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			1. Outside

			There is a house in a courtyard at Luntmakargatan 14 in Stockholm. I was nineteen years old when I moved there in September 1985. After growing up with my mother on Ibsengatan in Blackeberg, this was the first time I’d had a place of my own. I had resigned from my job at the after-school centre where I had worked since leaving high school, and I had also ended my first and so far only relationship, with a girl I had met a few months earlier.

			I moved into the city in order to take my first real steps into the adult world. The plan was to make my living as a magician. Over the summer I had amassed start-up capital of twelve thousand kronor by performing on the street in the Old Town and Kungsträdgården, which covered four months’ rent.

			Three thousand kronor a month for a centrally located house might sound like a bargain, but we’re not talking about a charming little place that might appear in an Astrid Lindgren story, but rather a pile of bricks measuring twelve square metres, where hardly any daylight found its way in. It wasn’t even meant for residential use, and there was something very shady about the arrangements. I didn’t even sign a lease.

			When I went to check it out for the first time, an enormous desk made of dark wood with a grubby telephone on top of it occupied a fifth of the floor space. Papers and betting slips lay scattered across a dirty grey fitted carpet. I never found out what the previous tenants had actually done, but there was an atmosphere of petty criminality about the cramped room, impregnated with cigarette smoke. Men in shabby suits, overflowing ashtrays, brief, muttered conversations down the sticky telephone receiver.

			It had a sink and two electric hotplates, but no shower. A cubicle measuring some two square metres housed a toilet with no seat, plus a brown-stained washbasin. There was a shower in the laundry block, I was informed. A shower and a bath. In spite of the gloomy look of the place, something clicked and I moved in as soon as I could.

			Thirty years later I really do wonder how I survived that autumn and winter, but things are different when we’re young. Our gaze is fixed on a vague but glowing future, and the dirt and darkness of the present are no more than a temporary inconvenience. After all, plenty of people are worse off.

			I was going to be a magician. I had achieved some impressive placements in Swedish and Nordic championship competitions; I had business cards and a flyer advertising my skills; I had the necessary equipment. What I didn’t have was enough bookings to live on. The move to the city centre was part of a determined effort to change that situation.

			What happened during the six months—or just over—while I was living at Luntmakargatan 14 hurled my life in a different direction, and in the long term led to my starting to write horror stories. We’ll come to that in due course.

			*

			The all-encompassing memory of that period is darkness. Spending my waking hours in darkness. This was partly due to the location of the house, and partly due to my sleeping habits.

			The building was in the middle of a narrow courtyard, which was virtually never reached by direct sunlight. Because the four-storey buildings all around were built on the slope of the Brunkeberg Ridge, there was a difference in the level of the main doors, and two of them were reached by a staircase running along the side of the house. Anyone using those stairs could see straight into my poky hovel. These days I would put up some thin curtains to have some privacy, while still making the most of the small amount of daylight, but at the age of nineteen I opted to keep the blinds closed.

			On top of this, I was and am a night owl. It would often be three or four in the morning before I laid out my mattress on the floor and made up my bed. I would sleep until midday, and after having coffee and breakfast at my desk, it might be two o’clock before I ventured out. During the winter months, it had already begun to get dark by that time.

			The light in my life came from street lamps and shop windows, and—when I was at home—from a fluorescent tube on the ceiling that suffused the twelve square metres with a cold, white glare. I usually made do with my desk lamp, and spent my days in semi-darkness.

			I also recall the local area as a place in permanent shadow. When I left the house I went through a door into a stairwell with brown walls and dark grey marble, which I crossed to reach the main door and Luntmakargatan. To the left lay Sveavägen with its bright lights and traffic, to the right the entrance to the Brunkeberg Tunnel.

			There will be more to say about the Brunkeberg Tunnel during the course of this narrative, but for now I will simply state that the tunnel, which had been excavated through the esker, ran alongside the building of which my house was a part. That’s enough for the moment.

			My usual route took me in the opposite direction, down the narrow passageway of Tunnelgatan between windowless facades. It was always damp, with the water trickling along the cracks between the paving stones. After around fifty paces I reached Dekorima’s brightly lit shop window.

			It would be six months before photographs of this spot were sent all around the world and I myself became a wanted man, but I already felt there was something special about this place, where a bronze plaque now commemorates the murder of Sweden’s prime minister Olof Palme.

