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We want to be loved; failing that, admired; failing that, feared; failing that, hated and despised. At all costs we want to stir up some sort of feeling in others. Our soul abhors a vacuum. At all costs it longs for contact.

(Hjalmar Söderberg, Doktor Glas, 1905)






Ur brutha is like ur own body,

Lives 4 u and dies 4 u,

There in the morning and the evening,

In pain and in pleasure. But then dosnt

Listen 2 orders. Finds Bazz, Raha, Jamba.

Respect. U know deja. Wallah rules:

A BULLET IN THE KNEECAP. We r

bruthas. We r power. We r fighters and

famly 2 death.



(Evidence 2012-0221-BG2219 p. 41, found in Adidas bag 120207)


much earlier


SHE’S BEEN LIVING here for so long.

It’s mostly voices.

Maybe footsteps.

When they pass outside in the long corridor, the fast ones and ones that seem to shuffle along; sometimes they stop by the metal door, as if they’re listening, and she wants to call out to them, ask them to come in and hold her hand. They never do. They carry on down the corridor, steps that drown in the regular beep of the machine and the ticking of the bright lights  – beep tick beep tick  – she closes her eyes but doesn’t dare to cover her ears  – beep tick beep tick  – she’s on her own and doesn’t want to be.
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Her face, so strange.

She’s sixteen, maybe seventeen, or even eighteen.

But she looks old. Whether it’s the pain, fear, or whatever, how the body encapsulates time, lets it settle.

She seems to be lying comfortably, the stretcher she’s been rolled onto is wide and her body is thin. The room is much bigger than the others, the bed and cupboard and table and chair and shower and it’s  – even though someone is breathing close by  – almost empty. The green overall by her feet, a hand rubbing up and down on the coarse material to warm it up before moving to her young thighs, carefully touching her genitals, fingertips against the head of her uterus, while the other hand keeps a firm hold of the needle, thirty centimetres of plastic tubing against the membrane that is so soft, a clear balloon of water flying, bouncing away. The needle again, again, again, it gives up, breaks.
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Footsteps that stop and then vanish.

Someone opens a door further up. Someone else screams, or cries, it’s hard to make out.

She doesn’t have her eyes closed any more. It’s white, everything she sees, white, almost glossy, the naked lights and the machine with its digits and green lines and thin tubes. It’ll take a while, and then a bit more, before her eyes get used to it.

It doesn’t hurt as much anyway. Or she’s just coping with it. Like her period. Exactly the same. But more, more often, longer.

Two of the people in the room, both women, are wearing green overalls. The others, three women and three men, are wearing white overalls that cover dark trousers, dark shoes.

The green ones are standing nearest, the white ones further away, nearly by the wall.

She doesn’t know any of them, at least she doesn’t think she does, or maybe, that woman, she recognises her, she works here, and him, the one who broke down the door and screamed at her, held her to the floor, put her in an armlock.

[image: ]

It’s easier to see now. She turns towards the window. It’s dark outside, cold, the snow is deep; only a few days ago she made an angel out there, lay down on the ground and swept her arms and legs back and forth, back and forth until they shouted at her, came over and grabbed her hands and carried her in. Now there’s an ambulance out there beside her angel, in the middle of the big yard. She tries to get up so she can go over to the window and wave down at the guard who’s waiting by the front of the car, a thick cloud where his breath meets the cold air.

‘Come on.’

The green overall sighs; the thin body on the stretcher looks so vulnerable, so wrong.

‘Come on, you have to lie down.’

Sweetie. Not here.

The room the corridor the metal door the bars.

Sweet, sweet, sweetie.

‘Did you hear me? You have to lie down.’

The green overall’s hands on her arms, chest, thighs, they pull at the hard, brown strap down her back, point the electronic arm at exactly the spot on her stomach where the heartbeat can be heard loudest, one hundred and forty-seven beats per minute, racing, speeding.

She’s almost completely dilated now, nine centimetres, not long now.
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Like waves. Like fire.

Something hitting, pressing, forcing. It’s happening inside her body. But she has no control.
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She tries to look over at the window again, the bars that are in the way, the round black steel poles across the great sheet of glass. Out there  – inside the fence and sharp barbed wire  – the searchlights brush the white snow, such a different light compared to ordinary street lamps. The ambulance is still there by the snow angel and the guard is slapping his arms to his sides to keep warm, and if she raises her head a bit more and lets go of the rough edge of the bed, she can see the other car as well, small, grey and completely dark.

‘The waters?’

‘Clear.’

‘Head?’

‘Engaged.’

The people in green overalls are constantly touching her, talking to her. The people in white overalls are standing still with their backs to the wall.

She’s lying here for security reasons.

That’s what they said.

A risk that she might try to escape.
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The waves. The fire. The pressure. The pounding. The force.

She screams.

The ribcage that is squeezed together as it passes through the birth canal and the water that is forced out and the lungs that are filled with air  – the first breath.

It’s not her. She realises now. It’s not her who’s screaming.
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Something wet, warm on her stomach. A baby. Her baby. She sees it as the two hands that quickly become four hands lift it up, carry it across the room, through the door, out into the corridor, away.
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The woman and the man  – the ones holding the baby, who went away with it and then came back without it  – are taking off their white coats now, jeans and a jacket underneath, and the woman reaches over for a briefcase, fills in one sheet of paper, then another and another. The others  – who’ve been standing farthest away, almost blocking the door, who haven’t spoken at all  – are wearing blue under the white. The course material of the prison service uniform, oblong name tags in hard plastic just over their left breast. The men beside them have normal suits on underneath, they’re not wearing uniforms, but she still knows that they’re police; the big one in his forties is a detective inspector and the other one’s a police trainee and not much older than her.

