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Proud to be labelled a Luddite, a breaker of machines,

I resist AI because lazy inquiry is not art,

and creativity should be applauded

and protected

—not stolen.
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At male fanden på væggen

 

A Danish saying translated as

To paint the Devil on the wall

 

meaning

to imagine or fear the worst.


 

 

A shepherd never forgets his sheep,

that run along the wild beat,

where the wolf lies in cover;

the ninety-nine must do their best

in the desert, and the dust;

the lost will he gather.

 

Author’s translation from

EN HYRDE GLEMMER FÅRET EJ

from

LUKE 15:1-10

LORENZ LORENZEN 1700

HANS ADOLPH BRORSON 1735

 

En hyrde glemmer fåret ej,

som løber på den vilde vej,

hvor ulven er at vente;

ni og halvfemsindstyve må

det, som det kan, i ørken gå;

det tabte vil han hente.


 

 

 

 

 

 

Only the mountain has lived long enough to listen objectively to the howl of the wolf.

 

― Aldo Leopold (1887-1948)

 

from A Sand County Almanac: And Sketches Here and There 


 

 

 

 

 

Introduction

 

I was living and working in Qaanaaq, Greenland, roughly 800 miles from the North Pole, when I heard about the wolf in Denmark. It was 2012, and a body of a wolf had been found in the Hanstholm Nature Reserve in Thy, in Jutland. Prior to the wolf in Thy, the last wild wolf in Denmark was recorded in 1813, over 199 years ago. I was living in one of the wildest and most extreme places in the world, yet one of the animals I find most fascinating was in Denmark, the smallest and flattest of the Scandinavian countries. Small, flat, and full of deer – a perfect habitat for the Grey Wolf. I joked with my brother-in-law that if they ever found a live wolf, we would return to Denmark. A year later we moved back to Jutland and rented a small flat in wolf country.

 

What struck me most about the return of the wolf was the way it split the nation between those who loved the idea of wild wolves in Denmark, and those who hated it – not just the idea, they hated the wolf. But why? Was it out of fear, ignorance, concern? Did hunters hate the wolf because it threatened their interests? Parents because they were frightened for the safety of their children? Did pet-owners worry that cats and dogs would be carried off in the night, and did farmers have just cause to worry about their livestock? 

 

Given the geographical size of Denmark, about six times smaller than the United Kingdom, wolves will often range close to small villages and towns, cross farmland, and likely share the same paths and trails through forests and nature reserves as humans. There are plenty of good arguments suggesting that the wolf does not belong in Denmark. 

 

Not today.

 

Not ever.

 

But it is here, and the first cubs were born in Denmark in 2018. In the same year, the first wolf was illegally shot and killed in Denmark. Facebook groups and pages were swamped with emotionally-charged comments and I discovered a new side of people I thought I once knew, people that shared the same views of nature that I did. All of a sudden, on the subject of wolves, we were poles apart.

 

The idea and the need to do something, anything, bothered me for some time, so I hit the books, the media – print and social, and pulled together the ideas for Paint the Devil, teased them into a story, and then let the words flow.

 

Paint the Devil is a work of fiction influenced by the intense debate and the heat of the summer of 2018.

 

The summer of the wolf.

 

Chris

October 2018

Denmark
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Chapter 1

 

The ground crumbles beneath stunted yellow grass, as Bo Falk shines the beam of his halogen lamp across the field. It’s over thirty degrees Celsius in the day, twenty at night, making the carcass of the dead ewe bloat in the heat. He clicks the lamp off and on again, seeing first one beast, then another, capturing what he knows to be the predatory gaze of the wolf. This is the pair he has heard about, the wolves rumoured to have made their den somewhere in the woods, between the Falk family farm and his neighbours’. Bo watches the wolves as they watch him, and then he shouts at them, the law says that’s all he can do.

“Bugger off, you evil brutes. The devil take you. This is my land. Mine.”

