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Winner of the Glass Key Award given by the members of the Crime Writers of ScandinaviaAll the
best homes are by the water, or so the matron of Kongslund Orphanage tells her small charges.
But at this particular house by the sea, not all is as it appears.On September 11, 2001, on a
desolate beach on the outskirts of Copenhagen, police begin investigating the strange death of
an unidentified woman. Surrounding the body are what appear to be offerings to the deceased: a
book, a small noose, a dead golden canary, a linden tree branch, and a photo of the Kongslund
Orphanage. As the police puzzle over their bizarre findings, the Twin Towers fall in walls of flame
and the case is quickly overshadowed by the terror half a world away.Years later, as the sixtieth
anniversary of the matron’s reign at Kongslund approaches, identical anonymous letters are
sent to six of the home’s former residents, hinting at a cover-up that has allowed Denmark’s
most influential to hide away their dirty secrets and keep their grip on power. As one tenacious
reporter hunts for clues, he begins to unravel the true parentage of some of Kongslund’s
“orphans.” Can he figure out who is sending the mysterious letters and who murdered the
woman on the beach years earlier before it is too late?
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MARIE’S SONGAbout the AuthorAbout the TranslatorPrologueIt must remain a secret how I
uncovered the new and hitherto unknown information in the case that became known as the
Kongslund Affair.I made that promise as solemnly as possible, considering that it’s rather silly to
make oaths; the truth can never be suppressed when Fate has other plans. And it always does.In
any case I will try to report, as simply and objectively as possible, the strange events that for a
brief time held an entire nation in thrall. I hesitate to side with either camp regarding these
events, which only a merciful God of the most forgiving kind will be able to regard with mild eyes.
And I can almost hear the famous matron at Kongslund sneer at these thoughts, because what
does God have to do with any of this?In her world, which for sixty years was inhabited by tens of
thousands of orphaned children, there was no merciful God—certainly not one resembling an
absentminded, silver-haired, elderly gentleman inclined to forgive human beings by day’s end.In
that world, there was only the stubborn will of the formidable governesses to mitigate the sins
and the arrogance of previous generations, and from the very beginning, that doomed project
had been subject to a dark and unmanageable Fate that operated outside the reach of both
religion and reason. Creating obstacles was Fate’s favorite pastime; shocks and sudden blows
its areas of expertise.“Fate is the only power of any significance, and it knocks over the children
of humankind as it pleases,” she would say with that contagious enthusiasm that was her
trademark; then she would laugh so hard the walls trembled and she would add, “Here at
Kongslund, we’ve needed the help of neither God nor the Devil!”I can still recall the rumble that



rose from her bosom after she uttered such statements. They caused us children to hold our
breaths in equal parts delight and terror. Even today, all these years later, I am inclined to agree
with her.Like the main characters of this book, I spent the first years of my life at the Infant
Orphanage Kongslund, and I have returned there several times since, driven by forces I have
never fully understood. It must have been what enabled Marie to finally locate me.I base my
retelling of the Kongslund Affair on her detailed notes—especially those concerning the lives of
the six children with whom she spent the first months of her existence at Kongslund and who
became such an obsession for her—combined with my own investigation of those events for
which she was unable to provide an accounting.The mystery of the seventh child is, as I see it,
also a story of Marie’s longing. I think the psychologists at Kongslund would agree with this
interpretation, as they study the world’s damaged beings through gleaming glasses, while
smoking their pipes.We can only hope that Marie and Fate, in spite of everything, can reach an
accord here at curtain call.If that wish is granted, her journey has not been in vain. She will be
sitting somewhere in the shade of the beech trees—the very same ones that once sheltered
Denmark’s last absolute monarch—singing the song she sang as a child, night after night, the
one about the blue elephants.And this time, I don’t think she’ll stop until she has reached the
final verse.April 30, 2011If you find a friend, you’ve got a chance. If you find none, you will
succumb.—Magdalene, 1969THE WOMAN ON THE BEACHSeptember 11, 2001The woman
was found approximately halfway between the Skodsborg Beach Hotel and Bellevue Beach in
the early morning of September 11, 2001.Just a few hours later the world would be altered
forever. This strange coincidence determined the course of events in this peculiar case, and one
can only conclude that Fate thought it amusing to put two such unusual occurrences on the
same day.The less significant event was soon forgotten, though for the first few hours the police
considered it with utmost gravity, describing it in much detail in their initial reports. The alarm
sounded at 6:32 a.m. The dead woman was lying close to the edge of the water with her face
pressed into a gray sludge of sand, as though she’d tried to devour Copenhageners’ favorite
beach in a single, greedy mouthful. Her arms were bent backward, her hands open, and there
were small patterns of sand in her palms. This discovery prompted investigators to momentarily
speculate that a ritual murder had been committed by some depraved individual. But of course,
as one detective noted, before the sun rose over Øresund, the eastern wind might have simply
whirled the sand across the body, and it had come to rest in the dead woman’s palms.It was a
dog walker from one of the tony suburban mansions on nearby Tårbæk Strandvej who, terrified,
called the police. Investigators had no doubt the woman in the sand was dead the moment she
hit the ground. There was a cone-shaped crater in her forehead. Blood had seeped into her hair
and soaked the sand beside her temples.Technicians found light-gray hair on the sharp rock that
had pierced her skull, but most of the blood had been washed to sea by the tide long before the
body was discovered. The dead woman carried no identification, though her clothes and
wristwatch led the police to believe she was from Australia (or possibly New Zealand). But by the
time investigators arrived at that conclusion, it was too late; no one was paying attention to a



dead woman on a beach in Denmark.No doubt, someone would have dug deeper into the case
had the world not been turned upside down during these very hours—and this was a
coincidence that no one at the alleged crime scene could have anticipated. As technicians
combed the sand around and under the woman for critical leads, two hijacked airplanes flew into
New York City air space, and all activity on God’s green earth lost significance. In the days that
followed, only one image burned through the airwaves and into the Danish consciousness: the
smoking towers and the charred bodies that fell and fell and fell, down and down and down,
toward the concrete.If the case of the dead woman ever had a chance of making it to the front
pages of the Danish newspapers, that chance was now lost. Most media never mentioned her.
Two smaller dailies printed a few lines, and a few weeks later, one reported the police decision to
close the case, labeling it an “accident.”After that, the dead woman literally sank into
oblivion.The police had been unable to identify her. At their Copenhagen headquarters,
homicide detectives concluded that, since there hadn’t been a single call about her or any
missing person who matched her description, no one was looking for the woman. Repeated
INTERPOL searches yielded nothing, and no one came forward to identify the dead woman
from the macabre photo of her that had been widely circulated. The police had no leads and no
good ideas. And not a single registry or database provided any information that could break the
deadlock.In this way Fate outplayed the efforts of mortals—simply to amuse itself, one might
think. But, to tell the truth, the police had no serious qualms about dropping the case; after all,
there were more important things to worry about.And yet.A few years later, the chief inspector
who’d led the investigation was interviewed for a series of newspaper articles on the subject of
unresolved murder cases.In the middle of the interview, he suddenly mentioned the woman on
the beach between Skodsborg and Bellevue, a case that by that point had been completely
forgotten. Several things that morning had always puzzled him—small but peculiar details—and
now the retired chief inspector spontaneously found words for his unease.“If it really was murder,
I fear it was the act of a very sick individual,” he said. “In fact, during those first few days, we
suspected we might be dealing with the first Danish serial killer.” The aging inspector delivered
this statement in a rather gloomy tone that he otherwise abhorred, because he considered it
unprofessional to show any emotion regarding his cases.The reporter pricked up his ears. He
couldn’t recall having heard of a murder near Bellevue.On the other side of the table, the chief
inspector closed his eyes, as though imagining that popular stretch of beach, recalling items the
technicians had marked and photographed in the sand. Then he said, in that same grave tone of
voice, “At first we thought it a little strange that she would fall onto the only big rock on that
beach. The only big rock. It was quite a coincidence. But it was a possibility…and we couldn’t
prove otherwise.”The reporter nodded and found his digital recorder, laying it gently on the
table.“Of course we were surprised that her one eye was so badly damaged while the other eye
was entirely unharmed, as if simply closed in peaceful sleep. The damaged eye hung halfway
out of the socket, and we couldn’t see how the rock could have inflicted that kind of injury—at
least not at once—or even if she’d fallen twice. But then again…it could have happened. Or she



could have been injured elsewhere some time earlier.” The chief inspector opened his eyes.
“Maybe she had fallen before…earlier that night.” He formulated his hypothesis in such a
doubtful tone that the reporter dared only a subtle nod, not wanting to impede the eerie
suspicion that seemed to be emerging.Then the chief inspector came to the mysterious
discoveries, and his voice sank even lower. “Maybe they had nothing to do with the crime,” he
said. “But close to the body we found four objects that we honestly thought were…were without
any logical connection to what people do on any ordinary Danish beach—sunbathe, relax. Yet
the objects lay almost in a circle around the woman’s body, close enough that they could be
connected, and that made us really nervous.”To capture every single word that followed, the
reporter turned on his small digital recorder.“To her right—to the south, that is—was a small
book, just five or six feet away. Maybe it had nothing to do with her. But it wasn’t your typical
book, certainly not the kind you’d expect beachgoers to be reading. It was written by a twentieth-
century astronomer…Fred Hoyle…The Black Cloud, published in 1957. An old science-fiction
novel. You’d have to be an astrophysicist to find it interesting. I read it myself.”He shook his head,
almost apologetically.The reporter hadn’t heard of the book, or the author.“But there was another
thing,” the old inspector said. “Due west of the body, a little ways up the beach, we found the
branch of a linden tree. The peculiar thing is that no linden trees grow anywhere near that spot.
So why was it there?” He shook his head once more, as if to deny a miracle of natural history,
and then repeated the reservations any officer worth his salt would have. “Of course, some kid
could have brought it there and tossed it…it just seemed so…implausible.”Again he sat
motionless, trapped in the past.“But what really puzzled us was that it had been sawed off with a
chainsaw—the branch, I mean. And then…” He fell silent, closing his eyes again, as if to revisit
that beach again, where the body lay face down in the sand and the technicians crept about on
their hands and knees.The reporter nudged the recorder discreetly toward the inspector, but
remained silent, aware of the man’s unease. Sawed-off branches that thick aren’t carried about
in the beaks of doves.“It was very old,” the chief inspector finally said, the despair in his voice
even more pronounced now. “When we had it examined, it turned out to be really old.” He shook
his head a third time. “That branch wasn’t picked up on any forest floor nearby—it had been
indoors for many years—and who the hell takes a very, very old branch outside to leave on a
beach? Why would anyone do that?”Unable to answer any of the questions, the reporter simply
waited quietly.“And then a little to the east, in the direction of the water, a few feet from her head,
we found a small piece of rope. But it wasn’t an ordinary rope. It was a relatively thick rope
fashioned into a little noose. And that made us really nervous, because given its placement next
to the deceased’s head, it seemed to symbolize some kind of hanging…but the worst part…”—
he hesitated before continuing—“the very worst was of course the bird.”He pronounced the last
word in a near whisper.“The bird?”“Yes. A small bird was due north of the body—near her left
hand. She was on her stomach, remember. The bird’s neck was broken, and given its proximity
to the body we asked the medical examiner to determine time of death. It had died that same
night. That’s why we sent a description of the crime scene to FBI specialists in Washington—the



ones who search for serial killers. But, because of the attacks on the Twin Towers, it took them a
long time to get back to us. They had enough to do. When they sent us the results of their
analyses, they tried to reassure us. They didn’t believe we had a serial killer on our hands. Yet, if
there was a connection between the dead woman and the objects we found on the beach that
day, they couldn’t explain it. The FBI had never seen a pattern that even remotely resembled
what we’d found that morning on Bellevue. If it was a pattern, that is.”The inspector fell silent
again.“So they told you it was most likely a coincidence?” The reporter’s question carried a hint
of disappointment.“Yes, that’s right. By all accounts, it was a set of coincidences, odd
coincidences, but still. ‘Don’t worry,’ they said. But we did. Or at least I did. And I still do. That little
bird is always in my mind’s eye.”The reporter put his finger on the recorder’s “Off” button and
said, “But there’s nothing peculiar about a dead bird on a beach. A cat could have broken its
neck and dragged it there before being chased off.”The chief inspector stared at the young
interviewer for a long moment. “Yes, of course. It is all entirely possible. But it wasn’t a baby
seagull or a blackbird gone astray. Wasn’t even a damned sparrow…” Anger flashed in his eyes.
“It was a bird that never would’ve flown off to die on some damned beach in the middle of the
night, and that was the problem.”Once more the older man’s gaze returned to that morning on
the beach, to details only he could see. The reporter lifted his recorder off the table to catch the
inspector’s concluding remarks.Later, in the newsroom, the assembled journalists could hear
those remarks as clearly as when they were spoken just inches from the microphone. The old
chief’s words didn’t sway the editor, though. He rejected the story with an irritable snort.“We
can’t print that kind of nonsense! Readers will think we’ve lost our minds.”“It was a small golden
canary,” the chief inspector had said into the microphone. The speaker crackled a moment.
“Understand?”The reporter was silent.And for quite some time, the chief inspector had remained
quiet too.“That was the problem,” he finally said. “Have you ever heard of a canary flying to a
beach in the middle of the night, landing at the very edge of the sea, and breaking its own neck?
That’s goddamned impossible.”In the next instant, a scraping noise could be heard from the
speaker as the inspector rose from his chair.“That woman was murdered. I am convinced of that.
And it’s the sickest crime I’ve ever encountered.”But, as noted, his statement was never
published. And the editorial staff forgot, as they are wont to do, everything about the story they
found too far-fetched to print.PART ITHE BEGINNING1THE FOUNDLINGMay 1961When I lean
forward, I can see directly into the orphanage’s garden, and if I stand on my toes and open the
window a little, I can catch a glimpse, as if in a dream, of the white-clothed, authoritative
governesses who for a generation ruled over Kongslund and all the creatures brought there.
They would be sitting on the patio with a view of Øresund, and even today, so many years later, I
can still smell the aroma of newly ironed linens and freshly baked bread that seemed to emanate
from them, scents that easily drifted all the way up under the roof, making me dizzy and forcing
me to lean my crooked shoulder against the wall so as not to fall to my knees.Ms. Ladegaard
would be sitting right there, and over there Ms. Nielsen and Ms. Jensen, and a bit farther down,
all the way by the water’s edge, I am standing with my little blue Japanese pull-along elephant on



