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It’s not the fact that he knows he’s going to die. It’s not the fact that he’s been sitting waiting for four and a half years. That’s not it.

The punishment, the real punishment, is knowing when.

Not ‘later’. Not ‘when he’s older’. Not at some point in the distant future, so distant that he doesn’t need to think about it.

But precisely when.

The year, the month, the day, the minute.

When he will stop breathing.

When he will feel no more, smell no more, see no more, hear no more.

Ever.

Only someone who has been condemned to die at an exact moment in time can understand how hellish that is.

The uncertainty makes death almost bearable, allows you not to think, because you can’t possibly know – but he knows.

He knows that he will cease to exist in seven months, two weeks, one day, twenty-three hours and forty-seven minutes.

Precisely.


then



HE LOOKED AROUND the cell. That distinctive smell. He should be used to it by now. It should have become part of him.

He knew that he would never get used to it.

His name was John Meyer Frey and the floor he was staring at was piss yellow and unnaturally shiny. The walls that assailed him had probably once been white and the ceiling over his head screamed of damp, the round stains on the greenish background making the fifty-five square feet seem even smaller than they actually were.

He took a deep breath.

Worst of all were the clocks.

He could cope with the endless corridor of countless iron bars that kept anything that wanted to escape locked in; he could put up with the sound of rattling keys that bounced off the walls so your head felt like it would burst and your thoughts were shredded. He could even put up with the shouting of the Colombian in Cell 14, which got louder and louder as the night wore on.

But not the clocks.

The corrections officers wore great bloody wristwatches in fake gold and it felt like the hands were taunting him whenever one of them passed his cell. At the far end of the corridor, on a water pipe that ran from the East Block through to the West Wing, was another one – he had never been able to fathom why, it seemed so out of place, hanging there, ticking away, unavoidable. Sometimes, he was certain of it, he also heard the church clock in Marcusville strike: the white stone church with the tall, thin steeple on the square that he knew so well. In the early morning in particular, when for a brief while it was almost silent and he lay still awake on his bunk, searching for something on the greenish ceiling, it pierced through the walls and counted the hour.

That’s what they did. Counted. Counted down.

Hour by hour, minute by minute, second by second, and he hated knowing how much time was no longer left – that two hours ago his life had been longer.

It was one of those mornings.

He had lain awake nearly all night, twisting and turning and trying to sleep, sweating and feeling those minutes. The Colombian had shouted more than usual; he’d started around midnight and carried on through the night until sometime after four, his fear ricocheting off the walls in the same way that the rattling keys did, his voice getting louder and louder by the hour, something in Spanish that John couldn’t understand, the same thing, over and over again.

He’d dozed off around five, didn’t look at a clock, just knew that it was around then; it was as if time was inside him, his body counting down even when he did everything he could to think about something else.

Half six, no later. He woke up.

The smell of the cell assaulted him; the first breath made him gag and he hung over the dirty toilet bowl. It was more like a porcelain hole with no lid that was far too low even for someone who was one metre seventy-five. He had gone down on his knees, waiting to spew, and then had to put his fingers down his throat when it didn’t happen.

He had to empty himself.

Had to get rid of that first breath, had to get it out; difficult to get up otherwise, difficult to stand up.

He hadn’t slept through a whole night since he came here, four years ago now, and he had stopped hoping that he ever would. But last night, this morning, had stolen more from him than any other morning or night.

It had been Marvin Williams’s second-to-last night.

About lunchtime, the old man would be escorted down the secure corridor, over to the Death House and into one of the two cells there.

His last twenty-four hours.

Marv, who was his neighbour and friend. Marv, who had been on Death Row the longest now. Marv, so wise, so proud, so different from the other madmen.

Diazepam enema up the anus. Marv would be dribbling by the time they came to get him, he would be drugged and docile towards the end. He would slowly and drowsily allow himself to be escorted out by the men in uniform and by the time they locked the door of East Block, he would have forgotten the smell.

‘John?’

‘Yes?’

‘You awake?’

Marv hadn’t slept either. John had heard him tossing and turning, walking round and round his tiny cell, singing something that sounded like children’s songs.

‘Yes, I’m awake.’

‘I didn’t dare shut my eyes. D’you understand, John?’

‘Marv …’

‘Scared of falling asleep. Scared of sleeping.’

‘Marv …’

‘You don’t need to say anything.’

The bars were off-white, sixteen ugly iron bars from one wall to the next. When John stood up and leaned forwards, he did what he always did – he put his thumb and index finger round one of the bars, encircling the metal, holding on. Always the same, one hand, two digits, he enclosed what enclosed him.

Marv’s voice again, one of those deep baritones, calm.

‘It’s just as well.’

John waited in silence. They had spoken to each other ever since he came here. On the very first morning, Marv’s friendly voice had helped him to get up, to be able to stand up without losing his balance. The conversation had carried on ever since, and was still going on; staring straight ahead through the bars at the wall opposite, for several years, without being able to see each other. But now. His voice caught in his throat. He coughed. What do you say to someone who is only going to live for a day and a night more, then die?

