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Award-winning journalist Anders Roslund and ex-criminal Börge Hellström are Sweden’s most acclaimed fiction duo. Their unique ability to combine inside knowledge of the brutal reality of criminal life with searing social criticism in complex, intelligent plots has put them at the forefront of modern Scandinavian crime writing.




Praise for Roslund and Hellström


‘Well-written and powerful’ The Times


‘Gripping, intelligent’ Guardian


‘Journalist Roslund and ex-criminal Hellström are among Sweden’s most popular thriller writers with a reputation for down-and-dirty detail and an eye for political intrigue and police corruption . . . extraordinarily compelling’ Daily Mail


‘This is crime writing at its most ambitious and morally complex’ Financial Times


‘[In Ewert Grens] the authors have created an eccentric, alienated, socially inept hero worthy of comparison with Swedish mystery master Henning Mankell’s Inspector Kurt Wallander’ Wall Street Journal


‘The Swedish team of Roslund and Hellström is writing explosive crime novels as good, if not better, than those of Stieg Larsson’ USA Today


‘Roslund / Hellström are among the very best crime novelists around. They write with courage and intensity about the important issues of our time’ Maj Sjöwall
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Three Seconds
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Extract from an accident & emergency primary assessment Söder Hospital, Stockholm




 


‘. . . UNCONSCIOUS FEMALE, IDENTITY UNKNOWN, arrived by ambulance at 9:05 a.m., found in an apartment at 3 Völund Street, neighbour alerted police.


[Gen:] Unresponsive, not reactive to pain. Pale and cold. Decimetre-long fresh lacerations across her back, multiple bruises, and minor abrasions on the face. Severe swelling on the upper part of her left humerus.


Circ: Shallow breathing with increased frequency.


Cor: Regular, but weak/thready pulse; 110.


BP: 95/60


Abd: Tense, rigid.


Prel. impression: Female in her 20s, appears to have suffered from multiple external acts of violence (whipped?). Shows signs of shock. Suspect intra-abdominal bleeding, possible injury to the spleen and fractured humerus. Transferred to ICU for further care . . .’




Eleven Years Earlier




 


SHE HELD ON TO her mother’s hand tightly.


She’d done that many times in the last year, squeezed her mother’s soft hand hard and received a strong squeeze back.


She didn’t want to go there.


Her name was Lydia Grajauskas, and her stomach had been hurting ever since they climbed onto the bus at the ugly bus station in Klaipeda, and the further away they travelled, the worse it got.


She’d never been to Vilnius before, she’d fantasised about it, seen pictures and heard stories, but now, she absolutely didn’t want to, it wasn’t her place, she didn’t belong there.


It was more than a year since she’d seen him last.


She had been about to turn nine back then, and she’d considered a hand grenade a really good gift.


Dad hadn’t seen her, of course, he’d been sitting with his back turned to them in a crappy room, busy with the others, the ones who drank and screamed and who hated Russians. She’d been lying head to foot with Vladi on the sofa, a big smelly piece of furniture covered with worn brown corduroy. They sometimes lay there when school was off, and Dad was working. They’d been listening. They could hear something about guns and boxes of gunpowder and the loud voices of the men fascinated them, which made them lie here more often than might be good for them. Dad’s cheeks had been so red, which was rare, only now and then at home when he drank straight from the bottle and crept over to Mum and pressed himself against her back. They didn’t think that she noticed, of course, and she didn’t show them that she had. He always drank a little more then, and now Mum would take a swig straight from the bottle, and then they’d go into their little bedroom, shooing everyone else out, and close the door behind them.


Lydia liked it when he had red cheeks. Both at home and there among the men who were cleaning the guns in front of them. It was as if he seemed a little more alive then, not as old as he usually did, my God, he was almost twenty-nine years old.


She peeked cautiously out through the bus window.


Her stomach hurt more as the bus started speeding along roads covered with potholes, and every time the front wheels banged against the asphalt, her seat shook, and she felt a stabbing pain just under her ribcage.


So this was what it looked like for real. The unexplored world, that whole long stretch between Klaipeda and Vilnius. She had never gone with Mum before. She hadn’t been allowed to: it was expensive, and it was more important that Mum went. Mum had been going there every Sunday for almost a year, taking food and whatever money she could get her hands on. Lydia thought it was hard to know how Dad was doing, what he would say, and it was probably Mum he missed the most.


That day with the hand grenades, he hadn’t even seen her.


She’d been lying on the sofa and leaned forward and dug through the boxes of plastic explosives and grenades and put her finger to her mouth to tell Vladi to be quiet – the fathers didn’t want to be disturbed. But she’d known how all of it worked. The explosives and the hand grenades and the small guns. She had always watched them as they practised, and she knew as much about their weapons as some of the men.


Now she was staring through the dirty window of the bus.


It was raining heavily, so the windows should be getting cleaner, but instead of washing away the dirt the heavy drops drove up the brown mud, obscuring the landscape outside even more. At least the road was better now, no potholes, no jerking, no stab of pain under her ribs.


She’d been holding a hand grenade in her hand when police broke down the door and rushed into the big room.


Dad and the other men had shouted to each other, but they’d been too slow, and in just a few minutes they were all pressed up against a wall, handcuffed, getting blow after blow. She didn’t remember how many came into that room, maybe ten, maybe twenty. She only remembered them screaming zatknis again and again, while carrying guns like the ones Dad sold. They’d won before it even began.


Their screaming joined the rattle of guns and smashing of bottles.


