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            List of characters
   

         

         Aksel Bruun

         73 years old. Member of the Danish Parliament for 32 years. Leader of the Democratic Party for 21 years. Former Foreign Secretary. Married to Hanne Bruun, a 62-year-old child psychiatrist. Together they have a son, Lars Bruun.

          
   

         Erik Pingel

         46 years old. Member of the Danish Parliament for 20 years. Former minister and currently the ambitious parliamentary group chairman for the Democrats.

          
   

         Sven Gunnar Kjeldsen

         52 years old. Member of the Danish Parliament for 14 years. Ambitious political spokesman for the Democrats.

          
   

         Peder Schou

         44 years old. powerful chief of staff for the Democratic Party for eight years. Loyal supporter of Erik Pingel.

          
   

         Hans-Erik Kolt

         33 years old. Member of the Danish Parliament for three years. Energetic supporter of Sven Gunnar Kjeldsen.

          
   

         Torben Stenman

         35 years old. Successful businessman with close ties to the Democratic Party. Supporter of Erik Pingel and himself.

          
   

         Herdis

         Elderly Member of the Danish Parliament. Former Minister of Culture. Private friend of Aksel and Hanne Bruun. Supporter of Sven Gunnar Kjeldsen.

          
   

         Svenningsen

         Elderly Member of the Danish Parliament. Interested in minor as well as major matters.

          
   

         Inger

         Sven Gunnar Kjeldsen’s elderly secretary.

          
   

         Bente

         Erik Pingel’s young secretary.

          
   

         Ulrik Torp

         36 years old. Head of the Daily News’ political editorial office at the Palace of Christiansborg, a.k.a. Borgen, which houses the Danish Parliament. Married to Karen.

          
   

         Jan

         22 years old. Journalist intern at the Daily News’ political editorial office at Christiansborg. Soon to resume his studies at the School of Journalism.

          
   

         Erhardsen

         In his mid-50s. Editor-in-Chief of the Daily News newspaper.

          
   

         Willatzen

         In his mid-50s. Experienced and slightly old-fashioned news editor at the Daily News.

          
   

         Oluf Hansen

         43 years old, head of the Express tabloid’s political editorial office at Christiansborg. Enjoys being a political commentator on TV.

          
   

         Pia Baggesen

         35 years old. Political journalist on TVNews. Enjoys standing in front of the camera.

         Additional characters include a Member of Parliament from Thyborøn or Copenhagen, old Finn, a retired priest, and many more.

      

   


   
      
         
            Ace
   

         

         Even though it was a Monday and a day off for representative government, the Greenland Room at Christiansborg was full of journalists.

         At one end of the room, centrally located off the lobby between the parliamentary chamber and the former Upper House chamber, stood a table and a chair. This is where it was going to take place. The luckiest of them had found a chair to sit on. Most of them were either standing or were sitting on the tables along one wall. There was a lot of chatter.

         Do you know what this is all about?

         That was an uncouth bulletin you wrote last night.

         If you can wait until after nine, I can join you.

         No, we haven’t bought the house yet – I think it’s too expensive.

         You have a hangover too?

         My goodness, that hairstyle really suits you.

         If there’s nothing in this, I’ll have time to pick up the kids.

         When does it start?

         On the table lay a pile of small tape recorders. Not far away were the owners – ready to turn them on at the arrival of the main person.

         It was 4 p.m. According to the latest update from Ritzau, the press conference should be starting now. A woman pushed herself through the crowd. Under her arm, she had a large ghetto blaster, which she placed on the far left-hand side of the table. Then she left again.

         The Greenland Room was treading water.

         A couple of technicians made minor adjustments to their lighting set-up. Three floodlights threw a bright light on the table. The photographers checked their equipment. No screw-ups now!

         Then a murmur started, followed by a shout outside.

         The main person was on his way in. Smiling, he pushed his way through the throng.

         He sat at the table, bathed in the floodlights. The journalists jostled as they thrust forward to turn on their tape recorders.

         “All right everybody,” said the man at the table. “Thank you for coming. For my part, this won’t be a long press conference. I only have a brief statement to make.”

         He took a rhetorical pause.

         “After careful consideration, I have decided that I no longer wish to take up the post of chairman of the Democratic Party. The decision hasn’t been easy. For most of my life, the political leadership of the Democrats has been a goal I have sought fervently. I thought – and I still do – that I would be able to make a difference for the better. But for many reasons that I don’t wish to go into detail about now, I have decided not to stand. The decision is final and has been made by me alone. I would like to take this opportunity to thank everyone who has supported me. It’s possible that they will now be disappointed, but no one is indispensable in politics. If you start thinking that about yourself, then you’re either a prisoner of your own desire for power or have ascended so high that you are in any case unsuitable as a politician. And with that, I would like to end this – for my part – brief press conference.”

         The main character looked around. The TV journalists, in particular, stumbled over each other’s questions.

         “No! No questions. Or… well… that’s not for me to decide. But there will be no answers. The only thing I want to add is that this morning I received something in the post that you should have the opportunity to hear.”

         Then he took a cassette tape out of his inside pocket and put it in the ghetto blaster.

         “There’s only this one copy. I don’t know where it comes from. You can make of it what you will.”

         He pressed the play button and left the Greenland Room.

      

   


   
      
         
            Two
   

         

         If only there had been a red light in town. Or if only she had held it cautiously in fourth gear as she usually did and not changed up to fifth. If only they had had an extra cup of coffee that morning. If only they had taken the coast road. If only…

         But, as if it were predetermined, a jumble of chance happenings came together on this October morning. A gentle right-hand bend, a gust of wind, a slight wobble from the girl on the bike. A little too much speed. A little too forceful a “look out!” from her passenger. Everything came together as though part of an unusually cunning and evil plan. A second before or a second later and the borrowing of half a metre from the other lane wouldn’t have mattered. Then the truck would either have already passed or could have steered around them. But just at that second, just at that point on the bend, neither the driver of the car nor the truck driver had a chance.