Marv was breathing heavily.

‘You know, John, I can’t stand waiting any longer.’

_______

They read quite a bit. John had never read before. Not through choice. After a few months, Marv had forced Huckleberry Finn on him. A bloody children’s book. But he’d read it. Then another one. Now he read every day. So he didn’t have to think.

‘What will it be today, John?’

‘Today, I want to talk to you.’

‘You have to read. You know that.’

‘Not today. Tomorrow. I’ll read again tomorrow.’

_______

Marv. The only black man in town.

That was how he used to introduce himself. That was what he’d said that first morning when John’s legs didn’t want to work. A voice from the other side of the cell wall, and John had reacted in the way he always reacted: he told the voice to go to hell and eat shit. The only black man in town? John had seen for himself when the four guards had escorted him down the corridor and opened the door and then locked it for the first time. Not many other white men in East Block. He was on his own. Seventeen years old, and more terrified than he’d ever been in his life. He’d spat at the wall and kicked it until small chips of plaster powdered his shoes and he had shouted bloody nigger, I’ll get you until his voice was hoarse.

And so it continued in the evening. ‘Hi, my name’s Marv, the only black man in town.’ John didn’t have the energy to shout any more. And Marv had just carried on, told him about his childhood in some hole in Louisiana, how he had moved to a mining town in Colorado, that he’d visited a beautiful woman in Columbus, Ohio, when he was forty-four and gone into the wrong Chinese restaurant at the wrong time and seen two men die at his feet.

‘Are you frightened?’

Death. The one thing they couldn’t think about. The only thing they thought about.

‘I don’t know, John. I don’t know any more.’

_______

They’d talked without stopping all morning, so much to say when time would soon cease to be.

They’d watched others being escorted out; they knew the procedures that were written down in the Department of Rehabilitation and Correction’s manuals and that hung on the walls round about, telling you how you would live, hour by hour, in your last twenty-four. A female doctor had been in earlier, put diazepam in a tube up his anus and Marv was slowing down now as a result. He slurred as he tried to keep control of his words and it sounded like he was dribbling out of the corner of his mouth when he spoke.

John wished he could see him.

All this, to be standing beside someone and yet not, to be close to someone and yet not be able to touch him, not even put a hand on his shoulder.

The door at the end of the corridor opened.

Hard heels clacked on the piss yellow.

The peaked hats, like caps, the green-brown uniforms, the shiny black boots; four guards marching, two by two, down to Marv’s cell. John followed every step, saw them stop a couple of yards away, their faces turned to what was on the other side of the wall.

‘Put out your hands!’

Vernon Eriksen’s voice was quite high, his dialect typical of south Ohio, a local boy who’d come to work at the prison in Marcusville for a summer when he was nineteen and had stayed, and was then promoted to senior corrections officer on Death Row only a few years later.

John couldn’t see what was happening any more, the big uniforms were in the way.

But he knew.

Marv’s hands were poking through the bars and Eriksen had put the handcuffs round his wrists.

‘Open Cell Seven!’

Vernon Eriksen, a corrections officer whom John had slowly come to respect. The only one. The only one who got involved in the inmates’ daily life, despite the fact that he didn’t really need to or in fact shouldn’t at all.

‘Cell Seven open!’

The central security PA system crackled, the door to Marv’s cell slid open. Vernon Eriksen waited, nodded to his colleagues and stayed standing where he was while two officers entered the cell. John watched him. He knew that the senior officer hated doing this. Collecting a prisoner that he’d come to know, escorting him to the Death House, preparing him for death. It was not something he’d ever said, it was not something he could ever say, but John had understood and recognised it a long time ago, he just knew. He was tall, Eriksen, not muscular but solid, with thinning hair, an old-fashioned pudding-bowl haircut like an inverted grey halo under the rim of his uniform hat. He was looking into Marv’s cell, watching the movements of his colleagues, his white gloves fiddling with the two sets of keys that hung from his belt.

‘Stand up, Williams.’

‘It’s time, Williams.’

‘I know that you can hear me, Williams, stand up, for God’s sake, so I don’t need to lift you.’

John heard the two officers forcing his neighbour up from the bunk, feeble protests from a drugged sixty-five-year-old man. He looked at Vernon Eriksen again, who was still facing the cell. He wanted to scream, but not at the senior officer, who bizarrely was on their side, so to shout at him would be meaningless. Instead he turned around and pissed into the hole that was supposed to be a toilet. No words any more, no thoughts. As Marv was led out of his cell on the other side of the wall, John chased a piece of paper down into the water-filled hole. He forced the piece of paper back and forth with his jet stream until it finally stuck to the white porcelain.

‘John.’

Marv’s voice, somewhere behind him. He buttoned up his overalls, turned around.

‘I want to talk to you, John.’

John looked at the senior officer who gave a curt nod, then approached the bars, the metal bars between the lock and the concrete walls. He leaned forwards, as he always did, his thumb and index finger encircling one of the bars. Suddenly, he was face to face with a person he had seldom seen, but had spoken to several times a day, for the past four years.