She doesn’t know them, and yet they’ve seen her naked, being emptied.
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It had been lying on her stomach, breathing close, a wet mouth.

They should have put a blanket over the red and white skin that was soft and smooth and that no one had touched.
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She looks out of the barred window again. The midwife and the nurse open the doors to the white ambulance, a mobile incubator held like a basket between them. The grey private car immediately behind, the couple in jeans and jackets open the front doors and get in, the vehicles drive in convoy down the asphalt strip across the yard to the high fence and sharp barbed wire, the gate slowly slides open, then one carries on towards the hospital in Örebro, whereas the other has farther to go, to the family unit in Botkyrka.

She wonders whether the shiny road is slippery, if it’s difficult to drive so far at night.
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She’s not said anything for a while now.

Not when they took the baby that was resting on her tummy, not when the two vehicles left Sweden’s top security prison for women.

And it’s as if she can’t bear it any more, the silence.

She turns towards the only person still in the room, the one that’s a policeman in his forties, who held her to the floor, forced her out of her home.

‘Did you see?’

He starts, lost in his own thoughts, or maybe he’s just forgotten what her voice sounds like.

‘See what?’

She points to her tummy, which is still wet, she should maybe wipe away the clear stuff and the other stuff that’s a bit bloody.

‘If it was a boy or a girl?’


now first part (twenty-eight days)


LIGHT OUTSIDE.

The blanket that was red with a touch of yellow and perhaps a thin white stripe round the edge, didn’t cover the whole of the dirty window.

He could see that now.

They normally lived in the dark and slept through the light, only waking when the evening and night had returned, but in August  – and with that bloody blanket that wasn’t as big as it should be  – the day ambushed them around about this time; no matter how tightly he shut his eyes, the transparent square on the inside of his eyelids got bigger, it grew and wormed its way slowly in, into his brain, into his chest.

He punched the wall and sat up in the low bed, a thick mattress that had been in one of the big houses at Hägersten, the sort that costs about twenty thousand, a thick square on the shiny linoleum floor.

She was naked, asleep.

Her pale, soft skin; she was lying so still, her back towards him and he carefully ran his hand down her hip, behind, thigh, she moved uneasily, turned over, maybe she was dreaming  – it looked like it  – her face tense and rubbing her feet together, as she often did.

He was just as naked. He sometimes forgot. How incredible that was. Another person who could see his skin and didn’t laugh. Sometimes he wondered if it was all in his head. He had been so fucking certain that he knew what they saw. He wasn’t any more. It had started with Leon, they were eleven and one day they had ended up in the same room, watching each other take their clothes off and his eyes  – no repulsion, scorn, or even surprise. Until now, only Leon, no one else. Not even the mirrors. He had smashed all the ones at his mum’s and turned away every time he went past the wide, rectangular one at his gran’s, every time he went down the hall, he knew exactly when it was looking at him and exactly when to look away.

He looked at her.

Never a woman. Not before her. She hadn’t said anything either, hadn’t been frightened, or evasive, or even asked questions.

His hand was still on her hip, she opened her eyes, squinted at him, with small pupils that focused on the light shining in through the gap between the blanket and the window frame. Her gentle fingertips on his back, over the skin that was thick with uneven edges, pieces of a jigsaw puzzle lying in a heap instead of laid out flat, he had lain on top of her for a long time after, she had her period and they both smelled pretty potent. It was hard to lie there without moving, sweat slipping on sweat.

He wasn’t tired. He should be. Early morning and they never usually got up before late afternoon; if he was to guess, they’d been asleep for about three hours, couldn’t be helped sometimes.

He dried himself with the sheet, then smoothed on the cream from the white tube that was always close to the bed, his feet legs balls back stomach neck, but never his face, never there.

‘Give it to me.’

He looked at her.

‘What?’

‘Gabriel, give it to me. The tube. I’ll rub it in, you can’t reach everywhere properly, like on your shoulders, your back.’

She held out her hand for the sticky, broken tube and he rapped her hard, the palm of his hand against her fingers, a red mark across some of them. He stared at her and she looked down; he turned away and rubbed cream onto his chest and thighs.

They left the bedroom, out into the sitting room; fully clothed bodies in the corner sofa and armchair and further away on the floor  – Jon, Big Ali, Javad Hangaround, Bruno  – stoned, sleeping, breathing.

He nudged, shook  …’

He slapped Javad in the face.

She shouldn’t have reached for the cream.

‘You gotta wake up, brother.’

‘Why?’

She shouldn’t have asked to put cream on his back.

‘Because I’m awake.’

Fags ends, bottles, needles, cans on the table top that was covered in yellowish swill, spat-out peanuts and leftover pizza salad. They were awake now, but just lying there, exhausted as you are after only a couple of hours’ sleep, and he leaned over towards the new TV screen, searching for the purring high pitch that had accompanied the night and still reverberated in the walls of the room. They all stirred when he turned it off, even the stack of DVDs wobbled, fell forwards.

The hallway had always been empty.

No furniture, no rugs, no lamps.