All those sounds rang in her ears, and then stopped suddenly. A strange silence fell as Dad and the other men were pushed down on the ground.


That was what she remembered the most. The silence that came after.


Mum’s hand, she squeezed it again. She pulled it closer, on to the seat between them, held it until the skin turned white, and she couldn’t squeeze any harder. Just as she’d done when they sat outside the courtroom in Klaipeda during Dad’s trial. She and Mum had sat there and held each other’s hands, and Mum had cried for a long time when the guard in the grey suit came out to tell them that all the men had been sentenced to twenty-one years in prison, every single one.


She hadn’t seen him in a year. He probably wouldn’t recognise her.


Lydia clutched the cotton bag that Mum had brought with her. It was filled to the brim with food. Mum had told her about what they ate, the gruel they got, pretty much only gruel every day. Mum told her about vitamins, that a person gets sick without them, that everyone there needed them, and got extra food from those who came to visit them.


The bus was driving pretty fast now. A wider road with more traffic and the buildings outside their muddy window got bigger the closer they got to Vilnius. The buildings she’d seen back when the roads were full of potholes had been run-down. Now she saw huge apartment buildings with grey walls and metal roofs, much more modern than the ones before. Soon came even more expensive-looking buildings, then petrol stations standing close together. She smiled and pointed, because she’d never seen so many petrol stations before.


It had almost stopped raining, which made her happy. She didn’t want to get her hair wet, not today.


*


Lukiškės prison lay just a few hundred metres from the bus stop. It was huge, covering a whole city block, and surrounded on all sides by high walls. It was originally a Russian church, but had been rebuilt and had new buildings added to it, and now it was home to more than a thousand prisoners.


There was already a line out of the heavy, grey, iron door that stood in the middle of the concrete wall. Other mothers and other children. One family at a time was allowed to go in, armed guards in uniform waited in a dark room inside. They had to answer questions. Present their IDs. Show what they brought. One of the guards smiled at her, but she didn’t dare to smile back.


‘If one of them coughs you run away immediately. You leave the room.’


Mum turned towards her as she said it. She looked so stern, as she always did when she was being serious. Lydia wanted to ask why, but didn’t. It was clear Mum didn’t want to talk any more about it.


They were led down a path from the main building, barbed wire at the top of the fence, and white dogs barking and throwing themselves against it. In a window behind bars, she saw two faces watching them. They waved and shouted at her.


‘Hey, little girl, look over here, cutie pie.’


She just kept walking straight ahead, staring straight ahead. It wasn’t much further to the next building.


Mum was carrying the bag in her arms, and Lydia searched for her hand in vain. There was that stab of pain in her stomach again. Just like in the bus when the wheels bounced off the asphalt. They entered a stairwell with sterile green walls. The colour shone so brightly that she had to look at Mum’s back instead, keeping her hand there as they climbed up. They stopped on the third floor, where a guard pointed them towards a long dark corridor that somehow smelt both stale and like detergent at the same time. Outside every door they passed stood barrels with the letters TB on them. She peeked down into one that was a little open and saw bloodstained tissues inside.


All the prisoners had shaved heads and looked pale and tired.


Some were lying down, some sat with a sheet wrapped around them, some stood by the window talking. Eight beds stood in a row along the wall, in what they called the infirmary. Dad was sitting on the one furthest away.


Lydia looked at him furtively, thinking that he’d shrunk somehow.


He didn’t see her. Not yet. She waited for a long time.


Mum went over to him first. They said something to each other, discussing something, but she couldn’t hear what. Lydia was still watching him, and after a while she realised that she wasn’t ashamed, not any more. She thought about the past year. The scorn of her classmates no longer hurt her, not when she was here, standing so close. It was as if that thing in her stomach, that stabbing pain, had disappeared.


When she hugged him, he coughed, but she didn’t leave the room as she’d promised Mum. She held him tightly and didn’t let go.


She hated him. He should be going home with them.




Now
Part One
Monday, 3 June




 


THE APARTMENT WAS SILENT.


It had been a long time since she’d thought about him, or anything else from her past. Now she sat here doing just that. She was thinking about that last hug, there in the Lukiškės prison, when she’d been ten years old, and he’d seemed so small, coughing with his whole body, and Mum had handed him a tissue, and he’d filled it with clumps of blood, then crumpled it up and threw it away in one of the large barrels in the hall.


She hadn’t understood that it was the last time. She still couldn’t understand that.


Lydia took a deep breath.


She shook off her uneasiness, smiled at the large mirror in the hall. It was still early morning.


*


There was a knock on the door. She was still holding the hairbrush in her hand. How long had she been standing here? She looked in the mirror again. Her head cocked a little to the side. She smiled again, trying to be pretty. She was wearing a black dress, dark fabric against pale skin. Her body, she looked at it. It was still the body of a young woman. She hadn’t changed much since she got here, not on the outside.


She waited.


There was another knock, harder now. She should open the door. She put the brush on a shelf next to the mirror and started walking. Her name was Lydia Grajauskas, and she usually sang it. She sang it now to a nursery rhyme melody she remembered from school in Klaipeda. The chorus had three lines, and she sang Lydia Grajauskas on each one. She’d always done that when she was nervous.




Lydia Grajauskas.


Lydia Grajauskas.


Lydia Grajauskas.





She stopped singing when she got to the door. He was on the other side. If she put her ear close to it, she could hear him breathing. She recognised the rhythm – it was him. They’d met a few times now, eight, maybe nine? He smelt different. She already knew his smell, like the men her father worked with in that shitty room with the corduroy sofa, almost the same, cigar and some type of cologne and sweat under the tight fabric of this jacket.


