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Two notes to the reader


The myth mentioned in this novel about “God’s righteous men” stems from the Jewish Talmud—a collection of religious texts set down in Israel and Babylonia—which, according to the Jewish faith, is a direct transcription of what God said to Moses. One of the things God said was that there will always be thirty-six righteous people on earth. These thirty-six protect all of us. Without them, humanity would perish.


The thirty-six do not know that they are the chosen ones.
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On September 11, 2008, at the United Nations headquarters in New York and under the leadership of Dr. Sam Parnia, the world’s largest scientific conference on near-death experiences was held. The objective was to discuss the growing number of near-death experiences that are reported each year from around the world. These are reports of people who have been revived and afterward have described the most unbelievable phenomena—things that science cannot explain.




Part I
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BOOK OF THE DEAD




O earth, cover not thou my blood, and let my cry have no place.


—Job 16:18




People die all the time. Often in hospitals. For that reason it was a brilliant plan. Simple, almost banal.


All the near-death experiences that the doctors heard about would be verified. But how? In the emergency rooms, of course. Because there was a pattern to what people described—those people who had been declared clinically dead, people who had stopped breathing and whose hearts were no longer beating. They floated upward. They hovered near the ceiling and looked down on themselves. They were often able to describe details that their brain couldn’t possibly have invented in the last throes of death: how a doctor had knocked over a vase, what he or she had shouted to the nurses, who had come into or left the room and when. Some people could also recount what was happening in the room next door. Even so, it was not considered scientific evidence. But this situation was now going to be rectified.


Emergency rooms, intensive care wards, and trauma centers—the places where people were most likely to be revived—would be recruited. As part of a worldwide investigation, small shelves were installed. Small shelves set high up on the wall, close to the ceiling. On these shelves were placed pictures, illustrations turned faceup—impossible to see from below. Only someone who was hovering near the ceiling would be able to see the pictures.


Agnes Davidsen was a member of the Danish team. The doctors had laughed at the plan but hadn’t objected, as long as the team paid to put up the shelves. Agnes was present the day the shelf was installed at the National Hospital in Copenhagen. She even helped hold the ladder as the janitor climbed up with the sealed envelope in his hand, and she was the one who switched off the light when the seal was broken and the image was placed on the shelf. Only headquarters knew what sort of image it was. No one else had the slightest clue. A television could be heard in the background, broadcasting news about preparations for the climate summit in Copenhagen. The French president, Nicolas Sarkozy, announced that Europe refused to allow the temperature of the earth to rise more than two degrees Celsius. Agnes shook her head as she helped the janitor fold up the ladder. How crazy it sounds when expressed like that, she thought. Refused to allow. As if we humans could turn the earth’s temperature up or down like a thermostat.


She thanked the janitor and looked up at the shelf near the ceiling. Now all she had to do was wait for the hospital to call her with the message that someone had died in this room.


And then had come back to life.
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Yonghegong Temple—Beijing, China


It was not the shaking of the earth that woke him. He was used to that. The subway ran right under the Yonghegong Temple, constantly threatening to topple the 350-year-old temple complex in the center of the Chinese capital. He woke because someone or something had been leaning over him as he slept. Studying him. He was sure of it.


The monk named Ling sat up in bed and looked around. The sun was just setting; pain had sent him early to bed.


“Is someone there?” The pain kept moving. He couldn’t tell whether it was his back, his stomach, or his chest that hurt. He could hear the young monks talking in the temple courtyard. The last Western tourists were leaving.


Ling defied the pain and stood up. He still had a sense that somebody was in the room, but there was no one in sight. He couldn’t find his sandals, so he tottered barefoot across the stone floor. It was cold. Maybe I’m having a stroke, he thought. He was having trouble breathing. His tongue was swollen, and he staggered as he walked. For a moment he almost lost his footing, but he knew that he needed to stay upright. If he fell now, he would never get up again. He took a deep breath that sent a burning sensation down his windpipe and into his lungs.


“Help me,” he tried to shout. But his voice was too weak, and no one heard him. “Help me.”


Ling stepped out into a narrow, damp corridor and went into another room. Rays of orange sun were filtering through the skylight. He looked down at his body. There was nothing to see on his arms, stomach, or chest. A powerful stab of pain made him feel faint. Briefly, he closed his eyes, gave up resisting, and disappeared into a darkness that was boundlessly unpleasant. Then he had a moment of peace. The pain came in small jolts, and each time it was stronger than before.


His hands were shaking as he opened the drawer and began fumbling through it. Finally, he found what he was looking for: a little, scratched pocket mirror. He looked at himself in the mirror. A face filled with fear. Ling tugged his loincloth down a bit and held up the mirror so he could get a view of the lower part of his back. What he saw took his breath away.


“Dear God,” he whispered, dropping the mirror. “What’s that?”


The only answer he received was the sound of the mirror shattering on the floor.


The old-fashioned pay phone on the wall didn’t look at all like a means of salvation, but it was his only chance. He dragged himself over to it. A new wave of pain made him stop. It seemed to last an eternity. He opened his eyes and looked at the pay phone, which he had objected to so strongly when it was first installed. The authorities had required it because of the visiting tourists—in case something happened to any of them, there had to be some way to summon help. For the same reason, the emergency number was printed on the wall in large type, and next to it stood a pot filled with coins. Ling stretched out his hand and tried to reach the pot. He managed to get hold of the rim but lost his balance and was forced to drop it in order to lean on the wall for support. Pottery shards and coins scattered over the floor. Ling hesitated. The very thought of bending down seemed inconceivable. Was one of his last deeds on earth really going to be leaning down to pick up the shiny little coins that he’d spent most of his life renouncing? But he didn’t want to die yet, and with trembling fingers he picked up a coin, dropped it into the slot, and punched in the three numbers printed on the wall. Then he waited.


“Come on, come on,” he whispered with difficulty.


At last he heard a woman’s voice say: “Emergency Center.”


“You must help me!”


“What is the emergency? Where are you calling from?” The voice on the line was calm and composed. Almost robotic.


“I’m burning up. I’m . . .”


Ling fell silent and turned around. There was someone there; he was sure of it. Someone was watching him. He rubbed his eyes, but that didn’t help. He couldn’t see anyone. Who could be doing this to him?


“I need to know where you are, sir,” said the woman.


“Help me—” With every word he spoke, a stab of pain raced from his back up through his throat to his mouth and swollen tongue.


The woman interrupted him, sounding kind but firm. “What’s your name?”


“Ling. Ling Zedong. I . . . Help me! My skin . . . it’s burning!”


“Mr. Ling . . .” Now she sounded impatient. “Where are you right now?”


“Help me!”


He stopped abruptly. He felt that something inside him had collapsed. As if the world around him had taken a step back and left him in a state of unreality. The sounds vanished. The bursts of laughter from the courtyard were gone. The voice on the phone was, too. Time stood still. He found himself in a new world. Or on the threshold of another world. Blood was running out of his nose.


“What’s happening?” he whispered. “It’s so quiet.”


At that instant he dropped the phone.


“Hello?” said the robotic voice in the receiver dangling from the wall. “Hello?”


But Ling didn’t hear it. He staggered a few steps toward the window. He looked at the three glasses standing on the windowsill. There was water in one of them. Maybe that would help. He reached for the glass but couldn’t get a good grip on it. It fell out the window and shattered on the stones in the courtyard.


The monks outside looked up. Ling tried to signal to them. He saw their lips moving, but he heard nothing.


Ling could taste and feel the blood running out of his nose. “Dear God.” He groaned. “What’s happening to me?”


He felt as if he were about to be obliterated. As if he’d been reduced to a chess piece in somebody else’s dream, somebody who was about to wake up. And he could do nothing to fight it. The sounds around him were gone. He fell, landing on his back, and looked up. He was enveloped in silence. Then he smiled and raised his hand in the air. Where the ceiling had been a moment ago, he now had an unobstructed view of the first faint stars in the night sky.


“It’s so quiet,” he murmured. “Venus. And the Milky Way.”
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The other monks came rushing into the room and leaned over him. But Ling didn’t see them. His hand slowly dropped. He had a smile on his lips.


