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      It was on my sofa at home on an October day in 2020 that I first met Jim Latrache-Qvortrup. My girlfriend and I had been watching Mads Brügger's documentary The Mole on the, DR - Danish public TV, and the first thing we did when the end credits rolled was to google his name. He was out of this world. His face made an impression, as did his charisma and convincing performance as a fake businessman undercover in North Korea. The documentary also revealed that he had been a foreign legionnaire and cocaine dealer for Copenhagen's jet set.

      Why had we never heard of him?

      Coincidentally, a few months later, I was contacted by an editor at the Danish publishing house Gyldendal, who offered me the opportunity to write a biography of Jim Latrache-Qvortrup. The first time I met him was on a cold day in January, in a dark winter and corona ravaged Copenhagen. I could hear his laughter, no, his roar of laughter, in the corridors long before he appeared in the doorway of the meeting room at Gyldendal, where we were to meet. To his agents and the editor, he was in the middle of a story about a new business adventure in which he was getting involved.

      When the door opened, he walked straight up to me and gave me the first handshake I'd had in many months. He was wearing an elegant fur-collared coat, a charcoal suit, and black leather shoes, and he looked at me with a penetrating gaze as he shook my hand and introduced himself.

      Jim's hand is enormous.
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        * * *

      

      After our meeting, Jim called me at least once daily with a new idea for the book. He also sent me unsolicited photographs and videos. A week later, we met in the pouring rain in Frederiksberg Gardens, and it wasn't more than a few hours before he introduced me to his sex life in excruciating detail. Before that, he'd told me about the Copenhagen jet set at the turn of the millennium, about North Korean drinking culture, about rehabilitation, which he said the prisons didn't take seriously, and, last but not least, about ADHD. He had laughed his loud, infectious laugh and talked about such things as mushroom trips, anal sex and drunk driving. And he'd contacted several strangers, partly because we'd encountered a strange duck in the old garden, the species we couldn't identify. It soon became apparent that Jim Latrache-Qvortrup was a charming bull in a china shop. And that he was a man with unusually few inhibitions.

      At one point in The Mole, Mads Brügger says that Jim is "tailor-made for extreme role-playing." It's true. Jim Latrache-Qvortrup is a man who sees life as a game and is incredibly good at playing it. What kind of man is capable of playing such roles? How did this man from the Danish provincial town Holbaek become Jim the mercenary, dealer and actor? How far can one go with "fake it till you make it"? And does he have any brakes at all? These are some of the questions I try to let Jim answer in this book.
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        * * *

      

      Jim has a thousand stories to tell, and I can honestly say that I believed only half of them when I first met him. But soon after our walk in Frederiksberg Gardens, I met his wife and later some of his friends, acquaintances, business partners, employees and former customers. Each of them confirmed some of his most incredible stories. In other words, I had plenty of reason to doubt the veracity of the things he told me, but not once in the many months we worked on the book did I find any significant irregularities in the stories.

      This book is based on a series of interviews with Jim Latrache-Qvortrup. Since our first meeting, we have met several times in Copenhagen. We have spent a weekend at the luxury hotel Villa, taken many walks in King’s Garden and Frederiksberg Garden, driven around the city in my car, and spent hours at the Babylon restaurant, in his apartment in Amager, and in my office at the Danish newspaper Dagbladet Information and in various meeting rooms in Gyldendal's old premises in central Copenhagen. Then I sorted through his words and talked to his family, colleagues and friends. And then, I checked all the facts to the best of my ability.

      

      How to Buy Missiles and Sell Drugs is Jim's book, but it also contains two chapters to which Jim did not contribute. One of the two perspectives on Jim is given by his wife, Nicoline Latrache-Qvortrup, whom I interviewed several times at Gyldendal and one of her and Jim's clinics. The other is provided by The Mole's director, journalist and editor-in-chief, Mads Brügger, whom I met in his office in central Copenhagen.

      All events other than those mentioned in the two chapters and this preface are told by Jim Latrache-Qvortrup himself as he remembers them. The names of several minor characters have been changed to avoid exposing or incriminating anyone who remembers or experiences situations differently. The same applies to certain minor details in some of the anecdotes.

      After all, How to Buy Missiles and Sell Drugs is Jim's story.

      

      
        
        Rasmus Elmelund

        Copenhagen, August 2021

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          Basement, 2017. Pyongyang, North Korea

        

      

    

    
      I'm halfway through my scrambled eggs when Kang Jum-ju gets up from his table and walks over to mine. We're at the breakfast buffet of an upscale hotel in North Korea's capital, Pyongyang, and as the boyish-looking man arrives, he looks me in the eye and says in his thick Korean accent:

      "It's time to go, Mr James."