Bo kicks at the dusty surface of his field, cursing the land as he curses the wolves. There’s no fodder. He’s already exceeded the summer budget, piling on the debt until the money is nothing but numbers and the bank pumps more money into Bo Falk, money for feed, money for water. Falk men and women have farmed this land for six generations, and now there is only debt to pass to his son, and more debt that his son will pass on to his children. Last year it was unseasonably wet, this year a drought, and now the wolf.

Bo hurls the trigger lamp across the field, hears it crash on the dry earth beyond the carcass, pulls out his phone as the light disappears with the splinter of glass, and strides across the dead grass to his dead sheep. The wolves are gone.

“Bo?” his wife calls, peering into the darkness, her t-shirt clinging damp to her skin, her hair, slick with sweat, sticking to her cheeks, her forehead, her shoulders. “What is it?”

“Wolves,” he says. “I’m calling Viktoria.”

“Now? It’s three in the morning.”

“Yes, now. Get Jacob up.”

“He’s asleep, Bo.”

“He needs to see this.”

“Can’t he see it in the morning?”

He ignores her and she hears him bark something at the farm veterinarian. If she drives now, she’ll be at the Falk farm in just twenty minutes, long before first light. If she leaves now. Camilla Falk isn’t so sure, not about that, and not about the wolves. But if Bo says it is wolves, she believes him. 

Camilla walks back to the farmhouse, her heels rubbing inside the leather boots, the soles slap slapping on the cobbles, dragging dust from the dry paddock. The crickets rub frantic legs together and she is distracted as she tries to remember the last time there were so many. Not last year, last year was too wet.

“And now too dry,” she says, her last thought on the crickets as she unlatches the door to the main house. Falk farm lies just four kilometres outside the village of Thyrup, West Jutland, just a spit and a strong gust of wind to the sea, the broad beaches, the tourist traps of the Danish west coast. Camilla kicks off the boots, pads through the stone-flagged kitchen and along the short corridor, past the painting of the church cross on the hillside to Jacob’s room. He’s sleeping, legs sprawled over the rumpled bed sheet, duvet on the floor, window open. She enters the room, presses a small hand on his bare shoulder, shakes him gently and whispers him awake.

“It’s not even dawn,” he mumbles, his mouth thick with warm air, eyes gritty with sleep.

“Your father wants you.”

“Now?”

“A sheep is dead. One of the ewes. You need to come.”

“Wolves?” Jacob asks, as he presses one hand flat on the bed to sit up.

“Yes.”

Jacob nods, find his jeans on the floor, tugs them over his large bare feet. His mother steadies him as he stumbles, his foot catching in the denim trouser leg.

“Still asleep,” he says, almost laughing.

Jacob zips and buttons his jeans, buckles the chafed leather belt. There’s a plastic knife sheath looped on one side of his belt, but he doesn’t remember where the knife is. He’ll buy another from the store. He scours the floor of his room for a t-shirt as his mother leaves. She fills the kettle as he plods from his room to the kitchen, pulling a shirt over his lean stomach.

These are lean times, Camilla thinks as she brushes his cheek with her hand, kisses him before she starts breakfast. Jacob slips his bare feet inside the same boots she had worn – his boots. He dips his head to peer out of the leaded window to the right of the door, grabs a torch from the windowsill, and goes outside.

There is a tree, an oak, in the centre of the Falk family farm. Jacob swung beneath it as a child, climbed it as a teenager, he might curse it as a man, as his father does each morning, cursing it to the roots; the roots that run deep, anchoring them to the land. They will never leave. Jacob walks beneath the bough, feathers his palm over the trunk. He loves it still; he hasn’t learned to hate it, not yet.

He finds his father by the ewe and turns on his torch with a click. He directs the beam at the ragged hind leg and plays it over the distended belly, encouraged by the heat of the seventh tropical night in a row in Viking lands. His father takes the torch, flicks his hand against Jacob’s chest, and points to the road.