Only one thing leaning up against the wall, long and shiny with rows of tiny, tiny white pearls around the edge. He really liked it, often straightened it  – it was important that it could be seen when he and she came in the front door. A shoehorn. From when they’d burgled that enormous fucking pile outside Södertälje. They’d sold the rest to that guy in Nacka, but the shoehorn, he didn’t sell it.

She was still naked.

He kissed her tits and handed her her jeans and a cropped T-shirt with shiny writing on it; his own clothes were still on the chair out on the balcony, the black joggers with white stripes, grey hoodie, red baseball cap.

He was hungry. He wasn’t usually hungry in the morning.

The top shelf in the fridge  – what was left of a big bottle of Coke.

On a narrow shelf in the larder, an unopened packet of wine gums, he picked out the red and green ones.

It was blowing a bit outside, easy to breathe.

They walked side by side, he thought she was beautiful, he knew that he wasn’t. They passed the first parking place and she headed towards a silver BMW, eight hundred and fifty thousand in cash, but he caught her hand, not that one, not today. They walked slowly through his past, present and future. He knew every concrete block, every asphalt path, listened to what no one else could hear, could distinguish the smells, the one from a burnt-out rubbish room and the one from the deserted kiosk where he’d bought sweets, porn, hash when he was a kid, even the smell that wasn’t there any more, the sweet smell that came from the fruit stall on the square, the bastards should have paid more.

The whole of Råby was empty.

The concrete tower blocks so silent, desolate, not even the curtains in the windows twitched. He turned to Wanda, her face and eyes, and he wondered what she really saw, she who hadn’t seen what others saw, who came from another world further away, this was the Råby she could see, no other images, not like the ones from before, when there were more people outside.

The metro, like a living, reliable blue vein running through something that didn’t exist.

The image, maybe the smell he liked best.

The way in. The way out.

The steps down; they walked past a skinny little guy, might have been ten but was actually twelve, gold chain round his neck, hair greased back.

‘Gabriel.’

The runt had said his name. He didn’t turn round.

‘Gabriel!’

He stopped. Four fast steps back.

The little guy smiled proudly and held out his hand.

‘Sho, bro.’

Ran his other hand through his slickback, stood a little taller.

A hard slap.

The one cheek.

An obvious mark left by one of his rings.

‘You know  …’

Gabriel looked at the runt. Not a flicker. Just as proud, just as tall. His voice just as jarring when he held out his skinny hand again, didn’t give in.

‘… Eddie’s the name. One love, brother.’

Gabriel didn’t hit him again.

He carried on down the stairs and past the old tart in the ticket office and she said nothing, not even when he turned round and nodded at Wanda, she was with him and she wasn’t going to pay and no one was going to make a fuss.

They leaned against the window, the glass cold against their foreheads, past stations that all looked the same.

The same concrete blocks, the same people on their way home, on their way out.

Hallunda, Alby, Fittja, Vårby gård, Vårberg, Skärholmen. Twelve and a half minutes.

They got off, went through a shopping centre that with every revamp got more like a gallery and less of a hub, the shiny glass walls of the elevator, down to three thousand parking spaces. They went as far back as they could  – new signs and new colours, but it smelt the same, damp and exhaust.

He asked for the Adidas bag and picked out a Mercedes. A slightly older model. They were the easiest.

He started the clock on his mobile phone and 00.00 lay down on his back on the mucky asphalt and with bent legs pushed his torso back under the car, arms above his head 00.05 in the small space behind the grille, looking for the red cable that was thin and obvious and attached to the car alarm. As was his habit, he used a small pair of hairdresser’s scissors to cut through the red plastic, then wriggled back out and stood up, the newly sharpened end of a screwdriver into the petrol tank lock 00.11, then a wrench round the screwdriver handle, he turned, could almost hear the air pressure drop, and all the doors opened simultaneously.

He glanced over towards the exit, raised an arm and got a raised arm back, she was standing there and she was reliable and they were still the only ones there.

He got into the leather-clad driver’s seat and took out 00.15 a feeler gauge from his bag, held it against the cigarette lighter filament, then put it into the ignition and turned, turned, turned, heated it up again, turned again, quickly melted down 00.24 the small sharp plastic pegs that would catch, the actual locking mechanism.

She raised her arm.

Voices.

Steps.

He felt inside 00.28 the ignition with a biro, nothing catching now, took out another car key  – any of the ones lying at the bottom of the bag, because older Mercedes generally started once the plastic pegs were gone  – and checked the clock, 00.32.

They didn’t talk much. They never did.

He had nothing to say to her.

Gabriel drove out of the shopping centre car park, slowly through the southern suburbs of Stockholm in the middle lane. You could see the city behind them and he accelerated into the outside lane, they were heading north, another forty kilometres to go. They normally stopped at the Shell station by the Täby exit, in front of the square glass cabinet for air and water; Wanda normally went into the dirty toilet round the back and prepared herself for the visit and he went into the shop and got his two bottles of Coke from the chiller and stared at the woman behind the counter who looked away as he walked out, who never said anything, who knew his sort, had seen too many young men like him, knew that it wasn’t worth risking that arrogant and superior look, to challenge him and ask for eighteen kronor for the drinks in his hand.

He was sitting in the driver’s seat, radio on full blast, half a bottle of Coke on the dashboard, when she came back from the toilet after twenty minutes. He always tried to check her walking first, see if her movements were normal, then if she had a dirty back from the hard floor  – there should be no signs.

They left the motorway and from the exit to Aspsås you could already see the church, the small town, the prison. The almost deserted prison car park, he always went as far in as he could, close to the high wall.