			I often stopped there, partly because I had finally reached the lights of the city after a walk through dark passageways, and partly because that unprepossessing crossroads seemed like the quintessence of Stockholm.

			If a tourist, after ticking off the city sights and photographing the reflection of the City Hall in Lake Mälaren, the view from the Western Bridge and a Djurgården ferry with the hills of Söder rising up in the background, had come up to me and asked, ‘Where should I go to find the real Stockholm, beyond the Vasa Museum and the Old Town?’, I might well have answered, ‘Go and stand at the junction of Tunnelgatan and Sveavägen. Stop. Look around you. Listen. Stay a while. Then you can go home and say that you’ve been in Stockholm.’

			Everything is close at hand there, even though the place itself is nothing. The steps leading down to the Hötorget subway station are a short distance away; you can see the blue facade of the Concert Hall, and the glass obelisk in Sergels torg. Behind you is the Brunkeberg Tunnel, linking Norrmalm and Östermalm, and right beside you is the meeting point of Stockholm’s two main arteries, Kungsgatan and Sveavägen. Nothing happens at the exact point where you are standing, but you only need to take a few steps in any direction for that to change. You are at the hub.

			*

			I moved into the house a week before the election, and the city was plastered with images of people who had something to say. I had received my first polling card before I left Blackeberg, and I intended to use it to vote for the Social Democrats. I had probably inherited a vague commitment to the left from home, and the alternative seemed repellent. There was something sly about those right-wing faces, while Palme was always Palme.

			That business about the darkness didn’t apply to the early days. It was September and we were enjoying an Indian summer, a honeymoon period when I always emerged into a bright, airy city. I spent my days wandering around and feeling at home. I belonged to Stockholm.

			I sat in the Konditori Kungstornet drinking café au lait, reading Stig Dagerman and trying to look interesting. I might spend an hour or so in front of the TV screens in Åhlén’s record department, watching videos of Madonna, Wham! and A-ha. I stole records from that same department by tucking them under my arm and walking out. My evenings and nights were devoted to magic.

			The Nordic Championships were due to be held in Copenhagen at the end of September, and my ambition was to win in the close-up magic category. It would look good on my CV when I was trying to get work as an entertainer in restaurants. Close-up magic requires a high level of technical skill, because the audience is only a metre or so away. The sleight of hand must be invisible.

			When I was thirteen I spent a week walking around with a five-kronor coin in my right hand, training my fingers to act naturally and to give no indication that anything was concealed in my palm. When I was fifteen I scraped at the skin on the same palm until it bled, with the aim of creating a callus that would make it possible to perform a coin trick known as Han Ping Chien. Magic was my passion, my direction in life.

			I had come second in the junior Nordic Championships twice. In Copenhagen I would be competing as a senior for the first time, and to be honest I didn’t think much of my chances. I was determined to try, though. My double lifts and side steals were second to none, and street magic had taught me the importance of arousing the interest of the public and maintaining that contact.

			On the third or fourth night when I was sitting at my desk in front of a mirror studying my hand movements—passing the coin and not passing the coin must look exactly the same—the phone rang. It was just after one o’clock in the morning, and I couldn’t imagine who would be calling me at that hour, but I put down the coin and picked up the receiver.

			‘Hello?’

			There was a brief silence, then a subdued male voice asked, ‘Is Sigge there?’

			‘I think you’ve got the wrong number,’ I said. ‘There’s no Sigge here.’

			Another pause. Then: ‘Has he been there?’

			‘No. And he’s not going to turn up either.’

			‘How can you be so sure?’

			‘Because I don’t know anyone called Sigge.’

			‘Of course you do. Everyone knows Sigge.’

			‘I don’t.’

			The person on the other end sighed, as if my refusal to accept an obvious fact made him weary. I was about to hang up when he asked, ‘What are you doing?’

			‘I’m sorry?’

			‘What are you doing? Right now?’

			My eyes took in the objects in front of me. The close-up mat, the coins, the decks of cards. At this point I must remind you that I was nineteen years old. These days I would probably say something dismissive and put down the phone. I have a family, a home, a well-defined life. At nineteen my boundaries were different, so I replied, ‘I’m practising.’

			‘Practising what?’

			‘Magic,’ I said, not without a certain amount of pride.

			The man on the other end summed up the situation: ‘You’re sitting there in the middle of the night practising magic.’

			‘Correct.’

			‘And what are you hoping to achieve by that?’

