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HE SHOULDN’T HAVE.


They’re coming from over there. They’re coming now. Over the hill, past the jungle gym.


Twenty metres away, maybe thirty. Near the red flowers, like the ones outside Säter Psychiatric Institution, which he used to believe were roses.


He shouldn’t have.


It wasn’t going to feel the same now, because he had. Lesser, somehow. Almost numbed.


There are two of them. They’re walking side by side, talking – friends. Friends talk to each other in a certain way, with their hands. The dark-haired one seems to be doing most of the talking. She’s eager, wants to say everything, all at once. The blonde one mostly listens. As if she’s tired. Or as if she’s the type who doesn’t speak, who doesn’t need to take up space all the time to show she’s alive. Maybe that’s the way it is: one dominates and one is dominated. Isn’t that how it always is?


He shouldn’t have jerked off.


But that was this morning. Twelve hours ago. Maybe it didn’t matter. Maybe it didn’t make much of a difference.


He knew this morning, as soon as he woke up. Tonight was going to be a good night for it. Today is a Thursday, just like last time. The day is sunny and clear, just like last time.


They’re wearing similar jackets. Thin, white, some kind of nylon with a hood on the back, he’d seen quite a few of them since Monday. Two small backpacks slung over their shoulders. All those backpacks, everything in a pile in one large compartment, he can’t understand it, will never understand it. They are close, closer, he hears their conversation, their laughter again, they’re laughing at the same time, the blonde one more carefully, not afraid, just taking up less space.


His choice of outfit was deliberate. Jeans, T-shirt, a cap on backwards, just like he’d been seeing in the park since Monday; they wear them that way nowadays, backwards.


‘Hi there.’


They jump, stop. Then silence. The kind of silence that happens when an ambient sound suddenly stops, forcing the ear to listen. Maybe he should have adopted a southern accent? He’s good at that, and some pay more attention, because it sounds important somehow. He’s been collecting voices for three days. No southern accent. No northern accent either. This is a city that speaks what might be called proper Swedish. No diphthongs, and not much slang. Boring, actually. He fingers his cap, rotates it one turn, pressing it a little harder against his neck, still backwards.


‘Hi, girls. What are you doing out so late?’


They look at him, at each other. They attempt to leave. He tries to appear relaxed, leaning slightly against the backrest of the bench. Which animal? Squirrel? Rabbit? A car? Candy? He shouldn’t have masturbated. He should have prepared better.


‘We’re on our way home. We’re allowed to be out this late.’


*


She knows that she’s not supposed to talk to him.


She’s not supposed to talk to adults she doesn’t know. She knows that.


But he’s not an adult. Not really. He doesn’t look like an adult. Not really. He’s wearing a cap. And he’s not sitting like an adult. Adults don’t sit like that.


Her name is Irena Stanczyk. A Polish surname. She’s from Poland. Or, not her, but her mum and dad. She’s from Mariefred.


She has two sisters. Diana and Izabella. Older, almost married, they don’t live at home any more. She misses them; it was nice to have two sisters at home, but now she’s alone with Mum and Dad, and they’re more worried now, always asking where she’s going, who she’s meeting, what time she’s coming home.


They need to stop that. She’s nine years old now.


*


It’s the dark one who does all the talking. The one with long hair held back by a pink hairband. Almost as if she’s talking back. Foreigner. With an attitude. She looks down on the chubby blonde one. It’s the dark one that decides – he sees that, feels it.


‘Girls as little as you? I don’t believe it. What could you be up to at this time of day?’


He likes the chubby blonde one best. She has cautious eyes. He’s seen those kinds of eyes before. Now she dares, she glances at the other one first, then at him.


‘We were practising, actually.’


*


It’s still just Maria talking. She always says what they think.


Now it’s her turn. She’s also going to speak.


He doesn’t seem dangerous. Not angry. He’s wearing a nice cap, just like Marwin, her big brother. Her name is Ida and she knows why. Her brother Marwin picked it. He read it in a book by Astrid Lindgren. So ugly. That’s what she thinks. Sandra is prettier. Or Isidora. But Ida. That’s the name of the girl Emile hoisted up a flagpole.


She’s hungry. It has been a long time since she’s eaten. School lunch today had been disgusting, some kind of meat casserole. She’s always hungry after she trains.


They usually rush home to eat, but now Maria is just talking and talking, and the man in the cap keeps asking.


*


No animal. No car. No candy. He doesn’t need that. They’re talking to him. He knows it’s settled now. If they talk to him, it’s settled. He looks at the blonde chubby one. She dared to speak. He didn’t think she would. The one who is naked.


He smiles. He always does that. They like that. You put your trust in people who smile. You smile when someone smiles at you. Just the chubby blonde one. Just her.


‘So you were training? Doing what, if you don’t mind my asking?’