          
   

         The front of the car crumpled like a concertina as the two vehicles collided. The left wing of the car and the engine were thrust forward under the pressure, crushing the driver’s legs, even though Japanese engineers had spent several years trying to prevent exactly that. The loud bang disturbed the peace on the road for less than a second. It doesn’t take longer than a second to wreck a car, kill a woman and injure a man. Even before the drizzle of shards of glass had fallen to the ground, the day was continuing, as if it had just been frozen solid for a brief moment. A crow uttered its hoarse cry. A moped dragged itself up over the hill on the horizon. Only the truck, which was braking to a halt a hundred metres further on, seemed worried. The reaction of the girl on the bicycle to what she first heard behind her and a second later saw as she turned her head hadn’t yet worked its way from her brain to her throat.

          
   

         The police were able to establish that the shocked truck driver had judged the situation correctly when he called the emergency centre on his mobile. The driver of the car – an elderly woman – had been killed on the spot by severe injuries to the head. The man in the passenger seat had at first glance got off easier. Even though one side of his face was a smear of blood, he was still alive. But he was unconscious, so nothing was certain.

         The undamaged licence plate quickly told police that the dead woman must be 62-year-old Hanne Bruun, a paediatrician specialising in psychiatry and married to a Member of Parliament, former minister and current leader of the Democratic Party, 73-year-old Aksel Bruun. Which meant the person that the rescue crew were struggling to free from the car had to be him. It was easier said than done. They spent several minutes working in vain to get the right-hand front door forced open. In the end, they cut the Japanese tin roof off the car with a plate cutter.

         The police constable tried to sound personally uninterested over the radio link as the duty officer passed on the significant result of the computer’s licence plate search.

         Further down the road, his partner was trying to comfort the girl on the bike. Colleagues from another police car were talking to the truck driver. None of them yet knew that the day’s work and a tragic accident had turned into a national event.

         “Will he survive?”

         The inquisitive voice of the duty officer crackled over the radio. It was clearly primarily personal and not professional curiosity that prompted him to ask.

         “How on earth am I supposed to know that?” replied the constable without really registering what either of them was saying.

         Thirty metres further down the road he could see that the rescue crew had finally managed to get the unconscious Aksel Bruun out of the car. No one was really paying attention to Hanne Bruun at this point. Right now, the most pressing matter was that of getting the injured person up onto the stretcher and into the ambulance.

         The ambulance swerved around the barrier and accelerated as fast as it could in the direction of Hillerød Hospital. There was no reason for sirens on the almost deserted country road, but just to emphasise the situation anyway, the driver switched on the blue flashing lights. Shortly afterwards, the medics had got Hanne Bruun up onto a stretcher and into the other ambulance.

         Unlike Aksel Bruun, Hanne Bruun left the gentle right-hand bend at a leisurely pace.

          
   

         Less than an hour after the collision, the Ritzau Bureau got the story. There was a time when the police at the station had found it annoying to be routinely deluged by journalists in the perpetual search for “some news”. Now the parties had become accustomed to the duty officer himself calling if there was some obvious “news”. That way, most people could be a little more relaxed about things. The system worked fine, not least because the police had gradually gained a pretty unerring sense of what counted as “some news” for the local radio, the weekly newspaper, the regional daily newspaper and the national media, respectively.

         On this Monday morning, two minutes after the Ritzau journalist had ended the conversation with the duty officer at the police station, the story came out on the internet as an urgent alert to editorial offices:

         Aksel Bruun suffers life-threatening injuries:

         The Chairman of the Democratic Party, Member of Parliament and former minister Aksel Bruun was seriously injured in a car accident on Monday morning. His wife, Hanne Bruun, was killed instantly, police in Hillerød inform. (More to follow).

         At this point, it was just a piece of digital news among those who were initiated and informed. But in six minutes, at ten o’clock, Radio News would ensure the sparse information was transmitted to a million Danes.

          
   

         At the Daily News’ Christiansborg editorial office, Ulrik Torp was sitting alone, flipping randomly through the Sunday papers, monitoring the competition. Did the other newspapers have something that the Daily News should have had? No, not this weekend, Torp assured himself. Perhaps just the Express’s continued serial about the young Member of Parliament for the Democrats, who claimed that, up until a month ago, she had spent the last four years sharing a one-and-a-half-room apartment with a girlfriend in her constituency in Thyborøn and hadn’t instead been living with her boyfriend in a five-roomer on Amager. The difference between the two addresses – over and above the location, her boyfriend, her furniture, the distance to work and social circle – was a tax-free 57,000 kroner a year in a special expenses allowance from Parliament.

         Sunday’s angle in the Express was based around anonymous information from the local grocery store in Thyborøn, claiming that the area’s MP hadn’t put anything resembling even a modest weekend household budget into the store. The article hardly made any difference and was merely an expression of the fact that the lunchtime tabloid was determined to keep the pot, and the MP, on the boil. But that story was about to lose steam.

         In Christiansborg’s corridors, few were in doubt about how the story of the two addresses added up. It had been written several times, but you couldn’t just keep running with it! For goodness’ sake, she wasn’t such an important politician anyway, even though most people thought she had got off unusually lightly by simply announcing that she was now moving in with her boyfriend and giving up the special allowance. Especially because she – as Torp knew – had been warned about the arrangement long ago. But it wasn’t the Daily News’ style to run personal campaigns, and Torp reminded himself to make this point in response to the fuss the editor-in-chief would make later that day about the Express’s Sunday exclusive. The Daily News’ Christiansborg editorial staff had backed off that story several weeks ago.

         For the fourth time that morning, he flipped through to his own page in the Sunday edition, enjoying the sight of his name above the article and savouring once again his intro about the scandal in the Ministry of Health:

         If the Minister of Health were a horse, she would have been slaughtered by now.

         Who knows, maybe she was a horse after all? In any case, all the media were well on their way with preparations to carve up the carcass after the Daily News had revealed last week that the Minister, via her department head, had asked two civil servants to spin the waiting list statistics so that they would look better. I wonder if she’ll survive the week, thought Torp, not caring either way, when he was interrupted by the phone.