			I could detect nothing unpleasant in the way the question was asked, merely a tone of genuine interest. There was a simple answer: ‘It’s the Nordic Championships in a couple of weeks and—’

			The man interrupted me. ‘No, no. What are you hoping to achieve?’

			‘I don’t understand what you mean.’

			‘No. Well, maybe you should think about it.’

			The call ended, and I remained sitting there with the receiver in my hand. I was using the same phone that had been in the house the first time I came to see it. I had cleaned it up and changed the number. Now I was struck by the tricky thought that the old number was somehow still within the phone itself.

			What are you hoping to achieve?

			It could have been a prank call. An existential joker, ringing random strangers and questioning their motivation in life. I went back to the coins, because there was still a certain jerkiness in my technique.

			I had practised the false throwing movement a dozen times before I realised that I wasn’t paying attention to what I was doing, that my mind was elsewhere.

			What are you hoping to achieve?

			I was trying to make it look as though I was throwing the coin from my right hand, when in fact I was holding on to it, dropping a coin from my left hand at the same moment so that it appeared to be the coin from my right hand when it landed. I wanted to do it so that not even someone who knew the technique would suspect it was being used. It was virtually impossible, but that was what I was hoping to achieve. It had taken me fifty or sixty hours of repeating the movement to master it as well as I had at that time, and it still wasn’t perfect. I hadn’t yet reached the final level, the one at which it became second nature.

			Development in magic occurs in leaps and bounds. You practise a movement until you’re sick and tired of it, and then one day, all of a sudden, a distinct change takes place. Every single muscle in the hands, fingers and arms works together, and the movement is as natural as holding a fork.

			That was where I wanted to be before the championships, but now I was distracted. My hands were moving mechanically, without grace. I decided that was enough for the night; I would go and take a shower before I went to bed. I grabbed some clean underwear and a towel, and headed for the laundry block.

			*

			The laundry block was a place full of contradictions. On the one hand it was set into the rock face next to the Brunkeberg Tunnel, and I sometimes felt the weight of that mass of stone as a pressure inside my head, my body. On the other hand it was light and clean, with a fresh smell. There were two washing machines, two tumble dryers and an airing cupboard, plus a table on which to fold the laundry, and a surprisingly comfortable chair where you could sit and wait for the machines to finish. Right at the back was a door leading to a combined toilet and shower room.

			This area hadn’t been afforded the same care and attention as the rest of the block. The bathtub was an old-fashioned model; the enamel surface was worn, with dirt ingrained in the scratches. The showerhead was rusty, and half the holes in it were blocked. The floor tiles were worn too, and a deep crack ran along the plaster in the ceiling above the bath. As if to conceal the miserable state of the place, the room was illuminated by a single dim bulb.

			The appearance and location of the shower room could create a feeling of claustrophobia as I stood in the bath with water trickling over my body. I think it was because of the rock. Even though I couldn’t see it, I could perceive it all around me—its age, its weight.

			I usually showered quickly so that I could get back into the brighter environment of the laundry room, and that was what I did on this particular night. I left the dingy room with my towel over my shoulder and sat down in the chair, because the same old feeling was beginning to grow within me.

			At this time of the night the laundry room could be regarded as an extension of my house, because nobody used it after ten. I placed my arms on the rests, closed my eyes and took a deep breath. I hesitate to call my nightmares ‘angst’ out of respect for those who really are caught in the vice-like grip of that condition, but they were certainly a kind of milder version. A growing sense of unease, a dark sea crashing against a distant shore in my breast.

			The laundry room helped. The light caressing me through my eyelids, the fresh smell of clean clothes. Though I had it to myself just now, at the same time it was a collective space that eased my loneliness. I breathed through my nose as calmly as I could, inhaling microscopic particles of my neighbours’ lives.

			As so often during my sleepless nights, the memory of the child in the forest came back to me. There was a locked door inside me, something that prevented me from really connecting with other people and condemned me to isolation. The key to that lock lay in the events surrounding the child in the forest, but I couldn’t find it.

			I had been sitting there clutching the arms of the chair for perhaps fifteen minutes when I made up my mind. If I was going to succeed in becoming an adult, I had to tackle the demons of my childhood—or at least name them.

			I left the laundry room and went back to my house and my desk. I pushed my magic paraphernalia aside and set out a notepad and pen. I had never tried to write anything in this way, so to get going I began to tell the story of the child in the forest as if it were a fairytale.

