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         E
      veryone who has a TV knew my wife. That’s why the whole affair surrounding her disappearance under mysterious circumstances received a great deal of attention in the press. I was married to Charlotte and played a significant role in her beautifully staged death, but, just like in our marriage, I was only a supporting actor. Who would be interested in some obscure jurist in the Ministry of Social Affairs? One of the great myths in our society is that every person has a story to tell, but only the weekly tabloids selling happiness take that myth seriously.

         My unobtrusive role was nothing new. I was used to being introduced as Poul Jensen, married to the well-known TV journalist Charlotte Damsborg. Even my name invites anonymity. Charlotte used a stage name; I kept my own and lived decidedly in her shadow.

         As a jurist, I think that there should be order to things. A chaotic life is only for the very young. Or for artists. Society only functions if we accept and obey democratically adopted laws. A marriage works on the same principles. There are certain rules and standards for interaction between people. If you follow them, everything goes more smoothly and calmly. I don’t believe in great excesses. Wild gestures and a temperament that shifts from hot to cold are foreign to my nature, and to the study of law as well. I’m often accused of being old-fashioned. To that I say: A belief in order and regularity, in the necessity for continuity, isn’t old-fashioned — it’s plain common sense.

         Charlotte was just the opposite, but we had arrived at a comfortable arrangement.

         The affair surrounding her disappearance began in classic fashion with the visit of two police officers. Began for me, that is. The whole thing had started long before, of course. Two officers arrived. One middle-aged, the other young.

         There’s nothing wrong with my memory. The study of law demands nothing more than a sturdy seat of the pants and a good memory. I have both, and I passed with reasonable grades. The account of what happened is as I saw it. Nothing has been left out. Nothing has been added, within the limitations of the written word. None of us can escape a personal point of view, but I’ve tried to live up to the rule Charlotte followed as a journalist: tell the story straight, without beating around the bush, and be fair. Digressions belong to the realm of art, she used to say.

         To get to the point.

         They rang my doorbell around 9 o’clock on a cold February evening when the last snow still lay like excrement along the curb. The kids (we have two) were asleep, and I was smoking my pipe and reading. Peace had descended on the five-room apartment, insulated according to all the codes, where the temperature was the standard 20°C.

         They stood knocking imaginary snow off their shoes when I opened the door.

         “We’re police officers. May we come in for a moment?” asked the older of the two.

         “It’s concerning your wife.”

         “Come in, come in. Let me take your coats.”

         They sat down on the sofa. Just on the edge. They said yes to my offer of a cup of coffee from the thermos and complimented me on the cozy living room, where order had been restored now that the kids were in bed. A few prints. Hardwood floor with a light-colored rug of pure wool. Framed pictures of friends, children, and the two of us.

         The older man, who had introduced himself as Jørgensen, said, “I understand you’re a bachelor for the time being?” He immediately looked ill-at-ease.

         “That’s right. My wife is on a leave of absence.”

         He hesitated, so I volunteered, “Charlotte is in Spain. She’s collecting material for a book about the democratization of the country.”

         “Your wife has had an accident,” said the younger man. And he continued with the same brutality on his face and in his voice: “She was in a bar this morning when a bomb exploded. I’m afraid she’s dead.”

         The older one coughed, or rather cleared his throat, and fumbled for some matches. I recall that he had broad fingers and nails clipped short, as if bitten to the quick.

         “We’re very sorry,” he said, lighting a cigarette. It sounded sincere enough to my ears, but what are you supposed to do? What do you say? Do you cry? Do you throw up your hands? Say that it can’t be true? That there must be some mistake?

         As I said, wild gestures just aren’t my style. So I got up and went into the children’s room. Stine and Jakob were asleep. Stine with her fingers in her mouth. She had spit out her pacifier. Jakob had kicked off the covers. They both smelled sweetly of milk and yogurt. I felt completely empty inside. Just thought stupidly: Now they don’t have a mother anymore. And then I thought even more stupidly: Good thing it isn’t me who’s dead. After all, I’m the one who has taken care of the kids most of the time. Charlotte always travels so much. Traveled. Then I cried a little anyway, in the dimness of the children’s room, before I went back into the living room.

