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            Chapter 1
   

         

         No one took any notice of Daphne Preca when she walked into the pub.

         She wondered, as she always did, what it was that made the place so cosy.

         It could be the two brothers who owned it and had faithfully run the bar for more than twenty-five years. It could be the guests: the mix of the older generation, local islanders and a few stranded tourists. It could be the small, banal signs on the back wall of the bar: Men without shirts are not welcome. Women without shirts get free drinks. It could be the narrow terrace that stretched along the building, where you could sit on uncomfortable benches drinking your beer and watching life go by in the harbour below – the local fishermen, the ferries that sailed a shuttle service to the main island, the tourists who tried to make up their minds between the four to five eateries at the harbour and ended up choosing the island’s signature dish – rabbit in garlic – often to their great disappointment. Perhaps it was the unfinished business from the time the country was under British rule that gave the place the final touch of something timeless and embracing. Whatever the reason, she was always in a good mood when she entered the Gleneagles Bar at the port town of Ghajnsielem on Gozo. If Malta was peripheral Europe, then this small island was peripheral Malta.

         She was born here. She felt at home here.

         It was at the end of the afternoon, at the end of August, the end of the tourist season, the end of a local bank holiday and the end of the hottest part of summer; nearly 30 degrees and blue skies. It was bearable. Even so, Daphne Preca could feel her white blouse sticking to her back. It had been a long, productive day. Now she just needed the last – and most important – meeting before taking the ferry back to the main island and the flat in Valletta where she now lived.

         She looked around. It was a little before five and he hadn’t arrived yet. She ordered two small draught beers, sat outside on the terrace, following the activities in the harbour and mulling over the day’s interviews on the other side of the island.

         They had clearly been afraid to talk to her, afraid that other people would see them together. One interview had taken place in one of the island’s many large churches, and had been conducted in a whisper, as if the former auditor would go to hell if He heard it. Who He was had never become entirely clear. It could be the Italian mafia; it could be Russian oligarchs; it could be Maltese judges. It could also be the country’s prime minister or people close to him.

         She had been researching the Prime Minister and his connections for almost a year as a freelance journalist. The Prime Minister was young, energetic and an economic liberal, even though he was the leader of the revitalised Labour Party. She had even voted for him first time around. The economy was booming, unemployment was falling and the Prime Minister was, in every way, just what they liked in the European capitals, not least in Brussels. After several years of misrule in Malta, the Union’s smallest state was under control, in the view of the mainland; no threats of veto, no individualistic points of view. In return, there soon wouldn’t be a stretch of asphalt in the country that wasn’t paid for in whole or in part by Brussels.

         It was of lesser importance that corruption at all levels of the small island kingdom was well-known and widespread – the ten richest people in the country, according to Forbes’ latest list, were all politicians.

         Agreement in the EU was what was most important.

         Through the exposé of the Mossack Fonseca law firm in Panama, Daphne Preca had mapped out how overseas companies sold Maltese passports to the highest bidder – Malta, together with Cyprus, had become the gateway to EU citizenship, especially for wealthy Russians with dubious backgrounds. At the same time, she was close to obtaining conclusive evidence of massive transfers of money from the government of Azerbaijan to Malta via Panama. This apparently included millions exchanged between the daughter of the President of Azerbaijan and the pretty wife of the Maltese Prime Minister.

         That was the reason for her meeting here.

         She considered herself a journalistic one-man army, but that was how it had been for most of her fifty-two years. And right now, she was about to talk to a former banker who claimed to have papers detailing some of the transfers between the former Soviet republic and the prime minister’s wife.

         She took a sip of her beer. Where had he got to? Daphne checked her mobile; tried the number he had given her and on which they had communicated. His phone must be switched off.

         She sat like this for another hour, moving onto the flat, lukewarm beer that had been for her guest. She left five euros – it was an ample tip, also for the next time she might come by – nodded to one of the brothers behind the bar and went down to her car in the square below. She could see that the next ferry had just come in.

         Damn it. She needed those papers.

          
   

         It turned out later that the bomb was made of about five hundred grams of Semtex – the same size as the one used in the Lockerbie bombing in 1988, in which 243 people lost their lives. The blast from the car bomb could be heard over half the island and was significantly louder than the powerful fireworks that the islanders would get so excited about at every special occasion.

         The bomb did exactly what it was supposed to do. It silenced Daphne Preca.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2
   

         

         Against his better judgement, Ulrik Torp had two important appointments that day. That was more than he had had in total during the past five years, he reasoned.

         “It’s been a long time, Torp. You ought to take better care of your teeth.”

         Torp tried to nod, but didn’t dare with all the metal that was stuck in his mouth. The dentist was used to monologues.

         “It’s like with children and cars. The three M’s, Torp. Maintenance, maintenance, maintenance.”

         He was almost talking to himself, while continuing to rummage in Torp’s teeth and oral cavities. It wasn’t a pretty sight after eight years. In the beginning, it had been forgetfulness and procrastination. The last five years was because of money. It was late summer and pleasant for a September day, as Karen had remarked when he had left home earlier. He had been complaining for a long time about a small toothache, or maybe it was nothing. Karen pressed him, and eventually, he had given in. He could glimpse a treetop through the window behind the dentist’s head. The leaves were fluttering in the light breeze. Under the ceiling, just above the dentist’s chair, hung a colourful drawing of some children around a lake. Six children – two girls and four boys. One of them had a small fishing rod.

