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Black Gaps




BLOOD.


He has never thought about how red it is.


How much there is in a woman’s body.


Enough to colour an entire kitchen and an entire hall and, step by step, three storeys down to the outer door. And still there’s enough left that she’s able to keep on running away.


The rag in his hand becomes darker and darker. He forces his spine outward and braces himself with his feet. He presses all his weight against the plastic rug on the kitchen floor as he rubs away the last patches of blood, rinses out the cloth in the warm, bubbly water in the bucket, and crawls to the doorway and the sticky stuff in the cracks.


What happened here has to stay here. That’s how it works in a family.


Mamma whimpered like a wounded animal and, without turning back a single time, ran out, away, pursued by the tracks of blood he rubbed and rubbed until they were nothing at all.


Leo gets up and stretches his legs that have been cramped for so long, not changing position. That’s strange. He should be exhausted. But he somehow feels exhilarated, restless and calm all at the same time. Stronger than ever. Every thought clear. He knows exactly what he should do. There’s nothing he can compare it with, apart from maybe the first time he drank alcohol, that instant before he became too drunk. But this is better, soft inside and hard on the outside.


The kitchen window has striped curtains and faces the street. Leo peers out, and looks for Mamma who’s not there. Of course, it’s just the spatter in the hallway that remains.


And Pappa.


Is he still here? Why is he sitting down there in the car as if nothing happened? What’s he waiting for? Police, shit – they could come any minute.


Pappa drove here all the way from the prison outside Stockholm and barged in intending to kill her. His eldest son jumped on his back and pressed his arm around his father’s neck, fought him and forced him to stop hitting.


The kitchen is done, not a trace. It smells clean.


The hallway is worse. She slipped several times there, and the patches are bigger – like pools. But finally it is less when he has rubbed and scrubbed a bit out into the stairwell and the water has become more of a cloudy red than clear.


He sneaks back to the curtain again.


The yellow Volkswagen van is still down there, parked. With Pappa in the driver’s seat and the front door open and his left leg sticking out, the wide grey trouser leg flapping in the wind and the brown shoe tapping the asphalt.


Pappa must be waiting for someone. Why the hell else would he be there?


Does he think Mamma will come back?


Or is it that Pappa is angry and disappointed that Leo stopped him, just as he got hold of her head and kneed her again and again – has he decided to come back into the stairwell and up to the flat on the third floor? Is it his turn now? Leo is the one who saw to it that she escaped, that she’s alive.


But the rattled, hyped up, alive and almost happy feeling inside takes away the fear. He is not afraid, not even of his father.


In the bathroom, the nurse’s bag with Mamma’s medical paraphernalia is spilled out on the terry cloth bathmat, and the lid with a white cross is ripped open – someone has been rooting around in it. He lets it be. First he must get rid of the cleaning cloth in the rubbish and wash off his mother’s blood. The warm water rinses away the scum from his skin. It becomes a beautiful, light red whirl just before it vanishes down the drain.


Felix was worried. He often is, but this time it was particularly clear that he was not well. And Vincent, his youngest little brother, didn’t say a word. He just closed the door to his room and stayed there.


He checks a third time through the window. And now, now the police are coming. Fucking Pappa just sat there and waited for them! They’ve done it before, picked him up. Four years ago. The time Pappa threw a Molotov cocktail and burned down Grandma and Grandpa’s house because Mamma was hiding there, but that was like the other way around. This time it’s Pappa who is waiting for the police.


Right away one of them is standing on the stairs, ringing the doorbell. A tall, rather young one is visible through the peephole. And when he steps in onto the doormat, he doesn’t see shit. The blood is completely cleaned up.


‘Hi, I’m Peter Eriksson. Constable. I just want to say someone’s on the way here. From social services. You don’t need to be worried.’


‘I’m not worried. Why would I be?’


‘What’s your name?’


‘Leo.’


‘And how old are you?’


‘Old enough.’


‘How old?’


‘Fourteen.’


Now the cop looks around, inspects the hallway and leans forward a little to be able to see into the kitchen. But there’s nothing to find; everything is put back. The table stands in its place again, both chairs are picked up and pushed in under it, and even the rag carpet that he turned over to hide the blood spots lies without a crease between the table legs.


‘Was it here that it happened?’


‘What do you mean “happened”?’


‘Your father has already confessed. So I know what happened. I’m here to examine the scene.’


‘It was here.’


‘Where?’


‘It began in the hall. Ended in the kitchen.’


The cop-gaze sweeps through the flat – along the hall floor, through the doorway into the kitchen.


‘I see you’ve cleaned up. I can even smell the cleaning products. But that’s not important right now. Still, I do want to know if your father has been here before.’


‘He hasn’t lived with us for a few years now.’


‘So he’s never been inside this flat?’


‘No. We moved here from Stockholm four years ago. When Pappa went to prison.’


The cop’s hand is on the door handle. It seems as if he’ll go. No more questions from someone who shouldn’t be meddling.


‘There’s one more thing.’


‘Yeah?’


‘The woman coming from social services soon is Anna Lena. She’ll see to it that you and your brothers get help.’


‘We don’t need any help.’


‘Everyone needs help once in a while.’


And so he leaves. Not a bloody word about what happened to Mamma. Pappa gave himself up, maybe that’s why.


Felix is still hiding behind the sofa in the living room, but crawls out as soon as Leo waves at him.


‘Is she … dead? Leo, is she? Say it, if it’s true.’


‘Of course she isn’t dead.’


‘Where is she then? Where, Leo? She must be really hurt.’


‘She’s a nurse. She knows what to do. Where to go.’


‘Where to go? So can he find her there too?’


‘No. The police have Pappa.’


‘I don’t understand.’


‘What do you mean, you don’t understand?’


‘Why he came here. And wanted to kill her.’


‘Because Mamma split the family up.’


‘You’re just saying that because Pappa said that.’


‘No, I’m not. But I know Pappa better than you do. He just is like that. He operates that way.’


‘But if he—’


Leo traps his little brother’s agitated, flailing, swinging arms, a torrent that must be shut off.


‘Felix – I get it that you are worried. And scared.’


‘I—’


‘But I know that she’s all right. I saw it. And now I need your help, Felix – with Vincent. OK?’


Leo lets go of both arms, which seem to understand now. They aren’t flailing or swinging any more.


‘OK.’


And together they go towards the closed door.


‘Vincent?’


Their little brother doesn’t answer. Leo carefully turns the door handle. Locked. He looks in through the keyhole. Blocked, the key in the way.


‘Vincent, open up.’


They both lay an ear against the door, hear him breathing heavily in there.


‘The nurse’s bag.’


‘I saw it. On the bathroom floor. But, Leo, what if he’s hurt himself. If he …’


‘I’ll take care of it.’


Leo is already on his way. Somewhere. Through the hall, towards the stairs.


‘Where are you going?’


‘The drainpipe.’


