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  The Case of Charles Dexter Ward

  By H. P. Lovecraft


  
    
      'The essential Saltes of Animals may be so prepared and preserved, that an ingenious Man may have the whole Ark of Noah in his own Study, and raise the fine Shape of an Animal out of its Ashes at his Pleasure; and by the lyke Method from the essential Saltes of humane Dust, a Philosopher may, without any criminal Necromancy, call up the Shape of any dead Ancestor from the Dust where into his Body has been incinerated.'

    


    
      

    


    
      - Borellus
    

  


  
    I. A Result and a Prolog


    1


    
      From a private hospital for the insane near Providence, Rhode Island, there recently disappeared an exceedingly singular person. He bore the name of Charles Dexter Ward, and was placed under restraint most reluctantly by the grieving father who had watched his aberration grow from a mere eccentricity to a dark mania involving both a possibility of murderous tendencies and a profound and peculiar change in the apparent contents of his mind. Doctors confess themselves quite baffled by his case, since it presented oddities of a general physiological as well as psychological character.
    


    
      

    


    
      In the first place, the patient seemed oddly older than his twenty-six years would warrant. Mental disturbance, it is true, will age one rapidly; but the face of this young man had taken on a subtle cast which only the very aged normally acquire. In the second place, his organic processes showed a certain queerness of proportion which nothing in medical experience can parallel. Respiration and heart action had a baffling lack of symmetry; the voice was lost, so that no sounds above a whisper were possible; digestion was incredibly prolonged and minimized, and neural reactions to standard stimuli bore no relation at all to anything heretofore recorded, either normal or pathological. The skin had a morbid chill and dryness, and the cellular structure of the tissue seemed exaggeratedly coarse and loosely knit. Even a large olive birthmark on the right hip had disappeared, whilst there had formed on the chest a very peculiar mole or blackish spot of which no trace existed before. In general, all physicians agree that in Ward the processes of metabolism had become retarded to a degree beyond precedent.
    


    
      

    


    
      Psychologically, too, Charles Ward was unique. His madness held no affinity to any sort recorded in even the latest and most exhaustive of treatises, and was conjoined to a mental force which would have made him a genius or a leader had it not been twisted into strange and grotesque forms. Dr. Willett, who was Ward's family physician, affirms that the patient's gross mental capacity, as gauged by his response to matters outside the sphere of his insanity, had actually increased since the seizure. Ward, it is true, was always a scholar and an antiquarian; but even his most brilliant early work did not show the prodigious grasp and insight displayed during his last examinations by the alienists. It was, indeed, a difficult matter to obtain a legal commitment to the hospital, so powerful and lucid did the youth's mind seem; and only on the evidence of others, and on the strength of many abnormal gaps in his stock of information as distinguished from his intelligence, was he finally placed in confinement. To the very moment of his vanishment he was an omnivorous reader and as great a conversationalist as his poor voice permitted; and shrewd observers, failing to foresee his escape, freely predicted that he would not be long in gaining his discharge from custody.
    


    
      

    


    
      Only Dr. Willett, who brought Charles Ward into the world and had watched his growth of body and mind ever since, seemed frightened at the thought of his future freedom. He had had a terrible experience and had made a terrible discovery which he dared not reveal to his skeptical colleagues. Willett, indeed, presents a minor mystery all his own in his connation with the case. He was the last to see the patient before his flight, and emerged from that final conversation in a state of mixed horror and relief which several recalled when Ward's escape became known three hours later. That escape itself is one of the unsolved wonders of Dr. Waite's hospital. A window open above a sheer drop of sixty feet could hardly explain it, yet after that talk with Willett the youth was undeniably gone. Willett himself has no public explanations to offer, though he seems strangely easier in mind than before the escape. Many, indeed, feel that he would like to say more if he thought any considerable number would believe him. He had found Ward in his room, but shortly after his departure the attendants knocked in vain. When they opened the door the patient was not there, and all they found was the open window with a chill April breeze blowing in a cloud of fine bluish-grey dust that almost choked them. True, the dogs howled some time before; but that was while Willett was still present, and they had caught nothing and shown no disturbance later on. Ward's father was told at once over the telephone, but he seemed more saddened than surprised. By the time Dr. Waite called in person, Dr. Willett had been talking with him, and both disavowed any knowledge or complicity in the escape. Only from certain closely confidential friends of Willett and the senior Ward have any clues been gained, and even these are too wildly fantastic for general credence. The one fact which remains is that up to the present time no trace of the missing madman has been unearthed.
    


    
      

    


    
      Charles Ward was an antiquarian from infancy, no doubt gaining his taste from the venerable town around him, and from the relics of the past which filled every corner of his parents' old mansion in Prospect Street on the crest of the hill. With the years his devotion to ancient things increased; so that history, genealogy, and the study of colonial architecture, furniture, and craftsmanship at length crowded everything else from his sphere of interests. These tastes are important to remember in considering his madness; for although they do not form its absolute nucleus, they play a prominent part in its superficial form. The gaps of information which the alienists noticed were all related to modern matters, and were invariably offset by a correspondingly excessive though outwardly concealed knowledge of bygone matters as brought out by adroit questioning; so that one would have fancied the patient literally transferred to a former age through some obscure sort of auto-hypnosis. The odd thing was that Ward seemed no longer interested in the antiquities he knew so well. He had, it appears, lost his regard for them through sheer familiarity; and all his final efforts were obviously bent toward mastering those common facts of the modern world which had been so totally and unmistakably expunged from his brain. That this wholesale deletion had occurred, he did his best to hide; but it was clear to all who watched him that his whole program of reading and conversation was determined by a frantic wish to imbibe such knowledge of his own life and of the ordinary practical and cultural background of the twentieth century as ought to have been his by virtue of his birth in 1902 and his education in the schools of our own time. Alienists are now wondering how, in view of his vitally impaired range of data, the escaped patient manages to cope with the complicated world of today; the dominant opinion being that he is "lying low" in some humble and unexacting position till his stock of modern information can be brought up to the normal.
    


    
      

    


    
      The beginning of Ward's madness is a matter of dispute among alienists. Dr. Lyman, the eminent Boston authority, places it in 1919 or 1920, during the boy's last year at the Moses Brown School, when he suddenly turned from the study of the past to the study of the occult, and refused to qualify for college on the ground that he had individual researches of much greater importance to make. This is certainly borne out by Ward's altered habits at the time, especially by his continual search through town records and among old burying-grounds for a certain grave dug in 1771; the grave of an ancestor named Joseph Curwen, some of whose papers he professed to have found behind the paneling of a very old house in Olney Court, on Stampers' Hill, which Curwen was known to have built and occupied. It is, broadly speaking, undeniable that the winter of 1919-20 saw a great change in Ward; whereby he abruptly stopped his general antiquarian pursuits and embarked on a desperate delving into occult subjects both at home and abroad, varied only by this strangely persistent search for his forefather's grave.
    