He was eighteen. She was seventeen.

They didn’t go many places, didn’t often go far, but here, obviously they came here.

She straightened her jeans, top, looked for the mirror on the back of the sun visor that wasn’t there, changed the angle of the one on the door instead and smiled into it, then walked towards the grey concrete building as he drove towards the church that loomed a couple of kilometres away  – he would wait there until she was ready, by the carefully raked gravel path in front of the rows of headstones in the churchyard.

The gate in the wall, the intercom by the handle, she turned towards the camera and microphone.

‘Yes?’

It crackled, in the way that all loudspeakers by all prison gates crackle.

‘Visitor.’

‘Who for?’

‘Leon Jensen.’

Someone in a blue uniform ran a nimble finger through a list of registered visitors.

‘And you are?’

‘Wanda.’

‘Surname?’

‘Wanda Svensson.’

She was freezing.

There was no wind, bright sunshine bouncing on the concrete, she was sweating and freezing.

There was a click. The door was open.

Heavy steps over to central security and the window and the uniform that belonged to the hands that looked at her.

‘ID.’

It was colder. She was even colder, shaking.

‘Have you been here before?’

‘Yes.’

‘Then you know what to do. Go in there. Take off your coat.’

A stuffy room.

Just one window, with bars.

The wall over there, from the inside.

One two three four ten-kronor coins, both mobile phones and her key ring in one of the small lockers. She locked it, walked slowly over to the grey metal detector, through it, clutching the key to the locker in her hand.

The piercing, monotone noise around her, inside her.

You have to be heard.

Two uniforms stepped forwards, checked the red light that was flashing in the middle of the arch, the one that indicated waist level.

‘Your pockets.’

Freezing, sweating, freezing.

She made a show of searching her front pockets, back pockets, still clutching the locker key in her hand and then went through the metal detector again. The same piercing noise.

Leon’s orders.

You have to be searched.

‘Still waist level.’

One of the uniforms positioned two blocks about half a metre apart, the other held out a long plastic stick; she had to step up onto the blocks, she had to stand still with her legs apart while the plastic stick slid over her hips, the outside of her thighs, the inside of her thighs.

‘Your belt.’

She took it off and put it in a plastic container.

‘Oh  … sorry.’

Her hand up in the air, the key inside it, as if she had forgotten it, she looked at them and smiled sheepishly and they stared at her until she had put it in the plastic container beside the belt.

‘Go through again.’

Her chest, a small point slightly to the left, just there, it hurt so much.

She was sure they would see that she was trembling.

She walked through.

But only that.

Not a peep. Not any other sound.

This time only, you have to be heard, you have to be searched, that’s all.

She waited while the uniform that had been standing furthest away let the dog finish sniffing the belt, then she was given it back and pulled it through the loops on her jeans, tried to meet their eyes and then hurried over the concrete floor towards the visiting room that was in the middle, and a bit brighter than the others.

They locked the door from the outside.

She had sat on the chair before. She looked around.

It wasn’t a kind room.

She often did that, divided rooms and flats and houses into kind ones and mean ones. This one was mean. There was plastic under the sheet on the bed and no one would ever sleep there. The yellowed porcelain sink and tap only had cold water. The window was barred and looked out over a strip of grass that led to a seven-metre high wall and unpainted administration buildings.

She wasn’t as cold any more, was barely sweating.

She washed her hands and dried them with some sheets of toilet paper from the roll at the end of the bed. She looked in the mirror, smiled as she always did  – her little brother called it her mirror face  – checked her lips, eyebrows, hair.

A metal door in a prison has heavy locks that make a very particular sound. When someone unlocks it, there’s a kind of clunking, quiet at first, then louder.

‘One hour.’

He came in.

‘We’ll come for you first, then her. OK?’

The two guards who’d walked in front of and behind him stopped in the doorway, nodded to her and waited until she nodded back  – they could go, they could lock the door again.

He pointed to the bed. She sat down, he pointed again, she lay down on her back, the pillow was hard and the plastic chafed her neck when the sheet slipped down.

He looked at her.

She knew how she had to lie when his hands undid her belt, pulled down her zip, pulled off her trousers.

Leon’s hand on her skin, just above the knee, her thigh, it pulled her knickers to the side and made her open her legs wider, his index finger and thumb against her labia.
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Around the outside.

‘Relax.’

Inside.

[image: ]

He found it, held it, pulled it out.

A plastic bag, hard to see through.

He weighed it in his hand.

Two hundred grams.


LEON SMILED AT her, the slippery, shiny plastic bag in his hand, but maybe not enough for her to dare to smile back.

‘You’ll come back. Here. In exactly fourteen days.’

Was he pleased, had she done well? She breathed in carefully, hesitated, and again. Then smiled.

‘Put it up. Put it up again, but then dump it before you come. You have to smell. But have nothing up there.’

They were standing close. He wasn’t much taller than she was.

She shouldn’t have smiled.

Leon’s voice, raised again.

‘Whore, d’you understand?’

His movements, angry.

‘Whore, with your stupid fucking smile, you’re to smell but be empty, get it?’

His breath. She nodded.

‘I get it.’

He looked at her. I get it. You don’t get fuck all.

Throughout the week, he’d made sure to mention that he was getting a visit, who was coming to visit, when she was coming again.

Two hundred grams in two-gram capsules.

Within a couple of days, every screw in every unit in Block D would know that a new and strong supply had got into D1 Left and they would all guess that this was how it got in.

