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            Chapter 1
   

         

         No one who knew Otto Brathenberg would have considered him to be the sentimental type.

         Nor did he have any illusions about himself. Sentimentality was a weakness; a luxury one could only afford oneself in the most private moments, and even then, one shouldn’t play around with such folly. He was heavy with grief when his golden retriever, Schmidt – named after the 1970s German Chancellor Helmuth Schmidt – had to be put down, long overdue. To his great annoyance, he was caught with watery eyes by the press photographers when he had to resign from his position as Minister of Justice many years ago.

         That was all.

         Otto Brathenberg had lived a binary life in rationality. Power was there to be used, and if he didn’t use it, others would.

         Despite all this, he lay in his bed this Sunday afternoon with a view of the flat screen on the wall, knowing that his little sentimental spot would soon be growing; not much, not out of control, but just enough so that it would tickle just a little in his stomach. It always happened when there was an international football match at Parken and 40,000 souls ungracefully united the force of their throats with the national anthem.

         Lise was on a long weekend in Jutland with her women’s network group – this year’s theme was sustainability, and it probably made a lot of sense. Otto had assured her that, despite a little fever and a sore throat, he could easily be alone in the Hellerup villa until Monday morning. The minor stroke of the winter was several months back and he just needed lots of rest – and for goodness’ sake, he wasn’t even eighty yet. A private care service would come by this weekend with food, clean the house and make sure he got the proper dosage from his arsenal of pills.

         Off you go! He had actually been looking forward to being alone for a while.

         The players came on the pitch.

         Otto turned up the sound, which was already at a high volume. He wanted to capture the full atmosphere. In the kitchen at the other end of the villa, the woman from the care service was bustling about. Actually, it should be a social services task, he had argued to himself. But the welfare state he had fought for, and with, as a politician most of his long life, was getting rather constipated. There were too many old people, too many expectations and, not least, too many wealthy people, including himself, who weren’t going to be satisfied with a middle-of-the-road service. Hence the private service company – the food was excellent, the cleaning top-notch, and the smiles broad. Today it was a youngish, dark-haired woman he hadn’t met before. Indeterminate Eastern European like most of the others, and just as sincerely service-minded as the woman who usually came. What had happened to the Danes?

         The national anthem began.

         Otto turned it up a notch more.

         
            
               
                  “There is a lovely country,
   

                  Covered with broad beeches.”
   

               

            

         

         The camera glided past the Danish national team players, who with varying degrees of enthusiasm and ability either pretended to sing along or actually did. Far from all of them were born in Denmark, as he knew from the recent debate. You could also guess which ones when you ran your eyes over the team. UEFA, the Union of European Football Associations, was considering introducing new rules for how many non-national-born players there may be in a national team. Otto thought it was a stupid idea. The crucial factors should be their citizenship and their ability to play football. All eleven were red and white, no matter how brown they might also be.

         
            
               
                  “Our old Denmark shall survive
   

                  “As long as the crown of the beech
   

                  “Is reflected in the waves so blue,
   

                  “In the waves so blue.”
   

               

            

         

         Finally.

         He once again confused the two buttons on the elevation bed.

         Red was down. Green was up. Up. Now he was sitting right.

         The service woman came in with the evening’s tray – beautifully prepared open sandwiches, a jug of cold water, a thermos of coffee and the box of pills.

         “Oh, football!” she exclaimed, placing the tray on the trolley next to the mobile bed.

         “Very important game.”

         Otto gave the irony exactly the right dosage so that he could confirm that it was an important match, but at the same time, that it was only football. They smiled in agreement at each other.

         “Have a nice day, Mr Brathenberg. Don’t forget your pills.”

         “You too” he replied, nodding to her as she left the living room.

         Alone at last. He put two red pills in his mouth, reached for the glass of water and swallowed it all with a tilt of his head. Back to the match. Brathenberg felt a small jab in his chest; it was as if it was being squeezed a little.

         Denmark had the honour of kicking off.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2
   

         

         A Volvo behind them gave a loud blast with its horn. Did he think they had stopped for fun? Ulrik Torp waved despondently with his left arm, signalling to those behind that they should drive past him, while he again turned the key in the ignition. Absolutely nothing happened. Karen gave him a sidelong glance. It had been her idea that they should take advantage of spring, his better mood and their unexpected upturn to buy an old car. It had also been her idea to have an extended weekend in Berlin in their son-in-law’s investment flat, before Torp had to start his new life in earnest as a freelance journalist with an office and fairly fixed working hours. It’s been so long since we’ve been anywhere, she had reasoned. He turned the key in the ignition again with the same result.