Felix doesn’t like being alone when it’s not his own choice. He looks at the locked door to Vincent’s room, at the wood surface, which has peeling paint at the bottom, and at the door handle that doesn’t move – as if he could make it turn by staring. He knows exactly what Leo plans to do. He knows that when he’s rushed down the stairs, he’ll continue out to the garden, to the back of the building. They climb up there to the balcony if they’ve forgotten the keys. But that won’t help now; it’s Vincent’s door that’s locked. So Leo’s going to climb up the second drainpipe, the one rising to the heavens between Mamma’s bedroom and Vincent’s room, near the window that Vincent usually wants to have open. That way is much harder. A metal railing runs around the balcony that you can grab onto and lift yourself over. Vincent’s room has only a small window ledge and it’s extremely dangerous – slippery with edges that cut up your fingers. Leo has to hold onto the drainpipe with one hand at the same time and reach out and grab the ledge with the other. And then, with a jerk and a swing, he throws himself over. It’s not easy. And what if … surely it rained a little before? Then the whole drainpipe gets sticky and slippery like really wet brown leaves in the autumn. He doesn’t know what frightens him most: Leo climbing straight up and maybe falling down, or Vincent, who may have hurt himself behind the locked door.


He kicks the door handle and regrets it; he might frighten Vincent.


He should probably just look at it. There’s nothing else to do. Stare. And count the seconds. Until it moves and Leo is standing there and Felix can also go in.


Two hundred and forty-eight seconds.


Then it happens, it is actually moving and the door opens.


He has never seen anything like it.


Ever.


He walks forward to the bed. Vincent is lying down and Felix doesn’t know if he should touch him. He doesn’t. Instead he tries to catch Leo’s gaze.


‘What … So Vincent has … Why did he bandage himself?’


All over the floor, among toy cars and soldiers, are empty paper boxes that otherwise belong in Mamma’s nurse’s bag – and should contain bandages. Now the chalk-white cloth is wrapped all around Vincent. His whole body covered, from his ankles to his thighs to his stomach to his shoulders to his throat to his face. The work of a seven-year-old. There are narrow spaces between the edges of the bandage and his underpants and T-shirt plus his naked skin sticking out through the gaps. Most obvious is the intended opening for the mouth, his breath wetting the woven edges.


‘The blood out there … shit, Leo … it’s … Mamma’s, right? Isn’t it?’


‘Yes.’


‘Just Mamma’s?’


‘Just Mamma’s.’


Leo squats down by Vincent’s unmade bed and grabs a bit of bandage that dangles loose from his wrist.


‘We’re here now, Vincent, with you. And Pappa is far away.’


One hand around the loose cloth and the other on Vincent’s bandaged cheek.


‘So I think we’ll ease this shit off now.’


He doesn’t even manage to loosen the first layer. With all his strength Vincent jerks the bandage out of his brother’s grip, and his scream is muffled in the way screams are if you press your face hard against a pillow.


Felix is standing just past the doorway, not really understanding what he’s looking at, when the doorbell rings. Again. And waiting on the other side of the peephole is the woman the police officer talked about. The social services lady. And that … he knows exactly what that means. So he hurries back to his big brother.


‘If she sees that goddamn little mummy, Leo, everything will go to hell.’


‘Fix it then. And don’t talk so loud. I’ll answer the door and you can take care of him.’


Vincent has managed to sit up in bed. He has got the red felt-tip pens and drawn round spots on his bandaged left arm. Felix hears Leo opening the door out there, the social services lady stepping in and the rattling of the hanger when she takes off her coat, and he whispers to his brother, who is just about to begin a rather large spot on the middle of his stomach.


‘You have to lie down. Know what? Pretend you’re sleeping.’


‘I’m not tired. And you aren’t lying down.’


‘The woman out there, Vincent, you hear her, don’t you? She can’t see you now.’


‘Who?’


‘It doesn’t matter. But if she sees you … with all that shitty … with all of that on you, then she’ll take you with her, don’t you get it?’


If he fixes the sheet, unfolds the blanket …


‘Come on, for fuck’s sake!’


If he turns the pillow and the wet patch of sweat disappears … maybe Vincent will lie down then.


‘She’s coming soon!’


He does it – Vincent gives up, he crawls in and Felix hides him almost entirely. The blanket is tucked in around the bandaged head.


‘And now you breathe exactly like you usually do when you’re sleeping. In, out. In, out. Slowly.’


Then he hurries out and meets Leo and the social services lady in the hall. They say hello and she smiles.


‘And your little brother? Where is he?’


‘He’s asleep. He’s entirely under the blanket. It looks comfortable.’


They let the lady peek into the room and she sees what she ought to see, a child who’s sleeping deeply and shouldn’t be disturbed. And that works out well, she explains as she looks at Felix, because now she wants to talk alone with Leo.


‘If you tell us how Mamma is first.’


‘She’s in pain, Felix. But at present she’s in hospital – they know how to take care of this kind of thing.’


And when they are alone, she and Leo, when Felix is sitting on the sofa and looking at some television programme, she makes an attempt to talk and explain.


‘I have visited your mother in the hospital ward where she is staying. The doctors check on her every hour – and she has to remain there for a few days.’


She puts a hand on his shoulder. He twists downwards and steps backwards until her hand slides off.


‘Your mother wants you and your two brothers to stay here. But it isn’t really possible, is it? Not if you’re alone.’


He doesn’t nod or shake his head. He heard what she said but he’s not planning to leave the flat. Not now. Vincent, shit, they can’t go out with a mummy. And if they yank the bandage off him he would get hysterical. Not a fucking thing would be better.


‘Felix is eleven. And Vincent is seven. Do you understand what I’m saying?’


I understand what you’re saying, he thinks. And I remember what Pappa said.


You have the responsibility from now on.


‘I can take care of my little brothers.’


‘You’re fourteen years old.’


‘Look, there are fourteen-year-olds who experience a shitload worse things. A boy I read about, in Brazil I think, he harpooned fish to get money for his family, but then one day he harpooned himself in the foot, and then—’


‘Listen to me. I reasoned with your mamma a long while.’


Her hand is on his shoulder again – and it stays there even though he twists his body.


‘Leo, how are you? Now?’


‘Now? I don’t really know …’


He knows exactly how he is. But he doesn’t know if that’s the right thing.


‘… or, it’s all right, I guess.’


The right thing to feel so incredibly strong. Almost happy. That should be wrong. How can that happen when his inside explodes with the image of Mamma bleeding and running away?


‘Your mamma told me about everything that happened.’


The social worker’s voice. Serious. She wants to know. Now come the questions.


‘I don’t want to talk about it.’


Not a word, to anyone, about what happened. It would just be worse.


‘What is it you don’t want to talk about?’


‘What you want to know – what Pappa did.’


The hand is still on his shoulder.


‘Your mamma didn’t need to tell what he did – I could see that myself. Her injuries. But she said what you did. About your courage. That it was why she was able to run away.’


Everything is released, suddenly. He isn’t at all prepared.


The lovely throb through his body sort of comes to a standstill and is washed away; the happiness and softness leaves every little joint and muscle and thought. And it feels as if he’s going to cry. His whole damned chest is pressed by shit that has to come out. But he has no intention of letting out a drop. To cry now, before her, would ruin everything.


He twists himself loose, again, and rushes to the kitchen. But she doesn’t give up and follows him. The food they never ate is still there on the round table, cold. He picks up one dish at a time and opens the oven door; 150 degrees is usually about right.


‘Where is Pappa?’


His voice is steady, nowhere near crying.


‘He isn’t coming back.’


‘I get that – I asked where he is.’


‘At the police station.’


‘In custody?’