He stared at her until she looked away and then put a hand on his own stomach, there was pressure on the sides.

He had taken eight condoms out of the packet that always lay beside the toilet roll at the head of the bed and filled each one with capsules, then swallowed them with cold water from the tap on the yellowing sink, and in a while he would throw up in another sink, in another cell.

‘Reza.’

Österåker prison. One hundred grams.

‘Uros.’

Storboda prison. One hundred grams.

‘Go there now.’

Aspsås, Österåker, Storboda.

A visit to three prisons, every second week.

‘I’m going there now.’

‘They’ve got fines. Both of them. Five thousand in cash.’

‘Five thousand?’

‘Yes. Give them what they’re expecting first. Then tell them that they’ve got fines. You understand, whore?’

‘I understand.’

Leon went over to the metal plate on the wall between the doorframe and the mirror, and touched the red button without pressing it.

‘And Gabriel?’

‘Yeah?’

‘His report.’

He was still very close, his breath just as hot.

‘The kids have sold everything. Ninety thousand. And there’s more from Södertälje and maybe from Märsta.’

Her voice almost a whisper, as if she was reading to herself, it was important to get it right.

‘Twelve houses in Salem and Tullinge. A hundred and forty-six thousand. Two debt enforcements in Vasastan. Fifty-five thousand. Two big barrels of petrol from the Shell station in Alby. Nine thousand. A computer shop tomorrow, I think.’

He nodded. She didn’t know if it was good enough. She hoped so.

‘And  … one more thing. It’s important.’

‘Right?’

‘Gabriel said it was important to tell you that your phone’s being tapped.’

Leon had kept his hand by the red button, but now he let it drop, looked at her.

‘Which one?’

‘He said  … Gabriel, he said  …’

‘Which one, whore?’

‘He said  … the one you share with Mihailovic.’

She had remembered. She closed her eyes. His eyes, she didn’t like them.

‘And you are sure, whore, are you sure that’s what he said?’

‘Yes.’

She didn’t want to be near him, his face was so tense. Instead of lashing out, as he turned back to the metal plate between the door and the mirror, he leaned towards the microphone and pressed the red button.

‘We’re done.’

That crackling again.

‘Central security.’

‘Jensen. We’re done.’

‘Five minutes.’

He was finding it hard to stand still, his breathing was irregular and his voice was raised.

‘Are you living there?’

‘Where?’

‘There.’

Every time they were done, when they were standing there waiting, the same question.

‘Yes.’

‘In his room?’

‘Yes.’

‘All the time?’

‘Yes.’

He was standing so close. She was so scared.

‘I moved here. You moved there.’

She waited in the room when he left, one prison warden in front of him and one behind him, down the spiral staircase, into the passage. They stopped in the first room on the right-hand side; he had to be naked when plastic-gloved fingers ran through his hair, felt under his arms, up his arse when he leaned forwards. I’m going to kill them all. A new set of clothes and they carried on down the straight, wide passage several metres under the prison yard, through the locked doors with small cameras that stirred into action as they approached, the corridor to Block D, one floor up, the unit on the left.
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He hadn’t eaten all the day, and while the screws got ready for evening lock-up, he’d emptied himself in one of the shower room sinks, handed out the first supplies in the unit and then broken and emptied three two-gram capsules into a mug, stirred the cloudy water for a long time with his pinkie and drunk it before the powder had completely dissolved, then rinsed it down with more water so that it wouldn’t stick to his tongue or throat. He would hand out the rest tomorrow, it wouldn’t cost them anything this time and every prisoner in the corridor would take too much and for too long over the next few days.

This time you’re to be heard, you’ll be searched, that’s all.

He looked out of the window.

You’ll come back. Here. In exactly fourteen days.

It was already light outside.

Put it up again. But then dump it before you come. You have to smell and they’ll stand there with their dogs, doctors and signed documents from the Prosecution Authority. You’ll be searched. But you’ll be empty.

It had been dawn before, but now it was daylight.

As soon as the door had been locked, Leon turned on the lamp that had no shade and gave off a hard, white light that stayed on all night. He had sat down at the simple wooden table against the wall by the window in each cell, had taken out some fine felt-tip pens and white A4 paper  – real writing paper that you could buy in the prison shop, with thin blue stripes marking out each line, and started to write, and


One love best brutha!



after four fucking words had thrown the pens against the wall, stood up and screamed I’m going to kill them all at the barred window and metal door and


Miss u so fucking much.



screamed I’m going to kill them all again at the walls and ceiling and floor and bed and wardrobe and table and chair and


But hope alls good with u bro. Aspsås is soft. And brutha Alex gives love an respct.



just after midnight he’d taken another four g and it had been difficult to get the black felt pen to do what he wanted, as if his mind couldn’t catch his thoughts any more because they were racing so fast and when they did stop for a moment, they couldn’t be held for long. He had read through the eleven pages


Its night deja an its summer an I make it 4 inside an 4 outside. An we cant fight 2gether brutha but soon brutha soon.



and realised that what had seemed so good when he wrote about dark and light and the difference between a seven-metre wall and a see-through wall was just bollocks and


Bro, u know I make the rite decision for the famly. RW is buried and GS will b seriously armed and a tight unit



when the first rush had passed he had written more, counted on his fingers, twenty-seven days, that’s when it would start, they would start.

Eleven pages.

Leon put down the pen and stood up, looked at the bedside lamp and turned it off, but never before it was light outside.

