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‘It may be strange and it may be irrational, but history means a very great deal, especially somewhere such as the Balkans.’


Velijko Vujacic, historian





 







  





Prologue

 



 

IT WAS A STORY often used by security-cleared lecturers in the civilian branch of FET, by serving officers of a certain rank and other trusted members of staff with PET when briefing new volunteers on the special conditions under which the secret services had to operate in a post-communist world. Right at the start, the importance of absolute confidentiality when dealing with classified information and documents was impressed upon the young and somewhat self-conscious new recruits, who always looked forward to the talk on what was referred to simply as the case. In other words, this story was not for repeating to their ‘partners’, as they were termed in politically correct Danish, along with other pillow talk. Historians have an ingrained disrespect for any information which is not at least seventy-five years old, so as far as they were concerned this particular case was still current. The new recruits, on the other hand, tended to regard it as belonging to some strange bygone time. But then, their temporal perspective seemed to extend little further than from one TV news broadcast to the next, or at least, not much beyond the German occupation of the country, the hippie era and that time back in the bizarre seventies when the students were crying out for a socialist revolution. To these young people the chronology was often a bit muddy. For their elders, the youngsters’ lack of historical knowledge was a regular topic of conversation in the canteen. It was inevitable, therefore, that lecturers on the courses for prospective analysts run by the civilian branches of the Danish Military Intelligence – FET – and Security Intelligence – PET – were given to introducing elements of storytelling into their teaching. In the academic world this would have been frowned upon, but for the budding spymasters and counter-spies such narrative techniques only made the lectures – and, not least, this particular story – all the more interesting. To put it bluntly: these secret agents of the future simply paid more attention. 

Since the case in all its details was known only to a trusted inner circle and had, with typical, autocratic Danish common sense, been consigned to the archives for the next seventy-five years, only the most seasoned members of staff, those with complete insight into the matter, were allowed to lecture on it. It was mainly for this reason that the case carried so much prestige. That and the strangeness of the alliance. That two such diverse ideologies should have become bedfellows. First and foremost, though, the case was used as a means of making it clear to future spies and counter-spies that secret agents had existed since before biblical times and would go on existing for all time. The case also served as proof that the services’ budget demands were well warranted. Berlin Wall or no Berlin Wall. There is treachery and there is loyalty. Every day there are men and women who make a choice. People are easily tempted. There is no risk of unemployment in this job. That was the message. We deal in facts. Nonetheless, even those PET and FET lecturers with the highest security clearance could not resist adding the odd fictional flourish to their presentations. It always heightened the class’s interest. It was a common ploy to open with a description of the situation in the new, democratic Republic of Estonia, despite the fact that no one could say exactly how things stood there. Even when one is dealing with individuals who have willingly applied to join the secret services, with all their limitations, a couple of colourful, emotive adjectives has never detracted from the solemnity of the proceedings; adjectives of the sort with which Jytte Vuldom, the big boss and guru, often began her sermon on those occasions when she managed to escape from her administrative prison to teach the future defenders of the nation’s secrets. 

Vuldom had survived just about everything; she knew how to handle the politicians, was a friend to her lads and the service’s steadfast, erudite champion in the face of the voracious, ignorant media. Vuldom often commenced her baptism of the new initiates by invoking her right to present her own interpretation of the ostensibly innocuous image of the times and the normal situation; and so occasionally, if she considered a fresh crop of Danish men and women ready to enter the unique brother- and sisterhood of the secret services, she would begin with the story as seen – as they say in the temples of dramaturgy – from Teddy’s POV. The aim was to give these future interpreters of the merchandise supplied by the dealers in secrets, these prospective analysts of the invariably double-edged nature of treachery, an initial insight into university lecturer Theodor Nikolaj Pedersen, his ambivalent part in things and the significance of history and of family ties. Or possibly to discreetly underline the fact that the gathering of information and, not least, the interpretation of same, always entails a considerable degree of subjectivity. In the end it all comes down to the unpredictability of the individual. These are the sorts of words which Vuldom used even when she was meant to be teaching new recruits how to predict a person’s many weak spots. She would run an eye over the handpicked gathering at the National Police Training Centre in Avnø near the south-western tip of Zealand, at the recruits with their notebooks on their desks and ballpoint pens or felt-tips hovering expectantly, all set to record her words of wisdom and the overhead projector’s instructive graphs. But Vuldom rarely took the overhead’s easy way out. Instead, she often began by describing a scene: 

A small group of people stands in a forest west of Narva in the now independent Estonia. It is a day in early June. Everything is lovely and green, the singing of the birds the only sound. It has rained during the night and drops of water hang like exquisite little pearls from every leaf and blade of grass. The group consists of six men and a woman. They stand quietly, gazing at a granite stone. One of the men supports himself with a stick. There are tears in his eyes. With his high, bald pate and small, sunken eyes he must be close on eighty. His skin is thin and wrinkled, it looks as though it would tear if one scratched it. But he still stands straight and tall. The other men are in their fifties, all in the middle-aged male’s various stages of decline. There are bald patches and pot-bellies, but also a certain firmness of purpose, as if they have come a long way and have now, finally, reached their goal. The woman stands out from the rest. She must be about sixty, but if her body too is marked by age then her elegant trouser suit hides any signs of the decay. She has short, greyish hair, very lightly tinted, strong, beautiful lips highlighted in red and keen green eyes set nicely in a face that is well-proportioned, if a little irregular. Her figure is slim and she stands with her head only slightly bowed. She is holding a bouquet of roses. It is very quiet. Only the birdsong and the swish of feet on damp grass. In the distance, the sound of a plane cutting across the blue sky, somewhere up there among the scattering of fluffy white clouds in the stratosphere. The woman takes a step forward and lays the bouquet at the foot of the rough-hewn, brown granite stone, gently, as if it were of porcelain. The red roses stand out brightly against the green grass and the mound of black soil left over from the setting of the stone. She steps back a pace again, seems to be studying the coat-of-arms with the Dannebrog cross and the legend beneath it, as if to brand it on her memory. She already knows it by heart, though. It seems to me that a look of peace descends upon her face as she reads it aloud to herself, like a little child who has just discovered the magic of words, but has to recite them in her head in order to make sense of them. 

‘“The Danish Regiment. Croatia-Russia. Estonia-Lithuania. Courland-Pomerania. In memory of those who fought,”’ she reads to herself, without moving her lips.

They stand for a moment. A group of well-dressed modern individuals in a forest near Narva in Estonia.

‘That’s that, then,’ the oldest of them says.

‘Yes, that’s that,’ the woman replies. ‘And it was about time.’

‘It was indeed,’ the old man says and then, shifting the emphasis to the last word: ‘It was indeed.’ 

Then once more there is only silence and the birds and after a while the sound of feet on wet grass as they turn, on the word of command almost, and wend their way out of the Estonian forest.

Thereafter, another picture would be presented. Vuldom would pick up a sheet of paper, run the eyes behind her narrow reading glasses over the rapt assembly, before looking down at the white sheet in her hand and reading out loud, like a mother to her eagerly attentive children:

It is a picture of a white house. A large house surrounded by beech and elm trees. The tiled roof is red. The house is pictured from above, but even so the white walls are clearly visible in the soft, limpid light. This is an aerial photograph ordered by a proud householder. It is summer and there is a black Ford van in the courtyard. There are no other cars to be seen, only a team of horses pulling a combine-harvester in a neighbouring field. Here, only a few years after the war, Denmark is still a horse-drawn country and tractors are not yet common. It must have been in August that the plane flew over the white house. One can both sense and see that the sun is shining. There is a patch of blue sky. The colours are still bright, though tinged by the years, which have lent them a patina befitting those frugal times. There is a courtyard to the front of the house and a large garden at the back. It looks as if there are fruit trees in the garden, which is surrounded by a neatly-trimmed green hedge. There are five people in the picture, which is framed as if it were an oil painting. A man and a woman. The man is clad in white with a tall baker’s hat on his head. The woman has her arms crossed over a floral-print dress. Her black hair gleams in the sunlight. Both have their faces turned up to the pilot’s camera. They have waited a long time for him to fly over this home of which they are now the proud owners. Behind them stands a half-grown boy, he too in white baker’s garb, but bareheaded. Next to him is a girl of about the same age in a pastel-coloured frock. Her arms are bare and her hair hangs in two long, dark braids. They look alike, as siblings tend to. The aerial photograph is so sharp that the features of their faces can almost be made out as they gaze up at the plane swooping overhead. There is also a small boy in the picture. He is standing next to his mother, peering up at the aircraft, waving to it. His hair is curly and almost white and his bare knees can be seen peeking out below his short trousers. It is a very Danish picture. A picture which radiates security and comfort. A picture which speaks of good times just around the corner. The little boy in the photograph is me. This is the only thing left from my first childhood home and without it I would have no memory of that white house. I was almost four when the picture was taken in a fit of hubris. The following winter my father was forced to close the bakery when a certain matter came to light and his customers learned of his past. All this I have been told, but I do not remember it. I remember only the scent of flour and the sound of the delivery man whistling as he hopped up into the baker’s van, off to deliver crusty white bread to the customers. And sometimes the rich aroma of the pork, duck and geese with which my father filled the big, black ovens on Martinmas Eve, or on Christmas Eve when the whole village brought their Christmas roasts to the baker: the ovens of their coal or coke fired stoves too small to cope with the plump festive fare. Otherwise it is all a blank, and my first clear memories stem from the time after we moved to a small town in Jutland. By then my father was no longer a part of our lives. All in all, I have only the haziest recollections of him. And I am not sure whether those things I do remember are the result of personal experience or memories derived from family anecdotes and a handful of photographs. He left his family because he was ashamed that he could not provide for them properly and died, so legend has it, two years later in a bar in Hamburg. But the past did not die with him. It lived on, and the ripples from it spread all the way to the end of the century, that century which can only be called the century of the victim. But was he victim or executioner. Or both? This was the question with which the family had to wrestle over the years that followed. It had no real bearing on me, but it shaped the lives of the other two children in a way that was to prove crucial for them. It became for them the great secret of their lives and was guarded more carefully than the most clandestine love affair. Denmark entered the modern world and the majority of people forgot, but a few tended their memories and kept them burning so fiercely that these same remembrances eventually consumed them from within. 