    
      

    


    
      From this opinion, however, Dr. Willett substantially dissents; basing his verdict on his close and continuous knowledge of the patient, and on certain frightful investigations and discoveries which he made toward the last. Those investigations and discoveries have left their mark upon him; so that his voice trembles when he tells them, and his hand trembles when he tries to write of them. Willett admits that the change of 1919-20 would ordinarily appear to mark the beginning of a progressive decadence which culminated in the horrible and uncanny alienation of 1928; but believes from personal observation that a finer distinction must be made. Granting freely that the boy was always ill-balanced temperamentally, and prone to be unduly susceptible and enthusiastic in his responses to phenomena around him, he refuses to concede that the early alteration marked the actual passage from sanity to madness; crediting instead Ward's own statement that he had discovered or rediscovered something whose effect on human though was likely to be marvelous and profound. The true madness, he is certain, came with a later change; after the Curwen portrait and the ancient papers had been unearthed; after a trip to strange foreign places had been made, and some terrible invocations chanted under strange and secret circumstances; after certain answers to these invocations had been plainly indicated, and a frantic letter penned under agonizing and inexplicable conditions; after the wave of vampirism and the ominous Pawtuxet gossip; and after the patient's memory commenced to exclude contemporary images whilst his physical aspect underwent the subtle modification so many subsequently noticed.
    


    
      

    


    
      It was only about this time, Willett points out with much acuteness, that the nightmare qualities became indubitably linked with Ward; and the doctor feels shudderingly sure that enough solid evidence exists to sustain the youth's claim regarding his crucial discovery. In the first place, two workmen of high intelligence saw Joseph Curwen's ancient papers found. Secondly, the boy once showed Dr. Willett those papers and a page of the Curwen diary, and each of the documents had every appearance of genuineness. The hole where Ward claimed to have found them was long a visible reality, and Willett had a very convincing final glimpse of them in surroundings which can scarcely be believed and can never perhaps be proved. Then there were the mysteries and coincidences of the Orne and Hutchinson letters, and the problem of the Curwen penmanship and of what the detectives brought to light about Dr. Allen; these things, and the terrible message in mediaeval minuscules found in Willett's pocket when he gained consciousness after his shocking experience.
    


    
      

    


    
      And most conclusive of all, there are the two hideous results which the doctor obtained from a certain pair of formulae during his final investigations; results which virtually proved the authenticity of the papers and of their monstrous implications at the same time that those papers were borne forever from human knowledge.
    

  


  
    2


    
      One must look back at Charles Ward's earlier life as at something belonging as much to the past as the antiquities he loved so keenly. In the autumn of 1918, and with a considerable show of zest in the military training of the period, he had begun his junior year at the Moses Brown School, which lies very near his home. The old main building, erected in 1819, had always charmed his youthful antiquarian sense; and the spacious park in which the academy is set appealed to his sharp eye for landscape. His social activities were few; and his hours were spent mainly at home, in rambling walks, in his classes and drills, and in pursuit of antiquarian and genealogical data at the City Hall, the State House, the Public Library, the Athenaeum, the Historical Society, the John Carter Brown and John Hay Libraries of Brown University, and the newly opened Shepley Library in Benefit Street. One may picture him yet as he was in those days; tall, slim, and blond, with studious eyes and a slight droop, dressed somewhat carelessly, and giving a dominant impression of harmless awkwardness rather than attractiveness.
    


    
      

    


    
      His walks were always adventures in antiquity, during which he managed to recapture from the myriad relics of a glamorous old city a vivid and connected picture of the centuries before. His home was a great Georgian mansion atop the well-nigh precipitous hill that rises just east of the river; and from the rear windows of its rambling wings he could look dizzily out over all the clustered spires, domes, roofs, and skyscraper summits of the lower town to the purple hills of the countryside beyond. Here he was born, and from the lovely classic porch of the double-bayed brick facade his nurse had first wheeled him in his carriage; past the little white farmhouse of two hundred years before that the town had long ago overtaken, and on toward the stately colleges along the shady, sumptuous street, whose old square brick mansions and smaller wooden houses with narrow, heavy-columned Doric porches dreamed solid and exclusive amidst their generous yards and gardens.
    


    
      

    


    
      He had been wheeled, too, along sleepy Congdon Street, one tier lower down on the steep hill, and with all its eastern homes on high terraces. The small wooden houses averaged a greater age here, for it was up this hill that the growing town had climbed; and in these rides he had imbibed something of the color of a quaint colonial village. The nurse used to stop and sit on the benches of Prospect Terrace to chat with policemen; and one of the child's first memories was of the great westward sea of hazy roofs and domes and steeples and far hills which he saw one winter afternoon from that great railed embankment, and violet and mystic against a fevered, apocalyptic sunset of reds and golds and purples and curious greens. The vast marble dome of the State House stood out in massive silhouette, its crowning statue haloed fantastically by a break in one of the tinted stratus clouds that barred the flaming sky.
    


    
      

    


    
      When he was larger his famous walks began; first with his impatiently dragged nurse, and then alone in dreamy meditation. Farther and farther down that almost perpendicular hill he would venture, each time reaching older and quainter levels of the ancient city. He would hesitate gingerly down vertical Jenckes Street with its bank walls and colonial gables to the shady Benefit Street corner, where before him was a wooden antique with an Ionic-pilastered pair of doorways, and beside him a prehistoric gambrel-roofer with a bit of primal farmyard remaining, and the great Judge Durfee house with its fallen vestiges of Georgian grandeur. It was getting to be a slum here; but the titan elms cast a restoring shadow over the place, and the boy used to stroll south past the long lines of the pre-Revolutionary homes with their great central chimneys and classic portals. On the eastern side they were set high over basements with railed double flights of stone steps, and the young Charles could picture them as they were when the street was new, and red heels and periwigs set off the painted pediments whose signs of wear were now becoming so visible.
    


    
      

    


    
      Westward the hill dropped almost as steeply as above, down to the old "Town Street" that the founders had laid out at the river's edge in 1636. Here ran innumerable little lanes with leaning, huddled houses of immense antiquity; and fascinated though he was, it was long before he dared to thread their archaic verticality for fear they would turn out a dream or a gateway to unknown terrors. He found it much less formidable to continue along Benefit Street past the iron fence of St. John's hidden churchyard and the rear of the 1761 Colony House and the mouldering bulk of the Golden Ball Inn where Washington stopped. At Meeting Street – the successive Gaol Lane and King Street of other periods – he would look upward to the east and see the arched flight of steps to which the highway had to resort in climbing the slope, and downward to the west, glimpsing the old brick colonial schoolhouse that smiles across the road at the ancient Sign of Shakespeare's Head where the Providence Gazette and Country-Journal was printed before the Revolution. Then came the exquisite First Baptist Church of 1775, luxurious with its matchless Gibbs steeple, and the Georgian roofs and cupolas hovering by. Here and to the southward the neighborhood became better, flowering at last into a marvelous group of early mansions; but still the little ancient lanes led off down the precipice to the west, spectral in their many-gabled archaism and dipping to a riot of iridescent decay where the wicked old water-front recalls its proud East India days amidst polyglot vice and squalor, rotting wharves, and blear-eyed ship-chandleries, with such surviving alley names as Packet, Bullion, Gold, Silver, Coin, Doubloon, Sovereign, Guilder, Dollar, Dime, and Cent.
    