      At this point, Ulrich and I have been in North Korea for four days. Ulrich is a 40-year-old family man and, due to chronic illness, an early retired chef who lives with his family in Copenhagen's Western suburbs. He is also a mole. He has been an honorary member of the Danish-North Korean Friendship Association for several years.

      Now, I've ended up in North Korea with him, in a top-secret documentary project orchestrated by director Mads Brügger. In it, I'm cast as a fake businessman—a wealthy and ruthless Scandinavian oil billionaire. My mission is to find out how willing the North Korean regime is to break international sanctions, especially in the arms trade.

      In the four days since we landed, Ulrich and I have been on the most absurd business adventure and had the craziest experience ever. We've been to a newly built water park, the opera, and sightseeing in the closed country. We've been driven around everywhere and been treated like royalty.

      Now that the journey back home is approaching, it's time to play the high-stakes game.

      I don't know much about North Korea. This has always been a deliberate strategy for me. If I am to fit in as an eccentric businessman, it is crucial that I also appear authentic. How authentic is it for a busy, eccentric businessman from Scandinavia to know everything about North Korea? It's not, is it? At the same time, in my quiet mind, I think there's no need to scare myself before we've even left. But of course, I know they're tough motherfuckers, the North Koreans, and they do what they want.
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        * * *

      

      Ulrich and I follow Kang from the breakfast buffet to the car park outside the hotel where our driver is waiting in a black Mercedes. We get into the car and it starts. We roll out of the center of Pyongyang and into an abandoned factory area. Suddenly, it becomes clear that the North Korea we have seen so far is the North Korea you can show off. The set. Now we are in reality, and reality is slums.

      There are no more skyscrapers, and no more fine pavements.. Now there are bad roads and dilapidated houses. Where we're going—or what we're doing—these North Koreans won't tell us. Then again, they haven't done much of that on the trip. They are not as communicative as businessmen in the West. And if I suddenly start asking questions, it looks like I don't trust them. After all, if I had a clean conscience, what would I be worried about?

      We move deeper into the slum, and my brain goes into overdrive. Don't think stupid thoughts, I tell myself. Worst case scenario: Could I have said something wrong? Could I have done something to make these people distrust me? Could Ulrich and I have somehow revealed our true identity and mission?

      I can't come up with a crystal clear answer to these questions.

      I make an exit plan; even though I know there is nowhere to run. The first thing I'll do if they start accusing me, I think, is to get fucking offended. That will buy me some time. And okay, I guess it's not like we're in danger of getting shot in the head—not right away, anyway. First, they will torture us to find out how much we know and who we work for. If nothing else, it will buy us a little more time.

      The car stops in front of a dilapidated house. Water is running down the walls, and there is chicken shit everywhere. We get out, Kang follows Ulrich and me towards the house and points to a staircase leading down to a basement.

      I’m thinking that this would be the perfect place to make people disappear, and I'm preparing myself for an outburst of rage. We walk down the stairs, and it gets more and more creepy.

      I can feel the sweat on my back.

      Along with a guy who's been deceiving North Korea for almost a decade, and some shady characters with connections to the top of the regime, I'm heading into a dark basement somewhere outside the North Korean capital.

      I open the door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Raging ADHD

          

          1972–1984. Holbaek

        

      

    

    
      When I was four, I was afraid of everything.

      I was scared of heights, scaredof big boys, scaredof dogs, scared of loud noises. I was scared of not fitting in. Agervang, where I lived with my mother and father, was a council estate in Holbaek. Three-story blocks of flats in drab colours, with green spaces and playgrounds. Nowadays, I think they call it a ghetto. Back then, no one did.

      I can only recall a limited amount from that time. I can recall all the good things in great detail, while the rest is lost. My father worked in an industrial slaughterhouse, my mother worked in a nursing home, and while we lived in Agervang, I went to a kindergarten just across the street.

      I have many memories from that kindergarten.

      Although I have seven younger siblings, I grew up as an only child, and probably always felt that way. We lived in a three-room flat on the second floor, and I had my own room. I've always had my own room.

      I was four when my first little brother was born. Hassan. I have no memory of the birth itself, but my father and I went to the hospital a few days later. Of course I was looking forward to having a little brother, and I did—I got a little brother. But at the same time, I didn't get a little brother.

      

      Hassan had multiple disabilities. He could do nothing. Nothing at all. The doctors weren't sure how much he could hear or how much he could see. He only lived with us for six months. After that he went to a home for the disabled called Andersvaenge in the small town of Slagelse. I can't even remember anything from when he lived with us. It's strange because I have many memories from kindergarten, but not of Hassan. I have pictures of me sitting with him at home in Agervang, but I can't explain how that happened. It's all gone.

