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  I looked at him and nodded. “Tough day,” I said.


  He shrugged. “Me, too,” he said and pulled onto the expressway.




  —DENNIS LEHANE




  It worked. It happened. It cohered. He did it—he made white horse.




  —JAMES ELLROY
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  PROLOGUE




  They took her alive because she refused to die. Maybe it made them love her even more. That she was always there, that she felt real.




  But that’s also what they didn’t get, what would be their mistake. That she was alive, thinking, conscious. Plotting their demise.




  One of her earbuds kept falling out. The sweat made it slippery. She wedged it in at an angle, thought it might stick, stay in place and continue playing music.




  The iPod Nano bounced in her pocket. She hoped it was safe. No way she could drop it. It was her favorite possession and she didn’t even want to think about the scratches it could get from

  the gravel on the road.




  She groped with her hand. No worries: The pockets were deep enough; the iPod was secure.




  She’d treated herself to the iPod as a birthday present and loaded it with as many songs as it could hold. It was the minimalist design, the brushed green metal, that’d tempted her

  to buy it. But now it meant something else to her, something more. It gave her peace. Every time she picked up the iPod, it reminded her of these moments of solitude. When the world didn’t

  force itself on her. When she was left alone.




  She was listening to Madonna. It was her way of forgetting, running to music and feeling the tension slip away. Burning fat at the same time was obviously a perfect combo.




  She flowed with the rhythm. Almost ran to the beat of the music. Lifted her left arm a bit higher to check her time on her wristwatch. Every time she went jogging she’d try to break her

  own record. With the competitive obsession of an athlete, she checked her time, memorized it, and later wrote down the results. The route was a total of four miles. Her best time was thirty-three

  minutes. During the winter months, she trained only indoors at the gym. Weight machines, treadmills, and StairMasters. During the summer months, she kept going to the gym but traded the treadmill

  for side roads and gravel paths.




  She was heading toward Lilla Sjötullsbron, a bridge at the far edge of Djurgården, a park on the fringe of Stockholm’s inner city. A chill rose from the water. It was eight

  o’clock and the spring evening was beginning to give way to dusk. The lights along the path hadn’t yet been lit. The sun that shone on her back no longer gave any warmth. She was

  chasing her own long shadow and thought that soon it would completely disappear. But in a moment, when the path was lit up, her shadow would flicker and change direction in time with the lampposts

  she passed.




  The trees were beginning to sprout crisp leaves. Closed buds of whitewood anemones pushed up through the grass beside the path. The banks of the channel were lined with old, dry reeds

  that’d survived the winter. Flashy villas rose up to the left. The Turkish embassy with its barred windows. Farther up the hill was the Chinese embassy, surrounded by tall iron fencing,

  surveillance cameras, and warning signs. By the rowing club was a mansion with a yellow picket fence around it. Fifty or so yards farther up was a rectangular home with an outdoor pavilion and a

  garage that looked like it was built right into the bedrock.




  Ritzy private houses with sheltered gardens spread out all along the running path. Every time she jogged, she’d check them out, massive hidden villas protected by bushes and fences. She

  wondered why they tried to appear unassuming when everyone knew only heavy hitters lived in Djurgården.




  She passed two girls who kept a high pace. They sported that special Östermalm look for power walking in the Djurgården Park: down vests over long-sleeved shirts, yoga pants, and,

  above all, baseball caps pulled down low. Her own workout outfit was more serious: black Nike Clima-FIT windbreaker and tight running pants. Clothes that breathed. It sounded clichéd, but it

  worked.




  Memories from that weekend three weeks ago came flashing back again. She tried to push them away and think about the music instead, or concentrate on running. If she focused on making good time

  around the channel and the Canada geese she had to veer for, maybe she could forget.




  Madonna was singing in her ears.




  There was horse shit on the path.




  They thought they could use her any way they liked. But she was the one using them. That attitude protected her. She was the one who chose what she did and how she felt. To the world at large,

  they were successful, wealthy, powerful men. Their names appeared on the front pages of the daily business sections, on the stock market tickers, and in the highest income tax brackets. In reality,

  they were a bunch of pathetic, tragic losers. People who lacked something. People who obviously needed her.




  Her future was staked out. She’d continue to play along in the charade until the time was right to stop and expose them. And if they didn’t want to be exposed, they’d have to

  pay. She’d prepared herself, gathered information for months. Lured confessions out of them, hid recording devices under beds, even filmed some of them. Felt like a real FBI agent, except for

  one difference. Her fear was so much greater.




  It was a high-stakes game. She knew the rules, and if things went wrong, it could be the end. But it would work. Her plan was to quit when she turned twenty-three. Leave Stockholm for something

  better, bigger. Cooler.




  Two young girls, straight-backed, came riding over the first bridge by Djurgårdsbrunn Tavern. They still hadn’t seen life with a capital L. The same way she’d been,

  before she left home. She straightened up, because that was still her goal. To ride with her head held high through Life. She’d make it.




  A man stood with his dog by the bridge. Spoke into a cell phone while he followed her with his gaze. She was used to it, had been the center of attention since early puberty, and after a boob

  job at twenty, it’d been like an invasion of constant male staring. She got a kick out of it, but it grossed her out at the same time.




  The man looked built. He was dressed in a leather jacket and jeans, with a round baseball cap on his head. But something was different about him. He didn’t have that ordinary horndog look

  in his eyes. On the contrary, his senses seemed elevated, calculated, concentrated. As if it was her he was talking about on the phone.




  The gravel ended. The road leading to the last bridge, Lilla Sjötullsbron, was paved but riddled with deep cracks. She considered running on the trail that was trudged up in the grass

  instead. But there were too many Canada geese there. Her enemies.




  She could hardly make out the bridge anymore. Why weren’t the lights coming on? Didn’t they usually turn on automatically when it got dark? Apparently not tonight.




  A van was parked with its back toward the bridge.




  No people in sight.




  Twenty yards farther up was a luxury villa with a waterfront view. She was familiar with the owner, who’d built the house without a building permit inside an old barn that’d already

  been on the property. A powerful man.




  Before she could turn onto the bridge, she noted that the van was parked weirdly close to the gravel path, only a few feet from her as she turned right.




  The van’s doors swung open. Two men jumped out. She didn’t have time to realize what was happening. A third man came running toward her from behind. Where’d he been a second

  ago? Was he the man with the dog who’d been watching her? The men from the van grabbed hold of her. Put something over her mouth. She tried to scream, scratch, strike. She gulped for air and

  became dizzy. There was something in the rag they were holding over her mouth. She threw her body around, yanked at their arms. It didn’t help. They were too big. Built. Brutal.




  The men pulled her into the van.




  Her last thought was that she regretted ever having moved to Stockholm.




  A shit city.




  

    * * *


  




  Case: B 4537-04


  Tape 1237 A 0.0—B 9.2


  Transcript




  Case B 4537-04, the People v. Jorge Salinas Barrio, count 1. Direct examination of the defendant, Jorge Salinas Barrio.




  District Court Judge: Would you please tell us in your own words what happened?




  Defendant: There isn’t a lot to say. I didn’t really use the storage unit. My name was just on the lease as a favor to a friend. You know,

  sometimes you gotta give a bro a hand. Sure, I’d stored stuff there sometimes, but my name was really just on paper. The storage unit’s not mine. That’s pretty much all I got to

  say, actually.




  District Court Judge: Okay, if that is all, you may proceed with your questions, Mr. Prosecutor.




  Prosecutor: When you say the “storage unit,” you are referring to the storage facility at Shurgard Self-Storage near Kungens

  Kurva?




  Defendant: Yeah, sure.




  Prosecutor: And you’re saying that you’re not the one who uses it.




  Defendant: Right. I signed the lease, and I did that to be nice to a buddy who can’t rent property and stuff. He’s got bad credit. I’d

  no idea there was so much shit in there.




  Prosecutor: So, who does the storage unit belong to?




  Defendant: I can’t say.




  Prosecutor: Then I would like to bring the Court’s attention to page twenty-four of the preliminary investigation. It is a statement you, Jorge

  Salinas Barrio, gave after questioning by the police on April fourth of this year. I will read the fourth paragraph, where you say the following: “The storage unit is rented by a guy named

  Mrado, I think. He works for the big guys, if you know what I mean. I signed the lease, but it’s really his.” Did you or did you not say that?




  Defendant: No, no. That’s wrong. There must’ve been a misunderstanding. I never said that.




  Prosecutor: But it says so right here. It says that the statement was read back to you and that you approved it. Why didn’t you say something, if

  they misunderstood you?




  Defendant: I mean, I was scared. It’s hard to keep everything straight when you’re being interrogated. There was a misunderstanding. The

  police were putting pressure on me. I was freaked-out. Guess I said that so I wouldn’t have to sit there and be interrogated anymore. I don’t know any Mrado. I swear.




  Prosecutor: Really. Well, Mrado told us, in a statement, that he knows who you are. And you just said that you didn’t even know there was so much

  “shit” in the storage unit. What do you mean by “shit”?




  Defendant: You know, drugs. The only thing I stored there was, like, ten grams of cocaine for my own use. I’ve been using for years. Other than

  that, I used the storage unit for furniture and clothes ’cause I move around a lot. The other stuff wasn’t mine and I didn’t know it was in there.




  Prosecutor: So, whom do the narcotics belong to?




  Defendant: I can’t talk about that. You know, I might have to face reprisals. I think it could be the guy I usually buy drugs from who put the

  cocaine there. He’s got the key to the storage unit. The scale’s mine, though. I use it to measure out my fixes. For my own use. But I don’t sell. I have a job; I don’t need

  to deal.




  Prosecutor: So, what line of work are you in?




  Defendant: I’m a courier driver. Mostly weekends. It pays well. Under the table. You know.




  Prosecutor: Let me see. If I’ve understood you correctly, you’re saying that the storage unit does not belong to someone named Mrado, but to

  someone else. And this someone else is your dealer? But how did six and a half pounds of cocaine end up in there? That’s a lot of cocaine. Do you know what that’s worth on the

  street?