         The Volvo now swung out around them. The idiot jammed his hand on the horn again and stared angrily while demonstratively revving up. The other cars in the queue slowly followed suit, so that suddenly, they were the last car on the deck. Two of the shipping line’s people came running over. In a few minutes, the ferry was to be filled with cars that were booked on the return trip to Rostock – there was absolutely no time for this. Ulrik rolled down the window.

         “It’s an old car. If you can give us a little push, it’ll start.”

         “Weg. Sie müssen weg gehen, schnell,” commanded one of them.

         What the hell was ‘push’ in German?

         “Künnen du nur ein bisschen … pushen? Push, push,” he tried, thinking his arm movements were supporting his German instructions.

         Karen stuck her head over towards them from the passenger seat.

         “Können Sie dem Auto einen kleinen Schubs geben, bitte?” she said in friendly school German.

         They nodded. Ulrik released the hand brake, put it in second gear, pushed the clutch on the seventeen-year-old Polo to the floor and let the three men push them less than ten metres; clutch up, a small jerk, and the engine started straight away. He trod on the clutch, gave it some gas so that it didn’t stall, put it in first gear and stuttered out of the ferry. Karen tried to wave a thank you through the rear window, but the three men had already moved on. The cars going towards Rostock were about to board on the other side of the ferry.

         Their few days in Berlin had actually been lovely. Spring arrived a little earlier in the German capital; the trees had just blossomed, and they had sat in several pavement cafés and only frozen a little under heat lamps with their weissbiers. In Denmark, there was rain and wind as usual.

         The flat was newly built, functional and just as tasteless as its owner, thought Ulrik. Their son-in-law had given them to understand that he intended to sell it again with the prospect of a quick profit. Ulrik had argued that they could find some cheap accommodation themselves as he didn’t want to be in his debt, but Karen had insisted for the sake of family peace. It was already going to be an expensive long weekend, so Torp had quickly conceded. Some objections should be taken seriously, not literally.

         They had agreed over a Flammkuchen mit Speck und Käse down by the River Spree that it had been a crappy winter in all respects. The threats of libel and his subsequent retreat and humiliation – all that now lay behind them, reasoned Karen. Now that she was going full time and he had established a base for himself with his obituaries and a freelancer office with colleagues. Ulrik didn’t think he had depressive tendencies any more, even though it might look like that to outsiders. The doctor’s happy pills and the fourteen winter days spent on the west coast had set something in motion.

         It was only after hard work from Karen that he had been able to get away in the first place.

         “He’s been a member for more than thirty years now and never received anything but your fucking magazine,” he had heard her arguing on the phone.

         To their surprise, the Danish Union of Journalists had got back to them the very next day. The Daily News had private health insurance and wanted to help. Torp could go on a fourteen-day therapy course in West Jutland, starting as early as Monday. Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction, MBSR, with certified coach Dion Hansen, the association’s employee proudly explained. It was expensive, but she didn’t have to think about that.

         The therapy in West Jutland had – despite Torp’s scepticism – not been without effect. He especially looked forward to the morning walks on the beach, where they had to walk in pairs for an hour while the morning light slowly spread, as it said in the programme, even though it was the beginning of December and never really got bright. Torp tried to take the walk with Vivi whenever possible, which he usually could. She was easy to talk to and tried with partial success to explain to Torp how it was possible as a social educator in a kindergarten to go down with stress. One never felt the job had been complete and always had a sense of guilt. He also felt that he was gradually getting to know her ex-husband really well. She did most of the talking. That suited Torp just fine.

         He didn’t have the energy to tell her about the humiliating calls to several Members of Parliament about fraud in the recent parliamentary elections, about useless calls to the Prime Minister’s Office, and about his ‘insulting’ debate post with a detailed description of a European lodge of former top politicians and top officials who were trying to maintain a liberal world order by illegal means. It had all gone totally wrong when he had tried to involve the chairman of the board at the Daily News, former minister Otto Brathenberg. He denied being able to confirm anything. The editor-in-chief at the Daily News was able to confirm that Ulrik Torp, after several years outside the job market, had been in a municipally sponsored work-activation programme at the newspaper for a short period in the autumn and that, to be honest, it was a rather sad story and it was best to let sleeping dogs lie, not least for Torp’s sake. In the end, the Daily News’s lawyer had to inform Torp and the community that there were limits to what both the newspaper and its board could accept in terms of lies and slander, even though for compassionate reasons they were willing to stretch things further than required.

         The few times Vivi politely asked Torp, he simply explained that something had happened that he didn’t have the energy to get into right now.

         She accepted that without a hint of criticism.

         “What about you when we’re done here?”

         Vivi hesitated. They had to speak extra loudly to be heard over the waves.

         “I’m on indefinite sick leave. Even if I got married to Dion Hansen, I don’t actually think I would ever come back.”

         They had walked further along the beach.

         “And you?”