Who am I? Vuldom would ask in her cool, slightly husky and often quite sexy smoker’s voice.

Who is the ‘I’ in this story? Who is the ‘I’ in any story?

That gave them something to think about over the coffee break.
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Part 1

 






  



TEDDY’S ACADEMIC LIFE

 




Oh, sister, when I come to lie in your arms,


You should not treat me like a stranger.


Our Father would not like the way that you act,


And you must realise


The danger.



 




 

Oh, sister, am I not a brother to you


And one deserving of affection?



 




 

Bob Dylan






 







  





1

 



 

I FIRST NOTICED the woman in Warsaw. She showed up again at a couple of gatherings in Prague, but she did not make herself known until Bratislava, and my meeting with her is, I suppose, as good a place as any at which to begin my story. She presented herself at my door with her staggering secret at an inconvenient moment: a surfeit of alcohol was still working its way through my system and my mind was awash with self-pity. 

I had got drunk, and when I did that I missed the Soviet Union as badly as a slighted lover can miss his faithless sweetheart. I actually did not drink that much any more and seldom got really plastered. Partly because it gave me no pleasure – the booze was more wont to make me drowsy – and partly because after the fourth whisky I usually started thinking about my third wife and then I got depressed because in my own clumsy fashion I did in fact love her, but I was afraid that she was drifting away from me. I belong to a generation which bandies the pronoun I as freely as our parents used that discreet word one, and I make a living out of analysing things; nevertheless, in that cold, war-torn spring of the century’s last year I had seemed incapable of figuring out why, more and more often, I found myself feeling jealous and afraid of losing her. And the process of analysis is very important to me. Besides being my job, the ability to deduce, to discern connections is the crucial difference between us and animals. And if I am totally honest – and why should I not be – the capacity for reflection and analysis is also what separates the intellectuals from the rest, who simply take life as it comes rather than doing anything about it. In this, the final spring of my arrogance, I regarded myself as a man with a sincere desire to behave with dignity, but also with discernment in every stage of existence. This was indeed how I had always seen myself: as an individual in control of his life, both the professional and the private, despite the fact that both were, in truth, a shambles. I liked to think of myself as being smart but casual. The neatly pressed seams – the real and the imaginary – had to be there, though without being too obvious. Both sorts were, however, becoming more and more creased as time went on. The ability to fool oneself, to view oneself in the wrong light is, after all, only human. Too much self-awareness can lead to suicide. Another annoying side effect of drinking too much was, quite simply, the ease with which I succeeded in staining my clothes and making an unholy mess of my life. I had not wanted to get drunk, nor had I really wanted the Soviet Empire to collapse, and these two things were in a way connected. 

Not to put too fine a point on it: I was lying fully clothed on a bed in a spanking-new, ultra-modern hotel in Bratislava, in Europe’s youngest state, Slovakia, yearning for the cold war and the great Empire. I missed the dear old terminology: Politbureau, Central Committee, Satellite States, Iron Curtain, East-West, Rearmament, Middle-distance Rockets, Summit Meetings, Berlin Wall. Being one of the few capable of reading between the lines of Pravda and being invited onto television to do just that. I missed the hammer and sickle, the cobbles on Red Square in the days when the Kremlin was a power centre, and longed to see the snow on the frozen canals in the beautiful, ramshackle city once known as Leningrad. Back when life consisted of great existential questions and not, as now, when the three main topics of discussion in the media and among one’s own acquaintances were early retirement, pension schemes and the smoking ban – this last debated so hotly that you felt you had been transported back to a time when all the talk was of the necessity for revolution and the imminent triumph of the working class. The world no longer made any sense, and no one now was interested in the knowledge I possessed. I was like a sculptor who had once been awarded first prize for my socialist ability to sculpt a splendid Lenin out of cold marble. The things I knew and could do were of no use today. 

Only those small groups at the university who could be bothered to study the history of the Soviet Union were still keen to know who Malenkov was, or Berija, or Breshnev. Who nowadays wants to read up on Gosplan’s abortive twenty-second Five Year Plan or is interested enough to pick my brains on the twenty-sixth Party Congress? Capitalism had won the battle. The triumphant progress of the free market was not conducive to Utopian scenarios or momentous decisions. And the fruits of victory were as bitter as a mouldy lemon on a dark November day in a bygone time in a Moscow which, with its Coca-Cola ads, Marlborough Men, an inane, babbling Yeltsin, nouveau riche mafiosi and small boys begging on the streets reminded me more of a Third World country. It could just as easily have been Brazil. Or Upper Volta. The only real difference were the nuclear weapons. Were it not for them it is unlikely that anyone would have taken much notice of Russia now. There was nothing special or ferocious about Moscow or the Russian bear. It was all just a big mess, one which really did not concern the rest of the world. 

I was sick of this new, melted-down order and I was sick of myself. I lay on a big bed in a modern hotel in Slovakia’s impoverished capital, knowing full well why I was feeling so bloody sorry for myself. Why, after dinner, I had stayed on in the bar to drink first cognac and later whisky. It was the meeting, two days earlier, with the former prime minister of the Czech Republic that had ruined the trip for me. My mood was not helped by the fact that I had toothache. One of my back teeth was giving me gyp. It acted as a constant reminder that this old bag of bones was very much the worse for wear. That I was, in every possible way, going downhill. Less hair, fewer brain cells, deteriorating teeth, shortness of breath on stairs, a waning libido. I had to admit, though, that it was the former Czech prime minister who had destroyed my last vestiges of good humour. 

There I was, lying in that modern hotel with toothache, hearing in my head again and again the leader of our delegation’s deliberately spiteful introduction of me. With a couple of well-chosen words he got his revenge for the Research Council grant I had snatched from under his nose twelve years earlier. In academia we never forget a slight. 

In his atrocious English he had said:

‘And now here is Mr Theodor Nikolaj Pedersen. One of our leading experts in and researchers into Soviet affairs. Particularly the Breshnev years.’

The former prime minister, with his beautifully cut hair and immaculate suit, had looked at me with his ice-blue fish eyes:

‘What a lot of useless information you carry around in your head,’ he said. Then he turned his X-ray gaze on young Lena, she of the long legs and the useful degree in ‘Transitional problems in the phase between plan economy and the global market. A study in options.’

‘Extremely helpful findings – for us too,’ the arrogant bastard had said, holding both her hand and her eyes for just a little too long before releasing her fingers with a glance at the hidden and yet so obvious secrets of her Wonderbra which made the normally hard-nosed Lena blush. Power is a tremendous aphrodisiac and the Czech was outrageously well-preserved.

Fuck them all! Fuck the modern world! It sucks! As one of my numerous offspring would say. But I too had blushed, because he had hit me where it hurt. I had stood there trying to take comfort in the knowledge that I had had a fine academic career and no one could take that away from me. I had my history doctorate. My thesis had been described as a brilliant study of stagnation phenomena in the Breshnev era. It had been widely cited in international history journals and had earned me a guest lecture at America’s Harvard University in 1981, the year before the old bugger died. Unfortunately, my thesis had arrived at the conclusion that the inherent strength of the Soviet system outweighed its structural weaknesses. Reform was possible. The Soviet Union would enter the next millenium fortified and reinforced. The bipolar world dominated by the two big players, the USA and the USSR, was here to stay. 