  Defendant: I don’t know exactly, since I don’t sell stuff like that. But it’s a lot. Maybe a million kronor. The guy I buy from puts

  the drugs in the storage unit himself after I pay him. That way, we avoid direct contact and being seen together. We think it’s a good system. But now it seems like he’s screwed me. Put

  all that shit in the storage unit so I’d take the hit.




  Prosecutor: Let’s go over this one more time. You’re saying that the storage unit does not belong to someone named Mrado. It actually

  doesn’t belong to you, either. And it doesn’t belong to your dealer, either, but he uses it sometimes for transactions between the two of you. And now you believe that he’s the

  one who stored all the cocaine there. Jorge, you actually want us to believe you? Why would your dealer want to store six and a half pounds of cocaine in a storage unit that you have access to?

  What’s more, you keep changing your answers and you refuse to name names. You are not reliable.




  Defendant: Come on. It’s not that complicated, I just get a little confused. This is how it is: I hardly never use the storage unit. My dealer

  hardly never uses it. I don’t know who all that cocaine belongs to. But it seems probable that it’s my dealer’s shit.




  Prosecutor: And the baggies, whom do they belong to?




  Defendant: They must be my dealer’s.




  Prosecutor: Well, what’s his name?




  Defendant: I can’t say.




  Prosecutor: Why do you keep insisting that the storage unit is not actually yours and that the narcotics in it are not yours? Everything points to

  that.




  Defendant: I’d never be able to afford that. Anyway, I’ve already told you, I don’t deal. What more do you want me to say? The drugs

  aren’t mine.




  Prosecutor: Other witnesses in this trial have named another person, too. Isn’t it possible that the narcotics belong to a friend of Mrado whose

  name is Radovan? Radovan Kranjic.




  Defendant: No, I don’t think so. I have no idea who that is.




  Prosecutor: Yes, I think you do. During the questioning by the police, you mentioned that you know who Mrado’s boss is. Isn’t it Radovan you

  mean?




  Defendant: I already told you, I never talked about no Mrado, that shit’s wrong, so how would I know what you’re talking about? Huh? Can you

  answer that?




  Prosecutor: I’m the one asking the questions here, not you. Who is Radovan?




  Defendant: I already told you, I don’t know.




  Prosecutor: Try—




  Defendant: For FUCK’s sake, I don’t know. You slow or somethin’?




  Prosecutor: It seems like this is a sensitive subject. No more questions. Thank you. The defense may ask their questions now.




  

    * * *


  




  Case B 4537-04, the People v. Jorge Salinas Barrio, count 1. What follows is a questioning of the witness Mrado Slovovic in regard to the matter

  of narcotics in a storage unit by Kungens Kurva. The witness has been sworn in and reminded of his rights. This is the prosecution’s witness.




  Prosecutor: You have been mentioned in the preliminary investigation in connection with the accused, Jorge Salinas Barrio, as the person who rents a

  storage unit with Shurgard Self-Storage by Kungens Kurva in Skärholmen. What is your relationship to the defendant, Jorge Salinas Barrio?




  

    Witness: I know Jorge, but I’m not renting any storage unit. We’ve been acquainted in the past. I used to be involved with drugs, too, but

    quit a couple of years ago. I run into Jorge now and then. Last time was in the Solna Mall. He told me he runs his drug operation through a storage unit across town now. He said he’d come

    up in the world and started selling a whole lotta cocaine.


  




  Prosecutor: He says he doesn’t know you.




  Witness: That’s wrong. We’re not exactly friends. But we know each other.




  Prosecutor: Okay. Do you remember when you saw him? Can you tell me more in detail what he said?




  Witness: It was in the spring sometime. April, I think. I was in Solna, visiting some old friends. I’m not usually around there much otherwise. On

  the way home, I went into the mall to play the horses. I ran into Jorge in the bodega. He was well dressed and I almost didn’t recognize him. You know, when we were buds, he was on his way

  down, straight shot to the shitter.




  Prosecutor: And what did he say?




  

    Witness: He said he was doing well. I asked him what he was up to. He said he’d done some good business with snow. He meant cocaine. Since I quit

    that stuff, I didn’t want to hear any more. But he kept bragging. Told me he kept everything in a storage unit south of the city. In Skärholmen, I think he said it was. That’s

    when I told him to stop talking ’cause I didn’t want to hear about all the shit he was into. He got pissed at me. Told me to go to hell or something.


  




  Prosecutor: So, he was angry?




  Defendant: Yeah, he got pissed when I, like, thought he was talking smack. Maybe that’s why he’s made up some story about me being involved

  with that storage unit.




  Prosecutor: Did he say anything else about the storage unit?




  Defendant: No, he just said he kept his cocaine in it. And that it was in Skärholmen.




  Prosecutor: Yes, thank you. I have no more questions. Thank you for your time.
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  Jorge Salinas Barrio learned the rules fast. The gist of número uno: Never pick a fight. He could count the long version on five fingers. Never talk back. Never

  stare back. Always stay seated. Never snitch. And finally: Always take it nicely up the ass—no whining. Figuratively.




  Life shat on Jorge. Life blew horse cock. Life was tough. But Jorge was stronger than that—they’d see.




  The joint stole his energy. Stole his laughter. Rap life remade as crap life. But what only he knew was that there was an end to it, an idea to realize, a way out. Jorge: homeboy you

  couldn’t keep down. He was gonna get out, break out, escape from this shithole. He had a plan. And it was thick as cream. Whipped.




  Losers—adiós.




  One year, three months, and nine days in the slammer. Which is to say, more than fifteen months too long behind a twenty-three-foot concrete wall. Jorge’s longest time yet. He’d only

  done short stints before. Three months for theft, four months for possession, speeding, and reckless driving. The difference this time: He had to create a life for himself on the inside.




  Österåker was a close-security prison, a correctional facility of the second degree. Specialty: those condemned for drug-related crimes. Heavily guarded from both directions. No one

  and nothing got in that wasn’t supposed to. Drug dogs sniffed through all visitors. Metal detectors sniffed through all pockets. COs sniffed out the general mood. Shady types needn’t

  apply. They only let in mothers, children, and lawyers here.




  And still they didn’t succeed. The place used to be clean—during the previous warden’s days. Now bags of weed were catapulted over the walls with slingshots. Dads got drawings

  from their daughters that were actually smeared with LSD. The shit was hidden above the inner roof in the common areas, where the dogs couldn’t smell it, or was dug down in the lawn in the

  rec yard. Everyone and no one could be blamed.




  A lot of people smoked up every day. Drank four gallons of water so it wouldn’t show in the urine test. Others freebased heroine. Lay in their rooms and played sick for two days until the

  piss wouldn’t come back positive.




  People stayed for a long time at Österåker. Grouped off. The COs did their best to split up the gangs: the Original Gangsters, the Hells Angels, the Bandidos, the Yugoslavians, the

  Wolfpack Brotherhood, the Fittja Boys. You name it.




  A lot of the screws were scared. Threw in the towel. Accepted the bills thrust at them in the chow line, on the soccer field, in the shop. The prison administration tried to be in the know.

  Break things up. Send members to other institutions. But what did it matter. The gangs were in all the prisons anyway. The lines of demarcation were clear: race, housing project, type of crime. The

  white supremacist gangs didn’t measure up. The heavy hitters were the Hells Angels, the Bandidos, the Yugos, and the OG. Organized on the outside. Worked heavy shit. The operational

  description clear: Make thick cheddar through multicriminal work.




  The same gangs controlled the city outside the walls. Nowadays tiny smuggled cell phones made it as easy as zapping channels with a remote. Society might as well surrender.




  Jorge avoided them. After a while, he made friends anyway. Got by. Found mutual points of interest. Chileans connected. People from Sollentuna connected. Most blow connections connected.




  He hung out with an old Latino from Märsta, Rolando. The guy came to Sweden from Santiago in 1984. Knew more about snow than a gaucho knows about horse shit—but wasn’t totally

  chalked up himself. He had two years left for smuggling cocaine paste in shampoo bottles. Good guy to know. Jorge’d heard his name already when he was living in Sollentuna. Best of all:

  Rolando was connected with the OG guys. That opened doors. Gave privileges. Guaranteed golden gains. Access to cell phones, weed, blow if you were lucky, porno rags, pruno. More smokes.




  Jorge was drawn to the gangs. But he also knew the danger. You tie yourself down. You make yourself vulnerable. You give them trust—They screw you.




  He hadn’t forgotten how he’d been burned. The Yugos’d sold him out. Wrapped him at the trial. He was doing time because of Radovan—cocksuckers’ cocksucker.




  They often sat in the chow hall and shot the shit. Him, Rolando, and the other Latinos. No Spanish. There was a risk that those who belonged to gangs be mistrusted by their

  own. Go ahead, talk to your countrymen and have a good time—but not so that They can’t understand.




  Today: a little over two weeks before he hit play on the plan. Had to be cool. It was impossible to escape totalmente solo, but he hadn’t even told Rolando anything yet. First,

  Jorge had to know the guy could be trusted. Had to test him somehow. Check up on how strong their friendship really was.




  Rolando: a homeboy who’d chosen the hard way. Good snow flow wasn’t enough to become a member of the OG. You had to be able to kick the shit out of anyone your leader thought had an

  ugly mug. Rolando’d done his part: The tattoos around the scars on his knuckles told their own loud, aggressive story.




  Rolando took a bite of rice. Talked broken Swedish with a mouth full of food: “Yo, paste even betta than powder. Like, it middle product, not finished. Get you in higher up. Don’t

  have to deal with them boys on the street. Yeah? Do business with real gangstas, fo’ real. Homeboys without heat on their ass all damn day. And, move easier. No fucking dust. Easier to

  hide.”




  Even if Jorge’d heard all of Rolando’s half-baked ideas by now, the slammer offered a first-class education. Jorge, receptive. Had learned. Listened. Knew a lot already, before he

  went in. After fifteen months in Österåker, he knew the business inside and out.




