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			The Underworld

			In the autumn of 2016 a wave of suicides swept through Stockholm’s underworld. People with links to criminal organisations were found hanged, shot or drowned. In addition, a number of individuals disappeared without a trace. 

			At first the situation was attributed to some kind of purge, the emergence of a new player determined to do away with the competition. Several of those who died had been big shots, names that could be crossed off the Alcatraz list. There was wild speculation in the press and within the police service; what ruthless force was operating in the city?

			As the autopsy reports began to trickle in, the phenomenon became even more incomprehensible. In virtually every single case, all the indications were that the deceased had been entirely responsible for their own deaths. Killed themselves. Hung up their boots.

			In one particularly striking case, four men were found dead in a storage depot. Three had been executed with a bullet to the back of the neck, the fourth with a shot to the temple. No one else had been present, there were no restraints or signs of violence, and the report concluded laconically that: ‘They all appeared to have been in agreement.’ They had worked together, and the last man standing had put the barrel of the gun to his own head.

			A total of eighteen people died in September; thirteen more in October. Then the phenomenon faded away. The police had their hands full trying to work out how the deaths had impacted on the underworld’s power structure. It soon became clear that a new player had indeed entered the arena, but they had no success in finding out who he might be. As soon as they got close to something resembling an organised leadership, the whole thing dissolved into a miasma of rumour and hearsay. For the time being, this mysterious new player was known as ‘X’. 

		

	
		
			1. Outside 

		

	
		
			Tommy T

			Tommy T peaked in 2004. That was when he received the Golden Shovel for his investigative reporting into the circulation of cocaine through Stockholm’s bloodstream, while at the same time his book Desperadoes topped the bestseller lists. He parked his backside on many a talk-show sofa and appeared in the papers virtually every day. There were plenty of his own articles, but he was also consulted as an expert on anything to do with crime. Riots in the suburbs, a double murder, new drugs on the streets? See what Tommy T has to say about it. 

			The decline began in 2006, around the time Hagge moved in with him. Tommy had written several excoriating pieces on a number of high-ranking officers involved with a drugs case. Short version? All police chiefs were incompetent idiots—‘woodentops’, in his words. 

			Gradually it became clear that Tommy’s accusations were groundless. The leads the police had been following came good, and seven individuals were charged. Since Tommy always had something of a scattergun approach to his journalism, he’d made this kind of mistake before. The difference this time was that the police refused to let it drop, and he was held to account. 

			A vicious debate broke out in the press, with Tommy on one side and the woodentops on the other. His talent for ducking and weaving was tested to the limit, and his writing skills reached new heights, but the public had begun to harbour the one suspicion that could prove fatal for his career: Tommy T might possibly be wrong.

			He didn’t crash and burn immediately; there were too many people who still regarded him as a guru, but the phone stopped ringing off the hook and the cascade of invitations through his letterbox slowly diminished. Tommy might be at the top of the tree, but he was beginning to slide down, and he was smart enough to know it. 

			Thinking to reboot his image, he started going out into the field to research his articles—unlike the deskbound woodentops—and that was how his and Hagge’s paths came to cross. 

			*

			Through an informant within the police, Tommy had heard about a raid on a meth lab located in the woodwork room of a disused school in Jakobsberg. Tommy got there before the cops and treated himself to a line of coke while he was waiting outside on one of the swings. The blue-lights arrived, and once they’d cleared the way, he followed them in. 

			It was an unusually messy set-up. As a general rule the producers were pretty efficient and left the degeneration to the end users, but in Jakobsberg Tommy saw a rare counterexample. Along the chaotic carpentry benches production had ground to a halt due to a complete lack of focus. Three guys lay flat out on the sofa while a fourth was trying, in the slow, uncoordinated way of a sleepwalker, to get through a wall with a chisel. 

			The ensuing arrests and securing of evidence were straightforward, and as long as Tommy kept his distance, they weren’t bothered about sending him away. No excitement, no angle except possibly the amusing little detail of the location. Tommy was about to give up and go home when he heard a whimper. He called out to one of the officers in the room: ‘Did you hear that?’

			The officer looked around and went over to the sofa. He rummaged around among the cigarette-burnt cushions, and when he turned to face Tommy he was holding a pathetic little creature in his hands. A malnourished puppy, its ribs visible beneath the skin. The cop took a closer look and said: ‘Jesus!’

			One of the dog’s front legs was missing. There was nothing but a bloody stump, as if someone had hacked it off. Possibly with a chisel. The cop sighed. ‘Off to the vet with you, my friend. A little injection and it’ll all be over.’

			The dog looked at the cop. Then it looked at Tommy. Tommy said: ‘I’ll take it.’

			As he drove to the vet’s with the dog wrapped in a towel on the passenger seat, Tommy knew it was going to make it, and he also knew that its name was Hagge. Something in its eyes had told him both these things. 

			Tommy waited until Hagge had finished growing before having him fitted with a prosthesis. By this time Tommy’s star was definitely falling. His regular contributions to news outlets in the city had become sporadic, and his picture by-line had shrunk to half its former size. When he contacted his publisher offering them first option on a book on trafficking they said it sounded interesting, but probably for a different publisher. The talk-show sofas were occupied by other backsides. Tommy T’s glory days were over.

			*

			Somehow he kept going. In 2009 he and Hagge moved from his three-room apartment on Birger Jarlsgatan to a two-room place in Traneberg. This freed up just over three million kronor, which meant he didn’t have to chase around for work quite so hard. He still had his contacts, and there were still readers who appreciated his bantering style, but Tommy was definitely slowing down. 

			He’d managed to give up coke, and went for long walks with Hagge in the pleasant surroundings of Traneberg. However, he also spent a great deal of time watching TV, drank a lot of beer and lived on microwaved ready meals. He wasn’t fat, exactly, but his belly rested on his thighs when he was sitting on the toilet. 

			He had an extremely fluid relationship with Anita, a somewhat younger woman he’d got to know while he was researching his book on trafficking. She continued to work as a prostitute, but only occasionally. They met up when it suited them both. 

			And so the years went by. His book was eventually taken up by a smaller publishing house, and even though his research was a little out of date, it sold pretty well. He even found himself back on a couple of those sofas. He’d started to take Hagge with him wherever he went, partly because he enjoyed the company, and partly because Hagge, despite his slightly alarming appearance, had the ability to make people more positively disposed towards Tommy. As if he were a good person, which Tommy didn’t believe he was. Plus Hagge had a talent.

			A series of articles on cannabinoid drugs in general and the zombie drug, spice, in particular in the spring of 2014 led to a minor upturn in his fortunes, but after a few months he was back to the same old routine. Walks with Hagge, hook-ups with Anita, microwaved meals, TV and beer, chasing editors to try to get the odd piece into the papers. He was considering packing the whole thing in and trying to write a crime novel when his phone rang one evening in October 2016. 

			*

			The silence on the other end of the line after Tommy picked up and said his name told him exactly who was calling. There was only one person who behaved that way: Ove Ahlin, chief news editor for Stockholmsnytt. 

			After a few seconds Tommy heard the rasping voice acquired through long years of smoking: ‘Have you heard? About the suicides?’

			‘Hard not to.’

			‘You know anything? Picked anything up?’

			‘I haven’t looked into it.’

			Another silence. These pointless pauses created the sense of an interrogation, as if Ove was in possession of so much incriminating evidence you might as well confess right away. However, Tommy had been there before, so he simply waited. 

			‘Do it, then,’ Ove said. 

			‘Why?’

			‘Because I’m asking you to.’

			‘Why don’t you send the golden boy?’

			Ove made a noise that was somewhere between a wheeze and a sigh. The paper’s current rising star was Mehdi Barzani, a twenty-five-year-old of Iranian descent who had the right connections within the criminal fraternity and also—undeniably—wrote well and concisely. His biceps looked pretty good in his by-line photo too. On top of all this he was a nice guy; Tommy couldn’t dislike him, and he had certainly tried. 

			‘This isn’t a job for Mehdi,’ Ove said firmly. 

			‘Why not?’

			‘Come on, Tommy. You know. This is the old guard.’

			Tommy had realised exactly what was going on as soon as he listened to Ove’s introductory silence. From what he’d heard and read, the wave of suicides was almost exclusively restricted to the older generation of criminals, people Tommy had met, and in one or two cases even considered friends. 

			Since Tommy’s heyday many of them had either given up their activities or come in off the street to operate behind a more elegant façade, directing operations without getting their hands dirty. And now more or less all of them were dead. 

			There was no point in keeping Ove hanging on. The story was interesting, Tommy wanted to find out what was going on, and there was no one better than him to start digging. ‘How many articles?’

			‘Two. Maybe three, but in that case they’d better be good.’

			Three wasn’t to be sneezed at, given Tommy’s current situation, but only last month Mehdi had been given the luxury of four articles in a series about the growing problem of heroin use in Finland. 

			‘Four,’ Tommy said, then sat and listened to Ove wheezing. He heard a series of careful thumping noises closer at hand, then Hagge emerged from the kitchen and stood looking at Tommy with his head cocked. Tommy gave him a thumbs-up and Hagge blinked as if he knew exactly what was going on. Tommy sometimes thought he really did know.

			‘In that case they’d better be good,’ Ove repeated with a change of emphasis. 