         “Now we’ll remove the plaque and do a clean-up, I’ll fix the little hole that has been bothering you, and after that we’ll make an appointment for next week to change the filling in your back molar. Then we’ll be up and running again, Torp.”

         He took out a small drill and let it whine a while before pressing it to the tooth. Ulrik’s ears sang for a brief moment. The dentist continued talking indefatigably; about his holidays in Spain, house prices in Frederiksberg and the large number of refugees. Did he talk like this at home too? Did people who like to never be interrupted choose dentistry for that very reason? Ulrik nodded in agreement whenever possible.

         “Initial signs of periodontal disease, but we can probably take that in our stride. Do you floss? It doesn’t look like it.”

         Ulrik shook his head very carefully.

         The dentist began to prick him a little more in the right side of his mouth, down by the lower jaw.

         “Hmm,” he murmured.

         He sucked the area dry and pricked it once more.

         “Does this hurt?”

         Ulrik shook his head a little at first, then nodded.

         “A iddle,” he said between cotton swabs, the suction and the instrument the dentist had just chosen to stick in his mouth.

         “Hmmm. You have a little lump, or whatever it is, down here.” He took out the cotton swabs and the instrument and let his patient rinse. “Have you had it for a long time?”

         Ulrik hadn’t thought much about it, but yes, six months, maybe a year.

         “Has it got any bigger?”

         The atmosphere had changed. The self-absorbed and chatty dentist now looked at the patient he hadn’t had in the chair for many years with concern. Ulrik thought for a long time, involuntarily putting his hand to his right cheek.

         “A little, yes.”

         “It’s probably nothing, Torp. But we just need to get a biopsy taken from it so we can be absolutely sure. I’ll refer you so that you can have a sample taken. It will probably be at Rigshospitalet.”

         “What is it?” Ulrik had sat straight up in the dentist’s chair, even though the backrest was still down.

         “It’s probably nothing. We just have to be absolutely sure.”

         “But what could it be? What needs to be investigated?”

         The dentist hesitated.

         “Listen, you don’t need to get unnecessarily worried, Torp. But it could, and I stress could, be a tumour. And a tumour can in rare cases be malignant.”

         Ulrik Torp felt the room getting smaller. The air disappeared; his mouth dried out. Why did no one dare say the word cancer?

         “And if it is, then it’s important that we find out in time.”

         “And that’s that? Find out in time?”

         The dentist’s gaze wavered.

         “It’s impossible to say. Now I’m going to refer you, Torp. Then we’ll see.”

         The dentist didn’t say it, but Ulrik could sense in his tone and look that eight years of absence wasn’t the best start.

         At the counter, he agreed on a time to replace the filling, even though it felt insignificant. Yes, he could pay right away. Ulrik entered his PIN code and anxiously accepted the amount, 1,213 kroner.

         That was the first appointment of the day. Had he had any important appointments at all since he left the Daily News? The day he lost his unemployment benefit a few years later had been important in a way, but it wasn’t an appointment.

         Ulrik stood on the pavement feeling slightly dazed a couple of minutes later. Twice before he had stood like this, with a strange sense of watching the world go by as if nothing had happened, even though in reality everything had taken a sharp turn. The traffic lights changed from red to green, cars drove by, people walked past. Everything was as before, but it wasn’t. Couldn’t the world see that?

         The first time he had had this experience was on the morning after Karen had given birth to Sofie. The birth had been long and arduous, but at seven o’clock their daughter had finally arrived. A few hours later, Karen had asked the new dad to go into town and buy a nail clipper for the baby. Later, he had wondered if it was just so that she could get some peace. And then he had stood there, in the parking lot in front of the hospital, in search of a nail clipper in a world that seemed strangely unaffected by the miracle that had just occurred.

         The second time was when his father had died some years back. That time it had been the parking lot in front of the nursing home that had become the stage for his reflections. In a reminder of the indomitability of the world, everyone had been carrying on as if nothing had happened. A postman in blue from PostNord had come by on his electric bike – did they really only deliver letters once a week now? Two overweight teens had strolled by on the pavement with their mouths full of pizza, presumably bought at the 7-Eleven up on the corner. It was the welfare kids’ and upcoming diabetes patients’ packed lunch in the long school meal break. Didn’t they know that there was a dead man on the other side of the wall?

         And then there was now, on the pavement in front of his old dentist with the promise of a biopsy to see if a lump – a tumour – in his cheek was malignant. Tumour. Could such a thing ever be benign? Ulrik watched people hurrying past, getting on buses and chatting with each other. People didn’t give a shit. Of course they didn’t.

         Ulrik got on his bike.

          
   

         Hi Ulrik. We would like to have a meeting with you about some options that may also affect your benefit payment. It is quite urgent. Could you come to the job centre tomorrow at 13.00? Warm regards, Ane.

         Ulrik Torp reread yesterday’s email on his mobile.

         “Warm regards.” He wasn’t sure how warmly they regarded him at the job centre. He could see from the automatic signature that Ane’s surname was Vildmose and her title was job consultant. I guess they all are, he thought. He was fifteen minutes early, mostly because he had decided to cycle directly from the dentist instead of going home first and making a sandwich. That would have to wait. He hitched up his trousers, which had become a few sizes too large, went in and sat down without registering his arrival. Ulrik looked around and tried to divide the twelve other people waiting into the three groups everyone knew they consisted of. One third were unwilling to do anything; one third couldn’t do anything; and the last third could do something, as long as everyone involved made an effort. By now he was in doubt as to which group he himself belonged to.