‘Yes …’


He notices her look. They usually have that look – those who think that he shouldn’t be familiar with that word.


‘He’s been that before. In custody.’


‘You don’t need to be worried that he’ll come back – it’s going to take time.’


‘I’m not worried. Why would I be? So I don’t understand actually why we can’t stay here at home a few lousy days.’


‘Because you are fourteen years old. Because you and your even younger brothers have experienced something that children shouldn’t have to experience.’


You don’t have a fucking clue what we cope with. Or what shit we’ve seen, he wanted to say, but that wouldn’t be especially smart.


‘Leo, listen. This is important. If your mamma is away for a long time – we don’t really know yet, do we? – then you’ll have to live with another family.’


‘What do you mean … another family?’


‘But that might take a little time to arrange. So until that time someone will come here instead and look out for you.’


‘Come here? Who?’


‘I don’t really know yet. We have an on-call list with decent people who help when things like this happen. It will be settled this evening.’


Another family. Leo adjusts the cutlery that has been waiting for a long time on the kitchen table and that must have rattled when Pappa kneed Mamma in the face. We already have a mother, even if she is lying in a hospital bed. He puts out glasses and iced water in a plastic pitcher – she never managed to bring that out. We already have a father, even if he’s in custody. And last of all he folds the ripped-off paper bits from the paper towel roll ceremoniously, runs the top of his hand over them and strokes them. And that is why I make this decision now.


‘Listen.’


He tries to catch her gaze.


‘Social services lady?’


He still has no idea what her name is because he doesn’t care.


‘Yes?’


‘It’s like this … If that’s the case, can’t Agnetha look in on us instead?’


‘Who is Agnetha?’


‘She’s on the second floor. Mamma’s friend. She’s up here often. And she’s decent, like the people on your on-call list.’




VINCENT IS SITTING in bed – or rather, he’s arched backwards. As soon as the social worker disappeared down to the second floor, he sneaked out and ran to the toilet. And now, afterwards, he has to bandage his entire stomach again.


Felix seems to have given up. He is breathing more peacefully and leaning against the edge of the bed. A bandaged little brother perhaps doesn’t alarm him so much any more.


‘What the hell happened out there, Leo? Has she gone? It sounded like it.’


‘She’s coming right back.’


‘Did she say anything else about Mamma?’


Leo sinks down by his younger brothers, against the same hard edge of the bed.


‘Felix – Mamma’s going to be gone a few days.’


‘How many?’


‘A few.’


‘How many?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘How many?’


‘I don’t know.’


Felix isn’t satisfied. Leo sees a facial expression that is so familiar, knows that his brother intends to keep asking until he gets an answer. There isn’t one. And it’s as if Felix senses that. Instead of keeping on repeating how many, he starts to laugh – a sort of laugh none of them has heard before. More like a giggle, it doesn’t take shape on the inside where it usually does. It comes into being right at the front of the mouth, at the lips, comes from nowhere and isn’t connected to anything. It slowly gains in strength and he starts to talk at the same time, half giggling, half speaking, about the mummy in the bed and the cop and the social services lady and then all the blood spots on the floor – Leo, the blood must have spurted – spurted! Felix is giggling and Leo doesn’t have the energy to listen any more. He climbs up into the bed, next to Vincent.


‘Everything OK, my littlest brother?’


The stomach is finished. Rebandaged in new, careful layers. But the fingers of his right hand are free and Vincent brings these to his mouth before he answers by drawing the loop of the bandage up, a little above the upper lip.


‘Yes.’


And then he draws the next loop of bandage down, a little below the lower lip.


‘No.’


And again, up. And again, down.


‘Yes. No.’


Up and down, the small opening in front of his mouth is closed and opened.


‘Yes. No. Yes. No. Yes. No.’


Until Leo gingerly strokes the bandaged cheek.


‘Excellent, little brother. That’s really good.’


Then the doorbell rings out there, again.


He closes the door carefully and hurries towards the monotonous signal. It’s the social services lady and behind her, Agnetha. They are smiling.


‘We’ll do what you suggested.’


The social services lady is maybe smiling the most; she’s the one who’s talking.


‘So, Agnetha will look in on you, at least this evening and tonight and in the morning. And then we’ll take it from there.’


Her coat is hanging on one of the hooks under the shelf for hats. She buttons one button after another and looks for a long time at Leo, who hopes that they remain at a distance so that the giggling won’t erupt.


‘But – there’s one condition.’


‘Yes?’


‘That Agnetha can come and go exactly as often as she needs to. She and I will stay in contact the whole time. OK, Leo? OK, Agnetha?’


He nods and they both wait for Agnetha to do the same. But she doesn’t answer. And they soon understand why. Her gaze has become fixed a little further off in the stairwell, just where Mamma stumbled and hit hardest. The only patch he didn’t really wipe away. There was quite a lot of blood there and he was in a hurry.


He waits until they’ve gone.


The cleaning bucket is still in the bathroom where he left it. He fills it with warm water and a dash of washing-up liquid, wets the rag and rubs with the whole weight of his body pressed against the stone floor until the last drops that hadn’t been mopped up are gone.


Now he knows exactly what to do.


He opens the door leading to his two brothers – one giggling hysterically, one hiding in bandages – and plops down like before, on the floor with his back against the side of the bed.


‘I still don’t know how many days, Felix. But we’ll fix it all the same.’


‘What do you mean, fix it?’


‘I have thought it all out. And you’re going to help me.’


‘Oh, yeah?’


‘Do you still have the blue case? With the maps?’


‘Yes.’


‘Get it.’


‘Why?’


‘The social services lady has got the idea that we shouldn’t live here any more. But that’s not going to happen.’


Felix is already giggling less as he gets up more slowly than ever before in order to illustrate how unwilling he is.


‘Felix – just get it.’


The blue map case isn’t larger than a postcard but it’s as thick as a box of chocolates and it flies in a nice arc as Felix throws it from the doorway to the bed, nearly hitting both Leo and Vincent as it crash-lands.


‘Satisfied?’


A compass is shoved down in an open pocket on the outside of the case. It gets in the way as Leo scoops up and unfolds the map, which has shrunk all the cycle paths, minor roads and lanes of Falun to a scale of 1:5000.


‘Look here.’


He points somewhere in the middle of the map and Felix tries to do what he says, look, but he doesn’t understand what he should look at.


‘What?’


‘The roads from the city centre to the forest.’


Leo’s index finger dives down to a little section in the outskirts of Falun, not particularly far away. The angular letters form S-L-Ä-T-T-A. Felix knows exactly how the map looks in reality. He has been there a couple of times; they have a really worthless football team.


‘And? What about it?’


‘I will explain it all, later. When we get there.’


‘Where?’


Leo is in a hurry to fold up the map and Felix almost feels in his body how there’ll be new folds that weren’t there before.


‘Where, Leo? And, listen, I want that back when you’re through with it. Don’t ruin it – it cost fifteen kronor.’


‘You can have ten shitty maps just like it when I’m done. Come with me now and I’ll show you.’


‘Show me what?’


‘What you’ll get to see.’


‘And the mummy?’


‘He said he wanted to be alone. Now he can be. We won’t be gone long.’




LOOKOUT POINT. The little hill behind the thorn bushes that frame the square. Now they are squatting on the top of it, close to each other. Their hair is blowing and the fallen leaves are dancing drowsily over the open asphalt surface. They can almost forget this lousy day for a short while.


