by the door, head bowed, mesmerised by his mobile phone. Then he sank his teeth into the mangled stump. The bits that came loose he gathered up with his tongue and spat out.

         He was not entirely steady on his feet; he stood swaying for a short while before setting off toward the door. He shuffled across the lawn in his plastic slippers; a thin rope of blood dangled from the arm he was holding out in front of him. He was breathing heavily, wheezing with deep, rattling undertones. Dennis tore his eyes away from the screen and stiffened. Took a step back. Slipped his phone into his pocket and cursed.

         
            *

         

         They put him on a gurney. Wrapped his arm in towels; Dennis stood next to him, keeping the bundle elevated. A rose of blood bloomed on the white terrycloth, growing bigger and bigger. He stared at the fluorescent ceiling lights while Dennis jabbered in his ear, pouring sour coffee breath over him. 

         ‘Bloody hell. This was pretty unnecessary, don’t you think? Seriously.’

         Johan came out with his phone in his hand, informing them that the prison transport service was currently in Härnösand and that it would be at least a couple of hours before they would deign to show up. Dennis suggested they drive him to the hospital themselves and after a while, Johan acquiesced.

         The injured giant showed no signs of being aware of what was going on around him. He lay completely still, studying the ceiling through his dark glasses. But he was listening the whole time, listening closely.

         
            *

         

         The A&E was a hangar. Ventilation pipes wriggled across the ceiling like metal entrails. The light streaming in through the windows of the roll-up door drew a pattern of rectangles on the concrete floor. An ambulance was parked under a basketball hoop; Lennart looked at it as though he had discovered some kind of mystery. A woman in a white smock placed a disinfected little hand on his arm and asked, needlessly loudly, if he wanted to lie down.

         They helped him onto a gurney; once he was on his back, he started rocking his head from side to side as though he was in the grip of despair; the woman asked him if he was in pain and then said he would be given pain relief in a little while.

         ‘So the hand is gone, obviously,’ Johan explained, ‘but that didn’t happen now. What he did today was bite himself. The stump, so to speak. And it’s not the first time. It’s something he does, more or less regularly. It’s bleeding, but I don’t think it’s particularly deep.’ 

         That Lennart had bitten himself didn’t seem to faze the woman; she asked about his medications and then wheeled him off. He was pushed through a din of voices. Man, born 1914, he heard someone say, then the din subsided. The lamps in the ceiling slid by like train cars made of bright light. The gurney made a sharp turn, a sliding door was opened and now he was in a small room with bare, green walls. The nurse told him the doctor would be with him shortly; then she left, pulling the door shut behind her.

         He lay there, still, like a corpse. The only sound was the gentle rush of wind from a vent. A surgical light loomed over him and he could see himself in its dome, his dark glasses and the bloody smear around his mouth.

         The pillow sighed when he lifted his head up. A mirror and a sink. An empty polished steel table on casters.

         He climbed off the gurney and went over to the sink. Turned the water on and put his hand under the tap. Hit the pumping lever of the soap dispenser and scraped the suds from the edge of the sink, cleaning himself up as best he could. The water eddying down the drain was pink. He grabbed a paper towel, wet it and rubbed at his mouth. Grabbed another one and rubbed hard. The blood had dried into his stubble, so he smeared soap between his fingers and lathered up his lips and chin. Scooped up hot water and splashed his face.

         There was a folded sheet on the gurney, a white square against the red mattress cover. He took it and draped it over his injured arm, which he held against his chest to hide the bloodstains on his shirt. He opened the sliding door a crack, then stepped out. 

         With the sheet folded over his bent arm, he hurried down the corridor like some kind of shabby waiter. He exited through the front doors, walked around the hospital building and angled across a lawn. A footpath skirted the hospital grounds; he followed it until he glimpsed the car park. At that point, he turned off into the woods.

         Old planters had been scattered across a gravel patch. Decorative shrubberies of various kinds were growing into one another; their clustered blooms shone with remarkably vivid colours and behind them a pallet stood on end like a mysterious portal to a different forest space. He sat down on the edge of one of the planters to catch his breath.