         Opposite him sat a girl of twenty, perhaps twenty-two; extremely overweight, maybe pregnant, it was hard to determine. Definitely a couldn’t. Next to her a guy in his early thirties with tattoos up both his arms and some of his neck. He was bald and his right leg was bobbing nervously up and down. He was looking uninterestedly at his smartphone. He probably could, but no doubt had better things to do than take a job, guessed Torp. To the right, an older man. Torp was a little startled when he assessed him to be around the same age as himself. Older? Nice clothes, maybe he had once been a travelling salesman in crisps or sweets to smaller retailers – the kind of service that algorithms and supermarkets now managed themselves. He was very willing. But what could he do? To the left sat an immigrant, or a refugee. Ulrik knew very well that in principle there was a difference, but couldn’t make the effort to differentiate any more. He was probably an immigrant since he was sitting in a job centre. A young man, not turned thirty. Arab, maybe Iraq. Couldn’t be bothered – for sure. Why wasn’t he actually off rebuilding his own country?

         Ulrik looked around at all twelve. Six couldn’t, four wouldn’t, two could, perhaps, was his reckoning. He was hungry and cursed himself for not having quickly gone back to the flat. He looked at his phone again and checked the Daily News app.

         A political crisis was about to get completely out of control.

         The Nationalists, the new party that was likely to enter Parliament after the next election, had long been demanding a referendum on EU membership as the only condition for supporting the centre-right Prime Minister, the Liberals’ Palle Enevoldsen.

         No one had so far paid any particular attention to it. The government’s major supporting party, the People’s Party, was actually against the EU, wanted a referendum, but would rather be in government after the next election. After all, we can’t vote for anything in the chamber that no one has proposed yet, was the party leader’s way of fending off questions each time with his wolfish smile.

         But now the New Radicals were making a mess of the arithmetic, and it had triggered a chain reaction that few really wanted; a traffic accident in slow motion, as a commentator had remarked. The New Radicals supported the opposition, were themselves supporters of the EU, but even greater supporters of referendums. A random interview on television with the party’s unorthodox leader had triggered the events.

         Since you’re such a big supporter of referendums, why shouldn’t Danes be allowed to vote on EU membership?

         But they may very well be allowed to as far as we’re concerned.

         So why not make that proposal in the parliamentary chamber?

         But it could well be that we’ll do that.

         Just like that.

         No more than that.

         The clip had been shown over and over again.

         And then the devil had taken over the snake pit at Christiansborg. The leader of the People’s Party had to declare that if the New Radicals made such a proposal, then his party would vote in favour. So would the left and one of the small centre-right parties. All of that wouldn’t matter – almost – provided that it didn’t spread to one of the old governing parties. But, suddenly, it had triggered a clash in the Labour Party. A minority – or was it a majority? – in the parliamentary party was supporting the wish for a referendum, if for nothing else than to overthrow the government and trigger a general election.

         It was, Ulrik thought, like the story that when a butterfly flutters its wings in Asia, storms follow in Europe; almost literally, in fact. In several EU countries, strong forces were speaking in favour of following “the Danish example”.

         But first, the New Radicals had to actually come up with the proposal.

         After that, the power struggle in the Labour Party would have to be decided.

         It would all be settled next week, wrote the Daily News’ political analyst, Jørgen Høegh.

         Torp scrolled down the page. It was on such occasions as this that he most missed his past as a political journalist.

         A new government in Italy was being formed after the assassination of the popular prime minister before the summer holidays. A vague cocktail of Euro resistance, sympathy with Russia, a total halt to immigrants and universal basic income had brought him to power six months earlier. There was no one else in the relatively new party who could take over – the party was, as predicted, crumbling without its founder and charismatic leader. So now the former conservative prime minister had become prime minister again – albeit with the support of the populist former ruling party. Well, well, thought Torp. The car bomb that had killed a journalist in Malta the other day had probably been placed by the Italian mafia, according to an expert.

         “Ulrik Torp?”

         He looked up. She was in her late thirties, blonde hair, fashionable glasses and a twinkle in her eye. He nodded and got to his feet.

         “Hi, Ulrik. I’m Ane,” she said, offering her hand.

         He shook the outstretched hand, hitched up his trousers, and followed her to her desk. Ane’s skirt was way, way too tight.

         She took turns looking at him and her computer screen while she talked.

         “You have – I can see – been a bit protected as a job seeker, Ulrik,” she began.

         And that was right. Job seeker was an extreme term in that context. After tailoring his experience at the Daily News for his CV – one of quite a few versions – he had steadily applied for jobs on the internet as the system required in order for him to receive unemployment benefit. Communications worker in Gentofte Municipality. Journalist in ISS’s communications department. Part-time editor of a new magazine published by the Blue Cross. Maternity leave cover as sub-editor at the Express. It came up to well over a hundred applications in the two years he had been entitled to unemployment benefit. He had been invited to a single interview in a large company, but could immediately sense at the meeting that they were surprised at his age. That information was in his standard application, dammit!

