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Foreword




The idea for these novels did not begin at a desk. 
It began through encounters with people.

For many years, I worked as a therapist, and much of my work involved men who had been affected by illness, personal crises, or loss. Often, it was their partners who had encouraged them to seek help. There was almost a kind of quiet joke about it — that men often felt out of place in the world of therapy, while women seemed more comfortable speaking openly about emotions and relationships.

But over time, I discovered something else as well.

I came to see that many men carried far more strength and humanity within them than they themselves believed. Beneath the silence were loyalty, humor, responsibility, and a deep willingness to help others. The problem was rarely a lack of feeling. More often, it was that they had lost contact with their own resources in the middle of whatever crisis they were facing.

At one point, I had the privilege of getting to know a voluntary support network for men living with serious illness. The experience stayed with me.

What I witnessed there was not dramatic emotional confessions or grand speeches. It was something quieter than that. The men helped one another in ways that, from the outside, might almost seem understated. They did not always speak openly about feelings. But they listened. They showed up. They made room for one another. And somewhere within the humor, the silence, and the practical acts of support, a genuine sense of brotherhood emerged.

That became the inspiration for Gathering, Drifting, and Overcoming.

These novels follow a group of men who decide to help one another through life’s crises. Along the way, they encounter new people and new challenges. Some struggle with family relationships and emotional distance, others with guilt, loneliness, or the unresolved losses of the past. At times, they even find themselves in conflict with the law, discovering that solidarity and humanity can emerge in the most unexpected places.

Although the books touch on serious themes, it was always important to me that the stories also contain warmth, humor, and hope. I wanted to write about men with respect — not as flawless heroes, but as ordinary human beings who, despite their fears and imperfections, continue trying to stand beside one another.

Perhaps that is where their real strength lies.

I hope these stories will offer readers both reflection and moments of recognition — and perhaps remind us of the quiet forms of care and loyalty that are so easily overlooked.


Thanks to Elina for illustrating.


Welcome to The Brotherhood.


— Henrik Kruse
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The Carrera and The Protocol





“I have a bad feeling about that Johnny guy. He didn’t exactly sound friendly on the phone!” The Merchant shook his head, making the little bit of hair left on the edge of his polished scalp suddenly look much longer and rather unkempt. 

“Stand up straight, man! You look like a retarded hippie with that thin, greasy bush. Have you forgotten what condition you were in when we found you in the dunes? I had to cover my mouth, so my shoes wouldn’t get dirty. And after all, you have improved ... a little!”

Monty smiled and gave the Merchant a friendly pat on the shoulder, causing him to lift his head and run a hand over his hair, bringing it back to its normal position just above his ears. Now there wasn’t much of a hippie about him. In fact, the look matched his nickname and his occupation for more than 40 years. ... The Merchant.  





After business school, he first worked for a merchant firm in Ringkøbing before starting his own business in the much smaller coastal town of Søndervig at the age of twenty-six. Thirty-five years were spent weighing sugarrear, going on shore excursions in the Chrysler pickup truck and strolling along the harbor with Jennifer. ‘I was never bored!’ he used to say, when non-locals asked him about life outside the tourist season.

“No, you weren’t bored for a second, but half a century passed in our other world, and you stood with your head in the sand. Only sea lyme grass grows in the dunes; everything else dies! Look in the mirror, and you’ll see the tragic consequences.” Monty chuckled at his own humor.

Jennifer and the Merchant had met when they were twenty-one years old. An almost qualified clerk and her assistant in one of the town’s craft shops... yes, you get associations to the good old days. 

‘One-part hormones and three parts common sense’ was Jennifer’s answer, when her friends asked about the relationship. This ratio later turned out to apply to other aspects of marriage as well. After a rather innocent argument... the first in their now four-year marriage, Jennifer declared, that ‘it couldn’t continue like this!’

The next morning Louis woke up half an hour earlier than usual. Jennifer had left the bedroom door open, so the smell of freshly baked buns reached his nostrils as he stretched out in bed. The basket of buns was on the table, along with the steaming coffee. What caught Louis’ sleepy eyes, however, was something else entirely. Next to Jennifer’s plate was a small black book, The Protocol. It contained all of Jennifer’s resolutions and decisions. There were quotes from home economics school and yellowed pictures of her mother and grandmother. There was also space for her confirmation verse and excerpts from the priest’s wedding speech.

But Louis had something else in mind when he saw the book lying on the table. In it, Jennifer wrote down their agreements, things she had thought about and insisted on, that Louis agreed to. He always did. Certainly not without reason, because Jennifer was always thoughtful and reasonable.

“It can’t continue like this!” Jennifer said, looking up from his well-buttered bun. She made no effort to meet Louis’ eyes. She had long since got used to them not looking directly at each other, when the subject was serious.

“Louis, we have a good relationship, so we don’t want to spend our lives arguing. I’ve been awake half the night, and I’ve concluded that it can’t continue.” She paused to bring Louis into the conversation.

He nodded. ‘Who could disagree with that?’

When Jennifer sensed that he was ready to hear the deal, she continued: “Today, you and I are making a deal for the rest of our lives: ‘We will never spend time arguing again. And... we will never let the sun set on our anger.’”

She picked up the protocol, flipped through the pages and read: “…we end each day by saying goodnight to each other... That way we don’t let anger have the last word.”

And so, it came to be! Throughout their lifelong marriage, Jennifer never once broke the agreement. There were a few times when Louis broke the agreement by saying good night but not mentioning Jennifer’s name. His anger was too intense! That was many years ago.





Monty was not called Monty by Vester Bronx for nothing. He had grown up in Vesterbro, a tough area in Copenhagen and learned harshness. Who would have thought that he was now well on his way to carrying on the family line for three generations in a tiny town like Harlev in eastern Jylland? If it wasn’t for Connie, he’d probably still be sitting in some shady spot in the center of Copenhagen. Yes, and the truck, of course. It had been his second home and his way out into the world ... and to Harlev.

After the disease had taken his job away, the car had been stored and he himself was stranded at home and largely in front of the television. He didn’t talk about the last one too much. A witty mind could easily find similarities between his and the Merchant’s fate, and Monty didn’t want to take that risk. They already had bald heads in common. Monty, however, had taken a more radical approach. He didn’t settle for a barren area on top. His head hadn’t grown a single hair since chemo. In a way, being bald suited him. There was a match between appearance and personality. The Merchant, on the other hand, seemed to be missing something. The combover signaled an involuntary change, that still bothered him.

Now the Merchant’s eyes had come alive again. The pat on the shoulder and Monty’s jokes had a good effect on him. They both knew that. Even though they were only facing their first big task together, they were already working well together. They had taken on the obvious roles and seemed to thrive in them. 

The Merchant used a funny mix of common sense, healthy skepticism and familiarity. A typical dry and understated comment from him might be: ‘forty years of studying human art, not at university but behind the counter; that counts for something, doesn’t it?’ or: ‘point to someone from Søndervig, male or female, and I’ll tell you about their finances, favorite foods and habits. That’s why I always approach with caution!’ The last sentence was said with Monty in mind. Yes, he didn’t want to mess with the Merchant, just because the lines didn’t come as quickly and thoughtlessly as they did in Vesterbro.

“Well, don’t be too quick or overly enthusiastic, or I might find my position threatened,” Monty smiled. He was aware, that the roles were distributed in his favor, and that he played best with people, who were not too far ahead of the game. They had to stay in the background, and at the same time be ready to step forward.

They were a fun duo. They agreed and were a little proud of it. Up until now, they have worked well together. But what they were now facing could look like a lot of work. The Merchant seemed somewhat defeated.   The question was whether Monty wasn’t overwhelmed, even though he tried to hide it.

It was a quarter past three, and Monty looked at his phone again.

The Merchant seemed more patient. He was used to taking things longer, especially at the end of the month. It had become like a subconscious clock in him. He could pinpoint the date of the month accurately just by looking at the items in the basket and the notes or coins placed on the counter. This was before the debit card, after all.

“Where the hell is he?” said Monty as he looked at his phone for the third time.

At that very moment, the sound of a car was heard, not a Kia, nor a Polo, but perhaps an Audi. No, not that one either! Once it was outside the house, they realized it was a completely different kind of machine.

From the conservatory, there was a good view of the sidewalk and driveway. That’s why neither of the two men stood up. Not only that, but also because you don’t rush up to the window just because you hear a six- or eight-cylinder sports car.

The Merchant expected a quiet and calm arrival. That’s the way to brag in the west.

Monty was more familiar with the country roads and was therefore not surprised when the brakes squealed and the red Porsche 911 Carrera began to turn onto the pavement.

They both held their breaths slightly in anticipation as the door opened. Who would get out? What does an owner of a red Carrera look like? Surely, they should match the car with elegance and power. But that’s not always the case. A big man with rough hands, wearing a sailor-style sweater and jacket stepped out. It could just happen that the Carrera had a sister down in the harbor.

The Merchant opened the door and waved the man towards the conservatory.

He stood at the door a moment later and held out his hand to the Merchant. “Johnny,” he said, nodding without smiling. He seemed serious.

“Welcome, my name is Louis, and my partner on the sofa is Timothy, but we call him Monty.”

There was a nod from the sofa, and Monty stood up and held out his hand.

“Did you get to take the wife’s car today?” Monty smirked, clearly signaling that he was joking. He wanted to set the mood lightly.

Johnny looked at him seriously and replied: “No, I’m not leaving a machine like that to her questionable abilities. I made a deal with the wholesaler and gave her Fiat 500 when I bought the Carrera. The condition was that she must keep at least ten meters distance. I don’t want her backing into it.”

The Merchant swung his arm towards a manila chair with goatskin upholstery. He was a host and knew which chair would suit the big man best. “Please take a seat. Would you like a beer or water?”

Johnny sat down, shaking his head.

“Typical, you offer the guest a beer but ignore me. Apparently, I come here too often!” Monty tried again to lighten the mood, but without much success, judging by Johnny’s expression.

The Merchant grabbed two beers from the cooler. This could well require a little more than expected, he sensed. As he passed the beer to Monty, he made eye contact for a moment and winked.

The two friends both leaned back slightly, signaling that they were ready to listen and that the guest had the word.

Johnny cleared his throat, leaving them in no doubt that this was uncomfortable for him.

“First, I want you to know, that I’m here because my wife thinks it will be good for me. She read about you in the newspaper and said I should give it a try. That’s why I’m here. Because of the disease, of course, but...” Johnny stopped and paused, as if expecting one of the others to continue.

“So, you don’t need help just to understand you correctly?” Monty asked in a slightly provocative tone.

“That’s not what I said,” Johnny replied, looking into Monty’s eyes. “My wife needs help. She’s having a hard time coping with my disease. She’s threatening to divorce me. Apparently, this is her way of helping me. I don’t see that it makes much difference. Just that she’s more hysterical.” Johnny’s tone was loud and angry.

“Then why are you here and not her?” Monty tried again to shift the focus.

“Did I misunderstand this? Isn’t this an offer for men? What’s she supposed to do here?” Johnny looked directly at Monty again, letting him know he had a bad case.

“You are absolutely right,” the Merchant interrupted. “We only talk to men, who have contracted the disease, and it’s good, that you’ve come. Regardless of whether your wife sent you, you have something to tell us, don’t you? What kind of cancer have you got?”

The Merchant tried to make eye contact with Monty again to prevent the fight from escalating.

But Monty wasn’t looking in that direction. His eyes were fixed on Johnny.

“As I already mentioned, it’s my wife, who needs help, but I can tell you a bit about myself, if you’d like?”

The Merchant nodded.

Monty didn’t flinch.

“It’s lung cancer!” The words came out of Johnny’s mouth slowly, earnestly, deliberately. He looked up, first at the Merchant, then at Monty. This was serious! “My wife says I should quit smoking. She says it all the time. I told her I’d take care of it myself.”

The serious diagnosis took its toll on Monty. From combative and quick-witted, he became more laid-back and introverted. They had more in common than expected... and more than he liked.

“What about you? We’ve both been there and we know it’s hard,” the Merchant continued, nodding in Monty’s direction to keep him in line.

“You won’t get anywhere by joining the howling choir or sitting down and dying. I’ll take a trip on the highway or a trip to Germany to feel the wind on my face. If I can be free from pity and blame, I’ll be fine. I’m used to it.” Johnny still didn’t show the slightest sign of being affected by his situation. The only thing he showed was anger at his wife’s reaction.