I got a couple of good years out of Gorbachev, but after that there were no more invitations from the major universities in the US and Europe. And I was no longer a regular guest in the blue television news studio, providing clear, concise answers to the presenter’s carefully rehearsed questions. Because the whole flaming set-up had collapsed! I had actually got it wrong. And my fellow academics knew it. No journalist was likely to read every line of a doctoral thesis which came to the wrong conclusion, but my colleagues had memories like elephants, a fact of which I was reminded by the sound of their barely suppressed, gleeful sniggers when the former prime minister made his spiteful remark. They knew that I knew that at the time when I completed my highly acclaimed thesis and was able to put the letters Ph.D. after my name I was still far too young. Added to which, there had been no vacant professorships at the time and now it was too late. My knowledge was sadly outdated. I would never be able to boast the coveted title of Professor. For the rest of my days, until I started drawing my nice, fat pension I would have to make do with calling myself Lecturer in History. Trailing out every day to the south side of the city and the University of Copenhagen’s concrete jungle, where the thinking was often as low-slung as the ceilings in the hideous classrooms. Here, Teddy, as I was known to everyone, high and low, went around feeling sorry for himself, without of course knowing that he was doing so. Here, Teddy made a half-hearted attempt to teach and do research, in order, at least once in a while, to publish a scholarly paper. Here, Teddy gave guidance to future generations, fitting them to take over the bastions of power. Here was Teddy, an academic relic, who, for some strange reason, society was still paying. And paying well. 

I lay on the bed, fulminating, the alcohol in my blood causing my already well-developed talent for viewing my life and my career as an exercise in martyrdom to increase to the point where it gained the upper hand. I should have been leading this delegation. Instead I was merely a member, paying all my own expenses – although I was sure to find some loophole whereby the Institute would end up reimbursing most of my costs. 

There were forty of us on this trip organised by the Danish Foreign Affairs Association. The majority were elderly tourists for whom this offered the opportunity of an organised cultural tour of Central Europe. Because these were not your ordinary charter tourists. No, no. They travelled in order to broaden their minds. Six of us would be speaking at various symposiums and conferences to politicians, journalists and civil servants; giving talks inspired by the tenth anniversary of the transformation of Eastern and Central Europe, but since NATO planes had bombed Yugoslavia a couple of days after we left Denmark our conversations often ended up revolving around the war which we were not supposed to call a war. At heart we were actually all agreed that NATO had taken the only logical step, but that it had simply come to late. Just to be contrary, though, I doggedly maintained that it was immoral not to send in ground troops. That this was a clear sign of just how pampered and egoistic we were in the West; we were more concerned about not getting killed ourselves than about not taking the lives of others. Our style of warfare was a logical consequence of our civilisation. The safety of the bomber pilots was more important than the sufferings of Kosovo Albanians. We could not cope with casualties within our own ranks. Our politicians could not stomach the thought of Western men being killed and they refused to countenance the media’s pictures of such things. What we wanted was a cartoon war. A real-life version of Star Wars. But my heart really was not in this discussion. Milosevic was simply another villain in history’s long line of villains. I ought to have studied Stalin instead, like my friend and colleague Lasse. As he so rightly said: pure evil and the endeavour to comprehend it never go out of date. Lasse too was only a lecturer, but with all the newly opened archives on the Stalin era he was in seventh heaven. He now had enough material to keep him busy for the rest of his natural. Not only was he a great guy, he was also a true scholar who loved his subject. I really envied him. He was still married to the same woman. He had children only with this one woman. They had a good life and try as I might I could not convince him that he was not happy. Like me he was on the wrong side of fifty, but with something as rare in our circles as a silver wedding celebration to look back on and his beloved archives to look forward to it was also hard to persuade him that, on the whole, life was turning out to be rather like a bad movie. Another thing that annoyed me was his refusal to face the fact that, deep down, modern man was in a hell of a mess. 

We began our tour in Warsaw. The Polish capital lay cool and clear in the spring light. The city had changed a lot in ten years. Stalin had given the poor Poles a yellow wedding-cake skyscraper to remind them every day of who was in charge. Now, though, hemmed in as it was by modern skyscrapers in glass and concrete, Stalin’s gift did not dominate the skyline in quite the same way. Warsaw was teeming with cars and mobile phones, advertisements and neon signs, nightclubs and beggars. It had it all. The reek of low-octane petrol was gone. The limp salami of communism had given way to imported Danish hams and French cheeses. The party’s lies to the horse-trading of democracy. A normal country which was happy to be a member of NATO and hoped that Russia would eventually pull back to a point somewhere beyond the Ural Mountains, to that Asia to which it belonged, even though the Poles realised, of course, that it probably was not going to be that easy. We met all the right people, everybody said the right things, the tourists made notes and asked tentative questions and during the long, tedious meetings I thought of Lena’s breasts, and neither the talk nor the breasts excited me in the slightest.

The leader of the delegation, Klaus Brandt by name, chivvied us about as if we were a bunch of schoolkids on a class outing. He told us off if we were late for the bus and looked aggrieved if we did not go into raptures over his meticulously planned schedule. He had a way of looking like a mother who is not angry, but disappointed, if we skived off a meeting at which some bureaucrat was to deliver yet another deadly dull speech. As Lasse and I in fact did one afternoon, opting instead to take a walk around the city, past the monument to the gallant Polish soldier, through the streets and down to the Old Town, rather than having to hear about the in-fighting within the Polish government. The ochre-coloured buildings of the Old Town – which was in fact brand new, having been totally rebuilt after the war, and ought therefore to have been called the New Old Town – were bathed in sunlight and looked quite charming. Lots of pedestrians were unbuttoning their coats and doing as all we northeners do in the early days of spring: lifting their faces to the blessed sun. 

We ate a hearty lunch at a small restaurant. That meal would have cost a Polish academic a day’s wages, but we consumed our roast wild boar with great relish and not a twinge of guilt; we drank Californian wine with the food and Czech Becherovka with the strong coffee, and I was smitten by Lasse’s sincere delight that everything had gone so well ten years earlier. That for the first time in history the Poles had the chance to be the masters of their own destiny. All of a sudden in 1989 a cat-flap had been opened and the Poles had realised, along with everyone else east of the disarmed Iron Curtain, that they had to seize this opportunity. Lasse had never flirted with socialism or Marxism. He had studied his Stalin too well for that. It had immunised him against any belief in a Utopia. And a year on a student exchange to the University of Moscow had dispelled any illusions regarding the possible blessings of the so-called Really Existing Socialism. Not that I had cherished any such illusions either, but I had leaned more to the Left in the seventies. It had simply been easier, even though I too had done my obligatory year in Moscow, living and working in conditions that would have caused any Danish student to rebel. But in the long-ago seventies it had been less trouble just to go with the flow. Those years had not been so easy for Lasse. As a conservative he had found himself pushed out onto the sidelines and had for a spell been faced with half-empty classrooms when he was boycotted for having said in a newspaper interview that basically there was no difference between the aesthetics of communism and of Nazism. Such statements did not go unpunished twenty years ago. Now he was a highly respected lecturer and students were queueing up to have him as their guidance tutor. He was that rarity in the academic world: an honourable man with no hidden agenda. Unlike the rest of us, he did not need to keep getting his name on this and that scholarly article as a way of masking idleness and intellectual burnout. For many years I thought it was all an act, that he had chosen to play a part, but I had come to see that he was that most uncommon of creatures, a good person. I cherished him as my friend. 

We ordered another round of Becherovka and coffee, savoured the cinnamon scented liqueur. There were not many people in the restaurant. The tourist season had not yet started, and the Poles could not afford it. Brisk little waitresses flitted about, sweeping crumbs off the blue-checked tablecloths. The place was redolent of the spirit of Central Europe, that and red cabbage. I leaned across the table and eyed my friend. Lasse wore his years well. He was tall, with a slight stoop, and as always he was wearing his drab grey tweed jacket. He had fine-drawn features and a full head of hair. Only now it was grey. He wore narrow-framed glasses and had a rather feminine mouth, wide and soft-looking. His teeth were very white. I lit a cigarette:

‘Shouldn’t you be giving that up,’ he remarked placidly.

‘Yes,’ I said, blowing smoke in his face and making him waft the air impatiently with slender hands marked by the first liver spots.

‘Why did you really come on this trip?’ I asked.

‘I had some time to spare. And I wanted to see how things had been going here. Take my nose out of the archives. Look at real life instead of the relics of the past. Broaden my empirical horizons. Anyway, Lisbeth’s in New York.’ 

Lisbeth worked within the broad field of IT. It was a gold mine. She had originally trained as a teacher, but the world of computers had got to her, rather like one of the viruses she was so skilled in combatting. For people like Lisbeth the advent of the new millenium was a licence to print money. IT specialists are the crusaders of our day, travelling the world, ridding worried businesses of heathen foes, real or imaginary, known as computer viruses. She earned at least twice as much as Lasse. Not even that seemed to bother him, I thought peevishly. 

‘So – what have your archive-weary eyes observed?’ I asked.

‘Well, most of it’s positive. It’s very healthy to come to a country like Poland. People’s hands don’t shake here when they talk about democracy and freedom. They’re just so happy to have these things. It’s quite ridiculous, really. I mean we’re all free. That goes without saying, right. But not here. Here they don’t take it for granted.’