         Like all unemployed journalists, he had initially called himself a freelance journalist, with the obligatory and cheap business cards required by the branch in his inside pocket. Torp Communication – competence and experience. He had had a thousand printed, since the last five hundred were half price, and had probably handed out twenty before he gave up. He had written a little and sold some of it for ridiculously low sums, which had immediately been set off against his unemployment benefit. And then on to social security benefit. Due to Karen’s part-time job as a schoolteacher, he could just about get a little from the public sector – under 3,000 kroner a month – even though he was largely supported by his wife, as the staff member at the municipal benefits centre dispassionately put it. Ulrik had several times carefully aired the question with Karen about doing without it, so he could completely get rid of the benefits centre, job centre, job consultants, social workers, schedules, attendance, control and legal incapacitation. Nothing good had come of those conversations with Karen, so he had stopped having them. On the other hand, the job centre had done the same – they hardly bothered him any more. He wasn’t costing the welfare state much money and had long ago been classified in the “unwilling” group by the job consultants. Some of them had considered him a “can’t”.

         “We must get something done about that,” continued Ane. “Maybe it’s also about time that we expanded the job search to other professions. After all, there is a lot of demand for unskilled labour at present. But first to what is currently available, Ulrik.”

         She turned her professional attention towards her new client.

         “We have received an inquiry about work activation that is almost tailored for you. It won’t pay more than the 2,814 kroner a month you already get now, but it is for four weeks and a great opportunity to get a little foothold in your profession and the labour market again.”

         Ulrik looked at her without saying anything. He observed her well-groomed nails and sensed the energy in her body, the energy that comes from still believing in one’s work. She must be brand new. Why in the world had his file ended up on her desk?

         “The Daily News is looking for a company intern. I can see from your file that you know that newspaper.”

         Ulrik felt the emptiness in his stomach, brought a hand up to his right cheek and for a brief moment thought about the referral for a biopsy – would he get a message directly from the hospital or from the dentist? It would no doubt be the hospital. In fact, he had been able to feel the lump – the tumour – for a year, he thought. The first time he had noticed it was last summer, when they were painting the living room. Ulrik pressed his tongue against the lump in his lower jaw. It had definitely got bigger. Did it hurt too? The dentist had asked this several times. Of course something hurt if you pressed it hard enough.

         “Isn’t that right, Ulrik? You were at the Daily News as a political journalist for many years, I can see.”

         It made him twitch. It was about time they fucking stopped. Was there no lower limit to the shabbiness and depth of the crisis at the newspapers? Now they were hiring sacked employees on work activation. Ane continued her sales pitch.

         “The Daily News writes that, in connection with the general election, which is expected to be called next week, journalists who can write will be needed. That’s right up your alley, Ulrik.”

         Torp envisioned his old workplace. Everything was probably the same as five years ago, except for a hundred fewer employees, what with part of the editing having been outsourced to an agency with poorer employment conditions, all layout except the front page outsourced to India and the almost halved newspaper sales. Other than that, it would be the same. The eternal editorial meetings. The post-mortems, which were so terribly predictable: We did well. Especially with the ideas that came from the bosses, which most ideas eventually did because the staff were just shovelling words onto the web like nutters from morning to night.

         “And what if I can’t?”

         Ane misunderstood his doubts.

         “Of course you can, Ulrik. Even though it’s been five years since you worked as a journalist, you’ve been one all your adult life.”

         She tilted her head professionally.

         “Ulrik. Now I’m going to tell you something. One can well lose some confidence from being fired and unemployed. Indeed one can. And we think you have. But it’s just something you’re imagining. It’s about getting started again. I can see lots of resources in you. I really can.”

         All this reminded Ulrik of why he had on several occasions cautiously suggested to Karen that they could manage on 2,814 kroner less per month.

         Ane played her trump card.

         “You’re tough, Ulrik. I can feel it. This will do you good.”

         “And what if I can’t?”

         “You can. I know you can. But otherwise, I’ll just have to talk it through with the local benefits centre,” she smiled.

         That’s how she was. Ane with the energetic eyes, all the clichés and the overly tight skirt. A stickler for rules who with a click on the keyboard would take his – or rather Karen’s – measly 2,814 kroner if he didn’t toe the line. He thought about the dental bill he had just paid.

         “Today is Tuesday. The Daily News would like you to start next Monday. They remember you, Ulrik. I’ll arrange the paperwork and then we’re done. Congratulations, Ulrik. Give it all you’ve got. Show them the best version of yourself.”

         Ulrik Torp forced himself not to ask her which idiot course she had learned to say that shit on. He stood up, shook hands while pondering how many times she had called him Ulrik, even though they had never met each other before. Ten times? He hadn’t said Ane a single time. That much he knew.

          
   

         Every time Ulrik put the key in the front door of their two-room flat in Frederiksberg, bitterness penetrated his whole body with a feeling of paralysis in all of his joints, even after two years. Karen was a little sad at times, but no more than that.

         “Stop that, Ulrik,” she would content herself with saying when it became too obvious.

         She was better at swallowing and accepting. She rarely took it personally. He did. Even if it wasn’t necessarily meant personally. Why had it become like this? When had he taken the wrong turning? Had he even taken a wrong turning? Was it other people’s fault? Not according to the new political logic – now everything was personal. It was easier in the 1970s when it was all society’s fault. Ulrik thought of the many articles he had written as a journalist at the Daily News, about experts’ reports, recommendations, expansion of the workforce, incentive structures, labour market reforms, the policies that were necessary, considerations of international competition, the EU and globalisation. That’s just how it is, as a minister put it. But did it have to be that way? He had written it all in the certainty that it would never have anything to do with him personally, because adaptations, limitations, and leftovers belonged to a world without him and those he associated with.