         “Torp! Willatzen. Have you seen Ritzau?”

         The voice of the news editor over at the central editorial office less than 1,000 metres from Christiansborg came down the line. With Willatzen, there was no difference in his tone of voice, whether he was conversing, commanding, asking, or explaining. Everything was delivered in the same tone and rhythm as the news updates Willatzen had written in his journalistic youth at Ritzau. Maybe he also talked to his wife the same way?

         “It’s Monday. It’s not even ten o’clock.”

         Torp glanced over at the computer screen that had been switched off since he finished his horse-butcher article on Friday night.

         “Aksel Bruun has been in a car accident. His wife is dead. It looks like he’s going to die too. Meeting at eleven. Get moving!”

         Willatzen was neither angry nor agitated. He was just at work. He also knew that Ulrik Torp, with his twelve years of journalistic experience, of which the last four at Christiansborg, didn’t need any lessons in how such information should be tackled: report on the accident, witnesses, details; description of his condition; obituary on his wife; statements from relatives, friends and enemies – also from way back when – all this could be taken care of by the home news editorial staff. Who was the last politician to speak to him? Obituary ready just in case he died immediately before the deadline. Otherwise, portrait; political comments; political consequences – who should take the helm of the Democratic Party?

         Torp could almost see the evening’s finished newspaper pages in front of him, while he turned on the computer and asked the telephone ladies at the Daily News to get hold of the three other political reporters and the intern, who under his leadership formed the newspaper’s political editorial staff. Yes, they should come right away!

          
   

         Aksel Bruun had been synonymous with the Democratic Party for as long as most people could remember. He had been in the Danish Parliament for thirty-two years, the last twenty-one as his party’s undisputed leader. He wasn’t what Christiansborg understood as a typical party leader. Ownership of a political party requires total sacrifice and brutality. Aksel Bruun neither cultivated nor desired any of that. Sacrifice required an investment of time that he was unwilling to give. Even as a young man, he was often in a hurry to get home to “Hanne”, as she was named and therefore logically enough also called by all friends, party colleagues, enemies, and the media. The brutality loved by many people in power didn’t appeal to him at all. On the contrary, he could be indulgent; give people extra chances. He had no need to bulldoze his peers at group meetings just to show the others what could happen to them. Bollockings almost always took place one-to-one behind closed doors. And if others got wind of them, it wasn’t from Aksel Bruun.

         Contradictions in moderation were permitted; all the group members knew that. Aksel Bruun enjoyed meeting a qualified challenger, just as long as it was accepted that he could draw the line at any time. This was far from a frequent occurrence. He often left others to draw conclusions, and outsiders initially perceived his openness as an expression of an aversion to conflict, indecisiveness, or a desire for a joint decision-making process. But that was by no means the case; the party knew that.

         As party chairman, Aksel Bruun was occasionally put in situations where there was no alternative to brutality, and then he didn’t hesitate. On such occasions, it was as if his normal, slightly exaggerated openness turned into an excessive vehemence, as if psychologically he needed to fulfil the quota of brutality that any party leader must have in stock in order to function; a quota he didn’t squander away in small daily doses but used up a few times in his life.

         As such, when it finally happened, the brutality came in such violent quantities – even by Christiansborg standards – and with such force that most people at the palace – friends, enemies, journalists, cleaning ladies, canteen staff and guards – gasped for breath. Many still remembered how nine years earlier Aksel Bruun had ended the political career of his best friend and comrade-in-arms on live television. This had been preceded by several days of press coverage of the party’s business policy spokesman Bo Hartmann, who had been speculating in currency to compensate for the losses he had suffered at his company. It had been going well for a while, but when the international currency system suddenly crashed, Bo Hartmann lost all his fortune in a few days. Two hundred and forty employees in his company lost their jobs; all because of a crazy – even in the opinion of the most liberal backstreet money changers – gamble in currency.

         When it came out, the debate about Hartmann’s role raged in the media for two days. The debate centred on whether he could remain in office as business policy spokesman, as well as what the friend from his youth, party leader Aksel Bruun, would think. No one doubted that Bo Hartmann’s high standing with the party leader and an otherwise immaculate political career would save his political life. The question was only of how scathed his reputation would emerge.

         For two days, Bo Hartmann tried in vain to get hold of Aksel Bruun. The matter wasn’t addressed with even a single word at group meetings. Aksel Bruun didn’t deign to give Bo Hartmann so much as a sideways glance. Every attempt at personal contact was ignored, along with the phone messages. All attempts by journalists to extract a position from him were kindly, but firmly, rejected on the daily eighty-metre walk between the group room and his office.

         Everyone – Bo Hartmann, group members, the party, Christiansborg and the public – was waiting for the verdict from Aksel Bruun.

         It came on the third day in a live bulletin on TVNews. The Democratic Party had an evening group meeting, and all the media were waiting patiently outside the group room, not because it was thought that the evening’s group meeting would provide clarification, but because at some point Aksel Bruun had to react, and then it would be a disaster not to be present. All the media were therefore keeping a close eye on each other in those days. The clarification was certain to arrive in the coming days, and, regardless of the result, it would be a good story. Hartmann would either be demoted in the group, in which case a political obituary could be written, or nothing special would happen to him, in which case a critical article could be written about whether especially strict moral requirements applied to politicians and why that didn’t include the Democratic Party. The lunchtime tabloids would be satisfied with a story of outrage.

         When the doors were flung open and Aksel Bruun was the first to come out of the group room and remain standing there without other members trying to leave, everyone knew that judgement was about to be pronounced.

         TVNews’ journalist was almost levitating with excitement. Aksel Bruun came out right in the middle of the broadcast. A quarter of an hour later and the story would have ended up live on their competitor’s news broadcast. Now it came “directly from Pia Baggesen at Christiansborg”:

         “I have just informed the group, and thereby also Bo Hartmann, about the political consequences of a number of foreign exchange transactions, which you have all been discussing so intently in recent days. I have informed them that if he hasn’t resigned from the parliamentary group before the group meeting tomorrow morning at ten o’clock, he will be excluded from both the group and the party. Most of all, I would prefer that he left Parliament, but that is of course entirely up to him. What Bo Hartmann has done cannot be described as illegal. But it is wrong!”