‘Hi.’

That voice that he knew so well, friendly, safe. A proud man, straight-backed, his black hair had long since turned grey, clean shaven as John had always imagined he would be.

‘Hi.’

Marv was dribbling. John could see that he was trying to concentrate, that the muscles in his face would not obey. A prisoner who is about to die has to be sedated, no unnecessary anxiety; John was certain it was in fact for the officers’ sake, to quell their fear.

‘This, this is yours.’

John watched Marv lift his hand to his neck, how he fumbled for a while with deadened fingers, but finally got hold of what he was after.

‘I would have to take it off later anyway.’

A cross. It meant bugger all to John. But everything to Marv. John knew that. Marv had found God a couple of years ago, like so many others who were kept in this corridor while they waited.

‘No.’

The older man bundled up the silver chain, wrapped it round the crucifix and thrust it into John’s hand.

‘There’s no one else. To give it to.’

_______

John looked at the chain he was now holding and then uneasily over at Vernon Eriksen again.

The senior corrections officer’s face – John had never seen it like this before.

It was completely red. Like he was in spasm, like it was burning. And his voice, it was too forceful, too loud.

‘Open Cell Eight!’

John’s cell.

That wasn’t right. John looked at Marv who didn’t seem to react, then at the three other officers who stood still, but glanced at each other, confused.

The cell door was still locked.

‘Please repeat, sir.’

A voice from central security over the PA system.

Vernon Eriksen lifted his chin in irritation, made sure he was looking straight at the officer at the other end of the corridor when he spoke: ‘I said, open Cell Eight. Now!’

Eriksen stared at the bars, waiting for the door to slide open.

‘Sir—’

One of the three officers appealed to him by throwing open his hands, but he had barely opened his mouth before his boss interrupted.

‘I am aware that I am now deviating from the set time schedule. If you have a problem with it, please file your complaint in writing. Later.’

He looked over at central security again. A few more seconds of uncertainty.

They all stood in silence as the cell door slowly slid open.

Vernon Eriksen waited until it was fully open, then turned to Marv and nodded in the direction of the cell. ‘You can go in.’

Marv didn’t move. ‘You want me to … ?’

‘Go in and say goodbye.’

_______

It got cold later, damp, there was a draught from the window in the corridor high up by the ceiling, a muted whistle that dropped to the floor. John buttoned his overalls right up to the collar, orange cotton with no fit, and the letters DR printed in white on the back and thigh.

He was shivering.

Maybe it was the cold.

Or maybe it was the grief that he was already starting to fight.


now



HE STRUGGLED AGAINST the strong wind. No one else on deck. They were all inside, somewhere in the floating community of restaurants and dance floors and duty-free shops. He heard someone laugh, then the murmur of voices and the clinking of glasses, music pumping electronically from one of the lounges full of beautiful young things.

His name was John Schwarz and he was thinking of her. As he always did.

The first person he had really been close to. The first woman he’d ever touched; her skin, he could feel it, dream it, yearn for it.

It was eighteen years now since she died.

To the day.

He moved towards the door, one last deep breath of cold Baltic air, then into the boat that smelt of engine oil and drunkenness and cheap perfume.

Five minutes later, he was standing on a tiny stage in a huge lounge, looking out over the crowd who would be his audience for the evening, who were there to be entertained between drinks and cocktail umbrellas and bowls of peanuts.

Two couples. In the middle of the dance floor, which was otherwise empty.

He cocked his head. He wouldn’t have spent his Thursday night on the Åbo ferry either if he could help it. But the money – with Oscar at home, he needed it more than ever.

Three quick numbers with a swinging four-beat usually woke them up and there were already more people on the floor; eight couples holding each other tight, leaning in towards one another, hoping that the next number would be the first slow dance, one that required body contact. John sang and searched among the dancing people and those standing round the edge of the floor waiting to be asked. There was a woman, so beautiful, with long dark hair, dressed in black, who bubbled with laughter when her partner stepped on her toes. John followed her with his eyes and thought of Elizabeth who was dead and of Helena who was waiting for him in a flat in Nacka; this woman, both of them – Helena’s body and Elizabeth’s movements. He wondered what she was called.

They’d had a break and a drink of mineral water. His shirt, which was turquoise and blue with a black collar, was now soft and damp under the arms from the smoke and spotlights that harassed him. He was still trying to make eye contact with the woman, who had not left the floor for a moment, she had just switched partners a couple of times, and was hot now too, her face and neck glistening.

He looked at his watch. One more hour.

One of the passengers, whom he recognised from a couple of trips around Christmas, approached the throng on the dance floor. He was the sort who got drunk and was calculating, accidently touching women’s thighs whenever he could. He moved between the couples and had already brushed a young woman’s breasts for a moment. John wasn’t sure whether she’d noticed, they seldom did; what with the music and the passing bodies, a groping hand just vanished.

John hated him.