    
      

    


    
      Sometimes, as he grew taller and more adventurous, young Ward would venture down into this maelstrom of tottering houses, broken transoms, tumbling steps, twisted balustrades, swarthy faces, and nameless odors; winding from South Main to South Water, searching out the docks where the bay and sound steamers still touched, and returning northward at this lower level past the steep-roofed 1816 warehouses and the broad square at the Great Bridge, where the 1773 Market House still stands firm on its ancient arches. In that square he would pause to drink in the bewildering beauty of the old town as it rises on its eastward bluff, decked with its two Georgian spires and crowned by the vast new Christian Science dome as London is crowned by St. Paul's. He like mostly to reach this point in the late afternoon, when the slanting sunlight touches the Market House and the ancient hill roofs and belfries with gold, and throws magic around the dreaming wharves where Providence Indiamen used to ride at anchor. After a long look he would grow almost dizzy with a poet's love for the sight, and then he would scale the slope homeward in the dusk past the old white church and up the narrow precipitous ways where yellow gleams would begin to peep out in small-paned windows and through fanlights set high over double flights of steps with curious wrought-iron railings.
    


    
      

    


    
      At other times, and in later years, he would seek for vivid contrasts; spending half a walk in the crumbling colonial regions northwest of his home, where the hill drops to the lower eminence of Stampers' Hill with its ghetto and negro quarter clustering round the place where the Boston stage coach used to start before the Revolution, and the other half in the gracious southerly realm about George, Benevolent, Power, and Williams Streets, where the old slope holds unchanged the fine estates and bits of walled garden and steep green lane in which so many fragrant memories linger. These rambles, together with the diligent studies which accompanied them, certainly account for a large amount of the antiquarian lore which at last crowded the modern world from Charles Ward's mind; and illustrate the mental soil upon which fell, in that fateful winter of 1919-20, the seeds that came to such strange and terrible fruition.
    


    
      

    


    
      Dr. Willett is certain that, up to this ill-omened winter of first change, Charles Ward's antiquarianism was free from every trace of the morbid. Graveyards held for him no particular attraction beyond their quaintness and historic value, and of anything like violence or savage instinct he was utterly devoid. Then, by insidious degrees, there appeared to develop a curious sequel to one of his genealogical triumphs of the year before; when he had discovered among his maternal ancestors a certain very long-lived man named Joseph Curwen, who had come from Salem in March of 1692, and about whom a whispered series of highly peculiar and disquieting stories clustered.
    


    
      

    


    
      Ward's great-great-grandfather Welcome Potter had in 1785 married a certain 'Ann Tillinghast, daughter of Mrs. Eliza, daughter to Capt. James Tillinghast,' of whose paternity the family had preserved no trace. Late in 1918, whilst examining a volume of original town records in manuscript, the young genealogist encountered an entry describing a legal change of name, by which in 1772 a Mrs. Eliza Curwen, widow of Joseph Curwen, resumed, along with her seven-year-old daughter Ann, her maiden name of Tillinghast; on the ground 'that her Husband's name was become a public Reproach by Reason of what was known after his Decease; the which confirming an ancient common Rumor, tho' not to be credited by a loyall Wife till so proven as to be wholely past Doubting.'
    


    
      

    


    
      This entry came to light upon the accidental separation of two leaves which had been carefully pasted together and treated as one by a labored revision of the page numbers.
    


    
      

    


    
      It was at once clear to Charles Ward that he had indeed discovered a hitherto unknown great-great-great-grandfather. The discovery doubly excited him because he had already heard vague reports and seen scattered allusions relating to this person; about whom there remained so few publicly available records, aside from those becoming public only in modern times, that it almost seemed as if a conspiracy had existed to blot him from memory. What did appear, moreover, was of such a singular and provocative nature that one could not fail to imagine curiously what it was that the colonial recorders were so anxious to conceal and forget; or to suspect that the deletion had reasons all too valid.
    


    
      

    


    
      Before this, Ward had been content to let his romancing about old Joseph Curwen remain in the idle stage; but having discovered his own relationship to this apparently "hushed-up" character, he proceeded to hunt out as systematically as possible whatever he might find concerning him. In this excited quest he eventually succeeded beyond his highest expectations; for old letters, diaries, and sheaves of unpublished memoirs in cobwebbed Providence garrets and elsewhere yielded many illuminating passages which their writers had not thought it worth their while to destroy. One important sidelight came from a point as remote as New York, where some Rhode Island colonial correspondence was stored in the Museum at Fraunces' Tavern. The really crucial thing, though, and what in Dr, Willett's opinion formed the definite source of Ward's undoing, was the matter found in August 1919 behind the paneling of the crumbling house in Olney Court. It was that, beyond a doubt, which opened up those black vistas whose end was deeper than the pit.
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Dracula's Guest


  


  [image: ]



  
    

  


  
    When we started for our drive the sun was shining brightly on Munich, and the air was full of the joyousness of early summer.
  


  
    

  


  
    Just as we were about to depart, Herr Delbruck (the maitre d'hotel of the Quatre Saisons, where I was staying) came down bareheaded to the carriage and, after wishing me a pleasant drive, said to the coachman, still holding his hand on the handle of the carriage door, "Remember you are back by nightfall. The sky looks bright but there is a shiver in the north wind that says there may be a sudden storm. But I am sure you will not be late." Here he smiled and added, "for you know what night it is."
  


  
    

  


  
    Johann answered with an emphatic, "Ja, mein Herr," and, touching his hat, drove off quickly. When we had cleared the town, I said, after signalling to him to stop: "Tell me, Johann, what is tonight?"
  