      I can still see the kindergarten. Down in the basement was a crafts room where we could play with clay. Down there, I made a shield adorned with the Canadian flag. I cut it out and left it overnight. I came back a couple of days later and my shield was gone. I moved heaven and earth to find it. And I did. It was recovered in the leisure centre. One of the older boys had taken it and painted the most beautiful Canadian flag on it. He reluctantly had to give it back to me because I could prove it was mine, as it said inside in tiny capital letters: JIM. I felt fortunate because I could never have painted such a beautiful flag. That shield stayed with me for many years.

      So when I was in kindergarten, Hassan went  to Andersvaenge. It was quite an insane place. I can still remember the smell and the feeling when I walked through the entrance. Imagine a long hospital corridor with a terrazzo floor. No charm, nothing on the walls. Nothing at all. They hadn't divided the residents according to their disabilities—they were just there in one big bulbous mess.

      Today, responsibility for the mentally disabled and handicapped has been transferred to the municipalities, and the National Mental Health Service has been closed for 40 years. Ironically, Andersvaenge is now a museum of how absurd these homes could be in the past.

      There was a Greenlandic boy with Down's syndrome in the home. Back then, he was called a "Mongol", which is an entirely derogatory Danish slur. A Danish family adopted him but couldn't handle him, so he was just placed there. Apart from the fact that he had Down's syndrome, he was fully functional. And he was running around in a hospital corridor with all sorts of children who were much more disabled than he was. Every time I've watched One Flew Over the Cuckoo's Nest, I've had flashbacks to Andersvaenge and this boy's unfortunate fate.

      One of the kids he lived with was my brother. Hassan was in terrible shape. He couldn't do anything; he couldn't even eat, so the staff at the home had to feed him. When he grew up, my mother arranged for him to go to a better home closer to our home. There were colours on the walls and more warmth. It sounds harsh, but I think the best thing that happened in his life was when he died. He was ten years old—and he died of the flu. He was in and out of hospitals all the time; he was just skin and bones... he had a shitty life.

      

      My father, who had custody, decided to have a Muslim funeral, which did nothing to improve his and my mother's already lousy relationship.

      It's hard to say precisely what Hassan meant to me. But I carry him with me wherever I go. And the only films that can make me shed a tear are always about disabled people.
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        * * *

      

      My grandfather didn't speak to my father until I was five. Until then, he had kept him at arm's length; he had never been in the same room. He was ashamed that his daughter was married to a Moroccan. That she was with such a darkie. My grandfather had always dreamed of having a boy, but he never did. So he's always been very unhappy with my mother in every way. But he loved me, who was a boy. Unconditionally. He loved me, even though I'm half Moroccan. I don't think he ever thought about it. The love was mutual, I loved him too. It never occurred to me that he didn't talk to my father. Things aren't strange when they are like that. Things are only strange when they are changed from being something else into something new. So I just thought: That's the way it is. My father didn't say that he thought it was strange. He probably did, but he just didn't say anything. He's pretty open-minded.

      

      I've never really talked to my father about racism, so I don't know how much it has affected him. Unlike many other foreigners who came to Denmark in the 1960s and 1970s, he quickly learned Danish. He is educated—and he is a French teacher. Many of the others came here without being able to read or write—my father could read and write French, Arabic and English when he arrived. He also speaks Spanish, Egyptian and Berber. So he learned Danish very quickly. He integrated quite quickly. When I was little, he also drank alcohol and ate pork. It wasn't until he married a Moroccan again that he saw the light.

      It was actually only the last two years of my mum and dad’s marriage that my grandfather spent time with us, when my father was around. I don't know what changed him, but it was as if he swallowed his pride one day. The rest of us didn't say anything.
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        * * *

      

      My grandfather was a freedom fighter. That I know. We sometimes saw pictures from that time, but he never spoke about it. He was originally from a family of farmers in in the rural part of Jutland, and during the Second World War, he fled to Zealand, where he settled. When my grandmother met my grandfather, she was pregnant, which was not socially accepted in the 1940s. So she had the baby and gave it up for adoption. I don't know who he is—and I'll never find out—but I know I have an uncle somewhere out there.

      My grandfather was an excellent influence on me because he really put effort into me. He would read me the newspaper because he thought it was vital for me to be informed about the world. He was definitely a male role model for me. We went on holiday together, he, my grandmother and I. In Denmark, we went to a campsite near the small town of Kalundborg where we stayed in his combi-camp. Other years we went to  the Netherlands and Austria, and a couple of years we also went to Italy. A combi-camp was like a trailer on which you could put a tent. My grandfather was a flaming nationalist, and that was reflected in the fact that wherever we went, he brought food for three weeks. Danish food.