its rusted chain, looking at the distant outlines of the island of Hven, where several centuries ago
the scientist and pioneer Tycho Brahe built Stjerneborg. Of course, back then, I knew nothing of
the scientific significance of that island. At that age and with a pull-along elephant as my only
companion, that blue stripe of land symbolized, from as early as I can recall, the secret target of
my persistent escape fantasies.During those years, Kongslund received a never-ending stream
of children who had been born out of wedlock and were therefore given up for adoption. They
were welcomed into the high-ceilinged rooms by the strong and straight-backed governesses
who made only one promise: to find them a new home and a new family as quickly as possible.I
was moved out of the Elephant Room in my second year at Kongslund, and when Ms.
Ladegaard became my foster mother, she put me gently but firmly in the room she considered
the most beautiful. “Have a look around, Marie,” she said. “Because this room was designed and
decorated by a king of the people.”Obediently, I twirled on my heels—three full turns—and then I
was once again by myself. I sat down by the window, my gaze returning to Øresund and the
distant island. At least once a day, I would curl my fingers together and put them to my eyes so
that it looked exactly as though I were staring toward the object of my dreams through a long and
tremendously sturdy pair of binoculars.The scream seemed to ricochet from wall to wall as it
made its relentless way through the long corridors of the Rigshospital, and it carried with it so
much rage against darkness and perdition that no one within earshot would ever forget it. After
what seemed like an eternity, it slowly faded, leaving only a low murmur in the minds of those
who’d heard it.The strange thing was that the scream arrived many hours after the actual delivery
—at the very moment of birth, the young mother had maintained a surprising and entirely
unnatural silence. The little baby entered this world under such peculiar circumstances that each
of the individuals present on the obstetrics ward would remember the details of that night—and
what had happened immediately before—nearly half a century later.Several people
remembered both the prelude and the young woman’s mysterious disappearance three days
later; one even remembered the delivery itself. But their recollections could be confirmed by only
a few handwritten notes that had collected dust for decades, and that did not answer two central
questions: Who was she and where did she come from?No one had the slightest idea where
she’d gone following the birth. And no one had any information about the child, not even its
gender, since it had been removed from the delivery room according to the hospital’s custom
during those decades, when thousands of illegitimate children were born in Denmark.The three
people who could shed light on the mystery of that night in 1961 have all passed away: the
supervising midwife who delivered the baby; the nurse who watched over the infant during its
first hours; and the chief medical doctor who had ordered everyone to refrain from discussing
the events. Many years later, a midwife—then a student—who had been on the floor that night
told a reporter that the child was retrieved on the third day, as the doctor had predicted, and that
in all probability its first home was the famous Infant Orphanage Kongslund.The midwife, now
retired, was only too happy to tell the story to her attentive audience, for she had always felt
sorry for the young women who, during the postwar decades, passed in a continuous stream



through the Rigshospital, delivering girls and boys who were then given up for adoption.The first
oddity occurred when the chief medical doctor called during the nightly marine weather
broadcast, barely an hour before the young woman’s arrival.It was a brief and somewhat formal
conversation, which the young midwifery student overheard as she sat across from the on-call
nurse, drinking tea. Later she could recall in detail how the chief medical doctor had emphasized
how very special this arrival was—a special delivery, he had remarked drily (and perhaps with a
trace of disapproval).“She will be brought to Obstetric Ward B by car. She will give birth alone.
There will be no next of kin present,” he’d said. “If she wishes to see the child when she is on the
ward, don’t let her. No matter what, the child will be put up for adoption.”He had underscored the
irreversibility of the decision, and that wasn’t typical, either. From time to time, the young women
regretted the most difficult decision of their lives, and they were allowed to stop the adoption
process. But that wasn’t going to happen in this case.“In three days the woman will be picked up,
at the same time of day. The matron of Kongslund, Ms. Ladegaard, will pick up the child.”The
latter was standard procedure. But the short notice and the chief medical doctor’s involvement
were not.The next peculiar deviation from routine was the woman’s arrival. She was brought to
the hospital by private car, which at the time was entirely uncommon.At least three of those
present would later recall that the car was dark and rather large, and that it turned into the
hospital’s entrance on Juliane Maries Road. The engine was still running when the chauffeur,
dressed in black, climbed out and helped the young woman from the backseat.Two midwifery
students who had observed the scene from behind semi-closed blinds joked with one another:
“Here comes Cruella de Vil,” the older one said.The new arrival was indeed wearing a long, dark
coat and a black wide-brimmed hat. But that was the extent of the comparison. The woman on
the hospital doorstep was quite young, with short blond hair and dark, narrow eyes, as though
she hadn’t slept in a very long time. She was approximately the same age as the youngest
midwifery student.Normally, a woman in labor would bring a note from Mother’s Aid Society, the
national organization that assists women, containing the necessary information. Mother’s Aid
Society would have already prepared and sent a report to the hospital’s social worker. And the
social worker would have marked the file with a capital A to inform everyone involved that the
mother wished to put the child up for adoption.The delivery would then be handled according to
the custom of the time—discreetly, in awkward silence, and with a generous dose of laughing
gas. And in the very moment of birth, the medical professionals would do something that would
puzzle subsequent generations of more liberated women, because it seemed like an invocation
of a very special curse: they would place a white cloth over the laboring woman’s face to prevent
her from catching the tiniest glimpse of her child. This had become standard practice, a way of
easing the separation with the baby, who, until that moment, had been part of the woman’s body.
The mother would not see the umbilical cord cut, would not see the child’s hands searching for
its mother; instead, the midwife would wheel the infant out of the delivery room to a waiting
bassinet.Later that evening, when the older of the two midwifery students hesitantly asked for
the girl’s medical record, the head nurse, blushing, admitted that no record existed.The younger



student, Carla, curiously eyeing the soon-to-be mother, held out her hand. “What’s your name?”
she asked.But the girl did not respond. She merely put her coat on a chair and supported herself
against it. A persistent whir rose from her chest, as though she were restraining a cough or
suppressing a shudder in her slender shoulders.More than twenty-five years later, the two
students remembered this very detail. They ascribed that sound to anxiety, but the retired
midwife later realized it might have been something else entirely.As though the girl knew it was
better to get it over with as quickly as possible—that there was no way around her shame—
powerful contractions seized her half an hour later. In a sense, putting a child up for adoption
was a more heretical act than an illegal abortion, because it condemned the child to begin life in
utter loneliness. All these years later, the now aging midwife still recalled the silence that
surrounded the fallen young women.Carla had returned to the delivery room with a little metal
canister containing sterile cotton tampons, and when there was a pause in the contractions, she
had approached the laboring woman’s bed, trying to make contact with her for the second time.
“You are doing very well,” she said.Carla wanted to show compassion, to ask about the
contractions, maybe even hold the girl’s hand—after all, they were almost the same age. During
her first few months at the hospital, she had made a concerted effort to provide the suffering girls
more than the professional assistance she was taught. “Carla is very attentive to the patients,”
the head midwife had remarked. But before Carla reached her, the girl suddenly turned and
opened her eyes, staring at Carla with a look she would never forget.The girl’s irises had been
green and blurry, first shiny with pain and fear, then suddenly clear and cold, glaring up as if from
a shaft inside the earth. A moment later they lit up in rage, the likes of which Carla had never
seen and the reason she still remembered the girl and this delivery a lifetime later.From this
moment on, the labor progressed quickly, and that too was rather bizarre. After only an hour, the
girl’s face was as white as the sheet under her sweaty body, and yet she didn’t cry. She closed
and opened her eyes again and again. Her body seemed to grow stiff, as though the blood had
ceased to flow; sweat seeped from her pores, and the crinkled bedsheets became soaked. And
yet she made no sound. When the contractions rolled over her, her lean white shoulders
trembled. Carla remembered the heat and dampness in the room, the blond hair sticking to the
pillow, the smell of shame invariably surrounding the women whose file bore the capital A.Only
much later, when she became a mother herself and she had a long life to gaze back on, did
Carla realize that her compassion was part of this shame. The realization shocked her, but she
shared it with no one until, in retirement, she recalled the mysterious birth. She considered
compassion the highest virtue, but that night on Obstetric Ward B, it had had a twin sister whose
face was invisible to Carla. The suffering woman, however, had recognized it immediately:
condemnation.The chief medical doctor arrived a few minutes before the delivery and asked
Carla to leave the room. But she knew what was about to happen. To complete the curse—that’s
how she thought of it years later—the girl would give birth behind the white cloth and (according
to the midwife) without uttering a single scream, and in the minutes that followed, the child would
be taken away, the whole matter concluded.The young woman was wheeled to the postnatal



ward, where the newborn would be sent as far from the mother as possible so she could not
hear it cry. (The nurses knew the abandoned children woke more frequently and therefore cried
more than the babies whose mothers slept close by, and nobody wanted a desperate mother to
start looking for her little one.)On the third day—a few hours before she was scheduled to leave
—the young woman raised her head from the pillow and asked for the head midwife. She wanted
to revoke her decision to put the child up for adoption. She wanted to see her child.The head
midwife contacted a nurse who called the head nurse, who in turn got hold of a doctor, who then
alerted the chief medical doctor, who restated his command: under no circumstance was the girl
to see the child.In this particular birth, there would be no exceptions.About an hour passed
before the order circled back to the head midwife. She went straight to the young girl’s bed and,
in a soft voice, rejected her request. No doubt, she thought, the decision was in the child’s best
interest. “I’m afraid it’s too late. The child is already gone,” she said.You could hear the young
woman’s scream in the delivery rooms on the opposite side of the building; it embodied a
mixture of grief, fear, and unrestrained fury, and it slammed against the walls like a torrent of
water in a sealed tunnel.Everyone bowed, closing their eyes tightly, as if only darkness could
erase the visions released by that sound.When at long last silence descended on the corridors,
the midwife called Carla into her office, offering her a cup of jasmine tea. “I realize seeing what
that girl…the one who gave birth on Tuesday…went through must have made a strong
impression on you,” she said, placing a reassuring hand on Carla’s arm.Head bowed, Carla
listened to her superior, whom she knew was childless and lived alone.“I know it’s shocking for a
woman to see another woman reject her child like that. But it’s also shocking for the child.” The
midwife lowered her voice to a whisper. “You feel so distinctly the child’s need to nestle against
someone—it feels the exact same needs we do, perhaps even more powerfully. The warmth of
another body…”She let her last sentence hang in the air, offering no further explanation, and
years later Carla still recalled the light tremble of the woman’s fingers on her wrist.Then, as if to
drive away the evil that had just passed through their usually life-affirming world, she clutched at
Carla more fiercely. “But we can’t do anything about it, Carla. When Fate has so decreed, it is
best the mother not see her child at all. That’s why we do it.”Carla nodded silently.After her shift
the following day, she walked up to the postnatal ward, where a couple of nursing mothers
pointed her to the right room. But the bed was empty, the young woman gone. Almost as though
it had all been a dream.Then she heard steps behind her, and a deep voice. “Hello.”This was the
final detail she could clearly recall all these years later. In the middle of the room stood a woman
with a baby in her arms; she was so tall that Carla only reached her chin.Confused, Carla
curtsied.“I haven’t seen you before,” the tall woman said. “What’s your name?”Carla saw a tiny
face bundled in the woman’s wide embrace, eyes shut tightly. “Oh,” she replied, “I am just a
midwifery student here on Ward B.”“Not just, my dear. No woman is just anything…and certainly
not just a midwife. You are the very welcoming committee of life!” The woman’s booming
laughter caused the baby in her arms to shake.Carla blushed. “No, I just meant…” She forgot
what she was going to say.“You wanted to see if the child you brought into this world was still



here,” the tall woman said, serious once more. “It is. And now we are going to find a good home
for it. The best home it could possibly have. I can promise you that. My name is Ms. Ladegaard. I
am the matron of Kongslund, the orphanage run by Mother’s Aid Society in Skodsborg.” And
then the tall woman added, as though talking to the baby, “The children call me Magna.”Carla
recalled the faint scent of sweet flowers, mixed with a sharper smell of something she perceived
to be cigar or cheroot smoke.The matron smiled and turned toward the door.The little child, snug
in her arms, puckered its lips. A tiny, almost invisible, rosy red slit in a sleeping white face. Then
they were gone.A week later, a few miles to the north, the city is about to awaken. The woman
has turned on a single lamp in her apartment, but it barely illuminates the room. She’s a little
older than the girl from the Rigshospital, but her child was also born there, only a few days
earlier.She has invited her visitor to take a seat on the sofa and wait until she has woken the
baby in the bassinet. But her guest remains standing by the window, as though the sight of
Østerbrogade—between the apartment and the Svanemøllen train station—is the real purpose
of her visit.There are no trams on the street. It’s too early.Then her guest turns. “I brought some
new clothes,” she says authoritatively, leaving no room for discussion. She is thin, with a pale,
narrow face that reveals no hint of what is to occur.She places a white paper bag on the dining
table.The woman nods. When it comes down to it, what does it matter to her? The agreement
has been made, and she will get what she wants. There will be no evidence of the mistake she
has made. Life can go on—and no one will ever know.That is all she really wants.“I see,” the
woman stammers; her voice conveys her hesitation. It’s her child, after all, at least for another
few minutes. But she is exhausted after the hardest few days of her life.Her guest approaches
and hands her a small bonnet and a bright red romper, which isn’t very thick. Though spring has
warmed the air, it seems strange to put away the woolies—they will not be going with her.
Instead, the woman helps her visitor put the baby’s arms into the sleeves of a jacket; they
exchange no words.For the last time, the woman considers her decision. Two weeks have
elapsed since she first made contact, and she has considered the peculiar method—and the
possible risk—time and time again. She has gone over it countless times, because she realizes
that something could go wrong, something unsaid, something she hasn’t anticipated. But no
matter how long she thinks about it, she cannot put her finger on anything. Regardless, it’s no
longer her responsibility. This is what she tells herself, because this is how it must be.In the end,
she puts the child into the small blue carry-cot herself and carefully tucks the duvet into the
sides, placing a pink blanket on top, all without looking at the little one.The visitor carries the cot
into the hallway. “I’ll be leaving then,” she says, and with her free hand, she opens the front
door.The woman nods. “Well, thank you,” she says, absurdly, as though the woman has done her
a personal favor. She can’t rid herself of the feeling that it’s the other way around.For a few
minutes, she stands gazing toward Svanemøllen Station to see if the woman appears with the
child. But there’s no movement down there. It’s as though they’ve disappeared into thin air.A few
miles to the north, in the houses on Strandvejen, merchants and executives, chief medical
doctors and high-court justices enjoy their well-deserved slumber in beds so soft that only an