The chubby blonde one smiles. He knew it. She looks at him. She looks just above him. He knows. He grabs his cap, turns it half a turn until the peak appears. He bows, takes it off, lifting it up, holding it in the air above her head.


‘Do you like it?’


She raises her eyebrows, glancing up without moving her head, as if she might bump it against an invisible ceiling. She hunches up, making herself smaller.


‘Yeah. It’s nice. Marwin has one like that.’


Just her.


‘Marwin?’


‘My big brother. He’s twelve.’


He lowers the cap. The invisible ceiling, he passes through it. He swiftly strokes her fair hair. It’s shiny and quite soft. He puts his cap on her head. On its shiny softness. The red and green suits her.


‘You look nice. It suits you.’


She doesn’t say anything. The dark one is about to say something, so he continues hurriedly.


‘It’s yours.’


‘Mine?’


‘Yeah, if you want it. You look beautiful in it.’


She looks away. She takes the dark one by the hand. She wants to pull them away, away from the park bench, away from the man who has just given her a red and green cap.


‘You don’t want it?’


She stops, lets go of the dark one’s hand.


‘Yeah.’


‘Well then.’


‘Thank you.’


She curtsies. It’s so rare these days. Girls used to do that. Not any more. Now everyone is supposed to be equal, no curtsying, no bowing either.


The dark-haired one has been silent longer than usual, now she firmly grabs hold of the blonde one’s chubby little hand. She almost jerks it, both stumble.


‘Come on. Let’s go now. It’s just a fucking cap guy.’


The blonde chubby one looks at the dark-haired one, then at him, then defiantly back at the dark-haired one again.


‘Soon.’


The dark one raises her voice.


‘No. Now.’


She turns towards him. Runs her hand through her long hair.


‘And besides. It’s ugly. Probably the ugliest one I’ve ever seen.’


She points to the red and green cap. Presses her finger hard against it.


An animal. Soon. A cat. A dead cat maybe. They are nine or maybe ten years old. A cat is fine.


‘You never said what you did at the gym.’


The dark one holds her hands at her waist. Like an old lady, a shrill old lady. Like the old lady at Säter Institution, the first time. The kind who wants to raise you and change you. He can’t be changed. He doesn’t want to be changed. He is who he is.


‘Gymnastics. We’ve been practising gymnastics. We do it all the time. Now we’re leaving.’


They walk away, the dark-haired one first, the blonde one second, not as quickly, not as determined. He looks at their backs, their naked backs, bare buttocks, bare feet. He runs after them, past them, stands in front, stretching out his hands.


‘What are you up to, fucking cap guy?’


‘Where?’


‘What do you mean, where?’


‘Where do you train?’


Two elderly ladies are walking up the hill. They are almost at the flowers that aren’t roses. He looks at them. He looks down, counts to ten hastily, looks up again. They’re still there, but about to turn, take another path, towards the fountain.


‘What are you up to, fucking cap guy? Are you having a stroke?’


‘Where do you work out?’


‘It doesn’t matter.’


The blonde chubby one stares angrily at her friend. Maria is talking for both of them again. She doesn’t agree. She doesn’t think they need to be so mean.


‘We practise at Skarpholm Hall. You know. The one over there.’


She points to the hill, the direction they just came from. The cat. The dead cat. Fuck it. Fuck animals.


‘Is it a nice gym?’


‘No.’


‘It’s grosser than you.’


They’re both taking the bait. Not even the dark one can stay quiet.


He’s still standing in front of them. He lowers his arms. Runs one hand over his black moustache. Almost petting it.


‘I know a new gym. A brand new gym. It’s close to here. Actually, over there, by the high rise, the white building next to it, do you see it? I know the guy who owns it. I usually go there myself. Maybe you can train there? Your whole club could, as well.’


He points excitedly, and they follow his arm and finger, the blonde chubby one curiously, the dark-haired whore with attitude.


‘There’s no gym over there, fucking cap guy. There isn’t.’


‘Have you been there?’


‘No.’


‘Well then. There is a gym there. A brand new one. And it’s not gross.’


‘You’re lying.’


‘Lying?’


‘Lying.’


*


Maria just keeps talking. It’s always her doing all the talking. She shouldn’t talk for other people. She shouldn’t be so mean. It’s because she didn’t get a cap.


She believes him. She got his red and green cap. He knows the guy who owns the gym. She doesn’t like Skarpholm Hall – it smells old, the carpets smell almost like vomit.


‘I believe you. Marwin said there’s a new hall there. It would be nicer to practise there.’


*


Ida really believes there’s a new gym. She believes everything she hears. It’s just because she got an ugly cap.


She knows what new gyms look like. She saw one in Warsaw when she was there with her mum and dad.


‘I know there’s no new gym there, cap guy. I know that you’re lying. If there’s no new gym there when we get there I’m gonna tell my mum and dad.’