“Here comes Viktoria,” his father says, as lights bump along the beech-lined gravel road running straight between the fields to the farm, three hundred metres from the Thyrup road.

“You called the vet?” Jacob points at the ewe. “It’s dead.”

“And so will we be if they don’t listen.”

“They?”

“Christiansborg. Parliament needs to listen, Jacob. We have to make them.”

“But calling the vet at…” Jacob looks up at the sky. “It’s not even four.”

“Go and meet her.”

Jacob turns, kicking at the dust as he walks across the dead grass to where Viktoria parks her car. She used to babysit when his parents went to the dance. He might have tried to kiss her once, before she married. Now he just stares when he can get away with it, shrugs when she catches him.

“A dead ewe, Jacob, what is he thinking?” she says, as she steps out of the car – a Volvo – so new the dust is streaked in apologetic lines, reluctant to cling, unlike the thick layers clogged beneath the flakes of rust on the Falk family tractor.

“He says it’s wolves.”

“Is that right?”

Viktoria grabs a torch from the boot of the Volvo. She clicks it on and, for just a second, the light catches her hair, teasing Jacob with a flash of lust, a memory of that almost kiss. Was she eight years older than him? He doesn’t remember, he just watches her close the boot and then follows her as she walks along the northern wing of the farm. He jogs once to catch up until he stands beside her and his father, the three of them beside the dead sheep.

“Bo,” Viktoria says, as she crouches by the sheep and examines the carcass in the light, flaring the nostrils with her fingers, lifting the hind leg with her hand. She shines the light over the ragged lacerations, nods when Bo tells Jacob to turn the sheep, and finds another wound in the belly, smears of blood caked in dust. Viktoria clicks off the torch as she stands up.

“Well?” Bo asks.

“It could be a wolf,” she says. “It could be a dog.”

“It’s not a dog.”

Viktoria sighs. “Then you don’t need me, Bo. You already know what it is.” She looks at him. “But what do I care? It’s your money.”

“Say it’s a wolf.”

“It might be. But we don’t know.”

“I saw them.”

“Wolves?”

“Over there,” Bo points. “Anton’s seen them too.”

“Anton Bjerg? He never said anything to me.”

“He doesn’t have sheep. The wolves are cowards, they won’t touch his cattle.”

“Bo,” Viktoria says. “It’s tourist season. You know what it’s like. The beaches are crowded, there’s a dog in every other family. They get loose. Every year.”

“This isn’t a dog, or dogs, Viktoria. These are wolf bites. They’re making their den, on my land.” 

Jacob watches his father, sees the lines crease his forehead, ticking and tugging at the skin around his eyes, as the first light fills the sky. The church spire is now visible on the low hill that presses out of the parched earth between the farm, the fields and the village. The poorer fields are yellow and dry, green only where the water is pumped and sprayed over the crops for five thousand Danish kroners a day. 

A wet season, a dry season, and now wolves, denning in the woods.

“I’m calling Tilde after breakfast,” Bo says.

“Tilde Sørensen?”

“From Thyrup Dagbladet. She’ll want to talk to you.”

“Why?”

“Because I’ll tell her you said it was a wolf.”

“For God’s sake, Bo…”

Bo clenches his fists by his sides. He takes a long breath, as he waits for Viktoria to settle. Jacob lets the sheep roll back onto its side and stands up.

“Your dad had a farm, Viktoria,” Bo says.

“Had,” she says. “He went bankrupt.”

“He was a friend of mine.”

“Until cancer put in him a hospice.” Viktoria gestures at the church. “And then Aage Dahl buried him. Right over there.”

“He can see us, you know.”

“It’s a little early for Aage, don’t you think.”

“I was talking about your dad.”

“I know,” Viktoria says.