earthquake—or possibly the pea from the fairy tale—could disturb their dreams.No one is
stirring except for the woman with the blue carry-cot. Moving sideways, she makes her way down
the slope by Skodsborg Hill, concealed by the half light of the trees’ shadows. At the bottom of
the slope, the trees and bushes become few and far between, giving way to a narrow wedge of
grass, which the woman, bent low, crosses in short, fast, soundless steps.Near the shore is a
large brown villa. She crosses the villa’s driveway. If the thick layer of gravel crunches underfoot,
only she can hear it. Then she edges carefully along the wall of the house, holding the cot away
from her body.Though thin, she is evidently strong; despite the cot’s weight, her hand does not
tremble. She steps up to the house and sets the little cot on the front stoop. Then she stands,
straight and motionless. Slowly, she turns in a full circle, inspecting each direction before she
withdraws, soundlessly, disappearing within the shadow of the beech trees.Less than three
minutes is all it took.Had the light been a little brighter, the woman with the carry-cot might have
seen the old path between the broom bushes at the foot of the slope, and maybe she would
have thought to follow it through the beech forest and up the hill to the neighboring house, with
its white northwest-facing façade.But it likely wouldn’t have caught her attention, because the
house didn’t seem to be surrounded by anything except dense shrubbery, nettles, and low-
hanging branches. And even if someone had seen her, the distance would have been more than
150 feet, much too far for anyone to register details or facial features.Only a dreamer would think
that Fate could camouflage its presence so perfectly and leave its canopy bed so early in the
morning to notice such an insignificant occurrence.For a second, the thin woman imagines she
sees a shadow between the tree trunks. But maybe it’s merely a bird hiding under the bushes. A
moment later, it seems as though no one has walked that slope for centuries.PART IITHE
HUNT2THE LETTERMay 5, 2008In my foster mother’s world, only one task was really
important: to protect the abandoned beings arriving at Kongslund until the ten-member Adoption
Council in Vesterbro found them a new family.“Kongslund is their home, Marie,” she said before
adding an almost mystical declaration, “And remember: all the best homes are by the
water.”When the children departed, she would sing the old song with its seemingly endless
string of verses: “One elephant goes a marching now, two elephants go a marching now, then
three, then four, then five, then six” until at last I would fall asleep “as they marched off across the
spider’s fine web.”And then silence again, until it was replaced with the nestling sounds of new
children, which would be replaced by another silence. And so the seasons changed, and all the
children around me left, one by one, until one day it became clear to me that I was the only one
who would be staying.The Danish prime minister was seized by a terrible coughing fit. In just a
few months, his face had grown more gaunt and pale than anyone would have thought possible.
Before long it would hang suspended in the air, like a narrow slip of white paper fluttering in a
wind blowing from the slightly puckered lips of Death. For a moment he sat with his head bowed
like Hamlet: afflicted by a deadly ailment that might have been tuberculosis had the land he’d
ruled for fifteen years not been declared free of that contagion.Ole Almind-Enevold, the minister
of national affairs, was the only other person present in the nation’s most powerful office. He



cleared his throat uncomfortably.When the prime minister looked up, he tried to smile at the sole
minister in the nation’s government he more or less trusted. Not unconditionally, and not naively
—there wasn’t room for naïveté in the strata where illusions about ideas and principles could
destroy a career in the time it took to broadcast a news segment—but rather because he knew
the fingers of Death were drumming on his throat, and wouldn’t abate.The premier placed a light-
blue handkerchief to his mouth, and Ole half expected blood to seep through, as though on
clean, heavy blotting paper.Slowly, the premier’s persistent cough ebbed. The handkerchief
remained unblemished. The conversation resumed.“They think I’ll survive a year,” the prime
minister declared in a surprisingly strong voice.The desk he sat behind wasn’t large, but it was a
treasure from his childhood home, constructed in fumed German oak, lavishly ornamented with
dark carvings. In front of him was a copy of Independent Weekend. He read aloud from the front
page, his voice once again dry and raspy: “Ministry sources anticipate that the prime minister
will step down within a year. The official announcement may come as soon as the Party
Congress convenes this fall. Due to health concerns, the prime minister and his advisors are
discussing his possible successor.”The prime minister accepted this statement without batting
an eyelash; he even tried to laugh. But that brought his cough back, and he doubled over so far
in the upholstered chair that Ole feared the nation’s leader might capsize.Once the fit had
subsided, he resumed reading aloud: “Since the successor appears to have been found already,
a power struggle leading up to the congress is not anticipated. In spite of his advancing age, it is
expected that Ole Almind-Enevold, the experienced minister of national affairs and a true patriot,
will be tapped. He enjoys unparalleled, nonpartisan public support.”The prime minister eyed his
friend and colleague of many years. “You’ve already been elected,” he said.Ole didn’t know how
to interpret his tone. It was well-known how exacting a boss the prime minister was; he didn’t
forgive colleagues their mistakes. Quite a few had been deceived by his seemingly friendly smile
and bowed confidentiality. This was no doubt still the case, in spite of his weakened
condition.“Unless you screw up, it’s a done deal,” he said, adding, “But you don’t make mistakes,
do you?”His meaning was clear. The prime minister was loath to hand over his scepter to a man
who’d bring shame upon it. That would, no doubt, disturb his eternal slumber.“You never had any
children…” he said, as if in simple observation, but the questions were implied: Any skeletons in
the closet that I should know about? Mistresses, love nests…?All the minister of national affairs
could do was smile reassuringly.“You didn’t want to adopt—many people do that.” The prime
minister already knew the reason for this decision, but he continued, “I understand your wife
never liked the idea of adopting a child, so…well…yes, not much to be done about that.”The
prime minister was clearly trying to provoke his subject. Everyone knew that the leader of his
country would never have kowtowed to a woman—only four served in his entire administration—
nor would he expect any different from his cabinet members. He suffered the women’s presence,
reporters joked, merely to placate the electorate.The premier tossed the newspaper onto his
desk and suppressed another cough. “In this office—and at your age—it is likely only an
advantage…” he concluded, referring to the man’s childlessness, his voice dwindling to a



whisper. “You will have to maneuver the actual successor into place…the next generation. That
will be your task. To bring the party into the next great era.”There was nothing left to say.The two
men shook hands. And it was a handshake they both knew committed them unto death.That
morning—just a few feet from the dying prime minister’s office—the so-called Kongslund Affair
began, though it revolved less around the house that was identified as the scandal’s point of
origin than it did around a group of individuals: high-ranking politicians, career officials, and
media personalities.The day was May 5, 2008—the sixty-third anniversary of Liberation Day.The
letter had arrived at the Ministry of National Affairs, or National Ministry as it was called for short,
by regular mail in the wee hours of the morning. The long blue envelope was placed in the stack
of mail in the enormous reception room, which since olden days (back when the National
Ministry was still called the Ministry of the Interior) had been known as the Palace. And there it
remained until 7:30 a.m. when the office manager arrived.She didn’t have long to consider the
letter’s peculiar appearance—it bulged, as though a piece of cloth or a deflated ball were inside
—because her boss, the chief of staff, was already turning on all the machines in the office.Orla
Berntsen usually began his mornings with a few moments of meditation, breathing calmly in the
half-awake ministry. The office manager wondered if this ritual was simply a way for him to catch
his breath after bicycling through Copenhagen traffic—or perhaps because he was thinking of
his wife and two daughters whom he’d not seen for nearly two months. But because he never
talked about himself, no one knew.The guard at the gate had informed him that morning that the
minister of national affairs was at the Ministry of State but that, as always, he would assume his
place at the table at precisely 9:00 a.m. As usual, the chief of staff dropped his bike clips in the
round ashtray that bore the ministry’s monogram, and, wetting his fingertips, flattened the
creases of his pants before sitting down.He wasn’t a morning person, and he wasn’t an athlete:
his obsession with cycling was a result of the government’s environmental PR scheme
meticulously designed by the Witch Doctor (the nickname given the newly minted PR chief in the
afterglow of the unexpected and legendary 2001 election). “We need to demonstrate our
concern for the earth’s climate and for the Danish environment in concrete ways!” he had said.
And within a few months, the fervor gripped every top politician and high-ranking official,
whether voluntarily or not. Throughout the spring of 2008, the faint odor of sweat and deodorant
hung in the air, especially early in the morning, and, in the case of the chief of staff, especially
around his shoulders and neck.As evident by Orla Berntsen’s rare media appearances—rare
because he detested such appearances—he was cut from a large, square gray cloth. Thickset,
wearing a gray suit and a gray checkered tie, he wasn’t much to look at when hunched over his
vast Brazilian rosewood desk. Out his window he had a view of a gorgeously landscaped
courtyard in which the gardener had erected a small fountain. A beautifully carved snake rose
impressively from the fountain’s center in the shape of the letter S, spouting a blue cloud of water
into the sky. In calm weather, the column of water reached so high that it caught the rays of the
sun and formed a rainbow spanning several rooftops, and gave the illusion that the various
wings of the ministry were connected via a colorful bridge.The chief of staff turned away from the



window. The view reminded him of days he didn’t care to think about now, days sitting under the
rain-drenched trees in the neighborhood he’d hated as a child.Instead he turned to the stack of
mail that had been placed on his desk. On the top of the pile was the odd blue envelope that
would come to cause so much harm. The moment his fingers touched the envelope he sniffled
involuntarily, as though anticipating events impossible to imagine.Given the acts of terror
unleashed on New York, Madrid, and London, the letter probably should have been handed over
to a bomb squad. But in its ongoing confrontation with the many terrorist and fundamentalist
forces threatening Denmark, the administration had constructed an important and effective
image of fearlessness.For seven years, the National Ministry had efficiently enforced refugee
and immigration policies, in addition to upholding its mission to preserve Danish identity and the
national character. It was in this same spirit that the office manager decided to perform a cursory
inspection of the strange envelope before placing it on her boss’s desk. She’d held it up to the
light, assuring herself that it contained neither explosives nor the flattened body of a rat—the
latter having actually happened to a former minister (the symbolism self-evident).The envelope
bore none of the stickers or slogans generally favored by critics of the administration. According
to the date stamp, the letter had been mailed in Copenhagen on May 2, 2008 from the post
office in Østerbro. With his letter opener, he flipped the envelope over—found no return address
—and then flipped it back again.Cautiously, he pressed the bulge. It was soft, giving a bit at his
touch.He turned his attention away from the envelope for a moment and poured coffee into the
mug his daughter had given him for his forty-sixth birthday, their last celebration together. On the
mug were the words WORLD’S BEST DAD. He used it only when he was alone.Most likely, he
thought, the envelope contained an angry message from a concerned Dane fearful of all the
foreigners streaming into the country; in exchange for the electoral victories in 2001 and 2005,
the National Ministry had pledged to keep immigration under control.That’s the kind of letter it
could have been. And were it not for one little detail—the address—that’s what he certainly
would have thought.The address hadn’t been written in pen or typed with a computer. Instead,
the sender had gone to the trouble of cutting letters from an old magazine or newspaper—one
by one, in different sizes but from the same cheap gray-white paper—neatly affixing them to the
envelope, letter by letter, without wasting any glue. For a long time, he stared at the impressive
handiwork, before pressing a button to call the Fly—she’d earned her nickname at a Christmas
revue for buzzing about completing her tasks. As a personal secretary and office manager,
though, she was unmatched.As she settled in a seat behind him, he felt a puff of air. He handed
her the blue envelope. Her lips moved, and he realized she was counting each of the letters.
He’d done the same thing. There were sixty letters all in all. A few of them were red, but most
were black, and some of those were bordered in white, including the l in Orla and the l in Pil.Orla
Pil Berntsen,Slotsholmen,Christiansborg Slotsplads, Copenhagen K.Three lines. Very
melodramatic in their multicolored layout.“I don’t know what’s in it…” he said, hesitating. Seeing
his middle name made him nervous. He hadn’t used that name officially in many years.Carefully,
the Fly shook the envelope, as though chasing away the worst possibilities. “Maybe it’s just a



dead mouse,” she said softly.“A dead mouse?” Orla Berntsen blanched in fright.“Or animal
feces…” Her pointy nose twitched as if to sniff out the rot in the mysterious correspondence. Her
sweating boss gave off a sweet, slightly nauseating odor. The Fly flew to the window and opened
it wide.If the letter didn’t have this strange aura around it, he would’ve considered it a joke.
Instead he felt fear creep in, a tickling feeling in his nostrils—which he recognized from the world
of his childhood. He knew a headache would descend on him in a matter of minutes.“Maybe we
should let the mail room open it after all,” the Fly said in a near whisper.He imagined the
headline in Independent Weekend: “Top Official Lets Innocent Officers Face the Music.”“It’s
probably nothing dangerous,” he said, grabbing the letter opener.The Fly emitted a little squeal
and eased away from him.“I’m sure it’ll be a dud, and they—whoever they are—will just get a lot
of free publicity.” Once again, he sniffled.Then he used the fine, arched letter opener that Lucilla
had given him as a wedding present in 2001; he hesitated only a second before emptying the
contents onto his desk. He had no idea who’d sent the letter, or whose fingers had painstakingly
folded two pieces of paper around the contents. He blinked rapidly, as though finding himself in
bright sunlight, as he held up one of the cloth balls, studying it curiously through his
eyeglasses.“What on earth…is that?”Soundlessly, ever loyal, the Fly mimed his question behind
his back. He could almost feel her tremulous breath against his skin as she drew closer.To his
surprise, he was holding a pair of delicately crocheted baby socks.He stared
uncomprehendingly at the peculiar item. He sniffled once, then again, much too loudly, before
turning halfway around, relieved to find the Fly still standing there, now more than three feet
away and thus unable to determine the envelope’s contents. A pair of baby socks? For a
moment his mind went blank, and then it registered the remaining contents. With fingers that, to
his irritation, trembled as if cold, he quickly picked up one of the sheets of paper, turned it away
from his secretary’s gaze, and studied it.What he saw looked like a copy of two magazine pages.
On the left side of the page was a round circle resembling an old-fashioned picture frame, inside
of which was a photograph of an old mansion with rust-brown walls. It appeared to be floating in
a gray mist that hid both the sky and the foundation of the building, as though it had never been
anchored in earthly soil.No less than seven white chimneys—three on each end and one in the
middle—rose from the steeply pitched roof above ivy-clad walls, underscoring the fairy-tale
character of the rendering. The tiles gleamed, suggesting the photo had been taken early in the
morning, before the sun had evaporated the dew.On the right side of the page, the anonymous
sender had placed another photo, one that resembled a black-and-white reproduction of an old
amateur photo: under a Christmas tree that extended to the ceiling, a small group of children sat
on a carpet, staring up at the photographer. They were all wearing elf hats. A couple of the
children smiled, while others looked solemn, as if unsettled by the scrutiny of the person behind
the camera.Above the photograph, in block letters, were three words: “THE SEVEN
DWARVES.”Under the old photograph was the only text accompanying the two-page spread:
The seven dwarves—five boys and two girls—live in the Elephant Room and are all ready to find
a good home in the new year!The chief of staff wrinkled his forehead involuntarily—avoiding the