Monty leaned forward on the sofa, ready to rejoin the conversation. The need to provoke was gone. The wrinkles on his forehead revealed that he was in his more thoughtful mode, and his tone was quite different and welcoming. “Johnny, you certainly don’t look like someone, who whines. But what is this howling choir you’re talking about? Are they your colleagues?”

“No, I’m self-employed. Business is a bit down now, so I’m on my own, doing the work of three people. There’s no room for self-pity,” said Johnny ...also, in a more subdued tone.

“Then surely the choir is your family?” the Merchant interrupted. 

“Yes!” Johnny replied emphatically. “My wife is impossible, and she is supported by our son and daughter. They are totally on her side. There’s not much for me to do!”

For a split second, the Merchant and Monty made eye contact. That was all they needed to assure each other that the task wasn’t the easiest. They were dealing with a typical independent man, who had turned his family against him, probably because he didn’t know how to communicate about himself, let alone emotions or personal problems in general.

On the one hand, Johnny was by the book. On the other hand, he was visibly angry and disruptive. Most men who fall short in close relationships, usually family, choose the back door and leave. Some leave in the literal sense while others opt out and watch passively. Voluntary castration was one of Monty’s favorite terms for this survival strategy, that many men choose as the easiest option.

In addition to the demanding job, Johnny also had an escape route; it was bright red and kept outside, halfway across the sidewalk. However, he couldn’t seem to escape his family completely, and it doesn’t take much imagination to picture his angry outbursts, when he felt overwhelmed by guilt or emotional demands.

“You remind me of a man from Søndervig, a fisherman,” the Merchant said to Johnny.

“Oh, what’s he like?” Johnny replied without seeming particularly interested.

“Well, you see, he was the skipper of a trawler in Hvide Sande. He was a great man at sea and in the harbor. He was respected, because he worked hard and usually brought in a good catch. But when he wasn’t at sea and came to my grocery store with his wife, it was hard to recognize the great fisherman. One day, as they walked around the freezer, I thought he looked like a fish caught on land. You could even see him squirming and gasping for breath, when his wife forced him to decide about the grocery items. It was usually only two or three days before he was back on the lake. Rumor had it that he became loud and even violent, especially toward the children.

“Ok, and you think I look like him. Thank you! But I want you to know that I’m not violent. I may raise my voice, but I am not a violent person. If there’s anything else you want to tell me it better be now, because I have nothing more to talk to you about.”

Johnny was about to get up, but was stopped by Monty, who was already standing up, ready to put a hand on his arm.

“Easy now, Johnny! The Merchant here, I mean Louis, has spent his entire life in the west of Ringkøbing, and we all must pay for that from time to time.”

Monty had turned to the Merchant and made an expression that left no doubt about his opinion.

He turned to Johnny and sat back on the sofa as he continued the art of diplomacy: “You’re just a typical man, who got screwed, and that’s what the desert son of the fifth dune is trying to say.” Monty tried a tentative smile, and it seemed to work as Johnny sat back in his chair.

“Where is the coffee, Merchant? Apparently, hospitality is something you offer only to German tourists.” Monty laughed. He was relieved.

Johnny was smiling too and everything seemed to be fine.

The Merchant was already working on the cups and coffee, which the two partners had already tasted before they were caught by surprise by the Carrera.

“You need help. The question is whether you’re ready to accept it,” the Merchant said in a thoughtful tone as he poured the coffee.

“Yeah, we haven’t exactly proven ourselves, but we’re actually a good team, the Merchant and I,” Monty said. “Of course, you can also get one of our other teams, but to be honest, we’re one of the best.”

Now it was Johnny’s turn to crack a smile. “You’re a damn good-looking couple. Even with a two hundred percent raise, you wouldn’t stand a chance of getting a job at my company.”

After a brief change of scenery, Johnny looked first one and then the other in the eye and asked in a serious tone: “And what did you want to help me with?” Knowing that the answer would be very difficult to answer.

It was Monty, who tried, “You say it’s your wife and children, who need something. Why don’t you invite us for coffee in the company of your family and we’ll see what happens... and most likely you’ll be offered better coffee than this.” Monty sloshed his cup and gave Johnny a wry smile.

“There is nothing wrong with Lisa’s coffee. Maybe it’s not such a bad idea. She asked for help, she should get it.” For a moment it seemed as if a black and menacing cloud passed Johnny’s inner eye. But it was only for a moment, and then he was himself again.

“Do you want to know more about my son and daughter before you visit? Or do you want to tell them about someone, they look like from Hvide Sande, or wherever it was, you sold fish?” 

Johnny looked over at the Merchant and then to Monty, who responded with a burst of laughter.

“Good humor! Now there are two of us to keep him on a short leash,” Monty said as he caught his breath.

The Merchant took the blows without resistance. He was relieved.

“Then it’s a deal!” Johnny said as he stood up. I’ll send you an email and we’ll find an afternoon that suits you.

“Shouldn’t you ask Lisa first?” 

The question came from the Merchant when the two were standing in the doorway and Johnny had opened the car door. It was impossible to know, if the question was just rhetorical and an old, sensible habit from half a lifetime behind the counter, where men spent their weekly wages without talking to their wives first, or if there was more to it, ... if the Merchant wanted to show the two men right at the door, that he had made a mistake and allowed himself to be mocked, but ... that he was still in the game and not so easily knocked out.

Here in the doorway, the meeting could have ended in a light mood. Johnny could have smiled back. But that didn’t happen. Instead, he turned around and in an instant was transformed into the big, strong, angry man they had only seen in shadow in the garden room.

“No, hell no. I’m not asking anyone’s permission! She’s lucky I’ve been so patient. Damn bitch!”

The last curse was uttered as the car door slammed shut. 

There was no smile! 

A few seconds later, the Carrera roared down the quiet residential street.

The two friends looked at each other. They were surprised and a little bewildered.

It was the Merchant, who spoke first: “Maybe there is more truth in my story about the fisherman, than I first imagined?”

Monty rolled his eyes in skepticism. “Oh, you think so. What happened to that fisherman, do you remember?”

The Merchant pretended to think carefully before answering, “Yes, he killed his wife!”








  
  
The Crew




The Merchant and Monty had called in the rest of the crew because of the upcoming visit to Johnny. 

There was a notice of cancellation from Jobs. They knew that. He was in LA. However, both Cohen and The Imam responded positively. Then the crew was as good as whole. They didn’t really count on the professor in the group, even though he was the founder. The professor had not yet attended the meetings.

“We’ll meet at the safe place,” the email read. Everyone knew it was the Merchants store’s conservatory that was being referred to. 

A female-proof area, as Monty had dubbed the conservatory. “The Merchant is alone, and for good reason! We are safe with him!” That was the end of the debate.

The Merchant was clearly prepared for the visit. The coffee was ready and the beer was chilled. On the kitchen table was a bag from the supermarket. What was inside, four muffins, was not revealed until the guests had arrived. Tact and tone were the norm in his home.

“Monty and I got together because of the project we’ve just started. It is not an easy one, and we would like your advice.” The Merchant looked at Cohen and the Imam, as he talked and unpacked the muffins. 

The Imam seemed to be more concerned with the cakes. 

Monty noticed it immediately and didn’t let the incident go unnoticed. “Hands off the muffins, Franz! Do I really have to tell you, that we are in the middle of Ramadan! Listen to what the Merchant says. We haven’t called you in for our pleasure.” Monty smiled crookedly at the two on the sofa.

Now the tone was set, and the Merchant could continue: “We had a feeling that the guy, Johnny’s his name, might be a bit grumpy and disruptive, but we’re afraid he’s an outright misogynist. When he talked about his wife, his eyes would go wild and he had a hard time controlling his voice. I was reminded of a killer I once knew, and I’m afraid they share similar traits.”

“Here’s a little thing you need to know” Monty was sitting forward in his chair, and from the look on his face, the friends had no doubt, that there was now mockery in the air.

“The Merchant didn’t just think; he said it right to Johnny’s face.” Monty nodded his head towards the Merchant and rolled his eyes.

“Yes, I was a bit quick there, but at least he got something to think about,” the Merchant replied silently and calmly.

“If you said he reminded you of a murderer ... it wouldn’t be like you, my good Merchant!” Cohen said.

“No, not so directly, but enough to make the guy explode,” Monty replied before the Merchant joined in.

“But he was clearly affected, it was obvious. It hurt him!” the Merchant continued thoughtfully.

Cohen and the Imam looked at each other.

“You can’t send Dupont and Dupont into town alone without them messing with the men, we’re supposed to help,” the Imam commented to his partner. “We should probably have the right of first refusal on that task, but surely, they have invited us to help them. ... there’s usually no cake on the table!”

Once the introductory rituals were over, the conversation became more serious and focused on the occasion, the upcoming visit to Johnny’s home. First, Monty and the Merchant told how the first meeting with Johnny had gone. Monty used the big brush, and the Merchant used the fine brush to pick up the details. They complemented each other’s personalities well.

“Well, here we are. We’ve been invited to Friday afternoon. Suddenly we have a whole family to talk to. It’s new.” The Merchant threw up his hands and showed, that he was open to advice.

“Well, we’re not scared shitless,” Monty continued, “But we don’t really know about this Johnny guy. Maybe he’s more reserved, when his family’s around.”

The Imam rubbed his beard. It was that habit and the shape of the beard that had earned him the nickname. He had rough features and a rather large nose, in fact, he looked more like an orthodox rabbi than a Muslim Imam. “Be careful not to judge the man in advance. He could have been having a bad day when you met him. I feel a little sorry for him.”

Monty followed the Imam’s movements out of the corner of his eye. He avoided direct eye contact. There was something that kept Monty from letting his humor go full throttle with the Imam. He was the one he knew the least, and the Imam made him a little nervous. Maybe he reminded him of someone, but who? In any case, Monty held back on the fast lines when the Imam spoke.

“You mean we should give him a little home-field advantage?” Monty tried.

“No, not at all,” the Imam replied, shaking his head. He rubbed his beard again as he continued, “But fair is fair! Who knows, if it’s his fault, that things turned out, the way they did, between him and his wife?”

Cohen hadn’t said anything yet. He seemed distracted, leaning back on the sofa.

“What do you think, Logan?” The Merchant asked. “Should we believe the best about Johnny, or should we be cautious?”

Cohen closed his eyes and looked meditative, which only reinforced the impression that the conversation was of no interest to him. So, it came as a surprise when he spoke the most important words of the afternoon with great authority: “I think you will learn a lot more, when you see him with his family. Last week you met Johnny at the Carrera; that’s one side of him. Now you get to see another side of him. It’s all part of helping him. So, our job is not to guess, but to investigate!”

Another hour passed, talking things over, enjoying the coffee...and the cake. It was all part of the process. But the words that mattered most were spoken, and they were spoken by Cohen. Not so often did his few words carry the most weight.

“Why Cohen?” the Merchant had asked his mischievous partner one of the first times, they had spent time with Logan.

“Because he’s Leonard Cohen’s doppelganger. Logan looks like Cohen ... he’s an alcoholic and a musician. He doesn’t do a big deal of things, he sits and hides in the dark, and then suddenly he strikes and reveals the pearls of wisdom. I think Leonard Cohen sounds like that too, a bit understated. I bet he’s also been able to magically get the girls’ panties off once. Well, he doesn’t have the voice, at least not anymore, but you must admit, the name is pretty fitting!”

The Merchant nodded and smiled.

Once Monty had made up his mind, it took a strong argument for a name change.
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At Home





The neighborhood is a mix of single-family homes and some small industry. 

Monty had been here with his truck since the beginning of time. 

The Merchant didn’t know this part of town; he was a newcomer from the outskirts of Denmark.

“Is Johnny a contractor? The manor stones are certainly not spared” Monty commented as they slowly drove up the sidewalk next to number twenty-nine.

The garden looked unkempt, with evergreens on islands in a sea of concrete blocks. A few rhododendrons that looked starved with lots of yellowish leaves. Otherwise, thuja and similar cemetery plantings.

“Well, I guess they’re not gardeners,” the Merchant added as he got out of the car.

“You must feel at home here in the gray landscape. A desert of sand or a desert of stone can come out on one!” Monty had to prepare his voice and get his sense of humor, before he could get serious.