*


It’s a beautiful day. June, sunny, warm, a Thursday. Two little whores are walking in front of him down a park path. The dark-haired one is everybody’s whore. The blonde chubby one is his whore alone. Whores whores whores. With their long hair, their thin jackets, their tight trousers. He shouldn’t have touched himself.


The blonde chubby whore turns around and looks at him.


‘We have to be home soon. We have to eat. Mum and Marwin and me. I’m so hungry, I’m always hungry after gymnastics.’


He smiles. They like that. He reaches for the cap sitting on her head, pulling gently on the peak.


‘Come on, this will be super quick. I promise you that. We’re almost there. So you can see if you like it. If you want to train there, it smells new, you know how it smells when something smells like new?’


They go in. He’s been sleeping there for three nights. It was easy to break the door open. A basement filled with storage rooms full of useless crap: boxes of kitchen utensils and books, strollers, IKEA bookshelves, rugs, an occasional floor lamp. Just shit. Except the second furthest from the back, number thirty-three, a black children’s five-speed bike that he sold for two hundred and fifty kronor; a full basement and one shitty kids’ bike. He grabs them by the arms when they walk through the cellar door. He holds tight, one in each hand, they scream just like they always scream, he holds on even tighter. He’s the one who decides. He does the deciding, and whores do the screaming. He’s been sleeping there for three nights, he knows nobody goes down here, not to the cellar, not during the evenings. Two mornings he heard people in the cellar entrance, someone in a storage space, then silence. Whores can scream. Whores should scream.


*


She thinks about Marwin. She thinks about Marwin. She thinks about Marwin. About Marwin’s room. Is he there now? She hopes that he’s there, in his room. At home. With Mum. He’s probably lying in bed reading. He usually does that in the evening. Mostly Donald Duck paperbacks. Still. He read the Lord of the Rings trilogy not too long ago. But he likes Donald Duck comics the most. He’s probably there, she just knows it.


*


Fucking fucking cap guy. Fucking fucking cap guy. Fucking fucking cap guy.


She’s not supposed to talk to his kind. Mum and Dad ask her all the time, and she always says she never talks to them. And she doesn’t. She just gets kind of cocky. Ida doesn’t dare. But she dares. Mum and Dad are going be angry when they find out she spoke to one. She doesn’t want them to be angry.


*


Number thirty-three is the best. That’s where he found the bike. That’s where he’s been sleeping.


They’re not screaming any more. The blonde chubby whore is crying, snot running from the nose, her eyes red. The dark-haired whore stares defiantly at him, challenging him, hating him. He binds their hands to one of the white pipes running along the grey concrete wall. It’s hot, probably a water pipe, it burns the skin of their forearms. They kick at him, and every time they kick, he kicks back. Until they learn. Then they don’t kick any more.


They sit still. Whores should sit still. Whores should wait. He’s the one who decides. He takes off his clothes. T-shirt, jeans, underwear, shoes, socks. In that order. He does it in front of them. If they don’t look at him, he kicks them until they do. Whores should look. He stands in front of them naked. He’s beautiful. He knows he’s beautiful. A fit body. Muscular legs. Firm buttocks. No belly. Beautiful.


‘What do you say?’


The dark-haired whore is crying.


‘Fucking fucking cap guy.’


She cries. It took some time, but now she’s just like all whores.


‘What do you say? Am I beautiful?’


‘Fucking fucking cap guy. I want to go home.’


His penis is erect. He’s the one who decides. He walks over to them, pushes it up against their faces.


‘Beautiful, right?’


He did it twice this morning. He can only do it twice more. He masturbates in front of them. He’s breathing heavily, kicking the blonde chubby one when she looks away for a moment, comes onto their faces, in their hair, smearing it around as they shake their heads.


They’re crying. Whores cry so fucking much.


He takes off their clothes. Their shirts, he has to cut them off, since their hands are fastened to the hot pipe. They’re smaller than he’d imagined. They don’t even have boobs.


He takes off everything except their shoes. Not the shoes. Not yet. The blonde chubby whore has pink shoes. Almost like patent leather. The dark-haired whore has white trainers. The kind tennis players wear. He bends down. In front of the blonde chubby whore. He kisses her pink patent-leather shoes, on top, near the toes. He licks them, from the toes, along the shoe, and to its heel. He takes them off.


Her whore foot is so beautiful. He lifts it up. She’s about to fall further backwards. He licks her ankle, her toes, sucking on each one for a long time. He glances up at her face – she’s still crying. He feels an intense desire.




 


SHE WAKES UP when the morning paper arrives. Every damn time. A thud against the wooden floor. Door after door. She’s tried getting up to stop him, but always too late. She’s seen his back several times. A young guy with a ponytail. If she caught up with him, she’d tell him exactly how people feel on a Sunday morning at five o’clock.


She can’t go back to sleep now. She turns, twists, sweats, tries and tries and tries to fall asleep, but it’s too late. It used to be no problem, but now her thoughts overwhelm her. She’s tense by six in the morning – fuck the paperboy and his ponytail.