  
    

  


  
    He crossed himself, as he answered laconically: "Walpurgis nacht." Then he took out his watch, a great, old-fashioned German silver thing as big as a turnip and looked at it, with his eyebrows gathered together and a little impatient shrug of his shoulders. I realized that this was his way of respectfully protesting against the unnecessary delay and sank back in the carriage, merely motioning him to proceed. He started off rapidly, as if to make up for lost time. Every now and then the horses seemed to throw up their heads and sniff the air suspiciously. On such occasions I often looked round in alarm. The road was pretty bleak, for we were traversing a sort of high windswept plateau. As we drove, I saw a road that looked but little used and which seemed to dip through a little winding valley. It looked so inviting that, even at the risk of offending him, I called Johann to stop – and when he had pulled up, I told him I would like to drive down that road. He made all sorts of excuses and frequently crossed himself as he spoke. This somewhat piqued my curiosity, so I asked him various questions. He answered fencingly and repeatedly looked at his watch in protest. Finally I said, "Well, Johann, I want to go down this road. I shall not ask you to come unless you like; but tell me why you do not like to go, that is all I ask." For answer he seemed to throw himself off the box, so quickly did he reach the ground. Then he stretched out his hands appealingly to me and implored me not to go. There was just enough of English mixed with the German for me to understand the drift of his talk. He seemed always just about to tell me something – the very idea of which evidently frightened him; but each time he pulled himself up saying, "Walpurgis nacht!"
  


  
    

  


  
    I tried to argue with him, but it was difficult to argue with a man when I did not know his language. The advantage certainly rested with him, for although he began to speak in English, of a very crude and broken kind, he always got excited and broke into his native tongue – and every time he did so, he looked at his watch. Then the horses became restless and sniffed the air. At this he grew very pale, and, looking around in a frightened way, he suddenly jumped forward, took them by the bridles, and led them on some twenty feet. I followed and asked why he had done this. For an answer he crossed himself, pointed to the spot we had left, and drew his carriage in the direction of the other road, indicating a cross, and said, first in German, then in English, "Buried him – him what killed themselves."
  


  
    

  


  
    I remembered the old custom of burying suicides at cross roads:
  


  
    "Ah! I see, a suicide. How interesting!" But for the life of me I could not make out why the horses were frightened.
  


  
    

  


  
    Whilst we were talking, we heard a sort of sound between a yelp and a bark. It was far away; but the horses got very restless, and it took Johann all his time to quiet them. He was pale and said, "It sounds like a wolf – but yet there are no wolves here now."
  


  
    

  


  
    "No?" I said, questioning him. "Isn't it long since the wolves were so near the city?"
  


  
    

  


  
    "Long, long," he answered, "in the spring and summer; but with the snow the wolves have been here not so long."
  


  
    

  


  
    Whilst he was petting the horses and trying to quiet them, dark clouds drifted rapidly across the sky. The sunshine passed away, and a breath of cold wind seemed to drift over us. It was only a breath, however, and more of a warning than a fact, for the sun came out brightly again.
  


  
    

  


  
    Johann looked under his lifted hand at the horizon and said, "The storm of snow, he comes before long time." Then he looked at his watch again, and, straightway holding his reins firmly – for the horses were still pawing the ground restlessly and shaking their heads – he climbed to his box as though the time had come for proceeding on our journey.
  


  
    

  


  
    I felt a little obstinate and did not at once get into the carriage.
  


  
    

  


  
    "Tell me," I said, "about this place where the road leads," and I pointed down.
  


  
    

  


  
    Again he crossed himself and mumbled a prayer before he answered, "It is unholy."
  


  
    

  


  
    "What is unholy?" I enquired.
  


  
    

  


  
    "The village."
  


  
    

  


  
    "Then there is a village?"
  


  
    

  


  
    "No, no. No one lives there hundreds of years."
  


  
    

  


  
    My curiosity was piqued, "But you said there was a village."
  


  
    

  


  
    "There was."
  


  
    

  


  
    "Where is it now?"
  


  
    

  


  
    Whereupon he burst out into a long story in German and English, so mixed up that I could not quite understand exactly what he said. Roughly I gathered that long ago, hundreds of years, men had died there and been buried in their graves; but sounds were heard under the clay, and when the graves were opened, men and women were found rosy with life and their mouths red with blood. And so, in haste to save their lives (aye, and their souls! – and here he crossed himself) those who were left fled away to other places, where the living lived and the dead were dead and not – not something. He was evidently afraid to speak the last words. As he proceeded with his narration, he grew more and more excited. It seemed as if his imagination had got hold of him, and he ended in a perfect paroxysm of fear-white-faced, perspiring, trembling, and looking round him as if expecting that some dreadful presence would manifest itself there in the bright sunshine on the open plain.
  


  
    

  


  
    Finally, in an agony of desperation, he cried, "Walpurgis nacht!" and pointed to the carriage for me to get in.
  


  
    

  


  
    All my English blood rose at this, and standing back I said, "You are afraid, Johann – you are afraid. Go home, I shall return alone, the walk will do me good." The carriage door was open. I took from the seat my oak walking stick – which I always carry on my holiday excursions – and closed the door, pointing back to Munich, and said, "Go home, Johann – Walpurgis nacht doesn't concern Englishmen."
  


  
    

  


  
    The horses were now more restive than ever, and Johann was trying to hold them in, while excitedly imploring me not to do anything so foolish. I pitied the poor fellow, he was so deeply in earnest; but all the same I could not help laughing. His English was quite gone now. In his anxiety he had forgotten that his only means of making me understand was to talk my language, so he jabbered away in his native German. It began to be a little tedious. After giving the direction, "Home!" I turned to go down the cross road into the valley.
  


  
    

  


  
    With a despairing gesture, Johann turned his horses towards Munich. I leaned on my stick and looked after him. He went slowly along the road for a while, then there came over the crest of the hill a man tall and thin. I could see so much in the distance. When he drew near the horses, they began to jump and kick about, then to scream with terror. Johann could not hold them in; they bolted down the road, running away madly. I watched them out of sight, then looked for the stranger; but I found that he, too, was gone.
  


  
    

  


  
    With a light heart I turned down the side road through the deepening valley to which Johann had objected. There was not the slightest reason, that I could see, for his objection; and I daresay I tramped for a couple of hours without thinking of time or distance and certainly without seeing a person or a house. So far as the place was concerned, it was desolation itself. But I did not notice this particularly till, on turning a bend in the road, I came upon a scattered fringe of wood; then I recognized that I had been impressed unconsciously by the desolation of the region through which I had passed.
  


  
    

  


  
    I sat down to rest myself and began to look around. It struck me that it was considerably colder than it had been at the commencement of my walk – a sort of sighing sound seemed to be around me with, now and then, high overhead, a sort of muffled roar. Looking upwards I noticed that great thick clouds were drafting rapidly across the sky from north to south at a great height. There were signs of a coming storm in some lofty stratum of the air. I was a little chilly, and, thinking that it was the sitting still after the exercise of walking, I resumed my journey.
  