“If they have all that good soil, why don’t they use it? It all looks terrible.” The comment came mechanically and a little sadly from the Merchant. He had learned to live in a barren area, but always with a bit of sadness.

“I see no reason to plant more weeds than necessary. Only a fool does not fear the garden!” Monty commented. The Merchant wasn’t expecting any support from him.

The entrance was in the gable. From here you had a view of the courtyard behind the house. It was three to four times the size of the front. The manor stones had been replaced with concrete tiles, which could withstand greater loads. This made sense, as the entire garden was a storage area for trailers, small excavators, a few containers, and well-organized piles of pipes, covers, and iron of various sizes.

The house was built in yellow stone with brown windows made to look mahogany. In the same style, the side of the front door was stained glass and dark colored glass. It may have been built with an eternite roof back in the sixties but was later upgraded with black glazed tiles.

If it was “guess-who-lives-here” TV show, the description of the man in the house would fit a fifty-year-old self-employed builder in the construction industry. The wife had left no significant impact on the outdoor space. Perhaps they had divided power into one inside and one outside. It would be interesting to see.

“Come over here and take a look. Maybe there’s a clue here.” Monty waved his friend over to a double carport, which was slightly hidden in the wide driveway on the opposite side of the house. 

The Merchant had also recognized the Carrera, but it wasn’t the one Monty had spotted. 

Further inside was a pink Fiat 500 with the license plate ‘Girl Power’.

“What car his wife has!” Monty smiled wryly. “Maybe there’s some power in the lady after all. Exciting!”

Johnny opened the door, before they had even made it up the stairs. He looked like the same man the Merchant remembered from their first meeting. They had talked a lot about him in the meantime, and the prejudices were many.

Johnny shook hands and seemed happy to see them again. He showed them into the living room, where coffee was served on the sofa group. It was made of black leather, and the table was solid oak with a tiled surface.

Johnny’s wife was already standing up, ready to greet the men. “Lisa,” she greeted, waving her arm towards the adult children, who showed no sign of getting up. “This is our son Michael and our daughter Charlotte.”

“Hi,” Charlotte greeted with a smile. 

Michael settled for a friendly nod.

“Take a seat!” Johnny offered to replace two chairs, that had been set out for the Merchant and Monty.

The coffee was poured in silence. The atmosphere seemed a bit unnatural and pressured. 

Monty didn’t like the silence, so he tried his usual way. “After we had seen the Carrera, the Merchant and I talked about what the wife of the Carrera might look like. And now we caught a glimpse of the pink lady in the carport. What a lovely couple!”

Monty expected to see a reaction around the table to his joke. But it didn’t come immediately. No one smiled, and the silence became more striking than before.

“It’s my car,” said her daughter Charlotte in a reserved tone. 

“Her father gave it to her,” Lisa continued disengaged.

The silence came back.

Without making a direct sign, an expectation grew, which was directed towards the armchair, where Johnny had sat down.

The Merchant had no doubt. Monty had unknowingly started a game at the table by talking about the car. The invisible ball had received a few kicks and was finally sent over to Johnny by Lisa.

“Okay, if that’s the way you want it,” Johnny began in an irritated tone. 

He looked directly at Lisa as he continued to address the guests: “The car was my birthday present to Lisa, but she didn’t want it! So, I gave it to Charlotte instead. And look at them now, all three of them are pissed off”.

Michael and Charlotte exchanged a look of understanding, and Charlotte rolled her eyes before continuing: “Dad, you know I love the car. The hard part is the way I got it. You punish mom, and you spoil me. And that car has brought a bad feeling with it. 

Yeah, and that’s not even the worst part. What did you give Michael? Do you want him to have the Carrera?” 

Charlotte smiled mischievously and looked over at her mother to see her reaction. 

Michael looked out the window as if he didn’t want to be part of the conversation.

Now Monty couldn’t hold back any longer. He sat all the way forward in his chair and looked in Michael’s direction. “Is it true, that you will get the Carrera, Michael?” Now there was no doubt that Monty was playing dumb.

Michael didn’t answer. 

Charlotte was about to respond on her brother’s behalf, but he spoke before she could. 

Michael looked directly at his father as he replied in a trembling voice: “The Carrera is Dad’s! He put Girl Power on that stupid license plate. That’s why mom didn’t want the Fiat. I don’t blame her. He should have written Manpower, because that’s what that car and everything else around him signals.”

Now Michael turned to look at Monty and answered his question. “No, my father would never give me his favorite toy and status symbol. He’s never given me anything, by the way! That’s just the way he is. He doesn’t like me and its payback.”

Michael paused without letting the others join in. He took a deep breath before continuing at a quieter pace: “I’m gay, and the old alpha male has never accepted that. He pretends I don’t exist. I’ve gotten used to that. I stay away. But it’s a shame for mom!”

The two guests both looked covertly in Johnny’s direction. The mood in the family had already gotten to them. They were aware that the powder keg could blow up at any moment, and they didn’t want that to happen.

“I’ll be fine. Or at least I’ve tried to until now, but after Johnny got sick, I can’t take it anymore.” Lisa was still looking down as she spoke. “He used to leave when he got angry. Now he explodes, when he gets the slightest setback. And Michael can’t go near him without being mocked and scolded.” 

She looked over at Michael without meeting his eyes.

There was silence again for a moment, then a cough from Johnny. First restrained, then more loudly. Johnny began to change color. He stood up, completely red in the face and tried to cough through. When there was a pause, he turned to the guests and let out more steam between the corners of his mouth: “Look what kind of family I have! There’s not much support to be found! They’d rather see my heel, and I’m going to let them!”

Johnny turned around and took a few quick steps towards the door. On his way through the living room, he managed to push Lisa’s chair, so that it almost fell over.

Suddenly he had left and the living room fell silent. 

Lisa and the children reacted with astonished calm. They must be used to it. 

Charlotte averted her eyes and Michael shook his head in affirmation.

It was the Merchant, who broke the silence. Turning to Monty, he said: “I’ll go after him, if you stay here?”

Monty nodded. He looked a little flustered but nodded again in the affirmative to the family. “Yes, you go to Johnny and I’ll stay here.”

The Merchant got up and left.

The Merchant heard the slamming of the outer door as he came out into the hallway. He quickly put on his outerwear and clogs. He was afraid that Johnny would leave in time.

Johnny was not in the courtyard. 

The Merchant instinctively looked for the Carrera. It was in its place in the carport. Behind the window he caught a glimpse of a silhouette; it had to be Johnny.

Every moment he waited to hear the roar of the eight cylinders, but the Carrera remained silent. 

He crossed the concrete courtyard towards the red car. His plan was to slide in front of it to cut off Johnny’s escape route, then smoothly open the passenger door and get in. 

Quickly he was across the square, past the Fiat and in front of the Carrera. The Merchant was not one to be intimidated, he had experienced many types, and over the years had acquired a solid knowledge of human nature. His confidence in his own judgment had steadily grown, and he reacted almost by instinct. Whether it was the cultural difference between Søndervig and Aarhus that fooled him, or whether it was his knowledge of human nature that had reached its limit, is impossible to say, but it didn’t turn out at all, as he had expected. 

When he was in the middle of the red front section, the deafening roar came ... completely unexpected for the Merchant, who slipped in his clogs and a moment later was lying stretched out in the middle of the racer’s acceleration lane. In the split seconds that followed, he had time to prepare himself for being run over.

But that didn’t happen either. In no time at all, the sound waves had grown into a tsunami, and just as quickly everything was quiet again, just as if nothing had happened.

Confused, the Merchant put his right hand on the radiator and stood up. 

He was still confused when Johnny’s schout came from the rolled down window: “Hands off the helmet, I just polished it!”

The Merchant half turned and made blurry eye contact with Johnny through the tinted windshield. 

“Yeah, get in if you want to come along!” Johnny continued in a softer tone.

The Merchant made his way to the passenger door and fell into the leather seat. 

“Wow, that was deeper than I thought,” he said before the engine started again.  

Johnny didn’t hear anything or at least didn’t seem to notice. He was already out of the driveway and turning left towards the highway.
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Say It with Flowers





They drove for a while without anyone saying a word. 

At the roundabout, Johnny took the second exit, and a few moments later they were on the highway.

Johnny only now looked over towards the Merchant. He said nothing, but his eyes were asking: “Well, do you want to see, if there’s any life in it?”

First there was a Polish truck with a trailer to be passed, then the road was clear. The Carrera spun and was quickly up to one hundred and sixty. 

Johnny looked at the Merchant with the same look again. Then he turned on the turbo and the car accelerated, as if it had been standing still before.

The Merchant looked at the speedometer. It reads two hundred and twenty. 

Still, there was no one else on the road. Johnny smiled.

“It’s good to get some air after that. I really needed it!” 

Far ahead, a series of orange flashes could be seen.

“Dammit!” Johnny exclaimed, when he saw the road workers and the signs with first ninety and then quickly sixty kilometers per hour. He slammed on the brakes and slid into the queue, which passed the construction work in a single lane.

“Did you notice how they stayed together?” Johnny asked, encouraging them to talk a little, now that the traffic didn’t allow for much else.

“I noticed that you didn’t say anything,” the Merchant answered calmly.

“That I didn’t say anything? What was I supposed to say? They had already ganged up on me, before I could say a word!” Johnny’s comment came back.

“You certainly didn’t look like you were enjoying the company of your family,” the Merchant continued. “You looked like you were waiting for your sentence to be read out. Am I right?”

Johnny looked blankly into space. 

It was a long time before he answered: “I’ve worked my ass off for them. What’s the thanks, a gay son and wife licking his ass? It’s disgusting and she’s constantly defending him.” Johnny paused and concentrated on driving again. 

“Ever since he got weird, everyone else has been infected! They defend him like crazy! He’s become their little mascot.” Johnny pursed his lips and continued in a squeaky voice, “So, little Michael, tell us about your lovely gay friends and how much fun you have together. Yuck!”

“Well, gays aren’t exactly my cup of tea either,” the Merchant commented the Merchant. “Don’t get me wrong! I have nothing against them as people, but what they do doesn’t appeal to me.”

“Appeal,” you say. “It’s completely twisted and abnormal. I’m disgusted just to think about it, and to think that my son is like that! People might think it’s something I raised him to do. No, if anything it’s Lisa’s influence. Why else would she have to cover for him like that?”

The Merchant sat quietly for a while before continuing. Despite his knowledge of human nature, he was a bit out of the loop, when it came to homosexuals. There were only a few in Søndervig, and they were not his cup of tea.

“Like I said, I’m not a big fan of gays either, but I still don’t really understand. I guess it must be different when he’s your son. There must be so many other things you can share. For example, isn’t he also a craftsman?”

“Everything else means nothing!” Johnny replied. “He says he likes men, and that’s unnatural! I can’t accept that he’s gay! If he wants to be, he must stay away! That’s what I told Lisa, and look who she’s with? Like I said, they got together, the three ... women.”

During the conversation, Johnny had maneuvered the Carrera around and back in the opposite direction. In that lane, the asphalt was new and soft. It invited you to let the horses lose and see what they could do. The few cars going in the same direction were overtaken at high speed. When one driver failed to pull to the right in time, Johnny forced the Carrera into the inside lane and gave it maximum throttle. The driver in front didn’t really see, what was happening, before Johnny and the Merchant whizzed by.

Johnny smiled at the Merchant, who smiled back cautiously, afraid to let loose too much.

The whole trip had taken less than half an hour, from the time the Merchant slipped into his clogs, to the time the Carrera was back beside the Fiat. There was a small flicker of heat over the radiator, a sign that the horses had been allowed to stretch.

For once, Monty had been caught red-handed when the Merchant had gotten up and started chasing after Johnny.

It was the other way around. Normally, the Merchant would sit back while he was way ahead. Why was this time different? He had heard the acceleration from the driveway, and since the Merchant hadn’t reappeared, he could put two and two together. The Merchant was in the Carrera.

Now Monty was left with the stranded family and felt very out of place. Johnny’s behavior seemed neither wise nor considerate, he seemed, to put it bluntly, rather unlikable. On the other hand, the Merchant and himself were there for Johnny. Talking to the family would not be easy. Monty could feel the sweat on his palms.

“Unbelievable! He invited guests himself and then he just leaves.” Michael didn’t seem apologetic, more like he was confirming a familiar problem.

None of the women said anything.