			*

			Once upon a time many years ago, in a place called Blackeberg, there was a boy who was happiest in the forest. The other children used to tease him and call him Piggy, saying that he was ugly and disgusting. Eventually the boy started to believe they were right, and withdrew to the forest.

			Which was really only a wooded area between Ibsengatan and Råcksta Lake. The boy had built a cabin out of planks and branches, way up high in a tree. Every afternoon when school was over the boy sat in his tree house fantasising about worlds that were similar to ours, yet completely different. Worlds where he was popular and had an important role. He dreamed of superpowers and vampire friends, played out scenes where he fought back and tore the heads off those who tormented him, or sent fire to consume them.

			One afternoon at the beginning of September, the boy went along to his tree house as usual. He had with him a Dime bar and a Mars bar which he had stolen from the corner shop. He was planning on eating them as he dreamed of future triumphs.

			As he stood at the bottom of the tree looking up, he could already tell that something was different. Through the gaps in the floor he saw something red that hadn’t been there the day before. He also glimpsed a fleeting movement, but when he called out, there was no response.

			He wasn’t a courageous boy, except in his imagination, and he almost turned and ran off home in the hope that the problem would sort itself out, that whoever was in the tree house would be gone by the following day. But there was something about the movement he had seen, something furtive, that made him clamber up after all.

			Inside the tree house, pressed into the furthest corner, sat a child aged five or six. He was wearing a thin, faded, ragged padded jacket and stained tracksuit bottoms. His face was dirty and covered in sores, his eyes filled with terror. He looked like a refugee, maybe from the Iran–Iraq war. But he also looked Swedish.

			‘Hi,’ the boy said to the child. ‘What are you doing here?’

			The child simply stared. When the boy heaved himself up into the tree house, the child pressed himself still further into the corner, as if he thought he might be able to push his way through the wall and disappear. The boy sat down in the opposite corner and scratched his head. He glanced out through the opening. Such a small child shouldn’t be alone in the forest.

			‘Where are your parents?’

			Something changed in the child’s face, as if the shadow of a cloud passed across it. The boy leaned forward and asked, ‘Shall we go and look for your parents?’

			The child’s eyes widened even more and he shook his head—such a tiny movement that it was little more than a tremble.

			‘Okay,’ the boy said. ‘So what shall we do then?’

			The child had no answer, and the boy took out his stash of chocolate. The child’s expression brightened a fraction, and the boy held out the Mars bar. ‘Would you like it?’

			Cautiously, as if the chocolate were a cobra that might strike at any second, the child reached out and took it. There was something strange about his fingers: they stuck out in different directions. As soon as the child had the chocolate at a safe distance, he ripped open the wrapper and bit into the bar with such ferocity that fragments of the paper ended up in his mouth too. The child chomped away, breathing hard through his nose.

			‘Wow,’ the boy said. ‘I guess you were hungry?’ He looked down at the Dime bar, weighing up the pros and cons. He wasn’t exactly starving, but he did want something sweet. However, when the child had gobbled up the Mars bar, the boy held out the second bar of chocolate.

			‘Here. You can have this one too.’

			This time the child grabbed the gift more readily. The boy sat in his corner, watching as the child’s jaws loudly demolished the crunchy centre. It was quite good fun. Like having a pet.

			*

			Dawn had come creeping along while I was writing, and a faint glow was seeping in through the slats of the venetian blind. My eyelids had begun to feel heavy as I wrote the last few sentences, and I put down my pen. I wasn’t sure if this was a good project, but at least I’d made a start.

			I laid out the mattress, made up my bed and got in, but then I lay awake for a long time, wondering how to continue the narrative. That was the first time I encountered the torment and joy of writing, and I decided that it was mostly a positive experience. The story lost its menacing, formless quality in the telling and became something I could twist and turn, looking at it from different angles as if it were something manageable.

			*

			The following day was something of a shock for me, as I spoke to no less than two of my neighbours.

			Though I spent quite a lot of time in the laundry block, I still hadn’t used it for its designated purpose. However, the IKEA bags I shoved my dirty washing in were getting as full as my wardrobe was empty, so I had booked a slot to do my laundry.

			It took me a while to figure out how the machines worked, and I used up almost all of my allocated time. Only five minutes remained as I piled the clean, dry clothes into the bags, and at that moment a smartly dressed man walked in.

			‘Nearly done,’ I said.

			He waved a dismissive hand and asked, ‘Are you the person who lives in the house across the courtyard?’