“Then help me,” Bo says, as he reaches for Viktoria’s arm. “We’re struggling, this year more than most. It’s the drought, and now the wolves. One takes my crops, the other my sheep. Say it’s a wolf, Viktoria.”

“It might be,” she says, as Bo lets go of her arm.

“Say it is.”

Viktoria nods, ever so quickly, and Jacob sees it. He follows her to the car when Bo tells him to. The grass, dead straw, hollow vines and husks, scratch along the leather of their shoes until they both reach the cobbles, and the dust settles between the stones. The light is stronger now, and Jacob can see strands of Viktoria’s hair clinging to her cheeks, tiny beads of sweat between the top of her lip and her nose. There’s not a lick of wind, nothing to hide the sudden thud and thump of teenage lust in his chest, the tingle in his fingers.

Married, he thinks.

Viktoria opens the boot of the Volvo, tosses the torch into a plastic crate, and looks at him through the glass. She almost smiles at the look in his eyes, and he wonders if she remembers the half kiss when he was seventeen. 

“You’ve grown up,” she says, as she closes the boot.

“What?” His throat is sticky, and he licks his top lip.

“Don’t be like your father. He’ll die on this farm, or it’ll kill him, like my father.”

“You said it was cancer.”

“Farming is a cancer, Jacob,” Viktoria says. She opens the car door and gets in. “I’ll tell Tilde it’s a wolf,” she says. 

Jacob nods, turning as his father walks past the end of the north wing, calling out something about breakfast, with a nod towards the kitchen.

“Between the bank and the politicians, what’s one more predator, eh?” Viktoria says, as she starts the car.

Jacob takes a step back as she closes the door and reverses into the courtyard. He watches her go, waits until she has reached the road, and then turns to look over his shoulder at the church on the hill, and the woods below. There the wolf lurks beneath the trees, the vet will confirm it, the local paper will report it. The wolf summer begins.


 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

Jon Østergård embarrasses his daughter with a wave from the podium. The auditorium is stuffed with students chasing credits before the summer break, and professors with and without tenure, curious about the wolf in Greenland. Jon breezes through his introduction, a little too fast perhaps, as his tongue trips over the English language. But then he cycles through the first six slides of Northeast Greenland, the scene-setters and breath-takers. They never fail, and he knows he has their attention.

“It’s like Alaska without trees,” he says, as he clicks on to the next slide. “And here is our wolf.” 

Jon lingers over the image of an Arctic wolf, white fur, long, spindly legs. Its shoulders are hunched, tail slightly raised, an inch between inquisitive and afraid. Jon remembers the wolf every time he shows the slide. 

“This is Gere,” he says, and clicks on to the next image, “and Freke, named after Odin’s wolves.” Jon imagines the deep, theatrical sigh his daughter makes every time he begins the story of Odin’s wolves, and how, in the barren, frozen north of Greenland, he is always reminded of the Nordic Gods. How he carries a copy of the myths on his sledge, something to read when the storms force him and his Greenlandic guide inside the canvas tent.

“Gere is three years old, mature enough to mate with Freke, although, he doesn’t seem to have figured it out yet, not unlike some of you,” Jon says, with a nod to the crowd. He waits for the laughter to subside, and nods at the University of Alaska Professor of biology. “It works every time, Bob,” he says.

“They don’t need any encouragement, Jon, believe me.”

More laughs and Jon imagines Emma curling on her seat, and hiding behind her knees. This is the price of coming to Alaska – dad jokes.

Jon spots a hand raised by a student sitting in one of the middle rows of seats. He stands up, and Jon gestures for the students to settle to let the young man speak.

“You’re not from Greenland,” the student says.

“That’s right. I’m Danish. But the University of Copenhagen pay me to spend my winters and the occasional summer in Greenland. It keeps me out of trouble, and out of my daughter’s hair,” he says, watching Emma cringe as he waves at her. He notices the heads that turn in her direction, especially the boys, and feels that strange mix of fatherly pride tempered with a sudden need to protect his nineteen-year-old daughter from the wolves.

