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Spray – Part I



“Lindén?”

“Here!”

“Ely-Elyoun-Elyouns…”

“Elyounoussi.”

Discreet giggles and suppressed laughter can be heard here and there.

I sneak a glance at the man next to me. He is a bit taller than I am, and has black hair which appears to be painstakingly styled. Dressed in a spotless white t-shirt which is tight enough that it shows his abdominal muscles individually under the fabric. Our arms almost touch each other, because we're all sitting close together. Very close together, and on uncomfortable folding chairs, at the front of the small room which mostly feels like a decrepit classroom from high school. He smells of the orient. Cinnamon. At least I imagine that. It smells as pleasant as his voice was when he replied to the instructor. She blushes noticeably standing there next to the yellowing fabric on which her PowerPoint presentation is being shown.

“Yes, exactly,” she says in a feeble attempt to maintain a bit of dignity, but probably just to preserve her authority over us cadets. We who want to become police officers. Police officers?

What the hell am I doing anyway?

“You and Lindén will keep an eye on the space underneath Saint Eric's Bridge, at the end of Norrback Street, where the stairs lead up to the bridge proper. Also known as the Atlas Wall. We suspect it’s a hangout and practice spot for graffiti painters who spread subversive messages all over the city.” She stops for breath. Now her face is deep red. She keeps staring at the man next to me. Perhaps she thinks he's beautiful? Is she looking at his abs and his large biceps?

Damn it, Patrik, stop it. You are just as beautiful as he is.

I see the corner of his mouth curling slightly upwards. Suddenly he turns to face me. A pair of hazel eyes look directly into my grey ones.

“My first name is Mounir,” he says quietly and stretches out his hand. I grab it by reflex before I realize how sweaty mine is.

Shit!

“Patrik.”

He, Mounir, doesn't move a muscle. He smiles briefly and slightly mischievously, before the instructor interrupts us and says that we can get acquainted later. His hand is warm and dry, and I have to squeeze a bit to match his firm grip. Our thighs touch each other as we're stuck frozen in a greeting which doesn't fit the situation.

The instructor clears her throat and we end the handshake. But Mounir doesn't bother to move his thigh away from mine. Quite the contrary.

 

“Looking for graffiti artists?” Mounir shoots me a skeptical glance. As if he wants me to agree that it seems completely ridiculous. He raises his eyebrows. Waits for a reply.

“Yes, but these are subversive messages being spread…” It sounds stupid. My voice is too high and hesitant. I look at him to find out what he really wants.

Can I please stop staring into those chocolate eyes?

He must think I want to do something. With him.

And I'm not like that. Certainly not…

“A society is never a static entity,” he says. “And it has to be able to tolerate criticism and satire.”

“What?”

“But you have lots of freedom here. In Beirut anything might happen to you if you got caught.”

He looks up at the ceiling. He looks as if he's thinking about things he has experienced.

“So you like graffiti paintings and such?” I regret immediately. This is a discussion I can never win. And we do have a job to do. I lean forward and grab his shoulder. “Let's get back to that later. There are nice graffiti paintings as well, I think.”

He places his warm hand on top of mine and squeezes it a bit before I pull mine back. The same soft and hard feeling as before.

Stop it, Patrik…

“Sure, we can get back to it later. Though I prefer to call it ‘graffiti art’.”

He smiles all the way up to his nougat-coloured eyes.

“If you have finished flirting, there are some things I would like you to know.” The instructor is standing in front of us with her arms crossed. I have no idea how she got there. Her voice is trembling with something I can only interpret as jealousy.

Except that there is no reason for her to be…

“You have to keep an eye out. And report it if something happens. That's all.” She stops talking and looks down at us where we sit. We are the only two cadets who haven't left the humid room yet. “No arrests, no co-co-coercion.”

She stutters?

“Certainly not,” Mounir manages to reply before I can take my eyes off her mouth, which looks like two pale pink lines in her bright pink face. It seems she blushes easily. “We are just cadets. Keeping an eye out.” He keeps his cool and doesn't move a muscle. Like when he shook my sweat-soaked hand. “Can we borrow an infrared camera and some binoculars?” he continues. It sounds a bit nonchalant.

The room goes silent for a few seconds. Her blush doesn't fade.

“G-g-good idea… Elyouns…”

“Elyounoussi.”

I'm dying!

“Go to the supplies officer and tell them I sent you.” She shoots me a suffering glance, looking at my forehead, then turns around rapidly and seems to focus on her laptop which is still showing the final slide of the presentation.