  J-boy: proud of himself. He knew all about the cocaine routes from Colombia via London. Where to score, what the price was, how to distribute, which middlemen to use, where to unload the shit.

  How to bulk it without the junkies knowing and how to cut it without the rich Stureplan set catching on. How to package it. Who to bribe, who to avoid, who to stay tight with. One of the latter:

  Radovan.




  Fuck.




  The chow hall was a good place for private talk. Enough noise so that no one could really hear what you were saying. What’s more, it wasn’t seen as hush-hush. No sneaking. Just

  chatting, openly.




  Jorge had to steer the conversation in the right direction. Had to know Rolando’s stance.




  “We’ve talked about this a thousand times. I know you’re into it. But I’m gonna stay away from the shit for a while. When I get outta here, I’m gettin’ the

  hell outta this cold-ass Nazi country. And I got no plans of becoming some fuckin’ flake myself.”




  “Winnin’ points. Never use. Only sell. Wisdom of the day.”




  Carefully, he tested Rolando.




  “You got good channels. Heavy hitters got your back, right? No one’s gonna touch you here. Fuck, you could break today and make it easy.”




  “Break? Not my game plan right now, hombre. Speakin’ of, yo you heard? Know that dude, OG guy, Jonas Nordbåge. Got done.”




  Jorge caught on. “I know who he is. Used to bang that centerfold chick, Hannah Graaf. The guy flew custody in Gothenburg, right?”




  “S’right. Same day the sentence. Seven and a half years for two simple robberies and third-degree assault. Dude a real CIT pro.”




  “What the fuck man, he fucked it up.”




  “Still a king. Listen. Muchacho broke a window and lowered down from the eighth floor. Fifty-six long feet. Five torn blankets. Beautiful, ey?”




  “Real pretty.”




  Jorge told himself, Keep going, Jorge-boy, keep going. Lead the discussion, read Rolando. Get him to say how he feels about me and breakouts. Subtly.




  “How’d they get him?”




  “Respect to ’im, but dude ain’t real slick. Hung out at bars in Gothenburg. Partied. Guess he wanted to meet a new Hannah with fat tits. Felt like a baller. Only thing he did,

  dyed his hair white and wore shades. Like, homey wanna get locked up?”




  Jorge silently agreed: totally loco to only dye your hair. Him, he was gonna play it safe. He said, “Had nothing to lose. Bet he thought, Fuck, even if they get me, I won’t

  get more months. They won’t add to seven and a half.”




  “Playa almost made it. Got him in Helsingborg.”




  “Pushing the exit?”




  “’Parently. Checked into a hotel with a fake name. When the Five-Oh plucked him, playa had a fake passport. Coulda worked. First to Denmark, then on. Homeboy probably got a stash

  somewhere. But somebody snitched. Tipped the Five-Oh off where he be. Probably somebody saw him at the bars.”




  “Anyone in the OG know he was gonna fly?”




  “Sorry, Jorge, can’t talk about shit like that.”




  “But wouldn’t you back an OG if he broke out?”




  “Does Pamela Anderson sleep on her back?”




  Bull’s-eye. Jorge-boy, get closer. Test him.




  Jorge knew how it was: Friends on the inside are not like friends on the outside. Other rules apply. Power hierarchies are clearer. Time inside counts. Number of times inside counts. Smokes

  count; roaches count more. Favors grant relationships. Your crime counts: rapists and pedophiles worth zero. Junkies and alkies way down. Assault and theft higher. Armed robbery and drug kingpins

  on top. Most of all: Your membership counts. Rolando, a friend according to the rules on the outside. According to the principles of the slammer: Playa batted in the major leagues, Jorge in the

  minor.




  Jorge swallowed a gulp of his soda. “One thing to support someone already out. But would you help someone escape?”




  “Depends. On risk and shit. Wouldn’t help just anyone. Would always support an OG. Fuck, amigo, I’d help you, too. You know. Never I’d keep my mouth shut for some

  fucking skinhead or Wolfpack puto. They know it, too. They’d help me never, neither.”




  Jackpot.




  Three-second silence.




  Rolando did something Jorge had never seen him do before. He put his utensils down properly on his plate. Slowly.




  Then he grinned and said, “Ey, Jorge, got plans or what?”




  Jorge didn’t know what to do. He just smiled back.




  Hoped Rolando was a real friend, one who didn’t betray.




  At the same time he knew: Friends on the inside play by different rules.




  




    

  




  2




  Four guys sat in a living room, pumped to party.




  JW with a backslick. And yes, he knew a lot of trash resented his hairstyle. Looked hatefully at him and called it a “jerkoff coif.” But Communists like that were clueless, so why

  should he care.




  The next guy had slicked-back hair, too. Boy number three sported a shorter style, every strand immaculately in place. A carefully chiseled side part cut through his hair like a ruler. The

  classic New England look. The last guy’s hair was blond, medium length, and curly—a tousled charm.




  The guys in the room were fine, fair kids. Creamy white. Clean features, straight backs, good posture. They knew they were sharp-looking boys. Boys in the know. They knew how to dress, how to

  carry themselves, how to act appropriately. They knew all the tricks. How to get attention. Girls. Access to the good things in life—24/7.




  The general vibe in the room—electric: We know how to party; it’s going no way but our way.




  JW thought, This is a good night. The boyz are on top. Fit for fight.




  As usual, they pregamed at Putte’s, the guy with the side part. The apartment, an attractive one-bedroom on swanky Artillerigatan, had been a gift from Putte’s parents on his

  twentieth birthday, the year before last. JW was familiar with the family. The father: a finance shark who brown-nosed his superiors and kicked down at anything and anyone beneath him. The mother:

  old money—the family practically owned half of Stockholm, in addition to hundreds of acres of farmland at a country estate in Sörmland. As one ought.




  They’d finished eating. The Styrofoam containers were still on the kitchen counter. Takeout from Texas Smokehouse on Humlegårdsgatan: high-end Tex-Mex with quality meat.




  Now they were drinking on the couches.




  JW turned to the curly-haired boy, nicknamed Nippe, and asked, “Shouldn’t we go soon?”




  Nippe, whose real name was Niklas, looked at JW. Replied in his shrill pretty-boy voice, “We’ve reserved a table for midnight. We’re in no hurry.”




  “Okay. Then we have time for another round of Jack and Coke.”




  “Yeah, well, when are we gonna taste the other coke?”




  “Ha, ha. Clever. Nippe, relax. We’ll have our hits when we get there. It’ll last longer.”




  The baggie with four grams burned in the inner pocket of JW’s jacket. The boyz usually took turns getting the weekend fix. The goods came from a darky, a blatte, who, in turn,

  bought from some Yugo gangster. JW didn’t know who the top dog was but guessed. Maybe it was the infamous Radovan himself.




  JW said, “Boys, I really went for it tonight. I brought four grams. That’s at least half a gram for each of us and still enough to give the girls.”




  Fredrik, the other guy with slicked hair, took a sip of his drink. “Can you imagine how much that Turk must make on us and all our friends?”




  “I’m sure he makes out fine.” Nippe smiled. Pretended to count money.




  JW asked, “What do you think his margins are? Two hundred per gram? Hundred and fifty?”




  The conversation moved on to other, more familiar topics. JW knew them by heart. Mutual friends. Chicks. Moët & Chandon. Certain things were always a given. It’s not like they

  couldn’t talk about other things. They weren’t idiots; they were verbally well-bred winners. But their interests didn’t expand unnecessarily.




  Finally, the talk landed on business ideas.




  Fredrik said, “You know, you don’t need that much money to start a company. A hundred thousand kronor’s enough. I think that’s the lowest capital stock. If we come up

  with a sweet idea, we can totally do it. Try to do some business, register a cool company name, appoint a board and a CEO. But, above all, buy stuff tax-free. How awesome would that be?”




  JW amateur-analyzed Fredrik. The guy was completely uninterested in people, which, in a way, was a relief. He’d never even asked where JW came from or anything else about his background.

  Mostly, he talked about himself, luxury brands, or boats.




  JW downed his Jack and Coke. Poured himself a strong G and T. “Sounds supersweet. Who’ll get the hundred thousand kronor?”




  Nippe interjected, “That’s easy enough, right? I like the idea.”




  JW was quiet. He thought about where he could get a hundred thousand from and already knew the answer. Nowhere. But he didn’t say anything. Played along. Grinned.




  Nippe changed the music. Putte put his feet up on the coffee table and lit a Marlboro Light. Fredrik, who’d just bought a new Patek Philippe, played with the wristband and recited aloud to

  himself, “‘You never actually own a Patek Philippe. You merely look after it for the next generation.’”




  The latest hit gagaed from the stereo.




  JW loved these pregames. The conversation. The mood. These were boys with class. Good-looking boys. Always well-dressed boys. He checked them out.




  Button-down shirts from Paul Smith and Dior, and one specially made by a tailor on Jermyn Street in London. One from the brand A.P.C.—French—with an American collar and double cuffs.

  Two of the guys wore Acne jeans. Gucci on another: intricate designs on the back pockets. One wore black cotton slacks. The blazers were elegant. One from Balenciaga’s spring collection:

  double-breasted, brown; a somewhat short model with double flaps in the back. One was a charcoal pinstripe from Dior, a slim model with double pockets on one side. One was ordered from a tailor on

  Savile Row in London: visible seams at the cuffs and with a red silk lining. The wool was super 150s, no higher quality anywhere. The telltale sign of a nice suit: the fluidity of the lining, that

  it didn’t sag. This particular jacket’s lining was softer, more fluid, and had a better fit than anything that could be found in the stores in Sweden.




  One guy wasn’t wearing a blazer. JW wondered why.




  Finally, the shoes: Tod’s, Marc Jacobs, Gucci loafers with the classic gold buckle, Prada’s best-selling rubber shoes with the red logo on the bottom of the heel. Originally

  developed for Prada’s sailboat in the World Cup.