Out there, beyond the bars, sun already, it was a nice day.

The first floor of Block D.

D1 Left.

Cell 2.

He could see nearly the whole prison yard from here: the cracked asphalt, the small squares of brown grass, then the wall, maybe sixty metres away, so grey, so heavy. He knew that he had to hate it, that it was important. But he’d never managed. Not back then, long ago, when it had been more of a fence, nor later when it became more of a barrier with great rolls of barbed wire on top, nor even later when the first concrete wall, which had been three metres high, grew into this one, which was seven metres. He had tried to hate them, to spit on them, but it was as if they were just standing there, protecting, waiting, embracing.

Leon got up from the rickety table, looked out beyond the edge of the wall at the sun hitting a church tower in the distance, the tree tops that moved slowly, as if hesitating, and the white fluffiness that was presumably a cloud in the blue sky. Gabriel, one love best brutha, had been over there yesterday, the neatly raked path in front of the churchyard fence where they always waited in the driver’s seat while the bitch who was carrying smiled at the screws. His best brother. The only one he trusted. The only one he needed. They’d said hello the first time one day in grade three, Gabriel had been sitting at the front of class with his track marks, punctures in his veins the size of craters, nine years old and a drug addict, his body had been caught in a house that burnt down  – Leon had never understood how or maybe Gabriel had just never told him  – and white coats had treated the skin that screamed for morphine for nearly eight months, and then when he left the big hospital, he carried on collecting his prescription and injecting and when his skin no longer screamed so much, they got together to sell what he didn’t need, and then when they started middle school they’d added amphetamines, which earned them more, and soon the two of them had a third of Råby covered.

He turned away from the view and the table and lay down on the bed; the ceiling was yellow and changed to white by the wardrobe and grey by the sink and door. He swallowed, cleared his throat, carefully gathered the saliva with his tongue, rubbing in what he could find with slow movements; they stung, the big ulcers on the top of his tongue and the slightly smaller ones at the back of his throat. He had tried to knock back the amphetamine water without touching too much, but hadn’t been very successful; the ulcers itched and would continue to do so for another day or two.

The rattle of metal. The door opened. It was seven o’clock.

‘Good morning.’

She popped her head round the door, tried to catch his eye.

He didn’t answer.

‘Good morning.’

The female screw wasn’t going to give up, so he raised a hand to show that he’d heard and was alive, that was all she wanted to know and what with the ulcers, he was going to talk as little as possible.

Leon got up, the letter on the table,


Brutha seriously ARMED and very TIGHT unit!!! 200% love respect pride bruthahood duty belonging honor.



he turned the eleven pages over and pulled a pair of underpants out from a pile under the chair and then a towel from the shelf in the narrow wardrobe. He left the seven-metre-square cell and strolled down the corridor that was waking up, past eight open cell doors on either side, past the TV corner, the billiard table, the kitchen and stopped just in front of the fish tank, the screws’ room with its big glass window. He stared at the screw bitch who had opened his door and demanded a good morning and she stared back and he pretended he was fucking her so she would look away or down, but she carried on holding his gaze and he chose the grey door with the steamed-up window, went into the shower room and the one in the middle with water that burned your neck, shoulders, chest. When Alex came in, pale, tall, nineteen and almost trustworthy, Leon nodded. Neither of them said anything, their tongues and throats were as sore as each other and Leon sneaked a look at his dick  – Alex didn’t write letters when he was wasted, he wanked, tired pupils that had been open all night and a fiery red foreskin that was shrivelled and loose, the shaking hand that had held it, tugged it relentlessly. They’d met for the first time at a secure training centre in Örkelljunga; a sharpened knuckleduster had left three round marks on the right of his chest that were still visible, the bastard had been so in his face. A few years later at Bärby prison, from high up on his left shoulder all the way down to his hip, a long, wide scar with lighter edges, Alex had tried again and Leon had held him by the left arm and dragged him across the asphalt in the prison yard.

The hot water, he closed his eyes.

The metal door groaned when the older man came in, probably thirty or maybe even forty-something, some said fifty; it was always hard to count time when chemicals had broken down the years. He was so skinny and moved with a kind of rolling gait, a face that was distorted by eyes that wanted to close and eyebrows that shot up, several missing teeth, the sort who does ten months at a time for some crap hold-up with a breadknife and without a balaclava in some video shop or 7-Eleven, whatever is nearest. Almost shuffling the final steps into the shower at the far end, his arms potted with big holes like the ones Gabriel had had, but that carried on down the back of his hands and up his throat, needles that had obliterated the same veins, hollows that had turned into cartilage, so that every time more pressure was needed to get through. Leon watched him, the shuffling, he knew that the soles of his feet were the same, that was why he walked like that, only using the ball.

Leon nodded to Alex and they left the warm water at the same time and the old bugger had just enough time to turn round, his naked body almost transparent, his lips apart. Leon kept his hand open and the impact was hard when he hit him on the cheek; the man collapsed, lay still on the floor, fingertips covering the redness and lips even wider apart.

‘What are you smiling at, you bastard?’

‘I’m  … not smiling.’

‘You’re smiling.’

The hand again, the same force, the other cheek.

‘Stop fucking smiling.’

There were people like Smackhead who smiled every time they finished a sentence, tense, ritualised, maybe because they were uncertain, maybe frightened, most of them didn’t even realise, just stood grinning and wanting to be liked.

He hated that grin.

‘When will you be ready?’