			‘When did I last write something bad?’

			‘You’re so funny, Tommy.’

			‘When do you need the copy?’

			‘Yesterday.’

			After a little negotiation on the fee, they ended the call. Tommy’s question about the timing of the project had been rhetorical; this kind of thing was always urgent. Today everyone was interested, the next day nobody cared. However, Tommy felt that the suicide wave was significant enough that it would take a while for the public’s curiosity to wane. It was big international news too. 

			Around thirty career criminals who’d decided to end it all during the space of two months. As far as Tommy was aware, nothing like this had ever happened before, and certainly not in Sweden. A key element of the mystery was that these were individuals at the top of their game, those who’d made plenty of money. For example, Bengt Bengtsson—Double Bengt—had been found floating on a lilo in his two-hundred-square-metre indoor pool with his wrists slashed. 

			Why?

			Admittedly suicide was comparatively common among criminals, but that applied mainly to younger men. The older ones had a tendency to cling on at all costs. They’d made it this far, and they were determined to keep going as long as possible. So what could have led them all to conclude that life was no longer worth living?

			At the end of the day we live in a market economy. If some kind of upheaval occurs, it’s always worth asking the question: who stands to gain from it? Tommy thought that was as good a place as any to start. He scrolled through his address book—more than half the entries were nicknames—and stopped with his finger on Karlsson.

			Karlsson’s real name was Micke Prüzelius. As an angst-ridden eleven-year-old he’d started sniffing glue out of plastic bags, and had continued to do so even when he was able to afford more effective ways of sedating himself. These days he had moved on from the product known as Karlssons Klister and was now sniffing Casco contact adhesive; however, the name had stuck. He was a reliable errand boy with a wide network of contacts. He could be trusted as a go-between because his ruined brain meant that he rarely made any connections. 

			*

			‘Hi, it’s Tommy. Tommy T.’

			‘Tommy? What the hell…I thought you were dead!’

			‘Not as far as I know. Why do you say that?’

			‘Geir told me—about a month ago.’

			‘Geir was wrong.’

			‘But he was absolutely positive.’

			‘Okay, but as you can hear, I’m not dead.’

			‘He was absolutely positive. I was really upset.’ 

			Tommy rubbed his eyes. When Karlsson was high, he had a tendency to go around in circles. As a circuit-breaker, Tommy asked: ‘How is Geir these days?’

			‘Haven’t you heard? He’s dead.’

			‘For real? It’s not just a rumour?’

			‘No, no—I was the one who found him. Last week. He’d hanged himself. I was like completely fucked up.’

			‘I’m sorry to hear that, I really am.’

			Geir hadn’t been a major player, but he wasn’t small-time either. A year ago he’d been responsible for getting three kilos of cocaine out on the streets, and since then had possibly moved even further up the chain. He was probably a part of the phenomenon Tommy was looking into. 

			‘Did you see anything of him before he died?’ Tommy asked.

			‘Yes—that was when he told me you were dead.’

			‘How did he seem?’

			‘Low. Really fucking low.’

			‘Why?’

			‘I’ve no idea. He kept talking about the business of existing, that kind of thing. Said it was a mistake?’

			‘Seriously?’

			‘Mmm.’

			The Geir Tommy knew hadn’t been the type to brood over existential questions. On the contrary, he’d given the impression of being quite a positive thinker, reinforced by the traces of Norwegian that lingered in his accent to impart a lilting rhythm that made a sentence like ‘I’m going to kill that fucker’ sound life-affirming. The idea that Geir would end it all was…unnatural.

			‘Okay, so who’s taken over his patch?’

			‘Haven’t a clue.’

			Tommy bit his lip. He had a great capacity for remembering people’s names and characteristics, but somehow he’d managed to forget Karlsson’s fixation with bugging, his belief that the police had satellite dishes in space that enabled them to listen in to any conversation. Important information could be passed on only by whispering in the other person’s ear. Tommy lowered his voice. ‘What if we were to meet up. And I had a couple of hundred kronor in my pocket. Would you know then?’

			‘No, definitely not. I don’t know anything anymore. I’m not interested. Bye.’

			Tommy opened his mouth, but Karlsson was gone. He tried again, but his call was rejected. He scrolled aimlessly through the names. Karlsson almost always knew what was going on and was so forthcoming that it was a wonder he was still in one piece, but now something had happened. Something that had scared him. 

			If Karlsson didn’t dare talk, then it was unlikely that any of Tommy’s other informants would do so either, regardless of promises to protect his sources or the offer of a few hundred kronor. Which left only one option, an option he didn’t particularly want to use. He scrolled up the list and stopped with his thumb hovering over ‘The Hammer’. Then he slipped his phone into his pocket, called to Hagge and put on his jacket. 

			If he was going to use his friendship with one of the most feared men in Stockholm to tease out information, then it had to be face to face.

			*

			The Hammer’s reputation had been cemented during the eighties, when he was working as a security guard at a nightclub called Alexandra’s. The place was like a magnet for aspiring somebodies, and the clientele included a fair number of criminals. Some knew how to behave themselves, and were welcomed in to show off their designer clothes and accessories, buying champagne for everyone in sight and tipping generously. 

			But then there were the ones with a bad attitude to go with their money, and some others who just had the attitude. When they managed to get in the evening would usually end in a fight, often with the police involved, which didn’t go down well with the other clients, who’d earnt their millions through honest graft. Kind of.

			That was where The Hammer came in. It took a hard man to cope with the threats and violence that could ensue when someone who thought he was the King of Cokeland was refused entry. The Hammer was a metre ninety-five tall and weighed over a hundred kilos and he had hands like cast-iron shovels. And yet there were still people who kicked off, trying to save face and compensate for the humiliation of not being allowed in. 

			The Hammer had been punched in the eye and roundhouse-kicked in the ear and had on two occasions had a knife pulled on him. His response was always the same: a single solid blow to the chest that knocked the air out of his attacker and sometimes broke a couple of ribs. If there was any kind of investigation, everyone in the queue could confirm that there had been no excessive use of violence on the part of The Hammer. One punch, and not even to the face. 

			Hans-Åke, which was The Hammer’s real name, also supplied doormen to other establishments. If a club already had their own guard, The Hammer pointed out that he was able to offer a better service. If they refused it, then the guard would meet with an unfortunate accident. Towards the end of the eighties The Hammer was in control of more or less every establishment in Stockholm’s exclusive nightlife. He stopped working as a doorman and turned his attention to poker machines. 

			Within a few years he had around a hundred machines in his tender embrace, and there was hardly a venue owner who dared turn him down. Terrible things happened to those who did. The Hammer, having grasped at an early stage the concept of building a brand, made sure these terrible things involved the use of a hammer. Knees, elbows, feet…Of course he didn’t wield the hammer personally, except under unusual circumstances, but the use of that particular tool meant that everyone knew who was behind an attack. 

			He served a few short sentences for minor infringements, and by the end of the nineties he had also survived three attempted murders, but he was alive and well when Tommy first met him in May 2002. 

			It wasn’t their respective professions that brought them together, but a simultaneous need to get away. Tommy was Sweden’s most widely read crime journalist, a man who never missed a deadline even though he was working on two books at the same time, one of which would be the highly successful Desperadoes. He had insomnia, a stomach ulcer and a coke addiction. Hans-Åke was recovering from a fourth murder attempt, in which one of his closest associates had been killed and he himself had suffered a punctured lung from a dozen or so shotgun pellets. 

			And so it came about that both of them booked a two-week charter holiday to Majorca, and on the fifth day found themselves relaxing on adjoining sun loungers. Needless to say Tommy recognised the big Swede who looked like a butcher, but unlike some other tourists he didn’t move away when The Hammer crashed down onto his chair. After a few minutes Tommy heard a surprisingly high-pitched voice say: ‘You’re Tommy T, aren’t you?’

			‘Yes.’ Tommy turned to look at the man, who was lying on his back with a tortured expression on his face.

			‘Do you know who I am?’

			‘What do you think?’

			The Hammer sighed. ‘How the fuck do you relax? Do you ever switch off?’

			‘Sometimes when I’m asleep. How about you?’

			‘I don’t sleep.’

			‘Right. So what do you do?’

			‘I’m not sure. Fancy a beer?’

			The two men wandered over to the beach bar and sat there until the sun disappeared below the horizon. They talked about everything except the activities that had prompted them to seek refuge in Majorca. Hans-Åke had two dogs, and he worried about them just as much as Tommy worried about Biggles, the dog he had at the time. They both called their dogsitters, whom neither of them really trusted. They were both Hitchcock fans: they spent a good hour comparing their favourite scenes and actors. They agreed that nothing much had happened on the music scene since Bowie’s most successful period.

			Hans-Åke had put away fourteen beers and Tommy twelve by the time the bar closed, and they made their way back to the hotel through the park. When Hans-Åke stopped to piss in some bushes Tommy stood there swaying—and listening hard. He couldn’t hear any footsteps, any kind of movement. Even though he knew he was entering sensitive territory, he couldn’t help asking.

			‘So where are your people?’

			‘What people?’

			‘You’re not here on your own, are you?’

			‘What the hell are you talking about?’

			‘Nothing. Forget it.’

			Hans-Åke zipped up his trousers and turned around. ‘Are you here on your own?’