  On top of it all: slim black leather belts. Hugo Boss. Gucci. Louis Vuitton. Corneliani.




  JW appreciated the total value: 72,300 kronor. Excluding watches, cuff links, and gold signet rings with family crests stamped into them. Not bad.




  On the table: Jack Daniel’s, vanilla vodka, some gin, a half a bottle of Schweppes tonic water, Coca-Cola, and almost a full decanter of apple juice—someone had come up with the idea

  of making apple martinis but then only had one glass of it.




  The general consensus: This is not where we get drunk. We’ll get trashed at the club. A drinks table at Kharma was already reserved. Chicks were basically included.




  JW thought, What atmosphere, what buildup, what wonderful camaraderie. These were chill guys. The Stockholm night was theirs to conquer.




  He let his eyes scan the room. The ceiling was over ten feet high. Rich moldings. Two armchairs and a gray couch on top of a real Persian carpet. Four hundred thousand tiny knots tied by some

  shackled kid. A couple of Maxims, GQs, car and boat magazines were tossed on the couch. Against one wall stood three low bookshelves from the luxury design store Nordiska Galleriet.

  One was filled with CDs and DVDs. The second housed the stereo, a Pioneer—not big, but with good power in the four small speakers that were installed in the corners of the room.




  The last bookshelf was filled with books, magazines, and binders. A bound catalog of the Swedish aristocracy was among the books, as was Strindberg’s Collected Works and a bunch of

  high school yearbooks. Strindberg’s Collected had to have been a present from Putte’s parents.




  The TV was wide, extremely flat, and disgustingly expensive.




  Everyone wore their shoes inside—classic. The shoe question divided the Swedish indoor world. There are three types of people. The type who always walks in with shoes on and has the right

  attitude—is there anything worse than walking around in party attire and socks? The second type of person is the one who becomes insecure and checks out what everyone else is doing, who might

  keep them on if everyone else does. Wishy-washy, a turncoat. Finally, there’s the third type, who thinks you should always take your shoes off, who walks around soundlessly in sweaty socks,

  who only has himself to blame.




  JW hated people who walked around in only their socks. Even worse if there were holes in the socks. His suggestion for a solution was simple: a bullet to the back of the head. Seeing an errant

  toe grossed him out. So Sven-style. So coarse. A true sign of plebs. A recap of the rules of the sock world: Keep your shoes on, never wear tube socks, and make sure there’s never any skin

  showing between pant and sock. The color should be black, or possibly fun socks in loud colors if matched with an otherwise-somber look.




  To be safe, JW always wore kneesocks. Black. Always Burlington brand. His theory: Much easier to sort after washing if they’re all the same.




  The plan for the night was simple. Bottle service was always a sure win. They easily fulfilled the requirements to make a reservation. You had to booze for at least six thousand kronor.




  Straight shot from there. Drink, snort, drink, check out chicks, maybe dance for a while, converse, flirt, unbutton more shirt buttons, order bubbles, definitely hit on girls, snort again.

  Fuck.




  JW couldn’t let the matter drop. Kept returning to it. The questions popped up in his head. How much can the dealer darky make? Does he have to work long hours? How dangerous is it? Who

  does he buy from? What are the margins? How does he get customers?




  He said, “So, what do you think he makes a month?”




  Fredrik, surprised: “Who?”




  “The Turk. The blatte we buy C from. Is he a little Gekko, or what?”




  Referring to Wall Street was standard among the boyz. JW’d seen the movie over ten times. Enjoyed every second of it: the simplicity of greed.




  Nippe laughed. “Damn, you go on about money. What does it matter anyway? I’m sure he makes plenty, but, like, how cool do you think he is? Ever seen his clothes? Hick leather jacket.

  Thick Gypsy gold chain that he wears outside his shirt, baggy pants from an outlet or something. Huge cuffs on his shirts. I mean, he’s a real tool.”




  JW let rip a belly laugh.




  They dropped the subject.




  Two minutes later, Putte’s cell phone rang. He held the phone close to his ear as he talked, while grinning broadly at the boys. JW couldn’t hear what he was saying.




  Putte hung up. “Boys, I have a little surprise for us tonight. They’re just looking for a place to park.”




  JW had no idea what he was talking about. The other guys leered knowingly.




  Five minutes passed.




  The doorbell rang.




  Putte went to open the door. The other guys stayed put in the living room.




  Nippe lowered the music.




  A tall girl in a trench coat and a bodybuilder type in a black jean jacket entered the room.




  Putte glowed, “Voilà, the evening’s warm-up.”




  The girl went over to the stereo as if she were walking down a catwalk. Self-assured and steady, almost gliding, in sky-high stilettos. She wasn’t a day over twenty. Stick-straight brown

  hair. JW wondered, Is it a wig?




  Changed the music. Raised the volume.




  Kylie Minogue: “You’ll never get to heaven if you’re scared of getting high.”




  The girl dropped the trench coat. Underneath, she was wearing a black bra, a thong, and nylons with a garter belt.




  She began to dance to the music. Provocatively. Invitingly.




  She gyrated. Smiled at the boys as though she were doling out candy. She rolled her hips, played her tongue across her top lip, put one foot up on the edge of the coffee table. Leaned forward

  and stared into JW’s eyes. He chortled. Yelled, “Damn what a fine bonus, Putte. She’s better than the one we had before the summer.”




  The stripper moved in time to the music. Touched herself between her legs. The boys howled. She approached Putte, kissed him on the cheek, licked his ear. He tried to pinch her butt. She danced

  away from him with her hands on her back. Thrust her crotch back and forth rhythmically. Unclasped her bra and tossed it toward the bodybuilder, who stood motionless against the wall. The music

  kept pumping. She moved faster. Humped. Breasts bobbed. The boys sat as though in a trance.




  She grabbed hold of her thong. Moved it back and forth. Put one leg up on the coffee table again. Leaned forward.




  Little JW flexed.




  The show went on for five more minutes.




  It only got better and better.




  Nippe joked when it was over: “I swear that was the loveliest thing I’ve seen since my confirmation.”




  Putte settled the bill in the hall. JW wondered what the damage was.




  When the stripper and the guard’d left, they each had another drink and put on more music. Kept talking about the experience.




  JW wanted to hit the town. “Come on, boys. We’re walking, right?”
 

  

  “No, let’s fucking cab it!” Putte roared.
 

  

  It was time to get going.
 

  

  Putte called a taxi.




  JW wondered how he would be able to afford the whole night with the boyz.
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  The gym: Serb hangout. Anabola-fixated. Bouncer farm. Summa summarum: Radovan-impregnated.




  Mrado’d hung out at Fitness Club for four years.




  He loved the place even though the machines were shitty. Made by Nordic Gym—an old brand. The walls weren’t too clean. From Mrado’s perspective: didn’t matter. The free

  weights and the clientele mattered. The overall interior: ordinary gym kitsch. Plastic plants in two white buckets with fake dirt. A TV tuned to Eurosport screwed into the wall above two stationary

  bikes. Constant Eurotechno from the speakers. A poster of Arnold Schwarzenegger posing from 1992, another of Ove Rytter from the 1994 World Gym Championships. Two posters of Christel Hansson, the

  chick with a six-pack and silicone tits. Sexy? Not Mrado’s style.




  Niche: big guys. But not the biggest training freaks—those guys weren’t made of the right stuff.




  Niche: guys who care about their bodies, size, and muscle mass but who also realize that some things trump training. Work can take priority. Honor takes priority. The right stings have priority.

  Highest priority always—Mr. R.




  Radovan was in on 33 percent of the gym. Brilliant business concept. Open 24/7, all year round. Mrado’d even seen guys roaring in front of the mirrors on New Year’s Eve. Putting up

  big plates while the rest of the country watched fireworks and drank bubbly. Mrado was never there on nights like that. He had his business to run. His own standard times were between nine-thirty

  and eleven at night. The gym then: perfect.




  The place was an asset in other ways. Recruitment base. Information magnet. Training camp. Mrado kept his eye on the meatheads.




  The moment right after the workout in the locker room—one of the day’s best for Mrado. Body still warm from the workout, hair wet. The steam from the showers. The

  smell of shower gel and spray-on deodorant. The ache in his muscles.




  Relaxation.




  He put on his shirt. Left it unbuttoned. They didn’t make shirt collars wide enough for Mrado. The definition of a bull neck.




  His workout for the day: focus on back, front of the thighs, and biceps. Worked a machine for his back. Slow pulling motions for the muscles in the small of his back. Important not to pull with

  your arms. Then back-ups. Training for the back, lower region. After that, thighs. Seven hundred and seventy pounds on the bar. He lay on his back and pushed upward. The angle between your lower

  leg and foot isn’t supposed to change, they say. According to Mrado: crap they tell rookies—if you know what you’re doing, you can stretch it out a little more. Maximum results.

  Concentration. Almost shat himself.




  The last part: biceps. Muscle of all muscles. Mrado only used free weights.




  Tomorrow: neck, triceps, and back of the thighs. Stomach: every day. It couldn’t get too much.




  He kept a log with daily notes from every workout session at the reception desk. Mrado’s goals were clear. To go from 270 to 290 of pure muscle before February. Then change up his

  strategy. Shred. Burn fat. By summertime: only muscle. Clean, without surface fat. Would look damn good.




  He trained at another place, too, the fighting club, Pancrease Gym. Once or twice a week. Guilt got to him. Should go more often. Important to build muscle power. But the power had to be used

  for something. Mrado’s work tool: fear. He went far on size alone. In the end, he went even further on what he learned at Pancrease: to break bones.




  He usually hung around for about twenty minutes in the locker room. Soaked up that special amity that exists between big guys at a gym. They see each other, nod in recognition, exchange a few

  words about the training schedge for the day. Become friends. Here also: a gathering of Radovan honchos.




  Big boy talking points: BMW’s latest 5 series. A shoot-out on the city’s south side over the weekend. New triceps training exercises.