‘Hey, Leo?’


‘Yes?’


‘What are we doing here?’


‘You’ll see in a minute.’


Then Leo’s cheeks tighten, which means he is entirely focused and peeling away everything around – he does that sometimes, crawls inside himself. Felix follows Leo’s gaze. A woman, about their mother’s age, strolls across the square. It’s her Leo is studying. Or it might be the leather bag she’s carrying in her hand.


‘Do you see it?’


It was the bag. A brown one, which seems not to be especially heavy.


‘Yeah.’


‘Do you know what it contains?’


‘And you know that?’


‘Mmm.’


‘What?’


‘Twenty-five thousand. Sometimes forty. Sometimes even fifty.’


‘Fifty thousand … what?’


‘Kronor.’


The woman is on the way from the ICA supermarket on one side of the square to the bank on the other side, with long, determined strides in leather boots with high heels that clatter. The wind carries the sound up to Lookout Point.


‘Every day she does this walk, just after the shop closes – the same route, across the square with the bag in her hand – and when she gets there, she puts all the shit in that over there, do you see?’


She pulls out a metal box on the bank’s brick wall, tilts it and lets the bag drop down, a toothless mouth that gobbles it up.


‘Money they made. And that goes into their account.’


‘How do you know that?’


‘The owner’s son usually brags about it in the smoking area.’


Now she’s finished – on the way back, without the bag, to the area’s largest ICA shop.


‘Are we done? I want to go home.’


‘Don’t you even get why we’re here?’


‘Vincent is alone. We’re leaving now, Leo.’


‘The leather bag. I’m going to take it.’


‘Take … it?’


‘Yes.’


‘What do you mean … take?’


‘Swipe. A heist.’


‘Heist?’


‘That’s English. It means a supercool robbery.’


‘That’s not supercool – you know, it won’t work.’


‘It’ll work. And I know how. Just before she drops the money down I’ll snatch it.’


‘But …’


The woman who has high heels on and is Mamma’s age has company, so Felix falls silent. A guard in uniform. He is employed to watch over the city centre. He marches loop after loop from morning to evening and he meets her now in the middle of the square.


‘Shit, Robbie’s big brother. He’s the guard.’


‘I’ll take care of it.’


‘Click. They call him that. Click with the baton. Click with the big radio. Shit, he knows who you are!’


‘I’ll take care of that too.’


Felix looks for a long time at the guard, at Robbie’s big brother. If Leo snatches the bag, then Click would easily catch up with him. Just two or three steps.


‘It won’t work. Do you know how quickly Click runs? And if he doesn’t manage to … then he’ll recognise you.’


‘I’ll never get sent down.’


‘How can you know that? Bloody idiot! You can’t know that!’


‘I said I’ll take care of it. OK? Masked. That’s what you have to be. And before you strike, you put out false leads.’


The guard seems to be growing. Or maybe it’s that Felix only sees a uniform and a baton and a walkie-talkie. While Leo, at the same time, doesn’t seem to see him at all.


‘I want to go home.’


‘Just a little while longer.’


‘Leo – we’re leaving now. The guard. Robbie’s brother. And—’


‘A little longer.’


Felix pulls on one of the sleeves of Leo’s jacket.


‘You are exactly like … back then! When you wanted to …’ He pulls a little more, ‘fight with Kekkonen. When you took Pappa’s knife. You don’t listen and you disappear into yourself. When you aren’t with me – only with yourself.’


Felix gets up and starts walking. Soon he hears steps: Leo’s running gait.


‘Felix … stop now!’


Until he has managed to catch up and they are walking side by side.


‘You have to go along with it.’


‘Leo – you can forget it.’


‘You’re the one who’s going to lure the guard away!’


‘Don’t you get it! I don’t want to be a part of it! And I don’t intend to be a part of it!’


Leo grabs hold of his brother, not hard, but friendly hands around the tense shoulders so that they both have to stop. And he smiles, even laughs a little, like when they have a laugh together sometimes.


‘Felix? You and I can do what we want. If we just do it together. And together we’ll easily hoodwink Click. A diversion tactic. That’s what it’s called. The fucking guard won’t understand a thing.’


‘I don’t want to. Don’t want to. Don’t want to.’


‘Listen, I’ve planned it all out, OK …’


Felix looks away, covers his ears and starts to walk again. Leo follows him, like before.


‘You don’t need to be afraid. Not a bit. That square, it’s ours.’


And he points, arm outstretched.


‘See that fucking bronze statue that stands right on the edge between the benches? Do you see it, Felix? That’s us, afterwards! We are going to stand there and shine.’


Felix presses his hands even harder over his ears.


‘And do you know what’s best of all, Felix? That this is just a one-shot deal. Thirty, or even forty thousand in the leather bag. One single time.’


Every time the same thing – when Felix makes up his mind, he has made up his mind. Maybe he … went too fast. Maybe that’s it. So much else has happened. Maybe he needs to take care of that first so that everything will work out. Time to change tactics.


Social worker. Cop. On-call list. Blood. Custody. Another family. A day filled with words he hadn’t imagined he would need to explain to someone covering their ears. Words, which, if you think about them, if you try to understand them, put all together mean a long time.


A long time for three brothers to be alone in a flat.


A long time for Mamma to lie in a hospital bed and heal. He knows that makes Felix all the more worried, even sadder.


But also a long time for Pappa to be locked up in a cell. He knows that will calm Felix down.


Because of course he needs his little brother to succeed.




‘If I can change, you can change’




THE INSIGNIFICANT SIGN greeted him from a few hundred metres away – mounted on metal legs, it stood there and pointed stubbornly to the left.


CORRECTIONAL FACILITY 2 KM


He leaned back in the sagging, far too soft driver’s seat, which seemed to become bottomless as his heavy body sank deeper in. A tap on the brakes, a sharp turn, and he was gone.


Change. When you can’t run any more, when you don’t make your way home, or even know where it is – sooner or later change is the only road to travel, he was absolutely convinced of that.


He parked at the far end of the prison’s empty visitor parking and rolled down the side window for some fresh air. It wasn’t enough. He needed more. He opened the front door and let his left leg slide along with it and stick out while the dry-cleaned suit’s wide trouser leg flapped in the mild April breeze and the newly shined dress shoe tapped on the dry asphalt.


The muzak on the radio streamed out of the rasping car speakers with their loose hanging cords, and he leaned closer to the dashboard to turn it off, breathed slowly and deeply and closed his eyes until the flashing coloured spots inside his eyelids disappeared – finally, in all that stillness he could hear the warbling of birds from the edge of the woods, which picked up where the concrete wall of the prison left off.


08.22.


Thirty-eight minutes left. Not much in the old jalopy worked, but he could count on the clock.


And time, which otherwise pursued and vexed and muddled it all up, was absolutely key today. He had even decided to come in good time. Good time? What the fuck is that? Good time is 09.00 on the third of April. The most important point in time in many, many years.


The late winter sun was growing stronger every minute and it let loose its blaze against a solitary car forty kilometres north of Stockholm. The light struck scum on the unwashed glass and sliced through it. Ivan bent the sun visor down and glanced towards the outer barbed wire fence. The Österåker correctional facility. The sort of prison where a highly dangerous individual with a long sentence does the last part of his time.