“He tried to use the phone.” One of the monks was standing with the receiver in his hand. “To call the Emergency Center.”


“Ling!” One of the other monks—the youngest, no more than a boy—tried to make contact with him. “Ling. Can you hear me?” No answer. The young monk looked up at the others. “He’s dead.”


No one said a word. They all bowed their heads. Several had tears in their eyes. The eldest monk broke the silence. “Get Lopön. We don’t have much time.”


One of the others was going to send the boy, but the eldest monk stopped him. “No, go and get him yourself. The boy has never witnessed this before. Let him stay here and watch.”


The monk ran off, and the boy looked at the eldest monk. “What’s going to happen?” he asked anxiously.


“Phowa. We are going to send his soul onward. Lopön will be here in a minute.”


“Phowa?”


“Phowa helps the soul onward. Through the body and out through the head. We have only a few minutes to do it.”


“What will happen if we don’t do it in time?”


“We’ll make it. Lopön is quick. Come and help me. He can’t stay here on the floor.”


No one moved.


“Pick him up.”


The boy took hold of Ling’s legs. Two other monks came to help.


They lifted him up and placed him on the bed. He was lying on his side. When the eldest monk tried to roll him onto his back properly, he caught sight of something. “What’s that?” he asked.


The others came closer to see what he meant.


“Look. There, on his back.”


Everyone stood leaning over the dead monk.


“What is it?” asked the boy.


No one answered. They simply stood there in silence, staring at the strange mark that had appeared on Ling’s back. It had spread from one shoulder to the other and halfway down his spine. Like a tattoo or a burn.


Or as if a fire had been burning inside his back.
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Suvarna Hospital—Mumbai, India


Giuseppe Locatelli had received the e-mail three days ago, asking whether he could help locate an Indian economist who had recently died. Giuseppe wasn’t much interested in complying, but he was eager to get out of India, and he hoped that if he made a good effort at discharging his duties, it might serve as a springboard to a better job at another Italian embassy. Maybe in the United States. That was his dream. Washington, D.C. Or the consulate in New York, which handled everything related to the United Nations. Anything but these stinking streets. So he didn’t hesitate to say yes.


It was a long and tedious drive even though it was early in the morning. The taxi could make only very slow progress through the teeming slum. During his very first week in India, Giuseppe had learned not to look at the poor. Not to look them in the eye—that was how first-time visitors ended up with a swarm of beggars in tow. But if you kept your eyes fixed straight ahead and remained ice-cold, they left you alone. In India it was a matter of ignoring the poverty when you were out on the streets and waiting to weep until you were alone. Otherwise it would tear you apart.


The cab stopped. “Suvarna Hospital, sir.”


Giuseppe paid the driver and climbed out. There was a line of people in front of the hospital. Damned if there weren’t lines everywhere in this country. Lines at the beach, lines at the police station, lines in front of every little clinic that might have a Band-Aid and a piece of gauze. Giuseppe pushed his way through without looking a single person in the eye. Without taking in anything about his surroundings.


He spoke English to the receptionist. “Giuseppe Locatelli. From the Italian embassy. I have an appointment with Dr. Kahey.”


Dr. Kahey didn’t seem bothered by the workload. He appeared calm and composed as he spoke about Sardinia, where Giuseppe had never been, as they went downstairs to the morgue. Giuseppe couldn’t help expressing his admiration for the busy doctor. “All those people waiting outside. How do you ever take care of them all?”


“They’re not here for treatment,” Dr. Kahey said with an indulgent smile. “Don’t worry.”


“Then why are they here?”


“They’ve come to show him their respects.”


“Who?”


Dr. Kahey gave Giuseppe a surprised look. “The man you’ve come to see. Raj Bairoliya. Didn’t you notice that all those people were carrying flowers?”


Giuseppe blushed. He hadn’t seen anything. He’d stared straight ahead, fearing any eye contact that might make him a target for beggars. Kahey went on in his characteristic singsong Indian accent: “Bairoliya was one of the closest advisers to Mr. Muhammad Yunus, the inventor of microloans. Do you know Mr. Yunus?”


Giuseppe shook his head. But of course he’d heard of microloans—the loans had made it possible for thousands and thousands of people to start small, innovative businesses.


“Yunus was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 2006,” said Dr. Kahey as he pulled out the drawer holding the body of the deceased economist. “But they could just as well have given it to Bairoliya.”


Giuseppe nodded. The doctor moved the sheet aside. The dead economist looked peaceful. His face was ashen. Giuseppe recognized the color from his grandmother’s wake. He cleared his throat and explained that he would call the Italian police authority who had sent him here.


“Sure, sure.”


He punched in the number on his cell phone. It was answered immediately. “Tommaso di Barbara?” he asked.


“Sì.”


“Giuseppe Locatelli. Chiamero dall’ambasciata a Mumbai.”


“Sì. Sì!”


“As you requested, I am now standing next to the body of Mr. Raj Bairoliya.”


The man on the phone sounded agitated and as if he had a cold. “His back. Can you see his back?”


Giuseppe turned to the doctor, who had stepped aside to have a smoke. “The Italian authorities are asking about his back.”


“Ah. You want to see the mark.” Kahey shrugged and set his cigarette on the windowsill. “Perhaps you can tell me what it is.” He gave Giuseppe an encouraging look. “You’re going to have to help me.”


Giuseppe held his cell in his hand, not sure what to do.


“We have to turn him over.”


“Call me back,” the man on the phone commanded before disconnecting.


“Come on. Don’t be afraid. He won’t hurt anyone. On three. Ready?” Dr. Kahey laughed as Giuseppe grabbed hold. “One, two, three!”


The body fell onto its side, with one arm hanging stiffly off the edge. Giuseppe Locatelli stared in amazement at the dead man’s back. A mark stretched from one shoulder to the other.


“What’s that?” he asked.
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Polizia di Stato—Venice, Italy


Tommaso di Barbara had been waiting for the call all day. He’d done practically nothing but sit and stare at the phone as he nursed the first symptoms of the flu. And now the call had come through—at a hell of an inconvenient moment. Tommaso glanced at his phone as his boss studied him with an accusatory expression.


“And you don’t know anything about it?” demanded Commissario Morante. “A package requested from this station, sent by diplomatic pouch from China?”


Tommaso didn’t reply. He wondered why Morante was at the police station today. Usually, he put in an appearance only when there were important visitors. Tommaso had an unpleasant feeling that his days at the station were numbered.


The commissario persisted: “Are you sure? Someone used official channels to get the Chinese authorities to send the package with the cassette. Via Interpol. Without my knowledge.” The commissario’s breath smelled of Chianti and garlic.


“My shift starts now,” replied Tommaso, evading the question.


He got up and fled outside into the rain.


The wharf that led from the police station to the police boats was the first part of Venice that prominent guests to the city encountered. After being transported over from the mainland, they were received by Commissario Morante, then escorted through the old police headquarters, which had once housed monks, and out to the Grand Canal along the police wharf. Tonight there were no guests. Only rain. Tommaso jumped down into the boat and tapped on his phone to retrieve the last missed call.


“Hello?”


“It’s Tommaso again. Are you still there?”


“Yes. Yes!” Giuseppe Locatelli sounded distressed.


Tommaso swore. This damn rain. It was impossible to hear anything. He pressed his hand over his other ear and strained to listen.


“I’m still in the morgue.”


“Did you turn him over?”


“Yes. It’s—”


“Talk louder,” shouted Tommaso. “I can’t hear you.”


“He has a mark. It looks completely crazy. Like a . . .”


Tommaso broke into the silence. “Like a tattoo?”


“Yes.”


Flavio and the new man from Puglia came running through the rain. They were on the night shift with Tommaso.


“Can you take some pictures with your cell phone?” asked Tommaso.


“Yes. But I’ve also brought along a camera. As you requested in your e-mail.”


Tommaso thought fast. If he had interpreted the boss’s mood correctly, he might not have much time left at the station. Not enough time to wait for photographs to travel by snail mail from India.