         Jørgensen sat drinking coffee, smoking yet another cigarette. The younger one stood looking at our/my books. I lit a cigarette and took a gulp of cold coffee. Brushed imaginary crumbs off the table and carefully put my bookmark in its place. Chaos is held at bay by doing trivial things properly.

         “What happened and where?”

         Jørgensen leaned forward.

         “We don’t have all the details. This is Spain we’re talking about, you know. What we have is from the embassy down there in Madrid. But it seems that your wife was unlucky enough to be in a bar in San Sebastián — that’s in northern Spain — when a bomb went off. Apparently several people were killed. Even more were injured. Nobody knows who planted the bomb. Some group of extremists. It seems there are a lot of terrorists in those parts.”

         “So she was in Basque country.”

         “You didn’t know that?”

         “Charlotte traveled around a lot. I got a letter every so often.

         I got one a couple of days ago. We talked on the telephone, but she is — was — a big girl who could take care of herself.”

         “When was the last time you talked to her?” It was the younger one who asked. He was still very interested in the books and spoke with his back half-turned to me.

         “About a month ago. She wanted to know how the children were.” I didn’t mention that I thought it had been a long time and that I’d been both angry and worried. That I thought she was really pushing it.

         “From San Sebastián?” He pronounced it with flat a’s.

         “No… from Barcelona, I think.”

         There was silence for a moment.

         “Where is her body?” I asked. The word had an ugly taste to it.

         “It’s in San Sebastián. If you like, you can claim it yourself or let the embassy take care of it.” Now it was the older one talking again.

         “I’ll go down there myself, of course.”

         “Mr. Jensen,” said the younger man, “do you know exactly what your wife was doing in San Sebastián?”

         “All I know is that she was working on a book about Spain. She probably needed some information and went to San Sebastián to talk with the Basques. They want autonomy, right? She was a journalist.”

         “How long had she been gone?”

         “Almost three months.”

         “And she was coming back when?”

         “She’d been given a six-month leave of absence. She said on the phone she might come home at any time.”

         The younger officer turned around. He stood there rocking back and forth on the balls of his feet.

         “Why would someone want to blow up your wife?”

         “I understood that she was just unlucky and happened to be in the bar when the bomb exploded.”

         “Yes, that’s what we think too, but she was a journalist, after all, and journalists stick their noses into a lot of things. Some people might regard journalists as spies of some sort — wouldn’t you agree?”

         I didn’t answer. He was still rocking on the balls of his feet.

         “Mr. Jensen, did your wife mention in any of her letters or on the phone that she had established contact with any terrorist groups?”

         “No.”

         “Does the name ETA mean anything to you?”

         “Yes. It’s the name of a Basque terrorist group — partisans, I think they call themselves. They want autonomy for the Basques, or probably would rather have their own country. Something like the Palestinians.”

         “That’s right. You seem to know about these things.”

         “I read the papers.”

         “Then I’ll ask you in another way. Was your wife in contact with the ETA?”

         “Not that I know of. It’s possible that she tried to get an interview with them. How should I know?”

         “Your wife sympathized with the ETA, didn’t she?”

         I was feeling bad and now I got angry.

         “My wife always tried to be objective. And I don’t know what the hell it is you’re trying to imply. But if you’re implying that my wife was sympathetic to terrorists, then you’re walking on thin ice. You come here and tell me my wife is dead — and then the next minute you’re intimating that she sympathized with murderers. Where the hell do you get off?”

         “Now, now, Mr. Jensen. We’re not intimating anything,” said the older officer, who was sitting down. “We just want to be sure that the bomb wasn’t intended for your wife.”

         “You mean you aren’t sure of that?”

         The expression on his face could be read either way.

         “Let’s put it another way,” said the younger one. “Did your wife, to your knowledge, have connections that were other than professional with terrorist groups?”

         I gave the older officer an entreating look.

         “I don’t know what you mean. My wife was an independent person.”

         “That’s obvious.” The younger officer was now looking directly at me.

         “What the hell do you mean?”

         “You can’t call abandoning her husband and children for months at a time completely normal.”