The newspaper is as thick as a Bible on Sundays. She lies down with a section, looks at a word here and there. Too much text, she can’t make sense of it, all those interesting stories about interesting people that she should read, but doesn’t. She ends up putting them all in a pile intending to read them later, and never does.


She’s restless. Newspaper, coffee, teeth, breakfast, bed, desk, teeth again. It’s not even half past seven on a Sunday morning in June. The sun whips through the blinds, but she turns her face away, not yet ready for the light. Too much summer, too many people walking hand in hand, too many people sleeping next to each other, too many people laughing, playing, loving – she can’t take it, not yet.


She goes down to the basement. To her storage space. Where it’s dark, lonely, messy.


She knows it will take her at least two hours to clean it. By that time it will at least be nine thirty.


The first thing she sees is that the padlock has been busted. On the storage pens next to hers, too. She should find out who owns them. Thirty-two and thirty-four. Seven years in this building, and she’s never seen either of them. Now they have something in common, they all own a broken padlock. Now they can talk to each other.


Then she notices the bike. Or rather the lack of bike. Jonathan’s expensive, black, five-speed bicycle. Which she was going to sell for at least five hundred kronor. Now she has to call him, at his father’s house. Might as well tell him about it now, so he’s calmed down by the time he comes back.


Afterwards, she has a hard time understanding why she didn’t see. That she could think about who owns storage spaces number thirty-two and thirty-four, about Jonathan’s black mountain bike. It was as if she didn’t want to see, couldn’t. When the police questioned her, she started laughing hysterically when asked what she saw when she opened the storage door. Her first important impression. She laughed long until she started coughing, she laughed while tears ran down her face, she explained that her first and only thought was that Jonathan would be sad that his black mountain bike was gone, that he wouldn’t be able to buy the video games she’d promised him with the money they were going to get for it, at least five hundred.


She had never seen death before, never encountered people who looked at her without breathing.


Because that’s what they did. Looked at her. They lay on the cement floor, their heads cradled on flowerpots, like hard pillows. They were little girls, younger than Jonathan, not more than ten. One fair-haired and one dark-haired. They were bloody: face, chest, genitals, thighs. Dried blood everywhere, except on their feet, the feet were so lovely, almost as if they’d been washed.


She’d never seen them before. Or maybe she had? They lived so close.


Of course. She must have seen them. In the store or maybe in the park? There were always a lot of children in the park.


They lay there on the floor of her storage space for three days. That was what the coroner said. Sixty hours. They had traces of semen in their vaginas, anuses, on their upper bodies, in their hair. The vagina and anus had been subjected to what was called blunt force. A sharp object, probably metal, had been forced inside repeatedly, which caused major internal bleeding.


They might have gone to the same school as Jonathan. There were always so many little girls in the playground. All the little girls looked the same.


They were naked. Their clothes lay in front of them, just inside the storage door. Piece after piece, as if lined up in an exhibition. The jackets folded, trousers rolled up, shirts, underwear, socks, shoes, hairbands, all in a neat row, carefully arranged, two centimetres between each one, two centimetres to the next garment.


They looked at her. But they weren’t breathing.




Close to Now
I
(One Day)




 


HE’D ALWAYS FELT silly in masks. A grown man in a mask should feel silly. He’d seen other men do the same thing. Winnie the Pooh or Scrooge McDuck or something similar, they’d done it with a kind of gravitas, as if the mask didn’t bother them. I’ll never understand, he thought. I’ll never get used to it. I’ll never be the kind of father I wanted and decided to become.


Fredrik Steffansson fingered the plastic in front of his face. Thin, tight-fitting, colourful. A rubber band on the back, pressing hard against his hair. It was difficult to breathe, smelled of saliva and sweat.


‘Run, Dad! You’re not running! You’re just standing there! The Big Bad Wolf always runs!’


She stood in front of him with her head tilted back, her long blonde hair full of grass and dirt. She was trying to look angry, but an angry child doesn’t smile, and she was smiling as a child does when the Big Bad Wolf is chasing her around a small-town house lap after lap, until he’s completely out of breath, and wants to be somebody without a mask, without a plastic wolf tongue or wolf teeth.


‘Marie, I can’t any more. The Big Bad Wolf has to sit down. The Big Bad Wolf wants to be small and kind.’


She shook her head.


‘One more time, Dad! Just one more time.’


‘You said that last time.’


‘This is the last time.’


‘You said that last time, too.’


‘Absolutely last.’


‘Absolutely?’


‘Absolutely.’


I love her, he thought. She’s my daughter. It took time. I didn’t see it, but now I do. I love her.