         And then the flat. The final materialisation of his humiliation. He entered the narrow hallway. Karen was already home. She was sitting in the living room in their leather Wegner Wing Chair – one of the last testimonies to a time that had once been. It looked wrong in the small living room with too much furniture pressed together. They said brief hellos before he scuttled out into the narrow kitchen to make a sandwich. Even conversation kitchens were for other people.

         “How did it go at the dentist?”

         Karen looked up from her designer chair, obviously a little surprised that he hadn’t been in the flat when she came home from work at the small private school.

         He hesitated.

         “The toothache is gone, a little periodontal disease which can be taken in our stride. I have to have a filling replaced next week.”

         “Sounds like you got off cheap after so many years.”

         There was a touch of reproach in her voice. Just a touch. They had saved a lot of money by dropping the dentist.

         “The job centre wants me to go on work activation at the Daily News from Monday. Four weeks.”

         “Is that good?” She looked at him with concern.

         “Yeah, well… maybe,” he lied and took a big bite of his liver paste sandwich so that he didn’t have to say any more.

         She took a long pause. He let her take it.

         “Has anything else happened?”

         Shouldn’t they be talking more about the Daily News? What he was going to do? Whether he was looking forward to seeing his old colleagues? Was it a chance to come back? Ulrik knew she wanted to spare him. He, on the other hand, didn’t know if he was happy or irritated over her consideration.

         “Such as what?”

         He stroked his right cheek. Was it tomorrow he would be notified about the referral?

         “Indeed,” said Karen, turning back to the book that her friends in the book club were to discuss later this month. Albert Camus’ The Stranger. They were doing the classics. He had read it himself many years ago, without fully understanding what it meant.

         Her “indeed” irritated Ulrik. She used it many times every day. It sounded both old-fashioned and arrogant. As if she had more important things to attend to, which she probably did.

         “I’ll just go and fetch some milk,” he said and left.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3
   

         

         The Daily News façade was exactly that. A façade. The new editor-in-chief had had the newspaper redesigned with new, allegedly modern fonts, which consequently also had to be visible on the outside of the building. Tight and simple. The revolving door had been replaced by a security sluice, where the inner, bulletproof glass door could only be opened when the glass door to the street had slid back into place. The rebuilt reception now consisted of steel and glass.

         The only thing Ulrik Torp could immediately recognise was the elderly lady in reception.

         “Torp!” Charlotte smiled when she saw him. “What on earth…”

         Torp took a quick look at the piece of paper he had been given by Ane at the job centre.

         “Charlotte! I have an appointment with your HR manager. Yvonne.”

         She initially ignored his appointment.

         “Torp. It’s been a long time. Which round was it? The third – where the whole sub-editors’ section also bit the dust?”

         Torp shook his head. Then it must have been the round just before, they agreed.

         “How are you? Are you on your way back?”

         “Apparently there’s going to be some extra work for the next month if a general election is called. I’m going to provide a little help. It’s Yvonne I have to see – the HR manager.”

         Torp wanted to move on, although to his own surprise he was genuinely happy over the reunion with the receptionist who had been answering the phones for over twenty-five years. Now it was mostly the terror-proof sluice she was looking after. The paper’s landline phone didn’t ring very often.

         Torp would initially prefer to avoid the editorial staff on the first and second floors, so, wearing a guest sticker on his chest, he took the elevator directly up to the third floor and the HR manager. He remembered her vaguely from back then; same office, now with a manager’s title.

         “Torp. What a scoop to get you back. I actually had no idea that you were… you know,” she hesitated, “that you were… available, I mean.”

         Torp ignored both the introduction and her half-saving of the situation. “Available” was a fine compromise for him in the newspeak borderland between Torp Communication – competence and experience, and social security benefit. If they agreed not to waste more desperate sentences on it, they could both maintain the façade.

         Torp and Yvonne exchanged the formal information for the job centre’s and the Daily News’ bureaucracy; he was given an ID card “with four weeks’ expiration”, a laptop and a cheap Chinese mobile phone – and he was suddenly an employee at the Daily News again.

         “You can go down to the editorial office yourself and say hello,” said Yvonne. “You should contact the chief news editor Arne Lund. You know him, after all. He knows you’re coming.”

         Torp removed his guest sticker from his chest and replaced it with the Daily News ID card bearing an old picture of him from the newspaper’s archive. He remembered immediately what it was like to walk around the building with the card dangling from his jacket or belt; like a club membership card he only afterwards understood didn’t provide automatic access.