Mounir winks discreetly at me and gestures towards the door on the other side of the room.

I like him.

 

“Lindén and… and… Could you write your name here on the receipt, please?” The man in charge of the equipment, or “Supplies” as it is euphemistically called, is dressed in civilian attire. His dirty and rusty name tag reads Ulf, and it is pinned to his untidy shirt. His stubble looks a week old, and the dark purple rings under his eyes speak volumes. He smells of sweat and tobacco and bachelorhood. Perhaps the Supplies room is his cave? When he turns around to fetch our equipment, I see his trousers sagging at the back.

Mounir turns around and gives me one of his discreet winks again. He nudges me with his elbow and smiles a crooked smile.

“He can't have seen a gym in decades,” he whispers close to my ear. I can feel how the warmth of his breath spreads down my neck and my collarbone. He stands close to me, and I could swear that his breath smells like cinnamon as well.

“There you are, one infrared camera, a pair of binoculars… and I brought these as well. They might come in handy.” Ulf smiles and places a pair of handcuffs on the desk. He leans forward and looks Mounir up and down. “Do you know how to use these properly? Did you get far enough in your training?”

Suddenly, everything goes very fast.

Mounir grabs the Supplies Officer's scrawny underarm and slams one of the cuffs onto it. There is a metallic noise when it locks. Ulf only manages to blink once, then the other cuff is fixed around Mounir's own wrist.

“Like this?” Mounir tugs at it a bit, tightening the chain between them.

It looks like a bad American police movie, and I involuntarily take a step back.

“Wow, how the hell did you do that?” is all I manage to say. I stare at Ulf who is trembling and reaches for the key which is sitting in the cuff around his wrist. Mounir reaches it first, and twists it so quickly that the cuff springs open.

“They work like this everywhere in the world,” he mumbles and pats Ulf's shoulder gently. “Thank you, we'll bring back the things after our shift.”

 

We take the subway to the bridge. Mounir sits across from me with a large black suitcase between his feet. It's eight o’clock in the evening, and here at the end of August it is already getting dark. It's hot, very hot, here in the packed subway car. People are crowding and sighing. A young girl with straight blonde hair and a hat like Agnetha from ABBA looks curiously at Mounir. The train jolts and she stumbles, bumps into his shoulder and almost sits down on his knee.

“Oops, haha, good thing you were there to break my fall.”

She laughs with embarrassment and chews her gum a bit faster. “Do you work out?” she says in a squeaky voice, pointing to Mounir's arm. The train jolts again, and she grinds against him. Her light skin contrasts with his olive skin, and a blonde lock of hair is touching his black hair. It looks beautiful somehow, but most of all it looks silly.

You are just jealous, Patrik…

Mounir turns his head and looks up at her.

“No problem. The driver seems to be going a bit fast.” He puts his arm around her waist as if it were the most natural thing in the world. The girl looks as if she's melting from his touch. And I am jealous.

25 years old, and hardly ever fucked. A few times in high school. When everyone was experimenting with getting drunk. Except that there was one girl, Amanda… She told me I was beautiful, that I had a nice body, and that I was nice. We were at her house, her parents were out shopping.

Nice?! Is that what she said? That's fucking ridiculous…

“Hey, partner, we have arrived.” I jolt when Mounir touches me. Softly, yet firmly. The girl is standing by herself now. She looks disappointed and embarrassed. “Make sure you hold on tight,” Mounir says to her over his shoulder as we walk out of the sliding doors. She merely nods and looks down at the floor.

“You seem to impress most women we meet,” I manage to say as we walk up the stairs. We walk fast and close together. Mounir is keeping a firm grip on the suitcase, and it swings in tune with our steps.

Mounir stops and grabs my arm, making me turn towards him. He smiles his mischievous smile again, just like when we shook hands for the first time.

“Patrik…” he says slowly and quietly. “I like women, but not in that way. And they seem to like me. Perhaps they feel safe, perhaps I radiate something of that sort.” He stops talking and looks past me briefly. Then he looks straight into my eyes and I can't look away. I can't look away from those chocolate eyes that attempt to tell me something serious without saying anything.

You like men? I don't have to say it out loud. My gaze asks the question.

That's how it is, his eyes reply silently. It feels as if there is a shimmering of sparks in there, shining stars glowing beyond the dark brown.

People walk past us, there is a rustle of clothes, and occasionally someone brushes against me, but I scarcely notice. Time has stopped, and it feels as if I'm awash in a whirlpool of love.

“That's fine, absolutely fine by me.”

That's all I manage to say.