‘Not yet maybe, but they will.’

‘With any luck. That’s what it’s all about, after all,’ he said and took a sip of his Becherovka.

‘In any case, this is excellent, and I get to spend time with you,’ he said.

‘Daddy won’t be pleased,’ I said.

‘Yeah, well. That’s his problem. We’re grown men, aren’t we?’

‘Well, you are at any rate.’

‘What’s that supposed to mean, Teddy?’

I drew on my cigarette, considered him for a moment.

‘How many women have you actually slept with in your life?’ I asked.

Lasse stared at me in amazement. When he was baffled a horizontal crease appeared between his eyes. He must have gone through life in a constant state of bafflement because the crease was now permanent, merely deepening when something took him by surprise. 

‘That’s an odd question, I must say,’ he replied. ‘How many have you slept with?’

‘Other than my three wives I haven’t really kept score.’

‘And you’re proud of that? Sort of like a big-game hunter?’

‘Not really. It’s just that my dick has always been one step ahead of my brain,’ I said, making him smile. Then he grew serious.

‘Seven,’ he said.

‘You know the exact number?’

‘I remember every one of them. You don’t remember all of yours. What’s better? One unique experience or loads of superficial ones?’ 

‘Point taken, Lasse. I’m just amazed by you and Lisbeth. Your fidelity to one another. Over twenty-five years with the same woman. How the hell do you keep the spark alive? Can you really manage to keep your eyes off Lena’s tits? Never imagine her lying starkers on your big hotel bed?’

‘Numbers six and seven were after Lisbeth.’

Now it was my turn to be surprised.

‘Does she know?’

‘She knows about number seven. That lasted some months. Number six was just a one-off,’ he said quietly and drank his coffee, as if we were simply discussing how many millions Stalin had left to starve to death.

‘When was this?’

‘Fifteen years ago.’

‘And afterwards?’

He regarded me with his soft, brown eyes:

‘We never spoke of it again. And I made a decision. It was either Lisbeth and our kids or the other woman, or women. And I’ve never regretted the choice I made,’ he said.

‘Sounds like a pretty simple choice to me.’

‘Nobody says it was easy.’

‘You make it sound as though it was an existential choice,’ I said. 

‘Spare me the sarcasm. It was not an easy decision to make, but I’ve never looked back. Maybe my sex-drive just isn’t that great.’

‘I never noticed a blind thing.’

‘Ah, well,’ he said with that soft smile that made his Ph.D. students go weak at the knees with gratitude. ‘I’m not as much of a talker as you. You could always smooth-talk your way to good grades, and into girls’ beds. I don’t have your gift of the gab.’ 

‘I wonder if Majken knew,’ I said, more to myself.

‘I think it was her who told Lisbeth.’

‘Bloody women, always sticking together.’

‘It all turned out okay, Teddy,’ was all he said.

‘What about Lisbeth?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Has she ever …’

‘Ever cheated on me? Is that what you’re asking?’

He was getting a little rankled, I could tell. We were friends and we talked about all sorts of things, but here I seemed to be getting a little too personal.

‘I don’t know. I’ve never asked her. I have no reason to.’

I stubbed out my cigarette, lit another and, wise man that he was, he asked:

‘I don’t suppose all of this could have anything to do with the fact that yet another marriage is on the rocks?’

‘I don’t have anything going on the side,’ I said.

‘Well, you usually do, but I’m not going to get into that,’ he said. ‘There are two sides to every story, you know.’

The other side in this case being that of my present wife, Janne. She was an assistant lecturer at the Institute and I had fallen head over heels in love with her five years earlier, when she started as a Ph.D. student and I was growing tired of living alone. She had been married at the time, only in her early thirties; she left her husband and brought two small children into my life from that first marriage. It had not exactly been plain sailing. I felt I had had my share of small children. They took over the whole flat. They robbed me of my freedom, but if I wanted her I had to take her offspring too. And I was in love. Or at least: in love with the thought of being in love again. Of experiencing the grand passion. Although it was probably also a symptom of a midlife crisis. It’s not easy when the magic five-oh is looming on the horizon. Part of me did still love her, of course, but there was no passion to speak of. Our days followed a routine pattern punctuated by fights and icy silences. So it had actually been good to get away on this trip, even though Janne had gone on about the kids and who was supposed to see to them? And how she always got stuck with all the household chores. She had her work too. I had expected her to complain. But I had not expected her to give in so quickly, saying only that she supposed I’d better go then. I immediately began to wonder whether she had met someone else. To be honest I couldn’t have blamed her. Our marriage, if you could call it that, was stuck in a rut. 

‘Did you hear what I said, Teddy?’ Lasse asked.

‘I don’t know whether it’s going to last between Janne and me,’ was all I said, and I could see that this did not surprise him. It was no secret between us that Janne and Lisbeth did not get on well. They were civil to one another, but no more than that. My previous wife, Majken, and Lisbeth were the same age and still saw a lot of one another. They were friends. My first wife and I had been teenage sweethearts, we married in order to get a flat. Five years and two children later it was over. Our divorce had been a relatively painless, amicable affair. These days we could run into one another, pass the time of day, without feeling any emotion, great or small. I think we both wonder what we saw in the other. The children had been a bond of sorts between us. Now they were grown up, married themselves, had provided us with grandchildren whom we saw separately. We very rarely met. Majken and I were married for almost twelve years, but the divorce was a nasty business. She had had one child from her first marriage and together we had three in rapid succession before it all fell apart. I cheated on her and she eventually found out. Both she and the children went ballistic and I don’t think any of them has ever really forgiven me. We imagine that we live in an age when our hearts cannot be broken, but betrayal and broken promises hurt as much as they ever did. Our youngest was eighteen now, we could have a polite conversation, but I was still not very popular. What annoyed me most was that it bothered me and affected me more than I was prepared to admit. Majken had remarried. She had had another child, late on. Her new husband already had two of his own. Just as well Majken was a mathematician. Because it took a mathematician’s brain and methodical mindset as well as a hefty diary to keep track of all the birthdays, the Christmas and New Year holidays, when you had to allow not only for your own offspring but also for all the various step-children. We belonged to a generation which had not gone through life quietly and unremarked. To be honest I don’t think we had ever thought about anybody but ourselves. 

‘Do you even want it to last?’ Lasse asked.

‘Of course I do,’ I said. ‘But let’s talk about something sensible, like Poland or NATO…’

He laughed.

‘You started it. Lunch is on me, seeing as you’re paying all that child maintenance.’

‘Thank heavens my own two are over eighteen now,’ I mumbled morosely and we both laughed again, possibly as a way of covering up a growing awkwardness, and I felt better.

We strolled along the narrow streets like two gentlemen, coats open and arms swinging. All we needed was a couple of top hats and somebody to tip them at and we could have been in a Hollywood musical. Horses’ hooves clip-clopped over the cobbles, but as yet there were few passengers behind the drivers in the carriages they drew. Down by the old Town Hall, where a hot-dog stall emblazoned with the evocative name ‘Dania’ struck a strangely tasteless note, Lasse suddenly stopped short and put a hand on my arm. 

‘Don’t look now. Remember the old days in Moscow …’ 

I knew what he was getting at. I bent down, pretended to be tying my shoelaces. I glanced back. There were about a dozen people behind me.

‘There’s a woman, d’you see her?’ Lasse said. ‘Blue coat, chest-nut-brown hair, sensible shoes. Good-looking woman in her early sixties. Maybe a bit younger. Well-preserved, but still …’ 

I scanned the street, then I spotted her. She stopped short, made a big show of looking in the window of a sports shop, then she glanced towards us, turned on her heel and strode off briskly down a side street.

I straightened up.

‘What about her?’

‘Old habits die hard when I’m in this part of the world, even if the country is a member of NATO and about to join the EU. I can’t help looking over my shoulder. You remember how sometimes in Moscow you could simply sense that you were being followed?’

I nodded. I remembered. We had not spent all our time with our noses buried in dusty books in the endless reading rooms in the yellow palace of the Lenin Library. We had also met people. We had visited the homes of the hospitable Russians and we knew that they knew that an eye was kept on dangerous foreigners who were liable to spread noxious ideas about democracy and freedom. 

‘What about her?’ I said again.

Lasse looked after her, but she was long gone. Then, as he took my arm and led me away, he said:

‘She was in the back row at the Institute of Economics when I was speaking there yesterday. I thought about it when I saw her this morning, sitting in the front row at the Institute of History, when you were giving that talk on stagnation phenomena …’

‘Oh that – I had them snoring in the aisles during that one.’

‘Don’t be so hard on yourself. You’re a good speaker and the history students have need of your insight.’

‘Okay – and …?’ I said, as we walked on in the now somewhat chillier late-afternoon sun. It was still only March. Spring was not quite here yet. 

‘She was in the hotel lobby, and now here. It’s too much of a coincidence.’

‘You’re seeing things,’ I said. ‘The Cold War ended a long time ago. And we won. The Poles won.’