He’d seen men like him before: they were drawn to the band, dance music and strong beer and sprayed their angst on anyone who got in the way. A woman who danced and laughed was also a woman who, in the dark, you could press against, grope, steal from.

And then he took something from her.

The one who was Elizabeth and Helena.

The one who was John’s woman.

The man slid his hand on to her behind as she turned away; he came too close and ended up thrusting his crotch against her hip in what appeared to be a clumsy dance step. She was like all the others, enjoying herself too much and too nice to realise that he had just stolen something from her. John sang and he watched and he trembled, felt the anger that had once fired him up and made him fight. For a long time he had hit people, now he just hit walls and furniture. But this creep, this man who took what he could, he had rubbed against one woman too many.


then



HE LAY DOWN on the bunk and tried to read. It didn’t work. The words just swam on the page, thoughts that wouldn’t focus. It was just like it had been when he first came here, when he was new, and after a fortnight of kicking the walls and iron bars he’d realised that it was simply a matter of putting up with it, that he had to keep breathing while his appeals filled space, to find a way to pass the time without counting.

But today, today was different. Today he wasn’t doing it for his own sake. He knew that. He was thinking of Marv. It was Marv he was reading for. John, every morning the same question, what’s it going to be today? It was important to Marv. Steinbeck? Dostoevsky?

Four uniformed officers had just escorted the sixty-five-year-old man down the long corridor of locked cells. He was dribbling, thanks to the sedatives they’d given him, and his legs had buckled under him several times, but he’d kept his composure; he hadn’t screamed or cried, and the sharp barbed wire above their heads had twinkled dismally in the weak light that managed to force its way in through the small windows even further up by the ceiling.

For John Meyer Frey, Marvin Williams was the closest to what other people called a true friend that he’d ever had. An elderly man who had eventually cajoled the aggressive and terrified seventeen-year-old boy into talking, thinking, longing. Perhaps that was what the senior officer had seen – a sense of family strong enough to make him grossly neglect security procedures. They had stood face to face in John’s cell, talked quietly together, feeling Vernon Eriksen watching them from the corridor, allowing a few minutes of shared time.

Now he was going to die.

His choice, electric chair or lethal injection. Marv had never been like the others. He hadn’t made the same choice as the others.

He was in the Death House, in one of the two death cells in Marcusville – the final destination for your last twenty-four hours of life, cell number four or cell number five. No other cell had the same number, the number of death, not here, not in East Block, not anywhere else in the great prison. One, two, three, six, seven, eight. That’s how they counted in all the units, all the corridors.

The only black man in town.

He had explained after a few months of nagging, once John started to read the books he recommended. Before the Chinese restaurant with the two dead men at his feet in Ohio, Marv had lived in the mountains of Colorado, in Telluride, an old mining community that had been deserted when the minerals were exhausted. It died out for a while until hippies from the city had moved there in the sixties and transformed it to suit their alternative lifestyle. A couple of hundred enlightened, young, white Americans who believed in what you believed in then: freedom, equality, brotherhood and everyone’s right to roll a joint.

Two hundred white people and one black man.

Marv really had been the only black man in town.

And some years later, whether it was to provoke people or to demonstrate brotherhood and all that, or due to his constant need for money, he had agreed to marry a woman from South Africa who needed a green card. He had regularly appeared in front of a panel of officials and explained that the only true love for the town’s only black man was, of course, this white woman from the home of apartheid, and he had done this so successfully that she was an American citizen by the time they got divorced some years later.

It was also for her sake that he’d gone to Ohio and stepped into the wrong restaurant.

John sighed, gripped the book even harder, tried again.

Throughout the afternoon and evening, he managed to read only a few lines at a time. He kept picturing Marv in the death cell, which had no bunk – maybe he was sitting there now, on the blue stool that stood in the corner, or he was lying curled up on the floor, staring at the ceiling.

A few more lines, sometimes a whole page, then back to Marv.

The light slowly drained from the small windows and was swallowed by the night. It was hard to lie next to the empty cell and not listen out for Marv’s heavy breathing. To his surprise, John managed to sleep for a couple of hours. The Colombian made less noise than usual and he was tired from the night before. John woke around seven, with the book under him, then lay there for a few hours more, before rolling over and getting up, almost refreshed.

He could hear clearly that they were visitors.

It was easy to differentiate between the voices of people who were free and those who had been sentenced to death. It was easy to recognise the tone that you only hear in the voice of someone who doesn’t know precisely when they’re going to die, the uncertainty that allows them not to count.

John looked down towards central security. He counted fifteen people as they passed.

They were early – still three hours to go until the execution – and they filed slowly past, peering down the corridor with curious eyes. At the front, the prison warden, a man whom John had only seen once before. The witnesses followed after him. John assumed that it was the usual: a few members of the victim’s family, a friend of the person to be executed, some representatives of the press. They were all wearing overcoats and the snow still lay on their shoulders; their cheeks were red, due to the cold or in anticipation of watching someone die.

He spat in their direction through the bars. He was just about to turn round when he suddenly heard central security opening the door and letting someone into the corridor of East Block.