Then he glimpsed a shadow. Right behind him. It was moving slowly, stealthily. He’d thought he was in front of him somewhere, over by the trees, but now he was behind him, moving slowly at first, then faster. At the exact same time, the girl with grass and dirt in her hair attacked from the front. They tackled him from opposite directions. He staggered and fell to the ground, and they threw themselves on top of him, lay there. The girl held her hand up in the air and a dark-haired five-year-old boy held up his. They high-fived.


‘He gives up, David!’


‘We won!’


‘The pigs are the best!’


‘The pigs are always the best!’


When two five-year-olds attack the Big Bad Wolf from either direction, he doesn’t have a chance. That’s just how it is. He rolled over with the two children still on top of him. He lay on his back and took the plastic off his face, squinting up at the bright sunlight. He laughed out loud.


‘It’s so weird. Somehow I never win. Have I ever won? Even once? Can you explain that, you two?’


He spoke, but the other two weren’t listening. The other two held a prize in their hands, a plastic mask that they wanted to try on and run away with ceremonially – go into the house and up to the second floor to Marie’s room, put it on the dresser next to their other prize, stand in front of both for a while, the height of eternal glory in two five-year-old friends’ Duckburg.


He watched their backs as they left him. He watched his neighbour’s son and his daughter. So much life, all the years they held in their hands, months running through their fingers. I envy them. I envy them their infinite time: the feeling that an hour is long, that winter will never end. They disappeared through the door, and he turned his face to the sky, lying on his back and looking at the shades of blue. He did that as a kid, and he did it now. Skies are always made of more than one blue. He had a good life back then, as a child. His father was a career officer, a captain, a field officer with the potential for a career to be embroidered on his shoulder. His mother had been a housewife in the apartment he and his brother left each morning and returned home to at night. He never knew what she did in between, three bedrooms on the third floor of an apartment block. He’d thought about it often, how she could stand those repetitive days.


Everything changed when he turned twelve. Or the day after, to be exact. It was as if Frans had waited until his birthday passed, hadn’t wanted to destroy it, as if he knew birthdays were more than just birthdays for his little brother. Knew they were all his longing in one day.


Fredrik Steffansson stood up, brushed the grass from his shirt and shorts. He thought about Frans a lot, more now than ever. One day he was just gone – his bed made and empty, their conversations over. Frans had hugged him that morning for a long time, longer than he usually did, hugged him and said goodbye and went to Strängnäs station and took the train an hour into Stockholm. When he arrived he continued on towards the subway, bought a ticket and sat down in a subway car on the green line south towards Farsta. At Medborgarplatsen he’d stepped off, jumped down from the platform and slowly walked along the rails in the tunnel towards Skanstull. Six minutes later a subway driver saw a man in the headlights of the train, threw on the brakes, and screamed in panic, agony and terror as the first car crashed into a fifteen-year-old’s body.


After that, they left Frans’s bed untouched. The bedspread stretched, the red blanket weighing on the foot of the bed. Fredrik didn’t know why, then; didn’t know now either. Maybe they’d left it to welcome Frans if he ever came back? For a long time, Fredrik had hoped to see his big brother standing in front of him again, hoped it was a big mistake. Mistakes do happen sometimes.


It was as if the rest of his family died on the tracks that day too, in a tunnel between Medborgarplatsen and Skanstull. His mother was no longer waiting at home all day. She never said where she went, just came home after dark, regardless of the season. His father had collapsed – the captain’s straight back was bent now. He’d never talked much, but now he was almost mute, and he never hit again. Fredrik couldn’t remember any more punches.


They stood in the doorway again. Marie and David. They were the same height, the height of five-year-olds. He’d forgotten the precise figures, but had received a note with weight and height from her nursery school. They are as tall as they are – he wasn’t much for printouts of statistics.


Marie still had grass and dirt in her long blonde hair, David’s dark hair lay plastered to his forehead and temples. He’d worn the mask inside. Fredrik could see that, and it made him laugh.


‘You two look good. Like me, I suppose. A bath is what we need. Pigs take baths, did you know that?’


He didn’t wait for their response. He put his hands on two thin shoulders, pushed them slowly back into the house, through the hall, past Marie’s room, past his bedroom, to the large bathroom. He filled the old claw-footed tub with water – he’d found it at an auction in Svinnegarn, at an estate right off Road 55. He sat there for more than half an hour every night, letting the hot water refresh his skin, while he was thinking, just thinking, structuring the next day’s writing, the next chapter. Now the water worried him. Not too hot, not too cold, white foam from a green Donald Duck, which looked inviting, soft. They climbed in voluntarily, to his surprise, sat at one end, and he hurriedly undressed himself and sat down at the other.