			‘Yes, but…’

			‘Excellent. In that case we’ll go up to my room and bugger each other senseless.’

			Fortunately this was a joke, but Tommy never worked out how Hans-Åke could be so foolhardy as to travel without protection, given the number of people who wanted him dead. When they parted a few hours later after having shared a bottle of whisky, Hans-Åke—who finally seemed a little tipsy—said: ‘The thing is, Tommy, what happens happens. Once you really get that, you can throw your ulcer meds away. Do you understand me?’

			‘I think so.’

			Hans-Åke clenched his famous fist and held it up a couple of centimetres from Tommy’s nose. ‘Do you understand me?’

			Tommy fixed his eyes on Hans-Åke’s thumb, which was the size of a matchbox, and said: ‘You need to cut your nails.’

			Hans-Åke lowered his fist and studied his fingers. ‘You’re right.’ He looked up at Tommy. ‘I’ll have to ask my people to help me.’

			He made a noise that was somewhere between a laugh and a death rattle before he closed the door. As Tommy walked away he heard Hans-Åke’s voice echoing along the corridor: ‘Tomorrow! Same time, same place!’ 

			*

			The two men spent a fair amount of time together in Majorca, and kept in touch once they returned to Sweden. When The Hammer went away, Tommy looked after his dogs, and as soon as Tommy published a new book or a series of articles, the Hammer would read them and make extensive, often savage, comments. 

			There was of course one complication with their friendship—a complication so serious that on Tommy’s side it was almost tantamount to corruption. Over the years he learned a great deal about Hans-Åke’s activities, one way or another, but he never wrote a word about them. Since Hans-Åke’s empire was large and comprised many different areas it was impossible not to brush against its outskirts occasionally, but as soon as Tommy sensed Hans-Åke’s guiding hand behind an illegal gambling club or the hijacking of a truck, he drew back and referred to an ‘unknown individual’. 

			It wasn’t just a question of a dubious sense of loyalty; Hans-Åke was also very helpful to Tommy in professional terms. Once they started talking about their work, it became clear that The Hammer was in possession of a huge amount of information that was hard to come by in any other way—who was doing what with whom and where. Tommy was smart enough to realise that The Hammer was also exploiting him for his own ends, enabling Tommy to expose things that The Hammer’s rivals would have preferred to keep hidden. 

			So yes, Tommy was corrupt, but he had two arguments that helped to salve his conscience. First of all, he worked with crap and filth. Expecting him to be spotlessly clean was like criticising a garbage collector because he didn’t smell like a newborn baby. 

			Secondly, he genuinely liked Hans-Åke and didn’t want to do him any harm. This was highly unprofessional, but it was deeply human. He knew quite a lot about the terrible deeds that had been done by The Hammer, or in his name, but it was Hans-Åke that Tommy hung out with, just as he could be Tommy when he was with Hans-Åke, not that know-all Tommy T. 

			Hans-Åke had a fondness for silly jokes that contrasted sharply with his physical bulk and general appearance. On one occasion when they were chatting about the possibility of going over to Majorca for a week, for old times’ sake, Hans-Åke said: ‘Oh well, in that case I’ll wear the little black number so it’ll be just like the first time.’

			Tommy enjoyed Hans-Åke’s company and possibly regarded him as his best friend, which was why it went against the grain to go to him with a concrete question. He’d only done so once or twice in the past; their unspoken agreement was that Hans-Åke told Tommy as much or as little as he wanted to, then Tommy was free to use the information as he wished. 

			But now he needed help. Something terrible was going on, and the rats and mice were retreating into their holes. Tommy needed someone higher up the food chain, someone who could talk without the fear of an unexpected trip along an isolated forest track and the certainty of ending up as an unidentifiable corpse in a burnt-out car. And if there was one thing The Hammer had, it was courage. 

			*

			Tommy slid behind the wheel of his Audi A2, a remnant of his glory days, with Hagge riding shotgun. To begin with Tommy had tried putting him on the back seat, but Hagge always wriggled over into the front. He liked to keep an eye on the road ahead. Tommy hoped the airbag would save him if anything happened. 

			He turned right onto Tranebergvägen and got stuck in a jam as usual, heading towards the Brommaplan roundabout. Hagge studied the other cars with the air of a connoisseur, and Tommy scratched behind the dog’s ears. 

			‘We’re going to visit Hans-Åke,’ he explained, and Hagge glanced out of the window before looking at Tommy as if to say: Of course we are. We don’t know anyone else who lives out this way, for goodness sake.

			‘Something’s going on,’ Tommy continued. ‘Something big. And to be honest, I really don’t like not being able to work out what it is.’

			As they came off the roundabout and onto the Ekerö road, Tommy took out his mobile and called Hans-Åke to let him know they were on the way. These days Hans-Åke conducted most of his business from home, which wasn’t surprising as ‘home’ was a beautiful renovated nineteenth-century manor house with generous grounds and four sports cars in the garage. 

			The only response to Tommy’s call was a pre-recorded message informing him that the subscriber could not be reached at the moment. He tried the landline, but there was no reply. That was unusual but not unheard of, and yet Tommy had a bad feeling. A premonition. To be perfectly honest, he was afraid. The Hammer was a major player, and these days major players had a tendency to end up dead.

			*

			A newly erected fence surrounded the entire property. No one answered when Tommy rang the bell, so he keyed in the alarm code, opened the gate and drove through. The drive was covered in fallen leaves, and the bad feeling grew stronger. 

			He parked in front of the main entrance and let Hagge out. The dog ran up the wide steps, eager to see his friend. Tommy looked around. Apart from the slightly unkempt appearance of the garden, there was nothing out of the ordinary. Hans-Åke’s oversized gas barbecue and deckchairs hadn’t been taken in, but maybe he was hoping for an Indian summer. Tommy went up to the front door, where he found Hagge cowering and whimpering.

			‘What’s wrong, boy? What’s upsetting you?’

			It was in situations like this that Tommy wished he was Sam Spade or Mike Hammer, or simply a cop, so that he could whip out his gun and feel the weight in his hand to counterbalance his pounding heart. Once or twice Hans-Åke had offered to get him a gun, but Tommy had declined. The police sometimes searched him before he was allowed to enter a crime scene.

			For want of anything better, Tommy grabbed a boule from a box of garden games. Then he took out his key ring and found Hans-Åke’s key. As soon as the lock began to turn he heard the sound of claws on parquetry. Fortunately he was on good terms with Hans-Åke’s two pit bulls, Lisa and Sluggo, who also viewed Hagge as an authority figure.

			The dogs are home.

			The fluttering in his chest subsided a little. It was hardly likely that some thug—apart from The Hammer—would be in the house if Lisa and Sluggo had come scampering to greet him. He replaced the boule and opened the door. 

			Tommy had visited enough crime scenes to immediately register and identify the sweetish smell of excrement. Somewhere in this house there was at least one dead body. Lisa and Sluggo wound themselves around his legs, the muscles twitching beneath their skin. It wasn’t until Hagge ambled in and the two pit bulls sat that Tommy saw the blood around their mouths. 

			He glanced around the hallway: nothing out of place. A curving double staircase led to the first floor; Hans-Åke had chosen a replica of the staircase in Scarface, but there was nothing to indicate that The Hammer had met the same fate as Tony Montana.

			‘Hello?’ Tommy called out, even though he wasn’t expecting a reply. ‘Hans-Åke?’

			Hagge limped towards the stairs, with Lisa and Sluggo following at a respectful distance. Tommy closed the front door behind him then sniffed, trying to work out where the smell was coming from, but without success. He thought the dogs probably knew, so he followed them up the red carpet of the left-hand staircase. 

			His heart began to race again, and for at least the hundredth time over the past few years he thought: I’m too old for this. He was no longer afraid of what might happen, but of what he was going to see.

			The dogs disappeared along the landing and Tommy paused; the stench was stronger now. He inhaled deeply through his mouth, pulled himself together and set off after the dogs. He passed the billiards room and the guestroom where he’d stayed over on several occasions. Daylight was pouring onto the landing from the open door of Hans-Åke’s bedroom. From inside he could hear Hagge whining piteously. Another deep breath, another mental squaring of the shoulders, then Tommy stepped across the threshold. 

			Hans-Åke’s bed was approximately the same size as a garden shed, and sported black satin sheets. In the middle of the bed lay the big man, dressed in nothing but a pair of shredded underpants soaked in blood. He looked as if he was floating on a dark pool. Over his head was a blue plastic bag with the Nike logo, secured around his neck with silver duct tape. The body was covered with fresh and dried blood. Faced with the lack of food, Lisa and Sluggo had sunk their fangs into their master. His thighs were especially badly mauled, and the state of his underpants suggested they’d found a particularly tasty morsel in there. 

			A wave of nausea surged up from Tommy’s stomach, but he was much too hardened to throw up. He’d seen worse things. Not many, but enough. It was the smell that was getting to him. He looked around the room, attempting to reconstruct what had happened, and saw an empty Rohypnol bottle on the bedside table. 

			The disgust moved aside to make room for sorrow when Tommy was confronted with the unavoidable truth. Hans-Åke, dangerous, funny, loyal, crazy Hans-Åke, had taken his own life. 

