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			The Time of the Coltsfoot

			

			

			 

			 

			 

			1

			In my dream, Bertil Kras is a madman.

			Coming towards me, he is bathed in a pink light and I cannot make out his steps. A few metres from me he halts, and his arrival seems peaceful, almost discreet. There is something apprehensive in his eyes and he is very tired. He comes to a complete stop and then it is as if he had always been there. He just stands before me, enfolded in and protected by the dream, yet still worried and hesitant.

			In my dream, I say; yet I did actually see him perform this nocturnal tribute in real life, all of nineteen years earlier. But at the time, when the events took place, he looked very different. Then, I saw him in a marshalling yard, a madman amongst the dark red goods wagons. A viscous darkness lay over the yard. The pale yellow lights atop the rusty iron posts were no more than sharp, thin dots of light that fell softly onto the tracks and sleepers. And this is where I caught sight of him running around. Although it was pitch-­dark and I was quite far away, nearly one hundred and fifty metres, I could see him clearly. His movements were jerky, as if completely uncoordinated. While his arms seemed to be straining in one direction, his feet looked to be twisted back to front and out of position. His head was being slung about like a boxer’s punchball, as if there were no vertebrae supporting his neck. Although I could not hear this, I was convinced that he was breathing heavily and overcome by sudden bouts of coughing that nearly suffocated him.

			

			But I prefer to present him as an apparition, a nameless shadow that once scared the living daylights out of those who were woken up by the runaway goods wagons. I prefer the dream, because it brings everything into sharper focus. A sequence bathed in washed-­out, naked light. I also prefer it because in some strange way, after all these years, it becomes truer. Non-­essentials have vanished, leaving only a figure in black and white engaged in a desperate attempt to derail goods wagons and prise bolts out of tarred wooden sleepers.

			At the time, we lived close to the railway. Our two-­storey white wooden house resounded with Pappa’s snoring. It was a sporadic, uneven rumbling, like wind passing through a gut. I had woken up because I needed to pee. The alarm clock on the porcelain plate with the blue flowers showed one thirty. And as I stood there in the toilet, my eyes all sticky with sleep, I became aware of the peculiar noises penetrating the wooden walls. I took aim with my pee, the slightly uncertain urine stream of a child, and thought, how strange that they were shunting in the middle of the night. That had only happened during the war, the one that ended just before I was born. And there sure as hell couldn’t be another war on, no one had told me anything about that.

			I banged my knee on the sofa table as I fumbled my way over to the hall window in the dark. It was nothing bad, just a gentle blow on the soft bit underneath the kneecap. Since I was tired and my muscles were therefore relaxed, I felt no pain.

			It was almost impossible to see out. The temperature must have been minus thirty that night and coarse ice crystals had formed all over the glass pane. But in no time at all I had found a peephole in the small clear spaces that always appear in a frozen window.

			

			Looking back now, the dream still fresh in my mind, all this has been stripped away. There’s nothing left of the need to pee. In the dream, there is only the madman, a highly magnified and stylised snapshot.

			A dream, with its astounding capacity to surprise and to generate uncertainty and mystery.

			But nothing is really a mystery. Everything can be described and made comprehensible. The madman’s story can be retraced and mapped.

			 

			The surname of the man whom we find in the marshalling yard that night was Kras, like the Swedish word for ‘to shatter’. No one knew where he got this from. Furthermore, it was a source of satisfaction for some that the interloper should have such a peculiar family name. It was irrelevant that he also happened to have a first name which was so ordinary as Bertil. He quite simply went by the nickname of Krasen, ‘the Crackpot’, until he acquired some more sinister ones later on.

			He had arrived in the market town in the Norrland region of Sweden in the autumn of 1947. People in the know claimed that he was first spotted one Sunday morning. This was not without significance, since the first train did not get in before one thirty on Sundays and it was quite clear that he had not come by car. He had suddenly just been standing there in the street, between the post office and the furniture shop, had slowly turned around on the pavement once, twice, as if looking for something. It was eight thirty on a Sunday morning and the town was as dreary as it ever could be. There was still a long time to go before church and no one had any business being out and about.

			

			Bertil Kras had broken the peace. Not only had he turned up at a time that was inappropriate because it did not explain how he had arrived, the first action which marked his presence was also mystifying. He turns one way and then the other on the pavement and this rouses the hostility of the locals who see him. He has crashed into their closed bloodstream like a galloping infection. He steps into the scene, tearing the seams apart this Sunday morning as the autumn sun shines down from the tops of the wooded hills that loom over the market town. A stranger, an unwelcome guest, a blot on the highly polished surface of this image. His presence is sucked into the consciousness of the houses, their Sunday-­barred doors cannot keep it out.

			Sometime later, in the early fifties, he gives his own account. He says, ‘It was so damn difficult to find the church. I wanted to know what the time was. Then, once I got there, it turned out that there was no clock. Only some closed shutters right at the top of the tower.’ He goes on to say that he had been terribly hungry and had looked for somewhere open to get some food, knowing that it was likely to be in vain. He had wandered around for almost an hour before giving up. Then he had strolled down to the river and settled underneath a pine tree that was leaning over the sandbank. And there he ‘must have nodded off for a bit’.

			He is sitting in the beer café as he tells his tale. The sawmill had already burned down and he had been accused of causing the fire. He is in his usual place in the far corner, leaning back against the wall. The sharp frame of the picture, showing two monks carrying barrels of beer, is digging into his neck. His hands and slim fingers with the black brass ring are resting on the table, stretched out like bathing bodies on a beach. He has pushed aside the ashtray, had already given up smoking by then. A beer and the brown glass bottle stand between his hands.

			

			I say that he is leaning against the wall; he is also sitting with his back to the room, and there is a short panel separating his solitary table from the rest of the establishment, which reeks of tobacco and the sour-­smelling mud from all the rubber boots. Once upon a time there used to be a back door to the beer café there. When it was walled up, a table was put into the empty space and it gradually became Krasen’s regular seat.