         “My New Year’s resolution will be to find a freelancer office in the city, turn up for work whether there is something to do or not, and then finish with communications, and stick to journalism.”

         Torp hadn’t thought the sentence out to the end when he had begun it, but it sounded right when it was finished. That was how it was going to be.

         “You don’t belong here at all, Ulrik,” said Vivi, almost having to shout it.

         “I did at one point.”

         She couldn’t hear what he said, just laughed, shook her head, took his arm and gave it a friendly squeeze. Maybe it would have happened anyway without the North Sea, Dion and Vivi, but slowly – after coming home – he had lifted himself up and forced himself to get out of the flat when Karen was at school. He would go for walks, look people in the eye again, read the news on the web, have an opinion on Prime Minister Palle Enevoldsen, go to a debate event at the Danish Journalists’ Association, greet old colleagues and ignore the talk in the corners. Slowly, he had crawled out of the cocoon and no longer wanted to feel he owed anyone an explanation, and anyone who wanted one could go to hell. The New Year’s resolution to find a freelancer office had also been achieved. And that was how, in a fit of optimism, he gave free rein to Karen’s hopes for the spring and found the Polo online. The argument of being able to get 3,000 kroner back in scrap value at any time made the investment, and thereby the risk, modest. Now they were on their way.

         A great match by the Danish national team. We’ve just taken a big step towards the finals. Ulrik turned off the car radio. Finally, they were the very last to arrive at passport control, which Sofie had warned them about when they had driven to Klampenborg to pick up the keys to the apartment. It had been several years since he and Karen had last been abroad, and it was hard to believe that the so fiercely discussed passport control in the once so border-free Europe was really literal. But it was, at least coming into Denmark. Ulrik glanced to the right at the old railway yards and the iconic Danish Rail tower from the affectionately remembered Olsen Gang film which had been moved from destruction in Copenhagen to preservation in Gedser. Here the construction of the new and – one had to gradually understand – permanent border control was in full swing. The buildings for customs officers, border guards and police officers were progressing according to plan. Even though it was Sunday, work was continuing. The broad agreement on a ‘security package and expansion of temporary border controls’ had an unspoken premise that everything was to be ready for the inauguration on Constitution Day, 5th June.

         The Prime Minister, who had previously been the most ardent advocate for the Schengen cooperation and a border-free Europe, was now assuring everyone that he had, in fact, always been in favour of a border.

         Ulrik stuck their passports out of the side window to the police officer, who flipped through them and looked at the owners to check if the pictures matched the people. Other than a Polish van, which was being ransacked by some police officers in the next lane, the entire stream of vehicles from the ferry had been checked through without any human traffickers, ordinary smugglers, Muslims or terrorists being detected, assuming that was the kind of people they were looking for. The Pole and Torp were their last chance under the temporary tent that was giving them all shelter from the downpour hammering against the tarpaulin above them.

         The border uniform looked up.

         “Switch off the engine.”

         The officer was fairly young, with forced authority in his voice. Why wasn’t he on patrol in the Northwest district of Copenhagen?

         “It won’t be able to start again if I switch it off.”

         “Switch off the engine,” repeated the officer, maintaining his gaze at Torp.

         “The battery is dead. I can’t restart it,” Torp repeated back.

         “Didn’t you hear what I said? Switch it off!” ordered the policeman.

         Torp switched it off. Maybe the car would be able to start again anyway.

         “Your passport expired six months ago,” said the officer, trying to hide the triumph in his voice.

         He showed the page of the passport to Torp. It was right enough. The passport had expired in October. Torp was having a hard time taking it seriously. He was more concerned about whether the car would start when they were released.

         “And what should we do about that?”

         “Your passport has expired,” the officer repeated. He was clearly expecting some form of remorse or submissiveness.

         “And what do you want to do about it?” repeated Torp, now determined not to submit, but without any alternative plan.

         It was Karen who rescued the situation for both of them.

         “We really, truly apologise very much. It’s my fault completely. It’s been a long time since we’ve been out travelling. We’ll order a new passport as soon as we get home,” she explained, her head leaning over both the driver’s seat and the culprit.

         The officer was hesitating between the repentant wife and the fool.

         “Okay. We’ll let it go this time. But remember to get it renewed right away. This won’t work next time.”

         “Thank you, Officer,” said Karen before her husband could protest at the smarmy tone of voice.

         Ulrik closed his eyes in equal parts distaste over the scene and in prayer that the car would start. He turned the key, and of course nothing happened, but it was actually a small triumph when the officer and one of his colleagues had to give the Polo the little push that sent them back to Copenhagen.

         So, despite everything, the manpower mobilised at the border still had a function.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3
   

         

         “Well now, what have we here – it’s the plague from Lübeck. Good morning, Torp.”

         “Actually, it was Berlin.”