  Two dudes were shoveling tuna fish from one-pound containers. A third sipped on a gray protein drink. Bit into a PowerBar. The idea: to scarf as much protein as possible directly post-workout.

  Rebuild broken muscle cells into even bigger ones. An unknown face among the guys, a newbie.




  Mrado was big. The new dude: gigantic.




  He defied the regular ritual: Come a few times. Keep to yourself. Check out the scene. Show humility. Show respect. This guy, the giant, sat right smack in the middle. Seemed to think he was one

  of the guys. At least he’d kept his mouth shut so far.




  Mrado put on his socks. Waited. Was always what he put on last. Wanted his feet to be completely dry.




  “I’ve got a job this weekend, if anyone’s interested.”




  “What is it?” Patrik asked. Swede. Ex-skinhead who’d left his own and been working for Mrado instead for a year now. His Nationalist tattoos were all over the place. Hard to

  distinguish. A green mess, mostly.




  “Nothing too big. Just need a little help. The usual.”




  “How the hell’re we supposed to work if we don’t know what it is?”




  “Relax, Patrik. Don’t get so worked up you shit yourself. I said it’s the regular.”




  “Sure, Mrado. I’m just fucking around. Sorry. But what’s the deal?”




  “I need some help collecting. You guys know my routes through town.”




  Ratko, a countryman, Mrado’s friend and squire, raised an eyebrow. “Collecting? Something more than the usual? Aren’t they paying up every weekend like they’re supposed

  to?”




  “Yeah, most of ’em. But not all. You know how it is. Might be some new bars who want us, too.”




  One of the few Arabs at the gym, Mahmud, was smearing wax in his hair. “Sorry, Mrado, I gotta work out. Do another session every night.”




  “You work out too much,” Mrado replied. “You know what Ratko says. There are two things that’ll give you blisters up the ass: being too small in the slammer, so you have

  to take cock, and always pressing at the gym ’til you shit your pants like a toddler.”




  Ratko laughed. “The job, will it take all night?”




  “I think it might take a while. Ratko, you in? Patrik? Anyone else? I just need some backup. You know, just to make sure I don’t look like I’m alone.”




  No one else offered.




  The new giant opened his mouth, “Seeing how fucking tiny you are, you probably need an entire army of extras.”




  Silence in the locker room.




  Two possible alternatives. The giant thought he was funny, trying to become one of the guys. Or the giant was challenging him. Seeking a confrontation.




  Mrado stared straight out into nothing. Poker-faced. The music from up in the gym was clearly audible. Mrado: the man who could paralyze an entire bodybuilding club.




  “You’re a big guy. I’ll give you that. But lay low.”




  “And why’s that? Is joking not allowed in here, or what?”




  “Just lay low.”




  Ratko tried to defuse the tension. “Hey, you, take it easy. Sure, you can joke around, but—”




  The giant cut him off. “Fuck yourself. I’ll say what I want, when I want.”




  The mood in the locker room like at a wake.




  Same thought in everyone’s head: The new giant is playing Russian roulette.




  Same question on everyone’s mind: Does he want to be carried out on a stretcher?




  Mrado got up. Put his jacket on. “Hey, man, I think it’s best you go upstairs and do what you came here to do.”




  Mrado walked out of the locker room. No problem. Nice and easy.




  Twelve minutes later, in the upstairs gym area. The giant was standing in front of the mirror. A one-hundred-pound dumbbell in each hand. Swaying slightly and rhythmically.

  Veins like worms along his arms. Biceps as big as soccer balls. Arnold Schwarzenegger—you can hit the showers.




  The guy grunted. Growled. Groaned.




  Counted lifts. Six, seven . . .




  It was eleven-thirty at night. The gym was practically empty.




  Mrado was standing by the reception desk, writing down the day’s workout in his notebook.
 

  

  . . . eight, nine, ten . . .




  Patrik came up. Talked to Mrado. Told him, “I’ll call you on Friday about the job. I think I’m in. That work?”




  “Thanks, Patrik. You’re in. We can talk more when you call.”




  . . . eleven, twelve. Pause. Rest a minute. But don’t let the muscles contract.




  Mrado walked over to the giant. Stood next to him. Stared. Arms crossed.




  The giant ignored him. Began the count over again.




  One, two, three . . .




  Mrado picked up a sixty-five-pound dumbbell. Did two lifts in time with the giant. Heavy on freshly worked biceps.
 

  

  . . . four, five.




  Dropped the dumbbell on the giant’s foot.




  He screamed like a stuck pig. Dropped his dumbbells. Grabbed his foot. Jumped on one leg. Eyes teared up.




  Mrado thought, Poor, stupid oaf. You should’ve taken a step back and raised your guard instead.




  Mrado swung with full force at the guy’s other leg. Three hundred and thirty pounds hit the floor. Mrado over him. Unexpectedly quick. Careful to keep his back to the window. Pulled his

  gun. Smith & Wesson Sigma .38. It was small but, according to Mrado, functional: It could easily be worn under a blazer without being seen.




  People outside couldn’t see what was happening. To flash a live weapon—unusual for Mrado. Even more unusual at the gym.




  The barrel pushed into the giant’s mouth.




  Mrado released the safety. “Listen up, kiddo. My name is Mrado Slovovic. This is our club. Never so much as set foot here again. If you have any foot left, that is.”




  The giant as passé as a reality TV celeb three months after the fact. Realized he’d lost face.




  Maybe forever.




  Maybe he was done for.




  Mrado got up. Angled the gun down. Aimed at the giant. His back to the window. Important. The giant remained lying on the floor. Mrado stepped on his bad foot—265 pounds of Mrado on

  fresh-crushed toes.




  The giant whimpered. Didn’t dare wriggle away.




  Mrado took note: Was that a tear he saw in the corner of the guy’s eye?




  He said, “Time to limp home, Tiny Tim.”




  Curtain.
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  Life draaagged.




  When you’re locked up from eight every p.m. to seven every a.m., there’s a lot of time to think in your cell. One year, three months, and, now, sixteen days on the inside.

  Escapeproof, they said. Forget that.




  Jorge was walking on eggshells. Craved smokes. Slept like shit. Back and forth to the crapper. Drove the screws nuts. Had to unlock his cell every time.




  Slow nights brought serious thoughts. Memories.




  He thought about his sister, Paola. She was doing well in college. Had chosen a different kind of life. Suedi-style with security. He adored her. Prepared things to say to her when he was

  out, when he could see her for real. Not just stare at the photo he’d pinned up over his cot.




  He thought about his mother.




  He refused to think about Rodriguez.




  He thought about different plans. He thought about the Plan. Most of all: He was working out more than anyone else.




  Every day he ran twenty laps around the compound, along the inside of the walls. The total distance: five miles. Every other day: a session in the prison gym. Leg muscles were top priority.

  Front, back of thighs, and calves. He used the machines. Meticulously. Stretched like crazy after. People thought he’d lost it. The goal: 440 yards in less than fifty seconds, two miles in

  less than eleven minutes. Could work, now that he’d cut back on smokes.




  The area was well groomed. The grass well cut. The bushes low. No tall trees—the risk was too obvious. Gravel paths around the buildings. Good to train on. Big open lawns. Two soccer

  goals. A small basketball court. A couple of outdoor bench presses. Could’ve been a nice college campus. What sabotaged the collegiate snapshot: a twenty-three-foot wall.




  Running: Jorge’s thing. His build was sinewy, like a guerrilla soldier’s. Not yolked, no extra fat. Veins protruding on his forearms. A nurse in junior high once said he was every

  blood bank’s dream. Jorge, young and stupid, told her to dream of someone else ’cause she was such a fucking dog. No checkup for him that time.




  His hair was straight, dark brown, combed back. Eyes: light brown. Despite everything he’d been through in the asphalt jungle, there was an innocent look in his eye. Made it easier to sell

  snow when it came to that.




  They slaved in the workshops during the weeks. Were allowed out twice a day: one hour for lunch and again between five o’clock and dinnertime at seven. After that: lockdown. Just you and

  your cell. They got more time on the weekends. Played ball. Hit the weights. The gangs shot the shit. Smoked, chatted, sneaked a roach when the COs weren’t watching. Jorge worked out.




  He’d started studying for his GED. It was appreciated by the prison administration. Gave him believable reasons to be by himself. He would sit with the cell door open and read between five

  o’clock and dinnertime every night. The show worked. The screws nodded approvingly. Putos.




  The cell was small: sixty-five square feet painted light brown. The five-square-foot window had three steel bars across it to prevent escape. They were painted white, with nine inches between

  them. But the king, Ioan Ursut, had done it. Dieted for three months and smeared himself with butter. Jorge thought about what would’ve been the hardest to get through, the head or the

  shoulders.




  Spartan decoration. A cot with a thin foam mattress, a desk with two shelves above it and a wooden chair, a closet and another shelf for storage. Nowhere to hide anything. A wooden strip

  intended for posters ran around the length of the room. No tape was allowed directly on the wall—there was a risk that drugs or other stuff could be hidden behind whatever was put up.

  Jorge’d tacked up the photo of his sister and one poster. A black-and-white classic: Che with a tangled beard and beret.




  The screws searched the cell at least twice a week. Looked for drugs, pruno, or larger metal objects. Man, they were pissing in the wind. The place was crawling with weed, hooch, and Subutex

  pills.




  The environment made him claustrophobic. Other days, he was riding high—thoughts of the escape were like a supertrip. At times, he acted like a fucking tweak fiend. Avoided everything and

  everyone. Dangerous/unnecessary. Just one tiny suspicion and his plan could be shot to hell—snitching fags sucked CO cock.




  He thought about his background. Slyly racist teachers in Sollentuna. Welfare whities, pussy profs, cocky cops. All the right circumstances for a kid from the projects to make all the

  predictable mistakes. They didn’t know shit about Life. Justice relegated to the rules of the streets. But Jorge never whined. Especially not now. Soon, he’d be out. He thought about

  trafficking blow. Collected ideas. Analyzed. Spun schemes. Learned from Rolando and the other guys.