And the more he stared at it, the more obvious it became: it was truly an ugly wall. Grey along the endless sides, equally grey on the back, but painted flashy bright red on the front. As if that would make a visitor happier. He didn’t give a damn about the colour. It was the gate and the steel door that meant everything. It was through that door that his eldest son would step out. And it’s just then, when a locked-up human takes the first step into freedom, that he or she decides what they will be – not when the days are unfolding in there. It isn’t possible to think clearly behind walls. As for himself, he had kept on drinking mush that tasted like mould and urine – orange juice blended with rotten apples and old bread that had stood and fermented behind a radiator. But, two years ago, when he had taken his first step into freedom, he had decided: not a drop more. And he had succeeded. Without foolish meetings and miracle methods, without sitting in a circle and holding hands and singing in chorus.


They had locked up Ivan Dûvnjac but not what was inside him. And if a father can change, a son can change. That was what was about to happen. A father might fail when his son is young. But it can turn out well to meet again as adults.


Engine noises from the banked, winding side road.


The car was so quiet, it hardly drowned out the warbling, but rather was blended with it. Some little Japanese model. Not entirely modern, but entirely blue and entirely washed clean. A windscreen that could be looked through without getting stinging eyes. It stopped at the other end of the car park. He stretched and caught sight of a woman and a man in the front seats, other visitors who were also waiting for some longed-for person who would be released. They usually released them at this time of day. Not a single bloody person was waiting for him the last two turns, not even the mother of his three sons.


The woman was sitting in the passenger seat, and was wearing a blue and white dotted scarf over her hair and dark sunglasses. And a coat, it looked like. The man in the driver’s seat seemed dark and had a haircut that needed trimming, a little too long, just like a lot of people seemed to wear it these days.


The clock on the dashboard read 08.33. Twenty-seven minutes to go.


In very good time.


Ivan drew his hand through his hair, spreading his fingers out to make a rough comb and glancing at the rear-view mirror – not that he necessarily wanted to look smart, but what had begun on the inside ought to be possible to discern on the outside.


Then a door of the other car opened. The woman. She walked towards the wall, stood there and waited, relaxing with arms crossed and with her weight equally distributed on her legs, and her gaze turned to the gate, steady, resolute.


And suddenly he knew.


She didn’t have to take off those sunglasses. He knew exactly who she was. Who she was waiting for.


Eighteen years. It didn’t matter to him about the time that had passed. Eighteen years and her legs were just as steady, her gaze just as steady. It was just like that that she had stood and looked at him when he opened the door to her home and passed by their children, when he began to hit her in the kitchen, intending to kill her.


Britt-Marie.


Feelings don’t disappear. Hate sleeps under the surface like an evil virus and – when you least expect it – it expands and explodes between two thoughts.


He had stood in the stairwell with a finger on the doorbell’s black plastic button and had a choice. He had chosen not to turn back, not to walk back down the stairs. But he would have acted differently today, and he wondered if she would have done so, too.


Ivan stretched forward a little more, rubbed at the layer of shit to scrape away at least the part that was sticking on the inside. He could see a little better and it hit him between the lungs, the hate that had to be controlled. He hadn’t felt it for a long time, not so forcibly as now, when his whole body was preparing to charge towards Britt-Marie, towards the man who was still sitting in the car, thinking that he was waiting for Ivan’s son. He wanted to see the bastard’s face, to understand Britt-Marie, who she had become. The choice of partner revealed a person.


The rear-view mirror again and his splayed hand through his hair. The collar on his suit jacket must be folded down. The black shirt must be tucked into his trousers.


Whatever had happened so far, whatever might still happen, they belonged together.


Bound together.


That’s what you are for ever if you have children.


Responsibility, inward. Trust, inward. Against the world, outward.


He climbed out of the car and started to walk. If she was standing there, then her son’s own father should also stand nearer to the prison gate than the new man in a spotless Japanese car. New man? Why is she dragging him along here? What the fuck does he know about how a prison gets to you? How many times has he signed a receipt to get his personal belongings from the bottom of a cardboard box in order to step out into a changed reality?


He knows nothing. A coward who hides in the car.


Ivan was heading for the wall and gate but was soon forced to measure out the length of his steps – to walk more confidently. What was hurrying on the inside must not hurry on the outside. He must not walk too quickly, too aggressively, must pause at each placement of the foot.


He wanted to turn his head a little and look into the car, but she must not see how much he cared about it. The long-haired man would maybe toddle off when her ex-husband began to talk to her. She had certainly told him everything about who he was – or who she believed he was.


Britt-Marie.


So steady there by the steel gate, which would swing open and let their son out. Ivan walked nearer but not too close, not yet. He stopped at the gate’s other end, wanting first to see how she reacted.


Not a word.


Not a look.


She stood there like a wax doll, silent, and looked away from him.


‘I … have changed, Britt-Marie.’


It was as if he weren’t there. As if all the years of silence weren’t enough.


‘And you weren’t there, Britt-Marie, in the cabin when we were arrested.’


A furious snowstorm. A getaway car helpless in the ditch. A summer cabin surrounded by the police task-force.


‘But I was there. When it happened. Do you hear that, Britt-Marie? If I hadn’t … For the first time in my life, Britt-Marie, I was at the wrong place at the wrong time but did the right thing.’


And I delayed. I delayed.


‘Leo would never have surrendered. You know that. Our eldest son would not have survived. Do you hear that, Britt-Marie?’


‘Ivan?’


She spoke to him. He existed, again.


‘Is it … but please, is that what you go around imagining? So you can live with yourself? Ivan – you didn’t prevent anything at all! If you hadn’t been the way you were when they were growing up … good God, Leo would never have robbed any banks! Or ended up in a derelict summer cabin surrounded by elite police – with you!’ She kept her sunglasses on but he was certain she was observing him. ‘And Felix and Vincent wouldn’t have done time, either.’


Then he walked closer until only one half of the giant gate separated them. Between the steel bars of the grating, he glimpsed the central guard and the way in, the way out.


‘What happened then, Ivan, the first years when the boys were little, it was … the circumstances that formed them. All your bloody clan-building!’


He walked even closer while she was talking, a couple of metres between them, not more. She showed no fear, only determination.


‘But you didn’t give up! You had to keep going, to follow me, force your way into my new life. And it was then, right then, Ivan, when you tried to beat me to death in front of the eyes of your own sons, that the circumstances became the genesis.’


‘The genesis? What a fucking word. You talk like that nowadays?’


‘You drove him there, Ivan!’


‘Come on – we wouldn’t be fucking standing here in front of a prison waiting for our eldest son if you hadn’t split up the family.’


It was hard to see whether she was still beautiful, whether she had aged well. The scarf covered her forehead and the sunglasses covered most of her cheeks. She still had thin lips, at least, which she pursed so damn tight when she was angry or frustrated.


‘So … you’ve brought your new man here with you?’


He looked at the spotless car, since he was a little closer now. It didn’t help much. The head lacked clear contours and most of him stayed pale blue behind the tinted windows. Long hair and a beardless chin. You couldn’t even judge his age in the glittering light.


‘Is it even fair to him, Britt-Marie? Does Leo know that someone else is waiting for him too?’