‘You’re probably right,’ he said. ‘She’s probably just a tourist. There aren’t that many sights to see here. I just think it was a bit odd. There’s something professional about it. You get the feeling that she’s been trailing us for a while and has finally decided to let us know about it. The way the KGB used to do, in the old days.’

‘Those days are over,’ I said.

But she showed up again in Prague. During the symposium at Charles University, when we were all lined up on the platform, boring the pants off each other and the audience in the large auditorium. I sat there half-asleep while Lena held forth and Klaus Brandt, the leader of the delegation, got himself tangled up in long-winded expositions. Again she was seated in one of the back rows, high up. Lasse and I spotted her at almost the same moment. She was wearing a plain blue dress with a simple white necklace. She appeared to be listening intently. Made notes and looked for all the world like a refined middle-aged lady taking some extramural course: her husband is gone, the children have flown the nest, now she can devote herself to learning and culture. At the interval I hurried down to confront her, but she had vanished. As mysteriously as she had appeared – I had not seen her arrive and I did not see her leave. 

Afterwards there was a reception at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the former prime minister made his remark and my evening was ruined. I had too much to drink in the bar, but did eventually go up to my room. I called home – no answer – and fell asleep with a sour taste in my mouth that no toothpaste could dispel.

The next morning Klaus hustled us along like a bunch of little kids and I could positively see his blood pressure rising when I deliberately did not turn up until the last minute, then took my time finishing my cigarette before climbing into the bus that was to take us to Bratislava. Thus prompting the other smokers to get back off. Anarchy threatened, and at the sight of our leader’s puce face I climbed aboard feeling slightly more cheerful. Lasse had of course observed the whole performance. 

‘How childish,’ he said as I sat down beside him.

But the Czech politician’s snide comment still rankled. At any rate I was too sunk in gloom to enjoy the sight of the budding Bohemian countryside, dotted with sunken haystacks. The landscape and the little farms reminded me of Denmark in the fifties. It had an old-fashioned air about it. We had to sit in a queue at the Slovakian border and Klaus got my back up even further by archly calling out to Lena: 

‘Well, Lena – we’re about to leave the shelter of NATO protection behind us. I hope you’re not feeling too nervous.’ 

‘Who’s being childish now,’ I muttered to Lasse.

Things were bound to go wrong. And so they did, after another few days of tedious meetings. It was late in the evening. I had had too much wine with dinner and too many drinks afterwards. On top of everything else my teeth had started hurting, or rather – according to my dentist – my gums. They’re going to rot away if you’re not careful, the heartless money-grubber had declared. I got into an argument with Klaus. I maintained that it would have been better if Gorbachev had been allowed to reform socialism a little at a time, instead of having the system suddenly collapse like that. Not that I actually believe this. I am glad that the rotten Soviet system came tumbling down like the vile, absurd house of cards that it was, but I knew exactly which buttons to push to get Klaus going. So we sat there yelling at one another like a couple of idiotic teenagers while the more sensible members of the delegation took themselves off to bed and eventually Klaus stomped off in high dudgeon leaving me alone, like the stupid fool that I was. 

So there I was, caught in the straitjacket of toothache, with my earlier inebriation reduced now to a raging hangover, when there came a knock at the door. It was long past midnight. I got up off the bed, peered through the little spy-hole. Outside was that woman. My first thought was to just leave her there, but then I opened the door. She stared at me. I stared back at her. For a moment I thought I was seeing things. She looked like my older sister. They had the same ears and nose and the same dark green eyes. The same features one saw in the few pictures of our father. 

‘Yes,’ I snapped.

She gave a faint smile, as if she were shy, then she put out her hand and said in slow, heavily accented, but perfectly lucid Danish:

‘Good evening, Teddy. My name is Maria Bujic. I plucked up the courage to come here. I almost didn’t dare to, but I did so want to meet my brother.’
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IT TOOK ME A MOMENT to grasp what she had said. I was still a bit woozy. Nor0mally the only people likely to come knocking in the middle of the night in Central Europe are hookers, but she did not look like a hooker. She bore an astonishing resemblance to my older sister Irma. She was possibly a couple of years younger. It was the mouth mainly, and that piercing green gaze, with which Irma had a way of transfixing her students. I stepped aside and invited her in. Even at this late hour she looked fresh and almost youthful, her skin clear and with the usual age lines, neither overly pronounced nor invisible. Which was just as it should be. One should be able to tell by looking at a person that they have lived. The short hair curling and waving softly around her head looked almost black. Did she dye it, I wondered. She wore a smart skirt and a shirt-blouse, with a small string of pearls at her throat. She was carrying a good-sized briefcase in soft calfskin. She could almost have been a successful modern businesswoman, the sort you see on any morning flight to Århus, but only almost. Because there was an emptiness in her eyes, a look of coldness or pain which at first glance was hard to fathom. I did my footman act, waved her into the spacious hotel room. The bed was unmade, but I shifted some newspapers and offered her an armchair. 

She shook her head. We stood facing one another. Both uncomfortable with the situation. 

‘What the hell is all this?’ I asked, with anger in my voice.

She looked me in the eye.

‘Could we possibly speak Russian or English?’ she said in Russian, fluently and with hardly any accent as far as I could tell. My own Russian is excellent, although I read it better than I speak it.

‘Fine by me,’ I said in English. 

But that too she could speak without any difficulty.

‘Who are you?’ I asked.

‘May I sit down?’

I motioned again to one of the armchairs and she took a seat, perching on the edge of the chair with the briefcase in her lap. She looked as if she was attending a job interview.

‘First I must tell you how sorry I am about the death of your, our, father,’ she said.

‘Now hang on a minute!’ I said. ‘What are you talking about? My father died almost fifty years ago. I never really knew him. He left us when I was very young. A hundred years ago, it seems like. In another time.’

With neat, efficient movements she opened her bag, produced a large manila envelope, removed a black-and-white photograph from it and handed it to me. In the picture was a young man; he was smiling the smile which Irma and Fritz shared with him. His hair was black and he was smooth-shaven, he had a little, triangular chin and a fine, high brow showing beneath his German army cap. The SS runes were clearly visible on the cap and on the old-fashioned, black uniform jacket. I’m no expert on SS insignia, but going by his badges I guessed the man in the picture to be a Sturmbannführer. My natural father, a major in the Waffen-SS. But that couldn’t be right. The face was most definitely that of my father, whom I could not remember, but of whom I had seen pictures. The SS uniform knocked me off balance momentarily. I broke into a sweat. The woman was eyeing me intently, she handed me another picture. 

This one was in colour. It showed the same man. Some years older now. His hair a grizzled salt-and-pepper, but still thick. He had his arm around a rather plump little woman wearing a summer frock in a large floral print. They were standing in front of a yellow-painted house. Vines were visible in the background. A patch of blue sky. An array of brightly-coloured flowers in pots and vases. Leaning against the man was a young woman, she had on a simple yellow dress, the skirt of which had been lifted slightly by the breeze, revealing something of her bare, brown legs. It was a younger version of the woman sitting across from me in this hotel in Bratislava. She had been an exceptionally beautiful young woman. It was a nice summery, idyllic picture. I gave the photo back to her without a word and, just as wordlessly, she handed me yet another. 

This one too was in colour. It was the same man, but on his deathbed this time. His hair was sparse and white, his features very pronounced and the skin so thin that one felt one could see right through it to the bones of the skull underneath. He was dressed in a white shirt. His eyes were closed. His hands folded on the emaciated chest. Death had taken the big, strapping man whom the woman opposite me claimed was father to us both. 

I did not know what to think. Every family has its myths and legends, its secrets and skeletons in the closet and my own had plenty. My family’s history was a tragic one, but it had also been a success story. My parents’ bakery went bust because people began to talk: ‘Seems the baker was on the wrong side during the war. Decent people had better find somewhere else to buy their bread.’ But as a child I was never told exactly what it was he had done. It seemed to have something to do with him having gone to work in Germany. But a hundred thousand others had done the same. It was either that or lose their unemployment benefit. I knew his name was in the Bovrup Files. He had been a member of the DNSAP – the Danish Nazi Party. But so were forty thousand others. And it was not as if it was against the law, although just after the war ended it did mean you were a marked man. As a small boy I had pondered this a lot. I was the baby of the family, a bit of an afterthought, hopelessly spoiled by my mother and step-father and by Irma and Fritz. I was also too young to really understand the marital breakdown which followed in the wake of the social disgrace. I knew that it had been an extremely traumatic experience for my sister and brother. They did not like my mother’s new husband, but I thought of him as my father and continued to do so right up until his death five years ago. We three children had all done well for ourselves, two of us within the academic world. I was a historian, as was my sister, but she was also a professor of comparative literature, specialising, not surprisingly, in feminist writing. Fritz had originally been a baker, of course, but had gone on to set up his own bread factory, mass-producing all sorts of bread and rolls, which were sold in the supermarkets as home-baked, even though they all came off a conveyer belt. But he had soon discovered that image is everything. And that a good advertising campaign can do wonders for sales. He instinctively understood, long before the media researchers got round to formulating the concept, that we do not buy goods but experiences, stories. He was also quick to spot the organic trend and latch on to that. He was the wealthy member of the family. We came of age just as consumerism was really taking off and we were doing very nicely, thank you. A pretty ordinary story, really, when told in a few words. 