“Take pictures of his back with your cell. Do you hear me? This is an urgent matter. Take pictures showing his whole back and also some close-ups—as close as you can get without losing focus.”


Flavio and the new colleague opened the door and stepped into the cabin of the boat. They said hello to Tommaso, who nodded.


“Did you understand what I said?” asked Tommaso.


“Yes,” said Giuseppe.


“And send them to me as an MMS.”


Tommaso ended the call. He dug a bottle of pills out of his pocket and took two without any liquid other than his own spit as he tried to figure out how he could have gotten the flu. Maybe he’d caught it from somebody at the hospice. The nurses and nuns who took care of his mother were in constant contact with illness. The thought of his dying mother sent a pang of guilt through him.


Santa Lucia train station—Venice


The man’s passport said that he came from Guatemala. It was the thinnest passport Tommaso had ever seen: nothing more than a small piece of paper folded in half. No space for seals or visas, just a dingy photograph of the owner, who looked like a Mayan Indian, and a few dubious official stamps from an equally dubious authority on the other side of the Atlantic.


“Poco, poco,” replied the owner of the passport when Tommaso asked if he spoke Italian.


“French?”


He didn’t speak that language, either. The man knew only a little English, which was far from Tommaso’s strong suit. But Tommaso was not the only one in Italy who didn’t speak English. Not even his English teacher in school could speak the language properly. On the other hand, French had been pounded into the heads of the students. Tommaso would have preferred to learn English, but by now it was too late, he thought. If you’re over twenty-five, it’s too late to learn anything new. That was what his father had taught him. And when you’re over thirty, you need to become your own doctor. Tommaso’s father, who had never left Cannaregio in Venice, died because he refused to seek medical help when he began having problems with his lungs. Now Tommaso knew: Fathers shouldn’t talk so much. He also knew that in many ways, he was a tired copy of his father.


Tommaso straightened up and caught sight of his own reflection in the window of the train compartment. Normally, he would have seen a sharp, clean-shaven face with penetrating eyes, hair sprinkled with gray, and a firm jaw. Tonight he looked like he should be home in bed. Tommaso was the first to admit that his good looks had been a hindrance to establishing any sort of stable relationship with a woman. There were simply too many temptations. But not in the past couple of years, since he’d reached his mid-forties. Not that his appearance had changed appreciably, but people around him had changed. They’d gotten married and were enjoying the pleasures of settling down. Tommaso told himself almost every day that he ought to find himself a wife. But that’s probably not going to happen tonight, he thought as he again caught sight of his reflection.


“Grazie.” Tommaso nodded to the Mayan from Guatemala and stepped out onto the platform.


He immediately checked his cell phone. No new messages. No photo files. Tommaso looked at the train station clock. Tuesday, December 15, 2009. 1:18 A.M. He knew it could take several minutes, sometimes even several hours, for a message to reach his phone from Asia. Their intelligence services delayed the signal so they could check what was being sent in and out. They diligently monitored everyone’s conversations.


“Flavio,” Tommaso called to his colleague. “Flavio!”


The three of them were the only ones on the night shift, which had started in the rain seventeen minutes ago. Police headquarters was located down the street from the train station. They knew that the train from Trieste arrived at one-thirty and often carried illegal immigrants from Eastern Europe, seeking their fortune in the West by working for lousy wages in some miserable kitchen.


Flavio stepped out of the rain and under the platform’s steel roof. He had to shout at Tommaso to make himself heard over the noise. “We’re letting them go.”


“Why?”


“Suicide on Murano.”


“Suicide?”


“Or murder. Out on those islands, it could be either.” Flavio blew his nose hard three times and then stuffed the tissue back in his pocket.


Tommaso took another look at his cell phone. Still nothing from India. Am I afraid of what I’ll find out? he asked himself on his way down to the boat. Almost every other time, he’d been right. A couple of months ago a body was found in Hanoi. Dead in the same way. With the same mark. Also a humanitarian.


Before Flavio turned the boat around in the canal, Tommaso noticed that the lights were on in the commissario’s office. Tommaso knew only too well what that meant. Commissario Morante was moving heaven and earth to find out who had convinced the Chinese authorities to send the package with the cassette. Soon he would know—the commissario was a thorough man—and he would also know that Tommaso had used Interpol to send warnings to a number of European police departments. Including the one in Copenhagen.
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Copenhagen, Denmark


Icy-cold hours in the Nordvest district of the city.


The rain was drumming on the roof of the police car in a relaxed, monotonous pattern. The drops were getting heavier. Soon the rain pouring down on Copenhagen is going to crystallize and land on the ground as soft snow, thought Niels Bentzon. His fingers shook as he tried to pry the next-to-last cigarette out of the pack.


Through the foggy panes, the world around him was like an impenetrable veil of water, dark with shifting lights from the cars driving past. He leaned back and stared into space. He had a headache and thanked the higher powers that the team leader had asked him to wait in the car. Niels didn’t care for Dortheavej. Maybe it was because of the area’s particular ability to attract trouble. It wouldn’t surprise him at all if it wasn’t raining in the rest of Copenhagen tonight.


Niels tried to recall who had taken up residence here first. Was it the Islamic religious community or the occupants of the Youth House? The two groups both served as an open invitation to troublemakers. Everyone on the police force knew it. A call on the police radio from Dortheavej in Nordvest meant a bomb threat, demonstrations, arson, or general mayhem.


Niels had participated in raiding the old Youth House; almost every police officer in the country had been called in. It was a bad business, and he hadn’t liked the way things played out. Niels had ended up in a side street where he tried to pacify two very young men wielding very big clubs. Niels was struck on the left arm and in the lower rib cage. Hatred had streamed out of the two youths, a supernova of frustrations directed at Niels. When he finally managed to knock one of them to the ground and get him cuffed, the young man began screaming the ugliest epithets right in his face. His accent was unmistakable. The kid was from northern Sjælland, probably Rungsted. A child of wealth.


Tonight it wasn’t angry youths or Islamists who had brought him to this street. It was a returning soldier using surplus ammunition on his own family.


“Niels!”


Niels ignored the pounding on the car window. He still had three fourths of his cigarette left.


“Niels. It’s time.”


He took two deep drags before he stepped out into the rain.


The officer, a young guy, looked at him. “Great weather, huh?”


“What do we know so far?” Niels tossed his cigarette butt on the ground and made his way past the police barricade.


“He’s fired three or four shots, and he has a hostage.”


“What do we know about the hostage?”


“Nothing.”


“Are there children?”


“We don’t know anything, Niels. Leon is in the stairwell.” The officer pointed.


Tuesday, December 15, 2009


Fuck you!! That was what some honest soul had scratched into the wall above the names of the residents. The stairwell was both a wreck and a testament to the political decisions of the past few years: Save Christiania, Fuck Israel, and Kill the cops. That was as much as Niels had time to read before the rusty front door slammed shut behind him. It had taken only seconds for him to get soaked through.


“Is it raining?”


Niels couldn’t tell which of the three officers on the stairs was trying to be funny. “The third floor, right?”


“Yes, sir.”


They may have been laughing behind his back as he continued up the stairs. On the way he passed another pair of very young officers wearing bulletproof vests and holding automatic weapons. The world had not become a better place since Niels was admitted to the police academy more than twenty summers ago. On the contrary. He could see it in the eyes of the young officers. Hard, cold, withdrawn.


“Take it easy, boys. We’ll get home alive, no problem,” Niels whispered as he passed them.


“Leon?” called one of the officers. “The negotiator is on his way up.”


Niels knew exactly what Leon stood for. If Leon were forced to choose a motto, it would be: The operation was successful, but the patient died.


“Is that my friend Damsbo?” Leon called from the landing before Niels came around the corner.


“I didn’t know you had any friends, Leon.”


Leon leaped down two steps and looked at Niels in surprise, both hands gripping the small Heckler & Koch automatic. “Bentzon? Where the hell did they dig you up?”


Niels looked into Leon’s eyes. Dead, gray—a reflection of the typical November weather.