         “Has Hartmann said he will step down?”

         Pia Baggesen felt an effervescent sensation throughout her body. She was 26 years old, had just completed her education at the School of Journalism, had a temporary position at TVNews and was now exactly where she needed to be: in the limelight, live and with the opportunity for both doing pieces to camera and permanent employment.

         “Bo Hartmann didn’t express his view of the situation at the group meeting. Nor was that on the agenda. But I take it for granted, of course, that he will follow my advice.”

         “Is this matter damaging for the Democratic Party?”

         “I have no further comment.”

         Under a barrage of unanswered questions, Aksel Bruun pushed his way through the crowd. At that moment, the others from the Democratic parliamentary group elbowed their way out of the group room. When Bo Hartmann’s harried face could be glimpsed in the doorway, the fourth estate swung into overdrive. The controllers of democracy pushed, shouted, shoved and squeezed their way forward. A photographer, who, having learned from previous experience, had brought a small stepladder with him to get the right picture, toppled over, but no one paid him any attention. Pia Baggesen, who usually found room for her pretty elbows, became the filling in the sandwich between the Daily News and the Express. Like a child who disappears in a matter of moments from her parents at the Tivoli Gardens, she lost eye contact with her camera crew. Tears welled up in her eyes in recognition of the fact that the first piece to camera of her career had slipped away from her.

         Several of the Democrats were now forming a protective ring around Bo Hartmann. Miraculously, he slipped off down the corridor to the ever-rolling elevators which run unaffected, continuously up and down, no matter what happens at Christiansborg.

         All that remained was for the studio presenter to say thank you to Pia Baggesen from Christiansborg and promise a follow-up. That was of course better than nothing.

          
   

         The follow-up came the next morning, when Hartmann announced in writing that he was resigning as a Member of Parliament. Two days later, he took his own life.

         Aksel Bruun had never made any comment about the tragedy. The following year, the Democratic Party entered into a government coalition. The country’s new Foreign Secretary read in a colourful weekly magazine immediately afterwards that he had just finished a diet. He had lost sixteen kilos in just ten months and was now, with his 86 kilos distributed over his 185 centimetres, close to the ideal weight, wrote the magazine, which could also report that the Foreign Secretary’s wife was excited about her “new” husband. Only Hanne Bruun knew that her husband would never in his life dream of going on a diet.

          
   

         His time as Foreign Secretary should have been Aksel Bruun’s political zenith. It was, instead, three years of hard work. The coalition of governing parties was more a marriage of convenience than love. Gradually, the parties began sleeping on their sofas, when they weren’t snarling at each other, as the daily press put it. Eventually, Aksel Bruun announced that the Democratic Party was leaving the government but would still support it. By then, the government was in fact dead; that was well known. The following year, the opposition took over the ministerial cars.

         In the five years that had passed since then, Aksel Bruun had relinquished more and more of his direct influence in the party. He was still the leader. He could still draw the bottom line at any time, but he did it progressively less often. Instead, he let the party’s political spokesman, Sven Gunnar Kjeldsen, and the group chairman, Erik Pingel, run the store. One of these two would be his successor, Aksel Bruun had decided. A noble competition would decide which one.

          
   

         “Kjeldsen or Pingel?”

         The editor-in-chief had begun the meeting on the stroke of eleven by explaining that sixteen columns had been set aside for the coverage, plus the front page of the following day’s edition. But this was Willatzen, who was impatient and, as always, already a step ahead of the agenda. Whether Aksel Bruun survived or not, he was finished as leader.

         “Kjeldsen or Pingel?” repeated Willatzen, without looking directly at anyone.

         Even though there was a news editor, a chief photographer, a photographer, a graphic designer, two sub-editors, four political journalists, two reportage journalists, two interns and an editor-in-chief around the conference table in the Daily News’ meeting room, Ulrik Torp knew very well who the question was addressed to.

         “To put it squarely and in as many sentences: Kjeldsen is the most popular in the parliamentary group. Pingel is the most popular in the party organisation. If the decision has to be made now, it will be Kjeldsen. Pingel will do everything to postpone the decision.”

         Torp leaned back, rather impressed with himself. He hadn’t formulated the situation so clearly until now. But as he listened to himself speak, he was convinced that this was how it all fitted together.

         “Is there anything new on Ritzau about Bruun?”

         Willatzen made no comment on Torp’s analysis. So that meant he was both satisfied and in agreement. The news editor hated these meetings. It was, in his view, a waste of time to gather people around a conference table when they might just as well be told directly from him what needed doing. In Willatzen’s worldview, these meetings were only held in honour of the company cars – a term he consistently used about the fleet of bosses that every modern newspaper publishing house thought was necessary to produce a newspaper. There were only three of them present today, so there had to be a limit on how long one let the charade continue. It was clear that Willatzen was eager to get going, and this meeting, in his opinion, certainly didn’t belong to the concept of “getting going”.

         Torp partly agreed with him, but only partly. Willatzen was old-fashioned. A fantastic newspaperman but disastrous at passing on his experience. He came from a time when a newspaper was the work of a few people. An editor-in-chief at the top, a pupil at the bottom and some journalism in the middle. Today, newspaper production was a complicated affair, where design, marketing, distribution, and alliances were stealing management’s focus away from the actual journalism. Conversely, the result – the finished newspaper – was today of far higher quality than it had ever been. It was well-arranged, critical, informative, analytical, and considerably better written than retired journalists liked to admit. When you took the best of Willatzen’s world and mixed it with the present, it couldn’t get much better. The problem was that there simply weren’t very many Willatzens left, thought Torp, looking lovingly at the news editor’s ever-restless face, his broad nose, and the incredible growth of hair that protruded from both his nostrils and ears in the same greyish-black colour as the messy haystack on top and the bushy monobrow. If he had been vain, the hair growth would have cost him a fortune in hairdressing bills and razor blades. But Willatzen wasn’t. He was impatient.