I must have become lost in my own thoughts, she seemed to be repeating a question:

‘Could I have a glass of water?’ she said.

‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ I said, as if I were a bad host neglecting an invited guest. And not some strange woman who had knocked on my door in the middle of the night in Bratislava. ‘Can I offer you something else, perhaps? From the minibar? A glass of wine?’

‘Wine would be lovely,’ she said.

There was a small bottle of red wine of dubious quality in the minibar. It was also very cold. Nonetheless, I poured two glasses for us and set them down on the ugly, little modern tile-topped table between the two armchairs. I was no longer feeling the effects of the alcohol I had consumed earlier in the evening. I was tired, but my head was clear. I think that already at that point I had subconsciously accepted her story as being true, even though my analytical super-ego still regarded the whole thing as absolute rubbish, a pack of lies. 

I offered my cigarettes to her and she took one.

‘I’ve actually given these up,’ she said.

‘Haven’t we all?’ I said, giving her a light before firing up my own. I picked up my glass of red wine, raised it wryly to her.

‘What should we drink to, madame?’ I said. ‘To death?’

She winced, but her eyes remained empty of expression. They were remarkable eyes: green as a sunlit lake. But it was the glacial green of a mountain tarn.

‘I was actually very fond of him,’ she said.

‘Sorry, that was too flippant,’ I said. ‘To life, then? Or to the past?’

‘To the past, may our lives not be ruined by it.’

So we drank to that and gently set down our glasses.

‘Might I hear the whole story from the very beginning,’ I asked in my best university lecturer tones.

So she told me. Presenting the facts as dispassionately as if she were delivering a lecture herself, or making a statement to the police. Even so, it took quite a while. At my age one is past the stage of breaking in with a ‘Really!’ or ‘You don’t say!’ every time something surprises you, and her story did surprise me. It did not really upset me, though. As I say: I never knew my real father. If she had been talking about my step-father, Poul, it might have been a different matter, and the story might have caused me greater mental and emotional upheaval than it did at that moment. 

‘My father came to Croatia at the beginning of September 1943. He was just a sergeant with the Danish Regiment. His company made camp at the village of Sisak, fifty kilometres outside of Zagreb. My mother told me that the Danish soldiers’ nerves were in a bad state, they were thin and exhausted. They drank too much of the excellent Croatian brandy. As if the alcohol could chase away their memories. The Danish Regiment had been formed in part by soldiers from the Danish Legion, which had been disbanded by the SS along with the other foreign legions. The men were angry about this, but that was not what drove them to drink. No, it was the memory of the bitter fighting in Russia, at a place they called the Demjan Cauldron. It was the memory of returning home on leave to a Denmark where they were not welcomed as heroes, but spat on and denounced as traitors. My mother was twenty and worked as a secretary at the local town hall. Croatia was a free country, though possibly fascist. Or so it was said after the war. The country was not occupied, but cooperated with Germany in order to remain a sovereign nation. We called our army the Ustashi. They fought against Tito’s partisans, who were all over the place. The Danish Regiment was actually only meant to be in Croatia for a few months for training, along with the other units from the Nordland Division, but they were immediately dispatched to fight the partisans. It was a terrible conflict, with no mercy shown on either side. Partisans hung from every lamp post. German soldiers who were taken prisoner were killed and castrated. None of this did my father’s bad nerves any good. Only one thing kept the soldiers going: there was plenty of food in Croatia – the Good Lord has blessed us in this respect. They loved the Croatian fruit and vegetables. And they loved the dancing in the square at Sisak on a Saturday night. This was sometimes possible, despite the war. The soldiers danced with the local girls on the warm summer evenings and that was how my father met my mother. At a dance in the soft darkness of a Croatian night in the middle of the war. One tends to forget that pleasures are most intense when the horrors of war are at their height. When were Sarajevo’s women loveliest? When was their make-up most immaculate? When were their dresses at their most elegant? During the worst bombing raids. Mankind’s gift for survival never ceases to astonish me. It’s such a banal story really. At a time when death and rape were as certain as the fact that the sun rises in the east, they fell in love. Throughout their lives they would tell us children how blissfully in love they had been, despite the sounds of gunfire in the night. Despite the indescribable horrors they experienced and the blood there must have been on my father’s hands. I have a picture of them. They look so happy. My father was a fine figure of a man. My mother was a beautiful young woman. The Danish Regiment was transferred to the Russian front in the November. By then I was the tiny, growing fruit of their love.’ 

I sat there, rapt and expectant. I had a number of questions I would have liked to ask, but I was so intrigued by her account, although it was, in fact, a fairly common wartime story. There must be thousands with similar tales to tell. It had all happened so many years ago that it hardly seemed to have anything to do with me personally. She asked for another cigarette, took a gulp of her wine and continued in the same soft voice. She had a habit of tugging her right ear lobe, usually when she came to a part of her story which seemed to affect her. Otherwise she appeared to have full control over her emotions and the narrative devices she was employing.

‘The outcome of the war was, of course, a foregone conclusion. Germany lost. Tito won, and Croatia was incorporated into Socialist Yugoslavia. Some said that Tito the Croat had betrayed his own country. But maybe it was the best thing that could have happened. For a few years at least. Although it was no fun being on the losing side. My mother had not been directly associated with the Ustashi, but still. She had been a secretary for the system and she had gone out with a soldier in the Waffen SS. She was interned for a while, but even though brutality is an inescapable part of life in the Balkans, she was not abused. Maybe the guards’ hearts were softened by the tiny infant at her breast. Me. What do I know? Maybe she never told me the truth. She had received no word of my father. He had written several letters to her from the Eastern front. Tender letters, but also missives from which even the censors could not delete the hopelessness and the knowledge that the war was lost. My mother accepted the protection, as it was called, of one of the new socialist officials who had taken over. She got a new job. He got her body. For a couple of years it was a good deal. I do not remember him. He may have been purged, while my mother was cleared. Or forgotten. The new job was very much like the old one, only the masters were different. I have no memory of that time, I was too young, but after 1949, when Tito broke with Moscow, it was possible to be both a socialist and a nationalist. Croats, Serbs and Bosnians had to form a concerted front against Stalin’s plans for invasion. In the Balkans the past is never forgotten. History lives on in every single person. But there are times when they are very good at suppressing it. And you might think that it does not matter, but it always matters. In 1953, the year of Stalin’s death, my father turned up. Suddenly one day there he was. We were living on the outskirts of Zagreb, down near the river. It was a beautiful sunny day and the air smelled of summer as it only can in Croatia. A tall, powerfully built man with a broad grin. My mother looked as if she had seen a ghost. I can’t have been more than seven. But I remember it as if it was yesterday. He picked me up and hugged me. My lovely little daughter, he said in German. My mother told me later that that was what he had said. I felt so incredibly comfortable with him. Not for one second did I doubt that he was my father. Being fatherless was a fate I had shared with millions of children in the post-war world. But I think every one of those children dreamt that one day their father would come back from the war and take them in his arms. My mother burst into tears. She came over to us, he put me down gently and wrapped his arms around us both. That is the first time in my childhood that I can remember being absolutely happy. My father had come home.’ 

She stopped, drank the last of her wine, and I squeezed a few more drops out of the little bottle for her.

‘And?’ I said.

‘I’m sorry?’

‘And then what happened?’

‘After that came everyday life, the sort of life that’s so hard to describe simply because it’s so ordinary.’

I stared at her. Here was this half-sister, suddenly showing up out of the past; to some extent we were related by blood. That in itself was a strange thought, but I was having trouble digesting her story. Possibly because I found it hard to comprehend. Or possibly because it simply had not sunk in. I said: 

‘Tell me a little bit about that everyday life. What did he do for a living, for example?’

‘Baked bread, naturally. He was a baker, after all, and a baker he remained until he retired. He was a good baker.’

‘How come he was allowed to stay in the country? I mean, he was a former Nazi. And an SS soldier. At Nuremberg men like him were condemned as war criminals, for God’s sake.’

‘There were several reasons,’ she said. ‘In Croatia, even under Tito, not everyone regarded the Germans and the Ustashi as fascists. To many people they were patriots, fighting for a free Croatia. For the Croatian nation and its culture. It was not as simple as the propaganda made it out to be. Some were punished, of course. Others took over the reins of government, but in some part of them they were always Croatians first and socialists second. Look at our President, Franco Tudjman. Wasn’t he a socialist once? And didn’t he shape the new, independent Croatia fifty years later? Who can say what he was thinking in his heart of hearts, all those years when he served socialism and Yugoslavia. And anyway, my father had taken a different name. Later he became a Croatian, or rather, Yugoslavian, citizen. Learned our language. Became one of us.’ 