Five-year-olds are so small. It’s only when they’re naked that you realise it. Their soft skin, slender bodies, constantly expectant faces. He looked at Marie, white bubbles on her forehead, slipping down along her nose – he looked at David, the shampoo bottle in his hand, upside down and empty and even more bubbles. He didn’t have any pictures of himself as a five-year-old, he tried to imagine his head on Marie’s shoulders, they resembled each other, people often commented upon it triumphantly, which surprised him, but embarrassed Marie. His five-year-old face on her body, he should be able to remember, to feel what he felt, but all that came back to him was the beating his father gave him in the living room, that big fucking hand against his back and bottom. He remembered that, remembered Frans’s face pressed against the glass door to the living room.


‘The foam is gone.’


David held out the bottle, shook it a few times onto the water to demonstrate.


‘I can see that. Probably because you poured everything out.’


‘Was that wrong?’ Fredrik sighed.


‘No. Of course not.’


‘Now you have to buy us a new one.’


He also used to watch when Frans was beaten. Their father never noticed them standing there behind the glass door. Frans was older. He took more punches, the beatings lasted longer, at least it seemed that way from a few metres away. Only as an adult did Fredrik remember. The beatings had ended more than fifteen years ago, and at some point just before thirty it suddenly hit him – the big hand and the pane of glass in the living room door. Since then he’d been overcome by memories of that living room again and again. He didn’t feel angry, strangely enough, or vindictive, just grief; maybe grief was the best description of what he felt.


‘Daddy, we have more.’


He looked at Marie emptily. She was chasing it, the emptiness.


‘Hello!’


‘We have more?’


‘We have more Donald Ducks.’


‘We have?’


‘On the bottom shelf. Two more. We bought three.’


Frans’s grief had been greater. He was older, had time for more beatings. Frans used to cry behind the glass. But only then. Only when he was watching. He lived with his grief, hid it, carried it until it became his own, until at last he turned it on himself, into a giant blow from a thirty-tonne train.


‘Here.’


Marie had climbed out of the tub, walked to the other side of the room to the bathroom cabinet and opened it. She pointed proudly.


‘Two of them. I knew it. I knew you should buy three.’


The bathroom floor was wet, foam and water flowing off her body, and she didn’t notice of course, walked back with a Donald Duck in her hand and climbed into the tub again. She opened it with unexpected ease. David grabbed hold of it and emptied it without looking up, without hesitation. Then he shouted something that sounded like yippee, and they high-fived for the second time in an hour.




 


HE HATED NONCES. Just like everyone else. But he was a professional. This was just a job. He’d convinced himself of that. A job a job a job.


Åke Andersson had been transporting prisoners to and from Swedish prisons for thirty-two years. He was fifty-nine years old. His salt and pepper hair was still thick and well taken care of. A kilo overweight. Tall, taller than any of his colleagues, taller than any perp he’d transported. Two metres, he usually said. He was actually two metres and three centimetres, but people that tall are considered freaks, nature’s defects, and he was tired of that.


He hated rapists. Little bastards who have to force their way into a pussy. But he hated the child rapists most of all. The feeling was so intense and forbidden, and it got worse every time they said hello to him – the only time he felt anything at all during the day, an aggression that scared him. He suppressed the urge to turn off the engine, jump between the seats, push the bastard into the rear window.


He revealed nothing.


He’d transported worse scum. Or at least scum with longer sentences. He’d seen them all. He’d put every fucking headline in handcuffs, walked them to the door of his van, stared at them blankly in his rear-view mirror. Quite a few of them were idiots. Fools. Some got it. They knew the costs. All that fucking talk from people on the outside about compassion and treatment and rehabilitation. Don’t do the crime, if you can’t do the time. As simple as that.


He knew who the nonces were. Every single one. They had a look about them. He didn’t need to see any sentence. Any papers. He saw it on them and hated them. He’d tried to say that a few times at the pub over a beer. That he could see it, and when they wondered how, he hadn’t been able to explain. They’d mistaken he was homophobic, prejudiced, not a humanist, and so he never said it again, didn’t have the energy, but he could see it and those nonces knew it, no matter how they tried to hide it when he met them.


He’d transported this one at least six times before – in ninety-one a few trips back and forth from the court of appeal and Kronoberg jail, then again when he’d escaped in ninety-seven, in ninety-nine from Säter Institution to somewhere else, and now in the middle of the night to Söder Hospital. He looked at him – they looked at each other, a meaningless stare-down in the rear-view mirror. He seemed normal. They always did. To other people. Short, not fat, a crew cut, quiet. Completely normal. The sort of man who raped children.


They hit a red light at the hill that led up towards the hospital. Sparse late-night traffic. Then a siren and blue lights came from behind him. He stopped while the ambulance passed by.


‘We’re here, Lund. Thirty seconds. Get ready. We called and a doctor will be here soon to take a look at you.’


He refused to speak to a nonce. Always had. His colleague knew that. Ulrik Berntfors thought the same way he did. They all did. But Ulrik didn’t hate them.


‘So we won’t have to wait for breakfast. And you won’t have to sit in the waiting room wearing those.’