Fly’s attention—and continued reading: Because the biological parents’ identity can be
protected, they choose adoption rather than illegal abortion. It is rumored that famous Danes,
whose names and reputations would be damaged beyond repair by prying eyes, have benefitted
from the discretion of Mother’s Aid Society. In these cases, it is essential that the names of the
biological parents are kept secret.“It’s nothing,” he said without being asked a question. He could
feel the Fly behind him, curiously trying to see what he was looking at. He covered the two
photographs with his arms. “I’ll take it from here.”Her disappointment was palpable. She whirled
toward the door and then stopped.“It’s nothing,” he repeated, a little louder. “I’ll handle it.”The Fly
—Fanny was her real name—lingered stubbornly in the doorway for a moment before reluctantly
leaving; a gust of air followed as the door slammed shut.He breathed deeply and stared once
more at the letter. If she had been there, Lucilla would have warned him about the fear now
tightening its grip on him.Though the pictures revealed nothing—except what was repeated in
the short text—he understood their meaning immediately, and he knew what they were of.Taking
a deep breath, he turned to the second piece of paper, which was thicker—entirely white and stiff
—and crinkled softly as he unfolded it. He’d almost expected another photograph (perhaps even
of himself), but what he held in his hands contained no images. It was a copy of a form or official
record—the kind the authorities had used since Gutenberg’s time.There were traces of a hole
punch on the left side of the page, and he guessed the original had been removed from a three-
ring binder before being copied.He leaned closer to the paper and began to read. The year 1961
appeared in the top left corner, nothing else. He drew a quick breath as his eyes scanned down
a dozen or so narrow fields: Name. Date of birth. Place of birth. Current address.There were
other fields for more nontraditional information: Biological mother. Name. Current address. Below
that: Biological father. Name. Current address.At the bottom of the form, the unnamed authority
had included a spacious category for Name and address of adoptive family.It was an adoption
form intended for families who’d applied to foster one of that era’s unwanted children. He’d seen
such forms before, of course.Only one of the boxes had been filled in, the very first one.
Someone, presumably long ago, had written a single, still fully legible name: John
Bjergstrand.The name meant absolutely nothing to Orla Berntsen, but he thought it sounded a
bit strange. A small space was left between the first and last names, and beside it the official had
added, almost as an afterthought, Infant Room.He could feel perspiration forming on the bridge
of his nose, under his glasses. He turned the paper over and glanced at the back of the page.
Blank.Then he sniffled again and squinted. What was a forty-six-year-old, soon-to-be-separated
public official to do with an old form that barely contained any information? He sensed that he
ought to know the answer, but he didn’t.It wasn’t the name itself that was so upsetting—that
might have baffled him for a day or two before he forgot about it—but rather something else. A
droplet of sweat fell from the tip of his nose onto the handwritten name at the top of the form.
Carefully he dabbed at it with a tissue, as though he’d forgotten it was a copy and the ink
wouldn’t smear.He stood and turned toward the window, gazing at the rainbow gleaming in the
air above the snake’s mouth. He felt more than heard the gurgle of panic that arose from his



chest. It sounded as though a prehistoric creature had sought refuge inside his body, much as
he had once sought sanctuary from his persecutors in the wetlands.If anyone had been able to
read his mind at that moment, they would have noticed that Orla Berntsen did not ask the most
obvious question—the question other recipients of such a strange letter would have asked
themselves: Why did I get this?After the election victory in 2005, the office of the minister of
national affairs had been expanded to almost double its previous size. The country’s second-
most powerful man had practically demanded a throne room as a reward for his role in the
frenzied election.Only those in the exclusive inner circle—individuals handpicked by the minister
—set foot in his office. They were members of CRL, an association the minister had formed early
in his career, though only in recent years had he acknowledged his leading role in it.CRL was an
acronym for Children’s Right to Life.During the 2005 election, CRL had been a real drawing card
for the party, since it advocated for the rights of unborn Danish children, and it reintroduced the
position that abortion be restricted to cases in which the mother’s life was at risk or the child
would die anyway. Fertility rates had sunk too low and the nation lacked healthy Danish children,
conditions that resulted in a burdened social security system and disturbingly low numbers of
young people. Increasingly, the labor market was forced to import workers from distant parts of
the world. A growing contingent of Danes therefore supported this commonsense approach—
which combined practical economics and Christian morality—not least because they felt that
increasing the ethnic-Danish population would strengthen the nation against the growing ranks
of newcomers. Danes risked becoming a minority in their own country—both the party and the
opposition had conjured up this frightening scenario during the campaign—but the party had
held the trump card: the minister of national affairs.Ole Almind-Enevold set the tone for an
informal meeting with an uncharacteristic, “Have a seat—and Happy Liberation Day!”The Witch
Doctor appeared in the doorway. He slipped along the wall to a vacant chair; being late and out
of breath seemed to be an integral part of the PR director’s image.“What’s this business about
the Tamil boy?” the minister asked, brandishing a thick green folder. With exasperated precision,
he tossed it across the table to the department head, whom staff called Bog Man; the hue of his
bluish-green skin reminded them of the famous prehistoric man discovered in a bog near
Silkeborg.“What do I need to know?” the minister continued.Orla Berntsen was relieved that he’d
not presented the case to the minister himself but had delegated it to the department head, who
didn’t dare sit on it lest it blow up in his face. The national minister hated troublesome cases, and
he’d always had a straightforward approach to them: clear them away or bury them so deep no
one will ever unearth them.Some reporters (and officials) called him the Almighty One—a play
on his surname, Enevold, which means “king” in Danish—and most found his systematic
efficiency intimidating.Bog Man held out his hands apologetically. “It’s only for your orientation,
and only if you should run into a reporter from Independent Weekend today. They are the only
ones who care about the case. So far.”Orla noted how he’d used the word “only” three times.“You
can’t possibly think that an eleven-year-old Tamil boy could become a sensation?” the Almighty
One asked.“He might,” Bog Man replied cautiously. “He’ll be the litmus test for the ministry’s



decision to expel juvenile refugees who don’t have families. That’s why he’s all alone in a cell at
Asylum Center North at this very moment…” He fell silent, which was unusual for him.Ole
Almind-Enevold shook his head vigorously. “I doubt anyone will care about his case for more
than a day or two.”The subject matter was closed for now. Orla Berntsen studied the photograph
the guard at the asylum center had sent the ministry. It showed a small boy with an innocent
face, thick black hair, and clear brown probing eyes—just a tiny snowflake in the universe.
Berntsen nodded to Bog Man. They were in agreement that the case could explode at any
moment. Quite a few Danes were still uncomfortable at the sight of a crying child in state
custody. They would have to discuss it later.“It’s May fifth,” the minister cheerfully reminded the
group. The anniversary of Denmark’s liberation from the Nazis was the natural starting point in
the story Ole Almind-Enevold starred in—a narrative that wove together the Ministry of National
Affairs and his own altruistic efforts during the Second World War.The intervening years hadn’t
diminished the story’s power in the least, and no one dared question it either. According to myth,
the minister had thrown himself into the resistance movement in 1943, while still a young boy,
hardly able to lift the sacks of dynamite he transported to and from older saboteurs. Because of
his broad area of operation and his unrelenting stamina for cycling and running, he’d acquired
the cover name “the Runner.” As the story goes, he was only thirteen when he helped liquidate a
snitch near Svanemøllen Station. The snitch had threatened an older saboteur with a gun, but
Ole had leapt forward and seized the weapon. The snitch and the boy tumbled to the ground
together and the gun went off, leaving the traitor dead—a bullet between his eyes.The story
proved to have immense popular appeal. “Still running errands for the nation,” read the Witch
Doctor’s powerful slogan in newspapers and on campaign posters during the nerve-wracking
election in November of 2001—in the wake of 9/11. During the 2005 election, he introduced a
triumphant addition to the winning slogan: “Defending Danish democracy.”In Orla Berntsen’s
universe, a bureaucrat to the core, patriotism was not a particular virtue. Every one of his
enemies was Danish, and his mother hadn’t wasted a single opportunity to remind him of the
distinctive brand of Danish hypocrisy that had haunted their lives together during his childhood
in the row-house section of town, near the wetlands. In those years, during the 1960s, to avoid
shame and condemnation, thousands of single young women relinquished their newborn
children to complete strangers. Those who refused to do so were barely tolerated in their
communities. A boy like Orla, without a father, was viewed as an illegitimate child, a bastard, and
the national virtues of community and unity (or solidarity as it was quaintly stated in the party
program) meant nothing. And it was for this reason that Orla considered hypocrisy the true mark
of the Danish national character, though he never admitted as much to others, and certainly not
to those in the ministry, where he served as the right hand of the successful minister.In public,
Berntsen fought the invasion of bogus asylum-seekers and economic refugees in a cold and
calculated way. But in his personal life, he didn’t believe there was any real difference between
people—whether black or white, from one culture or religion or another—he was beyond such
distinctions.Orla Berntsen had almost forgotten the blue envelope he’d left under the mug that



reminded him of his wife and daughters.Once again he looked at the photo of the seven babies
in their elf hats. He scrutinized the other photo as well: the majestic villa with its dark, gleaming
roof. Not only did he recognize the house, but also he knew why the magazine had included the
golden border around it. His mother had had the exact same picture on their living-room wall.
Very few people would know that. His mother’s voice was a weak buzzing in his head, but he
couldn’t make out the words. After her death she had developed a habit of whispering to him, but
the messages rarely made sense, consisting mainly of fragments of conversations they’d once
had.He stretched his fingers, shaking them a bit, as though sending a discreet signal to an
invisible guest in the office.“I took three calls from Independent Weekend while you were out,”
the Fly suddenly whispered from behind him.For a second he couldn’t place where the voice
was coming from. Then she walked around his desk and repeated the message, more loudly,
adding a distressing detail: “It was that journalist…Knud Taasing.”The Fly understood how this
name affected her boss.He could smell his own sweat mixed with the optimistic scent of the
ministry. “Just tell him I’m at a meeting.”“He said it was important…something about an
anonymous letter.” She hissed the final two words between her thin lips.“Okay. Well, put him
through if he calls back. It would be worse to avoid him,” he replied, softly sniffling.Berntsen
studied the form again. John Bjergstrand. The name meant nothing to him, but apparently
someone had felt it important enough to send a copy to the minister’s oldest enemy, the reporter
at Independent Weekend. It was the only possible explanation. As if on cue, the intercom
buzzed.The speaker clicked. “I’ll put him through.” She didn’t have to repeat the name.For a
moment he sat silently, feeling the presence of the other man, and then he said loudly, “Orla
Berntsen speaking.”“Taasing.” The voice was muted and nasally. It hadn’t changed since the day
they’d first met, and that had to have been ten years ago, maybe more.“Yes?” he said.Taasing
spoke with the same preternatural calm as he had the morning he’d become Orla’s sworn
enemy. Back then the telephone rested on the desk in the Ministry of Justice, and when the old
party organ (then in its heyday) had uncovered a scandal that could bring down the minister and
his closest allies, the reporter called, not to ask questions, but to inform Orla that the paper
planned to print a devastating article the following day—with or without his blessing.Orla had
told him to get lost.The article was published.It had nearly destroyed Berntsen’s career. Shortly
afterward, Knud Taasing himself was disgraced by a fatal mistake grown epic in size, destroying
his reputation in less than a day. At the ministry, they had celebrated this fantastic good fortune,
raised a toast to it. It was a miracle the man even had a job today.“You need another number to
talk to the minister,” Orla said, instinctively searching for an exit strategy.“I don’t want to talk to
the Almighty One, at least not yet. But give him my regards anyway,” Taasing replied
sarcastically. “For now, I just want to talk to you.”Orla Berntsen reflexively covered the word DAD
on his empty mug.“We received a letter here at the paper. It’s somewhat, how can I put it,
mysterious,” the reporter said.The chief of staff gazed at the mug in front of him and thought of
his daughters whom he’d abandoned when he’d returned to his childhood home in Søborg.“I’ve
got a copy right here. It’s actually a magazine article, I think, with a photo of a house and some



children and a kind of cryptic caption. But at the very bottom there’s a note I don’t understand:
Copy sent to Orla Pil Berntsen, chief of staff to Minister of National Affairs Ole Almind-Enevold.
That would be you—and your honorable boss. That makes me think you received the same
letter. Blue envelope. Rectangular. Red and black letters, all cut from an old glossy, it looks like.”
He paused. “Very melodramatic. Like something from an Agatha Christie novel.”Orla was
silent.“Are you still there, Berntsen?”“What does it say?” he asked. Practically an admission.“It’s
a short piece on children adopted to new families. I think the pictures may have appeared in a
magazine to accompany a larger article on the topic. It hints at something devious, though: that
certain children were adopted in secrecy to spare the biological parents from being identified.
But the envelope also contains two items”—the reporter hesitated for a second—“some sort of
form with a name on it, and then a tiny pair of white woolen socks. Baby socks it looks like. That’s
what seems most peculiar.”Whatever one might say about Taasing, his descriptions were
succinct and precise. The powerful chief of staff heard a muffled rustling of paper on the other
end of the line.“So what do you say?” his tormenter asked.“This was sent to you…?” Orla heard
himself say. It was dangerous to lie, and so far the content of the letter was too bizarre and
inexplicable to pose an immediate threat. He doubted anyone would be able to make heads or
tails of it. It was all so long ago that there was really no connection to his present career or
life.“Actually”—Orla Berntsen heard the reporter shuffling papers again—“it was sent both to me
and to Nils Viggo Jensen. He’s my photographer on big assignments.”It was a wonder that Knud
Taasing was still writing for a national paper (though Independent Weekend had been forced to
amend its moniker in recent years, as it could no longer sustain a large enough daily
readership). A small one to be sure, Orla thought, but still. For years, the topics Taasing covered
had been insignificant. If he hadn’t had such a glorious past, he’d have penned his last article
that fateful day nearly ten years ago.“Yes, Berntsen,” the voice was teasing now. “You’re getting
it…The old circus horse has scented a big story. If not a big story, then at least something to
entertain the crowds. I’ll admit as much, between you and me. And now it’s your turn. I think you
received the same mysterious epistle.”“Yes,” Orla confessed. There was no point in lying.His
response was met with silence.“But,” the chief of staff continued, “I have no idea what it
means.”“You also received…a pair of socks…and the strange form?”“Yes,” Orla admitted.“John
Bjergstrand?”“Yes.”“Who is he?”A soft sniffle. “I’ve no idea.”“You got the photo of the children
too? And the peculiar text?”“Yes.”“And I suppose you can’t tell me who they are?”“No.”“Or what it
all means?”“No. I don’t have faintest idea,” he said, deciding to lie after all.“You have no idea
what this letter is about?”“That’s right. I have no clue. I’ve never met anyone named John
Bjergstrand. Look him up in the phone book.”“Ha,” his nemesis exclaimed.Orla could hear the
reporter breathing heavily on the other end of the line.“Inside the circle on one of the pages is a
photo of a house,” Knud Taasing said, changing the subject. “Do you know the house?”“Well, it’s
not mine.” Orla sniffled again.“That much I know.” Back when it couldn’t be avoided, Taasing was
one of the few reporters ever to visit Orla Berntsen’s residence. But nowadays, Berntsen’s
private life was as concealed as his emotions, perhaps even more so. The official story was that