He knocked. This was the third time.


The door opened. He stood there. Dark suit, light blue shirt, gold tie clip. His fair hair was short. He was tanned. It had been raining since the middle of May, but he still had a deep tan, he always did. She smiled, like she’d just done to the mirror. She knew he liked it.


They didn’t touch each other. Not yet.


He left the stairwell, stepped over the threshold into the apartment. She glanced at the hat rack, towards the hangers there, I’d be happy to hang up your jacket for you? He shook his head. He was probably ten years older than her, around thirty, she guessed, but she did not really know.


She wanted to sing again.




Lydia Grajauskas. Lydia Grajauskas. Lydia Grajauskas.





He raised his hand, as he always did, put his fingers gently against her black dress, slowly running them along the shoulder straps, her chest, staying on the outside of the fabric.


She stood motionless.


He made a wide circle with his hand around one breast, then moved on to the other. She didn’t breathe, her chest still, had to keep smiling, had to stay perfectly still and keep smiling.


She even kept smiling when he spat.


They were standing close to each other. It was more like he was releasing saliva than spitting, and it rarely landed in her face, it usually landed at her feet near the black shoes with high heels.


He thought she was dawdling. He pointed.


His finger straight down.


Lydia bent down, still smiling at him. She knew he liked that, and sometimes he smiled back. There was a slight click from her knees as she pressed her legs together, got down on all fours with her face bent forward. She begged for forgiveness. That’s what he wanted her to do. He’d learned how to say it in Russian. He wanted to be sure that she was saying the right words. She sank down to the ground, her nose almost touching the floor, her tongue against the cold as she took his spit into her mouth and swallowed it.


She stood up again then. That’s what he wanted. She closed her eyes, trying to guess which cheek.


Right, it would probably be the right.


Left.


He slapped her, his palm covering her entire cheek. It didn’t particularly hurt. It left a red mark. He’d used the full force of his arm, but it only stung. Because it only stings if that’s what you really want.


He pointed again.


Lydia knew what she was supposed to do, so the pointing was unnecessary, but he did it anyway every single time, waved his finger in her direction, wanting her to go into the room, to stand in front of the red bedspread. She walked ahead of him. She was supposed to walk slowly and absently stroke her butt. He wanted her to breathe heavily, and she could feel him looking at her back, almost as if his eyes were inflicting pain as they moved across her body.


She stopped at the bed.


She unbuttoned three buttons on the back of her dress, lowered it down over her hips to the floor.


Her bra and panties were black lace, as he’d requested. He’d given them to her, and she’d promised to use them only with him.


*


He lay down on top of her, and she ceased to have a body.


That’s what she did. That’s what she always did.


She thought about home and about what had been and what she missed and had missed every day since she got here.


Here, here and now she didn’t exist. Here she was just a face without a body. She had no neck, no breasts, no womb, no legs.


So when he pressed hard against something, when he penetrated something, when an anus started bleeding, it had nothing to do with her. She was somewhere else and all that was left of her was a face singing Lydia Grajauskas to a melody she’d learned a long time ago.


*


IT WAS RAINING as he pulled into the empty parking spot.


It was the kind of summer where people woke up, crept over to the bedroom window, held their breath hoping that today would be the day the sun finally streamed in from behind the blinds. It was the kind of summer where the rain fell freely, and every morning tired eyes looked defeated as they saw the grey liquid hammering against the glass.


Ewert Grens sighed. He parked the car, turned off the engine, and sat in the driver’s seat until it was impossible to see out any longer, the raindrops turning into a river that obscured his view. He was too tired to move. He didn’t want to. His uneasiness took whatever was left to take. Another week had passed, and he had almost forgotten her.


He breathed heavily.


He would never forget.


He lived still with her, every day, almost every hour. Twenty-five years hadn’t changed a thing.


The rain subsided a little. He caught a glimpse of the house through the front window. A large, red-brick house built in the seventies with a beautiful garden on the verge of being over-elaborate. He liked best the six apple trees that had just lost their white flowers.


He hated the house.


He loosened his tight grip on the steering wheel, opened the door and stepped out. Large puddles stood on the uneven asphalt. He zigzagged between them, and his shoes got soaked before he was even halfway there. He continued forward, trying to rid himself of the feeling that his life was closer to being over with every step that took him towards the front door.


It smelt like old people. He came here every Monday morning, but still wasn’t used to the smell. The people who lived here, in wheelchairs and behind walkers, weren’t even especially old, so he couldn’t understand where the smell came from.


‘She’s inside. In her room.’


‘Thanks.’


‘She’s expecting you.’


She had no idea he was coming.


But he nodded to the young nurse’s assistant who had started to recognise him, because she was just trying to be friendly, and had no idea how much that statement hurt him.


He passed by a smiling man around his own age who usually sat in the armchair in the hall waving happily to everyone. Then he saw Margareta, the one who started screaming if you didn’t look at her and ask her how she was feeling. Every Monday morning, they were always there, like props for a photograph he didn’t need to take. He wondered if he would miss them if they ever left, or if he would be relieved to skip this particular ritual.


He waited quietly for a moment outside her room.


He sometimes woke up in the middle of the night covered in sweat to the sound of her loud welcome as he arrived, to the feeling of how she took his hand and held it, happy to grab on to someone who loved her. He thought about this recurring dream, and worked up the courage to open her door as he always did, to enter into her life, fourteen square metres, a window overlooking the parking lot.