It had been a long time since Niels last saw Leon. Niels had been on sick leave for the past six months. The stubble on Leon’s face had turned white, and his hairline had receded, leaving behind a whole parking lot full of wrinkles.


“I thought they were going to send Damsbo.”


“Damsbo called in sick. Munkholm is on vacation,” replied Niels, pushing the muzzle of the Heckler & Koch away so it was no longer pointed at him.


“Can you handle this, Bentzon? It’s been a long time, right? Are you still on medication?” A condescending smile appeared on Leon’s lips before he went on. “Isn’t it mostly speeding tickets that you’ve been handing out lately?”


Niels shook his head, trying to hide the fact that he was out of breath. He pretended that the deep breaths he was taking meant he was thinking about the situation. “How bad is it?” he asked.


“Peter Jansson, twenty-seven years old. He’s armed. A veteran of the Iraq war. Apparently, he even won a medal. Now he’s threatening to kill his whole family. A colleague from the military is on his way here. Maybe he can get Jansson to let the kids go before he pops himself.”


“Maybe we can even talk him out of popping himself,” replied Niels, giving Leon a hard stare. “What do you say?”


“When the hell are you going to face facts, Bentzon? Some guys just aren’t worth the money. A prison sentence, disability pension, you name it.”


Niels ignored Leon’s diatribe. “Anything else, Leon? What do we know about the apartment?”


“There are two rooms in front. The door opens directly onto the first room. No entry hall. We think he’s in the room on the left. Or in the bedroom in back. Shots were fired. We know there are two children and a wife. Or ex-wife. Or maybe only one kid and a foster child.”


Niels gave Leon an inquiring look.


“Yeah, well, the story varies depending on which neighbor you talk to. Are you going in?”


Niels nodded.


“Unfortunately, he’s not completely stupid.”


“What do you mean?”


“He knows there’s only one way he can be sure that the negotiator isn’t hiding a weapon or a transmitter.”


“You’re saying that he wants me to strip?” A deep sigh.


Leon gave Niels a look of sympathy and nodded. “I understand if you don’t want to do it. We can storm the place instead.”


“No. That’s okay. I’ve done it before.” Niels unfastened his belt.


[image: image]


Next summer Niels Bentzon would mark fifteen years with the homicide department—the past ten years as a negotiator, the kind sent in during hostage situations or when someone threatened to kill himself. They were always men. Whenever the stock market took a nosedive and the economists warned of financial crisis, the guns all came out on the table. Niels was constantly surprised to discover how many guns were out there in people’s homes. Handguns from World War II. Hunting rifles and target rifles, none of them with permits.


“My name is Niels Bentzon. I’m a police officer. I have no clothes on, just as you requested. I’m not carrying a weapon or a transmitter.” Cautiously, Niels pushed open the door. “Can you hear me? My name is Niels. I’m a police officer, and I’m unarmed. I know you’re a soldier, Peter. I know it’s a difficult thing to take somebody else’s life. I’m just here to talk to you.”


Niels stood motionless in the doorway and listened. Not a word in reply, just the stench of a life that had disintegrated. Slowly, his eyes got used to the dark.


Off in the distance a Nordvest mongrel was barking. For several seconds Niels had to rely on his sense of smell: cordite. He inadvertently stepped on some cartridge cases. He picked up one of them. It was still warm. Niels was able to make out what had been etched into the bottom of the metal: 9mm. Niels was very familiar with that caliber. Three years ago he’d had the honor of taking a German-made bullet of precisely that caliber in his thigh. Somewhere in the top drawer of Kathrine’s bureau at home, he’d hidden away the slug that the surgeon had dug out of him. A 9mm parabellum. The most popular caliber in the world. The name parabellum came from Latin. Niels had found it in Wikipedia: Si vis pacem, para bellum. If you want peace, prepare for war. That was the motto of the German manufacturer. The Deutsche Waffen und Munitionsfabriken—the company that had supplied ammunition to the German army in the two world wars. And what a splendid peace had resulted.


Niels put the cartridge case back on the floor, where he’d found it. He stood still, collecting himself. He needed to get rid of the unpleasant memory before he could continue. Otherwise fear would take over. The slightest quaver in his voice could make the hostage-taker nervous. Kathrine. He thought about Kathrine. He had to stop doing that or he wouldn’t be able to continue.


“Are you okay, Bentzon?” whispered Leon from somewhere behind him.


“Close the door, Leon,” replied Niels in a harsh voice.


Leon obeyed. The headlights of cars passing on the street below sent flashes through the windows, and Niels caught sight of his own reflection in the pane. Pale, frightened, naked, and defenseless. He was freezing cold.


“I’m standing here in your living room, Peter. My name is Niels. I’m waiting for you to talk to me.”


Niels was calm. Utterly calm. He knew that it might take most of the night to negotiate, but he didn’t usually require that much time. The most important thing in a hostage situation was to find out as much as possible about the hostage-taker in the shortest possible time. To find out something about the human being behind the threats. Only when you saw the real person was there any hope. Leon was an idiot. He saw only the threat. That was why he invariably ended up shooting.


Niels was looking for traces of the man named Peter in the apartment. The essential details. He looked at the photographs on the refrigerator: Peter with his wife and two children. Underneath the pictures, it said Clara and Sofie, spelled out with magnets. Next to those names it said Peter and Alexandra. Clara—the older daughter—was nearly grown up. Maybe a teenager. Braces and pimples. There was a big age gap between the two girls. Sofie couldn’t be more than six. Blond and delicate. She looked like her father. Clara didn’t look like her mother or her father. Maybe she was the product of a previous marriage. Niels took a deep breath and went back to the living room.


“Peter? Are Clara and Sofie with you? And Alexandra?”


“Piss off,” said a firm voice from the back of the apartment. In the same instant Niels’s body gave in to the cold, and he started shaking. Peter wasn’t desperate. He was determined. It was possible to negotiate with desperation; determination was worse. Another deep breath. The battle was not yet lost. Find out what the hostage-taker wants. That was the most important task of a negotiator. And if there’s nothing he wants, help him find something—it doesn’t matter what it is. The point was to make his brain start looking forward. Right now Peter’s brain found itself in its last minutes; Niels could hear that in the confident tone of his voice.


“Did you say something?” asked Niels, trying to play for time.


No answer.


Niels looked around. He still didn’t have the one detail that might resolve the situation. Sunflowers covered the wallpaper, big sunflowers from floor to ceiling. There was another smell mixed in with the smell of fear and dog pee. Fresh blood. Niels’s eyes located the source of the smell in the corner, curled up in a position that should have been impossible.


Alexandra had taken two bullets right in the heart. It was only in movies that anyone would bother to feel for a pulse; in reality, he saw a gaping hole in the heart and a life that had gone to waste. She was staring at Niels with wide-open eyes. Niels could hear the muted sobbing of one of the children.


“Peter? I’m still here. My name is Niels—”


A voice interrupted him. “Your name is Niels, and you’re a police officer. I heard you! And I told you to piss off.”


A deep, decisive voice. Where was it coming from? The bathroom? Why in hell hadn’t Leon found a floor plan?


“You want me to leave?”


“Yes, goddammit.”


“Unfortunately, I can’t do that. My job is to stay here until it’s over. No matter what happens. I know you can understand that. You and I, Peter—we both have work that demands we stay, even if it’s impossible.”


Niels listened. He was still standing next to the body of Alexandra. In her hand she was clutching several pieces of paper. Rigor mortis hadn’t set in yet, and it wasn’t hard to tear the papers out of her hand. Niels stood up; over by the window he made use of the streetlights on Dortheavej. The letter was from the defense department. A discharge. Too many words, covering three pages. Niels quickly scanned what it said. Personal problems . . . unstable . . . unfortunate incidents . . . offer of assistance and retraining. For a few seconds Niels felt that he was caught in a time warp. That he’d crept into the last photograph of the family. He could just imagine the situation: Alexandra found the letter. Peter had been discharged. He provided the family’s only income. Discharged while, at the same time, he was trying to digest all the shit he had seen and done in the service of his country. Niels knew that they never talked about it—the soldiers in Iraq and Afghanistan. They refused to answer the most obvious questions: Did you shoot anyone? Did you kill anyone? They always gave evasive answers. Wasn’t the answer simple? The shots the soldiers fired that ripped apart the veins and arteries and organs of their enemies did almost as much damage to the soul of the shooter.