         Ulrik Torp forced himself to chuckle at Bertel’s Monday welcome. He was happy with the shared office community – a former mansion flat with uneven floors in a side street to Strøget, the main Copenhagen shopping street – and had decided to accept the friendly but overly persistent teasing about his main journalistic occupation. It would stop at some point, but was apparently going to continue into a fourth week.

         Torp sat down at his desk in the corridor, which separated what had once been the fine living room from a smaller room that opened onto a bay window. For the last five office sharers to arrive, the corridor was also their office. It was narrow, and served not only as a passage for the proprietor of the bay window office, but was also the way to both the toilet and the kitchen.

         “Anyone died over the weekend?”

         Axel stood with the coffee pot in his hand and asked in a friendly tone without a hint of sarcasm. He was the only one who didn’t come with small snide remarks. He didn’t even probe into the autumn fuss about Torp’s expulsion from the Daily News. Torp would have to tell that tale himself if and when he felt like it.

         “Three,” said Torp, who had just read this weekend’s harvest in an email on his computer.

         He nodded his acceptance of the offer of coffee and pulled out his dirty cup from last week. He told them he hadn’t seen the international match, but agreed that it was nice that Denmark had won 3-1. Had it been an important match? He liked Axel Boas, who was a retired journalist, but used the office to get away from home for a while with the fantasy that he was still working on a book project. The 2,500 kroner monthly cost of a desk in the co-working community, including internet, on-account heating and electricity, coffee arrangement, stair-washing and cleaning once a week, was his luxury as a pensioner. Others were welcome to go south or indulge their grandchildren.

         Bertel placed a package from PostNord on Torp’s desk. Like a child on Christmas Eve who couldn’t get into the gift quickly enough, Torp ripped off the paper and opened one of the two boxes, even though he knew in advance what was in it:

         
            Ulrik Torp – everything in journalism
   

         

         The font was extra bold and in italics. Underneath was the address of the office, his mobile number and email address in normal text; no logo, no frills – just name, address and phone number. No reverse-side text in English – which for that matter would also be the same, except for a pretentious +45 in front of the phone number. Who in all the world would need that? He had a choice of white or grey background when ordering, and had ticked grey. That would have to be enough. He opened the second box, which was slightly larger. Two hundred grey and white pens with Ulrik Torp – everything in journalism on the side and in the same font as the business cards. He didn’t really know why the pens were supposed to be such a good idea, but he had been surprised at how cheap they were when ordering extra business cards.

         Ulrik Torp, journalist, he said to himself. It sounded right. Obituaries were also journalism. He put the torn wrapping paper in the bin, put the boxes with now 199 pens and 1,000 business cards on the shelf opposite and turned to his computer, thinking about the obituaries:

         
            Thorvald Vesterman, 82 years old, Kerteminde. Relative to be contacted: Hans Vesterman, son. Small obit for a weekly newspaper.
   

            Bente Knudsen, 69 years old, Svendborg. Relative to be contacted: Michael Knudsen, spouse. Medium obit, Funen County News.
   

            Karl Johan Kastrup-Davidsen, 9 years old, Dronninglund. Relative to be contacted: Peter Kastrup-Davidsen, uncle. Medium obit, North Jutland Times.
   

         

         The last one would be a little awkward. Torp was grateful that one of the boy’s uncles had taken on the task. It made things a little easier. The idea – conceived by Erik, an old classmate of Torp’s from the Danish School of Journalism, now involuntarily retired editor from the Funen Times – wasn’t actually all that crazy. When people died and the undertaker presented the catalogue of services to the relatives, people rarely haggled over the price. It just wasn’t done. Should there be a bouquet of roses on the coffin when it is driven away? Check. Should it be the very small death notice or one with room for an extra line? It looks so nice… medium size, yes. Check. It was like buying a summer cottage or choosing the serving size for popcorn and Cola in the cinema. No one goes for the small one, very few the big one – the medium size suits the Danish mentality. It is just a matter of inventing a small service below and a large one above to sell what you want to sell, Erik explained when he brought Torp into his small corps of obituary writers.

         The old editor had enticed Torp with the line that obituaries were a distinguished British tradition.

         “They have the world’s best obituaries, Torp, and when it comes to ordinary people, that shit can’t be googled.”

         At first, he had said no, but Karen especially encouraged him to call back. It was a start. It was a base to build on. It was the reason for the office, business cards, weekend in Berlin and the crumb of optimism. The fee of 300 kroner for a small obituary and 1,000 kroner for a medium was okay, without being showy. A large one, one of the sort Torp hadn’t yet had, would have to be agreed upon from case to case. Erik promised to be able to get five or six medium obituaries a week, and he had delivered so far.