			I wasn’t sure about the legality of my situation, so I mumbled and jerked my head in a way that could mean just about anything. He must have taken it as a yes, because he went on. 

			‘Good. It feels more homely when there’s a light on in there in the evenings.’

			Reassured by his positive response, I took the opportunity to ask a question: ‘Do you happen to know who lived there before me?’

			‘No. People came and went. It didn’t feel quite…right, if you understand what I mean.’

			I gathered up the rest of my laundry from the tumble dryer and cleaned the filter. On my way out I passed the basket containing the man’s dirty clothes—shirts, trousers, underwear. The odd thing was that every item was meticulously folded. Before it was washed. I said goodbye and went back to my place.

			After putting away my clean laundry I decided to go and have lunch at Kungstornet. I took my notepad and pen in case I wanted to carry on writing. On the way out I bumped into an elderly woman I had noticed earlier. She was somewhere between sixty and seventy. Her apartment was on the floor above my house, and I had learned to recognise her footsteps on the staircase outside my window.

			She was often accompanied by small children of different ages, and I had drawn the conclusion that she was a very involved grandmother. When I met her at the main door it turned out I was right. A boy of about seven was holding her left hand.

			‘Aha,’ the woman said, looking at me with interest. ‘I believe you’re our new watchdog?’

			She used the word gårdvar. At the time I didn’t know what it meant, but I realised it had something to do with my house—or gårdshus. Encouraged by the friendliness of the meticulous man I had met in the laundry room, I bravely said, ‘Yes, that’s right.’

			The woman held out her hand. ‘Elsa Karlgren,’ she said, bending down towards the boy. ‘And this is Dennis, my grandson.’

			The boy glanced up at me shyly, then reverted to studying his shoelaces as he tugged at Elsa’s hand. I took out a five-kronor coin and showed it to Dennis, then I made it disappear before producing it from his ear. I wasn’t sure whether it was appropriate, but in a moment of inspiration I offered him the coin and said, ‘It’s yours. If you want it.’

			Dennis shook his head, his eyes firmly fixed on his feet. Elsa smiled at me and said, ‘Wasn’t that clever?’ She and Dennis carried on towards the staircase. I stayed where I was for a moment before leaving the courtyard, feeling like a child who doesn’t understand how things work.

			After I’d worked my way through a tuna salad and collected the coffee that was included in the price, I opened my notepad and read through what I had written during the night. It was astonishing how the unpleasant course of events lost its sting when it was written as a story. Was that why authors wrote?

			Everything had happened exactly as I had described it, but it was impossible to convey all the details and perceptions linked in my memory to what had gone on, making it come alive. The smell of rust from the child’s jacket, the streaks of dirt on his neck, and his distorted fingers, like a broken machine. I couldn’t describe it then and I can’t describe it now. Then, as now, all I can do is write: first this happened and then that happened, while the real sense of the event eludes me.

			I didn’t care whether I looked interesting or not as I bent over the pad and carried on with my narrative.

			*

			‘What’s your name?’

			No answer. The dirt on the child’s face was now mixed with melted chocolate. He opened his mouth as if he were about to say something, but instead his tongue emerged and licked his lips. 

			The boy sighed. ‘Do you understand what I’m saying?’

			A nod, as minimal as the previous shake of the head. All of the child’s movements were so slow and tiny that it was difficult to work out how he had climbed up to the tree house.

			‘My name’s John,’ the boy said. ‘I’m twelve. How old are you?’

			The child held up one hand, its fingers pointing in different directions as if they had been broken and then healed badly. Five. The gesture was accompanied by a vague head movement, as if he wasn’t sure. Encouraged, the boy asked, ‘Do you live here? In Blackeberg?’

			The child simply stared at him, and the boy was at a loss. What did you do in a situation like this? Ring the police, probably. The boy had had some dealings with the police due to his petty thieving, but no doubt that was what he ought to do. Ring the police.

			‘Listen,’ the boy said, ‘whatever your name is. I think I need to call someone, someone who…’

			There was no indication that the child understood, so the boy nodded to himself as if to confirm the wisdom of what he had just said. As he was clambering down through the opening to run home and call the police, the child spoke.

			‘What? What did you say?’ the boy asked.

			‘Fuckin,’ the child said. ‘Fuckinlittlebastard.’

			The child uttered the words without a trace of emotion, his eyes fixed on the floor.

			‘What are you talking about?’ the boy said. ‘I haven’t done anything to you!’