It was a short, stocky man with a moustache and dark, slicked-back hair. He was wearing a fur coat over his grey suit; the snow had melted and the fur was wet. He marched down the middle of the corridor, his black rubber moccasins slapping on the stone floor, even though they looked soft. There was no hesitation, he knew where he was going, to which cell he was headed.

John brushed his hair down with a nervous hand and tucked it behind his ears, as he always did, his pigtail hanging down his back. He’d had short hair when he came here but had let it grow ever since, every month another half inch, in case he ever lost the clock that ticked inside him.

He could see the visitor clearly now, as he had stopped squarely in front of his cell; the face that he fled from in the dreams that perpetually haunted him, a face that had once been full of acne and now carried the scars that time and good-living had not erased. Edward Finnigan was standing outside in the corridor, his colour leeched by winter, his eyes tired.

‘Murderer.’

His lips were tight. He swallowed, raised his voice.

‘Murderer!’

A fleeting glance over his shoulder to central security; he realised that he should keep his voice down if he wanted to stay.

‘You took my daughter from me.’

‘Finnigan …’

‘Seven months, one week, four days and three hours. Exactly. You can appeal as much as you like. I’ll make sure that your appeals are turned down. In exactly the same way that I’m able to stand in front of you now. You know it, Frey.’

‘Go away.’

The man who was trying unsuccessfully to talk quietly raised his hand to his mouth, a finger to his lips.

‘Shhh, don’t interrupt. I don’t like it when murderers interrupt me.’

He moved his finger away. The forcefulness returned to his voice, a force that only hate can provoke.

‘Today, Frey, I’m going to watch Williams die, courtesy of the governor. And in October, I’ll be watching you. Do you understand? You only have one spring, only one summer left.’

The man in the fur coat and rubber moccasins was finding it hard to stand still. He hopped from one foot to the other, moved his arms in circles; the hate that he had stored in his belly was being released into his body, forcing his joints and muscles to jump forwards. John stood silent, as he had when they met during the trial. The words were to much the same effect; at first he had tried to answer, but had then given up. The man in front of him didn’t want any answers, any explanations; he wasn’t ready for that, never would be.

‘Go away. You’ve nothing to say to me.’

Edward Finnigan dug his hand into one of his coat pockets and took out something that looked like a book – red cover, gold-edged pages.

‘You listen to this, Frey.’

He leafed through the pages for a few seconds, looking for a bookmark, found it.

‘Exodus, Chapter Twenty-One …’

‘Leave me alone, Finnigan.’

‘… twenty-third, twenty-fourth and twenty-fifth verses.’

He looked over towards central security again, tensed his jaw, gripped the Bible with white fingers.

‘But if there is serious injury, you are to take life for life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth…’

Edward Finnigan read the text as if it were a sermon.

‘… hand for hand, foot for foot, burn for burn, wound for wound, bruise for bruise.’

He smiled as he slammed shut the book. John turned around, lay down with his back to the bars and corridor, fixed his gaze on the dirty wall. He lay like this until the steps receded down the corridor and the door at the end was opened and then closed again.

_______

Fifteen minutes to go.

John didn’t need a clock.

He always knew exactly how long he’d been lying down.

He looked at the fluorescent tube on the ceiling, the glass covered with small black marks. Flies that had been attracted to the light that was always on, they had come too close and been instantly fried by the heat. The first few nights he had to hold his hands over his eyes, fighting not only the fear and all the new noises, but also a light that would never be switched off; it had been hard to relax with a glare that constantly held the dark at bay.

He was going to look at it now, until it was over.

_______

Sometimes he hoped there was something after.

Anything more than just a brief inglorious sense of death; more than just the knowledge that right now I’m dying, and then the next moment for it to be over.

The feeling was strongest at times like this, when someone else was about to die, someone who no longer needed to count.

John would lie down and bite the arm of his overalls and feel his heart pounding; it was hard to breathe, hard to breathe, and then the shakes would rack his body until he spewed all over the floor.

As if he were dying, every time.

_______

John gripped the sides of the bunk when the light seemed to briefly go out. Or had he just imagined it? It flickered again, vanished. While Marv Williams’s body was cramped by electric shocks of between six hundred and nineteen hundred volts for just over a minute, the lights in East Block and West Wing and all the other units in Marcusville Prison, flickered on and off. He had probably vomited after the first shock and then a little bit more with each subsequent shock, until he was completely empty.

It was as if the light came back on and John knew that his ravaged body had for a few seconds slumped forwards in a heap on the chair, still alive. He bit the arm of his overall and wondered what Marv was thinking, if thoughts were louder than pain.

The second shock always lasted for seven seconds, a thousand volts, and the saline water in the copper electrodes that were attached to the head and the right leg started to hiss.

John didn’t bite the orange material any more. He undid the two buttons closest to the collar and gripped the silver chain and cross that hung there. While he squeezed it, he was sure that the lights went on and off several times, the third and final shock usually took a bit longer, two hundred volts for two minutes.

His eyeballs had burst now.