         “Your reactionary views on sex roles don’t interest me, and as a matter of fact I don’t feel like listening to you anymore.”

         “Come now,” said the older one. “It wasn’t meant that way. You look like an even-tempered man. But it’s clear that you’re upset, and we won’t bother you any longer…” He took a notepad out of his pocket and wrote his name with square letters: A. Jørgensen. And a telephone number. Underneath he wrote another name, P. Simonsen, and a seven-digit number.

         “That’s the number of the Danish embassy in Madrid and our contact man. If there’s anything we can do for you, don’t hesitate to call.”

         “Thanks.”

         “And as for the press…”

         “The press?”

         “Yes. Your wife was a well-known personality, you know, so her death will probably be covered extensively tomorrow — in certain papers, at any rate.”

         “You mean that Ekstra Bladet and B.T. will scrap the front page for this?”

         “Something like that.”

         “Can’t you keep her name out of it? What about her mother?”

         “I’m sorry. That’s impossible. We have freedom of the press in Denmark, you know, and your wife’s mother was informed just about the same time you were. We can keep it quiet for a couple of hours, maybe until tomorrow.”

         I thanked him, and with a “don’t mention it” he got up and signaled to his colleague. They went out in the hallway and found their own coats. Only Jørgensen shook my hand.

         “Once again, Mr. Jensen, I’m very sorry, and have a good trip to Spain, though that may sound strange. And remember, if there’s anything we can help you with, give us a ring.”

         “I’ll do that.”

         Then they left.

         I had just turned off the light in the hall, looked in on the children, got a beer out of the refrigerator and sat down, when the telephone rang. The predators were already on the scent.
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         I
      t was an SAS flight departing at 11 o’c lock from Copenhagen airport, non-stop for Madrid. Several things happened before I got that far.

         The first reporter to phone was from Ekstra Bladet. I got rid of him by saying he could come over in an hour with a photographer. He’d get an exclusive on the story. You learned a thing or two by living with a journalist. He mentioned a deadline but seemed satisfied all the same. How had they gotten Charlotte’s name already? So much for Mr. Jørgensen’s promise.

         After that I called Helle, one of Charlotte’s colleagues at the radio station—one of Denmark’s influential women. She was shocked, of course, but kept her head.

         I got the sleeping kids into some clothes. Checked to see that the lights were turned off, the cups rinsed, the locks fastened — little things — and carried the sleeping children out to Helle’s warm, waiting car.

         “Did you pack a suitcase for yourself and one for the kids?” Yes, I did.

         We drove off just as the press showed up. They didn’t see us. Helle’s husband, Henrik, had coffee ready. And he had brought up a bed from the basement that we tucked the sleeping children into. They would have to be told in the morning. Stine probably wouldn’t understand it, but Jakob already understood a great deal at four and a half.

         I called Charlotte’s mother from the large, hospitable house in Gentofte. She was asleep, the woman from next door said with a slightly lilting Lolland accent. The doctor had been there. She was in good hands. Yes, it was terrible what had happened. Disgusting! The violence in the world today! I hung up.

         We talked about practical things. Did I have any money? Some. And Eurochecks on our joint account. My ticket? Helle would take care of that. She would get the radio station’s travel agency to handle it—then I wouldn’t have to pay cash either. A practical woman. We drank whiskey, poured with a liberal hand.

         “The children can stay here, of course,” said Helle. “No problem. They like us and we like them, and they get along well with our own kids.”

         I thanked her. And she said, “Oh, don’t be so stuffy, Poul.”

         Once, a long time ago, I was a little in love with her, in spite of myself perhaps. Still remembered the way her soft body had pressed against mine at a party. But I was monogamous, both on principle and by nature. Eight years of marriage and only a couple of affairs. Both one-night stands and nothing to write home about.

         Later in the evening she asked me, “How was your relationship, toward the end? Would you have stayed together?”

         You can’t escape it these days. Wherever the young middle class gathers, they discuss marriage, relationships, sex roles. You’re supposed to bare your soul and explain how you manage to cope with that difficult task: living together.

         I answered, “You know how Charlotte was.”

         “That’s no answer.”