			Strictly speaking he is not telling any story, he is alone at his table. Muttering to himself, wearing a strange expression of gloom and fear. The words tumble from his mouth through half-­open lips. His tongue struggles for air as the words come out. A deafening silence hangs over Krasen’s table. Distant voices surround him, sounds from glasses and bottles. The smoke that reaches him is full of snippets of the rumours he knows swirl about him.

			But no one says anything. The voices are dampened. It’s a different sort of brutality, swallowed folding knives that suddenly open inside the stomach.

			Prying eyes already follow him on that lonely and hungry Sunday walk around the market town. Mean eyes behind white curtains, thin enough to see through, thick enough to prevent anyone looking in.

			The story is simple. It’s the story of those who batter him to pieces.

			Bertil Kras, a stone that drops into the very centre of this story, the source of the rings which are still spreading. But the Madman, the Arsonist, the Crackpot and all the other names by which he was called are only an entry point, the first door leading to what follows here. His fate is no more than a yardstick, a soft chunk of meat that is boiled to pieces, ending up as a watery, flavourless tragedy, a suicide that I am not even certain has happened yet.

			

			 

			When Bertil Kras finds himself standing hungry and lonely in the street of the market town that Sunday in September 1947, a great deal has already happened. Just one example: five years earlier, several of his future tormentors have sent shiny, polished reindeer horns to the German embassy with discreet good wishes.

			But Bertil Kras is looking for a church tower and a clock. The catastrophic ending in the marshalling yard still lies far ahead in the future. For now he has no idea about the cold winter night when I need to pee and see him through the blur of an icy windowpane.

			So he does not find anywhere to eat. Eventually he stops at the vending machine outside the railway station, slips in a twenty-­five öre coin and pulls out a bar of chocolate with nuts. He opens it and eats it right there. Then he puts the wrapper in his pocket and sets off down to the river. The market town dozes around him in its treacherous idyll, his movements carefully noted by those who can see him.

			They register his slow pace, the somewhat jerky bounce in his every step. They see his skinny frame, the grey eyes bulging in their sockets, the sparse, fair hair flopping up and down.

			When he gets to the river, he grabs hold of a bush and reaches down towards the cold and clear water. He dips his fingertips into the stream and wipes his forehead. Sits up against the leaning pine tree with the damaged roots and falls asleep after a while.

			

			Just before dropping off, he can feel the rough bark through his dark blue jacket.

			There he sits, an indistinct, blurry blot, as Swedish society takes a deep breath before throwing itself into the vast welfare-­state project that exploded into the fifties.

			The idyll is deceptive. He is enveloped in a silence dressed up in garish colours.

			His identity remained unknown until he walked through the doors of Gustafsson’s boarding house around three that afternoon and asked if he could rent a room for some time. Helmer Gustafsson, a widower since 1939, was immediately suspicious. ‘For some time’ sounded too imprecise, too vague. And when he then saw the shady individual sign in as Mr Bertil Kras, a man who did not appear to have any luggage but merely took the key with the heavy iron lump and walked up to his room on the second floor, his misgivings grew even stronger. He went out into the yard to check that he had not been wrong; there was definitely no car there. Then he sat down in the kitchen and called Strömgren, who worked at the railyard, asking if any stranger had arrived on the afternoon train. Strömgren said no, only locals. After hanging up, Helmer Gustafsson made up his mind to ask for advance payment as soon as that man Kras showed up again.

			This did not happen until just after six thirty on Monday morning. Gustafsson was already up at around five because he was not a good sleeper and could hear the footsteps of someone padding about above his head. Since Bertil was the only guest, he hurried out to the cramped little porter’s lodge and waited.

			Bertil came down the stairs. He gave a friendly nod, may have said good morning and placed the key on the desk. His movements were straightforward and open, which disconcerted Gustafsson.

			

			Bertil walked out through the front door. A slight drizzle floated beneath the cloudy sky. He paused for a moment, smiled briefly to himself and then vanishes out of the picture.

			He goes to the sawmill and immediately gets a job with the stackers.

			He works there until it burns to the ground a few years later.

			2

			There had been a camp in the forest some distance from the town.

			It had been surrounded by a fence. But above all it had been encircled by a secret language. A very deliberate language: one that would prevent anyone looking in. As few people as possible should know of the camp’s existence. There was a war on, the country needed leaders, the leaders had to have some latitude. That included making up a secret language.

			Now, afterwards, the secret language expresses it differently: a ‘necessary security measure’.

			Now that the camp no longer exists.

			 

			The camp – or ‘the labour detachment’ as it was officially known – had lain in the forest. An old logging road leading to a clearing had been extended a few kilometres into the woods. The new piece of track had been narrow, all the signs were that it had been made in a hurry. It was really not much more than two narrow strips of earth for the car tyres, roughly flattened and stamped down in order to make them more passable. Between them were the remains of the stumps of pine trees that had been crudely uprooted and a sparse covering of pale green grass.

			

			On both sides of the road: the stubborn pine forest, the trees upright and slim. Rustling twigs underfoot, cranberry bushes and the occasional cluster of mushrooms.

			The camp owed its location to a thunderstorm a few years before the war. A bolt of lightning had struck and the resulting fire destroyed one square kilometre of forest. The charred soil remained untouched until the time came to build a camp. There is no way of finding out who came up with the idea of using that particular site. It is simply there one day, a suggestion, a good suggestion that sets in motion a chain of discrete actions. Army officers, policemen and unknown officials in dark overcoats suddenly turn up in the market town, only then to disappear again just as quickly, after making excursions which are rumoured to have taken them to the site of the old forest fire.

			It is not possible to map out what the arguments were that ultimately led to the camp being located in this particular spot. The secret language still exists and, if cracks appear, evasive terms are always an option. Some of the people who made the decisions are dead, others are senile and weary to the point of tears. And the ones who still remain, distort what actually happened.

			But it’s plain to see how suitable the place was.