			The livid patches on the almost-naked body and the dogs’ hunger indicated that this hadn’t happened yesterday, or even the day before. On the desk lay a newspaper dated October 4, five days ago. Next to the newspaper was a note. 

			To whom it may concern

			I, Hans-Åke Larsson, do hereby declare that I am going to my death of my own free will. I can’t do this anymore. There is nothing but emptiness. I don’t want to be here any longer. Silence, emptiness, darkness. Fuck. Stick a landmine on my grave. 

			Tommy couldn’t help smiling at the final sentence. The note seemed to have been composed by a stranger in Hans-Åke’s handwriting, but the real Hans-Åke had managed to peep through for a second right at the end.

			Sometimes when they’d had a few drinks, Tommy and Hans-Åke had talked about ‘life’ and the best way to handle it. They had more or less shared the same attitude. It was all crap, which was why it was important to find enjoyment wherever possible. Hans-Åke was basically a simple man with simple pleasures. A few drinks, a decent film, a good fuck, a victory won. Tommy had never heard him brood over life’s difficulties. What happens happens. But here he lay, floating in a black pool, gone forever. 

			Tommy turned to leave, unwilling to risk being drawn into whatever was going on, but he couldn’t do it. He owed it to his friend to at least try to get some sense of what had dragged him down into the depths of despair. He pulled out one of the desk drawers, turned it over and removed the false bottom with the help of a pencil. 

			The notepad in the secret compartment was filled with symbols and abbreviations that would test the skills of a code breaker unless he knew the key. Which Tommy did. One convivial evening Hans-Åke had explained the whole ‘system’ as he called it. The following morning, his face ashen with the effects of a killer hangover, he’d said: ‘Tommy, that system I told you about last night. Do you remember it?’

			‘I do.’

			Hans-Åke had shaken his head sadly. ‘Do you think you might be able to forget it?’

			‘I can try.’

			‘Please do. Otherwise I’ll have to kill you.’

			Tommy hadn’t forgotten, in spite of Hans-Åke’s genuine threat. He was now holding a detailed account of all Hans-Åke’s most important business transactions over the past three years. Dates and locations of trucks and containers hijacked, the contents, who they had been sold on to, and the amount of money involved. Drug shipments received, how the pure drugs were to be cut and distributed. Who needed to be reminded of key points and how those reminders would be delivered. Tommy turned to the last six months. 

			The most spectacular thing he learned was that Hans-Åke had had a stake in a bullion robbery a couple of months ago that had been all over the media. Tommy ran his finger down the columns. He wasn’t sure exactly who all the abbreviations referred to, but the letter ‘X’ occurred regularly, and thanks to this individual…Tommy brought the notebook closer to his eyes. Yes. He’d read it correctly. 

			4521 mha bib .//. tr00003

			*

			Twenty-nine days earlier Hans-Åke had bought eighty kilos of ninety per cent pure cocaine for the sum of ten million kronor in Värtahamnen. Those insignificant characters concealed three astonishing facts:

			1)	Eighty kilos of cocaine was a lot. It was rare for that amount to be sold in one single consignment. 

			2)	It was impossible to get hold of cocaine that was ninety per cent pure unless you had serious contacts very close to the source. 

			3)	Ten million was peanuts for a deal like that. Fifty might have been closer to the mark. 

			Tommy had had no idea that Hans-Åke was mixed up in something of this magnitude. He glanced over at the discoloured body on the bed. Had Hans-Åke found himself out of his depth? And who was this X who was capable of handling that kind of volume?

			Maybe the ten million was just a down payment, with the rest due after Hans-Åke had distributed the coke to his suppliers on the streets. Tommy went back to the notebook to see if he could find confirmation for this more reasonable scenario. He stopped breathing when he saw: hi 05 ho

			‘You stupid fucker,’ he said to the corpse. ‘You stupid, greedy fucker.’

			In spite of the fact that Hans-Åke had apparently been dealing with a player from the very top division, he had cut the ninety per cent coke down to forty-five per cent before selling it on. Even forty-five was an unusually high degree of purity and would command a high price, but what did X think about the fact that Hans-Åke was pocketing a few extra million on the side? Perhaps the answer was lying there on the bed. 

			But he took his own life, didn’t he?

			Before Tommy put the notebook back in the secret compartment, he used Hans-Åke’s scanner to make a copy of the relevant page. He tucked the sheet of paper in his inside pocket, then stood there for a moment in front of the desecrated body, arms dangling by his sides. 

			‘Goodbye, my friend.’ 

			*

			Tommy let Hagge into the car then drove a kilometre away from Hans-Åke’s house. He turned onto a forest track then stopped, switched off the engine and wound down the window. The scents and smells of the forest filled the car; the breeze sighing through the treetops sent leaves spiralling to the ground and frolicked with those that had already fallen. 

			Tommy picked out a CD of Swedish Eurovision entries. He chose Jan Johansen singing ‘Look at Me’, then reclined his seat. He spent the next three minutes listening to the song and running through pictures of Hans-Åke in his mind, a series of memories of their years together. He did that instead of crying, and when Jan stopped singing he was able to breathe more easily, even though the final grotesque image still lingered. 

			Tommy looked into Hagge’s dark, sympathetic eyes. ‘Somebody did this. Somehow, somebody did this. Took Hans-Åke away from us. We can’t just let it go, can we? Shall we call Henry?’

			Hagge sighed and lay down with his head resting on his paws. Tommy scratched behind his ear and was comforted by the shudder of pleasure that passed through his companion’s body. He took out his phone and scrolled through his contacts list until he found ‘Don Juan Johansson’. He put on an ironic smile in order to help him summon up Tommy T, then pressed the call button. 

			*

			When the police switched to the Rakel national digital communications system in 2004, making it impossible for outsiders to listen in to police radio messages, Tommy had sought out a more permanent contact than the occasional informants he was using at the time. Someone who could provide him with news from the field before it was tidied up and presented as a media pack. 

			After sounding out the terrain, Tommy had settled on Henry Johansson. This was partly because he was working for the National Crime Unit, but also because he had children by four different women and was paying maintenance to three of them. He was well-informed, broke and full of himself, which suited Tommy perfectly. 

			Tommy didn’t really like Henry, but had a certain amount of sympathy with him. He was fifty-four years old and could have come straight out of the old Magnus Uggla song ‘Fula gubbar’—‘Ugly Old Men’. He dyed his greying hair, his fringe was a transplant from the back of his neck, he went to the gym, played squash and dabbled in extreme sports, all with the aim of trying to pull women who were thirty years younger than him. 

			But he delivered. Over the years Henry had sold so much valuable information to Tommy that it was hard to understand how he still had his job with the National Operations Unit, as the Crime Unit was known these days. 

			The signal rang out and Tommy cleared his throat, preparing to adopt the cocky drawl that his persona demanded. Henry answered almost immediately; he was going for 1950s hardboiled cop. Two roles meeting each other. 

			‘Is that really you, Tommy?’

			‘Who else would it be?’

			‘They said you were dead.’

			‘Who did?’

			‘People.’

			Tommy looked at Hagge and shook his head. At some point he was going to have to get to the bottom of how this rumour about his death had started, not least because he didn’t like having to keep repeating that he was actually alive. 

			‘It is me, and I’m not dead. I need to check something out. I’m a little short of cash at the moment, but I can offer you a juicy titbit in exchange.’

			The ‘juicy titbits’ Tommy occasionally tossed in his direction partly explained why Henry still had his job. He was able to regur-gitate them for his boss as the result of solid police work. 

			‘How juicy?’

			‘One of Stockholm’s top criminals is lying dead in his house, and nobody’s found him yet.’ Tommy hated referring to Hans-Åke like that, but Tommy T was doing the talking, and with someone like Henry it was important to stay in character. 

			‘I’m listening.’

			‘Okay, but first of all I have one little question. I just need to know whether a whole lot of cheap, top quality cocaine has come onto the market recently.’

			‘One little question? So you’re asking me if I can confirm that the Stockholm drugs squad has completely failed in its duty, since the suburbs are overflowing with cheap coke of an exceptionally high quality?’

			‘Do they know where it’s coming from?’

			‘You mentioned a dead guy.’

			Tommy briefly outlined the situation with Hans-Åke, and swore that he hadn’t touched anything inside the house. 

			‘Okay. Is that all?’

			‘The coke—who shipped it?’

			‘So you’re asking me…’

			‘Enough, Henry. Just tell me.’

			Henry snorted. Tommy didn’t know where he’d got the idea of giving facts in the form of hypothetical questions—presumably from some movie. It was incredibly irritating. Henry sounded quite offended when he said: ‘No point in asking when you already know the answer.’

			‘Are you sure?’

			‘Who else could it be? In those quantities?’

			Tommy ended the call, then sat there gazing out of the windscreen, the phone still in his hand. A leaf-strewn forest track stretched before him like a shimmering promise or a veiled threat. 

			If it hadn’t been for ‘X’ in Hans-Åke’s notes, Tommy would have assumed that Colombians were behind the distribution, just as Henry had intimated. No one else had contacts with the producers in the jungle reliable enough to guarantee deliveries at that level. However, Tommy couldn’t think of anyone who had the financial resources. Could ‘X’ be a completely new player?

			There was only one sensible place to start. He could kill two birds with one stone and pay a visit to his sister Betty and her son Linus if he was going to visit the suburb known as Gårdsstugan anyway.