  Had strange dreams. Slept poorly. Tried to read. Jacked off. Listened to Eminem, the Latin Kings, and Santana. Thought about his training. Jacked off again.




  Time craaaaawled.




  Jorge waited. Anticipated. Contemplated. Fluctuated between rushes of joy and regret. Took himself more seriously than ever. Had never thought this much about any one thing in

  his entire life. It had to work.




  Jorge had no one on the outside ready to take big risks. The consequence: He had to be his own fixer. But he didn’t have to do everything.




  Rolando’d never returned to their conversation about flight in the chow hall. The dude seemed trustworthy. If he was gonna sing, word should’ve spread by now. But Jorge had to test

  him more. Doublecheck that it was time to reveal parts of his plan. The fact was, he needed Rolando’s help.




  The first real problem: He needed to speak to certain people and he had to prepare stuff. Needed hours outside the prison. Österåker didn’t grant regular parole anymore. But

  prisoners could get guarded parole if they had specific reasons. Jorge’d applied two months ago. Had to fill out form 426A. Specified “study and see family” as his reasons.

  Sounded okay. Anyway, it was true.




  They approved of his studies. Liked that he didn’t belong to a gang. He was perceived as orderly. Didn’t mess around. Never high. Never cocky. Obedient without being a pussy.




  They granted him one day, August 21, for studies and family relations. He even got permission to shop and see friends. First day on the outside since he’d been locked up. They made a

  schedule. Would be a hectic day. Fantastic. Maybe he’d pull the whole thing off; he had to do a good job. Not a chance that J-boy was gonna rot in Österåker for the rest of his

  life.




  The one problem: This kind of parole always came with three screws.




  D-day arrived: twelve hours of well-planned hysteria.




  Jorge and the COs took the prison minivan into Stockholm at 9:00 a.m. Straight to the Stockholm Public Library.




  Jorge’d joked with the COs on the ride in. “Am I going to see some Nazi or something?”




  They didn’t get it. “What do you mean?”




  “A libr-ARIAN.”




  They howled.




  Spirits were high in the minivan.




  The day was off to a good start.




  Fifty minutes later, they parked in the city.




  On Odengatan.




  Got out.




  Walked up the stairs to the public library. Inside: the rotunda. Jorge dug the high ceiling. The COs eyed him. Was he into architecture, or what?




  He asked to see Riitta Lundberg. The super librarian. He’d told her his story over the phone already: He was in a penitentiary, studying to get his GED at a distance. Needed a proper high

  school transcript to start a new life on the outside. Wah, wah. Now he was doing an independent study about the history of Österåker and the surrounding area in general. Was gonna study

  the cultural development of the place.




  Riitta showed up. Looked like Jorge thought she would: Communist-academic in a knit sweater. A necklace that looked like a glazed pinecone. Straight from central casting.




  The screws spread out in the rotunda. Sat by the exits. Kept an eye on him.




  Jorge used his velvety voice. Toned down his ghetto accent. “Hi, are you Riitta Lundberg? I’m Jorge. We spoke on the phone earlier.”




  “Of course. You’re the one writing about the cultural history of Österåker.”




  “Right. I think it’s a really interesting area. It’s been inhabited for thousands of years.” Jorge’d done his homework. There were brochures at the prison. Certain

  books could be checked out from the prison library. He felt like the master of cheap tricks.




  As long as the screws didn’t hear.




  She bought it. Had prepared what he needed after their phone conversation. A few books about the area. But, above all, maps and aerial photographs.




  Sweet, sweet Riitta.




  The screws checked that the windows in the reading room were high enough off the ground. Then they waited in the great hall, by the exits.




  All clear. They were clocking nada.




  Three hours of intellectual quibbling with maps and photos. Wasn’t used to this kind of stuff. But he wasn’t an idiot. Had checked the maps in the phone book and

  the map books in the prison library weeks before to learn how they were drawn. Regretted cutting geography class in school.




  Spread the papers out in front of him. Asked to borrow a ruler. Went through them all, map by map. Aerial photo by aerial photo. Picked out the maps that showed the terrain and the roads best.

  Picked out the most detailed photos. Looked for nearby roads, the closest wooded areas, clear paths. Studied the guard towers he knew of, their placement and relation to one another. Checked out

  the connecting highway. Possible alternative routes. Learned the signs for marsh, hill, forest. Saw where the ground was okay. Visualized. Memorized. Measured. Marked. Mused.




  What’s the best way out?




  The inside: two one-story main buildings with the inmate cells and a two-story building with workshops and the chow hall. Then there was an infirmary, a several-story building for the screws, a

  chow hall for the screws, and visitation areas. Between the first- and the last-named buildings was an additional wall.




  The outside of the facility: around a hundred feet of clear-cut area, with the exception of a few bushes, brush, and smaller trees. Then miles and miles of forest. But there were small back

  roads.




  He closed his eyes. Committed everything to memory. Studied the pictures and maps again. Went through the pile. Made sure he understood which lines indicated difference in height level. Which

  were roads. Which were watercourses. Checked the scales. Different for different maps. One inch was fifty feet, one inch was three hundred feet, and so on. Jorge: more meticulous than he’d

  ever thought he could be. Created an overview of the area.




  Finally, he had three alternative spots for the escape and three for a waiting car. He made a copy of a map. Marked the spots on the map. Numbered them. Spots A, B, and C. Spots one, two, and

  three. Memorized them.




  Double-checked everything.




  Walked out.




  The COs’d been bored. Jorge apologized. Had to stay on good terms with them today. They looked pleased that he was done.




  Next stop, the most important of the day: Jorge’s cousin, Sergio. Brother in arms from his time in Sollentuna. The key to the Plan.




  Jorge plus screws stepped into the McDonald’s by the public library. The burger smell brought back memories.




  They were met by a broad grin.




  “¡Primo! Good to see you, man.”




  Sergio: tricked out in a black tracksuit. Hairnet like some kinda cook. Dapped knuckles in greeting. Ghetto classic. Unnecessary of his cuz to roll in all gangsta in front of the screws.




  They sat down. Chatted. Kept to Spanish. Sergio treated all four of them to burgers. Heavenly. The screws sat at another table. Ate like real pigs.




  McDonald’s seemed more modern since Jorge’d been there last. New interior. Chairs in light wood. The pictures of the burgers were sexed up. The chicks working the registers looked

  sexed up, too. More salads and greens. In Jorge’s opinion: rabbit food. And still it was the sign of freedom. Sure, it sounded soft, cheesy, but McDonald’s was special to J-boy His

  favorite restaurant. A meeting spot. Ghetto base feed. Soon he’d be able to hang there whenever he wanted.




  He felt stressed. Had to get to the point.




  Briefly described his escape plan to Sergio. “Six different spots are marked on a map. The car should be parked at a spot marked with a number. On one of the spots marked with a letter,

  you’re gonna do the rest of what I wrote in the instructions. I don’t know what spots are best yet. I have to go back and think about it. I’ll write you a letter telling you.

  I’ll put the letter and the number of the spots in the third line from the bottom. A copy of the map and the instructions are folded inside page forty-five in a book called Legal

  Philosophies. The writer’s name is Harris. At the public library, over there. You with me?” Jorge pointed.




  Sergio: not the sharpest tool in the shed, but he understood this kinda shit. Jorge would be indebted to him forever, even though he had to take care of the planning himself. Sergio would do the

  best he could to deliver.




  Jorge asked about his sister. The smell of McDonald’s in combination with memories of Paola. Junk food equaled nostalgia.




  The rest of their conversation was nonsense. They talked about their family, old friends from Sollentuna, and chicks. Put on a show for the screws.




  It was time to roll.




  Jorge kissed Sergio four times on each cheek when they parted ways. Exchanged Chilean pleasantries.




  It was already four o’clock. At seven o’clock, he and the screws had to go back.




  Next stop: He was gonna buy shoes. Had ordered catalogs. Read up. Called the stores. Researched the hell out of it. Gel, Air, Torsion, and the rest of the techniques for comfy

  kicks. God knows how much crap/fake technology there was. You had to see through the bull. Really buy good stuff. The two desired features: good running shoes—important; best shock resistance

  ability on the market—even more important. The screws thought it’d be fun to check out lame sporting goods stores. Jorge in the know. Stadium on Kungsgatan had the biggest

  inventory.




  They drove the minivan into a parking garage on Norrlandsgatan. Jorge asked to drive the last short bit. The screws said no.




  They got out of the car. One of the screws asked a guy who’d just parked if he had change for a twenty. Needed coins for the meter. The screw bought a parking pass.




  They went out into the street.




  Sweet feeling. Downtown. Kungsgatan. The pulse. August heat. Jorge remembered. He’d rolled down K-street in a BMW 530i, also known as a cocaine sled. That was two days before he’d

  been picked up. Sure, the car’d been on a long-term loan from a friend, but still. He’d been stylin’. Livin’ life. Livin’ cash. Livin’ booty. Livin’ his

  reputation.




  And now: Jorge was back in town.




  What’d he learned since then? At least he knew this: The next gig he did would be well planned. That’s when he realized what made him different from so many others. He felt

  biggest/best/ballin’. But that’s exactly what everybody else in his hood thought about themselves, too. The difference was that Jorge, deep inside, felt that maybe it wasn’t

  so—and that was his strength. That would always make him think twice in the future. Always plan, prepare—make the impossible possible.




  He kept dreaming.




  Looked around. The screws were positioned around him.




  The crowd was moving on the street. To the rhythm of free life. He stared. Hot chicas. He’d almost forgotten—the bitches were so much more caliente in the summer than

  in the winter. But they were the same chicks. How was that possible? A mystery.




  And soon Jorge’d be out. Would roll down Kungsgatan. Grab a lot a bootay. Fix all the chicks. Be Jorge again.




  Joder, he longed to be out. He’d been given parole. Just that was superfly. Alone with three COs on Kungsgatan. What an opportunity. All you had to do was book it. He was fit.