he was married, had two daughters, and resided on Gisselfeld Boulevard in the wealthy suburb
of Gentofte. Journalists also knew that his wife was Cuban. The most critical among them had
joked about how Orla—then the chief of the Department of Immigration—had stopped issuing
humanitarian visas for refugees after he himself married a foreigner—a citizen of one of the last
remaining Communist countries in the world to boot. Those same journalists wondered if this
was the reason he was now getting divorced.“Why would the sender go to the trouble to indicate
that the letter was also sent to you—the chief of staff to the minister of national affairs—and why
mention his name explicitly?”“I have no idea.”“Is this connected in some way to Enevold?”“You
can’t take this nonsense seriously, Taasing,” Orla said with a little more vigor in his voice. “The
minister hasn’t even seen the letter.”“Where is that house?” The sharp tone again.Berntsen
hesitated. The case didn’t need to appear more mysterious than it was, and the truth would solve
that problem. On the other hand, he couldn’t just give away his biggest secret. Not to a reporter.
And certainly not to Knud Taasing.“You know what…what I feel and think about my private
correspondence, or what I know about it, is nobody’s business.”He knew it sounded
arrogant.“Actually it is the public’s business, Pil Berntsen. The letter was sent to the public as
well. Remember that.”Taasing’s words held an implicit threat—he could demand access to
documents.“Yes, but it was sent by some maniac!” He could hear his own breath now. This
wasn’t good; he needed to calm down. He lowered his shoulders and put his hands on the desk.
“Listen, Taasing. I’m actually busy. I’m attending a reception at the Ministry of State to
commemorate the Liberation.”“Yes, your secretary told me. But I have to tell you, if you don’t give
me any details about this house—at the very least an address—then I’ll be forced to publish the
photo and the letter, as well as a transcript of our conversation. And if we don’t post a reward for
information on the matter, we certainly will ask the public to help us play detective. We will get to
the bottom of this.”Orla Berntsen wasn’t sure a reporter in Taasing’s reduced position could
really follow through on this threat. Air whooshed behind him, and he felt, more than heard, his
mother whisper from the Other Side: What harm could it do, Orla? Let the truth come out.“The
house is at Skodsborg Strandvej. It’s an orphanage. And now I’ve got to run.” He hung up.He
stood and walked to the window. The snake continued to spray water on the rainbow it had
created. He sneezed.Goddamnit.Closing his eyes, he sank into the mustard-yellow couch where
he sometimes catnapped, never more than five or six minutes and always with his legs dangling
over the edge.Half-asleep on this couch he’d been able to probe the contours of the biggest
problems in his career, lay out new paths, and find ways to escape the sticky situations he
sometimes landed in. Here he’d earned his reputation as a problem solver, the very quality that
had made him a sought-after advisor whenever the administration faced a crisis. At the end of
the day, he always found a way. He was a ruthless strategist and a hardened adversary.During
the first fifteen years of his life, he’d weathered the bullying of the other boys, whose
impenetrable circle he’d orbited like a tireless insect, persisting solely through his alertness and
an uncanny ability to rebuff humiliations. Grinning like an idiot, his square, freckled nose sniffling
as if in spite, his light-blue eyes anticipating where the fists would land. That well-honed façade



and a flair for lightning quick evasion had remained in the man, long after his expression ceased
to reveal his thoughts and the goofy grin of childhood had disappeared.If any of the boys from
the street saw him today, they would only recognize the watchful eyes, the frequent sniffle, and
the subtle shift of his eyes behind his glasses.For once, Orla Berntsen didn’t know what to do.
He stood. The letter rested on his desk. Had the minister seen it? He didn’t think so, because the
Fly surely would have mentioned it to him. Triumphantly.He sank into the chair once again. His
large glasses were slightly steamed, his half-closed eyelids thick and taut, his lashes short and
blond. Should he inform his boss? There was good reason to. Still he hesitated.There is no goal
that can’t be achieved, the minister had told him long ago. Except by those who hesitate. (The
words had offended Severin, a friend from his youth, but of course Severin hadn’t amounted to
much.)Orla had loved the aphorisms Ole Almind-Enevold had impressed upon him during their
first meetings following his appointment; they were all about making the right call in any situation
—about the determination each extolled, about the will to find the most efficient solution for any
given situation.He who wants to rule the world must react when it changes.Orla Berntsen had
smiled at the obviousness of that one.He who prioritizes compassion before resolve loses his
ability to make decisions.The minister had never lost his resolve.He who acts with leniency
rather than consequence will be left behind.This was perhaps the most advanced insight—the
very secret: the ability to unleash one’s anger without remorse.He who dares not kill when called
upon to do so will perish, Orla Berntsen’s boss had said about his efforts during the Resistance
—and the entire nation had applauded.The chief of staff put down his mug. The knitted white
socks lay on the desk before him. For a moment he sat in silence, and then he dialed a number
on his private line. After a moment, a woman answered in a soft voice: “Attorneys’ office.”“I’d like
to speak to Søren Severin Nielsen,” he said.It had been more than ten years since they’d last
spoken. The rift had been caused by Orla’s refusal to extend humanitarian asylum to a Syrian
refugee; the media had blown it out of proportion. As the legal representative of the female
defendant, Severin had been furious, but Orla had upheld his decision despite their former
friendship. A few days later the woman was taken to Kastrup Airport, and no one had heard from
her since.Now his old friend was defending the eleven-year-old Tamil boy who was facing
deportation—and, of course, that was a problem, but that wasn’t the reason for his call.“Søren
Nielsen is at court,” the woman replied.He left his private number with the secretary and a short,
clear message: “Severin, call me. It’s urgent.”A few miles away, the reporter made a ninety-
degree turn in his battered swivel chair and tossed his cell phone on the desk.“Skodsborg,” he
said triumphantly. “There’s only one orphanage in Skodsborg, and that’s a very singular one—
Kongslund—the pride of the entire nation!”The excitement in Knud Taasing’s voice was
unmistakable. He pulled his laptop closer. “For many years the administration has given
preferential treatment to Kongslund—with special appropriations—and who do you think has
been its protector and benefactor since the war?”He didn’t have to say the name, and his
companion didn’t have to respond. Nils Jensen was a taciturn man.“And who do you think took
part in the Resistance alongside the young Kongslund governesses who were working in total



secrecy with the most famous saboteur group in the nation?” Knud Taasing turned on his
computer and said the name out loud. “Ole Almind-Enevold, minister of national affairs and soon-
to-be prime minister—if death does its duty, that is, and puts our leader out of his misery
soon.”Still the photographer didn’t reply.The reporter typed nine letters into the search engine.
The stuffing in his rickety chair’s cushion flaked off as he shifted his weight, leaving small
particles of orange foam on his pant leg. “Kongslund,” he said again, almost absentmindedly, to
the thin figure in the office’s only other chair. “The Infant Orphanage Kongslund. There must be a
reason we’ve received these letters.”“Or maybe there isn’t,” the photographer finally replied,
breaking his silence.Knud Taasing looked mildly at the man who in some sense had become his
friend—the only one who remained after eight long years in the humiliating twilight of his
journalistic career.Nils Jensen put four batteries into a flash nearly as big as the camera in his
lap. “An infant orphanage?” he said, making the innocent words sound strangely suspicious.“Yes.
And not just any orphanage…Kongslund.” The reporter waved the blue envelope so vigorously
an onlooker might expect the colored letters in the address to come loose and scatter to the
floor. “The story is pretty clear as far as I can see. In 1961, a boy by the name of John
Bjergstrand was given up for adoption by unknown parents. This boy was one of those who for
God’s sake—or rather, for the sake of a particular family—had to be fast-tracked…his whole
existence erased. Presumably because his parents were either very famous or very powerful, or
perhaps both.”“Sounds like nonsense to me,” Nils Jensen said, spinning the flash in his hands
disapprovingly.Knud Taasing didn’t respond. As he’d often noted, it was one of the last remaining
privileges of the working class: the right to be contrarian. And Nils had been born to the bottom
rung of society. Though, for some inscrutable reason, his parents had given him a camera as a
confirmation gift. A fact that was particularly odd to Knud, since the father, a night watchman,
was practically never awake during daylight hours. In the late 1970s, Nils Jensen had
photographed the massive demonstrations against the Black Square tenement demolition, and
he’d sold the pictures to the city’s grassroots newspapers. He’d made a name for himself with a
close-up of a plainclothes officer beating a demonstrator in a back alley on Blaagaardsgade.
The photo was distributed across the country. Three days later, the police officer hanged himself
with a short rope attached to a hook he’d drilled into the ceiling of his living room. His wife and
colleagues had lowered his dead body themselves. The young photographer never blamed
himself, not for a second. As he’d told others in the media quite openly, he’d merely done his
duty in the service of documentation.That statement, and that photograph, had made him a
public figure. When, in the late 1990s, the small opposition paper merged with the last remaining
organ of the government and became Independent Weekend, Knud Taasing had persuaded his
editor to hire Nils Jensen as a freelance photographer. They had worked together ever since.
Mostly in silence, because the photographer was a man of few if any words.“There are no John
Bjergstrands listed in Krak’s Directory or in the white pages,” the reporter said.Taasing typed
another twelve letters into the computer database. A few seconds passed before the electronic
archive supplied him with the titles of twenty-four articles. “Only four profiles. That’s not much,”



he said.As expected, the profiles contained no personal information—except that the chief of
staff had once lived in Gentofte but had moved from that address, and that he had two daughters
—one twenty-three, the other seven.“They’d had quite a surprise baby. And now they’re getting
divorced. The wife’s alone in the house. But where the hell does he live?”Nils Jensen was
predictably silent.Taasing found no information about Berntsen’s current residence. There were
unsubstantiated rumors swirling about his childhood. An anonymous source claimed the chief of
staff had been raised by a single mother who, according to another (or possibly the same)
anonymous source, had locked him up and beaten him with a coat hanger (this always seemed
to be the preferred instrument of punishment in those days, when the indulgence bred by a wave
of prosperity collided with the petty bourgeoisie’s penchant for old-fashioned discipline).
According to these rumors, his upbringing had tortured his mind and soul and made him the
person he was: a snarling dog. A national gatekeeper no one passed by in one piece.Very few
people knew the man behind the façade.According to a tabloid article, he’d earned several
pejorative nicknames among the ministry’s case officers—the most noteworthy being the
Sociopath.This was what officials called him on those rare occasions when they felt they were at
a safe distance in the ministry’s narrow hallways. It was a brutal assessment, even for a brutal
ministry. What was the origin of such stories? Taasing wondered.Knud Taasing looked
quizzically at the photographer, who only shook his head in silence. As
usual.3KONGSLUNDMay 6, 2008She looked like Cinderella in the fairy tale my adoptive mother
read to me when I was a child. She arrived in a dress as green as the beeches on the hill, and
none of the governesses ever said a peep about her peculiar background.“This is my daughter
Marie,” my adoptive mother told her in a tone of voice that, more than anything, sounded like a
warning to the sensitive concerning my oddness. But the woman in green didn’t notice. She
curtsied to me like a little girl—at once polite and spiteful—and now that she’d become a part of
Kongslund’s identity (and had been for almost twenty years), I couldn’t imagine my life without
her.The business with the anonymous letters would affect her, of course—as it would everyone—
but it couldn’t be helped. I heard the clatter of the cups in the sunroom and knew guests had
arrived at Kongslund, just as Fate had long ago intended.What looked like a coincidence had
never been a coincidence.Nils found Knud Taasing wedged between three moving boxes in the
corner of his office at the Press Building near the harbor front. He was just waking from what
seemed a fitful slumber.Always a loner, Knud Taasing was born in 1961 to a full-blown hippie,
flowing robes and all (before most even knew the hippie age was dawning). His mother had
joined the first protest march against nuclear power—from Holbæk to Copenhagen—shortly
after giving birth and still somewhat swollen from the difficult labor. Despite the after pains she
was suffering, she abandoned her son as easily as a tumbleweed blowing in the wind and had
wandered south with a handsome Spaniard (as women did back then). She traveled more than
1,200 miles south through Europe to a large commune in Andalusia, leaving Knud to his factory-
worker father who lived in a small row house in a Copenhagen suburb.Later father and son
returned to the island from which the family derived its name, Taasinge, and where relatives had



settled more than a century earlier. Knud, Nils had noticed, never spoke of his time there. Not
that he asked about it—he didn’t.Knud had evidently spent the night scanning old articles until
he’d finally slouched onto an overturned green plastic wastebasket, where he had fallen asleep.
When the first and only guest of the day edged his way through the labyrinthine stacks of paper,
books, and ring binders to his uncomfortable bed, his eyes were still half-shut.With some
difficulty, Knud got to his feet, mumbling a greeting to the effect of “Is it morning already?” He
smelled vaguely of alcohol and oil—strangely enough—as though he, in the middle of his
nighttime reading, had gone for a refreshing dip in the slick black water of the harbor basin. A
single weekly magazine rested on the table. Stapled to it was a receipt from the Green
Messengers.Nils Jensen stepped closer. The magazine was a forty-seven-year-old issue of
Billed Bladet, and had cost just seventy-five øre a copy back then. The cover text was set in the
same blocky red letters the magazine employed today, nearly a half a century later. It was dated
December 27, 1961.Nils leaned in. The black-and-white cover showed a boy with big, frightened
eyes and tightly closed lips. Across the child’s striped shirt, the graphic designer had chosen a
cursive font characteristic of the time for the four simple but strongly appealing words: Who will
adopt me?“I found a reference to this article on the Association for Adopted Children’s website,”
Knud said, one eye half-open. “And voilà, look what I discovered…” He lifted the magazine and
then let it fall dramatically on the table.The two photos the anonymous sender had copied and
mailed to the Ministry of National Affairs and Independent Weekend appeared in the centerfold
of the magazine. The beautiful brown villa in the golden circle filled the entire left page. On the
right—under the words “The Seven Dwarves”—the magazine had printed the photo that had
fascinated Knud for hours the day before.In the black-and-white reproduction, the seven small
babies were assembled on duvets and blankets under a towering Christmas tree. The caption
was the same as the one they’d read in the anonymous letter: The seven dwarves—five boys
and two girls—live in the Elephant Room and are all ready to find a good home in the new year!
This was followed by the statement Knud considered so intriguing: Because the biological
parents’ identity can be protected, they choose adoption rather than illegal abortion. It is
rumored that famous Danes, whose names and reputations would be damaged beyond repair
by prying eyes, have benefitted from the discretion of Mother’s Aid Society. In these cases, it is
essential that the identities of the biological parents are kept secret.No names were provided for
the children in the photograph, nor was any other information given about them. The allusion to
Walt Disney’s beloved dwarves was due, of course, to the fact that the children were all wearing
elf hats.Knud was surprisingly alert despite the fact he’d spent a long night in an uncomfortable
position and hadn’t even had his first cigarette yet. “If you knew how many children were put up
for adoption in this country during those…thousands and thousands…whole battalions of
healthy Danish babies given away. And it wasn’t even that long ago,” he scoffed and then
snatched the magazine from the table.Including the centerfold, the article was six pages long.
The italicized headline on the first page of the feature was nearly identical to the one on the
cover: “Who Will Adopt Us?”An explanatory caption accompanied every single photo in the