Charlotte got up, grabbed the empty thermos and headed for the kitchen. 

On her way out, Monty heard her mutter, “That son of a bitch!”

Monty looked at Lisa and felt sorry for her. She looked unaffected, almost gray. She seemed lost in herself. Through her eyes, Monty saw into indifference and apathy. No light, no glimpses, just fog that encompassed everything. He thought she was well on her way to withering. Once, she might have had the energy to object, but that energy was gone. She became one with the living room, the furniture, the wallpaper, the plaid and the plants in the window, which also needed water.

“Are you sick?” Monty asked her.

Slowly she turned her head, and her soul seemed to return to her body. Her eyes seemed less dreamy as she answered: “Maybe. I don’t feel well.”

“Because of him?” Monty knew the answer but let her answer.

“I’m tired. Whether it’s just because of him, I don’t know, but he certainly doesn’t make it any better.”

Charlotte came back and started pouring fresh coffee for everyone except Michael. He shook his head.

“The fact that they are still together is a mystery ... and unbelievable,” Charlotte commented as she sat down again. Monty sensed that she was about to give her explanation of the family situation.

“When Dad was only home on weekends, things were fine. Mom took care of the house and her job. She’s a medical secretary.” Charlotte began. 

She looked over at her mom, but got no response, so she continued: “Mom and Michael are similar in spirit, they’re both a little reserved. I, on the other hand, am more like my dad. We both have a temper and can be restless. I guess that’s why I became a daddy’s girl. When I was a kid, I loved him and he adored me. Later things became more problematic. When I became a teenager, he suddenly became strict and unreasonable. I didn’t understand. Now I have no doubt, that he was jealous.”

Charlotte paused and took a sip of her coffee. Neither Lisa nor Michael seemed to want to interfere, so she continued: “The way I see it, everything went wrong from that point on. I was never home, and Dad had a hard time talking to Mom and Michael. 

I don’t remember much of those years. Only the night Michael told me, he had a friend, and that it was a guy. I don’t think any of us will ever forget that night.”

She looked at her brother. 

He smiled in agreement and took over: “He went crazy! At first, he didn’t say a word and just walked away. Then he came back and yelled and screamed and finally kicked me out. It was so embarrassing! The whole neighborhood must have heard him. He took most of my things and threw them in the yard.”

Monty had heard a few things over the years, but this took him by surprise. Michael was Johnny’s son. How could he act like that?

“If you hadn’t told me yourself, I wouldn’t have believed it,” he said to Michael.

“What’s wrong with him?” he asked, looking from one to the other.

“He’s turned into a monster,” Lisa replied. “He treated Michael so badly, and he wasn’t decent to me either. Of course, I defended Michael, and he never forgave me for that.”

Say it with flowers

Monty had been deeply involved in the conversation with Johnny’s family and wanted to hear more. At the same time, an inner voice told him that wasn’t okay. Johnny needed to be present when people talked about him.

“He doesn’t sound like an easy person to live with, but I’m here because he has cancer...to help him, so we must wait to talk about him until he comes back. Do you think he’s coming back?”

The answer came from an unexpected place. From the open living room window came a sound that was unmistakable. 

A few seconds later, the Carrera rolled up the driveway. Through the window, Monty saw his partner in the passenger seat.

Only Monty was a little surprised ... and relieved. 

The others seemed indifferent and certainly not excited about Johnny’s return.

The door opened and Johnny walked in, followed closely by the Merchant. 

Johnny threw a bag of cakes on the table and put a

bouquet in front of Lisa. “Now, put a smile on your face!” he commanded, feignedly happy. 

No one paid much attention. It seemed like a scene from a movie that had been played many times before.

Johnny sat down and continued unfazed: “Louis here agrees with me! You’ve ganged up on the man of the house, and real men need breaks to survive. Not all of us go over to the enemy.”

The last remark was sent in the direction of Michael, who also reacted promptly: “You are sick in the head! That’s all, there is to say about you. I only came today because you had invited guests and the rest of us had a microscopic hope, that someone might be able to help you become just a little bit normal ... here at last!” 

Before Michael had finished, Johnny began to cough. A little at first, then a lot. He was gasping for breath and his face was red.

“This is sad”, Lisa said when the attack stopped. “Why does it have to end like this? Why can’t you just make peace, Johnny? We can’t take it anymore, none of us!” For the first time, she looked directly at Johnny, so you could feel a connection between them.

Johnny’s face was still red. He said nothing but pointed at the bouquet on the table.

“The flowers?” Lisa asked. 

Johnny nodded.

“No, it’s going to take more than that, if you want to make amends. You can’t buy that. You can’t beat us with one hand and buy us with the other. The time has passed when we fell for it!”

The living room went silent. 

Johnny pretended to be out of the game because of his cough. Nobody else wanted to say anything.

It was Lisa, who picked up the thread. “If Louis and Timothy can help you, it’s worth a try. I can’t do any more, and you can hear for yourself how the children are doing.”

She paused again and was not interrupted this time either. She looked at the Merchant and Monty and continued: “As far as I’m concerned, there will be no change in our relationship, until Johnny apologizes to Michael and starts treating him like his son. But for now, maybe you can help Johnny, so that he at least has a few people he can talk to... if he’s interested.”

It was clear, that the visit was coming to an end. The Merchant wondered, if he should make a rebuttal to Johnny’s statements about their agreement. He decided not to.

Monty felt, that he had been just loyal enough to the three of them, and since this was about Johnny in the future, he wanted to draw the line: “We are willing to help you, Johnny. Maybe it was a mistake for us to suggest, that you come here today, but what’s done is done. When we get up from the table, we can make a new deal, if you’re in, Johnny?”

Johnny nodded.

First the guests stood up, then Lisa and Charlotte, then Michael, and finally Johnny.

“Don’t you want to bring the flowers?” Lisa asked, turning to Monty, with whom she had spoken the most. “I don’t want to look at them!”

Monty looked at the bouquet and then brightened up a bit. “Yes, thank you, my partner here never gets flowers, and he’s too cheap to buy any.”

For the first time in a long time, Monty smiled his crooked smile. He took the bouquet and handed it to the Merchant, making a small gesture of refusal. 

Their half-hidden smiles met.








  
  
A Deal’s a Deal




“Logan, damn it. We never should have listened to you!” 

Monty gave Cohen a friendly pat on the cheek. “Visiting Johnny’s family was the worst advice I ever got. The Merchant and I were in a war zone for hours. Cold War, you know, with snipers on every rooftop. It’s our biggest challenge yet. And even though we’re a great team, we must admit that we had to work. They even managed to split us up.” Monty laughed and patted his partner on the shoulder.

“There wasn’t a single story told from the West Coast, and you know it was bad.” Monty laughed again and received recognition in the form of smiles and nods from Cohen and the Imam.

“Yes, Monty is right,” the Merchant applauded, “conditions were extremely difficult. I was trying to talk some sense into Johnny as we flew off at two hundred and twenty kilometers an hour ... in the Carrera.”

The reaction was immediate, as he had expected.

“What? Did you get a ride?” The Imam could not hide his curiosity and envy.

“Yes,” Monty replied. “They had to find a place, where they could be left alone from the women. I took on the unpleasant task of looking after them in the meantime.” Monty smiled crookedly.

The conversation had begun, and everyone knew it would gradually become more serious... and truthful. But everything takes time, and the first maneuvers should not be rushed.

“You should have been there!” Monty nodded to the Imam. “That car is just your style!” Monty paused, and the friends knew a joke was coming.

“Oh, no... I forgot how law-abiding you’ve become in your old age. Those speeds are just for you to dream about... until you grow wings.” Monty smiled wryly and looked at the Imam to see if he had crossed the line.

The Imam hadn’t fallen off the back of a wagon and was the second fastest in the team. “There’s a Gold Wing waiting for me at the gate,” he smiled back.

“But they say the Pearl Gates are all white and that St. Peter’s only lets the clean ones through. So, if I were you, Monty, I’d probably drive the truck through a car wash and take a shower myself.”

It was a success. The Merchant and the Imam chuckled. Cohen smiled more than usual. Monty was silent at first, but then he joined the team. You must admit defeat when the game has been fair.

“So where did we come from? It was Johnny guy and your family’s visit. What went wrong?” The Imam asked when the laughter stopped.

“Well, what went wrong?” the Merchant repeated thoughtfully.

“He’s too advanced! Not much of a family man,” Monty continued. 

The Merchant continued: “We’ve already discussed it, Monty and I, and we won’t bother you with all the details. But he’s a difficult case, no doubt about it. I’ve met a lot of people over the years, but you don’t meet someone like Johnny every day. He’s a funny mix. One minute he’s a hell of a guy, a totally unreasonable house tyrant, screaming and trying to get attention. The next moment he’s almost invisible, sitting quietly and falling back into his chair or disappearing altogether. On the way there, he was just worried that the others had ganged up on him. On the way back, he suddenly pulled into a gas station and bought cookies and a bouquet of flowers for his wife.”

“She didn’t like it,” Monty broke in, “so I scored the bouquet for the Merchant; it’s been a long time since he’s seen a flower.” Monty smiled wryly and continued: “Well, what I’m trying to say is, that he hates gays. That might work, but the problem is, that his own son came out as gay, and Johnny has despised him ever since. He sits there uninhibitedly and belittles him in our company. It was fucking uncomfortable!”

“So, my idea of seeing him with his family almost had too much effect?” Cohen commented dryly. “I guess he’s a dying breed, ... whatever!”

Cohen didn’t memorize words. He stuck to what was necessary, and right now it looked as if there was nothing more to be said on the matter.

The Imam, who had shown on several occasions, struggled with absolutes and liked to give people a second chance, didn’t give up so easily. “Okay, he doesn’t sound very sympathetic, but ... who among us can deny making mistakes? I don’t want to judge! Of course he should be given a chance! Maybe the family has run out of patience with him, but he has cancer and he’s a man, isn’t that enough for us? Who else are we here for?”

Nobody said anything for a while. 

The one in the company, who was having the hardest time with the silence spoke up: “Do I sense a faint undertone in your defense, perhaps of an eight-cylinder car you’d like to see disappear, before you’ve tried it?” Monty was trying to be funny and get even, but it wasn’t going so well.

“Shut up, Monty! Be serious for five minutes.” The Imam stood up as he spoke, and he looked intimidated with his big beard. 

He turned to the others and continued in a more subdued tone: “The question is not, if we should help Johnny, but how. It won’t help with the family, but maybe with two men, I don’t know. But if you’ve given up, I’m happy to take over. Are you in, Logan?”

“Hey, wait a minute! Neither I nor Monty have given up!” came the Merchant’s immediate reply. “We’re talking about the task being difficult, but no one said it’s impossible. Maybe we should do it together?”

“What do you mean? Does it take five of us to deal with him? He’s not that tough,” said the Imam, who had now sat down again.

Before anyone could comment further, there was a rattling sound from the chair Cohen was sitting in. It was enough to draw attention to him. Despite his few words, he had a certain authority. 

“Let’s try it! We’ll invite him to join the group, and then it’s done.”

“What do you mean? That we should let him go out and talk to others at his level... that’s deeply irresponsible!” said the Merchant. “He could kill someone!”

Monty smiled wryly at his partner. 

Cohen attracted attention again. This time without a sound from his chair. “Jobs doesn’t have a partner, and he’s the most experienced of us. If he wants to bring Johnny along, I’m all for it.”

The others looked at each other. 

One by one they nodded. Maybe this idea wasn’t so crazy after all!

“Like a master class for students outside the normal pedagogical reach,” Monty tried, but the others failed to respond.

Again, it was Cohen, who had the last word: “Great! I’ll talk to Jobs as soon as he gets back from his vacation in LA.
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Jobs





The Mondrian Hotel offers views of LA. The restaurant and terrace were designed by Philippe Starck. It makes the experience of the vibrant pulse of the city something special. 

This was Jobs’ third time here. It had been five years since his last visit, and the reunion was overwhelming. LA looked the same, and Jobs was happy with that. He was back in a world that, from the terrace, seemed unchanging. It was a sharp contrast to his life in general.