         “What do you want me to say?”

         “What was your relationship like?”

         “We had reached a comfortable arrangement. We were different, but we’d found a way of living together that satisfied both of us. There’s nothing more to say about it now, is there?”

         “You’re avoiding the issue,” she said amid a haze of cigarette smoke.

         She was probably right. I sat in the airplane, eating cardboard food and drinking passable red wine. What was our relationship like for the past eight years, legally married for the last four? It was an appropriate time to take stock, I thought.

         We had our ups and downs, like everyone else. I was avoiding the issue. I already missed the kids. Their soft arms around my neck. Unlike everyone else in my circle of friends, I really don’t like to travel. I have the impression that that’s almost as great a crime as being monogamous. The world is safer at home than abroad.

         In the morning I had told the children that their mother was dead. They didn’t understand. “Is she coming home soon?” Jakob had asked. She’s always traveling. I explained gently that Mommy was dead. That she would never come home again.

         People normally don’t talk about death, even though we see traffic accidents all the time. We get rid of death just like we get rid of the garbage. We burn it.

         The children cried like they were supposed to, but I don’t think they understood much. Who knows? Helle stood in the doorway in a thin blouse and underpants. “I’ll talk to them later,” she said, taking three long strides and gathering them up in her arms.

         “Come on! Breakfast is ready.”

         I sat in the airplane, zooming south over a snow-speckled Europe; I tried to think about Charlotte. We had met each other because of Spain —in a Spanish course at the Folkeuniversitet, an advanced class. I fell for her like a ton of bricks, and miraculously enough she fell for me. And in a few weeks we were living together. As we had been ever since, more or less.

         Sexual faithfulness isn’t very fashionable in our circle, to put it mildly. We of the new middle class often regard jealousy like a nun regards a sailor’s bulge, if you’ll pardon the expression. Yet time after time, jealousy hits us hard, right in the gut. But our blind faith in the power of words and conversation makes it seem like a minor problem that we can talk ourselves out of, or so we stubbornly insist. And yet we’re often just as jealous as everyone else.

         I’m willing to admit it. To use a banal expression, Charlotte was unfaithful to me. Not often, but regularly just the same, and frequently with men she actually despised. Male chauvinists, “sexual fascists,” as she called those lucky fellows. When she wasn’t going to bed with them, that is. She never wanted to live with them. She preferred a man like me — loving, tender, aware, a man who loved children, as she used to say.

         But she couldn’t help it, she told me. And she didn’t want to try, either. Fornicating for fun, as she said, was a privilege that men had enjoyed for centuries. Women could do it too these days without being whores. Everyone falls in love now and then, she said. And even more banal: It’s possible to love several people at the same time on different levels. You don’t love your parents in the same way as your children. Or your lover the same way as your husband. And the wonderful remark: Just because you make love to someone doesn’t mean you love him. Of course she also said: You’re free too. As a responsible person you can sleep with other people too if you need to or get the urge.

         During the first few years I did, once in a while. It wasn’t very satisfying for either person involved. I couldn’t think of anything except that I was just doing it because, in a way, I was supposed to do it. The world almost expected it of me. And yet the simple truth was that Charlotte was the only person I wanted to go to bed with.

         Charlotte couldn’t hide her affairs. She didn’t want to either, she said, even though she did actually try to at the beginning of each new one. We had late-night discussions about the affairs and the nature of love. That was usually when she was starting to get tired of the guy. Then we made love, cried, and talked. She wouldn’t dream of leaving me. She loved me and I was the father of her children. Most of those so-called macho men were disappointing in bed, she said. Then what the hell did she want with them? I don’t know.

         It killed me every time she got that special glint in her eye, a look of almost lascivious desperation. Tenderness would radiate from her skin. She would get happy and excited. She got so damned beautiful. Her skin seemed to glow. Signs that had made me ache for her when we were first together, because they were reserved for me and (I have to admit) my member. I know what male pride is all about. Every time she had an affair, a “love interlude” as she called it, I found myself thinking: Is he better than me? And no matter how many times she told me I was a wonderful lover, I still felt a nagging doubt.