spread. Under the image of a sad, crying child: Per (in checkered overalls) is a willful little man of
17 months.Under the image of a chubby, melancholy girl sitting on a polar bear rug: What do you
think of Dorthe in her pretty white blouse?The next showed a cheerless girl in a floral dress: Lise
looks quite down. She is only 18 months and cross-eyed, but that can be fixed.The largest photo
showed a dark-haired boy in a white bed. Behind him the wallpaper was decorated with odd little
round elephants drawn in a childlike fashion. The graininess of the spread made it hard to
decipher the elephants’ curved tusks and tails, and their raised trunks.Under this photo was the
caption: One elephant marched along…but where is it going? When you’re only 9 days old, you
don’t know much about the future.“This is the original article—the mother article if you will—of
the excerpt that was included in the anonymous package,” Knud said, though it was obvious to
Nils.“It’s from the same year as the form,” he continued. “Whoever sent it to us has this magazine
—and something he wants to share—and he’s telling us where to start looking. At the Kongslund
orphanage. In 1961.”Again he slumped onto the battered wastebasket.“That’s the year I was
born.” It was the first time Nils had spoken.“Yeah—me too. In fact, it was one of the biggest baby-
boom years in Danish history.”Knud closed the magazine and tossed it aside. “Next week the
orphanage will celebrate the retired matron’s anniversary—the famous Ms. Ladegaard, who
back in the day was simply called Magna—and on that occasion, they’ll bring all the old experts
on early childhood education to Skodsborg. Plenty of politicians and famous people will be
there, as you might expect given all the talk lately about childrearing, stress, and
institutionalization.”The two men headed outside through the empty editorial office and climbed
into Nils’s beige Mercedes.“In 1989, Magna was succeeded by an equally formidable woman,”
Knud said. “Susanne Ingemann.”Nils silently noted the journalist’s strange tone of voice as they
drove along the harbor toward Kongens Nytorv.“While everyone else was celebrating Liberation
Day last night, a crisis meeting was held at the Ministry of National Affairs,” Knud said after a
long pause. “I know this from my source in the ministry. Do you know why?”As usual, Nils said
nothing—there was no reason to—the reporter would answer his own question as he always
did.“Because of the anonymous letter that Orla Berntsen received. My source wasn’t at the
meeting, but they discussed the mysterious letter for at least an hour—and then decided to seek
the assistance of an expert…a former assistant chief of police in Copenhagen.”Nils sped up
through the soft curve near Sølyst and Emiliekilde. It was a gray but mild spring day. The
morning’s first sailboats were already making their way across Øresund, dozens of them.“He’s
one of the minister’s old acquaintances, and he runs his own company, does security consulting,
that sort of thing. He’s been hired by the ministry to serve as security advisor. They want him to
find whoever sent this package, and they are giving him free rein to do so. You might remember
him from that time you snapped pictures on the barricades in Nørrebro. His name is Carl Malle.
He’s become a big dog since leaving the force, someone you only hire when the shit’s burning
so close to you that your ass is on fire.”Nils made no comment on this peculiar analogy.“And it’s a
very fitting name, Malle,” said Knud, who still smelled like oil. “He’s malevolent as all hell. But of
course, it’s terrible timing for them. In a week everyone who knows what’s what will be at



Kongslund to honor the famous matron. In addition, the minister of national affairs, who has
been the spiritual and material protector of the orphanage, is about to make the biggest leap in
his career—to the nation’s highest office. Ever since the Great War, the party has supported and
financed Kongslund, deemed it the shining example of the Danes’ compassionate attitude
toward the weakest members of society, and party bosses will resist any attempt to shatter this
piece of Danish history. Naturally, they can’t stand an article surfacing all these years later that
suggests that Kongslund’s past—and therefore also its present—is in any way unseemly; that
the orphanage, in return for the party’s support, helped powerful citizens avoid scandals and
erased the identities of its little charges so completely that they could never be
reconstructed.”The blue envelope that was the root of Knud’s confidence rested in his lap; it
represented, possibly, Independent Weekend’s final chance to secure a prize-winning story. At a
crisis meeting held just a month earlier, the marketing team had informed the last band of
reporters that only 7 percent of the country was even aware of their newspaper’s existence, and
that only a sensational scoop could save the paper from the disease that was slowly but surely
killing it.Nils cast a sidelong glance at the neatly cut red, white, and black letters on the
envelope, before turning his gaze toward Sweden. The water in Øresund was steel gray, and he
briefly recalled his father, who during school holidays had brought him along on his rounds as a
night watchman in Nørrebro—perhaps in the hope that he would end up in the same
occupation.They passed Bellevue, with its white sand and small tufts of grass, Copenhageners’
preferred beach for more than 150 years. “The name itself…John Bjergstrand,” Knud said,
breaking the silence. “That, of course, is the key piece of information. A boy born in all discretion
and adopted out in secrecy—with a new name that we don’t know. A bastard child who could
completely destroy an otherwise glorious career. And that’s exactly what happened, I think…a
very powerful person had an extramarital affair, but he pulled some strings and covered up every
trace of his exploits.”With satisfaction he leaned back in his seat. “Except for one. Which our
letter sender found,” he said, before adding, “Our anonymous sender doesn’t know the parents’
identities. But he thinks we’ll be able to find out who they are and believes Independent
Weekend has the guts to go public with the story.”Nils remained silent as they passed
Strandmølle Inn and the Jægersborg forest.“We know it made Berntsen nervous, and we know
he’s aware of the orphanage. And we know that a silly little piece of paper startled the entire
Ministry of National Affairs to the point where it held crisis meetings rather than attending the
administration’s Liberation Day celebration.”The one meeting, Nils noted, had now grown to
many.“I think the party is involved in some way or another, and the letter writer knows it. In the
fifties and sixties tens of thousands of illegitimate children were given up for adoption. That
figure didn’t drop until abortion was legalized in 1973.” He clucked his tongue at the unfortunate
if necessary national triumph.“Yesterday I spoke with a retired social worker from Mother’s Aid
Society. She visited Kongslund frequently back in the day. She told me that the children were
often given nicknames of famous people whom the nurses thought they resembled, such as the
actor Ebbe Rode or the writer Poul Henningsen…at one point there was actually a black-haired



girl they called Jackie…after Jacqueline Kennedy!” Knud chuckled briefly, as though the name of
the former president’s widow was a particularly interesting detail. “There was also a bald baby
called Khrushchev. Anyway, the naming was quite innocent, though once in a while it was
rumored that this practice was more significant than simple likeness. And those rumors persisted
during all the years she visited Kongslund.”They drove under the crowns of tall trees, the road
gently curving away from the sound. Enormous mansions stood on each side of Skodsborg
Strandvej, right up to the road.“My source in Mother’s Aid Society also mentioned something
else…in 1966, the old matron adopted a child herself. Or rather, she kept an orphaned girl as her
foster daughter. The girl was born the same year, 1961. Later, when she retired, the matron—Ms.
Ladegaard—moved to an apartment in Skodsborg, but her foster daughter, who must now be in
her late forties, remains at the orphanage.” He paused briefly.“Strange, don’t you think?”Nils
didn’t think it particularly odd; he’d lived at home until his midtwenties. He signaled a right turn
and angled the vehicle down a steep, winding gravel road and toward the water.At first they saw
nothing, and Knud suspected they might have made a wrong turn. Then a dark shadow
appeared between the trees, and they glimpsed the outline of the house. It rose up like the giant
brown hull of a ship pitching on a sea of green beech trees. Seconds later they saw the seven
white chimneys and a towerlike annex that faced south, and finally the whole villa.Nils braked,
overwhelmed at the sight, and then cut the engine.For a moment both men sat motionless,
silent. In a strange way the orphanage resembled an impenetrable fortress within the budding
green, as unapproachable as an English country manor—not as big, perhaps, but with the same
ceremonial aura emanating from every pillar, cornice, and turret.After a minute or so, Knud
spoke, softly, as though he were seated in a movie theater and didn’t want to disturb those
around him. “Look at that place, Nils. Fifty thousand Danes were once put up for adoption here,
remember. This house was the beginning of their stories.”Breathing deeply, he opened the car
door. Nils followed him.Though it was early May, Nils shivered. It was an unfamiliar and puzzling
sensation. With his father he’d patrolled hundreds of backyards, and he was used to the
darkness and the cold. Fear, his father had taught him, wasn’t something you brought into the
bat’s domain.The surroundings—with the house under the shade of rich green foliage—were as
idyllic as the magazine article depicted. Yet he felt at that moment that they were being watched;
he turned slowly, glancing at the treetops, and heard Knud laugh at his obvious unease. In the
midst of his laughter, Knud was seized with a fit of coughing, and he doubled over, a hand on
each knee. For a few moments this hacking sound was all they heard.Only later did Nils recall
(with a touch of embarrassment) what he thought he’d seen on the hill: a small figure that
withdrew into the bushes before disappearing in the direction of an old white mansion nearby. An
absurd thought, of course, clearly an optical illusion. That white house was obviously empty;
even at a distance it looked decrepit. There were no curtains, no plants in the sills—no signs of
life whatsoever. You can always tell the difference between an abandoned house and an
inhabited one, he thought. His father had showed him that.Knud stood to his full height and spit
in the gravel. A large black car was parked at the far end of the driveway, but Nils could easily



make out the license plate, even at a distance: MAL 12.“Hello.”Knud spun around, startled by the
unfamiliar voice.She’d approached them without making a peep. “My name is Susanne
Ingemann. You’re earlier than expected.”She wore a beautiful green dress that fell nearly to her
ankles. Nils grasped how lovely she was faster than his shutter could capture her image: tanned
feet in light-brown sandals; dark-brown hair with a reddish sheen, gathered in a tight bun with a
black clip. She greeted them with a small, deprecating gesture—gracious but reserved—without
any effort to make physical contact, not even a handshake. “Welcome to…Kongslund.”Nils noted
her hesitation at the name Kongslund. And had she actually curtsied?“Let’s go inside,” she
suggested. Before they could reply, their hostess was halfway to the door.The entry hall had very
high ceilings paneled in tall, dark mahogany. Behind the sandstone fireplace that looked as
though it hadn’t been used in decades, the wall was covered with black-and-white photographs
in small, square black and brown frames. Several hundred of them in fact, all of children: tiny
faces shining in the light of those old flashcubes they used to use.Standing motionless, Nils
stared at the photographs, which for some reason reminded him of his childhood home, though
he couldn’t say why. Where he’d grown up the only sentimentality on display was in the golden
romances he’d read—with their damsels in distress—or from Bjørn Tidmand’s love songs that
played on the radio. He looked away, and his eyes fell on a broad staircase that wound its way
over the main entrance and rose into the darkness. On the wall high above the staircase was a
tall painting of a woman wearing a wide-brimmed hat and standing in an idyllic clearing. Like
Susanne, she wore a deep-green dress with long sleeves and flounces. The abundant fabric
stretched to the ground, cascading in folds at her feet.“N.V. Dorph painted that,” the matron said,
interrupting the two men from their thoughts once more. “Presumably it’s Countess Danner, the
commoner wife of King Frederik VII.”Knud was suddenly seized with another coughing
fit.Susanne politely ignored him and simply raised her voice. “Dorph furnished the house for the
old sea captain who lived here before Mother’s Aid Society, and he painted the pictures,” she
said. “Or at least some of them. So it would be appropriate to begin with a tour, wouldn’t it?”She
let them go ahead of her on the broad staircase, and when she followed, Nils heard the green
fabric of her dress rustle softly. The beautiful matron had an eerie resemblance to the woman in
the painting.“The house was built between 1847 and 1850 by a famous architect,” she said, “by
all accounts in consultation with the last absolute ruler, King Frederik VII, during the same period
when the Constitution was written.”Knud coughed as if to indicate his skepticism on such a
peculiar and cryptic statement.They were in a long, dark corridor now with three or four closed
doors. “This is where the governesses lived, and the matron. Staff resided at the orphanage
among the children, which was completely natural.” She stood motionless with her back to the
enormous painting. “The architect loved this place so much he couldn’t bear to leave it, so he
built a home for himself next door—on the southern slope—the decrepit white house you might
have seen when you drove in. He lived there with his wife and son, and later on the son lived
there with his wife…and their daughter.”She’d added the last three words after a strange pause
that Nils didn’t understand.“The daughter had cerebral palsy,” she said, as if by way of