A weak bloody smile. A sneer. She does it all with her lips. She likes it, he thought to himself, she’s even enjoying that I mind about the coward in the driver’s seat.


He tried, again, to see who it was. Impossible. But it was obvious that the eyes behind the spotless windscreen were watching him, pursuing him. And then – a body turning, an arm raised.


Her companion had decided to open the door and dare to come out.


‘Is there a problem?’


A young man’s voice. What the fuck? He hadn’t even considered that.


Same height as him. Dark in the same way he was himself. Broad shoulders like his own. Damn it, she’s just picked a younger copy. So fucking … unimaginative.


‘Mamma, is everything OK?’


Ivan didn’t take it in at first.


‘Mamma?’


That meant … It must be … Was it really him?


‘Hey, Mamma – is everything OK?’


A body that moved like Ivan’s own, forearms clearly swinging to and fro with wide gestures and motions that became gentle and demanded space without exertion. Felix. On his way to the gate to position himself between them; a large, empty car park and soon they would all be in the same small spot, contained within a strange force field.


‘Felix? Is that you? It was so …’


Now he saw clearly – his second oldest son wasn’t the same height at all, he was taller. And even broader.


‘… can’t we get together sometime … you and I, Felix?’


So many years, the same as with her, if you didn’t count one late evening and a couple of minutes in a hallway when both Felix and Vincent knocked on Leo’s door and tried to convince him not to commit that last bank robbery. When they opened the door, the robber who was going to replace them – the two brothers who had dropped out – was standing right there: their father.


‘Get together?’


‘It would be … nice to find out how things are with you, you know. How you are.’


‘It’s not any of your business how I am.’


He had already known before he asked the question that past events were still lingering, were in the way. He could see that in Felix’s face.


‘But, look, that was long ago.’


‘What I’d like to talk to you about, Ivan, I won’t talk to you about here.’


His face hissed Pappa, you should not have been there robbing that bank, it cost Vincent and me several years inside those fucking walls.


Ivan looked at the clock, this time a ticking watch. Perhaps to avoid facing the contempt. Perhaps time, which he hadn’t grasped, finally meant something.


That it was eighteen minutes until his eldest son was a free man.


That two years had passed without his drinking a drop.


That if he could change, Leo could change.




HE WAS ESCORTED through a several-hundred-metre-long passage, a dead straight, windowless transportation route underneath the prison’s dusty gravel courtyard. The stiff fabric of the shirt and trousers chafed the skin, but today he didn’t feel it. The click of the guards’ heels ricocheted off the concrete walls, but today he didn’t hear it.


The passage was divided by equidistant locked metal doors. At the next one, for those who remained, the stairs climbed up to C building’s divisions. But he kept going straight ahead, and both guards glanced up at the ceiling and the humming surveillance cameras; a wait of a few seconds, then there was a click as the lock was opened from the central guard.


At the same time, above them, the facility’s other inmates were on their way to the day’s scheduled work. Some to the workshop, others to the small factory to assemble green- and red-coloured blocks or sort screws into different sizes.


That was what he had done. Day after day, week after week – the first five years alternating between Kumla and Hall, Sweden’s only high-security prisons, the last year at Österåker. Together with murderers, assassins, drug smugglers and other bank robbers, he had sorted blocks on an assembly line. Until the evening came, the hours after being locked in the cell. Then he read. First the entire police investigation that was presented against him at the trial – separate preliminary investigations for each bank robbery and security van robbery and the one for the bomb at Stockholm’s Central Station and the one classified as blackmail against the police force. Six thousand pages of stilted police text, until he had memorised interrogations and arguments, and then he’d gone over to reading books. For him, the reading and sorting blocks were really the same thing, an attempt to stop, to prevent the brain from doing what he always otherwise did – think of time. He had of course always known how much. Exactly. The clock was ticking inside him. But behind bars, and for the first time without days and seasons, not one single bastard had got to him.


The next metal door.


More glances towards the surveillance camera, towards the humming and the click.


And they continued to walk in an underground passage that culminated in freedom, to that part of the world where time moved forward.


Now he would make use of it again. Become a part of it. Feel seconds and breaths. He knew what he would do when he had passed through the wrought-iron gate in the wall.


Take back.


Take back what doesn’t exist.


One more door in the passage, but this one was located directly in the concrete wall, and led neither further up to the division stairs nor was it controlled from the central guard. It was the door to the equipment room, containing jute sacks – which lay all over the place and smelled like a mud cellar – for those with shorter sentences, and cardboard boxes with handwritten name tags for lifers without a home other than Österåker correctional facility.


‘Dûvnjac?’


‘Yes?’


‘Your belongings – at the back if you follow the wall to the left.’


The symbolic prison release. To find his box among a few hundred other ones and unpack the past, all the way back to the day he was arrested. There. 0338 Dûvnjac. He ripped off the silver tape and folded out the flaps.


On the top was the watch he had worn then, stopped at a quarter past four, its battery having died long ago. He fastened it onto his wrist. Then the wallet, a couple of crumpled hundred kronor notes in one fold and the expired driving licence in the other. That was how the escape from the last bank robbery was planned – a normal family out driving the day before Christmas Eve, the car filled with gifts for celebrating Christmas with relatives – when a snowstorm and a ditch intervened. That – and a cop named John Broncks.


In the middle of the piles of clothes were his jeans. Still dirty and smelling of mud from the pond he had fallen into when the ice broke during the snowstorm.


The smell of failure.


‘You can throw that shit out. There should be something new.’


He put the trousers back in the bottom of the box, over the pile with equally reeking T-shirt, underwear, socks and boots, and waited while one of the guards dug around in another pile in the middle of the basement storage room.


‘Here.’


The plastic bag sailed in a wide curve through the room and he caught it and emptied it out. The clothes Mamma had left at her last visit. He tore off the ugly, loose-hanging correctional facility outfit and let six years fall to the floor.


‘I saw that the whole family is gathered outside,’ said the guard who threw the plastic bag of clothes to him, one of the few that it was possible to exchange a proper word with when no one was looking.


‘That’s how it is between brothers. Especially mine.’


‘They … haven’t they been out for a while?’


‘A couple of years. Now they are nearly as old as I am. We don’t age in here.’


‘Then they’ve made it through the worst of it. Two out of three. Do you get it? Two out of three are standing there knocking at the gate again after only a couple of months. Recidivism, you know. It’d be bloody nice to keep you out of that statistic.’


New jeans, socks, underwear. Clean shirt. The light windproof jacket and the black Reebok trainers. Each article of clothing in the same size as when he was locked up.


A flight of stairs led up to the central guard and the very last door. Leo looked into the glass booth at a uniformed woman who swivelled slightly in her office chair, framed by small, square monitors piled from floor to ceiling – black-and-white pictures collected from sixty-four cameras.


The prisoner named Leo Dûvnjac was no longer an object to be watched on any of them.


A few metres left.


To the ugly, grey, seven-metre-high concrete wall. To those who were standing on the other side, waiting. To an embrace that he could already feel in his body. Big, warm hugs. They had always greeted each other like that, his brothers, Felix and Vincent.


Six years in this world.


The twenty steps took him across the asphalt area to a wrought-iron gate that slowly opened out. The air was pleasant to breathe; the dusty, incarcerated, restricted world entirely gone. He stopped to take another breath, drawing it in and becoming dizzy. Then he saw them: the three he expected and hoped would be there, who he’d missed every day, many times every day. Mamma, Felix, Vincent.