			‘Gonnakillyou youfuckinlittleshit.’

			The boy wasn’t stupid. Ugly and repulsive perhaps, but not stupid. He realised that the child’s garbled threat wasn’t aimed at him, but was simply a repetition of something he had heard. If the boy called the police, if he…

			dropped the child in it

			what would happen then? They would track down the child’s parents, or he would end up in the clutches of social services. The boy himself might get into trouble, because the police had already described him as a ‘cowardly little thief’. As a general rule, his experiences of turning to adults for help weren’t great.

			‘Wait,’ the boy said. ‘I’m just going to collect a few things.’

			He climbed down from the tree house and ran home.

			Having a pet was good fun. Working out what the pet needed. His knowledge of small children was limited, as he had grown up without siblings, but he had kept a rabbit for a couple of years, and now he tried to use the knowledge he had gained.

			Something to eat, something to drink, somewhere to sleep. The trickiest part was the toilet issue. It would be best if the child could do what was necessary in the forest, but the boy had the impression he was reluctant to leave the tree house.

			Down in the cellar he found an old sleeping-bag that smelled a bit mouldy, plus a bucket with a lid. He stuffed the sleeping-bag into the bucket, then went back upstairs and put some crispbread, fish paste and several apples in a carrier bag, along with a roll of toilet paper and a bottle of water.

			*

			The lunchtime rush had subsided while I was writing. I tapped my pen on the pad as if I was seeking entry to my own story.

			Why do we become what we become? The simple answer is that we are the sum of the choices we have made, the actions we have carried out. But why did we make those particular choices, carry out those particular actions? We have to go further and further back—like a child who keeps repeating ‘But why?’—until we reach the maternity ward and what took place there.

			But even if we were given a minute-by-minute account of our first days of life, we still wouldn’t be able to explain all our decisions. There are incidences of uncertainty, there are leaps, and perhaps it is those very leaps that shape us, when we step outside ourselves and act without any regard for our previous experience.

			The incident with the child in the forest was just such a leap for me. 

			I tapped my pen on the paper and realised what I was doing only when the sound began to echo around the room.

			I stopped tapping and looked up. There was a man sitting at the corner table right at the back; he was wearing shabby, greyish-brown clothes that made him blend in with the wood-panelled wall. His hair was thin and greasy, and he was staring at me with his bulging eyes as he tapped his finger on the table next to his coffee cup. When our eyes met he gave me a conspiratorial grin.

			I smiled back and shuddered inside as it occurred to me that I was looking at a possible version of myself in thirty years’ time. Perhaps I would still be sitting alone in the Kungstornet cafe, but by then I would have withdrawn from the light. If I made the wrong decisions, took the wrong roads. I picked up my notepad and pen and walked out.

			I needed to succeed as a magician so that I wouldn’t end up sitting in that corner. I should have gone home to practise, right then, but anxiety had me in its grip, so instead I wandered along to Stureplan, where I sat down on a bench in the square and read through what I’d written.

			In my highly strung state it seemed to me that everything depended on my success in writing the story, in continuing to write down what had happened. I stood up and hurried along Birger Jarlsgatan so that I could cut through the Brunkeberg Tunnel and get home more quickly.

			The tunnel looked different back then. What is now a futuristic corridor that wouldn’t be out of place in an Alien film had a rawness about it in those days, and the ceiling was nothing more than bare rock. As I walked in through the doors I could hear music. A busker with a guitar was playing Towa Carson’s Eurovision song ‘Everyone Has Forgotten’. Drawing closer I dug out the five-kronor coin that Dennis had rejected. We street artists have to stick together.

			During the summer in the Old Town and Kungsträdgården I had grown heartily sick of ‘House of the Rising Sun’, ‘Hotel California’ and ‘Stairway to Heaven’, so the busker’s unconventional choice of song made him worth the five kronor, which I dropped into his hat as I passed by.

			‘Thanks, brother. By the way…’ he said, and stopped playing. I turned around. The man didn’t look like a typical busker. He was wearing khaki trousers with a sharp crease, a short-sleeved white shirt and a pair of deck shoes. He could have been an accountant who had suddenly decided to give music a go.

			‘Yes?’ I said, looking into a pair of blue eyes surrounded by crow’s feet. The man gazed up at the ceiling and said, ‘It’s getting stronger, isn’t it?’

			I took a step closer, unsure if I’d heard him correctly. ‘I’m sorry?’