			 

			I say that the camp was in the woods. It is still there. The forest has since healed the thousand-­square-­metre wound where Communists, syndicalists, anarchists and other ‘political elements who under current circumstances should be interned for the safety of the nation’ lived in their wooden sheds. Fir trees have crept in onto the site of the fire. Only someone who knows can find the traces.

			

			All that is left of the camp is the rubbish dump. It is still there, next to a couple of large granite blocks lying on the border between the area that burned and the forest that was spared. The heat broke the granite open and, during the time when the camp was there, rubbish was thrown into the cracks. Tin cans, empty bottles, oil drums, broken stoves, broken spades, shoes, boots. These are all still visible, but one can also easily imagine the things that have rotted away and disappeared under the soil.

			Bending down to poke my fingers into the muddy ground, it occurs to me that our history can increasingly be measured by its camps. Different types, different numbers, different inmates.

			Svante Eriksson is standing a few metres behind me. He drove me out here and showed me the way. He has one boot up on a stone. When I try to look into his face he turns his gaze away.

			He is rather difficult to grasp, is our Svante Eriksson. A few weeks ago, as I was crossing the fenced-­off sanded depot where the Road Department’s winter maintenance vehicles were clustered together like yellow butterfly wings, I saw him crouched down by one of the big graders. He was an old Communist, said to be an easy-­going sort. Apparently he was someone who ‘still believed in believing’. So I had no qualms and marched straight across the sanded area; he would already have heard me at a distance of thirty or forty metres. He turned and may have caught me giving him a nod. I stopped before addressing his bent back.

			‘Hello, Comrade.’

			The international greeting is wonderful when there is life in it, when it conveys the aspirations of a whole world each time it is used. But it is terrible when it fails, when it’s as sterile as a dead desert.

			

			There is just time for me to think how disastrously bloody wrong it was, what they said about Svante Eriksson, before he turns and asks me what the hell I mean. What I mean? Well, you know, I only wanted to talk to you for a bit. If you have time? Maybe when you have the time?

			Things couldn’t have gone worse. He stares at me with suspicion in his eyes. In one hand he is holding a spanner, I think maybe the biggest I’ve ever seen.

			And it’s all gone wrong, totally wrong.

			Whereas in fact I should have been right. Svante Eriksson had been a Communist, a Party member since 1935, when he was fifteen. Everyone I had spoken to about him before we met at the Road Department’s depot had said that, whatever one might think of him and his opinions, he had always been consistent and forthright. No one could remember his ever having made a secret of his political affiliation and views, even at the most difficult of times. Not for nothing was he said to have been the youngest inmate in the camp. He was only a little more than twenty years old at the time, yet he was one of the first they took.

			So my mistake is not that I misinterpreted what I had heard. My mistake is not to have borne in mind what had happened in the interim. The interim: almost thirty years. Svante Eriksson is, after all, almost sixty now.

			What can I say? Svante Eriksson and I obviously never had a good relationship after that. He always viewed me sceptically, without ever being impolite or arrogant. And I of course never managed to convince him that I only wanted what I said I wanted, not something else that I was keeping from him. Yet he did help me, with a sort of reluctant curiosity, especially when it came to details about the camp. All in all, we met three times. First that ill-­fated Friday afternoon and then two Sundays, all in the course of the same month, September 1973. That Friday meeting among the butterfly-­like graders on the Road Department’s sanded yard led to an offer to visit him the coming Sunday, before he turned his back and whacked a rusty wheel bolt with the gigantic spanner so hard that flakes of rust flew several metres up into the dry September air.

			

			3

			He had a 1957 Peugeot. The driver’s seat was about the only part that seemed intact. I had to sit on an upside-­down beer crate. A dovetail saw, some work gloves and a spare tyre occupied the space where there had once been a back seat.

			‘I steal wood,’ he said with a smile when he saw that I was looking behind me.

			We have already turned off the main road and are bumping along in the Peugeot’s lowest gear when he unexpectedly begins to speak about the dog. He has a powerful, almost too-­firm grip on the light grey steering wheel and is staring straight ahead through the windscreen. The sky is overcast and the interior of the car lends his face a strange pale tone. I am sitting on the crate, holding on to the handbrake and the window handle. We have been going for half an hour now. Neither of us says a word; the only thing that has happened is that the rear-­view mirror drops down just as we leave the main road, and the left rear wheel hits a large lumpy spruce root crawling across the road. The Peugeot’s suspension wore out long ago and the bump is dull and hard. The mirror falls from its holder and both Svante and I instinctively try to catch it. This merely results in a clash of hands and the mirror ends up between the clutch and the brake pedal. Before he can stop himself, Svante slams on the brake and the mirror is crushed between the pedal and the rusty car floor.

			

			Svante gets out of the car, bends over and scrapes out what is left of the mirror. Then he throws the broken glass into the forest.

			We drive on and, as I said, he starts to talk about the dog. I get the distinct impression that he has taken great care to prepare what he is saying.

			The Peugeot is bumping along slowly when he suddenly announces that the dog’s name was Rapp.

			‘Not the fastest runner by any means,’ he says. ‘But fast enough to do what was needed.’

			We drive past a clearing with stacks of logs. The ground in front of them has been churned up by heavy lorries and the Peugeot is in trouble, skidding down into one of the deep wheel tracks. Svante engages the lowest gear again and manages to coax us back onto solid ground. But instead of driving on, he brakes, brings the car to a complete stop and turns off the engine. The timing of the ignition must be wrong because the motor stutters a few times, even though he has taken out the key. He sits and watches the jerking gear lever until the engine is completely still. Only then does he turn to me and suggest that we get out.

			After we leave the car and walk over to one of the piles of logs, he says, ‘This is as far as the road went before the camp was built.’

			

			Then he adds, after a sombre pause, ‘This is also where they took the dog.’

			We stand there, Svante and I, and feel the scents of autumn lightly brush against us. It is a quiet Sunday and the colours are still sharp and clear. So far, the temperature has not once dropped below zero at night. He draws his hand across his cheek and scratches one ear.