         “Ritzau. Bruun!”

         The youngest sub-editor waved some short news updates.

         “This one came in at 10:58. Bruun is in a coma and has been transferred to Rigshospitalet. Between the lines, it suggests that he is dying. Pingel made a statement at 10:45. Let me see… here it is. I am totally horrified by this accident. Hanne Bruun wasn’t just a warm person and an excellent child psychiatrist. She was also an invaluable support for Aksel Bruun and an inspiration for the Democratic Party. My thoughts go to their son and grandchildren who…”

         Willatzen interrupted the sub-editor, who was about to embark on a not-very-successful attempt to parody the Queen’s annual address to the nation.

         “He’s certainly not wasting any time, that Pingel.”

         For the sake of the company cars, Willatzen let the discussion undulate across the conference table for about twenty minutes. Everyone knew that the biggest car had a meeting with the lead writers at 11:30, followed by lunch. From 11:28, they would be pretty much free to produce a newspaper in peace all afternoon. It was therefore important not to lock oneself in too tightly before then.

         “We’re covered on the accident and the hospital. Bjarne and Lars have left with the photographers. But TV and radio are running that angle all day. We can’t settle for that early tomorrow. We MUST move on. At least on the front page. We must have the answer to who will be the new leader of the party. And that’s your job, Torp.”

         Willatzen glanced up at the clock to the left of the door. 11:27.

         “There’s the possibility that no one knows which of the two it’s going to be,” objected the youngest sub-editor.

         “Yes, but then they can find out by reading the Daily News,” was the cheerful response from Erhardsen, the largest company car in the room, the second largest in the building. “It looks like you’re on top of it,” he said and slapped himself on the thighs with feigned bonhomie. “So, let’s show that we can beat the other newspapers by several lengths. Great work, lads!” continued the editor-in-chief, getting up, striding out of the room and closing the door behind him.

         “I dare say that was a pep talk,” muttered the chief photographer, whereupon the whole table erupted with laughter.

         Even Willatzen.

          
   

         Chief of staff Peder Schou was squirming in his chair. It was rare that he felt entitled to reprimand the group chairman. But for the previous two hours his mobile, that only Schou and a few others knew the number of, had been switched to the answering machine. The 152-gram phone in Erik Pingel’s inside pocket was the party’s answer to the Cold War’s red phone hotline between the Kremlin and the White House. It should always be possible to get hold of the group chairman, no matter what. That was the deal. But despite calling every five minutes, almost two hours had passed since Pingel had last answered his phone. And it wasn’t the first time, as Peder Schou pointed out in a cautiously reproachful tone, while discussing the accident.

         “Oh, for goodness’ sake. Will he survive?”

         “I don’t know any more than Ritzau. The last update about Aksel is from half an hour ago. At that point, he was in a coma, but they are suggesting he will die. Lars Bruun is at the hospital. I’ve left a message for him to call.”

         “Lars?”

         “Aksel’s son.”

         “I’m coming in right away. Would you mind cobbling something together – that I’m saddened by the news, a big loss for the party along with Hanne, thoughts go to the family, and stuff like that, and then send it down to Ritzau?”

         “You did that three-quarters of an hour ago.”

         “Good! I’ll be there in half an hour.”

         Schou hung up. Pingel folded his mobile. Eight years of very close collaboration had taught them when a conversation was over, and that banal courtesies like thank you, goodbye, and good morning were conversational formalities that they couldn’t be bothered to waste their time on. They also owed each other so much that, once they started, they would have to walk around thanking each other all day long. Schou, however, was never in any doubt that he owed Pingel the most. And, if he should ever forget, Pingel rarely neglected an opportunity to – extremely discreetly, often just with a small glance – make him aware of it.

         Peder Schou stubbed out the ninth of today’s sixty cigarettes. He knew for sure that it was number nine. All but two of the dog-ends were lying in his big ashtray. The chief of staff had a finicky habit of dividing the ashtray into two halves. In one half, as the day progressed, he flicked the ash into an increasingly large pyramid-shaped pile. In the other half, he put the filters, which were always smoked all the way to the bottom. They were laid out like a firewood stack in dead straight rows. Twelve at the bottom. The first two cigarettes of the day were lying on the Helsingør motorway. The last two of the day would usually end up there too as he drove home to his house in Hørsholm late in the evening to go straight to bed. He had been married up until a few years ago. The divorce had been undramatic and dispassionate. It hadn’t changed anything in his life; they had no children, and financially he could easily stay living in the villa. Apart from the sixty cigarettes, Schou’s gangly body required just a few litres of coffee, some bread and cheese, two open sandwiches and a quite small quantity of exclusive food in the evening, usually at a restaurant in town. He didn’t consider it a luxury, barely thinking about what it cost. Schou couldn’t remember when he had last paid for a dinner in town. That part of life was also managed by the party’s Diners Club card. He knew he was unhealthy for a 44-year-old. He knew he needed to gain at least ten kilos just to be close to a normal weight. He also knew he had got used to being indifferent towards it.

         The phone rang.

         “Peder Schou.”

         When he picked up the phone, he fired off his name as if it were a short machine gun salvo. “Peder” almost disappeared in his tongue. “Schou” came out hard between his thin lips and with a what-the-fuck-do-you-want tone that signalled eight years of too many phone calls from people, almost all of whom wanted to know something or be given permission for something.

         “Pia Baggesen, TVNews. Hi Peder.”

         “Hi Pia.”

         “What a mess, huh?”

         “You can say that again.”

         “What’s happening?”

         “I know nothing. I’ve just talked to Erik. He’s on his way in.”

         “Can we take some pictures of him when he arrives? Out by the parking lot, for example?”

         “Well… I guess you can.”

         Peder Schou assessed the situation in a split second. Good or bad idea?

         Good. Then, definitely good.

         “I’ll clear it with him. It’ll take about half an hour.”

         “What about the group meeting?”