He was visiting places that were so strong in their expression that development had not been able to distort the mood. Frank Gehry’s Binoculars, China Town, and a particular bench on Santa Monica Beach. It was a reunion with him during a period of his life, that was very dear to him. It was here that the world really opened to him after a difficult period of great loss. LA became a symbol of hope, diversity and coexistence that he hadn’t experienced at home. While ghettos grew out of control in the larger cities of little Denmark, terms like win-win and multicultural intelligence were coined among young people of different nationalities, who shared the waves, sand and sun on the wide beaches. The surfers brought it ashore, the beach volleyball enthusiasts brought it to the skaters, who in turn brought the excitement and hope to the architects and artists in the streets. This, Jobs said, was the cradle of LA’s new culture of hope. To feel it and to see if it was possible to renew his mandate, he found himself once again in the company of Philippe Starck at the top of the Mondrian Hotel.

This time, Jobs wasn’t traveling alone. Anjee was with him. It had gone well, although he had been a little nervous beforehand, that he was getting things mixed up. He really wanted to take Anjee with him. To show her the beautiful places, to enjoy the beaches and the restaurants at night. It would be nice to get away from the loneliness. On the other hand, he had bad experiences with stretching logistics to the breaking point. He didn’t want her to feel like a pawn in his game. He had been afraid of that back home. Fortunately, it hadn’t turned out that way.

Jobs turned his back on LA, and his eyes found Anjee in the lounge chair, where she was taking a nap after lunch. She was beautiful in every way. He felt the joy of seeing her and thought that she would continue to pleasantly surprise him. 

They had known each other for a little over four years, and the expected crises had not occurred. Jobs had begun to wonder if it would happen at all. Now he didn’t doubt anything.

She was so much easier to be with than the women he had known. Not boring, on the contrary. She had an extra edge or self-awareness, that made being with her liberatingly easy. She never tried to blame him for what was unsuccessful or difficult.

Their relationship was mature. They hadn’t had any major ups and downs. It had to do with age and time, Anjee believed. She was going through a long period, where the stars above her head were in a constellation, that pointed to contemplation and tranquility. 

Astrology was one of her passions. Jobs had been a skeptic, but he eventually changed his mind. He had previously seen belief in fate and determinism as obstacles to making the world a better place. But Anjee’s interpretation of astrology had a very different effect on him. He saw nuances and connections, that opened new perspectives and interpretations. She had shown him a way to look deeper into himself, while keeping his eyes open. That was the point. Jobs had become allergic to guilt and burdensome responsibility. The many ideas had made his old life exciting, but also heavy when it came to getting things done. Yes, Anjee had helped him a lot. He enjoyed her company.

Cancer had ended his old life. It had come as both judge and liberator. Judge, because it made it clear, that Job’s lifestyle had been too hard on him. Liberator because it put an end to it. There was no doubt in his mind that he would die of the sickness. The judge applauded the seriousness of his superego and confirmed his inner calculation: ‘Actions have consequences, and there is a bill to be paid!’ The liberator stroked his cheek and made him feel the care of death: ‘It’s over, you won’t be held accountable anymore!’

The doctors gave the surgery a fifty-fifty chances of success. Jobs didn’t hear them. He had said his goodbyes.

When he woke up and came to, he was alone in the room. The family was in the next room; he could hear them. He pretended nothing was wrong, lying with his eyes open, staring into space, closing his eyes when they came in turns to check on him.

This was where his new life began. Just as he had been convinced, he was going to die, he was now convinced he was going to live. 

When Jobs later recounted the experience to Anjee, he had the same feeling, perhaps even stronger. He hadn’t just survived; he had died and come back to life. His basic feeling was relief. And Anjee was a big part of his new life.

Jobs turned his attention back to LA. His eyes drifted from the coastline to Santa Monica and on to Downtown. On the horizon, Beverly Hills and Hollywood were visible in large neon letters.

He thought about the crew back home in Aarhus. He wanted to bring them here one day. They would talk about LA. Maybe not Cohen, who had grown tired of big cities. 

Jobs felt a small longing and an even greater joy, when he thought of his friends. That’s what they were to him now, friends! What bound them together was more than a job. A kind of calling, if that term can be applied to something nonreligious. They were bound by something greater. I wonder if they’re dead like me. Maybe, maybe not.

Jobs looked down. It was a long way down the street. He raised his eyes again and looked out over the city and far out to sea. He smiled and promised himself that the others would join him next time.








  
  
All for One




“How thoughtful! I must say. You thought, “I was getting lonely, and then you ran into Johnny and instantly saw him as a perfect partner for me?” Jobs looked around from one to the other. 

He started to continue, but was interrupted by Monty, who didn’t like the silence and wanted to beat Jobs to the punch, before the serious gaze fell on him: “It’s just a suggestion, but we agree! If anyone is going to take him on as an apprentice, you are by far the best, Jobs!”

Jobs continued the round. They all nodded.

Cohen spoke up as the eyes fell on him: “The suggestion was mine. Johnny seems to be a lot of work for the rest of us. We were ready to give up. At first, I thought we should all be united in the task, but how? Then I remembered the idea of the master class. It helped me when the two of us talked to the Imam. I think it was a kind of master class for me as well. It’s one thing to help yourself. Another is when you can use your own experience in relation to others. It helped me believe in myself more.”

Cohen had said more than he normally would, and the words made an impression on Jobs. He knew that Cohen really came into his own, when they spoke with the Imam.

“You can do it, Jobs. He’ll feel comfortable in your company, that’s important!” Cohen said.

Everyone knew he was right. Maybe Jobs was the only person left who could be an equal to Johnny by not talking down to him and not being judgmental at the same time.

Jobs sat still for a while, then looked up from one to the other with a small smile: “You’re a damn good-looking group! Here I am, coming home from vacation, barely landed, and you’ve got work planned for me. Is that all, or is there any more good news, I need to hear?”

The mood brightened.

Jobs told them about the trip to LA, and that they should all go there together one day.

The others nodded in agreement, even Cohen, though he was aware that he had been on his last flight. 

No one is going to insure a person with cancer, that has spread to the liver. He kept his thoughts to himself and nodded.

The Merchant, and Monty in particular, entertained him with details of the visit with Johnny’s family.

“There is one thing I don’t understand. How did it happen that the Merchant ended up in the Carrera instead of you, Monty? Were you a bit slow?” Jobs asked when they got to that part of the story.

“Now that you mention it, I was wondering about that too,” the Imam added.  “Maybe Monty have been affected by all that gay talk?” 

He looked at Monty.

“Yes, that’s exactly what it was, dear Imam, but unfortunately you didn’t get it!”

Monty stood up straight and positioned himself in the chair, hinting at something unexpected. When he spoke again, the others realized that the Joker was now showing his other side. “No, I’ll be honest, this family reunion was killing me. I sat there petrified, looking from one victim to the next. The atmosphere was like taken out from the TV show, The Addams Family. The wife looked like someone, who should have been helped to commit suicide years ago, all gray and with creepy transparent eyes. She had only survived to defend her son from the monster of a tyrannical father, who only saw his own nose. The daughter was the only seemingly normal one, but who knows if she’ll end up looking like her father? Yikes! I realize this is an inappropriate sales pitch for your new job, Jobs. But that’s how I felt about this family. It was bad, and even the Carrera couldn’t get me back on my feet!” Monty paused. 

Several people turned their attention to the Merchant, as if to say: ‘Your version is next on the program’.

The Merchant picked up the signal and grabbed the ball: “I have no more to brag about than my partner! At first, I may have been thinking more clearly, but I was also shocked. I slipped in front of the car and shit myself, afraid he was going to run me over.”

The Merchant made a face, and the others raised their eyebrows or made other facial expressions to show that they were surprised.

The Merchant continued: “I didn’t show much courage in the car either. Johnny complained that the others were ganging up on him, and I couldn’t stop him. Monty, did you hear him pretend that I was on his side, when he threw the bouquet on the table?”

Monty nodded.

The men recovered and prepared for Jobs’ reaction.

“Okay, okay,” he began. “You were at work, I understand, while Anjee and I were intertwining fingers in LA.”

He paused for an artful pause to make sure he had everyone’s full attention. “I’ll take it! But only because we must move on. I’m sure there will be another job for you.”

He looked at Monty and the Merchant.

“And remember, Johnny is a shared responsibility when he’s on the team!” Jobs concluded.








  
  
Down Below




Cohen’s entry into the crew was a bit untraditional, which suited his role in the group. ‘Cohen didn’t take the front door, he snuck in the back door,’ as Monty later described his entrance, when they were all introduced to Johnny. 

The story was that Jobs facing a new challenge. He needed to speak with the Imam for the first time. They had spoken briefly on the phone, and with little information about the Imam, Jobs was very unsure if Monty would be the right partner for the job. At that point, it was just the two of them...and the Merchant, who had just walked in.

“Excuse me, do you know someone named Logan, who is supposed to be a regular here?” Jobs asked an older man standing alone at the bar.

The man shook his head. 

Jobs got the feeling he would have done the same thing, no matter what Jobs asked.

In a corner, behind the jukebox, sat a young couple.

‘I wonder how they got lost here’, Jobs thought. Maybe because you can smoke here. The two young people sat with lit cigarettes.

Other than that, there was only the older man, Jobs himself, and the bartender, who had obviously gone on an errand. It only takes five alcoholics to run a small pub, Jobs had heard from an acquaintance whose sister had bought a property, that included a pub. She thought it was a decent business.

The environment had never appealed to Jobs. The dim lighting, not to mention the semi-darkness, didn’t sit well with him. Neither did the dark painted tables and wood paneling. The smoke, on the other hand, didn’t bother him at all. He had been a smoker himself and had only quit because of cancer. When he turned seventy, he would start again...maybe. As time passed, the light from the cigarette faded. 

The door opened and the bartender rushed in with a net bag in her hand. It turned out to be something as innocent as the milk she had been looking for. 

She nodded to Jobs and left with the milk. 

A little later, with her back to the counter again, she was busy putting new candles in the old and discolored candle holders.

Jobs began to realize that there were differences between people here, just as there were in the outside world. This became clear when the bartender opened a beer and handed it to the older man. Jobs hadn’t heard him say anything or give a sign, but when he looked up, the bottle in front of him was empty. Service to one of the five who keep the place running,” Jobs thought, “Understandable! What was the significance of the fifty dollars he might put on the counter compared to the steady daily turnover from the regulars? No, Jobs had ended up in a small and exclusive place, where the new customers had to line up and wait for the alcoholics to get the service they were entitled to. The opposite world,” Jobs thought, allowing himself a moment of fascination with this dark underworld.

“Yes?” asked the bartender. She was signaling that there was a break in her normal routine, and that she could squeeze in to serve the stranger.

“A beer,” Jobs replied kindly.

“Yes... which one?” She sounded a little indulgent and nodded toward the five-tap installation. 

Jobs realized that the indulgence for stupid questions wouldn’t last much longer, so he looked at the beer labels on the taps and asked for a Carlsberg.

“By the way, do you know a guy named Logan, who comes in here a lot?” he asked as the bartender pushed the keg toward him.

She shook her head, just like the older man. She didn’t seem to think about the question at all. Jobs thought of secret services and mafia movies, where no one knows the people being questioned. They don’t want to get involved!

‘No point,’ Jobs thought. But now he had the beer, unfortunately a large one, which seemed to be the standard here, if nothing else was pointed out. He might as well drink it.

The young couple had fed the jukebox a few times, and it had responded with some old school hits. ‘I wonder how they knew that kind of music?’

Now they had apparently run out of coins or gotten tired of the nostalgia music. Jobs wanted to hear something from his youth. On rare occasions, he would end up in places like this basement with friends. And they’d listen to Danish Gasolin or Stones.

Jobs walked past the older man, who seemed to have fallen asleep. The jukebox had been upgraded since the last time he had put in a five. Now it wanted twenty, which also gave four numbers. It was a bit like the ticket machine at the train station. The difference was that the buttons on this machine lit up in different colors, but the principle of moving forward and slowly limiting the options was the same. First pop, then Danish pop, then Gasolin and finally Fifi Dong. The last two were by Guns N’ Roses.

The bartender looked up as the guy was talking loudly with the other guys. She showed her indulgent expression again.

‘I wonder if that’s the default choice for my type?’ Jobs thought, strangers coming by and intruding on these people’s daily lives for a shot of nostalgia?

Jobs drank his beer alone. He felt strange and a little unwelcome. Of course, he had to hear all four songs he had paid for. In the middle of Slash’s guitar solo on Sympathy for the Devil, the door opens and a man in a buttoned coat and dark umbrella appears in the doorway. He turns around and knocks the umbrella down. 