explanation.“Kongslund itself was passed down for generations before Mother’s Aid Society
bought it in 1936.” Susanne Ingemann stopped to open a door. After several minutes in the dark
hallway, the light was blinding. The room could’ve been part of a royal palace, the private
apartment of a queen. Even though toy cars were strewn on the mahogany table by the window
and small dolls with blond, red, and brown hair lay in the chairs, there was something ancient
and proud about the room. It had a kind of emptiness you sense in halls that have been admired
but not lived in for decades. Fine golden wallpaper decorated the walls, and on two deep,
antique sofas were stacks of pillows of black-green silk, embroidered with rose-colored
bouquets. Through the window was a view of a spacious green lawn and a narrow white beach.
Between the yard and the beach was a wire fence with two gates, presumably to prevent the
children from running into the water should an adult momentarily turn her attention
elsewhere.“This was the private room of the former matron. She lived here for more than half a
century,” Susanne Ingemann said. “We’ve left it the way it was.” Stepping back into the corridor,
she said, “The office is at the end of the hallway, but there is nothing to see there.”The door was
open to the office, and Nils glanced into the room. There was a large, empty birdcage on the
windowsill.“We once kept three canaries,” she said, noticing where his attention was. “But
they’ve been dead a long time. Let’s go downstairs and have a cup of tea.”The peasant is
granted access to the very holiest of places, Nils thought. Maybe that had been a test run for the
tour that would be given in a few days to the visiting luminaries. Except for Susanne, they hadn’t
met a single person yet. Perhaps the children had been moved to another part of the house for
the occasion. These vulnerable creatures, he gathered, were not to be disturbed by
strangers.She gestured for them to take seats at a low coffee table in a vast room with two tall
windows facing the lawn and the water. “During the war, the governesses had their hands full,”
she said, taking a seat on a small sofa next to the window and offering them tea and cookies.
“They were amazing. They took care of orphans as well as children whose parents were in
trouble—and during the last years of the war, they worked closely with the Resistance. But
perhaps you already know this.”They did, but for a second Nils could hear the pride in her voice,
so he said nothing.“Magna rarely talks about this time.”“Magna?” To his surprise he heard his
own voice articulate the question—in a single word.“Yes, Magna. Ms. Ladegaard. The children
always called her Magna. I’m not sure why she doesn’t mention this era, perhaps she doesn’t
want to be described as a hero, a rare characteristic today. She became the matron at
Kongslund on May 13, 1948, exactly twelve years after the orphanage was founded, and that’s
the date we’re celebrating Tuesday, her sixtieth anniversary. Although she retired a long time
ago, she has meant everything to Kongslund.”She sounded strangely formal.After a moment of
silence, Knud mumbled, “Let the little children come to me…” His voice was still hoarse, and
Susanne Ingemann blanched as though she found the phrase inappropriate.The reporter
cleared his throat and then asked his first real question since they arrived. “Back in the forties
and fifties, I gather there were many children put up for adoption?”“That’s correct,” Susanne
Ingemann said in the voice of a teacher responding to an especially bright student.Nils grabbed



his camera and snapped it on. Either he was imagining things, or their hostess had become
suddenly more wary than she’d been during the tour.“That lasted into the sixties,” she said. “But
today, very few Danish children are relinquished—and those who are, well, they live with us.
These are children who cannot remain with their parents due to unique circumstances. Abuse…
illness…I became matron in 1989, when Ms. Ladegaard retired.”“But back then,” Knud
interrupted, “in the fifties and sixties, they were otherwise normal children who were simply
unwanted?”“Yes, if you want to put it like that. Often the fathers had left the mothers in the lurch,
and in many cases the fathers’ identities were unknown. The mothers were alone and typically
quite young.”“And they stayed here…in the same rooms as today?”“Yes.” Then she added, in a
rather arrogant tone, “Where else?”Knud leaned forward and in a clear voice asked, “Can we
have a look at the infant room?”Susanne Ingemann’s teacup hovered an inch from her lips. It
wasn’t this sudden pause in motion so much as the very atmosphere in the room that abruptly
changed at this request.“The infant room?” she repeated very slowly.“Yes.”In that instant, Nils
understood the provocation. Knud had informed her that he possessed information that hadn’t
been made public in five decades of enthusiastic magazine coverage. No random visitor could
know of the infant room, and neither should Knud.Of course, he’d learned of it from the form
included in the strange blue envelope, but she wouldn’t know about that.It was then the two men
realized they weren’t alone. They heard him before they saw him. He must have been sitting in a
chair behind the white pillar separating the sunroom from the dark living room. He suddenly
stepped up to the table, into the light from the east-facing windows. Nils and Knud were
speechless, unable to conceal their shock.“Meet Carl Malle,” Susanne Ingemann said. “He’s
visiting us…as a representative of the Ministry of National Affairs.”To Nils it sounded as though
she pronounced the word representative with a hint of sarcasm.“Yes.” The huge man nodded as
though in greeting, but he didn’t extend his hand. “I’m the security advisor for the ministry. I’m
sure you take no offense at me listening in?” Without waiting for an answer, he sat beside the
director. He was almost a head taller than she, Nils noticed.“Actually, we do…” Knud began.
When he couldn’t come up with a good excuse to boot a stranger out of someone else’s home—
which he himself was a guest in—he fell silent.“Consider it a press conference,” the man said.
“An official one. You are here on business, right?”“There’s usually more than one reporter at a
press conference,” Knud replied, regaining his voice, but still struggling to take command of the
situation.“Then consider me a communications representative…for both the ministry and
Kongslund, which, as you know, is funded by the national budget and therefore receives very
exclusive support from the ministry. As a matter of fact, it has been my job for many years to
protect Kongslund’s reputation.” Carl Malle allowed a little smile. “Few people know that, but
Susanne can confirm it…if it matters. But the infamous Knud Taasing isn’t exactly known for
checking the details, is he?”The insult was a subtle reference to the misfortune that had nearly
ended the reporter’s career seven years earlier. It was elegant and cruel, and it hit its
mark.“That’s what I thought…I don’t suppose you reminded Susanne of that affair when you
scheduled your visit here yesterday.” The security advisor nudged the teapot aside and set a



newspaper clipping in front of them. It was a letter to the editor, divided into three columns, from
one of the big morning dailies; the date had been inked on the paper in thick red pen under the
dramatic headline: “When The Media Destroys People.”Nils didn’t recognize the article, but
Knud looked like a man staring at a noose.It was from May 2001, and one particular passage
was printed in bold type: “Six women were raped, and now the Palestinian man who’d been
convicted of the crimes has been acquitted. But what if, despite the fact that skilled (male)
reporters have raised questions about the technical evidence, he is guilty after all? What if,
despite the fact that the skilled (male) judges of the appeals court acquitted him, he is guilty after
all? And what if, despite the support of all these skilled (male) media people, he lied after
all?”Susanne Ingemann’s name appeared right below the headline, in italics. She sat silently for
a moment, as though relishing the time she’d attacked Knud Taasing directly—and had been
proven eerily correct. Without looking at the large man sitting next to her, she said, “What does
an old newspaper clipping have to do with all this?”Carl Malle shrugged. More was needed to
throw him off balance. “Nothing besides the fact that the reporter you once so accurately
skewered…” he spoke slowly, almost lovingly, “is the man sitting across from you. And he has
hardly come to preserve the reputation of Kongslund. Or to do any good for any of us.”Closing
his eyes, Nils felt an even stronger sense of unease than when he’d seen the figure in the
driveway. The letter to the editor had been published three days after the Special Court of
Appeals had acquitted the Palestinian. Soon after his acquittal, the disaster occurred that swept
the successful reporter off his feet, along with all the editors who’d assisted him. He’d freed a
guilty man—a “poor Palestinian” all the bleeding hearts had believed was innocent. Not three
months later, that “innocent” foreigner kidnapped two boys from a playground in Herlev, shot
them at a rest area in North Zealand, and then killed himself. In his suicide note, he confessed to
the rapes he’d been acquitted of and mocked the man who’d won him his freedom, a man who
had no idea that the very deeds we consider our most altruistic can feed hatred.“But that’s not
what we’re discussing today,” Knud said softly, his gaze fastened on the clipping. More than
anything, this feeble response revealed how shaken he was.The security advisor didn’t
respond.“Yes. She was right,” Knud said. “You were all right. The police were right. But I couldn’t
have done it differently…” His words came out thickly, as though he would have preferred to not
articulate them. Then, like the matron, he fell silent.After nearly a full minute of awkward silence,
Susanne Ingemann leaned forward, returning to the present. “You were talking about the infant
room,” she said. Nils couldn’t decode the expression in her green eyes, but they contained no
anger.“Yes…that’s what it was called back then, right?” Knud’s question sounded both surprised
and naive.“Yes, that’s what it was called. Still is by those of us who remember those days.”A
bizarre thing to say, Nils thought, registering the peculiarity of her tone. He could see a faint
shimmer behind Knud’s eyeglasses.In spite of Carl Malle’s malicious attempts at interrupting the
conversation, the charge of the anonymous letter sender had been weighed, discreetly and
elegantly, against the phrase the infant room—and no longer stuck.“Of course we still say the
infant room, but among us the room has never been referred to as anything but…”—and here



Susanne Ingemann smiled, looking directly at Knud—“the Elephant Room.”Nils’s camera
slipped through his fingers and crashed to the floor. The image had come to him at once. The
plump little pachyderms on the wall behind the child in the old magazine photo, and the
evocative words that flickered through the caption: One elephant marched along…Knud ignored
Nils’s response and leaned forward to clutch at this piece of information, his face revealing a
certain involuntary astonishment. “But why do you call it that…the Elephant Room?”“Because
one of the governesses painted small figures on all the walls,” Susanne Ingemann said, staring
at Knud, oblivious to Nils’s and Carl Malle’s presence. “When Magna was matron, her right hand,
Gerda—who is also retired now—decorated the walls from floor to ceiling with small blue
elephants. It’s actually quite a marvelous sight. They are still there, everywhere. There’s another
room with yellow giraffes and an even larger room with miniature gray hedgehogs. The one with
giraffes is called the Giraffe Room; the one with hedgehogs is, of course, the Hedgehog Room.
That’s all there is to it. The older children live in these other rooms.”Knud abruptly switched
topics. “I’ve had some time to do a little research…very little admittedly.” He peered over the rim
of his glasses, “But through the nurses’ union, I located a former midwife at Rigshospital. During
the period we’re discussing, the fifties and sixties, she was a student on Obstetric Ward B.” Knud
studied a sheet of paper he had snatched from his folder. “Carla was her name.”Susanne
Ingemann said nothing. The name of the reporter’s primary source didn’t seem to faze her.Knud
glanced at his paper once more. “She recalls a girl who was, at most, sixteen or seventeen. This
girl gave birth to a baby. But, according to the midwife, she was in such anguish at having to
relinquish the child, it was as though she’d been condemned to the fires of hell by the Devil
himself. She believes it was in April or May of 1961. The girl never saw her baby before she was
discharged, before she disappeared—and it was the matron herself who picked the child
up.”“That was lucky. Kongslund was the best orphanage in the kingdom. Other children were
sent to far inferior places, like Sølund or Ellinge Lyng, where they were left alone without any
contact with adults.”“Yes, so I have heard.” Again Knud studied the director over the rim of his
glasses, and then he flipped the paper on the table. The balance in the room had shifted in his
favor. Carl Malle leaned across the table, trying to read Knud’s notes. Susanne Ingemann’s
hands rested in her lap. Light from the sky above Øresund formed a reddish aureole around her
hair.“There were quite a few rumors back then,” Knud continued in a lower voice. “Unconfirmed,
but still. Rumors suggesting that the matron of Kongslund, in very special cases and under great
discretion, helped certain men—fathers-to-be that is—out of their trouble. Out of very
embarrassing situations.”Susanne Ingemann’s silence, to Nils Jensen, seemed to signal a wait-
and-see approach.Knud coughed, and this time it sounded feigned. He continued, “Legal
abortions were not an option back then, and while the sexual revolution was a few years away,
sexual appetites were the same…” He smiled faintly. “And from time to time someone famous or
powerful, a politician or a CEO or an actor, strayed from home and fathered a so-called
illegitimate child. As a result of an extramarital affair, I mean.”“A child born out of wedlock, yes.”
Susanne Ingemann’s voice was as neutral as Knud’s.“And every now and then, for various



reasons—maybe because people couldn’t or wouldn’t visit some quack doctor—these
unwanted children were born.”“That’s right. Abortion was then called ‘illegal termination of
pregnancy.’ ”“These pregnancies presented an extremely embarrassing problem, perhaps
especially for the rich and famous, who couldn’t risk exposure. My sources tell me…”Nils noted
how one source had become multiple sources.“That Kongslund often entered the picture. In
extraordinary cases, and in all discretion, the orphanage could arrange for an off-the-record
birth, and to conveniently find a new home for the embarrassing love child.” He lowered his
voice. “And then forget everything about the matter.”Susanne Ingemann didn’t respond.“The
matron—and that must have been Magna—simply deleted every trace.”Her green eyes studied
him.“Interesting, isn’t it?”No reaction.“She must have held some kind of power.” His voice was
more muted now, almost nasal. Knud slumped in his tattered sweater.“Yes,” said Susanne
Ingemann. “If it were true.”“Indeed. But that’s what the sources say—not to mention the rumors
many recall, even all these years later.”“The sources of these rumors—which are probably just
that—are from a distant past.”Absentmindedly, Knud scooped up the last cookie from the plate.
“But could Kongslund have been able to command the most expensive piece of shorefront in
Denmark without enormous goodwill from the highest places?”He put the cookie back. “Isn’t that
how it worked? A house full of bastards in the midst of the wealthiest and the finest dignitaries?
This area was built by kings and admired throughout the gilded age. Kongslund couldn’t have
been popular. Until they realized a deal could be struck. The rich and the powerful got something
in return. Isn’t that right?”Susanne Ingemann leaned back and closed her eyes, disregarding the
provocation.“We’re in possession of a letter that was sent to the Ministry of National Affairs
yesterday, a letter that more than suggests that Kongslund is responsible for hiding certain
children. Here, for example…” Knud handed the two sheets of paper to Susanne Ingemann,
along with the magazine article and the adoption form. Nils thought she seemed slightly uneasy,
but he couldn’t tell for sure.She studied the papers without raising her eyes. Malle leaned over
her left shoulder.“Who is John Bjergstrand?” asked Knud.No reaction. He repeated the
question.“John Bjergstrand. I really have no idea. Who is he?”“I think he was an orphan here, in
the infant room,” Knud said, hesitantly. Her response seemed genuine.“Well, in that case it was
long before my time, and I’ve never heard the name before.” She smiled and for a moment
looked almost cheerful, in spite of the serious allegations Knud had leveled against Kongslund.
Then she said, “Are you sure your source isn’t mistaken? Perhaps he or she is confusing
Kongslund with another orphanage. After all, there were more than fifty in Denmark at the time.”
She smiled again. “Denmark was filled with homes that were in turn filled with abandoned
children. The little one you mentioned, he could have been anywhere.”“The letter was sent to the
chief of staff at the ministry, Orla Pil Berntsen. What is his connection to Kongslund?”“There’s no
connection.” Her response came a little too rapidly, Nils thought.“We believe he was a child
here.” Knud was exaggerating again, presenting his own theory as though he had
corroborators.“Orla Berntsen’s private life is nobody’s business but his own,” she replied,
enunciating the official’s name in a way that left no doubt: she knew him, and he was connected