      We sat in the heat in Italy and ate Danish meatballs called ‘krebinettes’. My grandmother had packed everything that couldn't be bought locally at home in Holbaek to then transport it across Europe in his Combi-Camp.

      I thought it was terrific.

      My grandfather was a typical man of his generation who spoke only Danish.

      He didn't speak any other languages. So when we travelled, he would scold people in Danish. It sounds bizarre, but my grandfather had an agreement with the owner of the campsite where we stayed that no Germans were allowed to live within 100 metres of him. Considering he didn't know a word that wasn't Danish, it's hard to see how he got such an agreement. I can only rationalise that my grandfather must have had a PhD in Charades.

      One year, when we were down there, the most fantastic camper van rolled up near where we lived. It was the coolest mobile home I had ever seen. I could also see that there were a handful of children in it. My grandfather, who was dozing in the sun with his Danish newspaper, jumped out of his chair and went up straight to the poor German owner of the mobile home. In Danish, he told him angrily that he could not park his motorhome there because it was not German territory. My grandfather then left the site and went to fetch the campsite owner, who somewhat sheepishly had to direct the German family to a more secluded area of the campsite. Then my grandfather returned in his swimming trunks, clogs and a straw hat, and smugly told my grandmother it was time for a well-earned nap. I thought it was all a bit embarrassing.
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        * * *

      

      In the late 1970s and early 1980s, people smoked everywhere, even on regional trains and buses, although relegated to the back of the bus. Most people also smoked in their cars, but not in my grandfather's. In his younger days, my grandfather played the accordion, and he smoked when he played at parties. But he stopped because his lungs couldn't take the strain. When I visited him, we bought these liquorise called skipper snuff from Haribo. I cut the ends off with scissors so that the liquorice was about the same size as the chewing tobacco my grandfather had in his little boxes. And when he chewed one of his, I ate these liquorices. And I felt like a hell of a guy.

      My grandmother smoked, but she wasn't allowed to smoke in the car. She was only allowed to smoke in the kitchen at home. So there she was, smoking Pall Mall on a little stepladder in the doorway to her garden. He was hard on her, now that I think about it.

      My grandfather was a boxer in his younger days, so he had a bar outside his shed in the garden where he could do chin-ups. He used to pull himself up on it every day, and one day, my grandmother wanted to try it.

      "You've got to get some fat off that body," he said.

      I laughed.

      The tree must have been old and weathered—in any case, the bar broke off just as she was hanging from it.

      Of course, the joke later became that my grandmother was so fat that not only did she break it, but when she fell she was so heavy that she broke one of his tiles. My grandfather was very old school.

      He had a million different jobs. The last one was driving a lorry, delivering goods to a supermarket. My grandmother had two different cleaning jobs and they had a lovely house a few miles from us. They never lacked anything. Everything my grandfather ever bought, he bought with cash. He had a sofa that was 30 years old. Even though it was the early 1980s, he insisted on keeping his old black-and-white TV. Eventually, my grandmother pushed him to buy a colour TV, but it was a struggle for her. The other one still worked. I like that philosophy.

      One day, when I was ten, I asked him about the war.

      "You're not old enough, Jim."

      But luckily, I've always had enormous ears. One day I heard him telling my father that he thought it was a dirty trick for the British to get all the credit for winning the war because he thought the Russians had done all the hard work. Without them, he argued, the Germans would never have been defeated.

      My grandmother and grandfather never forgot the hard times during the war, when they had rationing and only one day of meat a week, so we always ate well. There was almost a ritual around dinner, which consisted of two or three courses and then, of course, dessert. My favourite dessert was "fried egg", which consisted of a slice of tinned pineapple with half a tinned peach on top and whipped cream around it—made with a hand whisk with a rotating handle. The indoctrination with tinned fruit meant that I didn’t start eating fresh pineapple until I was an adult. I never learned to like fresh peaches. You can never change your first impression.
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        * * *

      

      Things must not have been well between my parents, since I barely remember anything of their marriage. I remember seeing the legendary Danish pre-war TV series Matador for the first time in 1978. I was six years old. Since then, I've watched all 24 episodes at least seven times, and I credit director Erik Balling's brilliant TV series as a significant part of why I talk the way I do. You certainly can't hear that I'm from Holbaek. I don't remember much else, but I vaguely recall a holiday in Spain where we stayed in Arenys de Mar, just north of Barcelona. It turned out to be our last holiday together. One day, we were in the city, visiting the Barcelona Zoo, where we saw a two-metre-tall albino gorilla. I was seven then and sensed a kind of imbalance between my mum and dad on the trip. It's hard to say precisely what it was, but I sensed something was wrong.