         ‘Lennart?’

         His name pronounced in Norwegian. The rise of the final syllable. He looked up to see a man striding up the hill.

         Abraham stopped and studied him. One of his eyelids drooped like a crooked blind.

         ‘We should get going.’

         
            *

         

         It was stuffy and dark inside the motorhome. Drawn curtains covered its small windows, another blocked out all but the faintest trace of light from the driver’s cab. He raised his chin slightly and sniffed the air without making a sound. Then he removed his glasses and waited for his eyes to adjust to the gloom.

         The old lady was lying under a blanket, watching him.

         ‘Come sit down, Lennart.’

         He squeezed in behind the table and sat down on the bunk, by her feet. A small, gloved hand rose slowly, not toward him, toward the curtain. In the light that streamed in, blazing a trail across a face crinkled by deep wrinkles, he could see how thin her hair was. How thin it had become. He could almost count the individual hairs above her forehead.

         He lowered his gaze, let it rest on the table. There was a phone on it. A blister pack lying foil-side up. The heavy, black plastic sunglasses with the gold details on the temples.

         ‘How are things with you?’

         Before he could respond, the door to the cab opened. He could hear Abraham climbing in behind the wheel through the curtain. Shortly thereafter, the diesel engine rumbled to life. Grete had to raise her voice to be heard now; it made it shrill.

         ‘You look so sad, Lennart. Why are you sad?’

         He shook his head.

         ‘Don’t be sad.’

         Smiling made her cough. She closed her eyes; her chest heaved. At the end, it sounded like a dry laugh. She pushed herself upright with her hands and then sat propped up against the wall, watching him. Her yellow eyes with their piercing pupils were deeply embedded in the swollen folds of her skin.

         There was movement under the blanket. Ripples running this way and that. He let his hand slip in under the edge. All activity ceased instantly. He wiggled his fingers and soon felt the cold touch of a tiny nose. He pulled his hand out, shaped like a bowl; a mouse was sitting in it. A wood mouse, with black seed-pearl eyes. He slowly tilted his hand. The little one stiffened and then poured down his thumb to sit on the back of his hand, poised to keep running. When he turned his hand again, the mouse had had enough and jumped off. It scuttled up the blanket and paused for a second on Grete’s stomach. Then it was gone.

         ‘How many do you have?’

         She made a resigned hand gesture.

         ‘Why are they not with Skabram?’

         ‘It’s no help.’

         ‘You have to give it time.’

         She started coughing again and while she coughed, he sat with his head bowed, studying his arm. The blood had seeped through the terrycloth wrapping, spotting the sheet.

         ‘I think I need to lie down for a minute.’

         ‘We have a lot to talk about, Lennart.’

         ‘Not now. My head. I’m not feeling well.’

         ‘You’ve been asleep for ten years.’

         ‘I feel like I need another ten.’

         ‘Help him. I don’t want him looking like this.’

         Only now did he realise there was a person further in, watching him. It was Ingvill. But she was not a child any more; she was a woman. She was holding an animal in her arms; when she set it down on the floor, he realised it was a very old hare.

         The terrycloth towels were stiff with dried blood and the innermost one didn’t want to come off. After announcing that it was stuck to his wound, she ripped it off with a firm tug.

         ‘Did it hurt?’ she said without looking at him.

         Under the towel was a fleshy crater glazed with coagulated blood. She took out a roll of gauze, wrapped it around the arm and tied it off with a neat bow that she folded in under the bandage. 

         The shirt she lay out for him was black and the logo on the chest read ‘MEKONOMEN’ in yellow letters. She cut a four-inch slit in the sleeve. When he had put the shirt on, she grabbed his upper arm and helped him stand up; he then supported himself with one hand on the wall, moving slowly toward the innermost darkness of the camper. A curtain was pulled closed behind him. He couldn’t see much. But the smell was unambiguous. He rummaged around among the blankets until he felt coarse fur against his fingertips. He gently pushed the old animal aside before lowering himself onto the cot.