		

	
		
			Gårdsstugan

			As they gather silver, and brass, and iron, and lead, and tin, into the midst of the furnace, to blow the fire upon it, to melt it, so will I gather you in mine anger and in my fury, and I will leave you there, and melt you.

			Ezekiel 22:20

			A modern myth tells us that the Great Wall of China is the only man-made structure visible from the moon. This is not true; the wall is too narrow and irregular. It would be more credible if Gårdsstugan were visible from space, so let us play with that thought. If an astronaut standing on our closest heavenly body were to take out a super-powerful telescope and focus on Sweden—northern Stockholm, to be more precise—what would he see?

			If visibility was good enough, he might just be able to make out the contours of an X surrounded by greenery, as if some intergalactic pirate had marked the spot where he buried his treasure. However, let us assume that our astronaut is equipped with a high-tech telescope on a stand, and that he can zoom in. He will now realise that he’s mistaken. The X is not in fact made up of two intersecting lines, but four lines that don’t quite meet; there is a space in the centre. 

			He zooms in a little further and sees that the four lines are four gigantic buildings. He looks up from the lens and thinks there’s a lot he doesn’t know about Sweden. 

			*

			The controversy around the remodelling of Slussen is as nothing compared to the storm of protest that blew up towards the end of the 1950s, when plans to build housing in the southern Haga Park area were announced. Action groups were formed, demonstrations took place, architects wrote articles in the press debating the proposal, and petitions bearing tens of thousands of signatures were handed in. No one disputed that additional accommodation was needed, but not there and not like that.

			Admittedly the plot in question was uninhabited forest; Gustav III’s copper pavilion, the Echo Temple and the Haga Palace to the north would not be touched, but were these historical and culturally significant structures supposed to live side by side with a monster? The available drawings and models showed four hyper-modern blocks arranged at an angle towards one another, twelve storeys rising above the treetops. 

			The protests grew louder, and Sune Granström, the architect, received death threats on more than one occasion. And yet the proposal went through, and when the final plans were presented, they depicted a mastodon of a building that was even bigger and even taller than the models that had provoked such fury. Then construction began. 

			Four blocks, each with twenty entrances. The twelve storeys became fifteen. Two thousand four hundred one-room, two-room and three-room apartments, with the odd four-room penthouse on the top floor. A total of six thousand people would be housed in Gårdsstugan. The same as Filipstad, but stacked on top of one another. 

			As the foundations were laid and the first concrete buttresses rose up into the sky, the protests fell silent. There was nothing more to be done. An opinion poll later concluded that the half of one per cent that the Social Democrats lost in the 1964 election was largely a consequence of Gårdsstugan. That was as bad as it got. 

			*

			The name, which suggests a country cottage, is somewhat misplaced. Gårdsstugan no more resembles a cottage than a refrigerator resembles a cygnet. The choice was made partly because the social engineers had a predilection for that kind of name, evoking the mythical concept of the reassuring and cosy ‘people’s home’ through the magic of letters, and partly because a cottage once stood on that particular spot. There was a manor house with a cottage for the groundsman and his family, approximately where door 18 section C is now located. 

			Gårdsstugan was ready in the spring of 1963, and in spite of the fact that it had become a symbol for the blind megalomania of the ‘million program’, it didn’t technically form a part of that program, which was hustled through three years later. Gårdsstugan’s insanity is completely its own, even if it shares that diagnosis with, for example, Grindtorp and Storstugan. The magic of letters once more. 

			*

			The majority of those who moved in were what we would now call ethnic Swedes, although there were also quite a large number of Finns. The Hagalund rail depot needed staff, and plenty of Finns had the ability to repair and maintain trains damaged by the cold. Printers and workshops on the industrial estate also proved to be a draw. In addition there were students from the Karolinska Institute who rented one-room apartments on the lower floors, plus junior nurses from the hospital itself. Occasionally a doctor and his or her family would take one of the more appealing penthouses. 

			Over the years the Finns and Finland-Swedes came to form the largest minority in the blocks on the south side, designated C and D. When there was a party in the courtyard where the trees were still taking root, the Finnish pasties known as piroger were always on the menu, and the sound of tango music filled the air. 

			The northern blocks, A and B, were harder to fill. Because of a planning issue, it took a while for the drainage system to be completed. The excavators were still working when the residents of C and D moved in, which meant a delay in planting out the courtyard. While the south-siders were munching their pasties and swaying to the rhythm of the tango among small birch and pine trees, the northern courtyard was nothing more than a muddy rampart with the odd sapling sticking up. 

			The construction of a sports hall and football pitch to the west was postponed for a number of years because of this delay, and overall Gårdsstugan didn’t turn out to be quite as immediately attractive as the civil engineers had hoped. In fact, you could say it gained a bad reputation pretty quickly. The chorus of critics from a few years earlier scented victory and began to shout from the rooftops, so to speak. 

			A series of articles catalogued the delays and attendant costs, frequently illustrated with images of the muddy northern section. The name Gårdsstugan acquired an aura of failure and modernist misery. 

			Eventually, however, the north side was also completed, and in order to compensate, or possibly as a PR stunt, the largest playground on any estate in Sweden was constructed. It was known as the Glade, and contained two or three examples of everything a child could wish for, plus two full-time caretakers. The papers had to report it, and people from all over Stockholm came to admire this wondrous sight.

			However, quite a lot of apartments were still empty at the beginning of the seventies, and the next major change came with the coup d’état in Chile. Just as the Finns had set their stamp on the south side, so the Chileans would do the same on the north side. Once the Chileans had established themselves, the area attracted people from the rest of Latin America. 

			The significance of the Finnish / Chilean influences mustn’t be exaggerated; they still formed the minority of the residents in Gårdsstugan, but nor can those influences be ignored. Throughout the ages people have a universal tendency to become polarised, to cling to their own special characteristics and to become ‘we’ opposed to ‘them’. Certain mannerisms, slang expressions and business interests came to separate the north and south sides. 

			By the mid-nineties this polarisation had reached the point where parents from the south side refused to travel the three hundred metres to the somewhat run-down but still remarkable Glade in the north. They decided they could manage perfectly well with the fully functioning playground in their own area. Sometimes trouble flared between groups of youths from the opposing sides. 

			Things might have been different if there had been a common enemy, some gang of losers from Hallonbergen or Rissne who’d come down to mess around. Maybe then north and south could have joined together to defend the honour of Gårdsstugan from the rabble, but that didn’t happen. Gårdsstugan was beyond everything else, and in the absence of a threat from outside, they created their own inside. 

			In 2016, when this narrative begins, the situation is relatively calm. You could say there is an air of resignation. The battles of the eighties and nineties have acquired a mythological status, and only the occasional skirmish disturbs the peace among the increasingly dilapidated blocks. Gårdsstugan has not benefited from the extensive renovations that have been carried out in similar areas. The rental payments or housing association payments are the lowest in inner-city Stockholm. 

			The façades have been painted and the locks on the outside doors have been renewed, but that doesn’t have any impact on the smell. Some of it is down to mould or damp, but a prospective tenant cannot avoid the odour of structural fatigue in every apartment, as if the whole place was about to collapse, giving it all the appeal of milk past its best-before date. And if you manage to avoid the smell, the feeling is still there: ‘No, you’re not going to be happy here.’ 

			*

			Finally, a few words about the space in the middle where the four blocks meet, which our astronaut thought he could see. It’s a square. ‘Cottage Square’, according to the maps. ‘Shithole Square’ according to the residents, and on this occasion they’re not wrong. 

			The concept of ‘a natural meeting place’ is much loved by town planners and architects, and that was the original idea for the square. In the sketches from the 1950s you can see people happily wandering by with their shopping, sitting chatting on the benches, or enjoying the sun outside a café. That’s not what happened, and it started with the wind.

			During the planning and design phase, many factors were taken into account: growth, patterns of movement, the view from various points, everything relating to the sun’s transit across the sky, how the light would fall—an important aspect back then. What no one took into account was the wind, and that was a big mistake.

			As soon as the skeleton of the four enormous apartment blocks was finished and the architects met to discuss the square in more detail, they realised something wasn’t right. The wind snatched the drawings out of their hands, and temporary structures were blown over. In a way that no one really understands to this day, the topography of the surrounding area combined with the fact that the four buildings stand at a ninety degree angle to one another meant that the square became the mouth of four gigantic air funnels. There might not be a breath of wind elsewhere, but it will be blowing a gale in Shithole Square. 

			Needless to say the cafés with outdoor tables were the first to disappear from the plans. A large number of benches were set out; no one ever sits on them. The square is just a place that people hurry across in order to get to where they have to go; no one wants to be there, which is why it has fallen into the hands of those who don’t have anywhere to be.

			The façades are covered in graffiti, and several shops stand empty, their broken windows roughly boarded up. The central feature, a proud fountain featuring an elf riding on a unicorn, dried up long ago and is filled with rubbish that whirls around with every gust of wind. Most of the streetlights have been smashed; no one is in a hurry to repair them. 

			People do meet here, but not in the way and at the times the planners had envisaged. Gabi’s Grill, which bravely stays open until ten o’clock at night, has thick bars at the windows, and the ICA store, which is open until nine, has employed a security guard during the hours of darkness for a number of years now. Hardly anyone shops there anyway. 