Urine and excrement everywhere.

Blood was draining from every bodily orifice.

He himself hated everything that religion stood for, but did what Marv would have done – he held the crucifix in one hand and with the other made the sign of the cross in the air in front of him.


now



THERE WAS ONLY an hour left so he should just look the other way. They had already turned at Åbo and were on their way home: just a couple more songs, upbeat numbers that got the drunkest people off the floor and then a slow song for those who didn’t want the night to end, that was all; then a few hours in the cabin and Stockholm again.

But he couldn’t. He couldn’t look the other way, not again – the man who was stealing from the women on the dance floor, and who had done it before, had now thrust his crotch against her hip for the second time and she had been just as oblivious to it.

John had been watching her all night.

The dark hair, the delight in being able to dance herself into a sweat; she was beautiful. She was both Elizabeth and Helena at the same time.

His woman.

‘What the hell are you doing?’

He had suddenly stopped singing, was hardly aware of it himself. Anger could not read music and the others behind him had continued for a few bars, then lowered their instruments, waited in silence.

He should look the other way.

He spoke from the stage again, looking at the man who was still standing too close to her.

‘You leave her alone. Now.’

The clink of glasses from somewhere over by the door. The strong wind was buffeting the large windows. Otherwise silence. The silence that is created by a sudden pause in the music, when the singer breaks off the chorus.

Thirteen couples froze on the dance floor.

They were all suspended mid-step, dancing to something that they recognised as an eighties pot-pourri. They were still out of breath as it slowly dawned on them what was going on. They turned one by one in the direction John was pointing, towards the tall, fair man standing in their midst on the dance floor.

The microphone crackled when John spoke too loudly.

‘Do you not understand? When you’ve gone, we’ll carry on playing.’

The man took a step back, swayed a bit, his crotch no longer pushing against the woman’s hip. He found his balance again, turned round to face the stage and John, his middle finger in the air. He just stood there, said nothing, didn’t move.

Some people left the dance floor.

Others leaned towards their partners, whispered something in their ears.

Someone threw up his arms impatiently: ‘Come on, play! We’re dancing.’

The man still had his finger in the air as he pushed his way through the stationary couples, heading for the stage, for John.

Lenny’s voice somewhere behind him: Forget it, John, just leave it until security gets here, and Gina sighing: That’s enough, just let the pisshead swear a bit; even the bassist who hadn’t said anything until now: There’s no point, there’ll be another one here tomorrow.

He heard them.

He didn’t hear them.

The drunk man stood below him, laughing and sneering, his stinking breath and face roughly level with John’s waist. His finger was still in the air, but now he lowered it, and formed a circle with his index finger and thumb on the other hand, looked John straight in the eye and then thrust the lowered finger into the circle, two times, three times.

‘I’ll dance with whoever I want.’

Someone dropped a fork.

Maybe a loudspeaker snapped.

John noticed nothing. There was nothing that he could later explain. He was concentrating on counting out time. If anyone could, he could. If I just keep counting, this fucking feeling will go, I’ll calm down again.

He’d learnt how to do this.

To not hit out.

Never to hit out again.

He looked down at the man who was sneering at him and violating the air with his hand; he ran his own hands through the long hair that he no longer had, tried to tuck it behind his ears as he had always done when agitation and fear pushed aside what should have been control. He saw Elizabeth’s sixteen-year-old face and he saw Helena’s thirty-seven-year old face, and he looked at the woman who had just been dancing herself dizzy and who was now standing stock still some way off, and then at the drunken hands that had pushed against her and suddenly everything just exploded: all the fucking years of counting and all the fucking years of repressed anger that pushed against his chest from inside when he tried to sleep. And without being aware of it he pulled back his leg and kicked with all the might that only time can muster; he hit him somewhere in the middle of his laughing face and then heard nothing of the confusion and kerfuffle as the people around surged towards him.


PART I


monday



IT WAS A rather beautiful morning; Stockholm in the mist in the distance, the encroaching sun, vapours dancing on the water. Half an hour more, then quay, town, home.

John looked out of the plastic porthole. The enormous ferry glided slowly down the channel, at no more than a few knots – the waves formed by the metal prow as soft as from any small boat.

It had been a long night. He was tired, had gone to bed sometime after four, but hadn’t been able to sleep. That’s the way it was sometimes, when what was happening now became confused with what had happened back then. His eyes were aching, his head was aching, his whole bloody body was aching. He was frightened. It was a long time since he’d been frightened; he’d found an everyday routine and settled down – Helena sleeping beside him and Oscar fast asleep in his bed next door. They had a life together. The flat was small but it was theirs; sometimes it felt like there had never been anything else, as if he could forget everything else.

There was a draught from the porthole. The cabin was cold, as always in January. Two evenings onboard, a good wage, his own cabin and free food – that was enough and he could deal with it. Dance band music and drunken conference delegates were something that he had gradually learnt to cope with. After all, he was a father now, and a regular income almost compensated for the feeling that sometimes gripped him in the middle of a song, on stage with the others. A feeling of loneliness, despite all the sweaty, laughing couples on the dance floor, of not being able to talk to anyone, not being able to move.