Before he can turn around, the bartender greets him: “You’re here, Logan! I was getting nervous.”

The older man made some mumbling noises. He had obviously been woken up by her shouting. Now he also got a pat on the shoulder from the bartender, while she announced the news encouragingly: “Logan is here!”

The man grunted again, he was still not fully awake.

Logan had taken off his coat and lit a cigarette. He was a relatively tall and thin man of about sixty. He was neatly dressed in a dark suit and dark, shiny shoes, as if he had just come from a business meeting or a funeral. 

Jobs noticed his long, thin fingers, claw fingers, as his mother would have said. He was no ordinary craftsman, perhaps a lawyer or a contractor? The narrow face, prominent nose, and dark gray hair might suggest a professor or an artist. The dark suit didn’t fit the last one. It was only when Logan got closer that his face showed the furrows of a hard life in the underground. ‘Maybe he’s some kind of middleman between worlds,’ Jobs thought.

“That man over there has been asking for you,” the bartender said as she poured a double cognac for the newcomer. 

“I see,” Logan said quietly as he drank the cognac.

Logan moved his barstool a little closer to Jobs.

“You asked for me, what can I do for you?” Logan asked, looking at Jobs.

“You’re a musician, right? Someone recommended you to me?” Jobs replied.

Logan nodded his head and answered: “Yeah, I guess I am. Do you need music?”

“No, it’s a different kind of job I want to discuss with you.”

“Well, let’s hear it,” Logan replied calmly.

“It’s about cancer.”  Jobs began.

Logan seemed surprised. Then he grabbed Jobs’ arm and said in a low voice, “Come, let’s sit in my office. I don’t think anyone else needs to know about this.

Logan stood and pointed to an opening at the end of the bar, that had not been visible from Jobs’ chair.

“Cissy, can we get two from the box in the office?” Logan said, turning to the bartender. It wasn’t a question, but an order she wasn’t unfamiliar with, as Jobs could tell by the smile on her face.

The office was just a small room with a single table and four chairs. There was no door between the bar room and the office. ‘I wonder if this isn’t a place where they play cards, even gamble,’ Jobs thought. It had become a sport for him to guess the various activities in this underworld.

“So, you know I have cancer? Please don’t talk about it. I haven’t said anything myself ... there’s nothing you can do about it.”

Logan looked at Jobs with a look, that begged for understanding.

Jobs nodded, not quite sure what Logan’s motive was, but that was his business, too.

“How can I help you? And who are you?” Logan continued, sounding very interesting.

Jobs explained the idea of the team, which so far only consisted of himself, Monty and half a Merchant. But there was a fourth coming, or at least a request from someone who wanted to visit.

Jobs explained that none of the others had the energy for the conversation now, so he was looking for a partner, preferably someone, who had faced a serious diagnosis themselves.

“Okay, you’re looking for one of those marked for death. Then you’ve found one. Unfortunately, I have that qualification!” Logan’s voice sounded with a mixture of sarcasm and humor. “I’ve made my living as a musician, in my younger days as a jazz musician, later as a piano boxer, and now with soup and ice cream or the occasional job in a pub. What you’re asking is new to me, but there’s no money in it either, is there?” Logan smiled wryly, not expecting an answer.

“Can I think about it for a few days? I’ll let you know, if I get your number,” Logan replied.

He got Job’s number and they both got up from the table.

“Want me to buy you a round?” Jobs asked to be friendly and show respect for Logan’s place. Since they had settled into the office, a few more familiar faces had arrived.

“Wait for another time!” Logan replied. “As a stranger, you can easily be misunderstood. There’s no need for that.”

They shook hands and Jobs headed for the door. Logan went to the bar and served a beer, before Jobs was back outside.








  
  
Uranus Rising




The week passed, and so did most of the next. 

Jobs tried the number Logan had provided several times. No answer and only standard voice mail, on which Jobs left an unsuccessful message.

With only three days until his scheduled visit with the new man, Jobs decided to try the bar again.

Before leaving, he consulted with Anjee, who was good at seeing Jobs’ blind spots, and she did so respectfully.

“Try to get his birth date when you see him,” she said. “I wonder, if he’s a Scorpio. Scorpio or Pisces, I guess.”

Anjee had been given an entertaining account of Jobs’ visits to the underworld, and she usually didn’t need much information, before she had a good feel for the characters. Jobs had always been impressed.

‘You are a Uranus human!’ she had told her new boyfriend with cautious but obvious pride, as she and Jobs celebrated their first month together.

“And what is that, a Uranus human?” Jobs asked curiously. He could sense that it was something important to Anjee.

She looked deep into his eyes, as if to find the answer there. Then she smiled and began: “Uranus is a beautiful planet. It will be the ruler of the new age we are entering, the age of Aquarius. Uranus has a certain kind of innovative energy, that is incredibly powerful in the liberation of people from structures and conventions, that over time have been inhibiting development and fulfillment over time.

When you were born, Uranus was strong in your zodiac sign in your ascendant, so Uranus indicates the direction in which your soul must move to fulfill its purpose in this life. This is why you have a strong influence on other people. You have incredible energy and are very idealistic.”

Anjee smiled at Jobs, who was clearly carried away, seeing himself in the picture she was painting. ‘She’s smart,’ he thought. And she has an amazing ability to make me see my life in a good light.

“But you may not be able to find understanding.

Because you are ahead of your time,” she continued. “You represent values, that are new and different for our society. They are not necessarily new in themselves, but they are new for our time. They are recurring.

The planet Uranus was discovered by astrologers during the French Revolution. At that time, humanity needed to move a step away from autocracy toward freedom and community. That became liberty, equality and fraternity.”

Anjee paused for a moment.

Jobs could intervene, but he didn’t. He was impatient to hear more.

Anjee continued: “As with everything, there is a flip side or a shadow side. If the energy is not used in the light and in the open, it can take opposite and occult form. This side has prevailed, then and now, in secret fraternities, exclusive orders, and powerful political paralegal organizations, that live in secrecy and wield power through surveillance, fear, and manipulation. Uranus in the open world represents community and supports the currents, that break down hierarchies and form communities with apartment structures.

The Occupy movement is a good example of the Uranus movement, that is gaining momentum in the Western world today, especially through social media. Its goal is to bring freedom to the people and to support protests for the increasing bureaucratization that leaves many powerless. Gandhi was a Uranus human, Martin Luther King and John Lennon were, and so are you!”

Anjee spoke naturally, easily and with a smile. 

Jobs was a mix of being impressed, proud and insecure because of the responsibility that comes with it. He certainly felt seen. Maybe he needed to eat bread and not go into delusions of grandeur, but there was something to it. In addition, Anjee’s interpretation also had a political resonance, which in Jobs’ eyes made her message even more applicable and relevant.

“Community will be important in this new age,” she continued. “Gone are the days of great heroes and individual achievement. Development will happen through networks, and Uranus humans see the value of that.”

Anjee looked at Jobs intently again. “You’re very idealistic, forward-thinking, and sharp,” she said. “You have an intuitive ability to see things in a split second, mechanical things and human relationships. Your ability is to think outside the box, and you’ve been given that to bring your ideas to humanity. It’s your soul’s job, because Uranus plays a huge role in your blueprint.”

Astrology was a whole new world for Jobs.

Previously, he had mocked his colleagues, who were given the next week’s horoscope every Thursday morning along with Føtex’s morning specials. “Do you plan your work based on it?” he had asked sarcastically.

One thing he found appealing about astrology, and Buddhism in general, was its view of humanity. By looking at the whole universe, the individual human being becomes just a small part of a much larger purpose or meaning. He knew very well that it was the downplaying of personal responsibility and the importance of the individual that he was drawn to. It made sense that the focus would be on networks and flows, but wasn’t there a contradiction between this new focus on community and Anjee’s pointing out his special destiny and abilities?

Anjee gave her own answer: “As a Uranus human, how you unfold your potential is crucial. Always remember that you are not alone. You are part of a movement, a huge herd of Uranus humans, all over the globe and in all parts of the world, realizing the same dream.”

‘Well,’ Jobs thought, that balances books. I matter, but I’m not alone.’








  
  
Just in time




The light revealed that there was life in the frosted glass door of The Roaring Stag, the tavern where Jobs had met Cohen. 

Jobs stepped inside. He immediately had the same feeling as a guest in a place where strangers were not immediately welcome.

“Hi, Cissy,” he greeted, acting as if he’d been here many times before. “Can I have a small beer?”

“You can, as long as you remember, from now on my name is Cecilia,” the bartender replied.

“Okay,” Jobs thought, “Logan was right, it’s easy to get lost here.

He didn’t have to ask for Logan this time, because he quickly recognized him under a soft hat at the end of the bar.

Logan, I’ve been trying to reach you,” Jobs tried, but with no response.

“You can forget it,” Cissy replied as she served the small pint of beer. “You should have been here yesterday or even better the day before yesterday to get in contact. Tomorrow, he’ll sleep it off, so if you’re here the day after tomorrow in the middle of the afternoon, you should have the best chances.”

Jobs felt more welcome than last time. He looked again at Logan, who didn’t seem to notice anything.

“Are you a musician?” Cissy asked.

“No,” Jobs replied. 

“I don’t mean to interfere,” Cissy continued, “But Logan usually only hangs out with other musicians... and this crowd.”

Jobs nodded. He had already learned a lot more about the underworld. He finished his beer and said goodbye to Cissy before leaving the sleeping tavern.

“Hi,” Cissy greeted him kindly when Jobs showed up at her request two days later. “He’s not here yet, but grab a beer and we’ll see, if something happens soon.” She looked at her watch and nodded.

Jobs took a seat at the bar and took a sip of his beer.

“You don’t go out much, do you?” Cissy commented.

“No,” Jobs replied, “I need more light to

feel good.”

He smiled.

“Me too,” Cissy replied. “I try to get out as much as I can before I go to work. Today I made the trip by bike ... eight kilometers!” She emphasized the last sentence to make it clear that it was out of the ordinary.

“Eight? That was quite a ride,” Jobs commented.

“Yes, but I need both light and exercise.”

Jobs nodded.

“Are you satisfied with the job?” he asked boldly.

“Yes,” Cissy replied, “it’s okay, but also quite demanding, long evenings, you know.”

Jobs nodded.

“Not everyone is like Logan,” she continued. “Most are losers, who don’t have much to live for. They come here because they don’t know what else to do. Here, in the semi-darkness, they can put up with themselves... if there’s booze in their blood. When the money runs out or the body needs a break, the downside begins. I don’t see them again until the money comes in or they’ve slept it off... if I see them at all.”

Cissy turned to putting the last of the glasses in place. 

When she was back at the bar, she continued: “Logan is different! He drinks, and he drinks a lot, but ... he’s different. He’s not a loser!”

“What do you mean?” Jobs asked. He had gradually gained more confidence in the semi-darkness.

“There are many things about him, that set him apart,” she began. “He’s never broke! He’s certainly different in that way. He has a job, usually plays several times a week, everywhere. None of the others do either. They’re on leave, retired, or on welfare.”

She glanced at Jobs, as if to see if her point had any impact.

Jobs nodded, and she continued: “Logan is a very complex human being. When he’s at his lowest, he looks like everyone else, and when he’s at his highest, he’s flying and has the wildest thoughts and ideas. And he’s poetic.” Cissy smiled and thought of the little verses he had written for her on special occasions.

“He’s smart and a people person. The rest you’ll have to figure out for yourself,” she concluded.

An hour and a large beer later, Logan showed up.

At first, he didn’t see Jobs, who was sitting sideways with his face partially covered by a magazine. Jobs was surprised at how many people had taken refuge in the underworld on this ordinary Thursday afternoon. 

He counted fourteen people. Eight at the tables and six at the bar. Those at the bar were clearly regulars. 

Jobs had struck up a conversation with one of them, a short and round man of about sixty. His name was Frank.

“Hi, Logan,” Cissy greeted him, handing him one from the cash register. 

“There’s the boss,” Frank said to Jobs, nodding in Logan’s direction. “Is this the one you want to talk to?”

“Yes,” Jobs replied. “Why do you call him the boss?

Frank laughed and answered so loudly, that Logan couldn’t help but overhear: “He’s the boss because he’s got a lot of money and his own office. Aren’t you a boss, if you have that?”