			‘It’s getting stronger. Don’t you think so? The pressure. It’s getting stronger.’

			So that was the explanation. The man was a little bit crazy, he had strayed outside the norms of society, and maybe his clothes were an attempt to compensate. 

			‘Sure,’ I said, not committing myself to anything in particular. ‘Good luck.’

			I waved to him as if he were a child, then turned and went on my way. Behind me the man began to sing yet another Eurovision entry, ‘It’s Beginning to Seem Like Love’, and the sound followed me out into Tunnelgatan.

			*

			As he approached the tree house, it had changed. It was no longer merely a rickety construction made of old planks and branches; no, it was also a container, and its contents emitted a pull that made the boy quicken his pace as he drew closer.

			‘Are you still here?’

			The question was unnecessary. He knew that the child was still there, just as we know when we are not alone in a pitch-dark room. He wanted to warn the child of his arrival, though, to avoid frightening him. He left the bucket at the bottom of the tree so that he could climb up.

			The child was sitting in exactly the same spot, pressed up against the wall in the corner. He stared as the boy heaved himself over the edge and put down the carrier bag in the middle of the floor.

			‘There you go,’ said the boy, taking out a piece of crispbread. Before he could do anything else, the child had grabbed the food and stuffed it in his mouth. In ten seconds it was gone, and when the child reached out for the bag, the boy moved it away and said, ‘Just hang on a minute.’

			The child, who had leaned forward to eat, hurled himself backwards into the corner with such force that the tree swayed. The boy dug out the tube of fish paste and showed it to him. ‘Look. I was just going to—’

			He fell silent. A lump of something was working its way out of the child’s nose. It didn’t look like blood, because it was black. At the same time, it was too dense to be snot. However revolting the thought might be, it resembled some kind of diseased faecal matter. The boy gestured towards his own nose and said, ‘You need to wipe your nose.’

			One of the child’s crooked fingers shot up in a spastic imitation of the boy’s gesture, and the black thing disappeared, back where it had come from. The boy unscrewed the lid of the tube and squeezed a string of red paste, which suddenly disgusted him, onto a piece of crispbread and handed it to the child. ‘Here. It tastes better this way.’

			As the child ate, slightly less greedily this time, the boy looked at those bent fingers. They were barely human, more like claws in fact, and some of the nails were missing.

			‘So what happened to your fingers?’ he asked.

			‘Fuckoff,’ the child said. ‘Fuckoffyoulittlebastard.’

			The boy understood. Someone had done this to the child, and that was probably why he had run away. He also understood that this was way too heavy for a kid in sixth grade to handle.

			‘Listen, don’t you think I ought to call the police?’ he said.

			‘Police,’ the child repeated. ‘Dadda police.’

			‘What are you saying? Are you telling me your dad’s a cop?’

			‘Dadda,’ the child said again. The word was followed by an unpleasant grin. Several of his teeth were missing. Then he turned his face to the wall and made himself as small as possible. 

			The boy clambered down to fetch the bucket. Back in the tree house, he shook out the sleeping-bag on the floor, and explained how the child should use the bucket and the toilet paper. He had no idea if the child knew what he was talking about.

			‘I’ll be back tomorrow,’ he said.

			Then he went home.

			*

			When I had finished writing and run through my magic act a few times, I made dinner. My culinary skills were limited to pasta and a couple of combinations using Uncle Ben’s stir-fry sauces. On this particular day I diced a Falun sausage and mixed it with the sweet-and-sour variety. Plus rice. I ate sitting at the desk, staring at the wall where smoke and age had stained the plaster the colour of a hard-bitten nicotine addict’s fingers.

			The pressure. It’s getting stronger.

			The busker’s words left me no peace, because I could feel the pressure too. A rushing sound in my ears, a faint whistling deep inside my skull that I had dismissed as a consequence of thick walls and isolation. The sound of loneliness, if you like.

			The pressure is getting stronger.

			I washed my plate, knife and fork and left them to dry on a tea towel. Then I stood with my arms dangling by my side and glared at the wall with its sick pigmentation. The evening lay before me, plump and empty. I considered going out and buying a pack of cigarettes to see if smoking had anything going for it. A pause, an escape. I decided not to bother. I stood completely still, feeling the pressure. Feeling it grow stronger. As if I were in a tank filled with water, sinking slowly, so slowly. The whistling inside my head, the pressure on my eardrums. I couldn’t move, daren’t even breathe for fear of actually feeling the water pouring into my lungs.