			‘The dog had escaped. If they’ve been properly trained, they’re devils at running away and getting back to their owners. People are not exaggerating when they say that their dogs have run over a thousand kilometres and found their way back to their master.’

			He falls silent for a moment. A car can be heard passing in the distance on the main road. The sound dies away towards the south.

			‘I didn’t have time to do anything with him. They came for me at night. He made a huge racket when I had to leave. That crazed barking, I don’t know if you’ve ever heard it.’

			He looks at me. I shake my head.

			‘Yes, damn it. Then I heard that he’d managed to tear himself free from his chain and came after me. They shot him around here some place. Thought he was a fox, they said. He’s probably buried somewhere in this area.’

			And then, when we are back in the car and he has his hand on the ignition key:

			‘That’s probably what they were planning to do with us too.’

			We nearly run over a hare on our way back from the camp. Svante is blinded by the sunlight and only just manages to slam on the brakes. The car is still in gear and the engine dies. And then it doesn’t want to start again for a while.

			We sit in silence. He tries to start the car again, but nothing happens. A pause for half a minute and then another attempt. We must have been stuck there for half an hour before the engine suddenly comes to life once more and runs evenly and smoothly.

			

			The first Sunday visit is coming to an end. A great distance remains between Svante and me. He had only reluctantly offered to show me where the camp was, muttering that he didn’t really have the time, that he had been planning to go to a football match. When I suggested that we postpone our visit, that I could also come to the game instead, a fourth division one, he had shaken his head and said, ‘Let’s do it then.’ Standing among the yellow butterfly wings in the depot, we agreed to go at one. In an attempt at a feeble joke, I said that there would probably have been a game the following Sunday too.

			‘Never two weeks in a row. They’re playing away.’

			4

			I have returned to the market town, in other words. It has been many years since I was last here and even longer since I moved away. But the railbus is the same, except that the smell of diesel is fainter now that I’m a smoker. Also, the distances seem greater. It ought to be the other way round, things get shorter as we grow taller and the length of our pace increases. But here, where the railway meanders along, the forests seem even more endless than they used to. It is exactly the same railbus, an orange oval wasp. We aren’t many passengers, four in the non-­smoking compartment and two in the smokers’. It’s me and an old fellow wrestling with a bottle of akvavit in a shoe bag. He seems to have a stiff back, must have worked in the forests. A holdall that has seen better days is sitting on the seat beside him, the bottle continues to resist and he gives me a jokey grin. In a strange way it all seems so still, it is as if the old boy had been fumbling with his bottle of akvavit for a thousand years. We pass station buildings, as empty as hollowed-­out beetles. I can’t even remember the names of the stations. The signs have been taken down, no doubt as souvenirs rather than for use as protest placards, and I don’t recall any of them. What the hell was this one? It’s incomprehensible, you have travelled this route at least twenty times and you were more than seven years old, after all. Not to be able to remember a single name. It only comes back to me when we make our first stop at a station which is painted brown and still has its sign. But the dead stations, the ones that have died away during those fourteen years, they have also been wiped from my memory. It’s only once the contours of the market town begin to appear that a force field forms, spanning the distance between the two poles, fourteen years apart, and draws them together. The bridge over the river is unchanged, the church tower blends into the grey-­white clouds. The railbus begins to slow, we pass the marshalling yard and Krasen flashes by. It is late afternoon and we’re on time.

			

			This return visit lasts a good three weeks. When I eventually get back onto the train one Sunday afternoon, I do so with new knowledge. Not only about a camp, not only about a flagrant distortion of historical facts, but especially about the Palace, as I like to call it.

			A palace, a blue palace. The colour is political, the building is political. The Palace was the Swedish welfare state, the blue colour emerged only gradually from behind the red camouflage paint.

			

			A blue palace. Bertil nods off against one of its pine trees.

			Pushing back against a transformation that will end up breaking its own spine. With a crack that’s inaudible, because it’s dull and protracted.

			My mind goes to the games that children play, to their stories. Hollow, gnarled tree trunks whose branches and holes give them human features; they could just as well become camouflage, hiding spies, bandits and crooks.

			You could almost say the same of Bertil Kras and the incredible fifties, wrapped up as they were in chewing gum and film stars, burned-­down sawmills and a hatred of Communists.

			As I travel back on the same railbus, something unexpected happens; I spot a figure from my past, someone who was in my class during my first years at primary school, a girl who once sat next to me to the right of the teacher’s raised, pale wooden desk. At the time she was Britt, but it doesn’t seem possible to call her by that name now. She sits opposite me; there are more people travelling this time, many going south to their Monday jobs. She huddles behind a copy of Femina, wears a wedding ring and is smoking incessantly. When she turns a page or shakes the ash off her cigarette, she glances in my direction. I am sure she does not recognise me. I have probably changed, more than she has, but above all she doesn’t remember me because she’s not expecting a strange face to be familiar. She’s on home ground, I’m the outsider.

			Neither of us says a word throughout the trip. I only bend down to pick up a glove that she has dropped on the floor. With a fleeting smile she slips it into her brown shoulder bag.

			Our knees touch a few times, a cool brush, nothing more. The railbus shudders and sways its way through the bleak countryside. I see that some of the older passengers intuitively look up when we pass stations that have been closed down. Force of habit catches them out, they always used to raise their heads there. Time fools them – soon we should be pulling into this or that station.

			

			Eventually, everything is still. At first, I’m at a loss, but then I realise that the railbus has stopped. We’re awaiting the last clear signal before we arrive, before the end of the return journey.

			The magazine has gone back into the bag. I get a sudden impulse to feel her hand, to see if it’s still damp from the nervousness of cheating.

			But there is no motion, the impulse feels almost embarrassing. For God’s or anybody else’s sake, I don’t have anything to say to her now.

			Yet we were both there, in the background to Bertil Kras.