Peter had been discharged. He had gone away a real man and come home a wreck. And Alexandra couldn’t handle it. Her first concern was for the children; that was always true of a mother. A soldier shoots, and a mother thinks of her children. Maybe she shouted at him or screamed. Told him he was incompetent, that he’d let them down. And then Peter did what he’d been taught to do: If conflicts cannot be resolved in a peaceful manner, you shoot the enemy. Alexandra had become the enemy.


Finally.


Finally, Niels had the detail he could use. He would talk to Peter as a soldier. He would appeal to his sense of honor, his masculinity.
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Murano—Venice


Early winter—the high season for suicides on the European continent. But this was no suicide. It was revenge. Otherwise the man wouldn’t have used steel wire to hang himself. It wasn’t exactly difficult to find rope on this island, with all of its boat builders.


Flavio was outside, throwing up into the canal. The widow of the deceased glassblower had long since disappeared. She’d gone up the road to seek comfort from the neighbors. Tommaso could hear her wailing every so often. Outside the house, a microcosm of the island’s inhabitants had gathered. The shop steward from the glassblowing workshop, a monk from the San Lazzaro cloister, a neighbor, and a storekeeper. Tommaso wondered what the storekeeper wanted. Was he hoping to collect payment for the last bill before it was too late? It was unbelievable what the financial crisis had done to men and their self-esteem. And islanders were even more susceptible because of the isolation, the closed society, the rigid roles. No wonder Venice had crept to the top of Italy’s suicide statistics.


The house was damp and poorly lit, with a low ceiling. Tommaso looked out the window and caught sight of a woman’s face. She was in the process of wolfing down a sandwich. She gave him a guilty look, smiled, and shrugged. She couldn’t help it if she was hungry, even though the glassblower was dead. Tommaso could hear the people talking outside. Especially the shop steward. About all the cheap glass imitations from Asia that were being imported and sold to tourists. It took work away from the locals, everyone who had produced and developed glassblowing into an art down through the ages. It was scandalous!


Tommaso glanced again at his cell phone. Where the hell were those pictures? The glassblower’s body swayed slightly. Tommaso was afraid the steel wire might not hold him much longer. If the vertebrae in his neck were broken, the wire would soon work through the flesh and slice off the body.


“Flavio!” shouted Tommaso.


Flavio appeared in the doorway.


“I want you to write up the report.”


“I can’t.”


“Like hell you can’t. All you have to do is write down what I tell you. You can sit over there with your back turned.”


Flavio picked up a chair, turned it to face the damp wall, and sat down. The place smelled of soot, as if someone had doused the fire in the hearth with a bucket of water.


“Ready?”


Flavio said nothing as he sat there holding his notebook and staring resolutely at the wall.


Tommaso began with the official part. “We arrived just before two A.M. The call came in from the glassblower’s widow, Antonella Bucati. Are you writing this down?”


“Yes.”


There was the siren. At last he heard it. Tommaso listened. The ambulance switched off the siren as it made its way from the lagoon and down along the dilapidated canal. The rattling engine and the monotonous attempts of the waves to break down the half-rotten bulwark announced the arrival of the ambulance several seconds before the medics jumped ashore. The blue lights lit up the room in flashes, reminding Tommaso how dark it was in Venice in the wintertime. The damp seemed to steal the scattered remnants of light from the few buildings still occupied. The rest of Venice was submerged in darkness. Most of the city was owned by Americans and Saudis who came to visit two weeks a year, at most.


Tommaso caught sight of it the same instant that his cell phone beeped. The black shoes of the hanged man had white heels. Tommaso scratched one of the heels; the white stuff came off easily.


“Can we take him down?” asked Lorenzo, the ambulance driver. Tommaso had gone to school with him. They’d gotten into a fight once. Lorenzo won.


“Not yet.”


“Come on, you’re not going to tell me it was murder, are you?” Lorenzo got ready to cut down the glassblower.


“Flavio!” yelled Tommaso. “If he touches the body, put the cuffs on him.”


Lorenzo stomped his foot on the floor in fury.


“Flashlight?” Tommaso held out his hand.


Flavio covered his mouth and kept his eyes lowered as he gave Tommaso the flashlight. There was no evidence visible on the floor. And yet. The kitchen floor had been swept clean under the spot where the glassblower hung from the ceiling joist. Unlike the living room, where the floor was filthy. Tommaso’s cell beeped again. He opened the back door. The garden was overgrown. A grapevine reached up several yards in the air. Once, long ago, somebody had tried to make the vine grow around the eaves of the terrace, but had then given up and let it follow the sun instead. Now the vine was creeping along the roof. The light was on in the workshop. Tommaso walked the short distance through the garden and opened the door. In contrast to the rest of the house, the workshop was very neat. Meticulous.


Yet another message appeared on the display of his cell. They were appearing in frantic succession. He didn’t dare look at any of them right now.


The floor of the workshop was white cement. Tommaso bent down to scratch at the surface. It was porous, as if made of chalk. The same substance was on the glassblower’s heels. He sat down on a chair. Flavio was calling him, but Tommaso pretended not to hear. His first instinct was correct. It wasn’t suicide. It was revenge. The wife’s revenge. The glassblower had been killed out here and then dragged through the workshop, which had left traces of white on the heels of his shoes.


“What are you doing out here?” asked Flavio.


Tommaso looked at his colleague standing in the doorway.


“Are you okay? You’re looking a little under the weather.”


Tommaso ignored the diagnosis. “We’re going to need the medical examiner. And the tech guys from Veneto.”


“Why?”


Tommaso ran his finger along the floor and held it up in the air so Flavio could see how white it was. “If you look close, you’ll see the same stuff on the dead man’s heels.”


It took a few seconds for Flavio to process this information. “Should we arrest the widow?”


“That would probably be a good start.”


Flavio shook his head, looking sad. Tommaso knew exactly what Flavio was experiencing in those seconds. Dismay. The story they were going to hear from the widow over the next few hours would be all about poverty, drunkenness, and lost jobs, domestic violence and island disputes. That was the story of Venice in recent years. A life insurance policy was undoubtedly tucked away somewhere. Or maybe the glassblower’s wife had simply had enough? Flavio called the station and pulled himself together so he could make the necessary arrest. Tommaso took a deep breath. Tonight the world is going to end, he thought. He hardly dared look at the messages on his cell. Four photographs from Giuseppe Locatelli in India. Tommaso got out his reading glasses and studied the first image: the mark on the back of the deceased man. Exactly the same as the others. Then he looked at the closeups.


“Thirty-four,” he murmured to himself. “Two to go.”
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Dortheavej—Copenhagen


Manic-depressive. Niels heard Leon whispering with the other officers outside the door. He was well aware of the term used to describe him. He also knew how the term was defined in their dictionaries: off his rocker. But Niels was not manic-depressive. Occasionally, he could get wound up a bit. And sometimes he found himself way down in the dumps. The last time it had lasted a couple of months.


Niels looked at his naked legs as he moved into the middle of the room. They were still shaking; the cold was making it difficult to achieve the desired self-control. For a split second he considered leaving. Fleeing. Letting Leon handle the situation the hard way. He himself had never fired his service weapon—and he never would. He knew that. He just couldn’t. Maybe that was the simple explanation for why he’d ended up as a negotiator. It was the only position on the police force for which the officer never carried a gun.


Niels cleared his throat and shouted: “Peter! Do you think I’m stupid?” He took two steps closer to the bedroom. “Don’t you think I know how it feels? To do the kind of work that you and I do?”


He knew that Peter was listening. He could hear him breathing. Now it was a matter of winning his trust so he would let the children go.


“People don’t know what it’s like to take somebody’s life. They don’t know that it feels like you’re killing yourself, too.”