Ulrik Berntfors pointed at the man called Lund. To the chains on his stomach. At his belly chains. He’d never used them on anyone before. But those were his orders. Oscarsson had called specifically about them. When he’d asked Lund to take off his clothes, he got a smile and a slow thrust of the hips as his answer. A metal belt around his stomach, four chains down his legs fastened to shackles at his ankles, two chains across the upper body fastened to handcuffs. He’d seen them on the news and on professional visits to India, but never here; Swedish prison services controlled their inmates numerically, more guards than perps, sometimes handcuffed, never with chains under their shirts and trousers.


‘How thoughtful. I’m very grateful. You’re good guys.’


Lund spoke quietly. Barely audible. Ulrik Berntfors couldn’t decide if he was being ironic. Until Lund leaned forward, the chains making a metallic sound as they rubbed against each other, and rested his head on the edge of the window separating the front seat from the back.


‘Seriously, guards. This isn’t working. Chains are a pain in the arse. If you take this damn metal dress off me, I promise not to run away.’


Åke Andersson stared at him through the rear-view mirror. He accelerated violently up the hill towards Casualty and then hit the brakes. Lund struck his chin hard on the edge of the window.


‘What the hell are you doing, you fucking pig? Are you as retarded as you look!’


Lund was calm, spoke with care. Until he was crossed. Then he screamed and swore. Åke Andersson knew that. They don’t just look alike. They are alike.


Ulrik Berntfors laughed. Inside. Fucking Andersson, he wasn’t quite all that he should be. He did that sort of thing.


‘Sorry, Lund. Sorry. Orders from Oscarsson. You’re classified as dangerous, so that’s just how it is.’


Ulrik had trouble controlling his words. They did as they pleased, pushing their way out of his mouth, even though he could control his face, afraid of the boisterous laughter that might slip out, further antagonising the person they were being paid to transport. He spoke, but he stared straight ahead, just like Andersson did.


‘If we remove that crap against Oscarsson’s orders, we’d be in breach of our duty. You know that.’


The ambulance that had just overtaken them was standing at the doors of Casualty. Two paramedics were running with a stretcher between them, up two steps, towards the entrance. Ulrik Berntfors caught a glimpse of a woman, her long, bloody hair clinging to one of the orderly’s legs. It occurred to him that the orange of the uniforms didn’t match the red of the blood and wondered why not since they must get blood on them now and then. Strong emotions always filled his head with pointless thoughts.


‘Damn! Fucking Oscarsson! What the hell! Can’t he just trust me when I say I won’t go anywhere! I told him that at Aspsås!’


Lund shouted through the window into the driver’s compartment, then whipped back his head and threw himself headlong towards the windowless wall of the driver’s side. The chains at his waist clanged against the metal wall, and for a moment Åke Andersson thought that he’d driven over something and looked around for a vehicle that wasn’t there.


‘I told him, pigs. And now you don’t trust me either. Well then. Then we’ll say this. If you don’t take this fucking metal off my body, I will leave. Do you understand that, pigs? Leave. Are you sure you understand that?’


Åke Andersson searched for his eyes, adjusting the rear-view mirror to find them. He felt the hatred wash over him. He had to hit something. The bastard had gone too far – one pig too many.


Thirty-two years. A job a job a job. He couldn’t take it any more. Not today. Sooner or later, it all goes to hell. He tore off his seat belt. He opened the door. Ulrik Berntfors knew, but wasn’t fast enough. Åke was going to whip that nonce like he’d never been whipped before. Ulrik sat there smiling. He didn’t have anything against that.




 


IT WAS THOSE most silent few minutes after four. After the last patrons of the Hörnan bar had made their way noisily from the harbour, along the water, towards the old bridge to Tosterö, but before the newspaper delivery men on Stor Street started opening front doors and mailboxes to drop off the Strengnäs Times, an edition of the Eskilstuna Courier with the front page and page four replaced with pictures of local life.


Fredrik Steffansson knew what time it was. It had been quite a while since he’d slept through the night. He lay with the window open listening to a small town fall asleep and wake up again, filled with people he probably knew or at least recognised. That’s just what it’s like to live in a small town – it’s not far to the other side. He’s lived here for most of his life. He’d read Ulf Lundell and Jack Kerouac and moved to Stockholm, studied the history of religion then moved to a kibbutz in northern Israel not far from the border with Lebanon. But he always came back here, to the people he knew, or at least recognised. He’d never really moved on from his home, from his childhood, his memories, the loss of Frans. He’d met Agnes, fallen violently in love with this urbane, black-clad quester. They’d lived together and were about to separate when Marie arrived, and then they’d lived as a family for about a year before splitting for good. She lived in Stockholm now with her beautiful friends. She fitted in better up there. They weren’t enemies, but they didn’t talk much any more either, except about picking up and dropping off Marie.