         I couldn’t take it when she and her girlfriends talked about men as studs. I didn’t think of women as objects anymore, but women were thinking of us that way. I couldn’t stand that closed world that women had created in the 70s, a world we were excluded from. They took away our privileges and then in the same breath adopted them themselves. We were left standing there with our pants down around our ankles, whimpering and afraid. Henrik and I had long talks about that.

         In the meantime, other men were going on as if nothing had happened. They were just as self-centered and egotistical as men have always been. Sex role problems weren’t keeping them awake at night. For them, equality meant helping with the dishes. And a lot of our liberated women fell for them, time after time. Not because they wanted to live with them. Then what for? To have their souls abused? And then to return to their gentle husband at home who would be understanding? Was it because freedom would only be fully realized if they used it in a physical way? I don’t know.

         We stayed together.

         Once in a while I hated Charlotte so intensely that I could have hit her. But I never did. She always came back; she never left me completely. We were crazy about our two kids, even though they had both come along almost accidentally during a break from the Pill. I was constantly crazy about them, Charlotte only off and on. She mainly thought about herself and her dazzling career as a journalist. But at times that gave her a guilty conscience too. Then she would try to spend so much time with the children that they got totally confused by all the pampering, attention, and concern their mother heaped on them. After a couple of days life would go back to normal and the star reporter would return heart and soul to the TV news department.

         Sitting in the plane on my way to claim my wife’s body in Spain, my primary feeling was not sorrow but relief.

         I’m not ashamed that I was relieved and that for the first time in many years I felt free and unafraid. The fear of being hurt was suddenly gone. I could never be sure of what she might do or where I stood—whether she would leave me or not. When she was advancing as a journalist (which meant, among other things, that we moved around a lot), I broke off my studies in order to follow her. In the name of equality I took care of the children and encouraged my talented, beautiful wife.

         So there I was — 34 years old with a law degree that up to now had only provided me with a part-time job in the Ministry of Social Affairs, where I sat reconciling Common Market regulations. It was practical for one of us to have a part-time job. So I was the one, and I have to admit that I often enjoyed it. By the time Charlotte finally reached her highest goal, the evening news, I had been totally and completely reduced to being the husband of the well-known TV journalist, Charlotte Damsborg.

         It didn’t bother me that I was going to be alone with the children. I had been alone with them often, whenever Charlotte took off on one of her numerous assignments. I was going to miss her terribly, but I missed her when she was alive too.

         My situation isn’t exceptional these days, even for a man. And lots of women know all too well what my situation feels like. It’s just that it wasn’t always easy being one of the privileged few who got to feel the physical impact of this brave new world.

         I felt light-headed and ordered a whiskey after the coffee and cognac. It was at that moment (not before, as many people have claimed) that I met Claes. I was convinced, at least at that time, that the meeting was accidental. He sat down in the seat next to me and lit a cigarette. The words that he uttered were not at all conspiratorial, as was also claimed later on.

         The following is what he actually said, translated from Swedish:

         “Hey friend, do you mind if I sit here and smoke? I’m in the non-smoking section and it’s hell to have to sit there for four hours and not be able to smoke any cancer sticks. Thanks, buddy. You’re Danish, aren’t you?”
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       liked Claes Hylander immediately. Charming in a straight-forward way. Built like Ingmar Stenmark. Journalist for the biggest Scandinavian newspaper, Expressen, where he worked as a foreign correspondent. Blond like an advertisement for Sweden, but with brawny arms in a short-sleeved American shirt. Charlotte would have called him sexy, I think. No, I know she would have. She probably would have fallen for him. Maybe it would be easier to get an impression of him by comparing him to me. I am of average height (5'9") with dark hair receding at the temples. Claes was almost 6'3" with straight blond hair. I have a full beard. He was clean-shaven with what novelists in the olden days used to call a firm jaw. I tend not to say much. He talked like a waterfall and was a good storyteller. Talked for the first fifteen minutes about himself, his job, and his travels. It sounded like he’d been almost everywhere.