He walked closer. And there was something that didn’t feel right.


Felix was there in the middle, like a border guard between two islands. They hadn’t seen each other for many years but it was him – that dark hair, the broad shoulders. And on one side of him, to the left – the strawberry blonde hair a shade greyer, the slightly stooping posture – was Mamma in a coat that looked like all her other ones. But on Felix’s other side, to the right, dressed up, the grey suit even pressed … Father? What the fuck was he doing here? And Vincent – why was he not here?


The gate’s slight creaking stopped when it was wide open, and as it began to swing shut again, he took his first step out, his back turned to a world he would leave and never return to again.


Mamma got the first hug. She was so small, she could easily fit in his arms.


‘Thanks for the clothes, dear Mamma.’


‘I’m so happy, Leo, so insanely happy that you are out.’


They held each other. To do that in freedom was very different. She wasn’t the only one holding tightly; he was too.


Then Felix.


‘Wonderful to see you.’


A bear hug. Like always.


‘Likewise, little brother.’


Then … Leo spun around once, and again, searching the car park.


‘Where the hell is Vincent?’


‘He’s … working. Couldn’t get away.’


‘Six years, Felix – and he “couldn’t get away”?’


‘A customer causing trouble. You know how it is.’


One left. Pappa. He stood there with both arms outstretched. A man who never ever hugged had clearly seen how the others acted.


‘Leo, my son.’


‘You? I really didn’t think that … that you’d come here.’


The arms remained outstretched as Ivan took the final step and embraced him.


‘If I can change, Leo, you can change.’


A forced hug. And his father whispered again, louder.


‘If I can change, you can change.’


‘Pappa, what the hell are you talking about?’


The two outstretched arms became two raised fingers.


‘Two years, my son.’


‘Two years, what?’


‘I’ve been out for two years. And not a goddamn drop.’


The hug. And Pappa hadn’t smelled at all. The weak scent of red wine, which always swirled around him, was gone.


‘And, Leo, listen, now we should—’


‘Later.’


‘Later?’


‘I don’t have time, Pappa.’


‘But you’re released now!’


‘Yeah. A whole lot to arrange.’


His father didn’t move.


‘Look, Leo, how the fuck would I know that Felix and … she would come. I’ve reserved a table, but only for us, for you and me, a welcome home lunch, we really need to talk, we—’


‘This evening.’


Not a drop?


Leo examined his father, uncertain whether it had made him a whole lot calmer. Last time they saw each other he hadn’t drunk anything either because that had been Leo’s demand – that Ivan should stay sober the days before the robbery.


Everything had gone to hell anyway.


For the moment he needed to keep his father at a distance without alienating him. Without stirring that paternal instinct that occasionally showed itself.


‘Did you say this evening?’


‘Yes. We can get together for a bit. I have … a little to do before that. OK?’


Leo avoided a disappointed look and passed by the shitty little Saab his Pappa pointed to and offered a ride in, and continued away from the wall and the prison gate and all those days locked up. He was already on the way somewhere else.


To a motorway a couple of dozen kilometres south-west of Stockholm.


And a completely ordinary rest area.


To dig up the past, and then, to take back what didn’t exist.




HE SHOULD FEEL HAPPY, through and through. Free. Free to drive wherever the fuck he wanted, to stop to piss exactly where and when he wanted. But he hadn’t counted on the combination outside the gate. Three people, sure. Mamma. Felix. That was as expected. But the third should not have been Pappa. A customer causing trouble. After all these years, Vincent couldn’t come and meet his big brother?


Leo travelled south, through a Stockholm he hadn’t seen for a long time. Past the suburban exits to Västertorp, Fruängen and Bredäng, and when he later reached the stretch where the old motorway ran parallel with the new, he couldn’t resist turning in his seat for a glimpse of the woodland tract he had lain in evening after evening, on a carpet of moss and among the humming mosquitoes, in order to scout and map out the military control unit. Back then, when he was faceless and had no criminal record; when he lacked criminal contacts both outside and inside the walls; when he had emptied a military weapons caisson of two hundred and twenty-one automatic weapons without being noticed.


Now they knew who he was.


Now he must think and plan in a new way.


The slow journey took him through a landscape that seemed to never end, not limited by cell doors and concrete crowned with double-toothed, razor-blade-sharp barbed wire. He passed Salem and Rönninge and waved at the exit to Hall – Sweden’s most oppressive prison, together with Kumla, and a place he had resided in three times when he was doing his time. The prison system operated like this – unannounced disciplinary removals in the early dawn – because an inmate should never know how the next day would look, shouldn’t have time to build up relationships, networks. He was a risk factor, classified as highly dangerous, and if you can break into weapons caissons, you can bust out of prison cells later on.


Södertälje Bridge – he had forgotten that something as simple as a motorway bridge and a view of a canal below could be so beautiful. The abrupt right turn onto the E20, the motorway that ends somewhere at Sweden’s coast, straight out to a sea towards the rest of the world. He wouldn’t drive that far, not yet, and he put on the brakes for the first time near a motorway sign giving the distance to Örebro and Strängnäs. He braked again at the next sign – a smaller blue and black one with an illustration of a bench beside a spruce tree next to the number 3. That meant a rest area and the first stage of his goal.


A long-distance lorry with Polish registration plates. Two toilets. A group of benches surrounded by rubbish bins.


That was all – no kiosk, no petrol station, the sort of place that looks the same after a long time in prison.


That was why he had picked out this site; it was here he had buried his cache.


He turned off the hire car’s engine and stepped out into the streaming sun, which enticed him to yawn and stretch. He looked around. Just one person here. Balding, untended beard, an unfiltered cigarette in one corner of his mouth. A driver who spent his life behind the lorry’s padded steering wheel.


Leo nodded to him, got a nod back and turned away. Vehicle after vehicle passed at high speed nearby while he looked around in the other direction, into the woodland – mostly pines and an occasional birch with heavy, hanging branches, here and there white patches of snow.


Sometime between bank robberies seven and eight he had stood exactly here and identified a tall, nearly round rock thirty-two paces away from the edge of the ditch. The first landmark. It had been autumn and early morning and it had smelled of compost. Now it smelled of meltwater, yellow grass and exhaust.


He moved to the car’s boot and observed, before he opened it, how the lorry driver was still occupied in lighting cigarettes and blowing out smoke in old-fashioned rings. And when he opened the boot lid and looked down, everything was in place. The hire car, which had been prepaid and was waiting with a full tank at the service station in Västberga, had been stocked according to his instructions – the sports kitbag and the plastic tub and the folding spade to the left, the box with waterproof boots, compass and two preprogrammed mobile phones to the right.


He changed shoes, folded the jacket and waited out the lorry driver. Not until the driver had disappeared into the inside lane of the busy road and he was entirely convinced that no other living creature was approaching did Leo jump over the gravel-filled ditch with the kitbag on his shoulder and go into the spruce forest. His boots sank deep into the wet grass and heavy snow but he felt light, strong. During the last six months of his sentence he had filled much of his time with building up his muscles. Not bulk, like the others. Strength training – push-ups, lat pull-downs, lunges, sit-ups – fine-tuning a body that would never get in the way of its own movements. If he ended up in that situation once again – hunted by twenty-five elite police officers – he would move quicker and for a longer time than his pursuers.