Niels let his words hover in the air for a few seconds. “Talk to me, Peter!” he shouted in a commanding voice. Even he was surprised by the harsh tone he used. But Peter was a soldier. He required orders. “I said talk to me, Private!”


“What do you want?” Peter yelled from the bedroom. “What the hell do you want?”


“No, what do you want, Peter? What is it you want? Do you want to get the fuck out of here? I can damn well understand that. It’s an ugly world out there.”


No reply.


“I’m coming in now. I’m unarmed, and I’m not wearing any clothes. Just like you requested. I’m going to push open the door very slowly so you can see me.”


Niels took three steps over to the door. “I’m opening the door now.”


He waited a couple of seconds. It was essential that he get his breathing under control. He couldn’t show any sign of nervousness. He closed his eyes. Opened them and pushed open the door. He stood in the doorway. A girl was lying on the bed. Fourteen or fifteen years old. Clara. The firstborn. Lifeless. Blood on the bedcovers. Peter was sitting in a corner of the bedroom, looking with surprise at the naked man in the doorway. The soldier had put on his uniform. His eyes shifted back and forth. He was a wounded animal. He was holding a hunting rifle, which he pointed at Niels. An empty bottle stood on the floor between his legs.


“You can’t tell me what to do,” whispered Peter. He no longer sounded very sure of himself.


“Where is Sofie?”


Peter didn’t answer, but faint sounds were coming from under the bed. He lowered the rifle and aimed it at little Sofie, who had curled up under the bed.


“We’ve got to get out of here,” said the soldier, looking Niels in the eye for the first time.


Niels held his gaze, refusing to look away. “Yes. We need to get out of here. But not Sofie.”


“Yes, the whole family.”


“I’m going to sit down now.”


Niels sat down. Blood from the dead girl was dripping from the bed frame onto the floor. Some drops landed on Niels’s naked foot. An oppressive stench of alcohol and unwashed bed linen hung in the air. Niels allowed a few minutes to pass. He could tell that Peter wasn’t ready to shoot his younger daughter. There were many different ways of negotiating with a hostage-taker, many techniques. So many that Niels was no longer up on the latest methods. His two colleagues had gone to the United States to take a course from the FBI. Niels was supposed to go with them, but his fear of travel had kept him home. The mere thought of getting into a huge metal cylinder to fly over the Atlantic at an altitude of thirty-five thousand feet was beyond his comprehension. The result was inevitable: His superiors seldom used Niels anymore. Only if the others were sick or on vacation, like tonight.


According to the manual, his next step should be to initiate negotiations with Peter. Get him to make some requests or demands, anything at all. Something that would win them time and get his mind to relax. It could be something very banal. A little more whiskey or a cigarette. But Niels had abandoned the manual long ago.


“Sofie!” Niels shouted again: “Sofie!”


“Yes?” he heard from under the bed.


“Your father and I are going to have a little talk. It’s grown-up talk. We want to be alone!”


Niels spoke in a harsh voice, very harsh, and he didn’t take his eyes off Peter even for a second. Sofie didn’t answer. Niels was now Peter’s commanding officer, his superior, his ally.


“I want you to do as your father and I say. Get out of there now! Go out to the stairwell!”


Finally, Niels heard the girl moving under the bed. “Don’t look at us! Get out now!” he bellowed.


He heard the girl’s light footsteps as she ran through the living room and then the sound of the front door opening and closing. Left behind were Niels and Peter with the body of a teenage girl.


Niels studied the soldier. Peter Jansson, twenty-seven years old. Discharged soldier. A genuine Danish hero. Peter had turned the gun around and placed the muzzle under his own chin.


The soldier closed his eyes. Niels could hear Leon whispering in the stairwell. “Let him do it, Niels. Let the maniac blow his brains out.”


“Where do you want to be buried?” Niels was completely calm. He spoke to the soldier as if they were close friends.


Peter opened his eyes but didn’t look at Niels. He fixed his eyes on the ceiling. Was he a religious man? Niels knew that many of the soldiers sent off to war made more use of the military chaplain than they were willing to admit.


“Do you want to be cremated?”


The soldier tightened his grip on the gun.


“Is there a message that you want me to give to somebody? I’ll be the last one to see you alive, you know.”


No reaction from Peter. He was breathing heavily. This last act—the taking of his own life—apparently required more courage than killing his wife and daughter.


“Peter, is there anyone you want me to contact? Somebody you want to leave a message for?”


Niels spoke to Peter as if he had one foot in heaven. On the threshold to the next world. “What you went through in Iraq—no human being should have to go through something like that.”


“No.”


“And now you want out.”


“Yes.”


“I can understand that. Is there anything you’d like to be remembered for? Something good?”


Peter was thinking. Niels could see he’d hit home. For the first time Peter was thinking about something other than blowing up himself and his family and the whole fucking world. So Niels kept at it.


“Peter! Answer me! You’ve done something good! What is it?”


“There was a family . . . a village outside of Basra that was under heavy fire,” Peter began, but Niels could see he didn’t have the strength to go on.


“An Iraqi family? And you rescued them?”


“Yes.”


“You saved lives. You didn’t just take lives. That will be remembered.”


Peter lowered the gun. For a moment he let the blows pummel him like a boxer who’d been stunned but was still on his feet.


Niels reacted with lightning speed. In a flash he was next to the soldier, grabbing hold of the rifle barrel. Peter looked up at Niels in surprise. He had no intention of letting it go. Niels promptly slapped the man on the head with the back of his hand.


“Let go!” he yelled at Peter, who finally released his grip.


At first Niels thought it was Peter making that rattling and moaning sound. But the soldier was just sitting there, looking like someone who had given up. Holding the rifle, Niels turned around. The girl on the bed was moving.


“Leon!” shouted Niels.


The officers stormed in. Leon was in front, like always. They threw themselves over the soldier, even though he offered no resistance. The medics came thundering up the stairs.


“She’s alive!” Niels hurried out of the room. Someone stood ready with a blanket that was thrown over his shoulders. He paused in the doorway and looked back. Peter was crying. He was in the process of falling apart. Tears were good; Niels knew that. If there were tears, there was hope. The medics had put the girl on a gurney and were on their way out.


Niels retreated to the kitchen, wrapped in the thick blanket that smelled of police dogs, and let the others do their jobs. The family had eaten meatballs for dinner. With béarnaise sauce from a package mix.


Outside it was still raining. Or was that the first snow of the year? The windowpane had misted over.


“Bentzon.” Leon came into the kitchen. He stood very close. “There’s one thing I’ve been meaning to ask you.”


Niels waited. Leon had bad breath.


“What the hell do you think about?”


“Do you really want to know?”


“Yes.”


Niels took a deep breath. Leon used the pause to eat the family’s last meatball. He smeared it around in the béarnaise sauce and stuffed it into his mouth.


Niels said, “I think about something I once heard on the radio. About Abraham and Isaac.”


“I was afraid you’d say something like that.”


“You asked.”


Leon was still chewing. “So what about them? I don’t really know much about that kind of stuff.”


“There was a pastor on the radio who said nobody should ever preach that story. Do you remember how it goes? God tells Abraham that he has to sacrifice his son to prove his faith.”


“I agree with the pastor. It sounds like a sick story. Ban that shit.”


“But isn’t that exactly what we do? Send young men off to a war in the desert and ask them to sacrifice themselves for a belief?”


Leon looked at Niels for a few seconds. A little smile, an exaggerated shake of his head, and then he was gone.
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Charleroi Airport—Brussels, Belgium


My revenge will be my redemption.


That thought was crystal-clear in the mind of Abdul Hadi as he stared with contempt at the security guard. If I really wanted to hijack a plane, your ridiculous security check wouldn’t stop me.


But it wasn’t that simple. He didn’t want to hijack a plane and fly it into EU headquarters. There weren’t going to be any pictures on TV of the passengers’ relatives screaming and crying when the airline posted the names of the victims. This revenge was going to be different; it was going to be a righteous vengeance.


The security guard gave him an annoyed look. Abdul Hadi had of course understood his question the first time, but making the guard repeat his unreasonable request gave him a feeling of power.