 

We walk south on Saint Eric's Street. It smells of fast food and stinks of exhaust fumes. When we pass a hairdresser, Mounir tells me that he gets his hair cut there. That they do a very conscientious job of it. It goes well with his hair. I glance at him again. His features are quite marked from the side. The straight nose points downwards slightly, towards his upper lip, which is also straight, except when he smiles, of course. But he isn't smiling, rather it looks as if he is pondering something. His chin looks quite marked as well, marked and manly. Manly?

You're staring at him. A bit too much. He does look great, though.

“Do you live in the area? Since you get your hair cut here, I mean?” He doesn't reply for a few seconds. He looks intently through a small barred window with tattoo implements. Tattoo is written with old-fashioned and vertical letters on either side of the barred door and window.

“Not at all far from where we're going,” he says and looks at me. We have been standing in front of the small tattoo parlor. He gestures to the door. “And I have a small memory from this place on my chest. I know the owner. He is from Lebanon as well. You would like him, he is a lovely man.” He looks intently at me and lets his gaze slide down my chest and towards my stomach and my crotch. He keeps it there.

“So this is your neighbourhood?” I feel a tingling down there. And I have to say something to avoid staring at his tight jeans. They told us we had to wear civilian clothing. Casual and youthful. He is certainly youthful. The outline of his cock under the fly of his trousers is obvious. The balls too.

Damn, Patrik. You are staring at his cock like a hungry wolf.

There we are. Staring. Smiling. But I like girls. I know I do!

What difference does that make?

“Want to get going?” Mounir asks and puts his arm around my shoulder. I feel safe having him next to me. His leather jacket is creaking, and the white t-shirt looks bright underneath. “There's a small bar I have to show you right before the bridge. It's called Mosaik. I sometimes get a beer there.”

“Sure. What kind of beer do you like?” I ask as we make our way down the crowded pavement towards the bridge. When we bump into someone, it is always Mounir who says “Sorry” or “My mistake” to everyone who got bumped. Always with a smile, always disarming. I find myself wondering what he has experienced. In Beirut. It is nothing more than a name on a map for me. I learnt at school that the city used to be called “Little Paris.” But that was then. It might be different now.

“I like India Pale Ale. And there is a delicious Lebanese beer called 961 Pale Ale.” I get pulled back into his presence. Mounir is very physical. And sensitive in a way I can't quite put my finger on.

“961?”

“The country dial code.” He laughs next to me. He squeezes me with his arm. “Maybe I can show it to you someday. Beirut, I mean. The city that never sleeps, 'The Pearl of the Mediterranean' and…”

“Little Paris.”

He stops. We're standing at one end of the bridge. Underneath us there are railway tracks and a motorway. They glisten in the dim light from scattered lamps that try to light up the area without quite managing to do so. Though perhaps it's not necessary, what do I know? I'm not from around here.

“Deal, I'll show you Beirut someday!” he exclaims. He sounds enthusiastic. “I was born in the part of the city called ‘Verdun’. It was lovely. Until it all went to hell.” He smiles a crooked smile. And his eyes look a bit moist. A couple of girls holding hands turn around as they've passed. One blows a kiss at us, and the other puckers her lips and shouts “Mwah!”

I can't help but laugh. And I blow a kiss back. Mounir laughs as well and shakes his head.

 

We run across the street. The stairs wind downwards like a snake under the bridge. A train rattles past and the illuminated windows blink like a movie being played at low speed. The faces and hair look like caricatures behind the windows: blond, black, brown. Everyone seems to be staring straight ahead. Then the train disappears, and we walk down the last steps. Across the narrow Norrback Street is our destination. It sits there like an open mouth amid a giant face of concrete and brick walls. The industry-green assembly of steel beams holding up the railway tracks looks mostly like a grotesque tongue sticking out above out heads, as if a fallen giant has his mouth open and we are about to step inside his mouth.

A massive concrete foundation with yellow tiles between the pillars holds up the rails and on either side of us there are brick walls which look like the inside of the cheeks of this gigantic mouth. Darkened windows, where pale yellow light seeps out around the shoddy paintwork, look like festering blisters in the mouth. Way inside, past the concrete, neon white cones are shining onto the moist concrete floor and giving the brick wall a raggedy appearance. I've never seen anything like it.

“Fascinating, isn't it?” Mounir glances at me. He looks around and clears his throat. “If we walk past the foundation there, there is another space behind it.” He moves the suitcase to the other hand. Then he moves it back. His shoulders are hunched.

“You've been here before, Mounir? And something is bothering you.” I see a drop of sweat running down his forehead. His jaw is clenched.