  Strong. Knew the city like the back of his hand. He was a naughty, naughty little boy. On the other hand, the risk was too great. The screws were being nice today, but they knew their job. They

  were tense, hyperaware. Kept careful watch over him. Were in total control. Could lose it over nothing. Would have free rein. Cancel the parole. Make it impossible for him to complete his actual

  plan.




  He wasn’t prepared. Couldn’t escape now. The fuckup risk was too big.




  The salesclerk was hot. Jorge: horny. But the shoes were more important than pussy. They had the model he wanted. He already knew that. Asics 2080 DuoMax with gel in the heel. Still, he wandered

  around the store for a while. It was big. Him and his bros used to lift shit here when they were thirteen and Sollentuna grew too small for them. Again: flashbacks from his teenage years. First at

  McDonald’s and now in the sports store. What the hell was going on?




  He looked around the other departments for show. Bought a pair of track pants and a basketball jersey in addition to the shoes.




  Five o’clock rolled around. Cool on time. Just one more thing. He was meeting a friend, a former screw from the prison, Walter Bjurfalk. The dude’d resigned of his

  own accord a year ago. The COs thought it was gonna be nice. Didn’t think it was strange that Jorge and the ex-screw were meeting up. Some screws become friends with inmates; that’s

  just how it goes. The surveillance COs had no idea why Walter’d really quit.




  They were sitting in Galway’s on Kungsgatan: Sven hangout. Swedeville. The place was decorated like a typical Irish pub. Signs on the wall: HIGHGATE & WALSALL BREWING

  CO LTD. Trying to be clever: IN GOD WE TRUST. ALL THE REST, CASH OR PLASTIC. It reeked of beer. Felt homey.




  The screws sat down a few tables away and ordered coffee. Jorge ordered a seltzer, light on the bubbles. Beer wasn’t allowed on guarded parole. Walter ordered a Guinness. It took ten

  minutes for the bartender to pour it.




  They chatted. Memories from last summer, when there’d been mini riots at Österåker. How the guys who’d gated out were doing. How the ones who’d gone straight back in

  were doing. Finally, after a half an hour, Jorge lowered his voice, asked what he’d come here to ask.




  “Walter, I’ve something serious to discuss with you.”




  Walter looked up from his beer. Looked intrigued. “Shoot.”




  “I’m gonna fly. No way I’m gonna rot three more years in prison. I’ve got an idea that might work. I trust you, Walter. You were always a good CO. I know why you asked to

  resign. We all know. You were good to us. You helped us. Would you help me now? I’ll make it worth your while, claro.”




  Jorge was 99 percent about Walter. The last percent: Walter could double-game him. In that case, J-boy was a goner.




  Walter leapt right in: “Breaking out of Österåker is hard. Only three guys’ve done it in the past ten years. Each one of them’s been picked up within a year of the

  escape. ’Cause that’s the hardest part, to lay low after the escape. Just see what happened to Tony Olsson and those other guys. Your plan’s got to be damn solid. Or else

  you’re fucked. You know, those guys were lying doggo under some bridge when the military forces plucked ’em. They didn’t have a chance in hell. On the other hand, they were

  violent sons of bitches, so whatever. Fuck ’em. I’m not in that field anymore, so to speak, so I don’t know if I can help you. But I’ll give it a try for some jingle. Tell

  me what you need. I never snitch; you know that.”




  Jorge’d made up his mind. He was gonna put his chips on Walter.




  “I need to know a couple of things from you. Five large if you can help.”




  “Like I said, I’ll try.”




  Weird feeling. Sitting in a pub—with the screws only a few feet away—talking escape plans with an ex-screw. Had to strain his face. Control his body movements. Make sure you

  couldn’t tell how stressed he was by looking at him. Jorge put his hands in his lap under the table. Crossed his legs. Picked at a napkin. Tore it to shreds. Tried to focus.




  “Two questions. First, I want to know what routines the COs have to check on us when we’re in the rec yard. Second, I need to know how fast the COs could pick up a chase if someone

  skipped over one of the walls, probably one on the south side, by D Block.”




  Walter sipped his beer. Got foam on his upper lip.




  Started talking about what he’d done last summer. Uninteresting chatter.




  Jorge looked at him. Walter was thinking, calculating, but he wanted his mouth to run in case the screws looked over.




  Jorge glanced at them. The screws were talking. Chilling.




  It was cool.




  He calmed down.




  Walter knew a lot. Went over it. Good info. Useful. For example: the placement of the guard towers, escape preparation plans, communications codes, established routines. Times for guard change,

  schedules for frisking, alarm systems. Plans A and B, where A was in case of an individual inmate’s escape attempt, and B in the case of several inmates’ escape attempts. Skipped C:

  plan in case of riot. Walter’s knowledge was golden.




  Jorge, eternally grateful. Promised to get Walter his five grand within a few weeks.
 

  The screws waved.
 

  Time to go back.
 

  J-boy to himself: Rubber’s rolled on and I’m ready to dip.
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  No one in the posh parts of Stockholm knew the following about Johan Westlund, alias JW, the brats’ brattiest brat: He was an ordinary citizen, a loser, a tragic Sven. He

  was a bluff, a fake who was playing a high-stakes double game. He lived the high life with the boyz two to three nights a week and scraped by the rest of the time to make ends meet.




  JW pretended to be an ultrabrat. Really he was the world’s biggest penny-pinching pauper.




  He ate pasta with ketchup five days a week, never went to the movies, jumped turnstiles, stole toilet paper from the university bathrooms, lifted food from the grocery store and Burlington socks

  from high-end department stores, cut his own hair, bought his designer clothes secondhand, and sneaked in for free at the gym when the receptionist wasn’t looking. He rented a room from a

  certain Mrs. Reuterskiöld—well, Putte, Fredrik, Nippe, and the other guys did know about that. Being a boarder was the only thing about his real situation that he hadn’t been able

  to hide. It was accepted somehow.




  JW became a pro at being cheap. He wore contacts only on the days he had to and used the one-month disposable kind much longer than recommended, until his eyes itched like hell. He always

  brought his own bags when he went grocery shopping to avoid the tiny bag fee, bought Euroshopper-brand food, poured budget vodka from Germany into Absolut bottles—miraculously, no one ever

  seemed to notice.




  JW lived like a rat when no one was watching. Big-time.




  He just barely earned enough to make it work. He got money courtesy of the welfare state: a student allowance, student loans, and housing assistance. But that didn’t go far with his

  habits. He found salvation in a part-time job—as a gypsy cabbie.




  Balancing the checkbook was hard. He easily dropped two thousand kronor on a night out with the boyz. With luck, he could pull in the same amount on a good night in the cab. His strengths as a

  driver: He was young, looked nice, and wasn’t an immigrant. Everybody would brave a ride with JW.




  The challenge of the game was becoming one of them, truly. He read etiquette books, learned the jargon, the rules, and the unwritten codes. Listened to the way they talked, the nasal sound of

  it, worked hard to eliminate his northern accent. He learned what slang to use and in which contexts, understood what clothes were correct, what ski resorts in the Alps were in, which

  vacation destinations in Sweden were it. The list wasn’t long: Torekov, Falsterbo, Smådalarö, et cetera. He knew the trick was always to spend with class. Buy a Rolex watch,

  buy a pair of Tod’s shoes, buy a Prada jacket, buy a Gucci folder in alligator skin for your lecture notes. He looked forward to the next step, buying a BMW cab in order to realize the last

  of the three b’s: backslick, beach tan, BMW.




  JW was good; it worked. High society took him in. He counted. He was considered fun, hot, and generous. But he knew they still noticed something. There were gaps in his story; they weren’t

  familiar with his parents, hadn’t heard of the place he went to school. And it was hard to keep the lies straight. Sometimes they wondered if he’d really been on a spring break trip to

  Saint Moritz. No one who’d been there at the time remembered having seen him. Had he really lived in Paris, pretty close to the Marais? His French wasn’t exactly super. They could feel

  it: Something was off, but they didn’t know what. JW recognized what his challenges were: to create effective camouflage, to fit in and seem genuine to the core. To be accepted.




  And why? He didn’t even know the answer. Not because he didn’t think about it—he knew he was driven by a desire for validation, to feel special. But he didn’t get why

  he’d chosen this particular way of doing it, which was the easiest route to humiliation. If he was found out, he might as well leave the city. Sometimes he thought maybe that’s exactly

  why he kept pushing it, because of some self-destructive desire to see how far he could take it. To be forced to deal with the shame of being found out. Deep down, he probably couldn’t have

  cared less about Stockholm. He wasn’t from there. Didn’t feel as though the city had anything profound to offer—other than attention, parties, chicks, the glamorous life, and

  money. Superficialities. It could be any city, really. But right now, the capital was where it was at.




  JW had a real story. He came from Robertsfors, a small town above Umeå, in the rural north, and moved to Stockholm when he was a junior in high school. He took the train down without his

  parents, with only two suitcases and the address to his dad’s cousin in hand. He stayed there three days, then found the room with Mrs. Reuterskiöld. Flung himself out into the world he

  now inhabited. Changed style, clothes, and haircut. Enrolled in Östra Real, a premier brat high school. Hung out with the right crowd. His mom and dad were worried at first, but there

  wasn’t much they could do once he’d made up his mind. After a while they calmed down—they were happy if he was happy.




  JW rarely thought about his parents. For long stretches of time, it was like they didn’t even exist. His old man was a foreman at a lumber factory, pretty much as far from JW’s life

  plan as you could get. His mom worked at a job-placement agency. She was so proud that he was going to college.




  What he did think about, a lot, was the family’s own tale. An unusual, unsolved tragedy. An incident that all of Robertsfors knew about but never mentioned.