‘Hello.’


She was sitting in the middle of the room. Her wheelchair was facing the door. She looked at him. But there was nothing in her eyes that resembled recognition, she hadn’t even heard him say hello. He walked over to her, put a hand against her cold cheek, and spoke to her again.


‘Hello, Anni. It’s me. Ewert.’


She laughed. An ill-timed, too-loud laugh, a child’s laugh, like always.


‘Do you recognise me today?’


She laughed again, suddenly and too loud. He grabbed the seat next to the desk she never used and sat down. He took her hand, held it, put it in his own.


They’d made her look nice.


Combed her blonde hair, put it up with pins, one on each side. Put her in a blue dress he hadn’t seen for a long time that smelt newly laundered.


He marvelled at how little her appearance had changed. Twenty-five years in a wheelchair, barely conscious of her surroundings, and she didn’t seem to have aged much. He’d put on twenty kilos since then, lost his hair, could feel the many lines on his face. She was so unspoiled. As if the reward for being unable to participate in the real world was a carelessness that kept you young.


She tried to say something. It was babbling, but she turned to him, and he got the feeling that she was really trying to say something. He pressed her hand, tried to swallow the lump in his throat.


‘He’ll be released tomorrow.’


She babbled and she drooled. He took his handkerchief from his pocket, wiped the saliva from her chin.


‘Do you understand, Anni? He’s getting out of prison tomorrow. He’s free. He’ll be making our streets filthier again.’


Her room looked the same as it had when she moved in. He himself had chosen the furniture she brought from home, and he had arranged it. He was the one who knew how important it was to her to sleep with her head towards the window.


She’d looked so safe on the very first night.


He’d carried her to the bed and laid her down, tucked the bedspread around her slender body. He’d been sitting next to her until the dark subsided, she’d slept deeply, and he’d left her in the morning when she woke up. He’d left his car there and walked all the way to the police station on Kungsholmen. It was late morning by the time he arrived.


‘I’ll get him this time.’


She looked at him as if she was listening. He knew she wasn’t, but because it looked that way, he sometimes pretended they were having a conversation, just like before.


Her eyes might be expectant or might just be empty.


*


If only I’d had time to stop.


If only that bastard hadn’t pulled you out. If only your head hadn’t been softer than the wheel.


Ewert Grens leaned towards her, his forehead against hers, kissed her cheek.


‘I miss you.’




 


THE MAN IN the dark suit with the gold tie clip, who spat on the floor in front of her, had just left. It hadn’t helped this time, thinking of Klaipeda and turning off the rest of her body, becoming just a face. She’d felt him inside her. That happened sometimes, she’d feel the pain as someone penetrated her, while screaming at her to move.


Lydia wondered if it was his smell.


A smell she recognised from the men who spent their time with her father in that dirty weapons room. She wondered if it might be good that she recognised it, wondered if that meant that she still belonged to that time in some way, that time she missed so much. Or had something inside her broken down even more, maybe what could have been, what was far in the past now, was rubbing even deeper into her.


He hadn’t said much afterwards. He’d looked at her and pointed one last time, nothing more. He hadn’t even turned around when he left.


Lydia laughed.


If she had had a womb, she would have been sorry that his body fluids were in it. Then she would have felt his body even more. Now that wasn’t the case. She was just a face.


She laughed and rubbed white soap all over her body, her skin turning a blotchy red as she pressed hard, soap on her neck, shoulders, her breasts, vagina, thighs, feet.


Suffocating the shame.


She rinsed it off. His hands, his breath, his smell. The water was so hot it almost hurt, the shame was an ugly film that wouldn’t let go.


She sat down on the shower floor and sang her refrain, the children’s song from Klaipeda.




Lydia Grajauskas.


Lydia Grajauskas.


Lydia Grajauskas.





She loved that song. It had been theirs, hers and Vladi’s, they’d sung it loudly every morning as they walked through their neighbourhood on the way to school, one syllable with each step, her name out loud again and again.


‘Stop singing!’


Dimitri screamed from the hall with his mouth against the bathroom door, but she continued. He pounded on the wall, screamed again, she was supposed to get out of there, right now! She continued sitting on the wet shower floor, but stopped singing, her voice barely made it to the door.


‘Who’s coming now?’


‘You’re in debt, you fucking whore.’


‘I want to know who’s coming.’


‘Wash your pussy! You have a new client.’


Lydia heard the anger in his voice, got up, wiped off her wet body, then stood in front of the mirror that hung above the sink, painting her lips red, layer upon layer. She got dressed, put on the creamy white underwear, some kind of thin velvet, that a man had sent ahead, and which Dimitri had given her this morning.


Four Rohypnol and one Valium. She swallowed, smiled at the mirror, washed down the pills with half a glass of vodka.


She left the bathroom and went out into the hall. Her next customer, the second one today and a new one that she’d never seen before, was already waiting in the stairwell. Dimitri sat in the kitchen and glared at her as she passed. The final steps.


She let him knock one more time. Then she opened the door.




 


HILDING OLDÉUS dug at the sore on his nose.


There was a chronic infection on his right nostril from his habit of scratching at it after he took heroin. The deep sore had been there for years. It was as if it burned, and he had to dig at it with his finger, poking under the skin.


He looked around.