         Torp pulled himself together and was about to call Hans Vesterman to offer his condolences for the loss of his father – it was hardly that big a loss considering the size of the obituary – when the office community resounded with the cry of “buns and cakes all round.”

         Ghita Fussing came in with her arms raised high.

         “I got it!”

         ‘It’ was a modest position in a social educators’ union, where she only had to write some of the time.

         “I will miss you all,” she said with her mouth full of cinnamon swirl and without any fierce conviction in her voice, when they were all gathered around her desk a little later.

         “You could just write some press releases instead of your fine French feelings. That kind of thing always has money in it,” said Bertel, sounding more critical than intended.

         Ghita Fussing rarely got annoyed by anything – and certainly not Bertel, with whom she had a motherly indulgent relationship, despite his penchant for conversations that were predominantly about himself.

         “Is it just because of the money?”

         Herman Krabbe, everyone called him Crabby, looked at the new employee in the social educators’ union. She was going to start as early as next week. Ghita Fussing swallowed the last piece of pastry and cleared her throat.

         “I’m sure you’ll find it easier to earn a nice income. You’re young and have contacts,” she assured him.

         If Ghita had been honest and known Crabby better, she would have continued with, that’s what you are forced to do after you were fired six months ago and are the main breadwinner for the villa in Vanløse and three children. They all liked Crabby, but also shared a concern about whether it was still possible to earn a reasonable salary by doing proper journalism as a freelancer.

         “And it’s also because of my age,” continued Ghita in an attempt to comfort him. “When you’re fifty-seven years old, you have to take what you can get.”

         She smiled apologetically at Torp. They were the same age. He smiled back awkwardly.

          
   

         In a rare state of satisfaction, Ulrik took the last steps up the stairs to their two-room flat. Renting the flat they had originally bought as a parental purchase for Sofie, and which was now owned by their son-in-law, had begun as an emergency solution, but now Torp thought it symbolised a life on a low budget that made sense and hung together. He slid his tongue out into the right side of his mouth down by his jaw, to what still felt like a hole after the winter removal of a harmless lump. Torp noticed he was humming. Things were beginning to pick up; not hugely, not to great heights, but bit by bit in the right direction. One small and two medium obituaries. They had all picked up the phone right away. Maybe he could also find a second-hand battery for the car online. Then it would have been a good day in every way.

         He had earned a day’s wages. He had colleagues. Spring was about to set in properly – April was an underestimated month. Everything was getting brighter.

         That was also why he was pleasantly surprised that Sofie and Jonathan were sitting in the living room when he entered the flat. It had been a long time since he had last seen them. They rarely came in from Klampenborg, and the invitations the other way weren’t overwhelming, which suited both Torp and his son-in-law just fine. Karen had found ways to create mother-daughter time. It was a little harder with father-daughter time, Torp thought without being able to explain why, neither to Karen nor himself.

         “Are you staying and eating with us?” exclaimed Torp expectantly.

         Karen shook her head. “I’ve offered, but they have to go somewhere else.”

         Only now did he notice that neither of them looked happy as they sat there in the living room, each with their own coffee mug and raspberry slices from the baker. There was also one for him, he could see.

         “Has something happened?” Ulrik suddenly had an icy feeling in his body. “Is it something with Jesper?”

         Their son worked in Brussels, and they rarely heard from him. That was just how he was.

         “No, no,” exclaimed Karen. “Jesper’s fine, or so we assume. No, it’s not Jesper.”

         Torp looked around at all three of them. Jonathan cleared his throat.

         “Yes, well… the thing is, Ulrik,” said Jonathan, writhing in his chair. “The company isn’t doing so well.”

         “Yes? Or… no, I mean.”

         Jonathan looked at his wife.

         “Jonathan’s been fired. Several months ago. He has had to sell your flat,” said Sofie getting straight to the point. “Maybe we will also lose our house in Klampenborg.”

         “Several months?”

         “He couldn’t be bothered to tell the rest of us until now,” said Sofie bitingly, staring down the former IT manager she was married to and had trusted. “Jonathan has spent the last two months leaving for work in the morning, to a job he no longer had, and has been returning home in the evening after being busy with absolutely nothing.”

         “What have you been doing?”

         Ulrik looked first at his daughter, then at his son-in-law.

         “Networking, you know,” he mumbled. “Trying to save the situation.”

         “But you get paid during the notice period, don’t you?”

         “No, he doesn’t,” came the sharp reply from Sofie. “As you can probably hear, Dad, it hasn’t been a completely normal termination.”

         He could indeed. He looked at Karen, who was sitting bent over on the sofa beside Sofie.

         “This flat has been taken over by some company or other. You have to be out in three weeks,” said Sofie meekly. “I’m just so sorry, Dad.” She started crying quietly.