          
   

         Torp took the stairs down and cursed the hours that awaited him. A lot of greetings – hello’s, hi’s and amazing-that-you-are-here’s and how-unreasonable-that-you-were-fired’s – to seventeen varieties of how-are-you-doing, even though most of his old colleagues knew very well how. Copenhagen and its pool of journalists were far too small to hide such a solid, comforting story, as is always the case when things are worse for others than for oneself. Arne Lund’s office was so far the one that looked most familiar. In fact, nothing had changed, Torp noted. The desk covered with folders and newspapers. The bookcase behind him crammed with books in a mess of a system that even Arne Lund scarcely had any control over. The Cavling statuette for journalism on top of the shelf in solitary majesty as a testimony to Arne Lund’s time before he became chief news editor many years ago. Torp knew that he couldn’t have been fired five years earlier without a nod from Arne. There were many who got the sack. Karen and several of his colleagues at the time tried to convince him not to take it personally; that there was a difference between a sacking and a dismissal. Fuck them. You can bloody well bet your life it was something personal. Twenty-three had to go. Nearly two hundred remained. How could it not be personal? Even so, he felt no anger or bitterness towards the chief news editor. Nearly one hundred had been fired – or made redundant, he didn’t give a damn what word was used – since then in other rounds due to circumstances over which he had no influence. The blame could only to a limited extent be placed on the old or new editor-in-chief, the managing director or the chairman of the board, for that matter. Google, Facebook, advertising shifts, the internet, new reading habits, globalisation, time. There were many reasons for the fact that newspapers – which at one time almost ran themselves financially – were now in an existential crisis, regardless of whether they were published on paper or online.

         “Torp! Good to see you.”

         Arne Lund looked up and greeted Torp with the same expression one would give an old classmate chanced upon in the street. It spoke volumes of their history.

         “You too.”

         “I want you to know that this wasn’t my idea. This is something that HR and our benefits department cooked up together.”

         He noticed the question mark on Torp’s face.

         “Yes, we’ve got a benefits department. It has to find money in the public coffers so that we avoid footing the bill ourselves.”

         Torp still said nothing.

         “It’s my impression that it generates a profit,” Arne Lund added, trying with a smile to suggest that it was a little joke. “I take this as an acknowledgement that your ‘Torp Communication’ never really got off the ground.”

         Arne was the same as Torp remembered him: liberatingly straightforward.

         “That kind of thing never does,” he continued. “Most unemployed journalists put a ‘communication’ after their name and think of it almost as a brand.”

         Arne said this last bit mostly to himself, while lightly shaking his head. If early retirement had still been a possibility, he would have had the age but not the mind for it. Bald and slightly unshaven, just like five years ago, and wearing a worn, grey cardigan – the same one? – over a crumpled, light-blue shirt. There was a thermos and two cups on the desk. Yvonne had told the truth. They had been expecting him.

         “No. It never really got off the ground,” said Torp.

         It was probably the most honest way he had formulated his own situation since his dismissal. Arne poured coffee.

         “I’m good at this, but for me, the Daily News is a refuge from the real world. I couldn’t survive out there on the prairie either. I mean it,” said Arne Lund, pushing a cup of coffee over towards Torp. “Enough of that. You’re going to be here for the next four weeks. I guarantee you a general election will be called tomorrow. The New Radicals have no credible reverse gear to the demand for a referendum on EU membership. Their parliamentary group will meet tomorrow afternoon to formally decide to throw the proposal into the chamber. The People’s Party is going to go along with it, and so, probably, is the Labour Party. When that happens, the Prime Minister will have to respond. I have my doubts about whether they really mean it. But neither the Liberals nor the Labour Party can get out of this one now. Good Lord, what a bunch of clowns!”

         Arne Lund shook his head.

         Torp joined in.

         “It’s the classic situation. The worst thing that can happen to a party is that there is suddenly a majority for the party programme. It wasn’t meant to happen like that.”

         They both laughed at the in-joke.

         The People’s Party was now caught up in its own rhetoric and its fear of losing votes to the new party, the Nationalists. The Labour Party wanted to overthrow the government, and the New Radicals were… well, neo-radicals. They lived in a fantasy world. Lund and Torp had almost always seen Danish politics through the same lens.

         “So there’s a lot to be written about politics from now on, and until the election is over, I presume?” Torp straightened up.

         Lund nodded.

         “You bet your life. It will be a crucial election. Can the old parties hold the fort, or do we say hello to ga-ga land?”

         Torp laughed again. Ga-ga land. That was an expression they had often used when talking politics. He had completely forgotten both that and the good times at the Daily News. The editorial meetings, the evenings before the deadline and print start. The cliquish chats, the professional pride when a story resonated and made sense. He became quite eager.

         “Is there going to be a daily election supplement, like we usually do?”

         “That hasn’t been decided yet. Paper costs money, but we’ll go up at least a few pages every day – just so that we avoid totally forgetting the rest of the world.”

         Torp smiled again. The rest of the world had the habit of being pushed to the sidelines once the election campaign began.

         “And this is where you come into the picture, Torp,” continued Lund. “Some journalists from the reportage group will be assigned to the political editorial staff. That’s already happening from today. Our intention is then for you to step into the reportage group and cover some of the gaps that come up.”

         Torp was just about to take a sip of his coffee when Arne Lund said that last sentence. He stopped mid-movement and spilt a bit, without the desk owner noticing anything.

         “With your experience, you can slide in right away. It’s going to be pure hack work for you, Torp. Pure hack work.”

         “Of course… that’s fine. Hack work. I can easily do that.”

         Torp had taken himself by surprise. How was it possible for so much crap to come out of one’s mouth? Had he been called in to rewrite Ritzau bulletins, write about traffic accidents and flip through press releases?