		

	
		
			Linus

			Linus Axelsson was standing on the balcony of the apartment he shared with his mother and father on the thirteenth floor of section fourteen, Block C. He clutched the aluminium railing, leaned over and allowed a gob of spit to drop to the ground before he looked up again.

			It was a misty evening, and towards the south the lights of Stockholm sparkled like a magical possibility. He tried out a thought: I am king of all I survey, everything I can see is mine, and from his elevated position it worked pretty well. It wasn’t the first time he’d thought that way—more like the hundredth. Or the thousandth. The difference was that tonight his fantasy could begin to become a reality, if everything went according to plan. 

			He heard a squeaking noise from the living room as his mother wheeled his father into position in front of the TV. Linus glanced over his shoulder and saw her lock the wheelchair before flopping down on the worn leather sofa, which creaked beneath her weight. Linus wanted to feel a rush of tenderness for her, but it was no good. She was just an object, albeit a slightly more mobile object than his father. 

			*

			Linus was four years old when the family moved to Gårdsstugan so that his father could be closer to his work. He was a jockey, and Täby Racecourse was only fifteen minutes’ drive away. He raced on other courses too, but Täby was one of the biggest. 

			He’d tried to get Linus interested in horses, but Linus thought the big animals were horrible. His father talked about the intelligence in their eyes; Linus couldn’t see it. He saw only a cunning, latent aggression, waiting to find its outlet. And they stank.

			However, Linus went along to watch the races now and again; it was exciting to see if his father would win, and sometimes he did. Whatever happened, Linus was always relieved when it was over. He loved his father, and it made him nervous to see him at the mercy of the muscular beasts thundering along the track. Their heads must be full of hatred as they were whipped to achieve greater speed. 

			Then, when Linus was eleven, Glorious Game went down at Täby and his father ended up underneath, his spine broken at the third vertebra. The horse was unhurt. 

			When Linus’s father came home after two months in hospital, there was essentially nothing left of him. He was a shadow of a man, stuck in a wheelchair and able to move only his eyes and mouth. His speech was slurred, and usually contained more drool than comprehensible words. The light had gone out in those bright, amused eyes, and Linus was horrified to realise that they looked a lot like horses’ eyes. 

			Linus would have preferred it if the accident had left his father with severe brain damage, if the thing sitting in the wheelchair had been nothing more than an ill-chosen houseplant: something stuck in the corner that needed a little attention from time to time. As it was, his father’s brain was intact while the rest of him was a wreck. He could do nothing for himself except breathe, swallow and make noises. Unfortunately it was sometimes possible to interpret these noises. The first sentence Linus managed to decipher was: ‘Kill me.’ Once he’d understood those words, he couldn’t fail to understand when his father said them again. Which he did. Often. Kill me.

			On one occasion his mother lost her temper when the wheezing plea came for the hundredth time. Didn’t he realise that what he was asking for was a criminal act, that she’d end up in jail for murder, how could he be so selfish? From then on his father stopped asking her and focused on Linus instead, possibly because he was too young to face prosecution. This in turn meant that Linus did his best to avoid sitting with his father when his mother wasn’t there.

			*

			Linus leaned over the railing again and peered down at the path through the bushes down below. Alex had said he would flash his phone screen three times when he was ready for Linus to come down. He heard laughter from the television; stupid people laughing at stupid things while other stupid people watched them. He felt a sudden urge to climb over the railing and jump, put an end to it all. Instead he crouched down, closed his eyes and visualised a lion, relaxing on the savannah and contemplating his surroundings with quiet dignity. 

			The excoriating anxiety in his body abated slightly, but he couldn’t help drumming his fingers on the plastic grass covering the floor of the balcony. It was at moments like this that he wondered if he ought to start taking his medication. 

			*

			Linus had had problems in school from day one—literally, the first day. During class registration in the soft play room, Linus had bounced around on his cushion, convinced he was a fire-breathing frog, until he crashed into a little girl and banged her head and she burst into tears. When the cushion was taken away from him he turned himself into a ball that rolled into a board with a display of pupils’ drawings and knocked it over. That was his first day.

			After that, things improved. His teacher was diligent, and made a point of feeding Linus’s overactive imagination with tasks that didn’t require quiet concentration. He was allowed to build, cut and stick, or run all the way around the outside of the building, and his energy only occasionally collided with that of other children. 

			The alphabet was a serious hurdle. Dealing with the letters one by one was fine; Linus was able to trace their shapes and learn to recite their names. Things took a turn for the worse when the isolated symbols he’d learnt were put together to form words. They literally began to flow. Linus could sit staring at the word DOG, and all he saw was meaningless lines that insisted on moving, as if they possessed the same internal life force as him. He would slam his fist down on his book to kill the words and make them keep still. 

			As reading became more important, so Linus’s fuse grew shorter. The letters wriggled around on the page, there was a humming sound in his ears and his legs were itchy. He was often sent to another room for kicking the wall and disrupting the rest of the class. 

			As soon as Linus was given a task where he could think freely and work with his hands, he was a star. At the age of eleven he won second prize in a national newspaper competition where junior high school children were asked to create a representation of the United Nations. Linus spent a week constructing a globe out of an old telephone book and wallpaper paste. The continents were clearly visible, with tiny people on them. The point was that he didn’t use papier-mâché, but the thin pages covered in names, names, names. Which he couldn’t read. 

			His parents were delighted that he’d managed to achieve something that was valued within normal parameters, while Linus himself was disappointed not to have won. A week later his father came off the horse. 

			*

			A few days after his father returned home as a vegetable, Linus’s mother decided he couldn’t just sit in the apartment. Together they managed to get him to the elevator despite a constant stream of whining protests, where only the word ‘spew’ was intelligible. Linus wished he had earlids that would perform the same function as eyelids. 

			When they reached the courtyard his father fell silent and concentrated on drooling instead. Linus walked behind his mother with his hands shoved deep in his pockets, staring at the ground and listening to the words on a loop inside his head: Run away, never come back. Run away. Never come back. Run away.

			A burst of laughter interrupted the loop. Two boys from his class, Melvin and Tobias, were sitting on the steps of the climbing frame watching Linus’s father, who had started jerking his head back and forth. Linus clenched his fists and gritted his teeth. Run away. Never come back.

			The next day was devoted to outdoor activities. Linus was often given freer rein than his classmates and didn’t have to take part in every task, but he did have to be around at break and lunchtime. It was chilly, a touch of dampness in the air, so the children gathered around a bonfire. Linus took out his flask of hot chocolate and his egg sandwich. By some magical process the egg tasted much better after a couple of hours in a plastic bag. 

			He drank his hot chocolate and ate his sandwich, his eyes fixed on a damp stick at the very edge of the fire. It was crackling and hissing, and he wanted to see the exact moment when it caught fire. Then he heard a gurgling sound.

			It was coming from Tobias, who was rolling his eyes and holding his hands stiffly at an odd angle as chocolate trickled from the corner of his mouth. ‘Linus’s dad’s like a total spastic!’ he announced. ‘Isn’t that right, Linus? Is that why you’re a spastic too?’ The teachers were chatting a short distance away and didn’t see what was happening as Melvin also started dribbling chocolate and making whimpering noises like Linus’s father. Everyone laughed. Everyone except Kassandra. 

			Under normal circumstances Linus had a restless animal moving around inside his body, tickling his internal organs and trampling all over his nerves. Now the animal stopped moving, backed into its lair and waited. Linus replaced the lid on his flask, got to his feet and walked over to Melvin, who was still sitting there with his eyes rolling back in his head, and therefore didn’t have time to react before Linus slammed the flask straight into his face. 

			Tobias shot to his feet and said something inaudible, which made more chocolate trickle down his chin. Before he could raise his hands to defend himself, Linus delivered a single blow to the temple with the flask. Tobias crashed to the ground as Linus turned to the others to see if anyone else wanted to continue the joke. No one did. In the background the teachers came running. 

			*

			During the next few weeks Linus met two different psychologists and turned twelve. He had to do lots of tests and answer questions. They scanned his brain, took samples and carried out association exercises. They finally concluded that there was nothing wrong with his intelligence, but that he displayed ninety per cent of the characteristics required for a cast-iron diagnosis of ADHD.

			For many people it can be a relief to find a name for their diffuse problems, and the diagnosis becomes a part of their identity. Linus wasn’t one of those people. Maybe it was because of his father’s condition, but Linus absolutely did not want to be the victim of some illness or syndrome. The neat combination of letters was like being condemned to walk around forever with a dunce’s cap on his head. Oh, you’re one of those.

			The symbol for all of this was the plastic bottle of tablets that was handed to him by the psychologist. The label said Concerta 27mg.

			‘We’ll start with these, then we’ll see.’

			‘What will we see?’

			‘How you react to the medication, whether we need to adjust the dose.’

			Linus rattled the bottle. ‘Are they strong?’

			‘They’re one up from the weakest dose, but as I said, we’ll start with these.’

			Another defeat. If Linus was going to be on medication he wanted the strongest, proof that his head was totally fucked up, but he’d been given the pathetic version instead. And he had no intention of taking them. 