It was an ugly fucking welfare office, and he hated it, but he always came back. As soon as he got out of prison, he came here, ready to smile for more money. A week had passed. He’d bowed to the guards at Aspsås prison, hastily paid his respects to Jochum Lang, whose arse Hilding had been kissing for the last few months. Hilding had needed someone to hide behind, and big Jochum worked well enough, not one bastard would ever consider messing with him when he was in Jochum’s shadow. Jochum had had one lousy week left at the time – Christ, Hilding suddenly realised, he’d be out tomorrow – and they would probably never see each other outside prison walls. Jochum had been his protector for a while, but he wasn’t a junkie, they were different kinds of criminals, moving in different circles.


There weren’t many people in the waiting room now.


Some Gypsy bitches and a Finnish bastard and two fucking old people. What the hell did they need?


Hilding dug at his sore again, they took their time, a whole shitload of people were in line in front of him. It was that kind of day. When he felt. He didn’t want to feel, didn’t allow himself to, and then a day like this came and he felt felt felt. He needed a fix, had to get rid of this shit, needed some junk, and all those goddamn people were sitting in his way in this ugly fucking welfare waiting room. It was his turn now, for chrissakes, his turn.


‘Yes. Next?’


She’d opened the door again. That big, fat social worker.


He hurried over. The skinny body was carried by a jerky gait, and it was plain that this young man, not yet thirty, with his childish features and junkie skin, was headed somewhere, but not towards life.


He scratched at his nose again, knew he was sweating. It was June and rainy as hell, and he walked around wearing a long raincoat. It didn’t breathe, and he probably should have taken it off. He’d considered it, but didn’t bother to. He sat down on the visitor’s chair in front of a bare desk and some empty bookshelves and looked nervously around the room. No one else was there, no other fucking welfare ladies, they usually came in twos.


Klara Stenung left the doorway, sat down on the other side of the desk. She was twenty-eight years old, just like the drug addict in front of her. She’d met him before and knew who he was, and where he was headed. There were some like that. She’d worked as a social worker in the suburbs for a couple of years, then in the Katarina-Sofia Social Services office in the centre of the city for three more. Skinny, stressed, loud, and just out of jail, they’d disappear for ten months at a time, but they always came back.


She stood up, stretched her arm across the table. He looked at her hand, considered spitting on it, but shook it in the end, held it loosely.


‘I need cash.’


She met his eyes silently, waiting for more. She had his file in front of her. She knew everything about him. Hilding Oldéus was just like the others. No father. Not much of a mother. A couple of older sisters who were doing the best they could. Quite talented, quite confused, quite abandoned. Alcohol at thirteen, cannabis at fifteen. Things had gone fast after that. Smoking heroin, injecting heroin, his first prison sentence at seventeen. Now, at twenty-eight, he’d been in prison ten times in eleven years. Mostly for theft, a few times for handling stolen goods. A small-time crook. The kind that would run into a 7-Eleven with a bread knife in his hand and grab whatever was in the cash register and buy smack from a dealer right outside the store, go to the first stairwell he could find and shoot up, at which point he would cease to be aware of anything, not of the people in the store pointing the police in his direction, and not of the fact that he was sitting in the back of a police car on his way back to jail.


‘You know the answer. There is not going to be any money.’


He moved restlessly on the chair, rocking on it, almost to the point of losing his balance.


‘Jesus Christ! I just got out of prison!’


She looked at him, he screamed, tearing at the sore on his nose. It started bleeding again.


‘I’m sorry. You’re not in the system. Not on unemployment. And not in any retraining programme.’


Then he stood up.


‘Listen to me, fat bitch! I’m completely fucking destitute! I’m hungry, for chrissake!’


‘I understand you need money for food. But you’re not in our system. So I can’t give you any.’


Blood from his sore dripped onto the floor, running so fast it was turning the yellow linoleum red. He screamed, and hurled threats, but nothing ever came of it. He was bleeding, but he wouldn’t attack. He wasn’t the type, and she knew it. She didn’t even bother to call in any reinforcements.


He slapped his hand hard against the bookshelf.


‘I don’t give a fuck about your goddamn rules!’


‘You can do what you want. You’re not getting any money. But I can give you food stamps for two days’ worth of food.’


Outside the window a truck drove past, the sound bouncing back and forth between the buildings on either side of the narrow street. Hilding didn’t hear it. He didn’t hear anything at all. The bitch in front of him was talking about giving him food stamps. And how the hell was he gonna be able to buy smack with food stamps? He stared at the fat woman sitting across the desk from him, at her big fucking tits and her fucking necklace with its fucking round wooden balls. He laughed and screamed, turned over the chair he’d just been sitting on and kicked it against the wall.


‘I don’t want your fucking food stamps! Guess I’ll have to find the fucking cash myself! Fucking bureaucrat bitch!’


He almost ran out of the door, saw the Finn and the Gypsy hags and the old people in the ugly waiting room. They all looked up at him but said nothing, continued sitting silently, almost squatting. He screamed fucking welfare cases at them as he passed, and then something else that was impossible to catch, his shrill voice cracked and mingled with the blood running from his nose. He left a trail down the stairs and out of the front door and all down Östgöta Street towards Skanstull.




 


NOT MUCH OF a summer.


Windy, rarely above seventy degrees, now and then a morning or afternoon of sunshine, otherwise rain on the rooftops and the garden barbecues.


Ewert Grens had held her hand as long as she let him, then she started getting anxious, as she usually did when she stopped laughing and the saliva ran down her chin. So he hugged her, kissed her forehead, and told her he’d be back next week, always next week.




If only you could have held on a little longer.