         He was one of those people you always picture making an entrance with a smile and a loud voice. There are lots of people like that in our crowd. He made me think of a scene in The Godfather where one of the mafiosi walks into a hotel suite in Las Vegas, dishing out compliments and friendly greetings to everyone. Even his worst enemy receives a smile and a warm handshake. His enemy repays him later by getting a hit man to shoot the clown right between the eyes. The symbol of American warmth and hospitality.

         During a pause I managed to say, “I’ve read your columns in the Danish paper Ekstra Bladet, and I enjoyed them.”

         He thanked me for the compliment and ordered more whiskey for us. What was I going to Spain for? I told him straight out. I’d been drinking. Normally I keep my mouth shut around strangers.

         He had known her, he said. In what way, I asked myself, but said nothing except a polite “Oh, really?”

         “She was a nice girl. And a damn good journalist. It’s a hell of a world we live in. And you have children, don’t you?”

         “Yes, we have two.” Did he know her that well?

         “It’s really shitty the amount of crap you hear about these days. She was a hell of a journalist. I’ve worked with her many times. Most women are so damn sentimental in their work, but not Charlotte. She was tough and got straight to the point.”

         He was starting to irritate me, but before I could say anything, the stewardess arrived with the drinks. We drank a toast and he shook his head and said “damn” a few more times. I didn’t feel like hearing about Charlotte’s journalistic or other possible exploits abroad, so I asked in a neutral tone what he thought about the Basque situation and their demands for autonomy.

         “Nothing,” he said. “I write about them, but I think they’re raving maniacs. That’s why I’m such a damn good journalist. Everyone admires my objectivity.”

         That surprised me. Most Danish journalists are far from apolitical. I’ve witnessed numerous heated discussions among Charlotte and her colleagues about the necessity of becoming involved. I mentioned that to Claes Hylander.

         “The Danes are a little soft. Kind of sentimental. Blood is ketchup to them, revolutions are totally foreign. Rage is a rarity and softness is a virtue. Kindness is too strong a part of your character for you to really understand what evil is.”

         Suddenly I realized that he’d had quite a lot to drink. His eyes looked blank for a moment — then he said, “Who the hell would want to blow up a beautiful girl like Charlotte?”

         “I thought you only knew her as a colleague.”

         He was silent. Scowled like my almost-five-year-old son when he gets caught doing something he knows is wrong.

         “What do you mean?” he asked with a smile that made his eyes look different again. They were bloodshot but very blue. Charlotte would probably have said that he would look great on TV, which in her prosaic world was the closest anyone could come to godliness.

         “I don’t know. I guess I’m a little out of it.”

         “But she’s dead now, isn’t she?” he said with unnecessary cruelty — journalists aren’t always the most subtle or tactful kind of people. He went on, “But you know how it is sometimes when you’re off away from home. You know how it is, don’t you?”

         “No, I don’t. I usually stay home.”

         “Oh yeah, that’s right.”

         In the new pause we both drank our whiskey.

         “You were going to say something,” I said then.

         “Yeah. I don’t know… but she’s dead now, isn’t she?”

         I didn’t say anything.

         “And it was a couple of years ago, after all.”

         “That you happened to be working together, and because you happened to be feeling lonely, you just happened to go to bed with each other?” I tried to sound sarcastic.

         “Now listen here, friend. That’s not what I meant.”

         “What did you mean, then? You mean it isn’t true?”

         “It wasn’t anything special.”

         “Do you mean to imply that my wife wasn’t anything special in bed?”

         I now found myself in what Charlotte often had described as my self-torture corner. Once when she had been drinking, she said that I had not only adopted many positive female characteristics, but I had also assumed a lot of the masochistic traits of women in the past. And that I enjoyed being that way. That was one of the remarks I promised myself I would never forgive her for, and now for the first time, in the roar of the airplane, I thought about the humiliation. And at the same moment I remembered another accusation she’d tossed at me during that fight: “You pick up identities the way the Salvation Army picks up other people’s old clothes.”

         “Well, what did you mean? Isn’t it true, what I said?” I kept at him.

         “But my dear friend. She has just died, you know. What are you getting at?”

         “Just answer me. It means a lot to me… but it doesn’t mean a damn thing either.”

         He suddenly looked completely sober.