         He soon noticed that it was not just the hare that had found a bedding spot among the blankets. His presence caused astonishment. The little ones pitter-pattered around him and darted back and forth; it was not long before they were scurrying all over him. Just like children, they soon overcame their shyness and grew affectionate and then intrusive. The scratching of their claws had a relaxing effect on him; he was soon lost in deep sleep.

      

   


   
      
         

            
        
        It was a Monday…
      

         

         It was a Monday. I had just opened the shop and nothing much was happening. Out in the square, on the other hand, things were lively. They were putting together the frame for that gigantic beer tent they have every year during the festival. Any day now a tent was going to appear smack dab in front of my shop window too; one always does. They block me out, plunging my shop into darkness; the tourists can’t see that I exist but what is there to be done about it?

         For the time being, though, I had a view and as I sat there on my stool, craning my neck to see if Ella was among the gaggle of teenagers hanging about the square, Roland appeared from behind a building site fence. He zigzagged between transport racks and steel crates and the bikes the teenagers had left strewn about with quick strides, and since he usually moves at a leisurely pace, I figured something must have happened.

         ‘Have you seen this?’ he said.

         ‘What?’ I said, not bothering to get up.

         ‘He’s escaped. The cult leader.’

         He handed me his newspaper, one of the tabloids. When I saw the headline, which read ‘LENNART BRÖSTH ON THE LAM’, an icy wave surged through my gut and it was probably a good thing I was already seated. 

         
            Lennart Brösth, the leader of the so-called Jillesnåle Cult, has escaped from Sundsvall Psychiatric Hospital. Brösth absconded last Saturday from the local A&E, where he had been taken after sustaining an arm injury.

            The police have added helicopters and canine units to the search for the escaped prisoner. They also welcome information from the public.

            ‘A nationwide alert has been issued; members of the public are advised not to approach the prisoner,’ says Robert Öhman, from the county police.

            At the time of absconding, Lennart Brösth was dressed in a grey top and black trousers, both bearing the logo of Västernorrland County Council.

            ‘A lot of people will have seen his picture in the paper, but he also has a very distinctive gait; he walks a bit like a movie villain. And he’s big, over six foot three, and powerfully built,’ Öhman says.

            That Lennart Brösth was supposedly born in 1914, as his barrister claimed during his trial, and therefore a hundred years old, is something the police take with a pinch of salt. So too, Börje Bratt, interim medical consultant.

            ‘We have always suspected that the information we have about the patient’s age does not correspond with his real age; this incident would seem to confirm that suspicion,’ he says.

            The Jillesnåle Cult kidnapped children and raised them in isolation on a farm outside Sorsele in inland Västerbotten. The children were given new names and in time forgot their true identities. Lennart Brösth was identified as the cult’s leader and, in 2006, sentenced to prison for kidnapping and arson. A few years later, he was moved to the Sundsvall Regional Psychiatric Hospital.

         

         When I had finished reading, I pushed the paper away and looked at Roland, who had his hands in his pockets and was eyeing me searchingly. He put his hand on the paper and turned it ninety degrees.

         ‘Doesn’t he look a bit like that terrorist,’ he said, ‘what was his name, the Jackal? In those dark glasses.’

         I stood up and paced up and down between the shelves, trying to collect my thoughts.

         ‘It just doesn’t seem real. Here I’ve been walking around, waiting for him to die in prison. And then he escapes. Did you know they’d moved him to the psych ward? Let those alone; they’re decorative!’

         Roland was standing by the shop window, gazing out at the square; when he straightened up after putting the fruit back in its place next to the orchid, he accidentally bumped into a ptarmigan suspended from the ceiling on fishing line. It swung back and forth like it had come to life; I wrapped my arms around myself.

         ‘Isn’t it odd,’ I said, ‘that no one from the police has been in touch?’

         ‘They probably don’t see any reason to,’ he said and stilled the white grouse with his hand.

         ‘They’re clueless!’

         I had snapped at him; he made a lengthy pause before responding.