He had kicked him in the middle of the face.

John closed his eyes, squeezed his eyelids shut until it hurt and then he looked out again. Stockholm was getting closer; the skyline of Södermalm looked as if it was falling down into Stadsgård quay.

It shouldn’t have happened.

He was never going to hit anyone again.

But that bastard had had his hand up her skirt, he had thrust himself against her and she had tried to get away, his hand on her bum. John had warned him, and people had stopped dancing, and when the man took his hand away and laughed at him, stood there right in front of him, it had felt like it was someone else, as if John was an onlooker, the raw energy, it wasn’t his.

Someone knocked on the cabin door. He didn’t hear it.

They had called it low impulse control. Back then, a long time ago. They had examined him and talked to him and given the diagnosis, a young teenager who fought everything he could fight against. Someone had of course talked about a mother who had died when he was young and someone else about the things that had happened later. But even back then he had scoffed at things like that. He didn’t believe that the explanation lay in his childhood. It wasn’t the result of difficult potty training or broken toys; he hit everyone he came into contact with because he had no choice, because he wanted to.

The noise by the open cabin door continued.

Stockholm grew outside the porthole, the skyline defined into buildings. It was the kind of winter day that he had grown to appreciate: Stockholm, a warm sun that brought colour to your cheeks and then the cold returned with the dark, a fight between the life that was waiting and the past that had to go. He gazed over at a jetty as they sailed by, a big villa that he always watched out for – it lay in such a good position, right down by the water, a well-maintained garden hidden beneath a thin layer of snow. He saw the ice around the abandoned jetty where an expensive yacht was normally moored in summer. Stöpis.

One of his favourite words in Swedish. Water that ran over the ice when the temperature rose, and then froze again during the cold nights. Stöpis. Several layers of thin ice with water in between. He didn’t even know what it was called in English, had never got round to learning it, if it even existed.

There was another knock on the door.

This time he heard it. Far away, a knock that penetrated his thoughts. He turned around to face the cabin: a bed and a wardrobe and white walls, a door at the far end where the noise was coming from.

‘Am I disturbing you?’

A man in a green uniform, tall, broad-shouldered, red beard. John recognised him. One of the security guards.

‘No.’

‘Can I come in?’

He pointed to the cabin. John didn’t know what he was called.

‘Of course.’

The security guard came over to the round window and looked, distracted, at the city in the distance.

‘The view. It’s lovely.’

‘Yes.’

‘Will be nice to get ashore.’

‘Why are you here?’

The security guard pointed at the bed, but didn’t wait for an answer, just sat down.

‘The incident last night.’

John looked at him.

‘Right …’

‘I know who it is. The kind of guy who gets too close. He’s done it before. But that’s not the point. It’s never a good idea to kick anyone in the face onboard.’

There was packet of cigarettes on the shelf that doubled up as a bedside table. John took one out, lit it. The security guard moved demonstratively away from the smoke.

‘You’ve been reported. Around fifty witnesses is a few too many. The police are already at Stadsgård quay waiting.’

Not that.

The fear he had not had to feel for so long. That he had nearly learnt to forget.

‘I’m sorry, mate.’

The green uniform on the bed. John looked at it, took a drag on his cigarette, couldn’t move.

Not that.

‘John – that is your name, isn’t it? Just one thing. Personally I don’t give a toss if some Finnish bastard who deserves it gets his head kicked in. But you’ve been reported. And the police will take you in for questioning.’

_______

John didn’t scream.

He was convinced that that was what he was doing, but no sound came out.

One single silent scream until his lungs were empty. Then he sat down on the bed, lowered his head, his hands clasped to his cheeks.

_______

He couldn’t understand why, but he was for a moment in another place, in another time; he was fifteen years old and he had just hit a teacher from behind with a chair: one single blow to Mr Coverson’s face with the back of a chair when he turned around. He lost his hearing as a result, Mr Coverson, and John could still remember how he felt when he faced him in the courtroom, when he realised for the first time that every single blow has a consequence. He had cried as he’d never cried before, not even at his mother’s funeral. He had understood, truly understood that he’d robbed the old man of the ability to hear on more than one side, for ever, and he’d known that he’d hit someone for the last time. Three months in that shitty, awful juvenile detention centre had not changed that.

_______

‘They’ll stop your tour bus.’

The security guard was still sitting down. He was taken aback by the intensity of John’s reaction, the sudden terror that filled the simple cabin. To be questioned by the police. To risk being charged with assault. Sure, no one would want that. But this – his head was shaking violently, his chalk-white face that couldn’t speak – the guard couldn’t comprehend it.

‘They’ll be waiting for you there. When you drive off.’

John could hear him somewhere above his head, a voice that dissolved and disappeared in cigarette smoke.

‘But if you went down the ordinary gangway with the other passengers who don’t have vehicles, you might be able to buy yourself a couple of hours more.’