Even bigger grin, the body that was at cross purposes with itself moved uneasily as the water continued to run over it, the twitches between the eyes and cheeks and eyes and forehead more frequent, more exaggerated. Leon grabbed hold of his straggly hair and held it tight, the only thing there was, if you wanted to pull up a wet and naked body with a wet and naked hand.

‘I said, when will you be ready, Smackhead?’

That smile.

The spasms in his cheek.

The body that tried to hide.

‘Soon. Soon. My gs?’

Leon’s fingers even tighter round the long straggles.

‘Soon?’

‘Fuck’s sake, I’ve got everything, except the ink! And I want my ten gs.’

The other hand on the skinny shoulder, thumb and index finger round the collarbone that stuck out.

Smackhead screamed liked they always did.

‘Soon?’

‘Today. Today, for fuck’s sake. After lunch. A screw who—’

The fingers and the collarbone in, around, again.

‘I don’t give a toss who. It’s ready, isn’t it? It’ll be ready when I come tomorrow.’

He shoved the frail body down in front of him, pressed it against the tiles until it started to bleed and that bastard grin disappeared.


twenty-five days to go


AFTERNOON.

He was certain of it.

The sun was no longer forcing its way further in through the gap between the red, yellow and white blanket and the window frame; he guessed it was about half past two  – three, maybe even half three. He was woken by the dog’s foul-smelling tongue on his cheek and neck, he didn’t like it, black and white and much heavier than it looked; a couple of times he’d tried to get hold of it and push it away, but each time forgot that a body barely half a metre long could be as heavy as a sack of stones that refuses to leave the floor.

Gabriel pushed away the tongue and snout, a knife-like pain in his shoulder; the wound had turned into a wide, swollen gash overnight, on top of old scar tissue  – despite two stones and a long metal pole, the window at the back of the shop had still had sharp teeth that were hard to see in the half light and sank into the flesh of those who tried to pass. He had pulled himself into a small, tight ball on his way into the shelves of goodies, but had still managed to get caught and only freed himself on the third attempt. They’d sat in the kitchen afterwards, Jon had held a short needle over a lighter flame until it glowed and then doused both the needle and the wound with Finnish vodka; he’d sewn eleven stitches through the already partially dead skin with nylon thread. Gabriel gingerly touched the wound, which had stopped bleeding, and lifted his arm up and down  – the pain eased with the slow movements but was replaced by a dull, silent ache.

Wanda was still asleep.

He yawned, sat up on the edge of the bed, looked at her naked back and bum and thighs, his cock swelled and


BTW brutha, ur whore. She seems to have plenty of room for everything, hahaha brutha.



clenched his eyes tight until things calmed down, looked at the clock, nearly three, half an hour to go. The white tube, he quickly rubbed the cream on his skin all the way up to his neck, his clothes were lying on the red carpet that was so thick and soft, his hoodie stained dark brown from the right shoulder to halfway down the back by dried blood, he picked it up and pulled it over his head then scraped off what he could reach with his nails, couldn’t find his pants and one of his socks, two pairs of joggers and bare feet in his trainers.

Her ears. He leaned over, his fingertip gently touching the soft skin and her earrings, two crosses with a small diamond in the middle. From the jewellers on Kungsgatan. He’d emptied the binliner on the floor and let her choose two things before they sold the rest to the Chinamen down by Odenplan  – one hundred and ninety-four thousand for a window and five display cases. She had chosen the earrings and a ring with a red pearl that was too big really, but fitted if she wore it by the knuckle on her middle finger.

He looked at her naked body, she moved uneasily when he opened the door, said something he didn’t catch and then turned over.

Big Ali was lying on the sofa in the sitting room, the cut on his forehead from when he’d smashed the window with his fist wrapped in a jacket then leaned in to reach the lock on the door, was now a straight, dark gash from his eyebrow to his hairline. Gabriel shook his sleeping shoulders hard, rapped Jon’s feet at the other end of the sofa and punched Javad Hangaround, who was asleep in the armchair with his mouth open, in the chest.

The red  – or maybe it was orange  – front door was unlocked, this was Råby after all, no one would ever come into their flat without permission.

The air was afternoon warm and without smells and seemed to kind of pack itself into the space between the concrete wall of the balcony and the railings, through the door onto the main stairwell and the lift down to the basement and the metal door, heavy key in the lock. They went into the garage that had been dug out under the six-storey concrete building that constituted Råby Allé 1 to Råby Allé 214, past the rows of cars, down round the bend to the next level and the two shiny cars at the far end, one silver and one black. Gabriel carried on when the others stopped, waited, watched while he walked slowly round each one in turn, Mercedes CLK 500, cabriolet, eight cylinder, no scratches, no damage, Audi R8, four-by-four, six gears, he opened the driver’s door, three hundred and six horsepower, started the engine, listened, four hundred and twenty horsepower, checked the boot, the tyres, the lights, the wheel rims. Two parking spaces away was a rental trailer from OKQ8. He looked around, then opened two padlocks and lifted off the plastic hood. Twelve small cardboard boxes with pictures of laptops on the sides and two considerably larger ones with eighty-inch screens and four yellow oblong boxes with something in them that looked like loudspeakers.

Gabriel calculated, one hundred and twenty thousand, a quarter of that if they sold it to the man in Tumba.

He could feel the nylon thread pulling in his shoulder  – eleven stitches and Big Ali’s forehead, thirty thousand, it hadn’t been worth it.