         ‘In that case, it’s no wonder they haven’t been in touch.’ 

         ‘I have to warn her.’

         ‘Gudrun. The last time you went out there, you were depressed for a month afterwards.’

         ‘So what am I supposed to do then? I have to do something!’

         ‘I find it hard to believe he would go after Susso.’

         ‘You finding it hard to believe is not a great comfort.’

         ‘She’s taken the website down, though, right?’

         ‘But he was caught because of her! Do you think he’s forgotten? Well, you might think so, but I don’t.’

         Customers had entered the shop, so I had to stop talking and slap on a welcoming smile instead.

         
            *

         

         I spent the rest of the day in a numb haze. When I got home, I went straight to my bedroom and changed. Then I sat on the edge of the bed and looked at the picture of Susso on the wall. It’s a school picture. She is thirteen or fourteen in that picture; it was before she moved away from Riksgränsen. Away from me. Down here. That girl no longer existed and I was trying to remind myself of that fact. I tried to squeeze out a definitive grief that I could fold across my face like a veil. I really tried. It wasn’t easy. The pictures clashed, and the one on the wall was incredibly powerful.

         Roland was standing in the doorway with his glasses in his hair like an Alice band.

         ‘Keep sighing like that and there won’t be any oxygen left in this flat,’ he said and sat down next to me on the edge of the bed.

         ‘How are you doing?’ he said.

         I shrugged.

         ‘My hands are cold.’ 

         He grabbed my hand but said nothing about its temperature. His hand was warm and rough, as ever.

         ‘And I’m feeling dazed. I had a customer today; he wanted to buy one of those little wooden table flags, a Sápmi flag; he put it down on the counter and I just stared at it and didn’t understand what he wanted until he pushed it forward with his index finger like this. And then when we were waiting for the payment to go through, he said, “So, it’s finally starting.” And it scared me that he seemed to be able to tell what I was thinking. So I asked him, “What do you mean?” and then he gestured at the square and it turned out he thought all the closed-off streets and the chaos in the square had something to do with the relocation of the town. Which was pretty funny, but I didn’t even have it in me to correct him, I just said, “Yes, yes, it’s finally starting.”’

         ‘They’ll catch him in no time. It’s a nationwide alert. And he’s on the front page. Everyone knows what he looks like.’

         ‘Maybe it’s already too late.’

         ‘Do you want to head over there? If it’s what you want, it’s what we’ll do.’

         I shook my head.

         ‘Then what do you want to do?’

         ‘I don’t know.’

         Roland said nothing for a while.

         ‘Have you talked to Mona?’

         ‘No. God, no.’

         ‘If he’s looking for revenge, which I doubt, and I want to be clear about that, shouldn’t he be going after Magnus? He was the one who testified against him. He was the one who got him convicted. Not Susso.’ 

         ‘It’s not really Lennart Brösth I’m afraid of. You know, to be honest, I’m not actually afraid. I’m just tired. Tired of walking around with this secret like a millstone around my neck. Tired of having to joke around with people who come into the shop to see the picture.’

         ‘People come in to see the picture? You’ve never told me that.’

         ‘It happens. From time to time. And sell-out that I am, I play along. I turn mysterious like a fortune-teller and tell them not to ask questions they don’t want to know the answers to. Whatever that’s supposed to mean in this context. They think it’s all a gimmick to lure in more customers. And I play along so hard I don’t know what to believe any more. Can you understand how hard that is?’

         ‘Don’t dwell on it. It’s not good for you.’

         ‘They come into the shop and ask me if I believe in trolls, but I can tell what they’re really asking is if I’m an imbecile. And whatever I tell them, it comes out wrong. One time, I said: “Look, I wish I did.” And that’s the truth. I wish I believed in trolls. Because a person who believes in trolls is just an oddball. But if you know they exist, you’re cursed.’

         ‘Cursed?’

         ‘It’s a curse.’

         ‘There’s no such thing as a curse.’