         “What the hell. We only slept together once. It doesn’t mean anything. That’s what happens when people are lonely. When they’re bored. These days people do it just for fun. You know that.”

         “Quit telling me what I’m supposed to know,” I replied to his comforting words for the cuckold. In the past it was forbidden to sin. Now it’s forbidden to be bored. Suddenly I felt very tired.

         “Can’t you find somewhere else to smoke?”

         “Sure.” He squeezed his way out. “Yeah… it’s really a bunch of crap.”

         “Thanks for the drink,” I said, looking over the grubby headrest to watch him go down the aisle toward the non-smoking section. He said something to the stewardess, who put her head back and smiled without moving her face away when his hand gently, but quick as a magician, stroked her cheek.

         I didn’t have time to get seriously annoyed. The usual ritual surrounding a plane-landing began, and shortly afterwards I saw him climb into the bus waiting near the plane. I stopped, then went slowly down the stairs, and got a seat all the way back near the door. He stood holding on to a strap over by the driver, talking animatedly with some woman. She leaned back and laughed up into his face.

         I’ve often heard people say that they’re seized by a special feeling of lightness whenever they land in a new place. Something to do with the infinite possibilities opening before them. As if they acquire a new personality because they move their physical body a few thousand kilometers. I get tired, cranky, and homesick. The whiskey had begun to burn in my stomach; I felt lost and depressed. The bus pitched and shook and belched black diesel smoke, and I started to feel carsick on the short ride. Claes towered over the other passengers, who, even though they looked tired, were talking loudly about Madrid, which lay somewhere out in the fog. It was overcast, windy, and cold.

         We drove up to the arrival hall. The guardia civil were still wearing their weird black hats and green uniforms and carrying submachine guns, even though the dictator was dead, and there were just as many cigarette butts scattered over the floor of the passport control as before. I felt more and more depressed, and I missed my kids.

         We whisked through the passport control and into the baggage area. So something had changed since Franco’s death, although the men with the leather souls appeared to be the same as before.

         The loudspeaker crackled in Spanish. I didn’t catch the message. Then it came in English. A union dispute was going on. The personnel were working according to regulations and we shouldn’t expect our baggage to be delivered for a couple of hours. The crowd uttered a collective moan. I saw Claes coming toward me and I moved away demonstratively. I could see that he smiled, but I didn’t care. The loudspeaker crackled again. This time I caught the message in Spanish. It was the same one as before, but now Iberia apologized for the delay.

         A youngish man in a gray suit that bagged at the knees was making his way through the passengers who hadn’t been lucky enough to find a place to sit. He came toward me. I tried to look hostile. The alcohol was disappearing from my system all too quickly. My stomach felt like it was full of acid. He headed straight for me.

         “Mr. Jensen? Mr. Poul Jensen?” he asked in Danish. His voice was pleasant, cultured, with a touch of dialect—a hint of Jysk.

         I nodded.

         “Lars Hansen, the Danish embassy.” A dry, quick handshake. “Welcome to Spain. I’m sorry that the occasion is so regrettable. I’m very sorry about your wife.”

         Again I simply nodded.

         “I’ve explained your situation to Iberia, and both they and the authorities have been very cooperative. This strike is the negative side of democracy; the more, shall we say, ‘friendly’ attitude of the police is the positive side.” He smiled. “Your baggage won’t be put on the carousel, so if you’ll come with me, we’ll go straight through customs and you can identify your suitcase.”

         “That’s very kind of you.” And I meant it. I was properly impressed. He acted like he knew what he was doing even though he wasn’t any older than me. I said, “I understood that my contact man at the Danish embassy was supposed to be a Mr. Simonsen.”

         He took me lightly by the arm. “That’s right, but unfortunately he’s ill. It’s this way to customs.”

         As we left, Claes raised his hand and smiled. I couldn’t resist looking back at him and had to smile too when I saw a little glass appear in his big hand. He’d apparently started in on the dutyfree goods, to pass the time while he waited.