  
    

  


  
    The ground I passed over was now much more picturesque. There were no striking objects that the eye might single out, but in all there was a charm of beauty. I took little heed of time, and it was only when the deepening twilight forced itself upon me that I began to think of how I should find my way home. The air was cold, and the drifting of clouds high overhead was more marked. They were accompanied by a sort of far away rushing sound, through which seemed to come at intervals that mysterious cry which the driver had said came from a wolf. For a while I hesitated. I had said I would see the deserted village, so on I went and presently came on a wide stretch of open country, shut in by hills all around. Their sides were covered with trees which spread down to the plain, dotting in clumps the gentler slopes and hollows which showed here and there. I followed with my eye the winding of the road and saw that it curved close to one of the densest of these clumps and was lost behind it.
  


  
    

  


  
    As I looked there came a cold shiver in the air, and the snow began to fall. I thought of the miles and miles of bleak country I had passed, and then hurried on to seek shelter of the wood in front. Darker and darker grew the sky, and faster and heavier fell the snow, till the earth before and around me was a glistening white carpet the further edge of which was lost in misty vagueness. The road was here but crude, and when on the level its boundaries were not so marked as when it passed through the cuttings; and in a little while I found that I must have strayed from it, for I missed underfoot the hard surface, and my feet sank deeper in the grass and moss. Then the wind grew stronger and blew with ever increasing force, till I was fain to run before it. The air became icy cold, and in spite of my exercise I began to suffer. The snow was now falling so thickly and whirling around me in such rapid eddies that I could hardly keep my eyes open. Every now and then the heavens were torn asunder by vivid lightning, and in the flashes I could see ahead of me a great mass of trees, chiefly yew and cypress all heavily coated with snow.
  


  
    

  


  
    I was soon amongst the shelter of the trees, and there in comparative silence I could hear the rush of the wind high overhead. Presently the blackness of the storm had become merged in the darkness of the night. By-and-by the storm seemed to be passing away, it now only came in fierce puffs or blasts. At such moments the weird sound of the wolf appeared to be echoed by many similar sounds around me.
  


  
    

  


  
    Now and again, through the black mass of drifting cloud, came a straggling ray of moonlight which lit up the expanse and showed me that I was at the edge of a dense mass of cypress and yew trees. As the snow had ceased to fall, I walked out from the shelter and began to investigate more closely. It appeared to me that, amongst so many old foundations as I had passed, there might be still standing a house in which, though in ruins, I could find some sort of shelter for a while. As I skirted the edge of the copse, I found that a low wall encircled it, and following this I presently found an opening. Here the cypresses formed an alley leading up to a square mass of some kind of building. Just as I caught sight of this, however, the drifting clouds obscured the moon, and I passed up the path in darkness. The wind must have grown colder, for I felt myself shiver as I walked; but there was hope of shelter, and I groped my way blindly on.
  


  
    

  


  
    I stopped, for there was a sudden stillness. The storm had passed; and, perhaps in sympathy with nature's silence, my heart seemed to cease to beat. But this was only momentarily; for suddenly the moonlight broke through the clouds showing me that I was in a graveyard and that the square object before me was a great massive tomb of marble, as white as the snow that lay on and all around it. With the moonlight there came a fierce sigh of the storm which appeared to resume its course with a long, low howl, as of many dogs or wolves. I was awed and shocked, and I felt the cold perceptibly grow upon me till it seemed to grip me by the heart. Then while the flood of moonlight still fell on the marble tomb, the storm gave further evidence of renewing, as though it were returning on its track. Impelled by some sort of fascination, I approached the sepulchre to see what it was and why such a thing stood alone in such a place. I walked around it and read, over the Doric door, in German:
  


  
    

  


  
    COUNTESS DOLINGEN OF GRATZ

    IN STYRIA

    SOUGHT AND FOUND DEATH

    1801

  


  
    

  


  
    On the top of the tomb, seemingly driven through the solid marble – for the structure was composed of a few vast blocks of stone – was a great iron spike or stake. On going to the back I saw, graven in great Russian letters:
  


  
    

  


  THE DEAD TRAVEL FAST.


  
    

  


  
    There was something so weird and uncanny about the whole thing that it gave me a turn and made me feel quite faint. I began to wish, for the first time, that I had taken Johann's advice. Here a thought struck me, which came under almost myssterious circumstances and with a terrible shock. This was Walpurgis Night!
  


  
    

  


  
    Walpurgis Night was when, according to the belief of millions of people, the devil was abroad – when the graves were opened and the dead came forth and walked. When all evil things of earth and air and water held revel. This very place the driver had specially shunned. This was the depopulated village of centuries ago. This was where the suicide lay; and this was the place where I was alone – unmanned, shivering with cold in a shroud of snow with a wild storm gathering again upon me! It took all my philosophy, all the religion I had been taught, all my courage, not to collapse in a paroxysm of fright.
  


  
    

  


  
    And now a perfect tornado burst upon me. The ground shook as though thousands of horses thundered across it; and this time the storm bore on its icy wings, not snow, but great hailstones which drove with such violence that they might have come from the thongs of Balearic slingers – hailstones that beat down leaf and branch and made the shelter of the cypresses of no more avail than though their stems were standing corn. At the first I had rushed to the nearest tree; but I was soon fain to leave it and seek the only spot that seemed to afford refuge, the deep Doric doorway of the marble tomb. There, crouching against the massive bronze door, I gained a certain amount of protection from the beating of the hailstones, for now they only drove against me as they ricochetted from the ground and the side of the marble.
  


  
    

  


  
    As I leaned against the door, it moved slightly and opened inwards. The shelter of even a tomb was welcome in that pitiless tempest and I was about to enter it when there came a flash of forked lightning that lit up the whole expanse of the heavens. In the instant, as I am a living man, I saw, as my eyes turned into the darkness of the tomb, a beautiful woman with rounded cheeks and red lips, seemingly sleeping on bier. As the thunder broke overhead, I was grasped as by the hand of a giant and hurled out into the storm. The whole thing was so sudden that, before I could realize the shock, moral as well as physical, I found the hailstones beating me down. At the same time I had a strange, dominating feeling that I was not alone. I looked towards the tomb. Just then there came another blinding flash which seemed to strike the iron stake that surmounted the tomb and to pour through to the earth, blasting and crumbling the marble, as in a burst of flame. The dead woman rose for a moment of agony while she was lapped in the flame, and her bitter scream of pain was drowned in the thundercrash. The last thing I heard was this mingling of dreadful sound, as again I was seized in the giant grasp and dragged away, while the hailstones beat on me and the air around seemed reverberant with the howling of wolves. The last sight that I remembered was a vague, white, moving mass, as if all the graves around me had sent out the phantoms of their sheeted dead, and that they were closing in on me through the white cloudiness of the driving hail.
  