         “It probably won’t be before tomorrow morning as planned. I don’t know a hundred per cent, but it would be preferable if you didn’t interview Erik about it when you catch him. I mean… your piece should be about the shock of the accident. The hope that Aksel will survive, and stuff like that.”

         “Yes, of course. Understood.”

         “We’ll work something out about the group meeting later, but you shouldn’t be expecting us to do anything formally until tomorrow.”

         “How are you taking it?”

         “What do you mean?”

         “Well, with Aksel and his wife and everything.”

         “Oh, you know. We’re shocked of course. Aksel was okay. He really was. Or is. After all, he isn’t dead. Yet. Birthe, my secretary, is sitting out in the front office sobbing a little. But you shouldn’t take that too seriously. She cries when a housewife wins a Volkswagen on the Wheel of Fortune. But it’s a mess. A real fucking mess.”

         “It certainly is. Talk to you later. Thanks for the help with Erik.”

         “You’re welcome. Shall I ask him to park first on the right in the courtyard? So you can be standing with the camera in the right place?”

         “That would be great. Thanks a lot, Peder. Bye.”

         Schou lit a cigarette and immediately called Erik Pingel. He was still on the motorway, would be there in fifteen minutes and would remember to turn right towards Pia Baggesen, her camera crew and the Danish TV viewers when he drove into the courtyard.

         Pia Baggesen!

         Schou could picture her in front of him. Running purposefully from the TVNews editorial office on the second floor, down the stairs, the echo from her sharp heels against the marble steps, the cameraman with the equipment the usual six to eight steps behind.

         They had started at Christiansborg almost at the same time. She had got a permanent position at TVNews after having been a temporary worker for some time. If she had been less pretty, or a man, people wouldn’t have described her, a little critically, as ambitious. Then she would just have been doing her job. But when you are, if not classically beautiful, but pretty, thirty-five years old, lacking both children and a husband, and wrapped up in your job in a traditionally male world like Christiansborg, then you are ambitious in a slightly suspect way. At least, that’s what many people thought. Peder Schou liked her. She was talented, quick and didn’t mind passing on a good story when both benefited from it.

         Now, for example, she would get some good pictures all to herself: the group chairman of the Democratic Party on his way to Christiansborg after hearing the news of the terrible accident. Then a million viewers would get the impression that it was Erik Pingel who was expressing the party’s grief and was the unifying force. Perhaps Pia Baggesen would say in a voiceover accompanied by a picture of a serious Erik Pingel something about him being the party’s probable future leader if Aksel Bruun didn’t survive.

         No, that would be almost too much to hope for. The phone rang again.

         “Peder Schou.”

         “Ivan Pedersen. Hi, Peder.”

         “Hello, Ivan.”

         “This is really terrible,” began Ivan Pedersen, the party’s constituency chairman in Hobro. He was about to embark on a lengthy conversation about life, death and politics with the chief of staff with whom he had had such a good chat at the candidate course three months earlier.

         “Yes, we’re a bit shaken.”

         Schou switched on his experienced and never-failing automatic pilot. There were noes and yeses in the right places. He couldn’t just slam the phone down or say he didn’t have time. Hobro was his entrance to the delegates in North Jutland County. It meant a lot of votes at a national convention and two votes in the management committee. Four or five minutes should be enough. He let his party colleague talk while he kept an eye on his Rolex watch. Everyone thought it was fake, to his infinite annoyance. At the fourth minute and in a very small opening in the flow of speech, Schou went into action.

         “Yes, we’re all very shocked over here.”

         Schou fiddled with his mobile with one hand. Eight familiar digits were keyed in. His second telephone on the large, orderly mahogany desk, which had been owned by the party since the 1920s, began ringing, as it should. The table had belonged to a childless consul, who had left the party everything.

         “Ivan. I have to run. My other phone’s ringing. It’s probably the hospital. We’ll talk again.”

         “I might be coming to Copenhagen in three days’ time. I’ll look you up,” replied the district chairman from Hobro. The tempo and tone of his voice were those of a man clinging with the tips of his fingers to the edge of a boat, knowing well that in a few seconds he would slip down into the darkness. The water had started running into his nose; he coughed after swallowing the first mouthful of seawater. At the same time, the voice expressed gratitude for having lived as long as he had.

         “Thursday, maybe?”

         “Yes, by all means. Goodbye, Ivan,” said Schou, plunging the constituency chairman’s head underwater and holding it there.

         The chief of staff folded his mobile so that his other phone would stop ringing, jerked himself to his feet, and stepped out into the front office.

         “What the hell are you thinking, putting the local nutters through to me now? Try using your head just a little bit for once. Get me some fresh coffee and some food from Brydesen’s. Now!”

         Like a whipped dog, the secretary got up and obeyed.

          
   

         “First and foremost, it was a terrible accident and an awful loss for Aksel’s and Hanne’s son, Lars Bruun, and his family. My thoughts go out to them. It’s also a big loss for me. I knew Hanne as a life-affirming and distinguished woman. Privately, she was her husband’s and the party’s biggest critic, and we couldn’t have managed without her. Unfortunately, we will now have to. Our hope is simply that Aksel Bruun won’t be torn away from us too. He is a pillar of common sense and strength. He will not only be missed by the Democratic Party but Danish politics as a whole. Personally, I simply can’t imagine Christiansborg without him.”

         Erik Pingel stood in the parking lot in the courtyard. The wind was swirling his slightly too long hair and it ended up in front of his glasses. The movement with the left hand into the hair and backwards, as Danes knew from many years of TV broadcasts, put it back in place. Pingel was as close to having a comb-over as was possible, without actually having one. Over the next few years, he would have to make a decision. Actually, it had already been made – by his wife. She accepted his heaviness and his round belly. But she wasn’t going to have a man with a comb-over. The voters presumably weren’t either, so the choice was pretty easy. Pingel, at the age of forty-six, was mentally preparing himself for a life as half-bald.

         “What happens next?”

         “What happens is that I go and sit up in my office and stare blankly into the air for a while. Because to be perfectly honest, this is almost unbearable.”