They walked towards the automatic doors which opened without a sound and marked the end of the underground concrete space, carried on across the square to the metro, passed the station manager and ticket attendant, who turned their heads and looked the other way as the four young men with no tickets went straight through the barrier and up the steps and onto the 3.25 train to Norsborg, the next and final station on the line.

They got off, had a smoke, waited.

Ten dead minutes while a short man in a Stockholm transport uniform walked down through the eight carriages to change driver seat, from one end of the train to the other, and the journey back along the red line through the southern suburbs to stations in central and northern Stockholm. Gabriel stood on the platform by one of the middle carriages as the driver passed through, a rollie still between his fingers, while Jon, Big Ali and Javad Hangaround went in and out the open carriage doors, checking who was sitting where, explaining to those necessary who had chosen the wrong places and how long they had to switch seats.

They caught his attention, gave a thumbs up and disappeared into their planned carriages.

He stayed where he was. Waiting.

Any minute, there, there, he heard feet rushing up the steps and crossing the platform, jeans, a jacket, twenty-five, the sort who stuck out when he sat down at the back of the now empty carriage.

Gabriel got on.

A minute from Norsborg to Råby.

Plenty of time, they’d done it so many times before.


Love respect pride bruthahood duty belonging honor don’t forget that brutha.



The doors slid shut, the train started to roll, he sat on one side right at the back, the Jacket sat opposite, looked at someone who looked back. Gabriel took off his hoodie, opened the window, then closed it again with his top caught in it. They were now hidden between the grey concrete wall and the grey top.


The new GS will b led by the command. The command will be 2 people.



The guy sitting opposite took two white ICA supermarket bags from his inner pockets, and placed them on the empty seat. Gabriel put his hand on the thin plastic-wrapped metal shapes, hard and angular; he lifted them up and weighed them with small movements, close to his body. Lahti. They contained what they were supposed to contain. Glock. He raised his arm and watched Big Ali in the carriage in front and Jon in the carriage behind open the end doors into his carriage with their allen keys, hurry in and pick up a plastic bag each, then disappear out again the way they came.


Only 2, bro! Seriously ARMED, very TIGHT unit!!



One minute. Plenty of time. When the metro train stopped at Råby station, they all stepped out from their carriages and walked towards the exit and a deserted centre with the eerie glow of fluorescent lighting. They passed two empty shops and waited as a young boy stood up from a bench some distance away, gold chain round his neck and slicked-back hair, he looked for acknowledgement from Gabriel  – Eddie’s the name  – and nearly caught his eye, that was enough, he grew, the mark from a ring still visible on his cheek. He took one of the white ICA bags and carried it to the supermarket and the lockers just inside the main entrance where you could pay five kronor and store your bags while you were shopping. They watched the wee guy put in a coin and stuff the bag in, then lock it, and Gabriel knew that he was perfect  – twelve years old, illegal possession of a weapon, a minor.


No more president, vice president, prospect. Now its commander, soldier, private.



The sun was shining when four boys, teenagers, young men, left an empty shopping centre and walked through a summer slightly warmer than the last. Råby was seldom beautiful to anyone who didn’t belong there and on days like this the bright light peeled the last layer of colour from the high structures and the concrete buildings became, even for Gabriel, Jon, Big Ali and Javad Hangaround, a grey, airless place and none of them said anything as there was nothing much to say. The automatic door into the underground garage opened as silently as it had thirty minutes earlier and they walked into the cool darkness, a vast cavity that stretched the length of Råby Allé, to an exit in the middle of the garage, a door that said number 34, and then took the lift to the third floor, the door by the rubbish chute.

She looked about thirty-five, dark hair that had been dyed even darker when grey wisps had displaced time, quite beautiful really, but a pale face, a mouth that didn’t want to smile and eyes that were older than her years.

‘You’re to keep this.’

She looked at the other white plastic bag with an ICA logo on it, which had recently been on an empty train seat.

She didn’t answer.

She pulled the door hard to, but a foot was in the way, she couldn’t close it as long as the one they called Big Ali, who was tall and square, was stopping her with his foot.

‘Five hundred a day. You’ve to keep it for twenty-five. Until he comes to get it.’

‘Go to hell!’


The commanders have the power. The commanders deside the jobs. Soldiers and privates can never refuse.



She pushed his shoulder with one hand and pulled the door with the other.

He stayed where he was.

She looked at the others, half a step behind, the same clothes, the same arrogant tilt as they glared at her.

She met Gabriel’s eyes. He would look away. And he did.


A fucking order is never refused.



‘Gabriel?’

It wasn’t long, but he looked at the floor for a moment which triggered more words, louder.

‘Gabriel? Listen. Him, get him  …’


Never refused. Or else they’ll have 2 pay.



Then the moment was gone, he looked up, met her eyes, he wasn’t going to look away again.

‘You’ll keep it, bitch, because we want you to keep it.’

She took a step forwards, he didn’t move, her open hand struck his cheek.

‘Don’t you threaten me.’

They were standing close looking into each other’s eyes without blinking and they knew each other so well and not at all.

She had struck his cheek.

He wasn’t quite sure why it was to be kept here, Leon must have his reasons, but he hadn’t moved, hadn’t looked away, hadn’t answered.

‘Don’t you threaten me, Gabriel, you—’

‘Keep it.’

He caught her arm and pulled it, not hard, but enough for her to move so that Big Ali could get into her flat and leave the white plastic bag on the hat shelf.
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