			5

			It was a late afternoon, a few days into October 1940, when Senior Constable Lönngren got the unexpected order from military command. As soon as he saw the orderly he knew that something unusual was up, something more important than the regular routines involving repair and maintenance of watchtowers or the reinforcement of the local fire brigade. Lönngren was putting on his coat when he heard a car stop outside in the street. He was in his office with the enormous brown desk and quickly went over to the window. The grey military vehicle was carelessly parked and obstructed the entire entrance to the police station. A tall, skinny officer got out of the rear door. Lönngren saw at once that he was a senior officer, which confirmed that any message or orders that might be coming his way would be something out of the ordinary. Lönngren quickly removed his overcoat. He sat down in the brown chair with the armrests behind his writing desk, lit the table lamp with the yellow porcelain shade and just had time to grab an information leaflet on renewed instructions for cooperation between the Home Guard and the local police authority before he heard heavy footsteps and a rapping on the door.

			

			 

			Lönngren had never seen anything like it. The order before him on the blotter was something completely new. His face had stiffened and he could not take his eyes off the typewritten text that filled half the page above the spindly signature and the stencilled square secrecy stamp.

			The order lies on the table. Lönngren is slumped in his chair. He hears mumbling voices outside the door that grow louder and then fade again. He is completely alone, alone with a wartime command that must be executed. He still doubts that it is the right thing to do, he is still uncertain what the consequences might be of these short, terse sentences on the paper he has been given by the military.

			His thoughts go back to the summer of 1939, his first and so far only visit to Stockholm. He had strolled around in the dense heat, had decided that it was important for him to find the way to the government bodies he dealt with in the exercise of his duties. So he follows the city’s well-­marked paths and only vaguely registers the growing silence, the heat that becomes excessive; the moment when the inevitable becomes real. Lönngren was due to travel back on the morning train the day after war broke out. But when he is woken up by the nervous chambermaid at his hotel and given the first indications of what has just happened, he returns home immediately. He fights his way through the crowded chaos that has broken out at the Central Station and settles down in a second-­class compartment on the afternoon train. The journey takes eleven hours and it is not until he is on the train that he takes time to read the newspapers which he has piled up on a seat next to him.

			

			There is no one else in the compartment. He smokes and the ash from his cigar drops onto the floor.

			Now, almost exactly a year later, he has that order lying in front of him. Short instructions to the effect that the arrests are to be carried out as soon as possible and with the greatest possible discretion. The list appended to the terse command sets out an order of priority with some ten names on it.

			Lönngren leans forward in his chair. He pulls the list towards him and has another look at the names. He knows every one of them. He visualises their faces, he imagines them in situations in which they might well find themselves, at this precise moment, this October afternoon.

			Eventually he rises to his feet and walks over to his overcoat, which he had thrown over the back of the visitor’s chair. He digs out a box of matches from one of the outer pockets and goes back to his desk. He glances out of the window, not a soul in the street. Picks up the order and sets fire to it. Collects the ashes in the green ashtray which is shaped like a swan that has been split open and mashes together cigar stubs and ash from the burned paper until he is satisfied with the result. He puts on his overcoat and leaves the green-­painted police station, turning the corner into the street that leads up towards the hospital. It takes him another five minutes to walk to his home on the second floor of the paint shop owner’s house.

			

			That night he lies awake in his bed. Looking out into the darkness, he slowly rubs his elbow against the polished surface of the headboard.

			He is planning the arrests. Any doubts he may have could only stem from his determination to make the plan as foolproof as possible.

			The rest is obvious to him. The threat from the East, his duty of loyalty as a public servant, protecting the nation from the enemy within. The Swedish tiger, Lönngren lying there quietly and forming a plan.
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			The first one they take is Svante Eriksson. This step and all the rest of the final plan are decided in one of the inner rooms on the top floor of the hotel. The lighting is dim and the three military men, the unknown official from Stockholm and lastly Senior Constable Lönngren are seated around the large oval table. It had been just past nine o’clock when the camouflage-­painted Volvo sneaked into the bleak market town and parked near the hotel entrance in the fenced-­off yard. The three soldiers and the man in the dark clothes got out, there was no chauffeur. One of the four had driven the car. They went in through the hotel entrance and trooped up the stairs in a line. A waitress was sitting and knitting in the dining room, where there were maybe two or three guests.

			Lönngren is already there. He has been walking around in the dark room, listening out for footsteps on the stairs. All he has heard is the soft clinking of glasses raised in a toast and the faint din from the kitchen. Lönngren is wearing a dark suit. He has already chosen his seat at the table and marked it by placing a notepad on the chair.

			

			Greetings are exchanged in low mumbling tones. The officers give sketchy salutes and Lönngren fails to catch the name of the official. He only feels the pressure of a firm, hurried handshake. The official is going to run the meeting. He yanks off his overcoat and throws it onto the sofa in the darkest corner of the room. Appears to be in a rush and seems to know exactly what needs to be done. Lönngren has barely sat down when the man welcomes all present in an unexpectedly loud and sharp voice. Just then, Lönngren notices that someone, probably one of the officers, has shut the doors. The hard, black voice cuts through the room. Lönngren cannot help looking at the speaker’s eyes. The officers seem more relaxed sitting in their chairs; one of them is doodling in the palm of his hand with the end of a pencil.

			During the meeting, which lasts a good hour, Lönngren is made to speak three times, and once he volunteers a comment. Are there any names not on the list that ought to be added? Should the list be expanded? He says no, without any hesitation. Then he is asked if all the people listed live locally, if all of them can be arrested. He gives it a moment’s thought – he cannot, after all, be certain. Eventually he answers.

			‘I think so. I should imagine so.’

			‘It’s your responsibility, Senior Constable.’

			The dark, zealous voice strikes back. Lönngren nods.

			The last question for him to answer is put by one of the taciturn officers who seem to be drowsing in the background. A young man with a confident and dangerous air. His narrowed eyes are like cracks in the darkness, his hands tightly knitted under his chin. He suddenly stares straight at Lönngren.

			

			‘Any thoughts about potential problems during the arrests themselves?’ he says.

			Lönngren sits still, looking down at the table. Thoughts? Well, what the hell do we think? His mind goes cold.