         The only thing Ulrik could think of was that it was good that she wasn’t pregnant, and that this might mean that they would divorce. It had to be the happy pills. You never got completely up, but were also never completely down.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 4
   

         

         It wasn’t until early Monday evening that Otto Brathenberg’s death was announced.

         His wife, Lise, had returned around noon from her networking weekend about sustainability in Jutland. The first thing she noticed as she unlocked the door to the villa was the television running at full volume inside the bedroom with an ancient American sitcom as the channel’s cheap weekday filler. Her husband was lying in bed with a blanket over him, the elevation bed raised and his neck bent back. His mouth and his eyes were both exaggeratedly open – the old politician resembled a plausible version of The Scream by Edvard Munch.

         The police and the ambulance arrived unusually quickly, but without sirens. There was no reason for that, Lise had assured the emergency services when she called them. Her husband was icy cold; rigor mortis had long since set in, and, as a politician’s wife for fifty years, she knew instinctively that it was important to be in control of the story. Because it was, of course, a story that the country’s former Minister of Justice and Foreign Secretary had died after a long life in the service of the nation.

         No, she had been away all weekend and hadn’t been in contact with her husband since she left on Friday. No, there was nothing unusual about that. They had been married for almost sixty years and both of them travelled a lot separately and had got out of the habit of feeling responsible for each other when they weren’t at the same address. Yes, he had been ailing since his stroke – even more than he dared to admit. Yes, she had been worried, but not enough. Yes, they had entered into an agreement with a private service, which according to the plan had placed a carer in the villa both Saturday and Sunday; now she would have to find the number. No, she didn’t need anyone to stay with her. She would like some peace in which to contact their children. The ambulance rolled away with her husband. The police followed suit – they had been given what they needed in what looked like a purely routine task. And suddenly, Lise Brathenberg was left standing alone in her living room looking around. There, in the corner, lay the blue V-neck cashmere sweater she had given him for Christmas – stretched over one of the armrests in a way he knew irritated her. She took out her mobile. First, she had to call their children. Then she had to contact the chairman of the Labour Party and leader of the opposition, Pernille Hjort. The party would have to take care of announcing his death.

          
   

         The Labour Party’s press service, on behalf of the party chairman, posted a message on their website and linked to it via postings on Twitter and Facebook soon after 7 p.m. By that time, rumours had already materialised as fact at Christiansborg – the Danish Parliament building known colloquially as Borgen – but because of the lack of confirmation weren’t yet on social media.

         
            Otto Brathenberg has died. It is with great sadness that I have been informed this afternoon that former Member of Parliament, Minister of Justice and Foreign Secretary Otto Brathenberg has died in his home at the age of seventy-nine. Otto Brathenberg served the Labour Party and Denmark through a long and active life in politics, and we will miss him. My thoughts go to his wife, Professor Emeritus Lise Brathenberg, their two children and the rest of the family. Further details regarding the funeral will follow at a later date.
   

            Pernille Hjort
   

         

         Torp was called up an hour later.

         “Torp! It’s Lindskov. Can you help an old friend?”

         Torp immediately recognised the voice. The ageing society editor at the Daily News had miraculously survived all the austerity rounds, lay-offs and structural changes at the newspaper. His method was simple – always be one hundred per cent loyal to whoever happened to be the management, no dirty gossip in the corners, no demands for salary increases, always deliver on time and, finally, a working week far beyond the reasonable. That included staying on a Monday evening after eight o’clock. In addition, he wrote most of the lead stories. The editor-in-chief was neither a great writer nor did he have any special opinions.

         “Have you seen that Brathenberg is dead?”

         Torp had. It was out on all the news sites on the net.

         “What can I do for you?”

         Torp suppressed his surprise at the call. Lindskov was clearly squirming.

         “You know, all the cutbacks – I haven’t had permanent employees attached to my editorial office for several years.”

         Torp knew that.

         “I’m sitting with a lead story to be written and three pages to be edited and ready in an hour, and I only have one intern to draw on.”

         Torp had no idea what Lindskov was leading up to.

         “I thought…” The society editor hesitated. “I was wondering if I could get you to write a quick obituary about Brathenberg?”

         Lindskov clearly felt he had to fill the pause that followed his question.

         “It’s something you can bash out in half an hour with your eyes closed. Better than anyone else. Two hundred lines – I have a whole page.”

         He also sat on the newspaper’s board. The society editor’s arguments were stumbling over each other, making it all sound like an apology.

         “Have you completely forgotten that I was dismissed six months ago?”

         “Without a byline, of course. Just to help an old friend. I can’t pay you for it – it’ll be noticed. But I can arrange twelve bottles of unusually good red wine. Torp, please. I need it in less than an hour. It’s right up your street.”