         ‘My father brought a curse on himself when he took that picture. When he soared away in his plane until it was nothing more than a tiny letter in the sky that dwindled into nothingness. He abandoned his family to snap pictures of the wilderness, and abandoning one’s family comes at a cost. It always comes at a cost. As far as I can tell, that’s a universal law. That’s why things are the way they are. There was a price for taking those postcards, and we’re paying it, even now.’

         ‘If there’s a curse, it’s in here, in your head.’

         ‘I know what I know, Roland. I can’t unknow it. The only thing I can do, to stay functional, is to not think about it. Look the other way. And I’m so bloody tired of it. My neck hurts from the strain.’

         He threw a pillow down on the floor and when my bottom had slid down onto it he moved in behind me and pressed his thumbs into my shoulders, pushing hard like I have taught him. It crackled like electricity in my head and a warmth that seemed magically curative branched out through my body.

         ‘Then maybe this might help?’ he mumbled.

         ‘I hardly think so, but it can’t hurt.’

      

   


   
      
         

             A patient…

         

         A patient. That was Diana’s immediate thought when she spotted the little old lady who closed the gate to the animal enclosure behind her and came waddling toward her. One in the endless procession of embittered faces she encountered at the hospital. No name came to her, so she simply shot the woman a polite smile before turning back to the laminated note on the cage.

         ‘Their eggs are white,’ she said, ‘and weigh approximately thirty grams. Hens often take good care of their chicks.’

         Kiruna was a bit scared of the rooster strutting about on the other side of the fence, brandishing his silky-smooth feather swords over the hens that huddled in a corner, round balls of an unremarkable shade of brown. She disliked him because she knew he could crow terribly loudly and that there was no telling what would set him off. After he sauntered off to the other side of the cage, she dared to move in closer. She hooked her fingers into the wire fence and asked where the chicks were. Diana said she didn’t know. The girl felt they should go look in the henhouse.

         ‘We’re not allowed,’ Diana said and prodded the padlock, making it rattle. ‘It’s locked. And if the chicks are in there, we shouldn’t disturb them. They’re resting after their meal, like you do at nursery.’ 

         The little old lady had stopped right next to them, unpleasantly close; Diana was just about to take Kiruna by the hand and lead her off to the shed the goats were filling with their braying when she realised this wasn’t a patient at all, this was Susso’s mother.

         ‘Oh my God, hi,’ she exclaimed. She was surprised, but above all mortified, which she tried to hide behind a stunned expression. Which Gudrun saw straight through. At least that was what it felt like when she met her eyes. Gudrun had called several times and left messages; Diana had planned to call her back, but had never got around to it, and now here they were, face to face.

         Many of her old schoolmates’ parents came into the clinic from time to time and it often depressed her to see how frail they had become. But Gudrun looked more or less the same. Glamorous designer glasses and spiky hair with dyed tips. She wore a hooded jacket and trainers and was holding a Lindex bag.

         Diana pulled Kiruna closer, placing her between them like a shield. For some reason, she tore off her hat as well. Which the girl immediately wanted back; when Diana held it up, out of her reach, she started climbing on her.

         ‘This is Kiruna,’ she said.

         The girl was given her hat back and pulled it down over her ears. Tilted her head back to look out from under the edge.

         ‘And how old are you?’ Gudrun said.

         The little girl pressed herself against Diana, butting at her, rubbing the top of her head against her hip. Felt the phone in her pocket and immediately wanted it. 

         ‘She’ll be five this summer,’ Diana said and fended off the little hand trying to get into her pocket. ‘In July.’

         Gudrun nodded and Diana knew there was no way around it.

         ‘Hey,’ she said. ‘How is Susso doing?’

         She had used her professional voice. The solid doctor’s timbre that was about an octave lower.

         ‘Well,’ she replied. ‘If only I knew.’

         ‘What do you mean?’

         ‘She’s moved away. Maybe you heard?’

         ‘No, but I haven’t seen her about in a long time, so I suppose I might have suspected. That she wasn’t here any more.’

         ‘You suspected.’

         The old lady was cornering her. There was no question about it.