“I got chased once. By a gang shouting 'fucking faggot' at me. I hid down here.” He speaks quickly and tersely. Not at all like the Mounir I was getting to know.

It has been a day. What did you think?

“We'll fix this, partner. It's good for us that you know the place. And no one will call you anything like that. You're here with me now.” He relaxes, he stops hunching his shoulders and he smiles mischievously again. “Is that why you want to become a police officer?” I ask him.

“Yes.” He hesitates in answering. “I want to try helping the weak. The ones who can't fight back… It was like that in Beirut as well… Not easy. But let's talk about that later.” Now he smiled a broad smile and puts his arm around my shoulder again, and leads me into the dark mouth.

“There is a ladder up from the foundation there, up against the wall, it leads up to the train tracks. That's where I hid. Good place to keep a lookout.”

 

We walk left of the concrete block. There is already graffiti on the wall, sprawling up towards the windows, spreading like an intricate pattern where the different sections and colours meet each other. It reads “Deff” and “Atlas” and “ANARCHY” in large flowing letters, mixed with abstract patterns. Someone has painted the symbol for radioactive radiation in black and yellow. Here and there, there are black and white pictures which look like old-fashioned stencils. A rat holding up the anarchist symbol on a poster. He searches his memory.

I've seen this before… Where?

Way inside, at the bottom of the mouth, a rotting wooden staircase leads up to a barred door. “Atavism” is written in a sort of archaic lettering above a red hammer and sickle. Immediately to the right of it is the ladder Mounir had mentioned. It looks like an old firefighters' ladder. Metal latticework is bent around it, probably in case someone were to lose their grip and fall backwards. It is screwed directly into the brick wall and leads up to the green giant's tongue.

“There is one on the other side as well,” Mounir whispers. Not that he needs to whisper, it is merely the surroundings imparting their solemnity on us.

There is ample space under the tracks. A similar resting place is visible on the other side. It's large enough to hold a couple of black cars parked there. Everything looks like an old post-war movie from East Berlin. Aside from all the colours giving a bit of life to the grey and black concrete. In here, way at the back, it smells of dirt and rubber and slightly disgusting. As if someone had lit a charcoal fire.

Seriously? Why did we get sent to this place?

“Alright?” Mounir asks quietly and looks up towards the ladder. “We have to jump to reach the lower rung. Just be careful you don't hit your back on the latticework.” He sets down the suitcase and gestures to me to pass it up to him. Then he jumps up and climbs to the top. It looks deceptively easy when he does that.

 

When I've made my way up what looks a bit like a tube, an esophagus deep in the throat of the concrete giant, Mounir is squatting on a metal walkway with worn wooden boards on the floor. It is small and narrow. The train tracks are only a few metres away to our side, and a rail is all that separates us from certain mutilation.

Mounir gestures to me to follow him. We're going back to the top of the concrete structure that holds up the railway tracks. There's water dripping here and there, blinking lights hang up there, and cables are drawn along the rail, which seem to go to a fuse box on the wall in front of us.

When we finally reach the far end of one of the walkways, we have an excellent view of the entire left side of the open space. We lie down on wooden planks that glisten with moisture and fungus. It smells filthy up here, there are probably actual rats that have their nests around here. If there is anything I hate, it's rats. They stink, gnaw at everything, and bite, and their…

“Fucking vermin.” Mounir lashes out, with a small tripod he has with him, at something running down between the board. “Fucking rats!” he says hoarsely. “Come on up next to me. Time to keep a lookout.” He turns his head slightly and smiles broadly. As if nothing happened. At all. I myself have to make an effort to avoid retching.

Now we lie there, next to each other. Mounir hands me the camera and adjusts the focus on the binoculars. We look down at the floor and the brick wall with the strange patterns.

“Are there people living there?” I whisper close to Mounir's ear. He feels warm next to me. Strong and muscular. I move slightly closer to him.

“I don't know,” he whispers back. “Maybe some unfortunate people sleep there? I doubt if any ordinary people would want to live with blackened windows facing a cave. We're not at war…” He goes quiet and points his binoculars towards the windows. We lie there. For a long time. Time and space vanish. I must have dozed off.

 

Mounir nudges me with his elbow. I mutter something and then feel his warm hand over my mouth. His eyebrows are creased and I understand that I should keep quiet.

We're in business, his expression seems to say. He points with two fingers to his eyes, then to one of the windows. Someone is there.