“But aren’t there wolves in Denmark?” the student asks, sitting down for Jon’s reply.

“Yes, there are. They come across the border from Germany. The European wolf is similar in size to the wolves in Minnesota – anywhere from twenty to eighty kilos.”

“That’s about one-hundred-and-seventy-five pounds,” Bob says, with a nod for Jon to continue.

“As you know, wolves have an incredible range. Denmark has a lot of deer, and perhaps it was always just a matter of time before they crossed the border. A dead wolf was discovered in one of our National Parks, in Jutland, in 2012. It died of cancer. Yes,” Jon says, as he places his laser pointer on the podium, “wolves can get cancer, just like they can be infested with worms, or fleas. The popular image of the wolf is as a healthy predator, like Freke here,” he gestures towards the white wolf on the screen behind him. “But wolves have a tough time of it, like all animals. Cancer took the first one in Denmark in 2012. But it was the first wolf death since 1813.” Jon pauses as Bob does a quick calculation.

“One-hundred-and-ninety-nine years,” he says.

“Thanks, Bob,” Jon says, and waits for another roll of laughter. “I knew I could count on you.”

“Anytime.”

“Yes?” Jon says, as the student stands up again.

“I was wondering why…”

“Why I am studying wolves in Greenland, and not at home?”

“Yes.”

“Is he on the budgetary board, Bob?” Jon says, to the delight of the students. 

“No,” Bob says, and stands up. He shields his eyes from the glare of the projector, and searches for the student in the crowd. “Is that you, Michael?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Why am I not surprised?”

The students giggle as Bob sits down, gesturing for Jon to continue.

“It’s a good question, Michael. Between you and me, I’m quite happy to do my research in Greenland.” Jon pauses, as a familiar wave of peace settles over his body. It happens every time he thinks of Greenland. “I can’t describe it, but maybe some of you know what it’s like to be outside, far from the towns.”

“We know,” Bob says, as he nods to the man sitting next to him. “Some of us more than others.”

Jon looks at the man, sees a little of the Greenlanders in the man’s nut-brown skin, and the way he sits, as if his thoughts are collected, his body still, only his eyes are active, and they blister with a quiet energy.

“It’s peaceful, undisturbed,” Jon says, as he looks for the student in the middle row. “In Greenland you can get closer to the wolf, too. My daughter grows tired of me telling this story, but there was a time one spring, the sky was deep blue, but no sun. I went out of the tent to pee – a tricky task when wearing polar bear skin trousers, I can tell you.” The students laugh, and Jon catches his daughter’s eye. He mouths the word sorry and continues. “I found what I needed to find and was just getting started when something tugged at my ankle. I looked behind me and Gere had his teeth in the heel of my kamikker – I think you call them mukluks. I had to shake him off, before I could shake, if you know what I mean?”

Jon sees Emma cringe as the lecture hall fills with laughter.

“I think we know,” Bob says.

“Right. Well, that’s Greenland. You’re closer to the wild; you live it and learn to live with it. It’s not quite the same in Denmark.”

“But,” the student says, “that’s where the problems are, aren’t they?”

“Problems?”

“What Michael might be referring to is what we call problem wolves, the ones that take sheep, scare cattle, kill dogs. Is that right, Michael?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Well, of course, that is a valid area of study,” Jon says, “but my research has been wholly concentrated on wolves in Greenland. There are no settlements in the area where the wolves roam, no people, not even hunters. The Sirius Sledge Patrol has small teams patrolling a vast area – just two men and eleven dogs per team – and then there’s me and my guide, maybe the occasional expedition.” Jon shrugs. “No problem wolves, just plenty of problems – the usual in the Arctic.”

“Wouldn’t you like to study wolves in Denmark?” the student asks.

“Ah, well,” Jon says, “perhaps that’s a question for my daughter.” He points to where she sits, and the students turn their heads once more. “What do you think, Emma?”