He didn’t remember the rock being so big; he felt over the rough surface with his hand at chest height until his fingertips discovered the narrow crevice. Cold, heavy snow came loose and fell down, but it was here he should stand, with his back against the crevice, to identify landmark number two.


The split tree.


One half was gone, decomposed for a long time, while the other half was reaching towards a crisp spring sky – he had already guessed the last time that it had been a lightning strike.


Correctly positioned, he turned his back to the remaining tree trunk and held the transparent compass against the glossy paper of the map. He twisted the compass housing until the meridian lines lay parallel with the lines on the map. The north arrow pointed to the north, the orienting arrow on the compass slanted to the left, and he began to walk the last ninety-two paces of the final stretch.


They had been everything to one another that day they were locked up in three different prisons – now one of them didn’t even show up when they were to be reunited.


The irritation gnawed, chafed, didn’t let go.


Fourteen paces.


All this time separated and his youngest little brother, whose nappies he had changed, who he’d prepared breakfast for, hadn’t even been there!


Twenty-two paces.


Two mobile phones in his breast pocket: the one with the encryption program built in which he’d use later, and the ordinary one, pay as you go, without a registered subscriber, to contact one of the numbers that had been preprogrammed. He waited while the signal searched for purchase. One ring, another, another. No answer.


Twenty-seven paces.


He rang again. Several rings.


Or … twenty-eight?


Still no fucking answer.


Maybe twenty-nine?


Leo stopped, breathed deeply. That didn’t help. He had totally lost count. The irritation was gliding across his skin and pricked everywhere like a needle, in, out, in, out.


He went back. Landmark two. The split tree, his back to the healthy trunk and the compass on the glossy paper of the map. And he began to walk and count again, at the same time as he rang the number for the third time.


Long rings. Then the voice he wanted.


‘Hello …?’


It had been a teenager’s voice then, and now belonged to someone halfway between twenty and thirty.


‘Hello yourself, little brother.’


Who was the same age he had been himself at the time of the arrest.


‘Leo?’


‘Yeah.’


‘Is that you … Shit, I didn’t recognise the number.’


‘You weren’t there today.’


‘I …’


Fifteen paces.


‘… shit, Leo, I’m sorry …’


It was easier to count now.


‘… the job, you know, a customer who couldn’t decide what fucking tile she wanted above the cooker.’


Leo’s irritation began to fade slowly.


‘The job? Mamma mentioned that. Vincent – so you have your own business!’


‘Mmm.’


Six conversations from a telephone in a grubby prison corridor. One a year. That had been all the contact, and now – with the sound of someone opening a paint tin in the background – it became very clear. His little brother was actually at a construction site, living an adult life with a well-ordered workday.


‘So when can we see each other?’


‘See each other?’


‘Yeah, Vincent. Meet. Naturally I want to see my youngest brother.’


‘There’s, well, a lot going on right now … Shit, I don’t really know. I—’


‘Tomorrow maybe? Or will you have a customer causing trouble then too?’


‘Yes … maybe, I’ll …’


‘Are you trying to get out of seeing me, Vincent?’


‘No. No, dammit. You know that. I just—’


‘Well, then. Tomorrow at Mamma’s. OK?’


‘Sure. See you tomorrow.’


Thirty-two paces. The forest was so still, the sun piercing through the tight lattice of branches, the persistent rays heating up as they did in April. Forty-four paces. He avoided stepping into a muddy puddle, looked around and checked the compass one last time. Fifty-seven paces. The red arrow quavered under the plastic base plate and pointed towards the magnetic north pole, while the other arrow, the one in the compass housing, pointed towards his future.


Thirty-five paces left.


[image: image]


Vincent held the phone for a long time, cradling it in his hand. The whole conversation was still there. Words he didn’t want to utter again, to trot out again, as usual when you’re ashamed.


If he turned off the ringtone, if he laid the phone on the tin of filler’s lid with the display turned downward, then if it rang again, then with no sound, no light, he would not have to know. Not need to answer.


He was kneeling in a bathroom that was covered with standard white tiles, apart from a thin row of yellow-speckled mosaic tiles around a heart-shaped mirror, colour that seemed to ooze out of the wall and become a pus-filled sore.


He tried to smile at the image in the mirror.


It didn’t work. The lips formed an uncertain straight line instead.


Are you trying to get out of seeing me?


If his voice had sounded as guilty as the eyes that were staring back at him now, then Leo had understood. A lie. From one brother to another.


Only the grouting left to do, the sticky, white paste that would make the tile wall come together. Out of the kitchen came the slapping sound of a wet roller as it applied paint onto a ceiling. One more day and this flat would be finished and the new owners could move in.


He tried to think away the anxiety.


Whatever, all thoughts were allowed, the more twisted the better, as long as they kick-started his brain and drove away the hellish anxiety that had climbed into his chest in earnest a couple of weeks earlier and from there had crept upward – from the moment he had suddenly realised that his brother would be let out, that he was getting ready for his release.


He walked out into the hall, his steps echoing in empty rooms, and he looked around at what was his job now, his life. He had started the business half a year after his own release; no more foremen who asked about his past. Everything got going quickly and one job led to another, one satisfied customer becoming the next satisfied customer.


Employment that was enough, just: income that made the workday go round, but nothing more. But dammit, he had employed a worker part-time – those wet roller strokes that were painting the ceiling in the kitchen. From never having had any contact, they painted and nailed and tiled side by side now. But he hadn’t told anyone yet, neither Felix nor Mamma. How could he when he couldn’t explain why even to himself? Why he had offered employment to an additional pair of hands when his own were enough. Why a one-time case of stepping-in for a single paint job had turned into another and another.


‘When you’re done in here, there are a few small spots on the bathroom ceiling too.’


He had stopped at the doorway to the kitchen, following the painter’s practised movements.


‘In a minute. But here, have you seen this? The idiots want to have matt paint – not glossy. Who the fuck’s that brainless – matt on a kitchen ceiling? And by the way, Vincent, who was that? Who were you talking to?’


He knew.


Vincent felt himself slipping closer. Closer to hazy memories.


He is seven years old when his father comes back and forces his way in through the front door and hall – furious and sober and with clenched fists that methodically smash Mamma.


That’s why. Why he’d employed him. But, in spite of a couple of months among tins of paint and tile cutters, he hadn’t come any closer to understanding those memories.


‘Vincent?’


‘Yes?’


‘Who was that?’


The newly employed painter looked at him. It was a small flat, not more than a couple of metres between bathroom and kitchen, and sound easily carried through empty rooms. He had heard the whole conversation and gathered who had called.


‘What do you mean, who?’


‘The person you were talking to.’


‘Nobody.’


Vincent swallowed down what was stuck in his throat. He had called Leo nobody.


‘Nobody, Vincent? Who the fuck is that? Or do you sit there on the toilet and talk to the tiles?’


‘You know who.’


Nobody.


‘Leo. It was Leo. My big brother. Your oldest son.’


Nobody.


Vincent was ashamed, like before, when he looked into the kitchen and met his father’s eyes, their father’s eyes. The roller in the rough hand was lowered from the ceiling and wayward paint drops fell onto the hard protective lining paper.
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