‘But how was he able to do all that?’

She considered me for some moments with those strangely blank, glacial eyes before replying:

‘He never said. His old comrades fixed things for him, that was all he would tell us. After the war they helped one another. The losers helped each other to make new lives for themselves.’

The old SS network, about which so much had been written, I thought. That mysterious brotherhood of old Nazis and war veterans which had discreetly organised visas, jobs, houses. I had never really believed in it. It sounded a bit too far-fetched: the idea that the losing side should be in a position to pull strings in the ruins of post-war Europe. And once the economic boom of the sixties came along no one gave any more thought to a bygone war, apart perhaps from some old freedom-fighters or nostalgic SS veterans. 

But you never could tell.

Maybe that was how my real father had come by his first bakery in Denmark. I had sometimes wondered how he and my mother had found the wherewithal to set it up. My mother said they had borrowed the money. That was why they had gone bankrupt so quickly. They had had nothing to fall back on. But strictly speaking it could also have been funded by profiteering money. There were a lot of shady goings-on just after the war ended. To put it mildly. And there was a good deal of unaccounted-for cash in circulation. Those five years were not the most illustrious in Danish history. Nor, indeed, was the period that followed them. 

‘Do I have any other brothers or sisters?’ I asked.

‘You did have,’ she said, and her eyes darkened slightly. ‘My father and mother had twins. Two boys. They were born in 1956. They died in 1995. Within two days of one another, at Krajna when the Croatian army drove out the Serbs.’

‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ I said and meant it.

‘The Balkans is a sorry place,’ was all she said, and we fell silent once more. All was quiet in the hotel. We heard the drone of a solitary car on the street outside and a plaintive cry that ceased as abruptly as it had begun. As if some desperate individual had given momentary vent to their pain by screaming out loud.

‘Do you have children?’ I said.

‘I have two girls, I’m glad to say. They were spared having to fight. I have two grandchildren. Both strong and healthy. Compared to a lot of others I got off lightly. One of my sons-in-law will have to spend the rest of his days with only one leg, but that you can live with. The Serbian mine left his manhood unscathed. One of my daughters is expecting another baby. So the past ten years of war in my country have not been too hard on me. But it is a war that is still going on. In Kosovo now. And now your country, my father’s native land is at war with Yugoslavia.’ 

‘With Serbia,’ I corrected her. ‘I thought you were a Croat.’

A flicker of uncertainty passed over her face, as if she had somehow given herself away.

‘I grew up in Yugoslavia,’ she said eventually. ‘I’m glad we’re independent, but I worked for many years in Belgrade and I have a lot of Serbian friends and colleagues. I find it hard to get used to the idea that we are now enemies.’

‘What did you do there?’

‘Moved papers around in one of the ministries,’ she said. ‘Now I move papers around in another ministry.’

‘Why are you telling me all this,’ I asked, and was surprised by the vehemence with which it came out.

‘It was my father’s last wish. Most of this story is new to me too. My parents’ wartime romance has always been a part of the nice myth of my family, but I did not hear the rest of the story, about the other family in Denmark, until very recently. It was our father’s last wish. And I believe that one ought to honour a dying man’s last wish.’

‘One doesn’t have to know every damn thing,’ I said. ‘Why the hell does everybody have to go confessing their sins. What you don’t know can’t hurt you.’

‘I understand this must be hard for you.’

‘I don’t think you understand a blind thing,’ I said. I, for one, did not understand any of it. What, I wondered, was I supposed to tell Fritz and Irma, never mind my elderly mother, who was probably too senile to grasp the fact that her runaway husband had not died in a bar in Hamburg in 1952, but had led a productive and seemingly happy and respectable, if bigamous, life in Croatia. That this whole story, in all its glaring banality, came down to love. That my father had fallen in love with and had an affair with a young woman in a village in Yugoslavia. And that his love had been so strong that it had conquered all. That for decades he had lived happily with the same woman. On some level every modern individual aspired to that same commonplace, conventional ideal of happiness. Or hoped, at least, to find their perfect mate. They never did, though. I spoke from some experience, with three marriages under my belt. In the dead of night, when we are alone, we all dream of unconditional love. We don’t ever expect to achieve it, but we dream about it. This is what we are seeking every time we look into another person’s eyes. In the cold light of day we recognise the futility of the dream; when night comes we dream again. 

I was very tired by now, and both my tooth and my head were aching. I could not take any more. I wanted to sleep. I wanted to go to Budapest the next day, ponder this story and try to figure out what it meant. Because that was my intellectual forte, I told myself: I was bloody brilliant when it came to thinking things through. I could analyse anything, from emotions to international politics, but just at that moment, in the middle of the night in that hotel room, my head was in a whirl.

‘I’d like you to leave now,’ I said.

She looked a little hurt, but her eyes still had that blank look to them which made it hard for me to gauge her actual frame of mind.

‘I would like to show you some more pictures. And some letters which my father wrote, but never sent. He felt very bad about leaving his family in Denmark. Especially his little boy.’

‘My father’s name was Poul. He was a schoolteacher and he loved me as if I was his own son. He adopted me. To me, this ghost from the past that you’ve called up is not my father. He may have endowed me with a glob of genes, but feelings don’t come with the sperm. They are born out of the life we share with others. And now I’d like to be alone, please.’

I was actually quite surprised to be able to express myself so clearly, bearing in mind the hour and the state I was in, but she was not impressed. 

‘He wanted your forgiveness,’ she said.

‘What about my brother and sister?’

Without a word she removed another photograph from the manila envelope. It was an ordinary, amateur colour snap, but the image was sharp enough. It showed a group of people at a funeral. They were standing with their heads bared in bright spring sunshine, watching as a simple pine coffin was lowered into the darkness of the grave. This picture shocked me more than everything she had told me up to this point. Because in this group of people, which looked, in all other respects, exactly like any funeral party in the Balkans, I saw my sister Irma. She stood with her head bowed alongside four elderly men. The photo had been taken from so far away that I could not make out the facial features of the mourners, but I was sure, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that it was Irma. It was something to do with the way she held herself, the rather boyish haircut and the pointed nose. 

‘He thought about them too, but you were the one he thought about most. Maybe because you were the youngest. He asked to be forgiven.’

‘What about my big brother?’

‘I think it was him who took the picture.’

‘When was it taken?’

‘On February 17th of this year,’ she said. ‘He did not live to see one last spring.’

‘Why didn’t anyone tell me?’

‘It didn’t involve you in the same way. You’re not a child of the war,’ she said.

‘So why drag me into it now?’ I retorted angrily.

‘Is it so strange that a man anxious to make his peace with God should also wish to make his peace with the people in his life. To receive the forgiveness which we Christians are taught to grant?’

‘I can’t answer that right now,’ I said. Although it would have been easy to do so, and I could probably have got rid of her without any more debate. But I was not going to give her, my siblings or my real father that satisfaction. They could stew in their own treacherous juice as far as I was concerned. 

‘Would you please go,’ I said, far too imploringly, instead of simply kicking her out.

‘Of course,’ she said politely, getting to her feet. She offered me her hand and I took it. My own felt cold and clammy, hers was dry and cool.

‘Might I see you tomorrow?’ she asked, letting go of my hand.

‘We’re off to Budapest tomorrow,’ I said. ‘Give me a call. I need some time to think about what you’ve told me.’

‘Fine. I’m sorry,’ she murmured.

‘Yeah,’ was all I said.

She slipped the last photograph carefully back into the manila envelope and placed the envelope on the tiled table.

‘Have a look at that once you’ve had time to digest it. You’ll find my address and telephone number in Zagreb there, too, along with our father’s letters. His thoughts about you and about the past.’

She crossed to the door. She looked disappointed by my rebuff, and by the fact that I had not given her my phone numbers, addresses and so on. That all I wanted was to get rid of her. But she did not fool me. She had followed me more than halfway across Central Europe. If she wanted more of me then there was nothing to stop her following me to Budapest. I did not know whether I wanted to speak to her again. All I knew was that I did not want to speak to her any more that night. In the doorway she turned, as if about to say something else, but I shut the door on her, turned the second lock and put on the chain, loudly and clearly. Now did she get the message? 

I went into the bathroom and sat down on the toilet. The pain hit me utterly without warning, like a knife being driven into the small of my back, just above the right hip, and twisted around. I had never known pain like it. I had no idea that anything could hurt so much. A white-hot tongue of flame shot across my back and up to the nape of my neck. I thought I was going to die; not quietly and peacefully in my bed, but locked in a loo in Bratislava with some new knowledge about my past which I could happily have done without. 
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THE NIGHT WAS HORRENDOUS, the morning worse. Can there be anything more ridiculous than lumbago? Because that was what I was suffering from. A perfectly common, perfectly awful case of lumbago. But one which was to have serious consequences. I have little memory of how I got to bed. The pain encircled my lumbar region like a barbed-wire belt, but that was not the worst of it. It was the helplessness, the fact that the most ordinary, everyday actions were now almost impossible. I managed to brush my teeth, got myself undressed and onto the bed and lay there, flat on my back, staring at the ceiling and feeling downright sorry for myself. I ought to have been thinking about the story I had just been told, but I had no thought for anything but the pain. Anyone who says you can’t hurt in two places at once is talking through a hole in their head. My teeth ached, and so did my back. 