Emma uncurls her knees and crosses her arms across her chest. “Would you be living at home, in Copenhagen?”

“The wolves are in Jutland. I would be away a lot.”

“Then I guess that’s fine,” she says, and the students laugh. “So long as you’re away, a lot.”

“It seems,” Jon says, “that I am the problem, not the wolves.” He chuckles and points at the slide. “Let me tell you more about Gere and Freke, and then I can take more questions.”

The students wait until Jon’s last slide, saving their questions until the end of the lecture, and when Bob senses they are getting restless. He sends them away to their next class, waits for Emma to join them on the stage, and then introduces Jon to the man who had been sitting beside him during Jon’s presentation.

“Jon, I’d like you to meet David McGrath. He’s our local expert.”

“Local?” David says.

“You’re local, now you’re living in Fairbanks,” Bob says, with a wink. “I’ll leave you to get acquainted. I have a class.” He shakes Jon’s hand. “We’ll talk before your flight.”

“Thanks, Bob.”

“Our pleasure.”

Bob smiles at Emma and then leaves. 

“Coffee?” David says, and waits for Jon to stuff his computer into his satchel. 

He leads them out of the auditorium and along the hall to the canteen area. The students fill the room with chatter that rises and twists between the rafters in the ceiling until class starts and the canteen empties. Emma blushes as Jon nods at a group of boys and says something to her in Danish.

“I have a daughter your age,” David says, as he places a tray of coffee and a bottle of coke on their table. “Her name is Nukilik.”

“What does it mean?” Emma asks.

“It means she is strong,” David says, as he empties the tray and places it on the floor between the chair legs. “Have you met many Eskimo in Greenland, Jon?”

“I think they like to be called Greenlanders, but I don’t see many people when I am in the field.”

“Before I became a local,” David says, “I lived in Barrow. That’s on the coast. It’s the northernmost city in Alaska. I am Iñupiat, Eskimo.”

“And you have wolves up there?”

“Some. Maybe. I study wolves here, in Fairbanks.”

“Problem wolves?”

“The wolves don’t think so.”

David sips his coffee and smiles at Emma. The mid-morning sun streams in through the canteen windows and Emma squints as she opens her cola. The light catches the freckles on her pale skin, and she notices David staring at her. She withers, and he smiles again.

“Forgive me,” he says. “There are many white Alaskans, but I am still surprised when I see Scandinavian blue eyes. So young.”

“Young?” Jon asks. 

“Young in the ways of the wolf. The Danish people will remember the wolf as it was described in the Middle Ages, the coward, the devil, a personification of the evil nature of man. Something to be punished, tortured, as if by punishing the wolf they exorcised their evil ways, the crueller the better.”

“I don’t know, David,” Jon says. He takes Emma’s hand as the man’s strange words lean towards a rant, rather than a scientific observation.

“You’ll see,” he says. “If you want to.”

“What I want is to study the wolf. I can do that in Greenland, or in Denmark, if that’s what I’m told to do.” The light tone of the presentation seems far away as Jon feels a weight press down upon his shoulders. Wolf-weight, about eighty kilos, one-hundred-and-seventy pounds, enough to curl his shoulders towards the table.

“It will be difficult,” David says. “Biologists, like you, look for facts. The wolf is measured in a scientific context. It is observed. I’m telling you this because I have seen it. The biologists I know cannot see the wolf for the science. They put a radio collar around its neck to find out where it is, where it has been, they do not bother to look where it is going.” David pulls a business card from his pocket. “I enjoyed your presentation,” he says. “If you think I can help, then you can reach me on this number.” He stands up. “Remember to look where it is going, look beyond and ahead of the wolf if you want to get to know it.”

David shakes Jon’s hand. He dips his head at Emma, carries his coffee mug out of the canteen. He doesn’t look back.

“That was odd,” Jon says.