  
    

  


  [image: ]



  
    

  


  
    Gradually there came a sort of vague beginning of consciousness, then a sense of weariness that was dreadful. For a time I remembered nothing, but slowly my senses returned. My feet seemed positively racked with pain, yet I could not move them. They seemed to be numbed. There was an icy feeling at the back of my neck and all down my spine, and my ears, like my feet, were dead yet in torment; but there was in my breast a sense of warmth which was by comparison delicious. It was as a nightmare – a physical nightmare, if one may use such an expression; for some heavy weight on my chest made it difficult for me to breathe.
  


  
    

  


  
    This period of semilethargy seemed to remain a long time, and as it faded away I must have slept or swooned. Then came a sort of loathing, like the first stage of seasickness, and a wild desire to be free of something – I knew not what. A vast stillness enveloped me, as though all the world were asleep or dead – only broken by the low panting as of some animal close to me. I felt a warm rasping at my throat, then came a consciousness of the awful truth which chilled me to the heart and sent the blood surging up through my brain. Some great animal was lying on me and now licking my throat. I feared to stir, for some instinct of prudence bade me lie still; but the brute seemed to realize that there was now some change in me, for it raised its head. Through my eyelashes I saw above me the two great flaming eyes of a gigantic wolf. Its sharp white teeth gleamed in the gaping red mouth, and I could feel its hot breath fierce and acrid upon me.
  


  
    

  


  
    For another spell of time I remembered no more. Then I became conscious of a low growl, followed by a yelp, renewed again and again. Then seemingly very far away, I heard a "Holloa! holloa!" as of many voices calling in unison. Cautiously I raised my head and looked in the direction whence the sound came, but the cemetery blocked my view. The wolf still continued to yelp in a strange way, and a red glare began to move round the grove of cypresses, as though following the sound. As the voices drew closer, the wolf yelped faster and louder. I feared to make either sound or motion. Nearer came the red glow over the white pall which stretched into the darkness around me. Then all at once from beyond the trees there came at a trot a troop of horsemen bearing torches. The wolf rose from my breast and made for the cemetery. I saw one of the horsemen (soldiers by their caps and their long military cloaks) raise his carbine and take aim. A companion knocked up his arm, and I heard the ball whiz over my head. He had evidently taken my body for that of the wolf. Another sighted the animal as it slunk away, and a shot followed. Then, at a gallop, the troop rode forward – some towards me, others following the wolf as it disappeared amongst the snow-clad cypresses.
  


  
    

  


  
    As they drew nearer I tried to move but was powerless, although I could see and hear all that went on around me. Two or three of the soldiers jumped from their horses and knelt beside me. One of them raised my head and placed his hand over my heart.
  


  
    

  


  
    "Good news, comrades!" he cried. "His heart still beats!" Then some brandy was poured down my throat; it put vigor into me, and I was able to open my eyes fully and look around. Lights and shadows were moving among the trees, and I heard men call to one another. They drew together, uttering frightened exclamations; and the lights flashed as the others came pouring out of the cemetery pell-mell, like men possessed. When the further ones came close to us, those who were around me asked them eagerly, "Well, have you found him?"
  


  
    

  


  
    The reply rang out hurriedly, "No! no! Come away quick – quick! This is no place to stay, and on this of all nights!"
  


  
    

  


  
    "What was it?" was the question, asked in all manner of keys. The answer came variously and all indefinitely as though the men were moved by some common impulse to speak yet were restrained by some common fear from giving their thoughts.
  


  
    

  


  
    "It – it – indeed!" gibbered one, whose wits had plainly given out for the moment.
  


  
    

  


  
    "A wolf – and yet not a wolf!" another put in shudderingly.
  


  
    

  


  
    "No use trying for him without the sacred bullet," a third remarked in a more ordinary manner.
  


  
    

  


  
    "Serve us right for coming out on this night! Truly we have earned our thousand marks!" were the ejaculations of a fourth.
  


  
    

  


  
    "There was blood on the broken marble," another said after a pause, "the lightning never brought that there. And for him – is he safe? Look at his throat! See comrades, the wolf has been lying on him and keeping his blood warm."
  


  
    

  


  
    The officer looked at my throat and replied, "He is all right, the skin is not pierced. What does it all mean? We should never have found him but for the yelping of the wolf."
  


  
    

  


  
    "What became of it?" asked the man who was holding up my head and who seemed the least panic-stricken of the party, for his hands were steady and without tremor. On his sleeve was the chevron of a petty officer.
  


  
    

  


  
    "It went home," answered the man, whose long face was pallid and who actually shook with terror as he glanced around him fearfully. "There are graves enough there in which it may lie. Come, comrades – come quickly! Let us leave this cursed spot."
  


  
    

  


  
    The officer raised me to a sitting posture, as he uttered a word of command; then several men placed me upon a horse. He sprang to the saddle behind me, took me in his arms, gave the word to advance; and, turning our faces away from the cypresses, we rode away in swift military order.
  


  
    

  


  
    As yet my tongue refused its office, and I was perforce silent. I must have fallen asleep; for the next thing I remembered was finding myself standing up, supported by a soldier on each side of me. It was almost broad daylight, and to the north a red streak of sunlight was reflected like a path of blood over the waste of snow. The officer was telling the men to say nothing of what they had seen, except that they found an English stranger, guarded by a large dog.
  


  
    

  


  
    "Dog! that was no dog," cut in the man who had exhibited such fear. "I think I know a wolf when I see one."
  


  
    

  


  
    The young officer answered calmly, "I said a dog."
  


  
    

  


  
    "Dog!" reiterated the other ironically. It was evident that his courage was rising with the sun; and, pointing to me, he said, "Look at his throat. Is that the work of a dog, master?"
  


  
    

  


  
    Instinctively I raised my hand to my throat, and as I touched it I cried out in pain. The men crowded round to look, some stooping down from their saddles; and again there came the calm voice of the young officer, "A dog, as I said. If aught else were said we should only be laughed at."
  


  
    

  


  
    I was then mounted behind a trooper, and we rode on into the suburbs of Munich. Here we came across a stray carriage into which I was lifted, and it was driven off to the Quatre Saisons – the young officer accompanying me, whilst a trooper followed with his horse, and the others rode off to their barracks.
  


  
    

  


  
    When we arrived, Herr Delbruck rushed so quickly down the steps to meet me, that it was apparent he had been watching within. Taking me by both hands he solicitously led me in. The officer saluted me and was turning to withdraw, when I recognized his purpose and insisted that he should come to my rooms. Over a glass of wine I warmly thanked him and his brave comrades for saving me. He replied simply that he was more than glad, and that Herr Delbruck had at the first taken steps to make all the searching party pleased; at which ambiguous utterance the maitre d'hotel smiled, while the officer pleaded duty and withdrew.
  


  
    

  


  
    "But Herr Delbruck," I enquired, "how and why was it that the soldiers searched for me?"
  


  
    

  


  
    He shrugged his shoulders, as if in depreciation of his own deed, as he replied, "I was so fortunate as to obtain leave from the commander of the regiment in which I serve, to ask for volunteers."
  