         But what was he supposed to say? That after five years out, now on a work activation programme contrived by the newspaper’s benefits department with help from Ane in the job centre and for 2,814 measly bloody kroner for four weeks of work, he only wanted to write about Danish politics? That even a 55-year-old social security benefit recipient and cancer patient has a limit? Technically speaking, he wasn’t a cancer patient yet. He hadn’t even had a biopsy taken of the lump in his cheek. The tumour.

         Rigshospitalet had advised that, due to a technical error, he hadn’t been called in for an ultrasound scan and biopsy. He would get a new text message over the next few days about an appointment. The lady was profuse in her apologies.

         “Where would I actually be sitting?” asked Torp resignedly.

         “Only me and a few others have their own office and desk. Almost everyone today has a small locker for their laptops and papers, but sits at a vacant desk. Many complain about it, but it actually works very well,” said Lund, getting up.

         “It’s almost eleven o’clock. There’s a joint editorial meeting now. Let’s go there together, then you can also say hello to the others.”

          
   

         Torp recognised several faces around the table. The editorial meeting was held in the same meeting room which, after the many rationalisations, was now almost large enough. Two more rounds of savings – a year or two – and that’s that, he thought. There were about a dozen people sitting around the table. Just as many were standing along the walls. There was clearly an extra turnout due to the expected general election. Arne Lund wasn’t sitting at the head of the table, but that was where he effectively found himself now. The young editor-in-chief, who had begun immediately after Torp’s dismissal, was standing close to the door – apparently with the intention of being able to slip out unnoticed at some point. Asbjørn Henriksen was his name. Forty-two years old, tanned, wearing a light-blue, slim-fit suit and white shirt with a hint of pink. He had briefly been a studio host on television and had a reputation for being a little more loyal to the system than is good for an editor-in-chief with a responsibility for impartiality according to press ethics. Torp knew very little about him, apart from the fact that he was the son of a highly respected former top official, Niels Henriksen, who had headed first the Ministry of Justice and then the Ministry of Foreign Affairs for several generations. Was he still alive? He probably was.

         “Hi there,” said Asbjørn Henriksen from a distance with a smile and a friendly look, when Arne Lund began the meeting by introducing an old acquaintance, Ulrik Torp, “who will be here for the next four weeks to keep the level up in reportage during the election campaign.”

         Hi there?

         Torp contented himself with a nod. He had deliberately not sat down, although there were a few empty chairs when they entered the room.

         He recognised several of his old colleagues around the table. Jørgen Høegh, the newspaper’s political analyst, also called “The Hawk”, a nickname he had been given many years ago because he was the exact opposite. He seldom caught anything, was not very proactive, flew low – very low – and no one, neither within the newspaper nor outside, understood why he was allowed, year after year, to fill column after column with generalities, clichés and the parroting of the top politician – most often centre-left just like the readers – with whom he had most recently had lunch.

         Torp nodded to Grandma-Bente, Bente Clausen, who had been at the Daily News forever – really, forever. He knew that she was no longer an employee; she was just allowed to come and go at the newspaper and write for a modest freelance rate. This happened sometimes with individual staff members. The newspaper industry had in fact, in its better days, introduced its own early retirement pay scheme, and it was still surviving in a modified version. It had to be Arne Lund who had arranged it. There was jewellery dangling around the neck of Grandma-Bente, as it had done since 1968. She was affectionately called the leader of the amber-mafia. A magnet had the same effect on a compass as she had on political analysis – all corners of the world disappeared – but she meant well.

         “I don’t understand why the New Radicals have the same opinion as the Nationalists. I know many of the New Radicals,” she exclaimed, while the head of the political editorial staff at Christiansborg, Malene Astrup, tried to explain the highly explosive political situation and the odd, temporary partnership between the two parties.

         Malene Astrup had been an intern at the Christiansborg editorial office when Torp had been fired five years earlier. Now there were three journalists and one intern doing politics – half as many. Malene Astrup was often used as an analyst on television, and did a good job. No one used The Hawk.

         Next to Asbjørn Henriksen stood a young woman whom Torp hadn’t seen before and whom he found it difficult to take his eyes off. She wasn’t especially pretty, but had a sweetness and immediacy about her that automatically attracted attention; around thirty, he guessed. Part of an apparently small tattoo could be faintly seen high on her left shoulder. Katrine Taber-Nielsen, it said on her ID card.

          
   

         Torp was pleasantly surprised at how few greetings he had to exchange after the meeting. Several came by, patted him on the shoulder and said hi, but hurried off. The phenomenon, thought Torp, is known from disasters, accidents and violent relationships – the survivors often feel guilty, justified or not, at having come through it. But it could also just be because they were busy. He could see it was mostly the latter.

         Katrine Taber-Nielsen came over to him.

         “Hi.”

         “Hi.”

         “So you’re Ulrik Torp.”

         She looked him straight in the eye with her bright blue gaze. It wavered between nice and intimidating. It was nice. She continued without the confirmation that neither of them needed.

         “I remember my father sometimes talked about you. You exposed that business about illegal financial support for political parties.”