“What did he mean about the Middle Ages, dad? It’s 2018.”

“I suppose he means that people’s views haven’t changed.”

“In two hundred years?”

“I know. I don’t believe it either.”

Emma looks at the entrance to the canteen. She pictures the Eskimo standing there and notices his image on the poster for the Museum of the North in Fairbanks, just across the parking lot. She wonders who he really is, wonders about his people.

“He was a little weird, dad,” she says.

“He was, but…”

“But what?”

“I don’t know. I guess it’s just as well I study Arctic wolves.”

“But would you study wolves at home, in Denmark?”

“Would you want me to?”

“Maybe,” Emma says. “Next year is my last year of Gymnasium. It would be nice to have you at home. At least for a little while.”

“Really?”

“Sure, as long as you don’t embarrass me.”

“Ah, Emma,” Jon says. “I think we both know that’s impossible.”


 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

The wolves are at the door, thinks Felix Poulsen, Danish Minister for Environment and Food. He sits in his office, flicking through the latest in a series of articles about so-called problem wolves, this time from a local paper in Thyrup. He buzzes for his secretary.

“Where the hell is Thyrup?” he asks, as his secretary walks into his office.

“West Jutland,” he says, “about two kilometres from the sea. It’s a little north of Ringkøbing.” 

“And the journalist?” Felix says, with a glance at the article, “Tilde Sørensen?”

“Local. Competent. Fairly aggressive.”

“Hungry?”

“Very. Like most of the young journalists on the west coast, she wants to write for JydskeVestkysten.”

“I think she already does. They seem to have paraphrased her article with an online version already.”

“She has the voice of the people.”

Felix laughs. “Such a cliché.”

“Yes.”

“And my two o’clock?”

“Is Lærke Wang from Danmarks Radio.”

“Television?”

“Yes. Live, I’m afraid.”

“And they want a comment on problem wolves.” Felix shuffles the article into a folder and nods for his secretary to leave. “Wait, one more thing. I asked you to find me an expert.”

“Yes,” the secretary checks the notepad app in his phone. “His name is Jon Østergård. He’s flying in from Alaska today. I can have someone meet him at the airport.”

“Do that,” Felix says, and stands up. He looks at his watch. “What time does he get in?”

“Four o’clock. I got the flight number from the University. He’ll be tired.”

“I’m sure he will. I’ll meet with him at five.” Felix walks to the door. “And where do I have to do the interview?”

“On the front steps.”

Felix straightens his tie as he walks down the stairs to the main entrance of Christiansborg, the parliament building for the Danish Folketing. He finds the building less impressive today than he did a year ago, when he accepted the ministerial post from his party leader. Coalition or not, Venstre was still the ruling party, his party. He suppresses the usual thoughts of party leadership that often trip him up at inopportune moments, and concentrates on his appearance first, comments second. He knows Lærke will lead with the drought, the wolf is a secondary matter, lost in the heat of the summer, or so he hopes.

Lærke is not alone when he finds her outside the building. Felix ignores the small crowd of tourists bustling beside the television van, with the large red letters DR blazed across the white panels. The van is topped with an aerial dish and there’s a camera crew waiting beside the van next to Lærke. She nods for Felix to stand in front of the building, and smiles as an assistant mops her brow. A thermometer might read twenty-eight degrees, but Felix thinks it is over thirty.

That’s her lead, he reminds himself, the weather, and the drought, then the wolves.

“Minister Poulsen,” she says, a second after the crew signal that they are ready. “Farmers are spending five-thousand kroner a day to water their fields. How does the government intend to compensate them?”

“As you know, we are working closely with the European Commissioner for Agriculture to support farmers in Denmark. Funding is available for farmers in the EU suffering from the drought, and Danish farmers have not been forgotten. These are exceptional times, as you are aware, and every effort is being made to accommodate the difficulties farmers are facing during this difficult time.”
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