         Lindskov was right about the last bit, thought Torp. He could write a portrait of Brathenberg pretty much without looking anything up. Should he also mention the private intelligence service the man had been a part of since his youth? Should he mention the pact he had made with former top politicians and top officials in several European countries, where they played at being freedom fighters and resistance fighters and made themselves lords and masters over life and death? A story that was never published because no one had had the guts and because Torp couldn’t document it. Should he write the whole truth about a powerful gentleman and not just the slick version of a skilled and conscientious politician – a version that wasn’t wrong, but not right either? Should he get personal and mention the warnings from the man’s lawyers? Warnings that could only be perceived as a threat to Torp himself and his family – threats that, at Karen’s earnest pleading, had made him back down, apologise and go into winter hibernation on happy pills? Should he write the whole story or only half?

         “Torp. Please. I’ll have to defend this obituary at the editorial meeting tomorrow. Just write it free hand and I’ll correct it. Within the hour. Twelve bottles.”

         “This is for you, Lindskov. Not the twelve bottles,” Torp heard himself say as he switched on the computer. Karen wasn’t home; he might as well use the time for something.

         With the death of Otto Brathenberg, one of the great politicians of not only the Labour Party, but also of Denmark, has passed away. The long-standing Minister of Justice and Foreign Secretary continued to the end to be an avid public debater and valued member of, among other things, the board of the Daily News. Not many people could have foreseen this future when Brathenberg was born in a three-room flat in Vesterbro seventy-nine years ago as the fourth child of brewery worker Jens Peter Brathenberg and his wife…

         Torp wrote easily, quickly and fluently. It wasn’t at all difficult to be a hypocrite. Twenty-five minutes later he sent two hundred lines to Lindskov – not even a comma needed to be corrected.

          
   

         It happened less and less often, but on Tuesday morning Torp bought a newspaper printed on paper. The Daily News cost 39 kroner, the cinnamon swirl, 22. Torp was in doubt about which price was the most insane when he put his 61 kroner down, and the surly girl behind the counter in the bakery slid them into her hand, presumably miffed that he hadn’t paid by card or MobilePay like everyone else. He searched in vain for a seat in the Metro, but the rain had made the morning rush hour even more chaotic. Both the newspaper and the pastry had become a little damp during the trip from the bakery to the station. At Nørreport, he stuffed both of them into the inside pocket of his too-thin jacket and ran the four hundred metres to the office. He was drenched as he stepped into the office, said hello to Bertel, nodded to Ghita, Axel and Crabby and sat down at his desk in the corridor.

         He yawned and felt the tiredness in his body. After he had finished his obituary of Brathenberg, Karen had returned home from some meetings at the school. They had sat for a long time talking about where they were going to live in three weeks’ time. In a way, it was fine that they had been snatched out of Jonathan’s claws. It was untenable having to rent from a son-in-law whom neither of them – and especially not Ulrik – could endure. But three weeks to find a new home in Copenhagen, when into the bargain you had no money, was a challenge, to use the language of modern management. In ordinary Danish, it was a massive problem. They had neither a solution nor a plan.

         Torp’s thoughts went to his morning shopping. The far-too-small inner pocket of his jacket had compressed the damp cinnamon swirl into a lump; he stuffed it into his mouth and rinsed it down with Axel’s coffee. The Daily News wasn’t entirely crisp enough to thumb through either, but he managed to get to the page with Brathenberg’s obituary without destroying the newspaper.

         Enevoldsen: He was one of the greats, preached the headline. The obituary filled the entire page except for the column furthest right, which was devoted to comments from several political leaders, both current and former, with the Liberal Prime Minister, Palle Enevoldsen, as the most prominent. Lindskov had done a great job. Torp lingered a bit over the sentences he had written the evening before. There was of course no byline on the obituary. A small dn at the end of the article showed that it was one of the Daily News’s anonymous heroes who had been sitting at the keyboard. Lindskov would probably be criticised, thought Torp, for not having put his own name on the obituary as the editor responsible, or for not having had one of the paper’s heavyweight correspondents write it in advance. Torp quickly lost interest in his own article and flipped with a little difficulty through the damp pages to an article containing an interview with Kirsten Rolighed, the Liberals’ political spokesperson. She used her angelic formulations to sharpen the tone not only in relation to the opposition but also in relation to her party chairman, the Prime Minister, and government policy. Torp noted that the article had been written by Simon, the talented intern he had worked with for a short period in the autumn. So, he had saved his skin at the Daily News after all.

         “There’s no timidity about her.”

         Axel poured more coffee for Torp and nodded down at the article and the large picture of Rolighed, an archive picture from the previous summer, where she was standing in the garden of her summer house in Hornbæk, in the process of hoisting Dannebrog, the Danish national flag.