      Soon after we got home, my mum told me they were getting a divorce. We had just moved into a house, but during the divorce, I spent a lot of time with my grandfather. Suddenly, I had to live with my mum and see my dad every fortnight. I don't remember my dad showing any signs of being affected by the breakup. My dad and I had a special bond before the divorce. When we lived in Agervang, I often waited for him to come home from work so we could play together. After the divorce, I never felt that we had regained that connection. It tormented me for many years.
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        * * *

      

      Shortly after the divorce I started at a new school. I spent a lot of time in detention. But to my surprise, it wasn't discussed in the parent-teacher conference. I often thought: OK, they must have found out. But nothing was said. It wasn't until I was in 3rd grade that something was said at the meetings. I was called a "disruptive element". I ruined the lessons, they thought. It was probably the lessons that didn't come quickly to me. Danish. Music. ‘Social hour’. What is ‘social hour’ anyway? Social hour is some shitty teacher mumbo jumbo bullshit where you have to sit and talk about how the week went and just listen to how hard it is for those who are already privileged. Because they were the ones to listen to—all the rest of us were just stand-ins.

      But it never went beyond me being a "disruptive element". Or, "Let's just see how it goes." That sort of thing. In 4th grade, I started to be excused from some of the subjects that I found most difficult. I was disruptive because I couldn't keep my mouth shut. I was always talking or making stupid comments. First, it was music. Then I went to a special class where I could sit and solve maths problems instead. Later, I was excused from arts and crafts and returned to the special class to do maths.

      I was pretty good at maths and only improved in the special class. So I thought it was a brilliant deal. Their reasoning was: "This guy, he's a distraction with his incessant chattering—is there anything that can motivate him? Maths? Off he goes." I had rampant ADHD, although I didn't know those four letters were a diagnosis. It would be over 30 years before I was diagnosed in prison. At that point, I didn't even know what the word 'diagnosis' meant. But I did see that I couldn't concentrate for long periods. In the mornings, when we first had had sports or when I had walked to school I could feel that I was calmer, and that it was easier for me to concentrate. But I didn't think about it—it was just how it was. Now, I run every morning to burn the extra energy—I've realised that removing all these elements disturbing my brain is essential. And it’s best for me not to listen to music when I run.

      Of course, I didn't know all this at the time. It was like nobody knew anything about anything in Western Zealand around 1980.

      When my parents divorced, my mum and I moved to Ladegårdsparken, also in Holbaek. This was social housing again, a three-room flat; my room was the biggest.

      I went to school and then to a daycare centre. The teachers at the after-school centre were very creative, and we sang a lot. Even though I sing incredibly poorly, I have good memories of it. There was an underlying creative spirit in the place. This came mainly from the deputy director of the centre, whose name was Klaus. The pedagogy he brought to the table is the most outstanding form of pedagogy I have ever come across. And believe me, I have encountered many. Klaus was an outspoken communist. Danish communists in the 1970s and 1980s were not communists as we knew them from the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe. Their thinking was shaped by a more pure form of Marxist and socialist ideology. Klaus was inclusive before it was popular. When we were doing a play, we would come up with ideas while he was conducting so we kids didn't lose the plot. No idea was regarded stupid, because we could always use the ideas we couldn't use now in another setting. So, we didn't limit ourselves in our thinking.

      In a joint meeting, we agreed that building a cowboy village on the site would be cool. Klaus, who could work wonders with budgets, made a deal with a sawmill to supply us with wood. Everyone who wanted to be part of the project was divided into small groups, and each group was given a plot of land where they could build their own cowboy house with the help of the adults. After I left, when I was about 11, he set up the most brilliant thing I've ever heard of: a circus leisure centre, Circus Cocky, where children could learn to juggle, ride unicycles, and so on. He used the children that had been there the longest as instructors for new children. The project still exists today. Klaus taught me to think outside the box and that ideas have to flow. And that nothing is stupid—it's just not everything we need now.

      Today, I see myself as a free thinker, and Klaus has been a cornerstone of that.
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        * * *

      

      When I was doing the dishes at home, my mother would always comment.

      "You're using too much sulfur," she used to say.

      "Well, how much should I put in?" I asked one day.

      "About this much," she said, waving the equivalent of a thimble with her fingers and stepping back into the living room.

      OK, I thought, and then I had an idea. What my mum had shown me was about the size of an ice cube, and I knew she had bags of ice cubes in the freezer. I got an empty bag from the kitchen drawer and put some sulfur in it. It was clever because sulfur dissolves in hot water, and I had the right amount.