			*

			He felt very low when he got home. He sat down on his usual bench in the courtyard and took out the bottle. As he saw it, he had two choices. He could either chuck the tablets in the bin or swallow the lot. Presumably they didn’t hand out drugs that were strong enough to kill a twelve-year-old, but you never knew. And did he really want to die? Maybe, maybe not. The tablets could be like a kind of Russian roulette—make the decision for him. 

			He heard footsteps behind him and quickly pushed the bottle into his pocket. 

			‘What have you got there?’ 

			Part of Linus breathed a sigh of relief, another part was on full alert. The voice belonged to Alex, an eighteen-year-old who lived in the same block. He’d done a couple of stints in residential care homes, and was involved in most of what went on around Gårdsstugan. People said he’d almost beaten another boy to death. Linus was relieved because it wasn’t an adult who’d crept up on him, but the fact that it was Alex put him on his guard. 

			‘Nothing,’ he said, pushing his hands into his pockets as Alex came into view. His loose-fitting hoodie and Adidas tracksuit pants couldn’t hide the bulging muscles, the result of many hours in the gym. The neck tattoo, the shaven head, the scar that ran down his cheek from below one eye. He was perfect. If Linus hadn’t known him he would have wet himself; as it was a swarm of butterflies fluttered into life in his belly. 

			‘Show me,’ Alex said, holding out his hand. 

			If Alex said ‘Show me’ then you showed him. Linus passed over the bottle and Alex studied the label. ‘You’ve got ADHD?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘And?’

			Linus shrugged, and suddenly realised he was on the verge of tears. Crying like a baby in front of Alex was out of the question, so he stared at the ground and drew a pattern with the toe of his shoe. Alex thudded down beside him. 

			‘Pull yourself together, for fuck’s sake.’

			Linus glanced at Alex. ‘I don’t want a fucking illness, okay?’

			Alex sighed and glanced around. ‘It’s not an illness, you idiot. It’s a diagnosis. It’s something they say you’ve got.’ He nudged Linus’s shoulder with such force that Linus almost fell over sideways, then pointed to himself with both index fingers. ‘Look at me. I’ve had every fucking psych diagnosis there is, apart from Alzheimer’s. Do I look like a fucking loser?’

			Linus stared at the heavy gold chain around Alex’s neck, then shook his head. Alex gave him back the bottle and edged a fraction closer. ‘Now listen to me, and listen carefully. This is how it is. When something happens, whatever it might be. When someone disses your dad or you get some fucking diagnosis you don’t ask yourself: “What does this mean?” or “How does this feel?” That kind of crap is for losers. You ask yourself this: “How can I use this?” Get it?’

			Linus turned the bottle around in his fingers. No, he didn’t get it. What use could he possibly make of being stamped with a diagnosis of ADHD? ‘I don’t know what you mean.’

			Alex rolled his eyes and flicked Linus’s temple with his index finger. ‘Think!’ When Linus didn’t say anything, Alex pointed to the bottle. 

			‘Those tablets? Got amphetamines in them. They’re not very strong, but you could easily get…twenty or thirty kronor per tablet. Five hundred for the lot, if you’re lucky.’

			‘You mean they have the same effect as amphetamines?’

			‘Not on people like you and me, but on ordinary punters. Students who have to cram for an exam and don’t dare go after the real stuff.’

			Linus weighed the bottle in his hand. ‘Five hundred?’

			‘With the right customers.’

			‘So how do I find the right customers?’

			A broad grin split Alex’s face. ‘That, little man, you’ll have to work out for yourself. I don’t deal with that kind of crap anymore.’ He got to his feet, lowered his voice and leaned closer. ‘Have I given you a clue?’

			He looked at Linus as if he’d said something funny, and Linus suddenly caught on. He smiled at Alex, nodded and said: ‘Golly, thanks Baloo!’

			*

			Five years had passed since that day, and now Linus was waiting for Alex’s signal. He’d disappeared for a couple of years, but had returned a few months ago and started dealing. It would be an overstatement to say Alex’s advice had changed Linus’s life, but it had certainly helped. From that day on he was always on the lookout for opportunities. 

			Linus’s very first scam served as a good example. The day after his conversation with Alex, he spotted old fru Gummerus’s wheeled walker outside door twenty-six. He stared at it, wondered: How can I use this?

			An idea came to him. He shoved the walker into a shrubbery, took the elevator up to fru Gummerus’s apartment, rang the bell and told her he’d just seen a gang of boys from the north side heading off with her walker. The old lady went out onto her balcony to check, and wailed in despair when she saw that the walker was missing. Linus felt so guilty that he almost dropped the whole thing, but then fru Gummerus asked the question he’d been hoping for: was there any chance Linus could get it back for her?

			He scratched his head and told her these boys were nasty pieces of work, if she knew what he meant. It wouldn’t be easy. He let her beg and plead for a while before agreeing to try. He almost added: ‘If I don’t come back, could you please let my mum know what’s happened to me?’, but decided that was probably a bit too much. 

			Then he went back down, took a stroll to the square and pinched a bar of chocolate from the store before he returned. He retrieved the walker from the bushes and smeared a little mud over his throat and one cheek. He ran all the way up the stairs to the tenth floor so he’d be out of breath when he rang the bell this time. 

			He told fru Gummerus a long story about how he’d risked his life to reclaim her walker, grimacing in pain at regular intervals. The old lady was very grateful and insisted on giving Linus two one-hundred kronor notes. 

			That kind of thing. Spotting opportunities. 

			*

			The three flashes didn’t come from the path, but from the open area where the carpet-beating rack was located. Linus pulled a face. Of course. Alex wanted to remind Linus that he was in Alex’s debt. And he was, there was no denying it. Linus went indoors and walked through the living room, where his parents sat spellbound in the blue glow of the television, as if they were about to be beamed up to a spaceship. 

			In the hallway he pulled on his dark grey hoodie and his everyday Nikes. The Asics were reserved for running and running alone; he would never besmirch them by using them like any old pair of sneakers. They were the sneakers.

			In the elevator he checked his reflection in the cracked mirror, which was covered in graffiti. There wasn’t much about his appearance he wouldn’t want to change. Two fat, fresh zits had bloomed on his forehead among the scars of old ones. His hair was lank and mousy, and had started to thin. He was seventeen. And his hair was thinning. There was something emaciated about his whole face, and in the dirty yellow glow of the overhead light his cheeks looked hollow. The only positive thing was his eyes. Big and blue, they shone like two beautiful mountain lakes among the ravages of a forest fire. 

			The elevator screeched to a halt. Linus stepped out and shoved his hands in his pockets as he scanned the area. This was routine behaviour. You don’t dart your head around like a nervous sparrow; you simply allow your eyes to scan for irregularities. Everything seemed fine. He set off towards the carpet rack. He had to admit that he was nervous, which became obvious when he started to think about his gait. Was he walking the right way?

			When he turned onto the patch and saw the glow of Alex’s cigarette he realised he was almost stumbling along, and gave himself a mental gut-punch that made him lower his shoulders and slouch in a more relaxed manner. 

			‘Okay?’ Alex said, taking a last drag before crushing the cigarette underfoot.

			‘Okay. You?’

			Alex didn’t reply, and Linus was grateful for the gloom among the tall bushes. He’d met Alex in daylight a couple of times since his return, and something in his eyes had changed while he was away. There had always been a glint of humour in his expression, in spite of the fact that Alex was a hard man; that was gone now, replaced by a gravity, a dark intensity, that made Linus’s legs feel wobbly. As if Alex knew. Linus had caught a glimpse of that look before the cigarette was extinguished, and it had been enough to give him the creeps already. 

			‘Here,’ Alex said, handing over something that Linus put in his pocket before feeling it. 

			Shit! 

			Linus had been expecting five grams, maybe ten, but the package he was clutching must weigh at least…

			‘A hundred grams,’ Alex informed him. ‘Ninety per cent.’ 

			Every drop of saliva in Linus’s mouth dried up, as if he’d been sucking a hairdryer. His resting pulse rate was twenty-three, but suddenly his heart began to race. He’d been expecting to start dealing the real stuff at long last, but this was serious. He couldn’t keep his voice steady: ‘What the fuck?’

			‘Is there a problem?’

			‘Yes, no, I mean, where did you…’ Linus broke off. He’d been about to ask the question you definitely didn’t ask if you wanted to be able to carry on tying your own shoelaces in the morning. 

			‘What did you say?’

			‘Nothing.’

			‘Okay. All good?’

			Linus knew his voice would betray him, so he simply nodded. Alex traced the line of his scar with his index finger and went on: ‘A thousand kronor a gram. How cheap is that? You weigh it out, package it up, and Linus…’ Alex took a step closer. ‘You wouldn’t fuck me around, would you?’

			Linus had no idea what Alex was talking about, but whatever it was, there was absolutely no chance that he would fuck Alex around in any way whatsoever.

			‘It can be tempting with such pure shit,’ Alex added. 

			Okay, now Linus understood. He certainly had no intention of cutting the coke and increasing the quantity still further. The weight in his pocket now felt like at least a kilo. He swallowed and asked: ‘How much do I pay you?’

			As if it were the most obvious thing in the world, Alex replied: ‘A hundred thousand.’

			‘But what about me?’

			‘What about you?’

			‘What do I get? If there’s a hundred grams and I’m selling it for…’

			‘Linus, Linus.’ Alex placed a hand on his shoulder. ‘You get nothing. Not this time. This is a test. Do you understand? If you can manage this, then you’re in. Then we can talk about what you get.’