         Rolighed: I fight for Denmark, the headline guaranteed. This explained the Dannebrog image from the archive. It was only possible to take such an idyllic summer photo at this latitude a few days each year.

         “When she says she fights for Denmark, she must be of the opinion that some people don’t. Otherwise, it makes no sense,” remarked Axel, going out into the kitchen with the empty coffee pot to brew more. It had become an unspoken rule that it was his job when he was in the office.

         Torp skimmed through the article.

         As a politician, one has one and only one task – to fight for your homeland, especially when it is under pressure, as we experience it currently. I am more than willing to give overseas aid, but only when we have our own house in order. And we don’t at the moment, stated Kirsten Rolighed.

         The outer two columns to the right were devoted to an analysis by the Daily News’s political editor, Malene Astrup. Here was what the political spokesperson was saying ‘in reality’ in the interview. That it was – yet another – warning to party chairman Palle Enevoldsen to either get himself together as Prime Minister or throw away the keys. No one believed he would sit out the entire period anyway.

         “Who isn’t fighting for Denmark, in her opinion?”

         Crabby was reading over Torp’s shoulder. It wasn’t every day they had a print newspaper in the office. Torp looked up at Crabby’s red eyes. The fired family father from Vanløse suffered from insomnia. It was presumably a combination of small children and big financial problems. Just that morning, his fellow office sharers had heard him almost begging on the phone. Crabby himself thought he had a good story, but the newspapers’ previously swelling freelance budgets had been reset to almost zero.

         “It’s a kick in the teeth for Palle Enevoldsen. He is becoming increasingly alone in his parliamentary group – his authority is weakening bit by bit,” explained Torp.

         “Why’s that?”

         “He was once a modern politician.”

         “What happened?”

         “I guess he couldn’t keep it up. It happens to most top politicians, you know. They die ugly.”

         “Apart from Brathenberg,” said Axel, joining the group in the passage and self-medicating with coffee.

         “Yes,” said Torp, “apart from Brathenberg.”

         They looked knowingly at each other.

         “And what about her?” said Axel, pointing at the picture of Kirsten Rolighed with Dannebrog and looking down at Torp.

         “She’s likeable. Don’t you think so?”

         Both Axel and Crabby nodded.

         “She hasn’t been in Parliament very long,” continued Torp, “she has a business career, she’s quick-witted. She doesn’t sound like a politician.”

         “And that’s an advantage?”

         “You know that as well as I do, Axel. That’s what it’s come down to.”

         Both were aware of the rumours that Kirsten Rolighed had rejected a minor ministry when Enevoldsen had formed a new government in the autumn. Instead, she had become her party’s political spokesperson and for the past six months had used the platform to give her input in several of the areas that were actually a party leader’s and prime minister’s prerogative; namely, the right to independently determine the party’s strategy and parliamentary wishes. She was always so well prepared that it was difficult to criticise her precisely for violating the line she was clearly violating. She could do it because she was good at it, and because a majority in the Liberal parliamentary group was alternately tired of and concerned about Palle Enevoldsen’s lack of political results.

         A little ping from Torp’s computer announced that an email had come in. It was Erik, the obituary pusher, who thanked him for the two medium obituaries and the small stingy one. All was well. And now there was a special order for a large obituary for a man who hadn’t even died yet, but had just been admitted to a hospice. Erling Jensen, long-time Member of Parliament for the Liberals, one of the grey, second-rank politicians that the people’s government couldn’t do without; a water carrier who had never become a minister, but who could handle any negotiations until late at night in the Ministry of Labour without making mistakes and always keeping a sure eye on the issues and the party’s interests. Erling Jensen was eighty-eight years old and wouldn’t turn eighty-nine. His mind was still sharp, but he only had a few weeks left to live. It was a wish, both from the man himself and his family, that Torp should write an obituary so that it was ready. Torp felt the warmth spreading through his body. Erling Jensen was one of the first politicians he had had a confidential relationship with when he started at the Daily News’s Christiansborg editorial office thirty years ago. Erling Jensen rarely spoke badly about anyone from the other parties and, even more remarkably, never spoke badly about his own party colleagues. Nevertheless, he became an invaluable source for Torp to ensure that he didn’t write anything incorrect. With warm West Zealand understatement, he was able to give Torp warnings without revealing too much.

         “What you say there, Torp, isn’t necessarily completely true.”

         Then Torp knew he had completely misunderstood the issue. Never, as in never, had Erling Jensen abused Torp’s trust. The wish that he should write the obituary was, for Torp, proof that the trust hadn’t been abused or misunderstood in the other direction either.

         Torp was to visit Erling Jensen at the hospice as soon as possible, as his son had put it without sentimentality. It was crucial and an express wish of his father. Torp could then contact the family afterwards.

         Torp replied immediately that he would do what was requested. He was, in fact, looking forward to it.
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