Logan spotted Jobs behind Frank.

“Uh,” he exclaimed, putting his hand to his forehead, “that’s not good, I should have answered you.”

Jobs smiled and shook his head slightly. “It’s okay,” he replied. “Good to see you!”

Cissy had been watching in the background. “He was here the day before yesterday to talk to you, but you weren’t contactable,” she broke in. 

“Hmm,” Logan said. It looked like he was chewing on Cissy’s expression, not approachable. He didn’t seem to be proud of the situation.

He stood and pointed to the entrance of the account room. 

They got up and went in.

“Need more time to think?” Jobs asked.

Logan looked at him and suddenly seemed very present. Jobs could easily see what Cissy meant when she called Logan wise and poetic.

“No!” Logan replied. “You don’t know me yet, but you should know, that I think and especially dream, when I’m drunk. I’ve already been there; out with the man we’re going to visit. He needs us!”

Jobs breathed a sigh of relief: “So you’re in? Very good!”

Logan nodded. “When?” he asked.

“The morning after tomorrow. Is that okay?”

Logan nodded again.

“Shall I pick you up here?” Jobs asked.

“If you don’t mind... and don’t worry, I’ll be contactable!”








  
  
The Imam




The Imam’s interest in cars was an old love. In his younger days, he drove as a salesman, with Scandinavia and northern Germany as his main territories. He quickly settled in with a Mercedes-Benz on German plates and a pro forma office in Flensburg. 

Over the years, he had the opportunity to switch between the major brands. There was even a Porsche, but his favorite was and remains Mercedes.

Of course, he would get a twitch when he saw a nice car drive by. But that was just love at first sight. Those days were long gone, and since his retirement four years ago, the Imam rarely touched the Audi in the rented garage. When he and Lorena had to go somewhere, it was usually here in town, and it was easier to take the bus or a taxi, if it was late.

Fast cars made his blood flow easily and uncontrollably. He could feel the hormones, or whatever they were, from his years on the road. Not that he longed for those days. He felt better now. Less stressed and more at peace with himself. Sometimes he asked himself and Lorena what he had done all those years. Money, status symbols, materialism, fancy food and expensive wines. Was that really it? 

Lorena and he had met at a mature age, she was eight years younger than him. She was still working as the manager of a day care center. She loved children but did not have any of her own. I wonder what it would have been like, if we’d had children together,’ he asked her once. She replied that he was “not good with children ... but he was good at so many other things.

She was probably right ... she almost always was. She was smart and a little gullible. He said she was gullible jokingly, implying that it was necessary to put up with him.

Franz, as the Imam was called, had had a relatively successful career, first as a salesman, then as a vice president in a retail chain, and for the last 15 years of his working life as CEO of a major international shipping company headquartered in Bremen.

Franz was not proud of his last job. The company had different specializations. One was the shipping of electronic components and other parts for surveillance equipment, including satellites. No one asked questions about the details of that part of the business. The customers were high-ranking statesmen and diplomats. Discretion around sensitive material was a prerequisite in that business.

Only in the last few years did Franz realize, that his company had been supplying components for high-tech weapons to Israel and Iran, among others. He tried to downplay that part of the business but ran into a brick wall. He became suspicious and soon realized that the scale was much larger. His company was on the top ten list of shady arms suppliers. If the price was high enough, his company delivered.

When Franz saw the connection and the scale, he decided to leave the company. It was supposed to be a formality, but it turned out to be a costly affair, if he had to terminate the two-year contract. After much deliberation, he decided to stay for duration. A decision he has regretted many times since.

To this day, Franz was filled with guilt. Mostly because his company had indirectly supported violence and terror. But also, because of the last year and a half, when he stayed with the company, knowing the circumstances, and excused himself with a crappy contract. He was no better than the soldiers or terrorists, who later handled the weapons.

The remorse plagued him so much that he seemed incapacitated at times. Lorena shook her head and tried to knock some sense into his head, but only partially succeeded.

When Franz was diagnosed with cancer, he took it as a well-deserved punishment. During the first series of chemotherapy treatments, he seemed almost exhilarated. A calmness had come over him, that is usually only found in very religious people. The score was settled, and he could look at himself in the mirror much better. “You’re a weirdo,” Lorena said, shaking her head, “But it’s always something, if you take the sick verdict in your stride,” and Franz did. He didn’t let it break him, even when he and Lorena got the sad news that the cancer had spread.

From that day on, he let his beard grow. “Why?” asked Lorena. Franz replied: “For two reasons. My hair will never be a success after chemo, but it seems that the beard growth hasn’t been destroyed, and something must grow and show vitality. The second reason is harder to explain. I associate a big beard with men of faith, Jewish prophets or Muslim Imams, it matters less. Maybe I need to spend my last year’s getting right with our Lord, and then I can start growing a beard. That will probably be the easiest part.”

Franz’s encounter with the guys made sense from the first day. He experienced a close friendship, that he had always missed with men. They were very different, but he also sensed that some of them were interested in spiritual or at least existential questions, and that he could learn and teach from them.

From the very first meeting, Franz spoke openly about the punishment of fate and his desire to become wiser about spirituality. That was all it took for Monty to name him Imam. Not a bad nickname, Franz thought.








  
  
Car World




Jobs had been very much in doubt about how to approach working with Johnny. Monty and the Merchant had met with him twice, the first time at the Merchant’s, and a few weeks later ... at Cohen’s suggestion, at Johnny’s home. The first time, the Carrera had attracted attention. Johnny didn’t seem motivated to get any help. It was his wife, who had a problem! As the car door slammed shut, he cursed at her, startling the two partners. 

At home, Johnny lived up to the worst prejudices and fears, acting like a domestic tyrant one moment and a silent victim the next. One problem overshadowed the others. Lisa, Johnny’s wife, would not accept his way of dealing with his son Michael. Michael had come out as gay several years ago.

The chance of repeating the scene at home was too great for the children to want to do it again, Jobs reasoned. I already have a pretty good idea of what he’s like one-on-one from Monty and the Merchant. We need to go somewhere new, somewhere where we’re more equal and neither of us is too much at home. Why not just ask him to be my partner on the next job, like Cohen suggested?

Once Jobs thought about the idea a little more, it seemed right. He liked working on the edge of the unpredictable. Equality would be his biggest challenge. He himself had the experience and was a good communicator. What could Johnny bring to the table? 

The couple’s differences were already evident in the parking lot, where they had agreed to meet.

Johnny swung onto the gravel at a good speed, leaving a cloud of dust around the freshly washed red sports car. He parked and got out to smoke a cigarette. Johnny was in his sailor suit, dark green with subtle stripes.

Jobs arrived in a Peugeot 407 St. car. Royal blue had obviously been the base color, but a few more had been added over the years. It had seen its best days, but Jobs wasn’t reluctant to give it a few more years, if it could crawl through the MOT this summer without any major issues. 

He was wearing his favorite sweater, about the same age as the car, and a cowboy jacket.

Johnny and Jobs were probably about the same height, but Jobs seemed taller than Johnny because of his hair. On the team, Monty had generously given him the option of several nicknames. In the end, it came down to Jobs and Einstein. Jobs, because after ten years you’re still walking around with a first-generation iPhone, and... because you’re not completely lost in the back of a truck like Steve Jobs,” Monty explained. Einstein didn’t need an argument, it was the hairstyle that reminded him of the great thinker, or maybe more like Garfunkel, but Monty probably didn’t know him.

They had only spoken on the phone together, so both were a bit surprised. Johnny was sportier than Jobs had imagined from his friends’ description. The Carrera fits the picture perfectly. It was nice!

Johnny had expected to see a man in his late sixties, like the two he had already met. Jobs looked like someone his own age, maybe just on the other side of fifty. Hippie was Johnny’s first thought. As they approached, he could see that wasn’t quite true. Jobs was certainly no hash wreck; there was far too much play in his eyes for that. There was something about him that Johnny liked.

“Good to see you, Johnny! You look more athletic than I would have expected from someone with this disease,” Jobs greeted him and shook his hand.

Whether it was fate, Johnny’s subconscious, or chance, Jobs could not tell, but the moment Johnny extended his hand, he was hit with a violent attack of coughing. He pulled it back before they could make contact.

A minute later, when Johnny was recovering, though still very red in the face, Jobs had already opened both front doors of the Peugeot and was ready to get in himself. Johnny had no choice. The condition after the seizure inhibited his fighting spirit, so he got into the passenger seat without resistance.

Jobs smiled at himself.

In his younger days, he worked in a rehab center for drug addicts. He knew then that the first step to change is to be willing to let go of the identity that wants to hold you down. It could be small things that needed to be sacrificed. Symbolic acts that marked a willingness to look at oneself with new eyes. One sold his motorcycle, another took out his earring, and a third decided to have a tattoo removed. 

On several occasions, Jobs had experienced episodes that bordered on the occult. He remembered one in which a young man struggled to break free of his addiction, but dark forces held him down. Jobs recalled how frightened he was by the demonic look in the man’s eyes as his master, heroin, called to him.

It culminated one night when the guy had a high fever and was speaking gibberish. When things were at their worst and Jobs didn’t know what to do, the guy pointed at a dresser drawer and motioned for Jobs to open it. Inside the drawer was a small black amulet, that looked like an African souvenir. As Jobs picked it up, the man shouted, making Jobs wonder, if he was delirious, “Burn it, burn it now! Jobs grabbed a lighter from the table, lit the amulet on fire, and let it burn in a teapot. When only ashes remained, the addict calmed down, dozed off, and fell asleep. The next day, he was a different kind of positive, claiming that the curse had been broken.

Now it would be interesting to see how much influence the Carrera would have on Johnny. Jobs had already seen its effect on the Merchant, Monty and maybe even a little on the Imam.

“Well, it’s not a sports car, but I’ve got room for a stroller and tools in the back,” Jobs began as they turned onto the highway.

Johnny turned his head to look behind him. “Yeah, you got room for all kinds of crap,” he replied.

“I couldn’t imagine not having room in the back,” Jobs continued. “Before that, I had a little economy car. It was cheap to run, but that’s about it.”

“I have a Fiat 500 sitting in the garage at home. Nobody wants to drive it. Apparently, it’s not nice enough,” Johnny continued.

“Have you tried it yourself?” Jobs asked.

Johnny looked at him indulgently and replied: “Only at the dealership. Can you imagine me driving around in one? I’d look like an elephant in a cheese box, or whatever they call it.”

Jobs responded with a small smile that went unreturned.

No one said anything for the next few minutes. Traffic was heavy and Jobs had to concentrate on driving.

“Cars affect us, that’s for sure! Johnny, do you think I suit this Peugeot?” Jobs asked.

The question seemed to come as a bit of a surprise to Johnny. He took his time before answering. “Yes, you’re a good match, a bit old-fashioned and messy. Lots of colors, that’s the same as you, aren’t it?”

Jobs didn’t answer but passed on the question. “What about you and the Carrera? Are you a good match?”

Johnny thought again. “In many ways. We both like speed... and ladies!”

Johnny started to smile but then held it back. He was afraid of coughing.

“It’s not hard to see,” Jobs commented. “But you’re not into sports cars every day, are you? You need to drive some shits too, don’t you?”

“Yeah, yeah,” Johnny replied. “I also have a four-wheel drive. It’s been borrowed today.”

“So, you drive all kinds of crap too?” Jobs continued.

“You think I don’t do anything? Daily, the red one is mostly in the garage.”

“You’ll end up being completely human, Johnny,” Jobs said with an obvious smile.

Johnny did not smile again but shook his head in agreement.

“I’ll tell you a secret,” Jobs continued, smiling gently at Johnny again. “I don’t always drive this car. When spring comes, I’ll roll out the MG and put on my driving glasses.” 

“Respect!” came from Johnny. “If I had the time, I’d trade the Porsche in for a classic car. There’s soul in one of those.”

He paused for a moment before suggesting: “We could swap for a few days ... if you dare to leave the old lady in my hands? I’ll take good care of her.”

Now, for the first time, a smile appeared on Johnny’s face. ‘He looks like a big, happy boy,’ Jobs thought, and nodded in agreement.

The balance was there, Jobs thought. They had found equality and respect in the world of cars. Now they were ready to take the next step together.
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The Oddball





With only twenty minutes to go, it was time to bring Johnny up to speed on the task at hand, both the specific one, the man they were going to visit in Horsens, and the general one, about the crew and the mission. 