I woke as usual around six thirty and thought for a moment that it had all been a bad dream, both the story and the pain, but my relief was short-lived. I went to swing my legs out of bed, but could not. I lay there under the sheet and bedspread in nothing but my underpants, unable to get up. I could hear the sound of the morning traffic in the street below, the singular racket produced by the mix of modern cars and noxious old Central European rust buckets driving along the broad thoroughfare which ran from the Hotel Forum to the Presidential Palace. There were other people in the world. Lucky people. Free to move around. Driving to work without giving any thought to how privileged they were. While the great university lecturer with so many academic works and lovely women behind him was helpless as a baby. He could not get out of bed. He could only lie staring at the ceiling, wracked by the pain in his back, wracked by self-pity, and thinking of himself in the third person, like an actor in a second-rate movie. 

How I did it I’ll never know. I remember nothing but the pain, but I grabbed hold of the bed-head and hauled myself into a sitting position, while three or four torturers who had learnt their trade from the grand masters of the Gestapo and the KGB drove ice-picks into my back. This manoeuvre took some minutes, then I sat for a few minutes more with my feet on the floor, bringing my breathing under control. I felt utterly ridiculous. I considered calling Lasse, but that would have been even more ridiculous. No grown man wants anyone to see that he cannot get out of bed unaided, or take a shower and dress himself before duly proceeding to pack his case and catch the bus to Budapest. It really was too stupid for words. 

I sat for a moment, bracing myself for the pain. And it was every bit as bad as I had feared when, by using both hands, I first managed to hold myself upright on the edge of the bed and then, as I started to keel over like a drunk after a long night’s journey into oblivion, clutched at the bed-head and hauled myself onto my feet – my torturers laying into me all the while with sadistic glee. There I stood. In my underpants, with a roll of flab around my middle, almost weeping with rage and mortification. But it helped to stand up, and it helped to have the hot water from the shower massaging the small of my back. The indignity of my handicap hit me again when I tried to get dressed. The socks were the worst. Who would have thought it could be such a long stretch to one’s feet, even when seated. By some miracle I succeeded in getting into my uniform: trousers, shirt, tie, grey merle jacket. Mr Nice, Old-Fashioned Tweed. The lecturer in Russian history ready for the day. For some time he stood there, with pains shooting up his back like fiery dragons. And he could not help laughing at himself and the whole situation. Now he needed cheering up.

Slowly I bent down to reach the telephone and keyed in my own home number. I pictured the phone at home in our beautiful, tasteful, well-proportioned five-room flat in Østerbro, in Good Queen Margrethe’s lovely Copenhagen. The morning rush would be in full swing, a pandemonium which I usually hated, but which at this particular moment I missed with a fervour that surprised me, in spite of my pain. Janne would be in the midst of the great morning ritual of getting the kids to eat their breakfast, put on their clothes, brush their teeth and get out the door in a reasonably orderly fashion. I always left her to see to things in the morning. While I sat in the kitchen in my dressing gown, with the paper, coffee and a ciggie, and endeavoured to ignore the inexplicable uproar that small children are capable of creating in the morning. How is it possible to fight and eat cornflakes at the same time? Janne was as grumpy – or quiet, as she put it – in the mornings as I was, but she was also a mum, so she bustled about, dishing up breakfast, making packed lunches, chivvying and chiding, and almost every morning I found myself wondering why the hell they didn’t just get up earlier. I had actually come right out and said this once to Janne, a couple of months after she moved in. She had not spoken to me for a couple of days. ‘Why don’t you just lend a hand instead?’ she had hissed. ‘That wasn’t part of the deal,’ I replied. ‘I’ve done my bit with my own kids.’ Which wasn’t exactly the smartest thing to say, either. 

Amazingly, every morning the operation was successfully accomplished and the little darlings were escorted to school along with all the other poor beggars. Sometimes Janne returned home after seeing them through the perils of the morning rush-hour. Then she would sit down and have her coffee, read her section of the newspaper and we would have a nice, quiet breakfast together. Being a lecturer I earned more than Janne who was only an assistant lecturer. She, on the other hand, had more duties to attend to at the university. My lectures to the few classes I now took did not make for too heavy a workload. So she was often the first one to leave, off to join the daily migration that is the lot of your normal wage slave, while I poured myself another cup of coffee before repairing to my desk to write or do some research. Although if the truth be told, lately I was more liable to end up gazing at the big poplar tree outside the window. It is amazing how long one can spend watching a little squirrel scurrying about in some bare branches, thereby managing to put off working on a project in which you really have no faith. The writing had to be done, though, if my petty, jealous colleagues on the Research Council were to be persuaded to allocate funding to me rather than to their cronies. 

But with my back on the rack I missed my mornings in Denmark. How nice it would have been to feel a tender hand on the small of my back, to be kissed and caressed. How nice it would have been to be surrounded by the morning chaos of normality instead of being here alone in a modern hotel room in a city which most Danes could not have found on a map. I let the telephone ring until I heard my own voice on the answering machine, then hung up without leaving a message. Why weren’t they home? Where the hell was my family? My indignation may have been irrational, but I felt they ought to be there when I needed them. As if I was ever there when they needed me. And anyway, what could they do? Give me a few words of comfort. Tell me they loved me. Isn’t that what we are all looking for in our dealings with other people? To find love. To be loved. 

I ran an eye around the modern hotel room. I was in Bratislava. I could have been anywhere in the world, wherever today’s hotel chains have moved in with their professional smiles and tasteless, efficient interior designers and decorators. Fresh colours. Fresh furniture. The only thing that wasn’t fresh was the smell. Slovakia might have been in the process of putting its past behind it, but the place still smelled of the old days. Just like the memorial that towered over the city, testifying in all its socio-realistic monstrosity to the erstwhile Soviet Union’s liberation of Czechoslovakia. Another country which no longer existed. Otherwise Bratislava displayed all the other chaotic signs of the transition from communism to democracy. Mildewed concrete tower blocks rubbed shoulders with McDonald’s and stolen Western cars. Newly renovated houses with beautiful, freshly painted ochre walls were not to be deterred by their neighbours’ dirty-grey walls: the symbolic reflections of a lifetime of communism’s physical squalor. This was how my thoughts ran: from backache to mornings in Copenhagen to the shambles that was Bratislava. I couldn’t think straight for the pain. I stood by the telephone, trying to weigh up my options. To get some kind of grip on this godawful morning. If I could do that I would never complain again. 

The room was like a tip: strewn with clothes, books, overflowing ashtrays, empty glasses, old newspapers. One unpacked suitcase, half-open, putting me in mind of a gaping mouth. The fat manila envelope lay where she had left it. My so-called half-sister, who had introduced herself as Maria Bujic. But did she even exist? Or had she merely been some bizarre vision. A pyschedelic image, the mind’s way of giving me a warning: something dangerous and unpleasant is about to happen. Right now it’s your back that’s given out, the first part of your fifty-something anatomy to do so, but that is only the start – because, Mr University Lecturer, sir, it’s downhill all the way from here. Which was also, of course, a load of garbage. The envelope was right there, after all. Stiff-legged and with my hand pressed to the small of my back I tottered over to it, picked it up and peeked inside. Sure enough. There was the concrete proof: photographs, some handwritten letters, a handful of newspaper cuttings and a few typewritten sheets of paper. That turn of the wrist, slight and subtle though it was, proved to have been a bad move. The torturers returned, digging their red-hot knives into my back, causing me to drop the envelope as if it was on fire and had burned my hand. There was nothing for it but to give in, so I did, and called Lasse before my self-pity could incapacitate me completely. 

Good man that he was he came right away, quickly sized up his ailing friend’s situation and showed himself to be both capable and reasonably sympathetic, although even he could not hide the fact that he felt, as we all do, that there is something rather funny about a grown man with a bad back. It is not as if there is anything to see. It is not like an open wound. He could tell that I was in agony, but I knew he was thinking: it can’t be that bad. Lasse’s experience of illness did not extend beyond a dose of the flu, and I was well aware that he viewed the rest of us, in whom the first warning signs of old age were already being felt, pretty much as hypochondriacs. Strong, healthy individuals who do nothing in order to keep themselves strong and healthy but simply are so, are a downright pain in the neck. Lasse was that sort of person. But he was a good mate for all that. I was just in pain and feeling sorry for myself. None of my wives have ever really seen eye to eye, but one thing on which they are all agreed is that if the martyrs of the world were ever to form a club I would be the obvious choice for chairman. 
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