         Erik Pingel was clearly moved. His voice cracked a little as, his hair down in his eyes and his left hand on its way up, he turned to walk across the parking lot towards Christiansborg’s back stairs.

         The TV camera followed him all the way. Pia Baggesen had selflessly missed the certain opportunity for a piece to camera. Instead, she provided a voiceover to the pictures:

         “The Democratic Party is today in a state of shock after the tragic accident. The parliamentary group will not be meeting until tomorrow, Tuesday at 10 a.m., for an ordinary group meeting. If Aksel Bruun dies or is unable to return as party leader, a new one must be found. If that happens quickly, the most obvious candidate is thought to be Erik Pingel.”

         “Oh, what a load of rubbish!”

         Ulrik Torp was mainly shouting to himself. TVNews was running like background noise in the small office up under the roof at Christiansborg. The third-floor office with the sloping walls could accommodate three journalists. Five were sitting here. If it hadn’t been for the piles of old newspapers in front of the dormer window, there might well have been room for one more. And if it hadn’t been for the small round table with the short legs and the misplaced old armchair on a swivel base, which was only used for jackets and bags, the Daily News’ Christiansborg editorial office could have been quite spacious. Instead, it was shambolic and cramped. The rain drummed against the windowpanes, and there was a draught blowing through Borgen’s old window frames. Apart from the TV on the wall, there was only the sound of five hard-working keyboards to disturb Torp’s outburst. There was neither stress nor panic. All that was needed was some concentrated work on the total of ten columns, plus the front page about the Aksel Bruun accident, which the four political journalists and the intern were responsible for. They would certainly make it in time; also in a manner whereby the central editorial staff would receive the articles at a steady pace and not all at the last minute. It was 18:40. There was plenty of time.

         We have the Express’s political editor Oluf Hansen in the studio. So, Oluf Hansen, will the political landscape change if Aksel Bruun doesn’t return?

         “Idiot!” shouted Torp. He had a habit of commenting on everything he heard on television. His colleagues were paid to get used to it and had therefore done so. His wife, on the other hand, found it almost unbearable.

         The phone rang. Not the one common to the editorial staff, but Torp’s personal one. He could see on the display that it was Willatzen.

         “Yes!”

         “They’re saying on TV that Pingel is the most obvious if it goes quickly. You’ve written something else.”

         “Is it because Pia Baggesen gets paid more than I do that you believe her more?”

         “It’s because she’s prettier!”

         Torp wasn’t in the mood for remarks like that right now. He was so tired of everyone – not just readers, friends, family, his own wife, but now his bosses too – believing more in television than in newspapers.

         “You’re asking because Erhardsen has called, aren’t you?”

         “I don’t give a shit about Erhardsen,” Willatzen interrupted. “One million Danes will go to bed tonight believing that Pingel is the most obvious candidate. If we say the opposite early tomorrow morning, they’ll have a problem. What should they believe?”

         “They should believe me. I may not be right, but my analysis is a damned sight better qualified. Or are you starting to have doubts about that?” Torp was becoming offended.

         “No, you know I’m not,” Willatzen was under pressure, there was no doubt about that. “But couldn’t you just write in some reservations?”

         “There are always reservations in my analyses.”

         “Okay, but then make some more, for Christ’s sake.”

         “Then it all becomes trivial. Tell me, what’s going on there?”

         “Send a new version with more reservations.”

         Willatzen was almost apologetic as he hung up.

         Torp leaned back. Oluf Hansen, the Express’s political editor, was still trying to be clever on television.

         “We have to go all the way back to the 1960s to find a similar political situation,” he lectured.

         “Where did he get that from?” Torp aggressively hurled out into the room. “Hansen hadn’t even finished bloody secondary school in the sixties,” he said, ignoring the fact that he himself didn’t finish until the 1970s.

         Not one of his colleagues looked up. They were writing. Torp sat testily down at his computer with a handful of reservations to scatter throughout his political analysis in favour of Erik Pingel.

          
   

         “It is a bewildered parliamentary group that will, probably in a short amount of time, appoint Aksel Bruun’s successor as party chairman. For about twenty years, no one in the party has had to concern themselves with who was in charge, neither among the party delegates nor in the parliamentary group. Such a background leaves its mark on a party’s psyche and self-perception. The fights have been taking place in the second row, among the lieutenants. And although that struggle has sometimes been fierce, it hasn’t been a danger to the party. After all, Aksel Bruun was in charge! As such, the consequences of the sudden power vacuum caused by the accident involving 73-year-old Aksel Bruun are difficult to predict. If he dies, a new leader will need to be found immediately. If he survives, the awareness that he isn’t immortal after all will lie deep in the entire party. In any case, the focus will be on the lieutenants: the political spokesman, Sven Gunnar Kjeldsen, and the parliamentary group chairman, Erik Pingel…”

         Jan, the ambitious and rather talented journalism student, stopped his reading of his political editor’s analysis. He was in the habit of flipping through the stories by his qualified colleagues on the computer after the deadline. Not to learn anything about journalism, but rather because he was still so interested in politics that he couldn’t wait until morning to read the articles.

         “Weren’t you more incisive at the editorial meeting this morning?”

         Only he and Torp were left. The other three had been in a rush to get home. Two of them were supposed to have had this Monday off. All three had become fathers for the first time in the past year. They were going home with an eternally bad conscience to nappies and a tired wife. Torp’s two children were five and nine years old. But he could easily remember what it was like when they were really little.

         “The world is rarely as clear-cut as an editorial meeting seeks to convey,” said Torp, giving him short shrift. He didn’t want to have others involved in his little clash with Willatzen. “Besides, I got the sense from my sources this afternoon that the situation is a little more muddied than I thought this morning,” he lied. It sounded very believable. It could even be true. Perhaps it was a good thing that more reservations had been included in his analysis.

         Jan got up and fetched his coat, which was spread out on the old armchair in the middle of the floor.

         “Are you coming running tomorrow? A little trip around the lakes? Six kilometres?”