         Torp nodded, affected by a vanity he had forgotten. The story had been about to land him the Cavling Prize that year. Both the Labour Party and the Liberals had received financial transfers from businesses and private individuals in an interwoven system of business clubs, service payments, union money and party workers who were in fact employed by, and therefore on the payroll of, various trade associations, companies and unions. It had been going on for many years and wasn’t really an exposé in itself. Most people were well aware of it. What was new was the scope, the systematisation and the documentation. Torp had almost been thrown out of reputable society several years earlier for actively choosing sides in an internal party struggle, but had regained the respect of the Daily News and his colleagues when it later became clear to most people that he had done the only right thing, though the action he had taken was hardly something that was taught at the School for Journalism.

         The exposé of the illegal party support had two consequences. Firstly, the massive trafficking of cash flows and ghost workers from companies, industry organisations and unions ceased. Almost. Secondly, a year later, a majority in Parliament, led by the Labour Party and the Liberals, decided to double financial support from the public purse for the political parties at Christiansborg.

         The story and the – almost – Cavling Prize, led to a brief period for Ulrik Torp where he flourished, both professionally and personally. After a number of years spent in various shades of grey, he believed in his profession and himself again. It was worth it. He was making a difference. But slowly, slowly, he had slipped into a melancholy that no one, least of all himself, had understood.

         Karen thought it was a midlife crisis, which she was no doubt at least partially right about. But it was also something else. It was frustration over an erosion he saw all around him.

         “Is it something you know, something you believe, or an opinion?” he could drily come up with, to Karen’s disapproval, to ask his then-new son-in-law when he was excelling in Wikipedia knowledge and Google answers to complicated questions around the dinner table. He saw people confirmed in their ignorance on Facebook and watched gifted politicians who no longer dared to come up with three complicated sentences for fear of being shamed as elitist. And at the same time, he felt that he himself was being dragged down too. How the intellectual ceiling was becoming lower. That he had been among those chosen in the savings round five years ago shouldn’t have come as a surprise.

         “You can sit here. Opposite me. Gorm usually sits at that desk, but he is one of those who have moved to Christiansborg for the coming weeks.”

         Katrine Taber-Nielsen spread her arms as if she were presenting him with a trophy. Torp switched on his newly issued laptop, entered the code and was immediately on the Daily News’ internal network. Half an hour later, with a sandwich from the canteen at his side, he was about to write his first story. The reportage manager – a young guy with over-long neck hair – had asked him to check out a Facebook fight between an estate agent and a reality show celebrity whom Torp had never heard of. “A deal that hasn’t turned into anything because of something or other,” as Neckhair explained it.

         “Is that a story?”

         “Of course it’s a story. And we should preferably have it online before the Express does. Call those two if necessary, but if they don’t answer, nick the quotes from Facebook. It’s ready to go.”

         Neither of the two answered their mobiles. Katrine, who was working on a story about the good late-summer weather, assured him that it was of absolutely no consequence. The quotes on Facebook were something they had written themselves, so he didn’t even have to reveal to the readers that the Daily News hadn’t had any contact with them at all.

         Fight over property deal, wrote Torp as a headline, taking a bite of his salmon sandwich. An estate agent from North Zealand has ended up in a dispute with a seller because…

         “No, no, no,” laughed Katrine, who was unobtrusively reading over his shoulder. “This isn’t for the business pages in the Financial Times. This is for the Daily News and the net.”

         Torp looked up. She rolled over a chair next to him, took over his keyboard, and hung her fingers just above the keys for ten to fifteen seconds while thinking. Then it came:

         Clammy-Karin: Celebrity estate agent cheated me, the headline now read.

         “You cannot be serious,” objected Torp.

         “I’ve never been more serious in my life,” she smiled. “Why do you think I studied for three years at Harvard and Cambridge?”

         “Seriously?”

         She nodded. “Absolutely. About Harvard, Cambridge and the headline. If we don’t get electronic subscribers, we’ll die. And if we don’t get people onto our website, then we won’t get any electronic subscribers. It’s that simple.”

         “Is the estate agent a celebrity estate agent?”

         “He will be now.”

         “And Clammy-Karin?”

         “Clammy-Karin. Exactly,” assured Katrine Taber-Nielsen, rolling the office chair and herself away and sitting down again at her own desk opposite Torp. “And with that headline, the article almost writes itself, doesn’t it?”

         She smiled and dived into the late-summer weather that would continue for the rest of the week.

         “Right up my alley,” he mumbled to himself and started the story of Clammy-Karin and the celebrity estate agent. She was right. It wrote itself.

         Torp managed to write two more stories before he finished at 16.30.

         “Do we actually finish, as in finish work, at four-thirty?”

         Katrine replied with an “of course” he didn’t understand. Maybe the Christiansborg editorial office was different, or else things had changed the past five years. He had managed to complete a readable story about a tenancy on the Strøget shopping street that had become more expensive but still couldn’t compete with either Stockholm or Oslo, and a report about wild boars and wolves still crossing the border from Germany, even though the politicians had set up even higher fences and laid out even more effective floating barrages in Flensburg Fjord. One politician thought it was time for two fences with a strip of fallow land in between. Some of the other spokespeople wanted time to think about that. The wild boar/wolf story was on the verge of becoming a Christiansborg story, but the expected announcement of a general election the next day meant that it wasn’t interesting enough for the political editorial staff.

         Torp found himself standing on the pavement outside the Daily News at 16.35. Many of his other temporary colleagues were hurrying away. Katrine Taber-Nielsen squeezed his arm, smiled and said goodbye before she cycled off. Torp hitched up his trousers. He had made a decision. He would buy a new pair that fit and to hell with the price.
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