I fumble with the camera, focusing here and there. Eventually I see it. Something moves behind the light area that is really the painted glass on one of the windows. The silhouette of an upper body with an aura around it. They seem to be peeking through a small gap, looking in our direction, or to the concrete floor, difficult to tell. The head is surrounded by a lighter area, which must be dark hair. Except that it looks strange. It looks like a short-haired doll on the other side. Surely a pimply teenager vandalizing public surfaces in the city wouldn't practice here. Then the person vanishes. Or would they?

“What time is it?”

Mounir raises his arm and twists his watch towards me. 03.34 shines in my face. Then he gestures to the window again. It's dark inside now. We quietly swap gear, and I look through the binoculars at the only thing that has moved all night.

But I don't need them.

The window is opened slowly, and all we can see is someone in a hoodie throwing down a rope ladder. The dim light from below shows the figure climbing out of the window and going down the ladder. Thick, bulging trousers and a pair of boots descend slowly, testing each rung of the ladder before stepping onto it. A plastic bag is being held in one hand, and it looks as though it's quite full. It clangs when the contents hit the wall. The person stops and appears to listen for something.

Mounir switches on the night vision on the camera. It's set to be completely silent, and all you can hear is the touch of a button when he takes photo after photo. I merely stare at the person who has now reached the ground. Light and agile. Moves swiftly towards the tiled wall of the concrete foundation, and returns with a crate. Cans are picked out of the bag and the person starts painting a large section of wall above a fuse box, beneath the window that remains open. It looks as if it's white paint, and it covers the wall. Then the person picks up another can and starts painting over the white.

I can't stop staring.

With quick movements, the anarchist rat appears, the one I saw earlier. It's holding a poster with the characteristic “A” with a ring around it. Then, a swift sketch; a small girl letting go of a red balloon. I know I've seen this before as well.

“Damn, he paints just like Banksy.” Mounir hisses into my ear, and now I know why I recognize the pictures: an exhibition at the Museum of Modern Art. “It looks great.” He puts down the camera without thinking. “Imagine if it really is…?”

“Do you like what you're seeing up there?” The clear voice completely shatters the silence. We both jolt. The blood rushes in my ears, and my face feels flushed. It's a woman. And she knows we're here. I stare at her.

How the hell…?

“We like it. We like it a whole lot!” Mounir can't stop talking. I'm guessing he looks just as embarrassed as I do. “How did you know we were here?” he finally manages to say.

“I come equipped as well. Besides, your gear reflected the light.” She points to the lit cones. Her voice is quite dark, coming from a body that small, I just manage to think before she continues: “And then I could smell you.”

“What?” Mounir and I both speak at once.

“Yes, at least one of you smells like the oriental restaurant back home. I like it.” She has a bit of an accent. We still haven't seen her face. But she sounds French somehow. A French person who speaks Swedish very well, but who hasn't quite managed to get rid of the extra rolling “R” or the “U” which becomes an “Y” to our ears.

“And where is home?” I ask the hoodie.

“Everywhere. But mostly Lausanne, Switzerland. La Suisse…” She turns back and sprays the final bit of the red balloon, which now looks like a broken heart. “Come on down then,” she says, still facing the wall. Her voice echoes around the concrete cave. “We can talk normally. Unless you plan on reporting me, of course.” She laughs. A bubbly laugh which contrasts her dark voice.

I nod to the ladder. Mounir nods back and shrugs. He packs the camera and the binoculars.

“We're coming,” he says quietly towards the ground. His voice is still clearly audible. “Have you ever met Banksy, by the way?” he continues.

She laughs again.

 

“If I had met Banksy, of course I wouldn't tell you.”

The woman in the hoodie is really tiny. Short and slim. Perhaps 150 centimetres tall. She's standing on the crate with her back to us and keeps painting. Another picture emerges that I recognize. A masked man throwing a bouquet of flowers.

She is fast. She switches cans before we even realize that a new colour is emerging from the can. It is mostly grey shades. It looks like stencils. And perfect copies of the British artist. I look at her back which is moving in rhythm with her work. Despite the bulging trousers, I notice the firm buttocks underneath. Mounir seems just as fascinated as me. He alternates between glancing at me and at her.

“You are really amazing at this,” he says in a low voice. “Why so secretive?”

“Well, why are you watching me? Here of all places. How did you know?” She sounds a bit disappointed. Possibly feigned. If I could see through her hoodie, I would swear she were smiling at the wall.

“But why does a girl from Lausanne mimic Banksy here in a forgotten part of Stockholm? And surely you have visited more places, haven't you?” I sound more authoritative than I meant to. I can feel Mounir's questioning glance from the side.
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