         We walked right through customs. The inspector seemed totally uninterested. Lars Hansen showed him a paper with the seal of the Danish Crown. Franco really was dead. My suitcase was right outside. I couldn’t understand how it had gotten there so fast. Lars Hansen grabbed hold of it and walked effortlessly toward the automatic doors as I followed through the crush of humanity waiting for the other passengers.

         Outside the wind was cold, just like in Denmark. The clouds were breaking up on the horizon, but spring was still a long way off. I followed the embassy man over to a yellow Seat-127. The license plates were Spanish. It had a black antenna sticking up. Lars Hansen threw my suitcase into the trunk and got in behind the wheel before opening the door for me. He put on his seat belt.

         “It’s an old habit,” he said. “From Denmark, you know. Down here it’s only required outside the cities, but the way they drive…” He let the sentence hang and maneuvered confidently through the traffic, which was light. Siesta, I presumed. The usual red-and-black, junky rattletrap Seat taxis. I smiled a little at myself over the word “usual.” As if I were a world traveler.

         Lars Hansen interrupted my train of thought by asking, “You know Madrid, perhaps?” I was glad that he had enough tact not to mention Charlotte and twist the knife in the wound.

         “I haven’t been here for several years. But in the early 70s I was here a lot. With Charlotte. But then we had a baby.”

         He didn’t say anything. The city really hadn’t changed all that much. The apartment blocks had spread farther out. They were brown and ugly. There were more political posters, more cars, more dirt than I remembered, and the smog lay over the city like a scowl. I told him about my impressions.

         “Well no,” he said. “It’s more crowded, more full of cars. Crazier but still just as wonderful.”

         “Have you been here a long time?”

         “Almost three years. I’ll probably be transferred before long.”

         “Where to?”

         “A stint at home and then out to a new post somewhere. Part of the charm of the job, if you will.” He had edged over into the left lane and was driving fast but confidently. Used the rearview mirror adeptly and seemed both preoccupied and extremely intense at the same time. I felt more at ease. My stomach had settled down. I almost began to feel that it was nice being on a trip, even though Charlotte with the Swede kept popping up in my mind in quick, painful flashes. In silence we let ourselves be swallowed up by the city; we drove past the monumental greenish-foaming fountain in Plaza Colón before he spoke again.

         “We’ve booked you at the Hotel Sideral. Does that sound familiar?”

         “No.”

         “It’s centrally located, right behind the Prado by Retiro Park — places that you probably remember. Neat and clean and not too expensive. It’s fine for just one night. Then we’ll get you on your way tomorrow.”

         I thanked him. And that was it. We didn’t say anything else to each other until we got out in front of the hotel, which was on a side street. He took my suitcase and went into the lobby. The clerk at the front desk seemed to be expecting him, seemed to know him. Everything was done in brown. You could see into the bar and there was a lit-up neon sign that said “Bingo” over the stairway to the second floor.

         “The latest fad down here — the modern world,” he explained, as I handed in my passport and signed on the dotted line on the hotel’s yellow check-in form.

         “Room 367.” The clerk smiled and said welcome and pressed a button so that a fifteen-year-old boy would take my suitcase.

         Lars Hansen went up with me. “To see that you’re comfortably settled. That’s my responsibility, you know.”

         The room was large and neat — a small living room and a separate bedroom with a black-and-white TV. The colors were a ghastly brown and red, but it looked clean. Lars Hansen gave the boy a tip. I sat down on a chair. He stood with the car keys in his hand, tossing them up and down.

         “Mr. Jensen. Would you like to have dinner with me this evening somewhere in town? I’m a bachelor and it’s nice to talk with a countryman fresh from home. Of course… if you’d rather be alone, go to bed early…?”

         I was suddenly very grateful, both for his offer and for his tact and silence. So I said I’d like to very much.

         “Then I’ll pick you up at 8 o’c lock. You probably remember that people eat late here, but we can have a drink first.”

         And then he left. Like a shadow he was gone and I couldn’t remember what he looked like. A nice face, a gray suit. Was his hair dark or just plain brown? It’s details that I notice most. His cuticles were torn, as if someone had scratched at his skin.

         I got out the whiskey that I’d bought at the airport and lay down on the bed with the bottle. The last thing I thought about before I fell asleep was my kids.
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