			‘There could be problems. These men aren’t exactly weaklings.’

			He is surprised at how calm his voice sounds. The meeting is making him increasingly uncertain, more and more worried and apprehensive at the unreal turn of events. We’re not at war, he thinks. There’s actually no war in this country.

			‘All arrests are to be carried out on the same night. The transports must be over by daybreak.’

			The narrow-­eyed young officer abruptly straightens up like a jack-­knife being flicked open, abandoning his hunched position with his chin in his hands. His sharp words hit Lönngren’s ears like needle-­pricks.

			The meeting hangs heavy, the vulture hunched up in its tree, biding its time. Lönngren’s headache is getting increasingly bad and he wonders what the hell this is all about. Why must they be arrested and placed in those military barracks in the woods where there was that fire? Because they are unreliable? Communists? Pro-­Russian? Bolsheviks?

			It dawns on Lönngren that he is being drawn into a situation he will never get the full measure of and which is, in any case, not meant to be his to control. His duty of loyalty, his modest declaration of responsibility as senior constable and low-­level public servant, is suddenly being singed at the edges. It seems his duty is wider, it would appear to encompass another responsibility, which he is expected to take on and discharge without any questions or clear justification. To obey orders in silence.

			

			War is raging all around. The last time it was a battle for colonies, now it is yet another capitalist war. And here is Lönngren, being given orders to arrest a number of local residents.

			He knows them all.

			The meeting comes to an end, a brown briefcase is snapped shut. Hasty handshakes, a hint at a salute and Lönngren is the last to go down the stairs.

			When he emerges, they have just changed their plans. ‘It’s getting late, we might as well spend the night at the hotel.’

			‘Who the hell does one have to wake up?’ the Major asks.

			‘Engberg, the owner, lives over there,’ Lönngren says, pointing to the white house next to the hotel.

			After a few more brief handshakes, he goes off. Along the gravel path, out through the iron gate in the low stone wall, and right next to the house fronts until he reaches home. It is already a cold enough autumn night for condensation to rise from his mouth like smoke. With his thick rubber soles, he makes no noise. Cutting across the churchyard, he scowls as he passes a freshly dug grave and then turns off at the northern corner. He walks by Utberg’s cowshed and speeds up as he approaches home.
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			A few minutes after ten, they are all assembled in Lönngren’s office. That is, the town’s two other policemen and Lönngren himself, seated behind his large desk. Ekblad is the elder of the two. He is the father of seven, a militant teetotaller. Big and noisy, sometimes hot-­headed, sometimes quiet. The other is Jan-­Erik Olson. A little more than thirty, he is unmarried and moved to the town a few years earlier. He speaks a dialect from central Sweden, is a chain-­smoker and, after three years in the market town, still lives at a boarding house. He is difficult to grasp, evasive and slippery.

			

			The three men now find themselves in Lönngren’s office and they are the ones who will be carrying out the arrests.

			Lönngren has no idea what to say, where to start. He knows what he is not going to say, what he is not allowed to say, but now he has to find a way of explaining this awkward nocturnal mission. It annoys him that his head feels so empty. Lying awake in the night he had carefully memorised how he was going to present the assignment to Ekblad and Olson. But now he is no longer sure whether the words are right. What do they mean? What were you actually intending to say? Olson stands looking out of the window and, as usual, his mind seems to be somewhere else. In one hand he holds a cigarette in his own peculiar way, pinched between little finger and thumb. The ash makes a mess on the floor and Ekblad casts a gloomy look in his direction. He has made himself comfortable in the visitor’s chair, leaning his head against Lönngren’s black overcoat, which is hanging right behind the armrest.

			The October sun is shining in through the window. It is a cold, powerful light which cuts across the desk and one of the long walls of the room, like the cone-­shaped beam of a searchlight. The white-­striped pattern of the wallpaper shines in all its dreariness.

			At this very moment, when he ought to be saying something, to be getting a grip on the situation and giving it some contours and substance, Lönngren has a strange experience; it is as if he had been through all this once before, in exactly the same way, the same stillness, the same sunlight, the same cigarette ash on the cork mat. His chest tightens, he gives a start in his chair. He looks tentatively at Ekblad, who is busy trying to remove a pencil mark from the front of his shirt. And Olson stands there smoking, gaunt, lost in another world. He still has half the cigarette, the glow a long way yet from his yellow little finger.

			

			Lönngren has a regularly recurring life experience which, for one reason or another, he has come to call ‘the frozen clock’. He feels an almost panicky need to stop time and get some small situation, not necessarily anything significant, to freeze and allow breathing space, making it possible to live life without everything being over in a flash and turning into an obscure memory. He experiences these episodes most often and most intensively in the mornings. He wakes up and is overcome by anxiety at the thought that the day which is about to begin already feels as if it is over, ended, completed in a flash. If he could, he would pause some totally insignificant moment and then wrap himself in it to get some respite, a brief period in which the clock really does stand still. Not completely and for ever; he merely wants confirmation that it is a possibility, nothing more.

			He sees it like this: perhaps he is just on his way out of the grocer’s with his weekly shopping. He is standing on the stone steps leading down to the pavement. In the distance a car comes down the main street. An elderly lady is on her way into the watchmaker’s. She is holding the door handle and looking down at her overshoes to make sure that she does not trip up.

			And there the picture freezes. This is when Lönngren wants to find his pause, a brief moment when the clock stops and allows a meditative simplicity, the feeling that he may after all still be able to catch up. That at least for once he will be able to keep up with life and not always be in the hopeless position where everything is too late.

			

			Olson stubs out his cigarette and Ekblad gives up on the pencil mark. Lönngren suddenly finds his thread again.

			‘This is going to be a bit unusual,’ he begins. ‘Not just a night-­time job, but secret military orders. One could maybe call it our first war­time measure.’

			Ekblad looks dubious, Olson lights another cigarette.

			‘Before I say anything more, I want to remind you of the oath of secrecy and all that. It’s now become more than just some words, if you get my drift.’