      But by the weekend, when my mum had some friends over, I had forgotten all about my little stroke of genius. And that's how they ended up with sulfur in their cocktails.

      There are lots of stories like that. I didn't do it to mess with her or to be provocative; it was just because I thought it was a good idea and because I didn't want to use too much sulfur.

      I got into trouble, of course, but no real problem. I've never stolen anything in my life, and I think I got into two or three fights my whole time at school. I've never hit a teacher, never set fire to anything, never damaged anything. The only vandalism I ever committed was writing "PUSSY" in chalk on one of the other boys' homemade birdhouses in woodwork. You'd have thought I'd started a new terrorist cell in the Middle East because the boy's parents went berserk, and the headmaster screamed in my face.

      It's still a mystery that these people didn't know that chalk can be removed with a wet cloth.
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        * * *

      

      Many of my mother's friends told me I was trouble. They said I should be nice to her; I was "annoying." These constant silly comments are one of the reasons why, over the years, I've struggled to believe that I'm good enough.

      My mum wasn't very good at creating structure in my life, so the rules varied a lot. I've definitely done a lot of stupid things. And a lot of them I don't remember, just like I don't remember a lot of my childhood, but I know that none of them were malicious. They were just spontaneous. But when you do a lot of spontaneous things, there are bound to be a lot of ups and downs in between. When I was 12, my class teacher thought it would be in everyone's best interest if I went to a boarding school for children with behavioural problems. My mother agreed.

      In those days, you were either a problem child or a normal child. And like the place Hassan ended up—where they lumped all people together regardless of disability and then just threw them into one long hospital corridor—it was as if they just dumped all these disruptive elements into one institution.

      So that's where I ended up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Institutionalised

          

          1984-1991. Holbaek, Undløse, Krummerup and Assens

        

      

    

    
      Two key events in my life happened around the time I went to boarding school.

      The first was the death of my grandfather. With a weakened relationship with my father after the divorce, my mother's consent to my removal from the home, and now my grandfather's death, I felt that I had lost the last link to anything resembling a strong family relationship.

      It was now me against the world.

      The second turning point was when my mother started seeing a new man. Let's call him Svend. Svend was an electrician, and he was a good craftsman. When my mother met him, he had a large apartment on A.L. Drewsens Vej in Østerbro. He sold it, and they bought a rather large house on Strandmøllevej in Holbaek. Strandmøllevej is one of the nicer parts of Holbaek, with big, beautiful houses and an ocean view. He modernised the house from the basement to the attic.

      But the thing about Svend was that he was passive-aggressive and introverted. And he was a racist. He called me Arab Joe. Both when he was talking to me and when he was talking about me, but especially when he was drinking. I didn't think about it, but my mother told me later that he was an alcoholic. I didn't notice him drinking during the week—but every time there were family birthdays and those sorts of parties where he drank more heavily, he'd pull me aside and point out all the mistakes he thought I was making. He never hit me; that's not it. But when Svend talked, it was a bit like when you're at a party, and people are drunk or on cocaine and want your attention. It wasn't because he was on cocaine, but it felt like it when he was talking.

      "Look how incompetent the Arabs are," he might say.

      "They don't have a clue. The situation in Israel speaks for itself. Before the Jews took it over, it was just a desert land that the Arabs who had it before could not cultivate in any way, and now look how it shines after they took it over," he said.

      "We see the same incompetence here in our country."

      And so he went on.
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        * * *

      

      Once, when I was 12 years old, he rebuilt the house. I had no idea how to handle building materials. Svend had some rockwool under our big tree in the garden. The tree was good for climbing, and this plastic-wrapped rockwool was fantastic for jumping into. It bounced when you landed in it and was like jumping on a giant pillow. But it also destroyed the rockwool. I just didn't realise. When he found out, he completely lost it. He shouted and scolded me and called me Arab Joe.

      Svend was quite narrow-minded. He had a significantly subjective view of the world and always reacted because other people should have the same assumptions and opinions of the world as he did. He came from working-class Copenhagen, where there was a lot of racism in the 1980s. Or—it was perfectly acceptable to be a bit racist in most places. It wasn't because I felt like a foreigner. Or felt exposed to racism. But Svend and I were just a bad match. I didn't show much interest in craftsmanship because I didn't have the prerequisites. And he never made any effort to get me interested in it.

      He made this clear once when he needed help with a craft project. Instead of teaching me how to do it, he hired a son of his and my mother's friends, who was the same age as me, at a relatively high hourly rate. I felt at the time that this was the ultimate humiliation.