Now he was in a car headed over Lidingö Bridge, on his way to Bengt Nordwall’s house in Eriksberg, south of the city. He was driving way too fast, and suddenly he was sitting behind another wheel.


In the SWAT team van he’d commanded twenty-five years ago.


He could see Lang outside the van, knew he was a wanted man, and he did exactly what they’d done so many times before. He drove alongside the running man while Bengt opened the bus’s side door, and Anni, who was sitting closest to the door, grabbed hold of Lang and screamed that he was under arrest, just as she was supposed to.




She was the one was sitting in that place.


That’s why Jochum Lang was able to pull her out.





Ewert Grens blinked and swung off the road temporarily, leaving the line of stressed-out morning commuters. He switched off the engine and sat there until the images ceased. Every time he’d visited her in recent years the same thing happened. Memories pounded around in his head, making it hard to breathe. He stayed there for a moment, didn’t care about the idiots honking, waited until he was done.


In fifteen minutes he was there.


He and Bengt greeted each other on the narrow street of small houses and stood in the rain together, staring at the sky.


Neither of them smiled very often, maybe because of their age or maybe it had always been that way. But the dense grey wind and rain pouring down forced them to smile, what else was there to do?


‘What do you say?’


‘What do I say? I’m too tired to care any more.’


They shrugged their shoulders, sat down on the soaked cushions of the garden sofa.


They’d known each other for thirty-two years. They’d been young then, burning through their lives, which were more than half over now.


Ewert Grens looked silently at his friend.


The only person he actually talked to outside work, who he could actually stand.


Still slim, still with a full head of hair, they were the same age, but Bengt looked much younger. That’s how it was when you had small children. They brought out your youth.


Ewert didn’t have children, or hair, and his body was heavy. His steps were limping and Bengt’s were feather-light. They shared a past and a profession, both were policemen in central Stockholm, but they’d both been given a limited amount of time, and it seemed like Ewert had burnt through his faster.


Bengt sighed in resignation.


‘This rain. I can’t even get the kids outside any more.’


Ewert wasn’t sure if he was invited to his oldest friend’s house because they expected to enjoy his company. Or if it was out of duty, because they felt sorry for him, so lonely, so naked outside the corridors of police headquarters. He came every time they invited him, never regretted it, but couldn’t help wondering about it.


‘She was feeling good today. She said hello. I’m sure of it.’


‘And you, Ewert? How are you?’


‘What do you mean?’


‘I don’t know what I mean. But it’s like . . . you’re more weighed down nowadays. Especially when you’re talking about Anni.’


Ewert heard what he said, but didn’t answer. He looked around with disinterest at the suburban life, which he didn’t understand. They had a nice little house, of course. One of those small ordinary brick ones with a bit of a lawn, manicured shrubs, and sun-bleached plastic toys scattered across the garden. If it hadn’t been for the rain, the two kids would have been running around playing something that kids their age play. Bengt had them late. He’d been almost fifty, and Lena was twenty years younger. It was as if he’d been given a second chance. Ewert didn’t understand what a young, talented, beautiful woman saw in a middle-aged policeman; he didn’t begrudge Bengt, but he’d never understand it.


Their clothes were wet, heavy material hanging off their bodies. They didn’t feel it any more, had forgotten the rain for a moment. Ewert leaned forward, looked at his friend.


‘Bengt?’


‘Yeah?’


‘Jochum Lang is being released today.’


Bengt shook his head.


‘You have to let go of that at some point.’


‘That’s easy for you to say. You weren’t driving.’


‘And I wasn’t the one who loved her. But it doesn’t matter. You need to let it go. It was twenty-five years ago, Ewert.’




He’d turned around, towards the back seat.


He’d seen her grab onto the body that was fleeing.





Ewert Grens was breathing heavily, ran his hand over his rain-soaked head, felt the rage that lingered there.




Jochum Lang had felt her hand and started to turn around.


He’d grabbed hold of her, jerked hard, and Bengt, who was sitting next to her, didn’t have time to catch her harness.





Ewert sighed. Hand on his wet scalp again.




At that very moment, when she fell out of the bus, and one of the rear wheels ran over her head, he’d realised that the rest of their life together was over.


Lang had laughed as he ran away, and laughed again when he was later sentenced to a few shitty months for bodily harm.





Ewert Grens hated him.


Bengt undid a button on his wet shirt, tried to make eye contact with his friend.


‘Ewert?’


‘Yeah?’


‘You seem like you’re someplace else.’


Ewert Grens looked out over the rain-drenched lawn, at the tulips crouching in the well-tended flowerbed. He felt tired.


‘I’ll get the bastard.’


Bengt put his arm around his shoulder. Grens winced. He wasn’t used to it.


‘Leave him now, Ewert.’


He’d just been holding her hand. She’d laughed like a child, and it had been cold, limp and absent. He remembered the other one, could still feel it, hot, firm, present.


‘He’ll be walking the streets starting today. Do you understand that? Lang is walking around shitting on us.’


‘Ewert, was it Lang’s fault? Are you sure? Or was it my fault? I was the one who couldn’t hold on. Maybe it’s me you should hate. Maybe it’s me that you should take down.’


The wind came back, carrying the rain with it and lashing it against their faces. Behind them the door to the patio opened. A woman came out with an umbrella in her hand. She was young, around thirty, her long hair in a ponytail, and she smiled.


‘You’re not very smart.’


They turned around.


Bengt smiled back.


‘Once you’re soaked, it doesn’t make much difference.’


‘I want you to come in. Breakfast is ready.’


‘Now?’