			Ekblad is still slouched in the chair, a slow, suspicious look on his large wet face. Olson on the other hand has pricked up his ears, suddenly sensing a new uncertainty in Lönngren, who is normally so calm.

			‘We have orders to pick up some people who are dangerous now in time of war. We have to fetch them and take them to those barracks that have been put up in the spot where there was that forest fire a few years ago, you know.’

			‘What have they done?’ Ekblad asks. ‘Here, in this dump?’

			‘Nothing,’ Lönngren replies. ‘But the powers that be have decided that they are . . . unreliable. All we can do is follow orders.’

			‘Bloody strange orders,’ Olson cuts in. ‘Can I see a copy?’

			‘No,’ Lönngren shakes his head. ‘I burned them.’

			‘Burned? What the hell do you mean?’ Ekblad is having some trouble pulling himself up in his chair.

			

			‘It was stated clearly that the orders were to be burned once they had been read. I’m telling you what they said. We have to go out tonight and bring people in.’

			The inevitable question. Olson gets there first.

			‘How many and who?’

			Lönngren pushes over the list, which is lying in front of him on the table. Olson drops some cigarette ash on the pen tray and picks up the sheet of paper. He brings it over to Ekblad and silently they go through the list of names together.

			Once, twice. The different stages of silence: first concentration, then surprise, then the growing feeling of how unreal this is. They look up at Lönngren, who is slumped behind his desk.

			‘Well,’ he says. ‘We’re to go and get them tonight. We’ll have to do it in some sort of sensible order.’

			‘What the fuck is this all about?’ Ekblad interrupts, heaving himself out of the chair whilst breathing heavily. He gets to his feet, pulls his trousers up over his belly and walks over to Lönngren.

			‘There must be some other reason than that it’s war. None of these guys have ever done anything illegal, have they? You’d be hard put to find any finer working men in this godforsaken place. Right? Why?’

			Lönngren does not reply. He knows that Ekblad will soon put two and two together and see the connection between the names, a connection that is sufficient cause for a night-­time arrest.

			But it is Olson who breaks the silence.

			‘Communists,’ he says with a quick grin on his pale, dry face. ‘So here we go,’ he adds.

			Lönngren recognises the dark undertones coming from Olson’s mouth. He senses the ominous cold strain in the taciturn, dispassionate man. Lönngren can feel his thoughts begin to stutter against his frontal bone. Some clear images emerge from the world of dark shadows that has been aching in his head all morning, tracks on a bare mountain top.

			

			Olson’s neutral face, it occurs to him. Sweden’s neutrality. And a menacing, ill-­concealed undertone that emerges from this squeaky-­clean neutrality. The one word uttered by Olson: ‘Communists’.

			To Lönngren it sounds as if he has said ‘at last’.

			One thought flashes on to another. Ekblad only manages to take three short steps, to the window and back again, before saying:

			‘There’s no bloody way we can do this, Einar.’ He only calls Lönngren by his first name in extreme situations. He points to the list which Olson is holding and carefully studying. ‘How can we go over to Sven Wiklund’s and say, “Hey old boy, afraid we have to lock you up because you’re a Communist and right now that’s not so good.” Or Wickberg’s? What do you think his wife will say? She’s expecting again. Number seven or eight. What is this, Einar? It really stinks. Whose decision was it?’

			‘Necessity.’ Olson steps in, quick as a flash. ‘Opinions are weapons, as we know. Dangerous opinions are dangerous weapons. They have to be neutralised.’

			Ekblad frowns in distaste as he listens to Olson’s clumsy pronouncement. Lönngren recoils at the callous sound of Olson’s voice, thinks that he has already heard those very same words before. But he can’t remember where, not right now.

			‘So this is quite okay then, as far as you’re concerned?’ Ekblad says to Olson.

			‘Yes.’ The answer snaps back in a demonstratively harsh tone.

			

			Lönngren stands up. The sudden irritation is palpable between the big fellow and his small, skinny colleague, whose voice has taken on a metallic sound.

			‘It won’t be the first time we policemen have to do something we’d rather not. It’s certainly unpleasant, but we don’t have a choice. It’s got to be done. I thought we’d begin with Svante, Svante Eriksson that is. Not Svante Sturesson, we’ll get to him later . . .’

			In a few simple words, Lönngren sets out the strategy that they are going to follow. Ekblad returns to the chair. Olson is standing by the window with his back turned. Lönngren can feel a slight thaw; gradually the plan is feeling more comfortable.

			Just before four, they go their separate ways.

			They meet again at half past ten that evening. The town is deserted, most windows dark. They assemble outside the police station, next to the garage. There they are in darkness, shielded by both the firewall and the black night.

			Ekblad is jangling the car keys, he is going to be driving the big Volvo.

			They have handcuffs and service pistols in their pockets. Presumably Lönngren at least will have loaded his.
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			So Svante Eriksson is the first to get picked up. He is a Communist Party member and lives with his mother in one of the blocks of rental apartments by the railway. His father died a few years earlier; he was a railway worker and chairman of the local Party branch. Svante and his mother live in their apartment because the blocks, four red three-­storey buildings, are owned by the railway and his father used to work for them. Normally the family would have had to move out once the father was dead, but since Svante’s sixty-­year-­old mother helps to clean the trains and the station waiting room a couple of times a week, they have been able to stay on. There are many in the market town who say that the railway bosses are beginning to be just as scared of Svante as they were of his father. The same sharp repartee, just as well-­informed and just as often being sent parcels of books and strange newspapers. They have begun to view Svante in the same way they did his father, with a mixture of respect and irritation. Most people obviously disagree with their opinions; apart from that, however, these Communists are often capable men. But also such a bloody handful and pretty insolent.