      Since my mother had a say in the decision to send me to institutions for children with behavioural problems—and since she is not what you would call a weak woman—it was difficult for me not to hold her responsible for the things I was exposed to in the institutions. And for Svend's behaviour. As a result, I distanced myself from her for most of my adult life. It was only when my eldest son, Oscar, was born that I resumed contact with her. I knew the value of a good relationship with my grandparents, and I didn't want my strained relationship with my mother to get in the way of him developing a good relationship with his grandmother. At the same time, I didn't want to deny her the opportunity to be a good grandmother. She’s been excellent, since my sons love her very much.
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        * * *

      

      At boarding school, I cut the umbilical cord to so many things. It was called Krummerup, and was a boarding school for children with behavioural problems. Here, I began to create my own identity without being dependent on others. My grandfather, who was the closest adult to me, had died, and my mother had married this idiot. I was alone, and I felt I was on my own. It was me against the world. When the people closest to you in your childhood—your mum and dad—show that they don't have your back and don't fight on your side when you need them, it creates a massive sense of betrayal. That's how I felt. I built a wall around myself at the time.

      From the age of 12, I felt that I could only trust myself. When I think about it, I realise that this has contributed to me finding it very difficult in my adult life to trust other people—and to open up to them completely.

      We all got money from school to go home for the weekends. I realised that taking a different bus route could save some money, and that way I could get more pocket money. I started doing all these little things to get around the system.

      I also realised that one of the things we had to do in this school was to talk aboutall our problems. Working against it didn't get me far, so I got good at saying everything the teachers wanted to hear and pretending to have tremendous self-awareness of my so-called problems.

      "Yes, I can see that I'm aggressive and find it difficult to interact with others."

      They ate it up.
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        * * *

      

      From the age of 12, I hated every single day of my life. It sounds crazy, but I spent every day hoping that my life might be just a stupid dream I could wake up from. Of course, there were bright spots, but there weren't many. The most enormous ray of hope was the cinema. I loved films, and when I went to the cinema I went alone. It became my sanctuary. Here, I could live someone else's perfect life, disappear into strange worlds, and be wholly absorbed for two hours. Despite my ADHD, I could relax completely. When I went to my dad's at the weekend, I watched the 7 p.m. and 9 p.m. show. I've seen just about every mainstream film from the 1980s to 1990s.

      One day in the early 1980s, I attended the Star Wars film The Empire Strikes Back premiere at the Grand Cinema in Holbaek. There, I met Dennis, who became the second ray of light in my life. Or rather, I met his older sister for the first time, whom I hit on too hard. When I went into the cinema they sat next to each other, so I sat beside her. For the pre-teen boy that I was, she was a beautiful girl. She was three years older than Dennis and I, so she must have been 14–15. I was inappropriate and let her know how hot she was. Which Dennis later told me he thought was very improper. That 12-year-old little boy with an overbite, braces, and big curly hair, all energetic and extroverted and speaking in a bizarre Old Danish dialect, was hitting on his sister.

      He felt it was his duty to defend his sister's honour and show some decency on her behalf, so he began to attack me verbally. It wasn't long before we were rolling around fighting on the cinema carpet, until someone stopped us. We resolved the argument by swapping seats so that Dennis sat between me and his sister. I told him I hadn't seen its predecessor, A New Hope, which Dennis couldn't understand. He was really into Star Wars, so he sat and filled me in on the backstory throughout the film.

      "His name is Chewbacca and he's a Wookiee, he helps Han Solo fly the Millennium Falcon".

      People shushed us several times, but we didn't care.

      Meeting Dennis was to be the beginning of a lifelong love affair with Star Wars—and a lifelong friendship. And it's surprising when you think about it, because Dennis is my polar opposite in many ways. He was number one in his class, the kind of kid with a knack for being the best at everything—no matter what he sets his mind to. I was incredibly grateful for our friendship. It meant a lot to me that I had someone I could share my frustrations with, who understood me and wanted me.
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        * * *

      

      I participated in a programme at the boarding school that lasted eight months. At the end of the eight months I was assessed and stamped "PROBLEM CHILD" on my forehead. And there was no way I could go back to a regular school. Instead, at 13, I was sent to Undløse Children's Home. It was indeed the bottom of society that I encountered here. You could be put into three classes, and it didn't matter how old you were. There were resident children aged 12–16, and there were non-residents in the same age group. I was in the non-resident group.