			‘But…’

			Alex moved his hand to Linus’s throat, squeezed hard and drew him close, breathing into his face. ‘Linus. If you don’t get the concept of payback, then you’re finished. Dead. Okay?’

			Linus nodded as best he could. Alex loosened his grip, and in a pleasanter tone he said: ‘Do you realise what we’ve got here? What a source we’ve tapped into? Do you realise what this could become?’

			No doubt Linus would appreciate the positives at some point, but right now he was paralysed by the impossibility of distributing the amount of coke in his pocket. The cokeheads he dealt with might relieve him of ten, maybe fifteen grams. But the rest?

			‘How long have I got?’

			Alex spread his arms wide. ‘As long as you need.’ Linus felt a spurt of relief, until Alex added: ‘But no more than two weeks. You know where I am.’

			He backed away and turned around. Before he left he patted the carpet rack to remind Linus exactly why he was doing this for free. 

			Because it was payback time. 

			*

			It had taken Linus a couple of weeks to get the sale of his medication under way. His friend Erkki had an older brother who was studying economics, and his parents were incredibly proud of him. A week or so after Linus’s chat with Alex, Erkki’s brother Riisto, complaining about an important upcoming exam, had shown Linus the pile of books he had to get through before then. It seemed like an impossible task to Linus; he would rather have tried converting a toaster into a computer. 

			When Erkki went to the bathroom, Linus slipped into Riisto’s room and found him sitting at the desk with his head in his hands, staring at a book that resembled the phone books Linus had used for his UN project. 

			‘What do you want, Linus? I just told you I have to…’

			‘You must get tired.’

			Riisto rubbed his eyes; there were dark brown shadows beneath them. ‘No shit, Sherlock.’

			‘Would it be easier if you weren’t tired?’

			‘Of course it would—what the fuck are you talking about?’

			Linus heard the toilet flush, and quickly said: ‘I’ve got some pills you can buy.’

			Riisto looked sceptical. ‘Caffeine tablets—I mean…’

			The bathroom door opened. Linus shook his head and whispered: ‘Amphetamines’ before backing out of the room, crashing down on the sofa and grabbing an Xbox control. He and Erkki went back to Call of Duty, and from the corner of his eye Linus saw Riisto standing in the doorway watching him. Linus lost concentration and got shot in the head by a sniper. 

			After half an hour Riisto came and joined them on the sofa. When they finished the next round he said: ‘Erkki, go and buy me a couple of cans of Red Bull.’ After a certain amount of negotiation and a bribe of twenty kronor, Erkki left the apartment. Linus preferred to stay where he was.

			‘So what have you got?’

			Linus showed Riisto the bottle. Riisto turned it around as if that would help him understand its contents. ‘What is it?’

			‘It contains amphetamines.’

			‘Yes, but what is it?’

			‘Try it. Thirty kronor for one tablet.’

			Riisto grinned and nudged Linus with his elbow. ‘Listen to you—our local dealer!’ He tipped two tablets into the palm of his hand. ‘Two for fifty, okay?’

			‘Okay.’

			The test exceeded all expectations. A couple of days later Riisto came back for two more tablets. During the three days that remained until his exam he slept for a total of ten hours, but was firing on all cylinders and passed by a decent margin. The day after he got the results he approached Linus in the courtyard. 

			‘Listen, I’ve got these friends…’

			*

			That’s what happened. The friends had friends, and soon Linus had a regular market for all the medication he was prescribed. His school work went to hell and he finished up back in residential care, where he got to know a girl called Ulrika. She was the same age as him and with similar problems; she was only too happy to sell him her medication for two hundred kronor a bottle. 

			After a year with no improvement in Linus’s condition, the strength of his prescription was doubled, and the price went up to forty kronor a tablet. He’d hoped that Ulrika would also be prescribed stronger drugs that she would be willing to sell to him, but she sliced open her jugular vein with a pair of nail scissors, so that source dried up, so to speak. 

			The demand considerably outstripped the supply. A dozen students, mainly from the Karolinska Institute, who lived on the lower floors of the Gårdsstugan apartment blocks had standing orders as soon as a ‘delivery’ arrived—which meant as soon as Linus could pick up his prescription from the pharmacy. It was infuriating to realise that he could have been earning three or four times as much if only he’d had the resources.

			*

			That was when he first heard about a player who’d run a similar business twelve or fifteen years earlier from the laundry, which was now a solarium, in the basement of number thirty-six. Apparently this guy had looked like Frankenstein’s monster, but he’d had a reliable source at Karolinska who smuggled out the drugs hidden in the towels the hospital sent to the laundry. Rumour had it that he’d killed a couple of people then got into some kind of dispute with the Latinos on the north side, and was never heard of again.

			Linus had no chance of establishing a set-up like that, and if it was so easy to get stuff out of Karolinska, the students would hardly turn to him for their fix. 

			He tried not to think about the fact that this profitable enterprise of his was against the law, and that there were probably other players around. Until they turned up one day. Linus was doing his Sunday round, and had just delivered five tablets to a girl, a psychology student who apparently needed some help herself. When he stepped outside he was confronted by two guys in their twenties, and he knew almost immediately that he was in trouble. 

			Almost immediately. If he’d known immediately then maybe he would have managed to get away. It was their appearance that fooled his reflexes. They didn’t look in the least like brothers. No hoodies, no sneakers, no cropped hair. Apart from the fact that one of them had a small rabbit tattooed on the back of his hand, they looked more like city boys—neat haircuts, pullovers, loafers. However, as soon as Linus appeared they each grabbed an arm and dragged him down to the cycle storeroom, where they explained very clearly that they were the ones who took care of the Karolinska students’ ‘substance needs’ as they put it. Some of Linus’s customers had mentioned that there were people at the institute who sold stuff for twice the price Linus was asking, but he hadn’t given it any more thought. This was Gårdsstugan, a world of its own.

			They rolled up their sleeves and took it in turns to hold him while the other slapped him across the face so hard that the insides of his cheeks were bleeding by the time they’d finished. They told him they were going easy on him because he was young and didn’t know any better, but next time it’d be fists, or worse. They left Linus lying on the concrete floor in a mess of blood and snot. By way of a farewell gesture, one of them picked up a mountain bike and threw it down on top of him so that the chain sliced open his temple. 

			The same evening Alex caught sight of him sitting on the bench where they’d met just over a year earlier. Linus was feeling very sorry for himself, and when Alex asked what had happened, he told him the whole story. He wanted revenge. 

			‘Okay,’ Alex said. ‘Two arseholes beating up a thirteen-year-old; that’s not cool. What can you tell me about them?’

			Linus’s mouth hurt with every word he spoke, so he kept it short. ‘City boys.’

			‘I know exactly what you mean. Bastards. I’m getting a little annoyed here. Anything else?’

			Linus searched his memory. Their style and appearance had been so alien to him that he found it hard to recall any detail; they might as well have been Chinese. Then an image came into his mind.

			‘A rabbit. One of them had a rabbit tattoo. Here.’

			Alex nodded slowly. ‘Now we’re talking. I’ll check it out. Give me your mobile number.’

			‘What are you going to do?’

			Alex smiled and looked quite excited as he ruffled Linus’s hair and said: ‘I’ll be in touch.’

			*

			The next two days passed with no business transactions. The city boys had taken Linus’s tablets, and he made a mental note not to carry his entire stock with him. Assuming he didn’t give up altogether. Even if he’d had tablets at home, he wouldn’t have dared go out on his rounds. He told his mum he’d fallen off his bike and asked her to phone the school to say he wouldn’t be in, then he spent most of his time shut in his room. 

			He hated to admit it to himself, but he was scared. The incident in the storeroom had gone on for maybe ten minutes, but it had felt like being catapulted into a parallel universe. The fact that another person was standing there with the intention of doing him harm. Not just one blow, as he’d delivered with the flask, but a systematic beating with the sole aim of causing injury and breaking him down. Being on the receiving end had changed his view of the world; it was as if a huge barb was stuck fast in his body. So he curled up on his bed and stared at the Harry Potter poster he should have taken down a long time ago.

			It was just after eleven on Tuesday night when Alex called and told him to come to the carpet-beating racks, because he had a surprise for him. 

			‘What kind of surprise?’

			‘If I told you that, it wouldn’t be a surprise, would it? Get here now.’

			When Linus arrived, Alex was leaning on one of the racks smoking. There was a sports bag in front of him, and Linus assumed it contained the surprise. Alex pointed to the area where the shadows were deepest; Linus had no idea what was going on, and felt like an idiot standing there. He was seriously considering packing the whole thing in and doing something else with his life.

			Like what?

			He was working through a range of impossible options when he heard footsteps approaching. Alex said something, and the other person answered. Linus thought he recognised the voice, and moved a fraction closer without leaving the shadows. 

			‘…could be massive,’ Alex said. 

			‘Why should I trust you? I don’t know you.’

			‘No, but you know my brother. Come here, Linus.’

			Linus had no choice but to obey. He stepped forward and saw that Alex was talking to Rabbit Boy. It was clear from his expression that he recognised Linus. ‘What the fuck…’ he said as he turned to face Alex and was met by the barrel of a gun. 
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