“Could you take off your shoes, sir?” The security guard raised his voice.


Abdul Hadi looked at the Westerners who had slipped right through the airport security check without taking off their shoes. He shook his head and went back through the strange free-standing doorway that beeped if you had coins in your pocket. He took off his shoes, calmly and self-confidently, and placed them in a plastic bin. Maybe they think I’m hiding a knife in my shoe, like Mohamed Atta, he thought before he stepped through once again. A second security guard called him over. This time it was his carry-on bag that was submitted to different treatment. And with great suspicion. Abdul Hadi looked around the airport while they rummaged through his toiletries kit. Chocolate and the comic strip Tintin. He didn’t know much about Belgium, but he now knew that it was famous for these two things. He also recalled that two middle-aged Belgian women had been killed a year ago in Wadi Dawan. Some of Allah’s warriors had attacked a convoy of Westerners, and the two women had died. Abdul Hadi shook his head. He would never drive through the Wadi Dawan desert without protection.


A map of the world hung above the tax-free shop. He studied it as they opened the side pockets of his bag and took the batteries out of his shaver. Terror has created a new map, he thought. New York was the capital. Mumbai had also acquired new significance, along with Madrid and the London tube. Sharm el-Sheik, Tel Aviv, and Jerusalem. His people had taken out a broad brush and were beginning to paint the world red. They were in the process of creating a new map of the world in which people no longer thought of castanets when Madrid was mentioned, or the Statue of Liberty when the conversation turned to New York. Instead, they thought about the horrors.


A different security guard came over to join the others bending over his bag. Was this man their boss? Without lifting his eyes from the contents of the bag, the man asked in English: “Did you pack this bag yourself, sir?”


“Yes, of course. It’s my bag.”


“Where are you traveling?”


“To Stockholm.”


“Do you work there?”


“No. I’m going to visit family. I have a visa. Is there a problem?”


“Where are you from, sir?”


“Yemen. Is there a problem?”


The guard gave his bag back without even a hint of an apology.


Abdul Hadi stopped in the middle of the departure hall. Shops, advertisements for movies, and advertisements for specific lifestyles. He was filled with contempt. Toward the West and the bizarre relationship of Westerners to security. It’s pure fiction, he thought. Just like the dream of what all their products will do for them. Now travelers believe that everything is fine, that they’re safe. But none of them are safe! Abdul Hadi wouldn’t dream of trying to bring a gun to an airport. Why make things more difficult for himself? Everything had been prepared for him at his destination. He knew where he was supposed to go. He knew who was going to die and how he was going to do it.


Stockholm—delayed


He looked up at the monitor showing departure times. The delay didn’t matter; he had plenty of time. He would land in Stockholm with time to spare. Someone would meet him at the airport, drive him to the train station, and help him find the right train to Copenhagen.


He looked at the passengers around him and thought: No. You’re not safe at all. The thought pleased him. You can rummage through my bags, you can ask me to take off my shoes, you can demand that I strip off all my clothes, like you did at the first airport where I changed planes. But that won’t save you.


He thought about the humiliation he’d suffered at the airport in Mumbai. He was the only one in line who was taken aside. He had obediently followed his escort down to the basement. Two airport security guards led the way, and two Indian police officers brought up the rear. The room had no windows. No chairs, no table. He had to put his clothes on the floor. He’d asked for a chair, since the floor was so dirty. Their answer was to ask him whether he wanted to catch his plane or make trouble. He considered making trouble. Westerners weren’t treated like that, not even when they were under suspicion. But he focused his thoughts on his goal. On revenge.


And then he thought: We will never be accepted in your world. Tolerated, maybe. But not accepted. Not on an equal footing. He’d talked about this with his younger brother just before he left. If he didn’t return, his little brother would become head of the family. That was why his brother had come home from Saudi Arabia, where he’d been a guest worker. The Saudis were almost worse than the Westerners. Decadent. Pathetic. Liars. Everybody knew that their women covered up their bodies merely for show. On Friday evening they boarded chartered planes and headed for Beirut. The women changed clothes on the plane. They threw off the burka, while the men changed into Hugo Boss suits. Abdul Hadi had studied at the American University of Beirut during the years before the civil war. He saw the Saudis arriving every weekend, completely transformed in appearance. The women lay on the beach in bikinis, while the men got drunk and played blackjack in the big casino. He didn’t know whom he hated most: the Saudis who played weekend-Westerners in the only city in the world that would play along with them, or the Westerners who had enticed them there. Enticed with promises of freedom. The freedom to try to get the same things the Westerners had. But they couldn’t. That was something Abdul Hadi knew from bitter experience. Even though he was a handsome man, especially before his hair turned gray, he’d had no chance with the American girls at the university.


Well, one of them did say yes to his invitation. Caroline. She was from Chicago. Wanted to be a movie director when she went back home. They went to see a film together. Jaws. But she lost interest in him when she found out he wasn’t from Lebanon. Caroline was just looking for a little local color. Someone who could take her inside the tent of the Bedouins; someone who could show her the real Lebanon before she went back home.


Stockholm—delayed


After the day when Caroline pretended not to recognize him on campus, he’d sworn never to make any more attempts with the American girls. He was living with his brother in a rented room in the building behind the Hotel Commodore. The high-rise had a swimming pool on the roof, but there was never any water in it. They shared the courtyard with a private clinic, and every afternoon human offal from the plastic surgeries was carried out in big sacks. The Saudi women had their fat sucked out and their beaked noses straightened so they would look like Caroline and her friends. But they would never be like the Western girls. And until the rest of the Arab people realized this, they would never be truly free. To be locked inside a dream in which you can never participate is a prison. So it was good that someone had started to remake the map of the world.


“Boarding card, please.”


Abdul handed his boarding card to the Swedish stewardess. She smiled at him. It had been a long time since anyone had smiled at him.


“The airport in Stockholm is still closed because of snow, sir,” she added, and it sounded as if she meant “sir” with respect. Not like the security guards, who used “sir” as a free pass to subject a person to degrading treatment. Open your bag, sir. Take off your clothes, sir.


“We’ll be boarding as soon as the airport reopens.”


The stewardess was still smiling at him, and he felt a slight spark inside. No, it doesn’t matter, thought Abdul Hadi. It’s too little, too late.
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Carlsberg silo—Copenhagen


The elevator door closed with a gentle sigh and waited for what Niels would do next. He did the same thing he always did: put in the key, turned it, and pressed “21.” He felt a faint hum in his diaphragm as the elevator began its dialogue with gravity. The feeling made him think of sex. It had been a long time.


A few seconds later, the door opened, and he stepped directly into the apartment. Either he had some uninvited guests, or he’d forgotten to turn off the light. Probably the latter, he decided as he went into the large living room. It was as empty as he’d left it. And yet. Someone had been there. A faint scent of . . . He’d have to ask Natasha in the apartment below tomorrow. She had a key to his place so she could let workmen in and out. Considering the fact that the building had been completely remodeled a few years ago, there was a surprising amount of trouble with the ventilation system, wiring, and gas lines.


Carlsberg had originally built the 280-foot-tall silo for storing malt. But after the royal brewing company had merged with the other big breweries, the malt warehouse became superfluous. Niels actually didn’t care much for beer anymore. Like so many people his age and in his salary bracket, he’d switched to cabernet sauvignon. And why not have half a bottle tonight? Or a whole one? Should he be celebrating or in mourning? Celebrate that someone had survived or mourn the fact that someone had died? Oh, fuck it. Niels opened the bottle, his mood still undetermined.


It was almost two in the morning, but Niels didn’t feel tired. The rain was pelting the big picture windows. He put on the Beatles and turned up the volume so he could hear “Blackbird” from the bath. He washed the girl’s blood off his feet before, true to ritual, he sat down in front of his computer. He always did that when he got home. And when he got up in the morning. He hesitated before turning it on. He missed Kathrine, he missed having somebody in the apartment. He felt out of sorts when she wasn’t there.