_______

He left the ferry in a crowd of people with duty-free carrier bags and suitcases on wheels, as the morning rush hour built up in the city, and then hurried along the pavement away from the centre, towards Nacka. There was moisture in the air and carbon dioxide and something else that carried him to Danvikstull where he flagged down a taxi with a sweaty hand and said he wanted to go to Alphyddevägen 43. He had been dreading this day for over six years, but had long ago decided he would not run away. He wanted to get home. To Helena, to Oscar. He wanted to hold them and talk about the future and he wanted to eat rice pudding with blueberry jam, as if it were his last meal.



THE EARLY MORNING stung Ewert Grens’s cheeks. He didn’t like the long bloody winters; there was nothing about them that he liked, especially around now, at the beginning of January. He hated every day of the cold. He had problems moving his neck, and his left leg wouldn’t do as it was told – defects that only seemed to get worse as the temperature plummeted. It made him feel old, older than his soon-to-be fifty-seven years. Every joint, every muscle that had lost its youth, shouted out for spring, for warmth.

He was standing outside the main door on Sveavägen. The same stair that led to the same flat on the third floor where he had lived for nearly thirty years now. Three decades in the same place, without getting to know even one of his neighbours.

He snorted.

Because you don’t want to. Because you don’t have the time. The kind who just get in the way. The kind who hang up notices on the display board by the main door asking people to stop feeding the birds on their balconies. Neighbours who only talked to each other when someone played their music too loud and too late, and who threatened to call in noise pollution officers or the police. Don’t bloody want to know people like that.

Stuck at a complete standstill in traffic, he had been on his way to see Anni when he suddenly remembered that his visit this particular Monday had been postponed until lunch. Every Monday morning, for all these years, and then some junior nurse books her in for physio. Tired and irritated, he had pulled out of the queue, crossed the middle of the road and driven back to park in the space that he’d just left, only to discover that it had been taken. He swore loudly and parked where he shouldn’t.

He wasn’t expected at Kronoberg for another couple of hours and had therefore started to walk up the stairs to his flat when he suddenly stopped on the first floor. Not there. Too big. Too empty. He hadn’t been home at all for a while. The sofa in his well-lived-in office at the far end of the police headquarters was very narrow and he had difficulties fitting his large frame onto it, it was true, but he slept better there. And in fact he always had.

So he started to walk slowly along the pavement. Crossed Sveavägen, down Odengatan, past the Gustav Vasa church, then turned into Dalagatan. The same route, twenty-five minutes, no matter what time of year. Thin grey hair, a furrowed face, an obvious limp when his left leg was gammy – Detective Superintendent Ewert Grens was the sort of person that people moved away from on the pavement, the sort of man who is heard without having to say a word.

He was singing now.

Once he’d passed the old alkies who sat on the benches in Vasa Park and the forlorn entrance to Sabbatsberg Hospital, he normally picked up speed. His lungs needed that time to get going properly, and he sang, loud and out of tune, not bothered by the people who turned and stared, all the way to the police headquarters while the blood pumped round his ungainly body. Always Siw Malmkvist, always a song from a time that no longer existed.

I know that I acted hastily
Yes my words were heartless and cruel

This morning Siw’s version of Patti Page’s Don’t Read the Letter, 1961. He sang and remembered long days without loneliness, a life so far in the past that it was hard to keep track.

Thirty-four years in the police force. He had had everything. Thirty-four years. He had nothing.

In the middle of Barnhus Bridge that linked Norrmalm with Kungsholmen, he sang even louder. Over the noise of the traffic, the strong wind that always lay in wait just there, he belted it out across Stockholm, suppressing the agitation and thoughts and feelings that at times nearly tipped into bitterness.

Is it too late to be sorry?
Forgive me for being a fool

He unbuttoned his coat, pulled off his scarf, let the old lyrics float freely between the cars that drove by in second gear, and the people who hunched up and hurried past on their way somewhere. Grens was just coming to the chorus when he felt an impatient vibration in the inner pocket of his jacket. Once. Twice. Three times.

‘Hello.’

He talked loudly into the electronic void of his mobile phone. A couple of seconds, then a voice that he detested.

‘Ewert?’

‘Yes.’

‘What are you up to?’

As if you cared, you little arse-licker. Ewert Grens loathed his boss. Just as he loathed, in principle, everyone in his workplace. It was not something he tried to hide. No one could avoid noticing. But this whippersnapper, a little cocky superintendent, was too young and too self-important to even tie up his own shoes.

‘What do you want?’

He heard his boss taking a breath, bracing himself.

‘Ewert, you and I have different roles to play. Different areas of responsibility. For example, it is me who decides who is employed here. And where.’

‘That’s what you say.’

‘So I was wondering how it was that you, as I’ve just found out, have already given the vacant post in your section to someone. Someone who, by the way, has nowhere near the experience required to be a detective inspector.’

He should hang up, he should sing what he had to sing. The sun had just risen and Stockholm was waking up on the right side of bed, it was his time, his ritual, his bloody right not to have to deal with idiots.

‘That’s the way it
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