‘Now, Bengt. The kids are hungry.’


They stood up. The fabric of their pants and jackets glued to their bodies.


Ewert Grens looked up at the sky again. It was just as grey.




 


IT WAS STILL MORNING. She could hear the birds outside, singing to each other, as they always did around this time. Lydia sat on the edge of the bed listening. It was beautiful. They were singing just like they used to among the ugly concrete buildings of Klaipeda. She didn’t know why, but she’d woken up several times during the night from dreams about her visit with her mother to Vilnius and the Lukiškės prison many years ago. She’d dreamed of her father as he stood waving goodbye to her. As she’d left him in the dark hallway outside the TB section, passing by fifteen other prisoners slowly rotting away in what they called the HIV-room, she saw him collapse in the distance. She had immediately stopped, stood completely still for a moment. When he didn’t stand up again, she rushed back along the stone floor. She’d pulled at him until he stood up again and coughed and rid himself of the blood and mucus that needed to come up. In the dream it had been exactly the same, her mother arrived and cried and screamed until somebody in the infirmary came and took him away. The same dream continued every time she’d fallen back asleep – she’d never dreamed about it before.


Lydia sighed deeply, moved a bit away on the edge of the bed and spread her thighs, slowly, just like the man in front of her wanted.


He was sitting a few metres away.


A middle-aged man, she guessed forty, just as her father would have been.


She’d been meeting him once a week for almost a year, every Monday morning, he was usually punctual. He was the third customer of the day and always knocked on the front door as the church bell rang nine times through the closed window.


He didn’t spit. He didn’t penetrate her. She didn’t have to touch his dick. She didn’t even recognise his smell.


He was the kind who wanted to give her a hug when she opened the door and then didn’t touch her any more, just held on hard to his own dick with one hand and used the other to show her how he wanted her to undress.


He wanted her to move her genitals back and forth, and he squeezed his dick harder. He wanted her to whine like a dog he once had and his dick turned a pale red as he squeezed it. He leaned back in the black leather chair as his cum ran down its sleek surface.


He was finished by nine twenty and out of the apartment before the church clock struck half past nine. Lydia was still sitting on the edge of the bed as he went, the birds were chirping, she could hear them again.




 


THE SORE ON his right nostril bled all along the pavements of Östgöta Street. Hilding was almost running – not because he was just out of prison and in good shape, because he wasn’t the type to spend his time in the prison gym working out to dissipate his hate or trying to win respect – he was almost running from the panic and anger he felt after meeting that fucking social worker bitch, and towards his longing for dope, and he was panting by the time he made it to the ring road and the Skanstull subway station.


I don’t want your fucking food stamps. I’ll just have to get the dough myself.


‘Hey you.’


Hilding poked the shoulder of one of the children standing in front of him on the platform. He guessed twelve, maybe thirteen years old. She didn’t answer, and he poked again. She turned purposely away in the direction that the train would soon be arriving from.


‘Hey you. I’m talking to you.’


He’d seen her mobile phone. He reached for it, took a step forward, snatched it from her hand and dialled a number while ignoring her protests, waiting for the signal to go through.


Hilding cleared his throat.


‘Sis? It’s me.’


She hesitated, so he continued.


‘Sis, damn it, I need a loan.’


He heard her sigh before answering.


‘You’re not getting any money from me.’


‘Sis, it’s for food. And clothes. Nothing else.’


‘You’ll have to go to social services.’


He stared angrily at the device in his hand, breathed deeply and then shouted with his mouth close to what he thought was the microphone.


‘Fuck you! I guess I’m on my own! And it’s your fault!’


She replied in the exact same way she had last time.


‘That’s your choice. Your problem. Don’t make it mine.’


Hilding Oldéus screamed into the electronic silence after she hung up and threw the bloody phone onto the concrete of the platform. The kid was standing there crying as he boarded the train.


He stood in front of the subway doors and tore deeper at the dripping red sore. Bloody and sweaty, his thin face lacked life, and he smelt of it.


He got off at the Central Station and took the escalator up from underground. It was hardly raining, but he looked around and continued sweating in his buttoned up raincoat, his back totally soaked, then crossed over Klaraberg Street to the pavement on the other side. He hurried between the houses next to the Nils Ferlin statue and went through the gate to the St Clara Cemetery.


Empty, just as empty as he’d hoped.


A drunk bum in the grass some distance away, but otherwise deserted.


He walked past the big Bellman gravestone and over to the park bench that stood behind it, under a tree that he thought might be an elm.


He stretched out his legs, humming something. One hand in the right pocket of his raincoat. He could feel the detergent, let his fingers slowly slip through it. Put his other hand into his left pocket and took out and opened a package of twenty-five postage stamp plastic bags, mixed the detergent with some amphetamines that barely covered the bottom of each one.


He needed cash, and he’d soon get some.




 


IT WAS EVENING. She was done for the day. No one else would be coming.


Lydia walked slowly through the apartment, pleasantly dark, just a few lights shining. It was fairly big, probably the biggest she’d been in since she got here, four rooms.


She stopped in the hall.


She didn’t know why, but she started searching through the pattern on the wallpaper, along the narrow lines that filled the empty space between floor and ceiling. She often did that, stood there, forgetting everything else. She knew it was because the pattern resembled something she’d seen before on another wall in another room long ago.


Lydia remembered that wall, that room, so clearly.


The military police rushed in and pushed her father and the other men up against the wall, screaming zatknis zatknis and then that strange silence afterwards.