  JW’s sister, Camilla, had been missing for four years and no one knew what’d happened to her. It took weeks before anyone even knew she was missing. Her apartment in Stockholm

  revealed no leads. Her phone conversations with Mom and Dad didn’t give any clues, either. No one knew anything. Maybe it was just a mistake. Maybe she’s grown tired of it all and moved

  abroad. Maybe she was a movie star in Bollywood, living it up. JW couldn’t deal with home after it happened. His dad, Bengt, had buried himself in drink, self-pity, and silence. His mom,

  Margareta, had tried to keep it all together. Believed it was an accident. Thought it would help to get involved in the local Amnesty chapter, work longer hours, go to a therapist and talk about

  her nightmares, so that she, since she was reminded of them twice a week by the damn shrink, dreamed them over and over again. But JW knew what he believed: no fucking way Camilla would just up and

  leave somewhere without being in touch for four years. She was really gone. And deep down, everyone probably knew it.




  It kept eating at him. Someone was responsible and hadn’t paid the price.




  The mood at home risked crushing him. He had to move. At the same time, he was forced to retrace his sister’s footsteps. Camilla, who was three years older, had also left Robertsfors

  early, when she was seventeen. She wanted bigger things than to waste her life away behind some painted picket fence. Mom claimed that when they were little, Camilla and JW’d fought more than

  other kids. They had zero positive connection. But after she’d been in the city for two years, a relationship began to develop. He started getting texts, sometimes short phone calls,

  occasional e-mails. They reached a kind of understanding, that the two of them wanted the same thing. JW could see it now, they’d been a lot alike. Camilla in JW’s imagination: the

  queen of Stureplan. The party’s hottest it girl. Elevated. Well known. Exactly where he wanted to be.




  The gypsy cab gig was easy. He borrowed a car from Abdulkarim Haij, an Arab he’d met at a bar over a year ago. He picked it up with a full tank and returned it with a

  full tank. The other city drivers accepted him—they knew he was driving for the Arab. The price was set ad hoc at each pickup. JW would write the info down on a pad: time of pickup,

  destination, price. Forty percent went straight to Abdulkarim.




  The Arab would occasionally do tests. Like, one of his men would pretend to be a customer and take a ride with JW. Afterward, the Arab would compare what his controller’d paid with what JW

  wrote in his log. JW was honest. He didn’t want to lose the extra cash he made on the job. It was his lifeline, his salvation in the race to score points with the boyz. JW only had one road

  rule. He didn’t do any pickups at Stureplan. The risk of exposure was too evident on his own turf.




  JW was driving off the books tonight. He picked the car up in Huddinge with Abdulkarim, a Ford Escort from 1994 that’d once been painted a pure white. The interior was

  crappy. There was no CD player and the seats were frayed. He smiled at the Arab’s attempts to spruce it up—Abdul’d hung three Wunder-Baum air fresheners in the rearview

  mirror.




  JW drove home. A cool August night—perfect for the taxi business. As usual, finding a parking spot in Ö-malm was tough. The SUVs hogged the streets. Driving by the latest beauty from

  Porsche made him drool: Cayman S. A 911 combined with a Boxter—hotness incarnate. He finally found a spot—the Ford wasn’t exactly a big machine.




  He went up to his room at Mrs. Reuterskiöld’s. It was nine o’clock. No point in driving the cab before midnight. He settled down with his schoolbooks. Had a midterm in four

  days.




  The apartment was located near Tessin Park. Lower Gärdet was okay for JW. Upper Gärdet wouldn’t cut it—too far off the grid, too bitter. The room was 216 square feet, with

  a separate entrance, toilet, and a big window overlooking the park. Peaceful and calm, just like the old lady wanted it. The problem was that he had to be so damn quiet when he managed to get a

  girl home.




  The room was furnished with a full bed, a red armchair, and a desk from IKEA, where he put his laptop. He’d swiped it from some oblivious sucker at school. Piece of cake. He’d waited

  till the owner went to the bathroom. Most people took their computers along with them, but others chanced it. JW’d seen the opportunity—just slid it into his shoulder bag and walked

  out.




  The lamp from his childhood room was screwed into the desk. It still had glue marks from old cartoon stickers. Embarrassing, like whoa. Important to turn it off when he had a girl

  over—home game.




  Clothes were strewn everywhere. There was one poster on the wall: Schumacher in a Formula 1 uniform, spraying champagne from the prize podium.




  There really wasn’t much to the room. Sparse. He preferred to go home with the chicks to their places instead—away game.




  JW didn’t mind studying. He liked writing his own papers instead of copying stuff off the Internet. He participated actively in class discussions when he was prepared. Always tried to make

  time to do the practice sets after. Tried his best to be ambitious.




  He cracked the books. The Financial Analysis course had the hardest exam. He needed more time.




  Turned the sets over in his mind, counted, fed numbers into the calculator. His thoughts returned to the discussion he’d had with the boyz the night before. How much did the blatte

  really make selling coke? How much did he pull in a month? What were his margins? Risk versus possible income. He should be able to calculate that.




  JW went through the list of his life goals. One: to not reveal his double life. Two: to buy a car. Three: to become loaded. Finally: to find out what happened to Camilla. A step toward getting

  over it—if that was possible.




  Principles of Corporate Finance—he got through seven pages. The difference between financing a company through stocks or through loans. How does the value of the company change?

  Preference shares, beta value, rates of return, obligations, et cetera. He took notes on a pad of paper and underlined in the textbook with a neon yellow highlighter. Almost fell asleep over the

  pages covered in graphs and equations.




  When he nodded off for a second, he dropped his pen. That woke him. He thought, No point to keep going at this hour.




  Time to drive home the money.




  He was on his way to Medborgarplatsen, on the south side of the city. It was quarter past eleven. He was driving Sibyllegatan down to Strandvägen, past Berzelii Park.

  Dangerous area, way too close to the boyz’ stomping grounds.




  JW kept mulling over his thoughts. What did he really know about his sister’s life in Stockholm anyway? The texts, calls, and e-mails he’d gotten were often without substance.

  Camilla’d had a part-time job at Café Ogo on Odengatan and gone to continuing-education classes at Komvux to get better high school grades in literary arts, math, and English.

  She’d had a boyfriend. JW didn’t even know his name. He knew only one point of interest: The guy’d driven a yellow Ferrari. There were photos of Camilla in the car at home in

  Robertsfors. In them, she was glowing, smiling and waving through a rolled-down window. You couldn’t make out the guy’s face in the pictures. Who was he?




  JW drove past the Foreign Ministry at Gustav Adolf’s Square. There were a lot of people out and about. Everyone was back from vacation and wanted to make up for what they’d missed by

  vegging out at country houses and on sailboats. He drove through the tunnel at Slussen toward Medborgarplatsen.




  He parked the car outside the Scandic Hotel and got out. Positioned himself outside Snaps. There was always someone there who needed a ride home or downtown.




  Three chicks stumbled out. Possible good pickup. He cocked his head to the side, pulled an irresistible JW. “Hey, ladies. Need a ride?”




  One of the girls, a blonde, looked at her friends. They knew what was up, nodded. She said, “Sure. How much to Stureplan?”




  Damn it. Gotta play this. Coax, smile. He said, “There’s so much traffic there. I know it sounds like a drag, but would it be okay if I drop you off by Norrmalmstorg?” Charm

  attack. Added, in a fake blatte accent, “Special price for you only.”




  Giggles. The blond girl said, “Only ’cause you’re cute. But then you have to give us a good deal.”




  It was settled: 150 kronor.




  JW drove toward Norrmalmstorg. The chicks chirped in the back. They were going to Kharma. It had been so nice at Caroline’s. Amazing food, crazy atmosphere, sweet drinks. They were

  soooooo drunk. JW shut them out. Couldn’t get interested in anything but driving tonight. He smiled, looked mysterious.




  The girls babbled. Did he wanna come? JW felt the vibe, it would be so easy to score. But there was a major hurdle: These weren’t the kind of girls he wanted to meet. Svens.




  Before he dropped them off, he said, “Ladies, I have to ask you something.”




  They thought he was going to make a move.




  “Have you ever met a girl out named Camilla Westlund? Tall, pretty, from the north. Like, four years ago?”




  The babblebrauds looked like they were thinking, hard.




  “I’m not too great with names, but none of us recognize Camilla Westlund,” one said.




  JW thought, Maybe they are too young. Maybe they weren’t partying at the right places back then.




  They got out by the bus stops at Norrmalmstorg. He gave the chicks his cell phone number. “Call whenever you need a ride.”




  Time for more driving.




  He parked by Kungsträdgården Park. Couldn’t stop thinking. It was the first time he’d asked anyone about Camilla. Why not, anyway? Maybe someone would remember.




  Seven minutes passed before the next passenger was seated in the Ford.




  It was a calm night. Everything went off smoothly. The clubbers were into it, wanted to get home. JW delivered.




  Later. The night was a success; he’d made two thousand kronor so far. Mental arithmetic. That meant twelve hundred in his pocket.




  He was waiting outside Kvarnen on Tjärhovsgatan. Mostly jailbait and soccer fans. The line was long, more orderly than the one outside Kharma. Lamer people than at Kharma. Cheaper than

  Kharma. No one was being let in just then—something’d happened inside. Two police vans were parked outside. Their flashing lights illuminated the walls. JW wanted to get out of there

  fast; it was needless to take risks with the car.




  As he was walking back to the Ford, a familiar figure came toward him. One who walked with rhythm, dressed in a well-tailored suit with billowing pants. High hairline and short, curly hair.

  Without really being able to make out the figure’s face, JW knew who it was: Abdulkarim. He had his big friend in tow, his very own gorilla: Fahdi.




  JW looked at him, hoped nothing was up.




  Abdulkarim said hi, opened the car door, and got into the passenger seat. The gorilla folded himself into the back.




  JW jumped in behind the wheel. “Nice to see you out and about. Anything in particular you want to check?”




  “No, no. No worry, man. Just drive us to Spy.”




  Spy Bar. Stureplan. What was he going to say?




  JW started the car. Held off answering. Made a decision—he couldn’t stir shit up with the Arab.




  “Spy Bar it is.”




  “There a problem?”




  “Absolutely not. It’s all good. It’s a pleasure to drive you, Abdul.”
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