Someone was walking outside. He looked at his watch. A quarter to five. Fucking nights. If only he could think about something useful, like the next two pages of his book, but it was as if he had no thoughts at all, just listened to time passing through the half-open window, while doors closed and cars started. He could barely write any more. The days just stood there. Marie left for nursery, and he sat in front of the computer overcome by fatigue, hours without sleep, three chapters in two months. It was a disaster. And his publisher had already guessed what he wasn’t doing.


A truck. It sounded like a truck. They usually didn’t arrive until five thirty.


The thin wall of Marie’s room. He could hear her through it. She was snoring. How could a child of five, cute, with a high voice, snore like an old man? He thought it was only Marie who snored like that, but then David slept over and together they were twice as loud, filling the silence between each other’s breathing.


It wasn’t a truck. A bus. He was sure of it.


He turned away from the window. Micaela lay there naked, as always, with the blankets and sheets in a pile at her feet. She was so young, only twenty-four years old, she made him feel horny and loved and now and then very old – when they talked about music, and books and movies, when one of them referred to a composition or text or scene, it suddenly became clear: she was a young woman and he was a middle-aged man. Sixteen years is a long time when it comes to film quotes and guitar solos.


She lay on her stomach, her face towards him. He caressed her cheek, kissed her lightly on her bottom. He liked her a lot. Did he love her? He couldn’t think about that right now.


He liked the fact that she was lying there next to him, that she wanted to share his hours. He hated loneliness, because it felt meaningless and suffocating, because not being able to breathe meant death. He lifted his hand from her cheek, stroked her back. She moved restlessly. Why was she here? With an older man, who had a child? He wasn’t particularly good-looking, not rich, not even that much fun. Why did she choose to spend her nights with him, when she was so beautiful and so young, with so many more hours to live? He kissed her again on her hip.


‘Are you still awake?’


‘I’m sorry. Did I wake you?’


‘I don’t know. Haven’t you slept at all?’


‘You know how it is.’


She pulled him close to her, her naked body against his. She was warm from sleep, awake but not quite.


‘You need to sleep, old man.’


‘Old man?’


‘You’ll be exhausted otherwise. You know that. Sleep now.’


She looked at him, kissed him, held him.


‘I’m thinking about Frans.’


‘Fredrik, not now.’


‘Well, I think about him. I want to think about him. I listen to Marie in there, and I think about how Frans was just a child when he took those beatings, when he saw me take a beating, when he got on the train to Stockholm.’


‘Close your eyes.’


‘Why would you hit a child?’


‘If you close your eyes long enough, you’ll fall asleep. That’s how it works.’


‘Why hit a child who will one day grow up to judge the one who hit him or at the very least judge himself?’


She pushed him, turned him on his side with his back against her, lying close behind, like two large branches beside each other.


‘A child who will think the beating is a father’s duty? A child who will tell himself that he bears some part of the blame?’


Micaela was asleep. Her breathing came slow and regular against his neck, so close it was wet. He could hear a bus stopping outside, backing up, stopping again, backing up again. Same as yesterday, maybe a tourist bus, a fairly large one.




 


WHEN ÅKE ANDERSSON opened the front door of the prison transport van and hastily stepped out, he felt something he’d never felt before. His rage, his accursed hatred felt beyond his control. For over thirty years he’d taken shit from inmates. He’d hated them, but sat in silence, driving them from prisons to district court, from hospitals to institutions. He’d let his colleagues do the talking, transported the dregs, stared straight ahead, and did his job. But he just couldn’t take this fucking child rapist. He’d been on the verge of losing control in the past with this guy. He knew what he’d done and what the girls looked like afterwards. After his most recent run-in with his sneer and lack of empathy, he’d dreamed of him for several nights, his same offence repeated over and over, and in the morning he’d woken up and couldn’t make it to the toilet before throwing up on the hall floor, as if the control accumulated in his stomach, and when there was no more space, it had to escape somehow.


He had no idea what he was going to do. He was no longer in control. When he heard pig for the third time, duty and consequences ceased to exist, only pictures of naked little girls and the injuries left by sharp metal objects. His lumbering body was almost running towards the back door of the van.


*


Ulrik Berntfors had only transported Lund once before – the second trial date for the girls found in the basement storage room. He’d been fairly new to the job back then, and the trial was the biggest one he’d been involved in. It had been the kind of trial where journalists and photographers gathered in rows, jostling each other, in front of each other, because the story of two nine-year-olds moved people and sold. He was ashamed of his own reaction at the time. He hadn’t thought about those girls at all, hadn’t understood. He’d been so inexperienced, and it made him feel special, almost proud, to be walking beside Lund on TV. The reality came later, when his daughter asked him why Lund killed two girls, why he destroyed them – she’d only been a year older than they were and carefully read every news article and always came with new questions – because her father really knew him, had walked beside him on television several times. Of course, he’d had no answers. But slowly he started to understand. His daughter, with her questions and fears, had taught him more about his professional role than any class he’d taken.
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