She’d known even then that her father had already been in prison once before. He’d put a Lithuanian flag up on his wall at home and been sentenced to five years in prison in Kaunas. She’d been so small then, only a few years old, but a flag, she shook her head, she still couldn’t understand it. Of course, he was never allowed back in the armed forces again, and he’d asked out loud once, she remembered it clearly, when the vodka was finished and his cheeks red, surrounded by that wallpaper and stolen weapons that would soon be sold, he’d asked out loud what else he was supposed to do? His kids were screaming for food and the state refused to pay, what the hell was he supposed to do?


Lydia liked the silence, the evening darkness that slowly wrapped her up and rocked her to sleep. The narrow lines on the wall went far up, she followed them and had to bend her neck backwards. The ceilings were high in this old building. She thought about the few times she’d worked alone in significantly smaller apartments, but usually they were always two, and the men who stood in the stairwell and knocked on the door could choose which of them to touch.


At least twelve of them came to her every day.


Sometimes more, never less. If so, Dimitri beat her, or he screwed her as many times as she had left, in the anus.


She had her ritual. Every evening.


She showered, and the far-too-hot water scoured away their hands. She took her pills: four Rohypnol and a Valium washed down by some vodka. She dressed in bulky clothes that hung off her body so she had no outlines, no one could see her, no one could take anything.


But despite that, sometimes her genitals hurt more than usual.


She could feel them aching. She knew why. A few of them had been new, and the new ones were always too rough. But she rarely said anything – she’d learned how important it was to make them want to come back.


Lydia tired of the narrow lines on the wall and instead turned her face to the front door. It had been a long time since she’d stepped outside it. How long? She didn’t know for sure, four months, that’s what she guessed. She’d thought about smashing the window in the kitchen a few times, it didn’t open, just like the others. She’d thought about smashing the glass and jumping, but she was too much of a coward. They were on the sixth floor, and she didn’t know what it would feel like to jump and hit the ground. She went to the door, grey metal, touched its cold, hard surface. She stopped and closed her eyes, held her hand towards the red lamp. She breathed slowly and cursed that she didn’t understand how both electronic locks worked. She’d tried to see what Dimitri did, but had never succeeded. He always stood in the way. He knew she was there behind him, watching.


She left the hall, walked through a room without furniture that for some reason they called the living room, then past her own room. She looked at the big bed that she hated, but had to sleep in anyway.


She continued, to the end of the apartment, to Alena’s room.


Her door was closed, but Lydia knew she’d finished working, that she’d showered and was alone in there.


She knocked.


‘Yeah?’


‘It’s just me.’


‘I’m trying to sleep.’


‘I know. But can I come in?’


A few seconds. Lydia waited. While Alena decided.


‘Sure. Come in.’


Alena was lying naked on the unmade bed. Her body was darker than Lydia’s, her long hair still wet – she’d have a hard time getting a brush through it in the morning. She often lay there like that after everyone had gone, staring at the ceiling, thinking how she never told him that she was going, and now it had been years, and she still could feel the last time they held each other. It was supposed to be just a few months, then she was going to return to him, to Janoz, and they were going to get married.


Lydia stood still. She looked Alena’s nudity and thought of her own body, which she hid in baggy clothes. She knew that’s what she was doing, hiding. She saw, and she wondered how Alena could lie in that bed with no clothes on. She realised that she was looking at her opposite; some let things linger, don’t hide from them, almost hold on to them.


Alena pointed to an empty corner of the bed.


‘Sit down.’


Lydia walked into a room just like her own, same bed, same shelf, nothing else. She sat down on the unmade bed. Where someone else had just been lying. Stared a while at the red wallpaper, the small billowing velvet flowers. She searched for Alena’s hand, took it, squeezed it while almost whispering.


‘How are you?’


‘Oh, you know.’


‘Same as usual?’


‘The same.’


They’d known each other for more than three years. They’d met on the boat. They’d laughed together then. They’d been on their way somewhere. Down below them the boat split the white foamy water in half. Neither of them had ever been on the sea before.


Lydia pulled her friend’s hand close to her, squeezed hard, stroked the top of it for a moment, braiding it with her own.


‘I know. I know.’


Alena lay still, her eyes closed.


Her body had no bruises on it, not like Lydia’s, not in the same way.


Lydia lay down beside her. They were silent. Alena was with Janoz, whom she’d left, who hadn’t known about her plans. Lydia was in the Lukiškės prison, among the men with shaved heads coughing in the dusty infirmary.


Then Alena suddenly sat up, put a pillow behind her back and leaned against the wall.


She pointed towards the floor, to a newspaper lying there.


‘Get that.’


Lydia let go of Alena’s hand, leaned forward, picked up the newspaper.


She didn’t ask Alena how she got hold of it, she knew it was from someone who’d visited her today, someone who brought things with him because he wanted extra and got it. Lydia didn’t have many who brought things. She wanted money. She wanted to fool Dimitri with the only thing he was interested in. If someone wanted extra from her they had to pay a hundred more.


‘Open it. Page seven.’


She had told Alena – clients paid five hundred kronor per visit. Lydia knew what five hundred kronor times twelve a day was. But Dimitri took almost everything. They were allowed to keep two hundred and fifty kronor for each full day. The rest supposedly went to room and board and paying off their debt. She’d asked for more in the beginning, and Dimitri responded by raping her, in the arse, again and again, until she promised not to ask for more. So she decided she’d take an extra hundred now and then. In her own way. More to fool Dimitri Pimp-Fucker than for money.
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