         ‘How about a cup of coffee?’ she said and nodded toward the brown hut that housed the park’s café. She put a hand on Gudrun’s shoulder to guide her, gently but firmly. She sent Kiruna off to the playground, which was under siege by a swarm of toddlers in hi-vis vests.

         A couple of big bird dogs were stretched out on a rag rug by the hut. Their tails started wagging automatically when Diana went up to the counter, but only one of the dogs had the energy to lift its head up to look at her. Its jaw was chewing air.

         She ordered coffee. And a juice box for the little girl. To avoid Gudrun’s level stare, she gazed off toward the black ridge of the mining mountain. She studied her wallet and her nails. The dogs’ water bowl was a clear plastic tub, wholesale packaging that had once held foam bananas; a leaf was floating in it; she could see its shadow moving across the bottom of the tub like a flatfish.

         She carried the steaming plastic cups over to the wooden benches on the edge of the circle where they made a skating rink in the winter. The goats brayed dejectedly from inside their shed; the shrubberies around them were full of twittering bramblings. A child suddenly hollered shrilly over by the playground. Ship ahoy! Ship ahoy!

         ‘Now tell me,’ she said and sipped her coffee.

         Gudrun was cradling her cup in her hands, looking down at the gravel.

         ‘I don’t know how much you know about what happened to us.’

         ‘Only what I read in the papers, actually.’

         ‘Quite a bit then.’

         ‘I know Susso helped find that boy who was kidnapped. That she took some kind of photograph that helped the police.’

         ‘I know what you think, Diana. About us. About our family.’

         ‘What do you mean?’

         Gudrun sighed.

         ‘I suppose you could say Susso was damaged by what happened.’

         ‘What do you mean, damaged?’

         ‘She’s not herself. To put it succinctly.’

         ‘But what is she doing, is she on sick leave or is she working …’

         Gudrun shook her head.

         ‘She does nothing.’ 

         ‘Nothing?’

         ‘Yeah.’

         ‘But how does she get by?’

         ‘Would that I knew. She lives in Vittangi.’

         ‘In Vittangi! Why?’

         ‘She wants to be left alone. The last time I went out there, I couldn’t believe my eyes when she opened the door. She had lost so much weight I barely recognised her. Her clothes were hanging off her. And her eyes were so black; she looked like when she was little and woke up from the anaesthesia after they took her tonsils out. She looked at me with those big eyes, but it was as though she didn’t see me, or know what dimension she was in.’

         ‘Could it be drugs?’

         ‘Drugs. If only.’

         Diana raised her eyebrows.

         ‘She let me into the kitchen and we sat there staring at one another like two strangers. I felt about as welcome as a vacuum salesman. It was obvious she wanted to know why I’d come, but I also had the distinct feeling she wasn’t entirely clear on who I was, and that was deeply unsettling.’

         ‘My God.’

         ‘She’s a different person, Diana. It’s not Susso.’

         ‘Is she living with someone?’

         Gudrun didn’t answer straight away. She sipped her coffee and stared off into the distance. The wind soughed through the birch trees and a flock of cumulus clouds drifted into view, spreading a black blanket over the mining mountain.

         ‘It depends on how you see it.’

         ‘Does she have a boyfriend?’ 

         ‘I have a hard time picturing that.’

         ‘Is she not in touch with Tobe at all any more?’

         ‘She’s not in touch with anyone. She doesn’t even have a phone.’

         A toddler was trying to climb up the slide, her shoes squeaking against the metal. Kiruna was sitting at the top, patiently waiting to go. And then she went. Straight into the toddler. Diana put her cup down on the bench. But she stopped when she realised there was no crying, and none of the other adults sitting on the benches by the playground reacted.

         Gudrun watched the children.

         ‘Don’t blink, Diana,’ she said. ‘Because when you open your eyes again, she’ll be gone. That’s how fast it happens.’

         ‘Do you want me to go out there?’

         It was pretty clear that was what she was angling for. That was the reason she had been calling and calling. Diana was Susso’s best friend. Had been at least. And a doctor to boot.