  
    

  


  
    "But how did you know I was lost?" I asked.
  


  
    

  


  
    "The driver came hither with the remains of his carriage, which had been upset when the horses ran away."
  


  
    

  


  
    "But surely you would not send a search party of soldiers merely on this account?"
  


  
    

  


  
    "Oh, no!" he answered, "but even before the coachman arrived, I had this telegram from the Boyar whose guest you are," and he took from his pocket a telegram which he handed to me, and I read:
  


  
    

  


  
    Bistritz.
  


  
    

  


  
    Be careful of my guest – his safety is most precious to me. Should aught happen to him, or if he be missed, spare nothing to find him and ensure his safety. He is English and therefore adventurous. There are often dangers from snow and wolves and night. Lose not a moment if you suspect harm to him. I answer your zeal with my fortune.
  


  
    

  


  
    – Dracula.
  


  
    

  


  
    As I held the telegram in my hand, the room seemed to whirl around me, and if the attentive maitre d'hotel had not caught me, I think I should have fallen. There was something so strange in all this, something so weird and impossible to imagine, that there grew on me a sense of my being in some way the sport of opposite forces – the mere vague idea of which seemed in a way to paralyze me. I was certainly under some form of mysterious protection. From a distant country had come, in the very nick of time, a message that took me out of the danger of the snow sleep and the jaws of the wolf.
  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  THE END
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    Överdos – Kapitel 1

  


  
    Ingela kom tillbaka in i mitt liv en eftermiddag i september. Det är svårt att undvika slitage när man lever i omkörningsfilen, men jag tyckte att hon såg ut som första gången jag såg henne. Kanske hade det långa blonda håret inte riktigt samma sidenskimmer längre och kråkfötterna runt ögonen var inte skrattrynkor. Men hennes leende var oförändrat, och jag tyckte fortfarande att hon var den vackraste kvinna jag någonsin sett.
  


  
    För ett ögonblick glömde jag alla bittra minnen från vårt äktenskap. Och det förhållandet var ändå sådant att jag till sist lät snuten plocka in mig för ett rån när jag kunde ha kommit undan genom en bakdörr. Vi hade haft roligt tillsammans men hennes knarkande hade förstört det. Från att vara ett äventyr hade vårt förhållande spårat ur, tills hon ständigt ljög för mig och jag själv lät som en defekt inspelning av Arne Imsens tio populäraste helvetes­predikningar. Häktet hade för en gångs skull känts lugnt och tryggt, och medan jag gjorde mina tre år på Kumla hade vi gemensamt ansökt om skilsmässa. Sen dess hade jag bara sett henne några få korta stunder. Inte för att jag undvek henne men praktiska detaljer hade gjort det omöjligt att upprätthålla kontakten. När jag var ute satt hon inne och tvärtom.
  


  
    Hon tog ett steg mot mig med öppna armar. Jag backade undan och låste dörren innan jag omfamnade henne.
  


  
    ”Fortfarande paranoid?” sa hon.
  


  
    Hon var varm och mjuk i min famn. Långsamt slappnade jag av och lutade mitt ansikte mot hennes hår.
  


  
    ”Long time – no see”, sa hon med munnen mot min axel. Jag kunde inte komma på något att säga. Kanske borde jag ha ansträngt mig mer för att hålla kontakten. Ingela lutade sig bakåt, tog mitt huvud i sina händer och granskade mig. Hennes ansikte fick ett bekymrat uttryck som om hon såg saker hon inte väntat sig. Hon släppte mig och tog ett steg tillbaka.
  


  
    ”Jag hörde att du blivit pensionär.”
  


  
    Jag nickade och log intetsägande mot henne.
  


  
    ”Nå?” sa hon.
  


  
    Vad kunde jag säga? Det var inte troligt att hon ville höra hur billig dagens är nere på S:t Gertrud för oss pensionärer, eller ens om alla de rabatter man får på SJ när man visar upp pensionsbeviset.
  


  
    ”Jag vet inte om jag kan rekommendera det, men det är bättre än kåken.”
  


  
    Hon nickade allvarligt.
  


  
    ”Jag har gjort min sista volta”, sa hon.
  


  
    Det var inte första gången jag hörde det. Ingela sa samma sak varje gång hon kom ut. Inte bara hon. De flesta jag känner, inklusive mig själv, har goda intentioner så länge kåklukten sticker i näsan. Det går över. En jävel eller två, alternativt en sil, och man känner sig som Tarzan igen. Den här gången kan ingenting gå fel. Snuten är en samling urblåsta ägg och man själv är doktor Moriarty. Jag log och sa:
  


  
    ”Visst.”
  


  
    Hon visste vad jag menade.
  


  
    ”Den här gången är det allvar.”
  


  
    Jaja. Det är det alltid; ända tills den dag man inte orkar längre. När bara tanken på att gå in i en bank, eller genom en tullkontroll, får en att börja kräkas. Då är det över, men då är det för sent.
  


  
    ”Det säger du”, sa jag.
  


  
    Hon såg mig stadigt i ögonen och sa bestämt:
  


  
    ”Ja.” Hon gick förbi mig in i lägenheten. ”Ska du inte bjuda på kaffe?”
  


  
    Vi gick ut i köket och jag satte på nytt kaffe. Hon såg sig om och verkade inte särskilt imponerad. För henne var min prydliga Svenssonlägenhet antagligen värre än någon av de kåkar hon suttit på. Efter lite letande hittade jag en mugg som inte var kantstött. Jag brydde mig inte om att skölja ur min egen. Det måste finnas gränser för pedanteriet.
  


  
    ”När muckade du?” sa jag.
  


  
    ”I förra veckan.”
  


  
    ”Och var satt du den här gången?”
  


  
    ”Berga.” Hon gjorde en kort paus innan hon la till: ”Åtta månader för narkotikabrott.”
  


  
    Hon hade inte behövt säga det sista. Narkotikabrott är hennes specialitet. Vanligen handlar det om att hon gömt ett parti åt sin pojkvän. Pojkvännerna skiftade men de hade alltid det gemensamt att de handlade med droger. Ingela hade aldrig prostituerat sig eller stulit. Hennes killar försåg henne med vad hon behövde. Att jag vägrade ge henne pengar till amfetamin var en av de saker vi grälat om.
  


  
    Den här gången hade hon kommit lindrigt undan. Berga var inte så illa för att vara ett fängelse. Kåken är bara tjugo år gammal och är en sluten lokalanstalt, vilket innebär att det finns murar men att det är ganska lätt att få permission. Gästerna sitter i små avdelningar med ett gemensamt uppehållsrum. Dessutom är det en blandad kåk, med både kvinnor och män på avdelningarna. Jag vet inte om jag själv ser det som en fördel att sitta tillsammans med tjejer. Allting har en tendens att bli hårdare när det finns kvinnor att konkurrera om. Killarna spelar Allan och småsaker slutar med att man slår plaststolarna i huvudet på varandra. Men snorungarna gillar det.
  