         The intern was teasing him. A few weeks ago, Torp had let himself be lured by arrogance and a guilty conscience. When he himself was an intern and twenty-two years old, he could sprint around those damned lakes as many times as it suited him. Fourteen years, fourteen kilos and twenty-five Princes a day later – which had quickly become Light, then Ultra Light and eventually nothing – he had been humiliated. He had been transformed into a mildly unhealthy, suburban husband who went off to work every day, picked up the children twice a week, mowed the lawn at the weekends and got drunk under controlled conditions once a month. Everything he had despised or, at best, looked down on when he was Jan’s age, he had become. It wasn’t until that day around the lakes that it had really dawned on him. To his own surprise, it didn’t bother him all that much. In fact, he thought it was a little funny that suddenly there was a generation gap between him and another human being, with whom he felt a lot of solidarity in spirit. Torp enjoyed cultivating a slightly uncle-like image towards the intern.

         “Why don’t we have a writing race instead,” he laughed.

         “Okay. I’ll go for a run on my own. See you tomorrow.”

         “Make sure you get here early. We’re going to be busy.”

         “Of course. Cheers.”

         Torp was alone. He had a half-full bottle of beer and liked the feeling of being almost alone at Christiansborg. It was getting on for half past ten. The rain was picking up and was being hurled in gusts against the windows by the wind. It was almost like a cave here under the roof at Christiansborg.

         The phone dragged him back. It was his direct number. It was probably Karen who wanted to hear when he was coming home.

         “Ulrik.”

         “Peder Schou. Sorry to disturb you.”

         “That’s okay.” Torp sat up straight in his chair.

         “Are you alone?”

         “Yes, you only get the privilege of being at work so bloody late if you’re the boss. What can I do for you, Peder? And by the way, I’m genuinely sorry about Aksel. I really liked him.”

         “Yes, we all do. No, I’m just calling to say that the group meeting tomorrow will be at twelve instead of ten o’clock.”

         “Oh yeah?”

         “It was just that, uhh…,” the chief of staff of the Democratic Party was reluctant to end the conversation, “what are you otherwise saying about it all? At the Daily News, that is.”

         “It’s going to leave its stamp on tomorrow’s edition, to put it mildly. I know there was talk about writing a leader on it. But they chose not to, because he isn’t dead. So officially, the paper hasn’t taken a stand on anything at all.”

         “I also meant like… generally speaking.”

         “Oh, right. Well, many of my colleagues are personally deeply affected. Er, yes – affected, at least. Moreover, I think many people in the whole country are, no matter where they stand politically. An author – I didn’t catch his name – said on the radio this afternoon that Aksel Bruun had become part of the national furniture. I’d have liked to have written that myself.”

         “Robert Madsen.”

         “What was that?”

         “Robert Madsen. The author with the national furniture. It was Robert Madsen,” Schou explained.

         The name didn’t mean anything to Torp, but he could very well be a semi-famous author anyway. The world of literature wasn’t his strong suit.

         “There will have to be a successor for him at some point,” Schou philosophised cautiously.

         “I have an analysis piece tomorrow saying it will probably be Kjeldsen or Pingel.”

         Torp didn’t formulate it as a question. He was disoriented and treading water a little with this conversation. They were used to talking to each other, often exchanging information, knowing and using each other very well professionally. The conversations were always specific. This one was not.

         “I suppose it will.”

         Torp was on the verge of erupting and asking what the hell the point of this conversation was. Something told him to let it be; to play along instead.

         “Do you see any other possibilities then?”

         “Me? No, no. I don’t. Not at all.”

         If the conversation had been an engine, it would have stalled now. Torp couldn’t be bothered to give it some choke. He also couldn’t be bothered to switch off the ignition. Schou had to do that.

         “That is to say,” sputtered the engine, “some people think that Svenningsen is the man.”

         Svenningsen at least gave the conversation some temporary fuel. Both knew that the name would have been guaranteed to come up among the suggestions during the day. Both of them also knew that it was Svenningsen himself who would have done it. And both knew that no one – except Svenningsen’s own constituency committee – would take it seriously. And that is exactly why he was allowed to do something like that without any consequences. Svenningsen was for some reason or other loved in and by his hometown, which saw a great political talent in him. At Christiansborg, he was tolerated based on the motto that eight thousand voters can very well be wrong. And that was something they had a constitutional democratic right to be over and over again.

         Torp didn’t just laugh dutifully at Schou’s remark. He could vividly imagine how Svenningsen now felt that the political top post was close. How he, like a conspiratorial fortune hunter, would “coincidentally” stand in the doorway of an office and offer himself as the compromise candidate. And how his fellow group members would keep a straight face and explain seriously that Svenningsen, as the heavy-duty politician that he was, had probably given too many friends in the party too many scratches to be able to be a compromise. And he could imagine how Svenningsen, after a little hesitation, would seize the analysis as a lifeline for himself, his wife, and his constituency committee.

         The laughter subsided. After a furious but short swing on the rev counter, the engine had stopped again. Torp let the conversation die.

         “But there is a lot of talk about them not daring to choose Kjeldsen,” said Schou almost off the cuff.

         “He may not be as well-liked among journalists as Pingel, but that shouldn’t make a difference.”

         “Yes and no, but that’s not what they’re thinking about. It’s more about the old days, you know.”

         “What old days?”

         “… it’s the old story about that time he had his own company and took the tax authorities for a ride and went to jail, you know.”

         “The tax authorities! What story is that?”

         “Don’t you know it? I thought most people knew about that. It may not be true either. What do I know? Maybe it’s nothing at all.”

         Torp was becoming curious.

         “Has he had a company?”

         “A little one, apparently. While he was studying. But it was finished after the verdict, I think. But that’s many years ago. Sort of. It probably means nothing today.” Schou was about to end the conversation.

         “Forget it, Ulrik. I shouldn’t even have mentioned it. Remember it’s twelve o’clock tomorrow. Say a big hello to Karen from me, won’t you?”

         “Yes, I will.”

         “It’s been a lousy day. Good night.”

         “Yes, good night,” said Torp, slightly disoriented, and slowly put down the phone.

         Schou was right. It had been a really lousy day.
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