      I didn't have any dreams at that time. Ambition was not something that existed where I came from. I had grown up with my mother's friends, and school was just something I had to get through. After school, you had to do an apprenticeship. So I didn't dream. If someone asked me, I might’ve said I wanted my own office and a secretary, but I didn't think about all the steps that came before. I loved the theatre as a child and did it for many years. But I didn't even consider it as a career option. In the working class environment I came from that was just not considered a ‘real job’. At least not at that time.

      In Undløse, I got off school  at 4 p.m. and usually stayed with Dennis until dinner. Then I went home to my mother, ate, and went to bed.

      Every other weekend, I went to my dad's house, where I could do everything I couldn't with my mum—parties and stuff like that. My dad didn't set any boundaries. He was passive.

      Dennis and I would go for walks when we weren't at the cinema. We talked about everything. Dennis also saw how Svend treated me. So my stepfather was an evident focus for various fantasies about how we could kill him. We spent a lot of energy on it. When I think back on it, we made some incredibly detailed plans, even though we had no intention of carrying them out. I had an idea where we removed a pipe from the fridge door and replaced it with a razor-sharp icicle and a strong spring that was held in by the door. So when he opened the fridge, it would pop out and stab him in the heart. But because it was ice, it would slowly melt inside him. We also learnt that bee venom must be incredibly difficult to detect. And then we made rhymes about him. My mum and Svend had a dog called Bongo, and I remember Dennis and I going for a walk saying:

      

      Svend takes Bongo for a spin

      Bongo bites him on the shin

      Svend is screaming "Holy Hell!"

      Santa shows up like a spell

      "You have been a naughty boy"

      "So, no presents, not a toy"

      Instead of giving him hot coal

      He stabs him in the asshole

      Behind a dirty dumpster

      Rots away a stupid monster

      He did not get christmas fun

      Worms got him to feed upon

      

      One time we cycled on Dennis' bike. Down the hill to our house. I was on the bike and Dennis was on the handlebars. When we got to the house, Svend was standing at the garden gate looking pissed off. He immediately started ranting about how crazy we were. He told us a horrible story about how he had seen someone do something similar, and they had crashed and the guy on the handlebars had his nose smashed, resulting in a huge nose. We listened to the story and looked at Svend, who had a huge nose. After that we looked at each other and almost pissed ourselves laughing. The song "He's got the whole world up his nose" was born.

      I was thrilled to be at Dennis' dad's house. I wasn't used to hearing grown-ups talk dirty. There were only two places where I could hear that.  When I secretly listened to Richard Pryor's records, and when I visited Dennis' father. Dennis's parents were divorced, and his father lived in a house just outside Holbaek with his new wife. On Saturdays, when his wife worked at the local supermarket, Dennis' father would sit with his neighbour Bent and drink beer while watching sports. I've always hated watching it, but with Dennis' dad I was willing to compromise. Dennis' dad and Bent's jargon was like listening to angels sing. I particularly remember sitting there around Christmas time, and after listening to Dennis' dad complain to Bent about all sorts of things, I gently asked:

      "Well, Flemming, aren't you excited that Christmas is almost here?"

      Dennis' father looked at me suspiciously and said: "Excited? Excited?! Hell no!! Every year I get the same thing. A pair of slippers and some pussy, and both are two sizes too big".

      From that day on, Dennis' dad was my hero.
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        * * *

      

      I've always stood out and always been too much, which made a lot of people a bit insecure. I talk a lot and have a very forward energy. And when I meet someone I think is cool, we have to hang out—a lot! I still feel that way. It can make people nervous or keep them at a distance. I've learnt that I have the best relationship with most people by keeping them at arm's length. That way they don't get to know me. It may sound strange, but only a few people get close to me. And those I feel I can trust. Otherwise they just think I'm too weird. That's how it was back then. The way I think and the way I see the world, I think most people think I'm fucking weird. Or overwhelming.

      Of course they didn't say that to me. But you can tell when people don't like you. It comes naturally.
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        * * *

      

      One day at the orphanage, our teacher told a story. As usual, I had a fresh and stupid comment. I said something like:

      "So that's why you can't satisfy your wife?"

      He flew up like a jack-in-the-box. He thundered down to my seat and threw me to the floor. There, he put me in an armlock while shouting at me what a bad person I was. What happened next was almost as bizarre as his attack. Two other teachers arrived, but to my surprise, it was the teacher on top of me that they approached:

      "Are you OK? Are you OK?"

      It turned out that this man's wife had given birth to stillborn twins and that he was in great distress. But how the hell was I supposed to know? And even if I had known, it could not justify such a violent reaction. Especially when you consider that he was a teacher of children going through a challenging time. What upset me even more was that two other teachers, whose feelings had not been hurt in any way, came to their colleague's aid instead of mine. It showed me that the place tolerated this kind of behaviour towards pupils.
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