Traffic was flowing smoothly on the E45 southbound. Jobs turned down the radio.

“Johnny, I don’t know much about the guy we’re going to visit. His name is Albert; he’s a freelance designer and recently worked for a furniture chain that exports to the US. He lives with his girlfriend and has bowel cancer. Those are the hard facts. Yes, and I’ll believe the voice, that he’s a little older than us, around sixty.”

Johnny nodded. He had already been briefed on the phone. “And again, why exactly am I here?” he asked.

Jobs took a deep breath. He knew Johnny was entitled to a more detailed answer.

“You already know the Merchant and Monty... and now you know me. We are half of the team. You’ll meet the others later. In short, the story is that I talked to a professor at Skejby Hospital, who has treated many men for cancer. While examining me and reviewing my medical records, he told me, that we men are generally at a disadvantage when we get a disease like cancer. Over the years, he had followed hundreds of men from the time they were diagnosed with the disease until most of them came out the other side. He was frustrated by how poorly men fared compared to women: “They need support that we can’t provide in the hospital. Many don’t get it from their families. I think they will find it easier to accept help from other men in the same boat.” He said, and of course I thought about it further.

The next time I went for a check-up, we continued to discuss the idea. He knew someone else, Timothy or Monty, who might be interested. We agreed to meet all three of us, and from that day on, the crew was a reality. Monty and I became partners, and the first person we talked to be the Merchant. Since then, the crew has grown. With you, there are six of us.”

“Okay, but what are you helping the men with? I had a visit from the other two and they caused a lot of chaos, that’s not the purpose, is it?”

Johnny asked a bit sarcastically.

“Our goal is simply to help other men, who have cancer. First, by showing them that they are not the only ones in the world who have this disease. Secondly, by telling them that we men tend to face the same types of problems, socially and mentally. For example, it helps you to realize that you’re not the only one in the world who is being blamed by your wife for feeling left out. We men are easy to figure out. We don’t act too smart when we feel threatened, whether it’s by unemployment, illness or finances.”

“Okay, so I was chosen as a special case, that needs extra help?” Johnny asked sarcastically.

“Yep,” Jobs replied. “I’m the third one to try, so you’re a special case.”

“I could tell from the other two, that they were a little scared. So now you’ve turned the expert on me?” Johnny continued, raising his eyebrows to say, “Am I right?

“You’re absolutely right!” Jobs replied with a smile. “But also remember that you’re on a mission now. So, you’re not completely hopeless.”

Johnny seemed pleased with the answers. He sat back and took a deep breath.

“I guess I should keep a low profile. I’m still an apprentice and on probation, right?” Johnny asked after a pause.

Jobs wiggled back and forth in his seat, signaling that he was weighing his words.

“You don’t have to say much, but on the other hand, you must be yourself. That’s how we help each other. We’re not experts, we’re just men, who’ve been through something similar.”

“Okay, that sounds manageable,” Johnny replied.

“Horsens is a hell of a city to find your way around without a GPS, but you don’t have one, do you?” Johnny asked as they left the highway.

“No, you’re getting to know me,” Jobs replied with a small smile.

“Then I can be of some use,” Johnny replied, pulling out his iPhone, the latest model. He typed in the address and put it on speakerphone.

That way they arrived fifteen minutes before Jobs had agreed.

“Well done, Johnny. We’ll continue to work together inside

in the same style.” Jobs pulled into the parking lot of the housing complex and turned off the engine.

The odd couple found the entrance to 10B and the door with the name Lindstrom and Del Piero on it. The last name had been written with a pen on an attached label. At first glance, the arrangement seemed very convenient, if the last name was changed regularly. Jobs was used to noticing the details, and he often guessed correctly.

The door was opened by a man of average height and build in a jogging suit. An age of around sixty should be fit.

“Welcome to my humble home,” the host greeted and welcomed the guests inside. “Aren’t you very early? I know I look terrible. Yes, I apologize, it’s embarrassing and not like me at all,” the host apologized and showed the two men into the living room.

“May I offer you a drink, a martini for instance, while I get dressed? Just help yourself out,” the man continued, pointing to a small bar table with several bottles.

Johnny nodded towards the table while raising an eyebrow. “Is that ok during work hours?” he asked Jobs.

“You can have one. It’s rare. You can give me one too,” Jobs replied.

Johnny had barely finished pouring the drinks when the door opened again and their host stepped forward.

“There, that’s much better. I feel ready to greet my guests properly. My name is Albertino, which means the bright and shining one... but you can call me Albert. As you can probably tell, I’m Italian.”

The sight that greeted the two new partners was so overwhelming and unreal, that they almost did not react. In front of them stood Albert in a pink suit with small, gold-plated buttons and decorative ribbons. For some inexplicable reason, after a quick glance, both eyes fell on the belt. It was a black patent leather belt, shiny and glossy, held together by an oversized gold buckle. The sight in front of them was unreal. Were they standing in front of a Disney character from Pinocchio or a pirate in civilian clothes from Peter Pan? 

Johnny looked up at Albert’s head and noticed the strange headgear, a matching pink scarf around an otherwise shaved head. Was it every day wear for a designer, or was Albert gay? 

Johnny sent a suspicious glance in the direction of Jobs, who, due to his greater experience, took the situation more calmly.

He was about to introduce himself when Johnny grabbed his arm. “Hey, wait a minute, Jobs. What’s this all about?”

Johnny looked from one to the other and then back to Albert, who was still holding on to his partner’s arm. “What’s going on here?” he asked in a hushed but very determined tone. “Is this a gay club I’ve been invited to? Because if it is, I’m the one, who left.” His tone had grown louder, and he was now staring at Jobs. He wanted an honest answer, that much was clear.

Jobs looked at him but didn’t have time to answer before Albert burst in: “No, my friend,” he said, addressing Johnny as he calmly removed Johnny’s hand from Jobs’ arm. 

“Obviously, I can’t speak for your partner. Sexuality is also a private matter. But I can tell you, that I like women.” Albert spoke with a distinct Southern accent and a bit of self-importance, which certainly didn’t make his statement any more believable to Johnny.

“You’re into women, ok! But may I ask, does that mean you’re not into men?” Johnny asked in a more subdued tone. He seemed pointed and suspicious.

“Now you’re getting refined, my dear big handsome man,” Albert replied with a twinkle in his eye. He shook Johnny’s hand, which he had removed from Jobs.

In a flash, Johnny pulled his hand away, turned and headed for the door. He didn’t go quietly. His steps were demonstratively heavy and determined. A loud clearing sound came from his throat, which could have been a precursor to a coughing fit. 

Jobs could suddenly picture Johnny on his family’s lap. That was how Monty and the Merchant had seen him. ‘Well done, the Merchant, for daring to go after him,’ Jobs thought.

Johnny slammed the door behind him. 

Albert and Jobs looked at each other, first seriously, then Albert smiled. “He will come back,” he said calmly.

And indeed, he did. Albert hadn’t finished speaking when the door opened and Johnny came out very quickly and at the same time surprisingly carefully, turned around and closed the door. He gasped and was clearly affected by the seriousness of the situation when he blurted out: "There is a rottweiler on the floor and a woman in the bed."

Albert couldn’t help but be amused. Half grinning, he explained the context to the two men: “Johnny, you took the door to the bedroom, all right? The long-haired one is in there. She’s on her day off. And since we’re open and without prejudice, we were having a good time when you came in. Albert winked at Johnny. “So far I’ve only been into women and never really thought about men in that context... until you brought it up, Johnny.”

Again, Johnny blinked and looked down.

“Here, your martini, Johnny. And while we’re at it, I’m not into animal sex either! Caesar might have seen the opportunity to join when I jumped out to open the door. He loves company.”

Without warning, Albert opened the bedroom door and gently called the Rottweiler, who obediently got up and came out into the living room.

Now it was Jobs’ turn to slow down a bit. “Easy,” he said. “Is it used to strangers?” He carefully pulled up behind Johnny.

Johnny took a small step forward, squatted down and slowly but firmly stretched his arms out. He turned his palms open towards the dog, which immediately put its head in his hands and happily allowed it to be scratched.

“Wow, man! Are you an animal tamer?” Albert said in surprise. “Caesar usually must get to know people. It looks like you two already know each other?” It was half a statement and half a question. Albert looked genuinely surprised.

“Oh, you’re such a good dog, Caesar,” Johnny said without looking up. “Look what I got for you.” Johnny reached into his pocket and put something into the dog’s mouth.

“Are you carrying dog biscuits in your pocket?” Jobs asked, even more surprised. He calmed down and sat down on the couch.

“Good dog! Good dog!” Johnny continued before looking up and answering the men’s questions. “I’ve had a few myself ... when I was young. You don’t forget that easily.” Johnny smiled for the first time since he entered the house.

“And the crackers?” Jobs asked again.

“Yeah, it’s kind of crazy, but I almost always carry some in my pocket... in case I meet someone like this.” He gave the dog another treats before standing up.

‘He looks completely different now,’ Jobs thought, first the interest in veterans and now a dog friend. It’s amazing how he surprises you. He doesn’t cough either.’

An hour later, the men were still sitting on the couch, when the bedroom door was carefully opened. The woman in the doorway had long hair, blonde hair and a beautiful face. She was perhaps twenty years younger than Albert. She gave a little wave and a ‘Hi’ before heading to the bathroom. Johnny’s look revealed that he wouldn’t have minded seeing her without the fluffy bathrobe she had wrapped herself in.

Albert saw this and smiled wryly at Johnny: “I guess you like both dogs and women too! Don’t you think we have the same taste?”

Johnny smiled back. The conversation had gone well, and he was comfortable in Albert’s living room, even if he still couldn’t quite figure him out.

Albert had told his medical history, and ‘there was nothing sexy about it,’ as he put it. Cancer of the rectum, which was currently inoperable. Maybe later, when the radiation had hopefully caused the tumor to shrink and separated from the surrounding blood vessels.

“Yes, I feel good right now. It changes from day to day. Yesterday I was bleeding and hurting all the time. Today I’m doing well, and I wanted to take advantage of that,” he said, smiling wryly at Johnny.

“If I’m going anywhere, it’s with Pampers! I’m not much for that! As you may have noticed, I’m quite vain. That’s how we Italians are! We want to look good... always! That’s why I have such a hard time with the disease. I don’t really go outside the door. Well, with Caesar, of course, but then I’m also in my Michelin suit. I wonder what I’ll do this summer?” Albert looked resignedly ahead of him.

“If it hadn’t been for the distance, I would go for a walk with it,” Johnny replied. He wanted to show his goodwill, but at the same time he knew that this was not a solution. Albert had to go out himself.

The conversation continued, and the mood was good!

“Thank you both very much,” Albert said a little later, when they stood in the doorway. “It has encouraged me to have visitors. And it became quite cozy once we got a little closer.” Again, he smiled at Johnny, who nodded back. 

They were alone in the house; the long-haired one was out walking with Caesar.

“We’ll come back next Wednesday, if that’s convenient for you. Just email me, if you’re lying down,” Jobs said to wrap things up.

They shook hands and the two partners walked towards the Peugeot.

“That was disgusting, asshole cancer! He took it well,” Johnny exclaimed as they drove through Horsens.

“Yes, he seemed to handle it incredibly well. It was also one of his good days. I wonder how he feels on the bad ones?” Jobs looked ahead and didn’t seem optimistic. 

“Maybe we’ll find out next Wednesday?” Johnny continued. 

“So, you’re up for another visit?” Jobs turned his head towards Johnny for a second.

“Hell yeah. This makes perfect sense! I had my doubts before, and at one point I was also afraid he was gay. Then I backed out,” Johnny replied. 

“Were you convinced by the longhaired one or what?” Jobs sounded a little skeptical.

Johnny sat quietly for a while before answering: “Strangely enough, I think it was Caesar who convinced me. A Rottweiler is not a gay dog! I’ve had two myself and know what they require. A gay man would never be able to handle it. He would choose a poodle ... or a cat.”

Jobs couldn’t help but smile at Johnny’s categorization of homosexuals. However, he deliberately chose to avoid a discussion. It wasn’t time for that yet. It would come.

“Great, you’re in!” Jobs continued. “I think, that together, we can be of great help to Albert. I can sense that he’s going to need more, than he indicated today.”
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