  
    Fängelset liknar en studentkorridor på mer än ett sätt. Jag är ingen expert på lokalanstalter. På grund av den typen av brott jag gör och min bakgrund hamnar jag alltid på sluten riksanstalt. Min erfarenhet inskränker sig till sista månaden av varje resa, då det är meningen att man ska slussas ut i samhället. De flesta börjar utslussningen tidigare, men Kriminalvårdsstyrelsen har alltid haft svårt för att skiljas från mig. Det är en av fördelarna med att vara stamkund, personalen gör vad de kan för att förlänga ens vistelse. Det var på det sättet jag hamnade på Bergakåken den enda gången jag suttit där. Redan efter en vecka längtade jag tillbaka till Kumla. Det fanns ett par killar som satt där på samma villkor som jag men majoriteten var småtjuvar och rattfyllon. En del av ungarna var tvungna att fråga plitarna om råd när de skulle raka sig.
  


  
    Jag satt där över julafton. Jul på ett fängelse är alltid en märklig historia. Anstalterna bjuder på julmat och det sätts upp granar i korridoren precis som om någon trodde att det går att skapa julstämning bakom betongmurar. På Helsingborgskåken var det egendomligare än vanligt. Smågrabbarna försökte spela tuffa samtidigt som de hade tårar i ögonen av hemlängtan. Ett rockband spelade i matsalen på eftermiddagen och vi hade gått dit allihop. Inte för att jag är särskilt förtjust i den typen av musik men det var något att göra. Killarna som spelade var uppenbart nervösa, men när de spelat ”A Riot in Cell-block C” och publiken verkade uppskatta musiken slappnade de av. Alla applåderade ivrigt efter varje nummer, ända tills hela gänget reste sig och lämnade lokalen. Musikerna såg förvirrade ut och musiken dog sakta ut. Jag var den ende som var kvar förutom ett par av plitarna så jag kände ett visst ansvar.
  


  
    ”Vad är det som händer?” frågade sångaren och fingrade nervöst på sin gitarr.
  


  
    ”Kalle Anka”, sa jag.
  


  
    ”Va?”
  


  
    ”Småungarna måste se på Kalle Anka annars är det ingen riktig jul.”
  


  
    Nej, jag tyckte inte om Helsingborgskåken, men för Ingela hade Berga säkert varit avkopplande efter den tre års volta hon gjort på kvinnobunkern på Österåker förra gången.
  


  
    ”Tröttnar du aldrig?” sa jag till henne.
  


  
    Ingela började ilskna till över min bristande tilltro till hennes planer, men hon svalde irritationen och sa:
  


  
    ”Nu är det slut.”
  


  
    ”Det säger du.”
  


  
    ”Jag menar allvar. ”
  


  
    ”Det gör vi väl alltid.”
  


  
    Ett igenkännande leende snuddade hennes läppar utan att lämna några spår efter sig. Vi var redan tillbaka där vi lämnat varandra.
  


  
    ”Det sägs att du slutat supa, slutat begå brott och tillbringar mesta tiden med att mata duvor.”
  


  
    Jag hällde upp kaffe åt oss innan jag svarade.
  


  
    ”Mina nerver är slut. Jag klarar inte av att gå in i en bank med en avsågad längre.”
  


  
    Hon nickade och sa:
  


  
    ”Det är slut med knarket. Inget mer amfetamin.”
  


  
    Den här gången blev jag verkligen förvånad. Oavsett hur goda intentioner Ingela haft tidigare hade hon aldrig haft några ambitioner att sluta knarka. Det enda som var stabilt i hennes liv var pulvret.
  


  
    ”Har du blivit frälst?”
  


  
    Hon skrattade.
  


  
    ”Nej, kär. Inte för att jag inte saknar skiten. Det gör jag. Något så in i helvete. Men han vill inte att jag knarkar så ...”
  


  
    Jag kände ett stick av svartsjuka. Så kär hade hon aldrig varit i mig.
  


  
    ”Så du har tänkt bli hemmafru?”
  


  
    ”Inte riktigt. Det är det jag vill prata med dig om. Min kille har en stor grej på gång.”
  


  
    Jag kan inte säga att jag blev förvånad. De flesta av mina gamla kontakter har någon gång gett mig ett erbjudande att tjäna lite lätta pengar. Först gratulerar de mig till mitt nya hederliga liv och sen försäkrar de att de tänker lägga av själva. Bara en enda liten stöt till, en stöt som ska ge dem startkapital för den nya karriären som egen företagare. Väldigt få tjuvar kan tänka sig hederligt arbete när de byter yrke, att vara egen företagare framstår som nästan lika intressant som att sälja knark. Pressar man dem på detaljer får man fram en bild av hur de sitter på bättre krogar med kunderna, samt någon gång tittar in på kontoret och plockar upp de vinster som de klent begåvade anställda jobbat ihop medan chefen representerat.
  


  
    ”Jag har lagt av, sa jag just.”
  


  
    ”Det är inget sådant. Ekonomisk brottslighet. Flytta kommatecken, du vet?”
  


  
    ”Vad behöver han en sådan som mig till i så fall?” frågade jag.
  


  
    ”Om det blir allvar av behöver vi uppbackning?”
  


  
    Jag var lite besviken på henne. Visserligen är jag före detta bankrånare, men det innebär inte att jag är villig att ta jobb som gorilla. Ingela borde ha vetat bättre.
  


  
    ”Varför frågar du inte Benny?”
  


  
    ”Brorsan är bra men du vet hur han kan vara. Man kan inte ha honom i möblerade rum. Vi behöver någon diskret.”
  


  
    ”Jag är ledsen, men det är verkligen slut.”
  


  
    ”För helvete, Kirre, du håller ju på att ruttna inifrån. Ta chansen att ha lite roligt innan du checkar in i det stora hotellet i övervåningen.”
  


  
    Jag log kyligt.
  


  
    ”H-blocket på Kumla är inte så jävla kul.”
  


  
    Hon såg att jag menade allvar och tömde sin kopp under tystnad.
  


  
    ”Det var värt ett försök.” Hennes röst var inte förebrående utan snarare beklagande. ”Sköt om dig.”
  


  
    Hon reste sig och strök mig över håret. Jag ville be henne vänta, ge mig en chans, men dörren slog igen bakom henne. Jag satt stilla några sekunder, sen reste jag mig och gick ut i trappen. Långt nere hörde jag hennes steg men jag ropade inte. Det fanns ingenting jag kunde göra för henne. För min del var det slut. För henne skulle det gå åt helvete igen men det var kanske värt det.
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