         But Gudrun was lost in thought.

         ‘I have thought a lot about that, you know. About love, I guess. The limitless love people have for their children. That you can’t imagine not being together forever. The bedrock of love is that darkness at that distant horizon. It grows out of it. Do you understand what I mean? It’s what makes it strong. The inevitable end. The seconds tick by while we hold each other. All the time, we can hear the seconds ticking by. But we ignore that sound and we don’t talk about the end because it can’t be talked about. We ignore the end. Instead we hold each other, as tightly as we can. While time just slips away.’

         Diana wanted to interrupt but couldn’t bring herself to. 

         ‘Your little girl doesn’t know anything yet,’ Gudrun pressed on. ‘She’s too young. Later on, the end will enter her life and reshape her, from the bottom up. Which is terrible when you think about it. You’re a child and life is wonderful, and one day Mummy and Daddy lean over you and tell you you’re going to die, but before you die, we’re going to die and leave you all alone. It’s like one of those permanent residence permits that is suddenly swapped for a temporary one. What a cruel system. Though I can’t think of a better alternative. It comes out wrong no matter what you do.’

         ‘It sounds like maybe you should go talk to someone,’ Diana said. ‘Would you like me to set something up?’

         ‘Talking. According to Roland, that’s all I ever do.’

         ‘I meant to a psychologist. A therapist. Being cut off from your child, like you are from Susso, from both of your children in a way, because Cilla’s not quite herself either from what I hear, must be incredibly hard.’

         ‘There’s nothing I can do. That’s the worst part.’

         ‘Do you have her address?’

         ‘I don’t know that I do, but I can give you directions.’

         ‘Give me directions,’ Diana said and pulled out her phone.

         ‘When you reach Vittangi, you turn left, no, right, why am I saying left? You go toward Pajala. Past the lake with that fountain or whatever it is. Then you carry on for a mile or two until you see a big, red barn with three green doors on your left; that’s why I said left. Before you pass that barn, you turn off on a smaller road that takes you down to the river. That’s where she lives. In a red house. By the river.’

         ‘Right, then left before a barn with three green doors.’

         Gudrun nodded. 

         ‘I’m not sure how soon I’ll be able to go.’

         ‘And there’s one other thing.’

         She sat there for a while with her hands pressed between her knees, looking down at the gravel before continuing.

         ‘Lennart Brösth has escaped.’

         ‘Yes, I heard.’

         ‘And don’t think the police bothered to inform us.’

         ‘Are you afraid he might do something?’

         Kiruna came bounding across the lawn. Diana picked her up and pulled out the juice box and with her arms around the little girl’s body, she pried off the straw and pushed it into the hole.

         ‘You don’t need to worry about him,’ she said. ‘He’s a hundred years old. A hundred.’

         ‘Is there really such a big difference between ninety and a hundred? And besides, a hundred years is not the same for Lennart Brösth as it is for the rest of us.’

         Diana didn’t understand that last part, but she didn’t have time to ask Gudrun what she meant. Kiruna had grabbed hold of the juice box before she could stop her. The little girl stiffened and looked at the juice that had squirted out of the straw, forming droplets on her jacket. Gudrun quickly pulled a stack of napkins from her pocket and wiped.

         ‘These characters,’ she said quietly. ‘They’re dangerous.’

         ‘What characters?’

         Her sceptical tone made Gudrun press her lips shut. The little girl sat quietly, drinking; Diana seized the opportunity to sort out her insulated trousers. The foot straps had come off; she slipped them back under Kiruna’s boots. One of the straps was about to break so she tore it in two and tied the pieces back together. Gudrun studied the napkin as she carefully folded it.

         ‘I just wanted you to know he’s on the run,’ she said quietly and stood up. ‘In case you do go out there. It’s not a hundred per cent risk-free.’

         ‘Of course I’ll go out there. No question.’

         ‘Be careful. Promise me.’

         ‘Pinky swear,’ she said and held her little finger out in the hope of eliciting a smile, but Gudrun didn’t smile, just turned around and walked away.
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