			

			Ekblad drives the black Volvo right up to the entrance of Svante’s building. He turns off the engine and coasts the last couple of metres. The gravel crunches under the thick rubber tyres. The headlights are off and only the glow from Olson’s cigarette shines in the back seat. They stay sitting quietly for a moment before Lönngren grips the door handle and their mission begins. He is also the one who bangs on the brown door on the second floor, to the left of the central staircase. Three times, not too hard, only firm. The sound echoes in the staircase and Ekblad winces at each blow. Standing right at the back, Olson looks coldly at the closed door. It is just after eleven.

			 

			What happens? What happens next? Svante Eriksson only really remembers that he is the one who opened the door. And that he is in his white vest, getting washed, and has just turned on the cold tap. His mother Brita is somewhere in the dark background, in the main room of the apartment. She is sitting in her chair by the window that overlooks the railway, the marshalling yard and the station house. The very window from which she had seen her husband, Svante’s father, come and go as he worked his shifts at the station. Since it is late, she is probably reading or mending some clothes. The home is quiet, warm and cosy, and bathed in soft light.

			

			But what actually happens? Svante leaves the tap on, calls out ‘What the hell is it now?’ into the room and pulls open the front door. He shivers as the cold hits him and only then realises that Senior Constable Lönngren is standing there on the dark stairs.

			‘Svante Eriksson?’ Lönngren asks. Ekblad and Olson are skulking in the silent darkness.

			‘Well, yes, obviously, for God’s sake . . . Hello . . .’

			Svante frowns and brushes the light brown curls from his forehead. He has goosebumps on his bare shoulders.

			‘You’d better get dressed and come along with us right now. We’ll be taking you away immediately.’

			‘Whatever for?’

			Just then, Brita appears from the passage between the main room and the kitchen. She looks over towards the entrance but sees only her son’s back and hears mumbling voices. She is standing in the doorway to the kitchen when Svante turns and addresses her.

			‘Mamma, they’ve come to arrest me. Come over here.’ He gestures to her to join him.

			She goes and stands next to her son, who is several centimetres taller than she is. He moves aside to make room for her in the doorway. And then she sees Lönngren and the shadows of the other two on the stairs.

			

			‘I can’t discuss this in the presence of another person,’ Lönngren says. ‘Only when we’re alone.’

			Brita stares at him. A vertical furrow slowly cuts across her forehead.

			‘What can’t you talk about?’

			‘They can’t say why I’m being arrested.’

			‘Arrested? What’s all this about?’ She looks at him and takes hold of his arm.

			In fact, none of them questions the order once they have understood that it is a reality. Svante gets dressed. Lönngren stands guard by the door and Brita doesn’t know what to say. She just stays there in the middle of the floor, watching her son putting on his clothes, the ones he had only just taken off and put, neatly folded, on the bedspread. The whole thing is so incomprehensible that it fails to provoke violent reactions of any kind. He finishes getting dressed, stands facing his mother for a few silent moments, then mumbles some words close by her ear.

			‘It must be some mistake. Some mistake because I’m a Communist.’

			He sat in the back seat between Ekblad and Olson. Lönngren had taken over the driving. Olson smoked as the car bumped along over the town’s bare and dead night-­time streets. The Volvo creaks across the bridge over the river, such streetlights as there are come to an abrupt end and then the forest swallows them up. No one says a word, and in a compact silence they slowly slip out of our field of vision.

			

			9

			Not a word is said. Olson smokes; Ekblad is leaning his forehead against the cold window. Lönngren drives with both hands on the wheel. The forest and the night weigh heavily around the black car.

			Lönngren brakes by the lowered barrier, which is about fifty metres before the gates. In first gear he crawls up to the uniformed guard, who looks oddly pale in the stark light of the headlamps. Lönngren winds down the window and nods at him. He appears to hesitate briefly before going back and raising the barrier. The Volvo starts with a jump and, almost simultaneously, some dark, shadowy figures open the gates. The Volvo is now on even ground. The regular outline of a row of barracks crouched along the edge of the forest can just be made out in the headlights of the car. Lönngren pulls up by the nearest one and cuts the engine. Silence grips the four of them.

			Svante is pale, his eyes are motionless. He waits, watches, shows signs of some unease.

			Lönngren opens the car door and gets out. It is twenty past midnight and the temperature must have fallen.

			The first internee has arrived at the camp.
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			October 1940.

			As with most rumours, it was impossible to find out why the forest camp came to be called Paradise by the men who were detained there during the war years. The nickname was obviously an expression of bitter irony, but there is no way of knowing who was the first to use it before it quickly became the most popular of all the camp’s pseudonyms. There were others: The Scorched Earth was one. But none of them stuck in the same way as Paradise did. The inmates used that name almost exclusively when they discussed their own situation during their internment. But the sound and resonance of that luminous word, Paradise, did evolve over those two years. The naked irony of the early days was gradually yet inexorably replaced by darker implications, menacing shadows and a gloomy, lingering sense of fear in the face of an increasingly unpredictable future.

			

			Of course they realised what might be in store for them, if the worst were to occur. Whether they showed it or not, whether it was conscious or suppressed, they of course lived in a permanent state of uncertainty marked by waking dreams and night-­time terrors, firing squads and hangings. Often when they compared their dreams there was an amazing similarity to them; suddenness and an assault on a bare, unprotected back were important common features. It was not only in their dreams that they thought alike, however. They roamed around the yard, they built their road and carried out chores, like chopping wood and burning rubbish. Most of the time they managed to control the fear that was always in their minds, but they had all worked out where the executions would take place. If by shooting, it would be behind the third barrack along from the iron gates, a spot that was almost completely shielded from view. The surrounding forest was dense and there were four large blocks of stone that formed a wall for the bodies to fall against. If, on the other hand, death was to be by hanging, the gallows would be erected just by the iron gates, between the fence and the shed with the rakes, spades and other tools which were carefully locked up at night. The ground there was the most suitable, no tree stumps or unevenness. It would provide a steady surface for the wooden base of the scaffold.

			

			This is how they saw their darkest but not unrealistic future. Yet all along they used the word Paradise as the nickname for their camp.
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			That autumn Sunday in the woods: for a fraction of a second I ask myself if reality has not completely lost its
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