[image: image]


Kathrine was a partner in the architectural firm that had handled the remodeling of the silo into luxury apartments. She was the one who wanted to buy the most beautiful of the lot. She was completely in love with it, she said. Niels was also drawn to the apartment. The high elevation at Carlsberg appealed to him. It had the best view of the city in all of Copenhagen. Back then the smell still permeated the whole area whenever the brewery fired up the boilers. Since then the beer production had been moved far away. Niels had no idea where. Maybe to Asia, like so much else. He was glad that the stink of yeast no longer poured in over him every morning. It had felt like having an old drunk breathing on him.


Niels looked around the room. The two designer sofas facing each other. The solid, rectangular coffee table. A hollow in the reddish granite of the table, which allowed them to light a small fire in it. Bioethanol. Scent-free, and it evaporated completely, as Kathrine had explained to a skeptical Niels. It did look beautiful when they sat there with a fire glowing on the table. He hadn’t yet invited anyone from the station up here, although there’d been no lack of urging from Kathrine. “Invite your colleagues over,” she often said. But Niels couldn’t do it; nor could he tell Kathrine why: He was ashamed. Not because it was Kathrine’s money that had paid for the view from the beer tower—he’d gotten used to that idea—but because his colleagues would never be able to afford a place like this. A 360-degree panoramic view. If you lay in the bathtub in the evening and the only light was from glowing candles, the tiny white flames would glitter on the Italian marble and compete with the lights of the city and the stars in the sky.


He switched on the computer, wondering if Kathrine was awake yet. What time was it in Cape Town? An hour later . . . three in the morning. On the list of online friends, it said that Kathrine was logged on, but she almost never turned off her MacBook. So that didn’t mean she was awake.


“Where shall we go tonight?” Niels asked himself as he ran through the list of online friends. Amanda from Buenos Aires was logged on. So was Ronaldo from Mexico. It was too early in the morning for most Europeans to be online. Only Louis from Málaga. Damned if he wasn’t always online. Did he even have a life away from his computer screen? Niels didn’t feel as sickly or abnormal since he’d discovered this network. A global network for people who couldn’t travel. People who, for the most part, had never left their own country. The phobia took many different forms. Niels had chatted with people who couldn’t even leave the city where they lived. So he’d begun to feel quite normal. After all, he’d been to Hamburg and Malmö. And to Lübeck on his honeymoon. The physical discomfort hadn’t set in until he got to Berlin. Kathrine had once forced him to go to that city, but he’d spent the whole weekend shaking and feeling sick.


“It will pass, it will pass,” she’d chanted over and over as they walked along Unter den Linden. But it hadn’t passed. Nobody understood. Nobody except a couple of hundred people who were part of this network. Or at least it sounded as if they understood. Because it was not an uncommon phobia. “Air and Travel Phobias.” Niels had done a lot of reading on the subject. Several studies said that more than one in ten people on the planet suffered from it to a greater or lesser degree. He’d also tried to explain this to Kathrine. If he got more than a couple of hundred kilometers away from home, his whole system simply stopped functioning. First his digestion. He couldn’t take a shit. That was why he could never be gone more than a weekend. After his intestines stopped working, he would start having trouble breathing. In Berlin, his muscles had begun to protest. Those were the sort of details he exchanged with others on the network. Niels knew that this phobia was the reason why he had a tendency to get depressed. To freeze up. Because he couldn’t travel, on some days he felt like he had a heavy cement block tied to his waist. During other periods, he felt a surge of energy. He could see the positive in life—and that was when people thought he was manic.


Hi, Niels!!! How are things in Copenhagen?


That was Amanda from Argentina. She was twenty-two. She was studying at the art academy and hadn’t left Buenos Aires in fifteen years. Her mother had died in a plane crash when Amanda was seven, so for her there was probably a psychological explanation for her travel phobia. For many others, there was no obvious explanation. At least none that Niels knew about. Not for himself, either. He’d tried everything. Psychologists. Hypnosis. But no explanation had ever surfaced. He just couldn’t travel.


Hello, Beautiful. It’s colder here than where you are.


He regretted writing “Beautiful.” It made him sound like an old man. But Amanda really was beautiful. He looked at the photo in her online profile. Almond-shaped eyes, thick black hair, full lips. She hadn’t stinted on the red lipstick when the picture was taken.


Amanda’s answer appeared at the bottom of his screen:


Wish I could be there to warm you up.


Niels smiled. Everybody did a lot of flirting with each other in this forum. Good Lord. A couple hundred people who would never meet. And who all possessed the deepest longing to go abroad. They sent each other pictures of their hometowns, personal reports, recipes. Niels had posted a recipe for some good old-fashioned Danish liver pâté for anyone to use. It turned out to be a big hit. He had made Louis’s mother’s recipe for paella while he listened to Spanish music played on a twelve-string guitar—also supplied by Louis. It was almost like being there himself. That was the good thing about their forum. It wasn’t devoted to everything they couldn’t do: travel, drive, fly. It wasn’t devoted to talk about illness. It was about what they could do: tell each other about themselves, their countries, their cultures. Through each other they experienced the world.


Niels exchanged a few trivial comments with Amanda, and then she had to leave for school. She promised to take a picture of the school and the sculpture she was working on.


Bye, Niels. Handsome man, she wrote, and then she was gone before he could reply.


He was just about to log off when Kathrine’s face appeared on the screen.


“Niels?”


The screen flickered a bit. As if it needed a moment to get in sync with its African counterpart.


“You’re not in bed?” Her voice sounded slightly groggy.


“I just got home.”


She lit a cigarette and smiled at him. Smoking was something they had in common. Since they couldn’t have children. Niels could see that she was slightly high.


“Can you tell that I’ve been drinking?” she asked.


“No. I don’t think so. Did you go out?”


“Could you turn off the Beatles? I can hardly hear what you’re saying.”


He turned off the music, adjusted the screen, and studied her.


“Is something wrong?” she asked.


“No. Not at all.”


She smiled.


Niels didn’t want to tell her about his evening. There was no reason to share the misery; that was how he’d always felt. He hated it when people told horrible stories about sick or dead children. Drowning accidents, car crashes, disasters . . . Why did other people need to hear about it?


Kathrine adjusted her webcam. She was sitting in the usual hotel room. In the background he could see something glittering faintly. Was that the city behind her? Moonlight skimming over Table Mountain? Or maybe the Cape of Good Hope? Were those tiny bright spots from ships putting the Indian Ocean behind them?


“Did I tell you about Chris and Marylou? The American architect couple who’ve just arrived here? They’re fucking brilliant. One of them even worked with Daniel Libeskind. Well, they had a little housewarming . . . You’ll meet them yourself in a couple of days. They’ve invited us over on Saturday.”


She gave him an encouraging look.


“I’m looking forward to it.”


“Did you get the pills?”


“Yes. Of course I did.”


“Can I see them?”


Niels got up and went out to the bathroom. By the time he came back, Kathrine had taken off her white shirt and was sitting there in her bra. Niels knew perfectly well what she had in mind.


“Is it hot down there?” he asked, teasing her.


“It’s great, Niels. The best climate in the world. And you’re going to love their red wine. Show me the pills.”


He held the package up to the camera.


“A little closer.”


He did as she asked. Kathrine read aloud: “ ‘Diazepam. 5 mg. A sedative for fear of flying.’ ”


“Allan has a friend who used them with great success,” said Niels.


“Allan?”


“From the police SWAT team.”


“I thought you were the only police officer who couldn’t fly.”


“I don’t mind flying. I just have a hard time traveling anywhere.”

OEBPS/images/title.jpg
THE
LAST 600D
MAN

A Novel

A. J. KAZINSKI

Translated from the Danish by Tiina Nunnally

Scribner
New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi





OEBPS/images/f000i-01.jpg







OEBPS/images/common.jpg


















OEBPS/images/9781451640779_cover.jpg
THE INTERNATIONAL BESTSELLER

"5
oy

THIRTY-SIX HAVE
BEEN CHOSEN.
ONLY TWO ARE LEFT.

THE LAST
GOOD MAN

A NOVEL

A. J. KAZINSKI