			The sound of the telephone ringing caused a rupture. A sledgehammer struck, relieving the pressure. My hand was free to lift the receiver to my ear so that I could hear the familiar voice.

			‘Can I speak to Sigge?’

			‘We’ve already been through this. Sigge isn’t here.’

			‘Hasn’t he arrived yet?’

			‘He’s never been here.’

			I was about to add that he wasn’t going to be here either, when the voice on the other end interrupted me. ‘How do you know?’

			‘Sorry?’

			‘How do you know he’s never been there?’

			‘Because I’m the only one who lives here.’

			‘Mmm. But we’re not talking about you at the moment. We’re talking about Sigge.’

			Had the pressure really eased, or had the phone merely distracted me so that I no longer felt it? I cautiously took a breath, just to check if anything would prevent my lungs from expanding.

			‘Aren’t we?’

			I must have tuned out; I couldn’t work out what he meant, so I said, ‘What?’

			‘It’s Sigge we’re talking about now.’

			‘Yes. We are. But he isn’t here.’

			‘Are you absolutely sure about that?’

			I lowered the receiver and looked over at the toilet door. As I stood there listening, I got the idea that there was someone in there. The man on the other end of the line said something, and I put the receiver to my ear once more. ‘What?’

			‘I said you don’t seem absolutely sure. Maybe Sigge’s there after all?’

			I was about to hang up so that I could go and investigate the toilet, but then I pulled myself together and came out with the question I should have asked in the first place: ‘This Sigge you keep talking about—who is he?’

			The man guffawed, and I could picture him shaking his head as he replied, ‘Oh my goodness—that’s something you’d really like to know, isn’t it?’

			‘Yes, please.’

			‘I’m afraid that’s not possible. If you don’t know, you’ll find out. But I think you do know. Just don’t get too caught up in that Sigge business. I mean, what’s a name? Anyway, I’ve got to go.’

			Before I had time to say another word he ended the call, leaving me listening to the atmospheric hissing of the phone lines. I could hear distant voices without being able to make out what they were saying. When I had sat there for a while, I hung up and opened the toilet door. It was empty, and the only sound was the movement of the water in the pipes. Rising, falling.

			I survived that night too, as one does. Minute follows minute, and time passes. The election was the following day, and I intended to go and vote. Which I did. I probably listened to ‘Shake the Disease’ by Depeche Mode several times that night; I had stolen it a few years earlier. Martin Gore’s lonely voice as he sang the desolate intro was like a companion, somehow familiar, as if he was describing something I knew.

			*

			The boy found it difficult to sleep that night. He lay there with his head buried in the pillow, thinking that he had forgotten to take a pillow for the child. From there his mind wandered to the image of the child curled up on the floor of the tree house. In the forest, in the darkness.

			He might have been able to sleep if his thoughts had stopped there, but they continued to circle mercilessly around the child’s appearance, and what he must have suffered. The missing teeth, the broken fingers.

			As soon as the boy closed his eyes he saw himself shut away in a cramped, dark space. A door flung open, hands grabbing hold of him and dragging him out, kicks, blows, and even worse. Tools.

			He couldn’t shake off the images, but in the end he found a way to deal with them. Instead of being the one subjected to the abuse, he made himself the perpetrator. This was unpleasant too, but at least there was a glimmer of satisfaction in it. He had the power. This reassuring knowledge allowed him to fall asleep at last.

			*

			My polling card instructed me to cast my vote at Blackeberg School. It would be fifteen years before I set some of the narrative of Let the Right One In inside that very building, but when I woke up feeling groggy from a lack of sleep on the morning of election day, I felt a nagging sense of horror.

			I was far from done with my childhood, and not just the events surrounding the child in the forest. More ‘normal’ things still lay like muddy silt in my mind, and I avoided stirring it up if I possibly could.

			Isolation leads to egocentricity. In the absence of outside influence, it is easy to imagine that the world is a machine, created to focus on oneself. As I walked out of Blackeberg’s subway station towards the brick colossus on Björnsonsgatan, I thought everything was about me and the school, how we would handle our reunion.

			I don’t know if it was a disappointment or a relief when

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	OEBPS/image/cover.jpg
JOHN
AJVIDE LINDQVIST





OEBPS/image/riverrun_Complete_bmap.png
riverrun





OEBPS/image/riverrun_17feb_spinebmap.png
riverrun