to Kongslund.“What I’m asking about must be available to the public, given that Kongslund is run
with public funds and has been supported by the state—as Malle himself pointed out earlier.” His
last point carried a vicious undertone, Nils observed.“In that case, I think you should ask him
yourself,” she said—again a tad too quickly—and then shrugged. “Besides, we’d like to continue
to receive support from the ministry. If you know what I mean.” She glanced at Carl Malle, and
again Nils noted an air of hostility between them.“Is the ministry putting pressure on you? Why
was he even invited to this conversation?”Susanne Ingemann stood and then walked a few
paces to the window. For nearly a full minute, she stared at the blue waters of Øresund, keeping
her back to the three men. Finally she turned and said without hesitation, “Yes, Orla Berntsen
was here as an infant.” She shrugged as if to minimize the importance of this piece of
information. “But that, of course, is confidential. He wasn’t put up for adoption, but he was here
for a short time because his mother was going through a difficult period. Mother’s Aid Society
helped her. Later on, he visited the governesses at least once a year—with his mother—and that
is the only reason I know about it. The ministry also knows. We’re included in the national
budget. The ministry supports us, and the minister is a board member. There’s nothing covert
about it. And none of this has anything to do with him.”It sounded as though she knew him better
than she wanted to admit.“He didn’t have it easy,” she said, in a strangely detached way.Knud
leaned forward but did not ask the question on his mind: Why?She returned to the sofa but
made no effort to sit—perhaps because she wanted to avoid the security advisor. Nils wondered
if she would respond to Knud’s unspoken question, and then she did, “At one point…it’s an awful
story.”Carl Malle started to stand but changed his mind.She didn’t look in Malle’s direction, and
even with the sunlight in his eyes, Nils saw the dim, spiteful glow in her eyes as she continued. “It
was said that he once witnessed—or was involved in—another man’s death. But that may have
been a mistake. He was just a boy, after all. All I know is that Magna arranged for regular contact
with a psychologist here—Kongslund has always had an established team—and there might
have been other arrangements that I’m not familiar with. Of course this isn’t something you can
print in your paper. I’m only telling you so that you can see that I am being quite honest…that
we’re not trying to hide anything. There’s nothing of interest to anyone in this, including
Independent Weekend.”All the same, she had given Knud and Nils significant information that
would’ve taken them months to dig up.“What other arrangements?” Knud asked.Carl Malle
pounded his fist on the table, sending three teaspoons clattering to the floor. “That’s enough!
That is private information, which this journalist has a record of mismanaging. People have died
as a result!” The security advisor began to rise.Knud collected the adoption form and the other
papers and stuffed them in his folder. “Thank you for your kindness,” he told his hostess. “We’ll
return in a week, for the anniversary.” He stood. “And on that occasion we’ll restrict ourselves to
applause.”She watched from the stoop as the two men walked to their car. Carl Malle stayed
inside, his assignment apparently complete.Suddenly Knud halted midstride and turned. He
looked at the beautiful matron. “Doesn’t it matter anymore…that old issue…the two young
boys…since you…?”She seemed to understand his incoherent question right away.“Yes,” she



said.Nils held his breath.“And what do you think about it now?”“I think that…it’s in the past.
Everything becomes history if you are patient enough. And if you don’t dig everything up
again.”He nodded slightly. Her meaning was clear: let Kongslund’s past rest in peace. Then the
world—and Carl Malle—will let your demons rest.“The old matron has a foster daughter,
right?”For a moment he got no response, and then at last came the confirmation, “Yes, she has a
foster daughter. Inger Marie. That’s the name she was given when she arrived in 1961. But we
just call her Marie. She’s my assistant, and always has been.”Five short sentences, delivered like
wreckage on the shore.In a single glance, Susanne anticipated his next question. “Yes, it’s true:
she lives here. In a very beautiful room. The most beautiful in the house. We call it the King’s
Room because the architect designed it according to the careful instructions of King Frederik VII.
It has always been her room.”She waved a slender hand at the roof. “It’s the nicest spot in the
house, with a fantastic view of the sound and the island of Hven. But she’s not here today.” She
fell silent. “So if you want to speak with her, it’ll have to be another day.”She gave two quick nods.
Green eyes, auburn hair, shades of gold-red.Lies, Nils thought. She’s here, but we’re not allowed
to see her.“I’m troubled by how Carl Malle managed to insert himself into that conversation. And
she just let him do it.” Knud lit a menthol cigarette with shaky fingers.Nils turned the large
Mercedes onto Strandvejen and headed for Copenhagen.“It was creepy,” Knud added. He
appeared paler than usual.Nils said nothing.“We couldn’t get anywhere with her. But, damn, I
would’ve liked to meet Inger Marie. She would have been able to tell us something about those
years, I’m sure.” Knud shook his head. “Maybe we should have insisted…It wasn’t our best
performance. We didn’t get access to the infant room, didn’t meet the foster daughter, didn’t get
anything on little John Bjergstrand—if he ever existed.” There was an uncharacteristic tone of
resignation in his voice.They passed Strandmølle Inn again.“She was very beautiful, very
capable, and very, very much on guard,” Knud said more to himself than his companion. Still, it
was probably the highest compliment he had ever paid anyone, at least that Nils knew of.“Did
you notice the atmosphere in the house?” Knud said.Of course I noticed the atmosphere, Nils
thought.“It was very peculiar.” Knud rolled down his window and lit another cigarette.They
passed Bellevue and Charlottenlund Fort.“The place is rich with history, that goes without
saying, including the bit with Frederik VII and his mistress.”Knud’s sense of the past was about
as sketchy as you might expect from someone in a profession suspicious of history (since it
didn’t sell newspapers). He’d been orphaned when he was twelve or thirteen years old—that
was about all Nils knew. His father had died suddenly, and Knud had been shipped off to his
aunt and uncle’s place on the island of Ærø. Not exactly the kind of home where you’d slog
through thick volumes of Danish history.The characters and events portrayed in this book are
fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the
author.Text copyright © 2011 Erik Valeur and JP/Politikens Forlagshus A/STranslation copyright
© 2014 K. E. SemmelAll rights reserved.No part of this book may be reproduced, or stored in a
retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical,
photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without express written permission of the publisher.The
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TranslatorPrologueIt must remain a secret how I uncovered the new and hitherto unknown
information in the case that became known as the Kongslund Affair.I made that promise as
solemnly as possible, considering that it’s rather silly to make oaths; the truth can never be
suppressed when Fate has other plans. And it always does.In any case I will try to report, as
simply and objectively as possible, the strange events that for a brief time held an entire nation in
thrall. I hesitate to side with either camp regarding these events, which only a merciful God of the



most forgiving kind will be able to regard with mild eyes. And I can almost hear the famous
matron at Kongslund sneer at these thoughts, because what does God have to do with any of
this?In her world, which for sixty years was inhabited by tens of thousands of orphaned children,
there was no merciful God—certainly not one resembling an absentminded, silver-haired,
elderly gentleman inclined to forgive human beings by day’s end.In that world, there was only the
stubborn will of the formidable governesses to mitigate the sins and the arrogance of previous
generations, and from the very beginning, that doomed project had been subject to a dark and
unmanageable Fate that operated outside the reach of both religion and reason. Creating
obstacles was Fate’s favorite pastime; shocks and sudden blows its areas of expertise.“Fate is
the only power of any significance, and it knocks over the children of humankind as it pleases,”
she would say with that contagious enthusiasm that was her trademark; then she would laugh so
hard the walls trembled and she would add, “Here at Kongslund, we’ve needed the help of
neither God nor the Devil!”I can still recall the rumble that rose from her bosom after she uttered
such statements. They caused us children to hold our breaths in equal parts delight and terror.
Even today, all these years later, I am inclined to agree with her.Like the main characters of this
book, I spent the first years of my life at the Infant Orphanage Kongslund, and I have returned
there several times since, driven by forces I have never fully understood. It must have been what
enabled Marie to finally locate me.I base my retelling of the Kongslund Affair on her detailed
notes—especially those concerning the lives of the six children with whom she spent the first
months of her existence at Kongslund and who became such an obsession for her—combined
with my own investigation of those events for which she was unable to provide an
accounting.The mystery of the seventh child is, as I see it, also a story of Marie’s longing. I think
the psychologists at Kongslund would agree with this interpretation, as they study the world’s
damaged beings through gleaming glasses, while smoking their pipes.We can only hope that
Marie and Fate, in spite of everything, can reach an accord here at curtain call.If that wish is
granted, her journey has not been in vain. She will be sitting somewhere in the shade of the
beech trees—the very same ones that once sheltered Denmark’s last absolute monarch—
singing the song she sang as a child, night after night, the one about the blue elephants.And this
time, I don’t think she’ll stop until she has reached the final verse.PrologueIt must remain a
secret how I uncovered the new and hitherto unknown information in the case that became
known as the Kongslund Affair.I made that promise as solemnly as possible, considering that it’s
rather silly to make oaths; the truth can never be suppressed when Fate has other plans. And it
always does.In any case I will try to report, as simply and objectively as possible, the strange
events that for a brief time held an entire nation in thrall. I hesitate to side with either camp
regarding these events, which only a merciful God of the most forgiving kind will be able to
regard with mild eyes. And I can almost hear the famous matron at Kongslund sneer at these
thoughts, because what does God have to do with any of this?In her world, which for sixty years
was inhabited by tens of thousands of orphaned children, there was no merciful God—certainly
not one resembling an absentminded, silver-haired, elderly gentleman inclined to forgive human



beings by day’s end.In that world, there was only the stubborn will of the formidable governesses
to mitigate the sins and the arrogance of previous generations, and from the very beginning, that
doomed project had been subject to a dark and unmanageable Fate that operated outside the
reach of both religion and reason. Creating obstacles was Fate’s favorite pastime; shocks and
sudden blows its areas of expertise.“Fate is the only power of any significance, and it knocks
over the children of humankind as it pleases,” she would say with that contagious enthusiasm
that was her trademark; then she would laugh so hard the walls trembled and she would add,
“Here at Kongslund, we’ve needed the help of neither God nor the Devil!”I can still recall the
rumble that rose from her bosom after she uttered such statements. They caused us children to
hold our breaths in equal parts delight and terror. Even today, all these years later, I am inclined
to agree with her.Like the main characters of this book, I spent the first years of my life at the
Infant Orphanage Kongslund, and I have returned there several times since, driven by forces I
have never fully understood. It must have been what enabled Marie to finally locate me.I base
my retelling of the Kongslund Affair on her detailed notes—especially those concerning the lives
of the six children with whom she spent the first months of her existence at Kongslund and who
became such an obsession for her—combined with my own investigation of those events for
which she was unable to provide an accounting.The mystery of the seventh child is, as I see it,
also a story of Marie’s longing. I think the psychologists at Kongslund would agree with this
interpretation, as they study the world’s damaged beings through gleaming glasses, while
smoking their pipes.We can only hope that Marie and Fate, in spite of everything, can reach an
accord here at curtain call.If that wish is granted, her journey has not been in vain. She will be
sitting somewhere in the shade of the beech trees—the very same ones that once sheltered
Denmark’s last absolute monarch—singing the song she sang as a child, night after night, the
one about the blue elephants.And this time, I don’t think she’ll stop until she has reached the
final verse.April 30, 2011If you find a friend, you’ve got a chance. If you find none, you will
succumb.—Magdalene, 1969April 30, 2011If you find a friend, you’ve got a chance. If you find
none, you will succumb.—Magdalene, 1969THE WOMAN ON THE BEACHSeptember 11,
2001The woman was found approximately halfway between the Skodsborg Beach Hotel and
Bellevue Beach in the early morning of September 11, 2001.Just a few hours later the world
would be altered forever. This strange coincidence determined the course of events in this
peculiar case, and one can only conclude that Fate thought it amusing to put two such unusual
occurrences on the same day.The less significant event was soon forgotten, though for the first
few hours the police considered it with utmost gravity, describing it in much detail in their initial
reports. The alarm sounded at 6:32 a.m. The dead woman was lying close to the edge of the
water with her face pressed into a gray sludge of sand, as though she’d tried to devour
Copenhageners’ favorite beach in a single, greedy mouthful. Her arms were bent backward, her
hands open, and there were small patterns of sand in her palms. This discovery prompted
investigators to momentarily speculate that a ritual murder had been committed by some
depraved individual. But of course, as one detective noted, before the sun rose over Øresund,



the eastern wind might have simply whirled the sand across the body, and it had come to rest in
the dead woman’s palms.It was a dog walker from one of the tony suburban mansions on nearby
Tårbæk Strandvej who, terrified, called the police. Investigators had no doubt the woman in the
sand was dead the moment she hit the ground. There was a cone-shaped crater in her forehead.
Blood had seeped into her hair and soaked the sand beside her temples.Technicians found light-
gray hair on the sharp rock that had pierced her skull, but most of the blood had been washed to
sea by the tide long before the body was discovered. The dead woman carried no identification,
though her clothes and wristwatch led the police to believe she was from Australia (or possibly
New Zealand). But by the time investigators arrived at that conclusion, it was too late; no one
was paying attention to a dead woman on a beach in Denmark.No doubt, someone would have
dug deeper into the case had the world not been turned upside down during these very hours—
and this was a coincidence that no one at the alleged crime scene could have anticipated. As
technicians combed the sand around and under the woman for critical leads, two hijacked
airplanes flew into New York City air space, and all activity on God’s green earth lost
significance. In the days that followed, only one image burned through the airwaves and into the
Danish consciousness: the smoking towers and the charred bodies that fell and fell and fell,
down and down and down, toward the concrete.If the case of the dead woman ever had a
chance of making it to the front pages of the Danish newspapers, that chance was now lost.
Most media never mentioned her. Two smaller dailies printed a few lines, and a few weeks later,
one reported the police decision to close the case, labeling it an “accident.”After that, the dead
woman literally sank into oblivion.The police had been unable to identify her. At their
Copenhagen headquarters, homicide detectives concluded that, since there hadn’t been a
single call about her or any missing person who matched her description, no one was looking for
the woman. Repeated INTERPOL searches yielded nothing, and no one came forward to
identify the dead woman from the macabre photo of her that had been widely circulated. The
police had no leads and no good ideas. And not a single registry or database provided any
information that could break the deadlock.In this way Fate outplayed the efforts of mortals—
simply to amuse itself, one might think. But, to tell the truth, the police had no serious qualms
about dropping the case; after all, there were more important things to worry about.And yet.A
few years later, the chief inspector who’d led the investigation was interviewed for a series of
newspaper articles on the subject of unresolved murder cases.In the middle of the interview, he
suddenly mentioned the woman on the beach between Skodsborg and Bellevue, a case that by
that point had been completely forgotten. Several things that morning had always puzzled him—
small but peculiar details—and now the retired chief inspector spontaneously found words for
his unease.“If it really was murder, I fear it was the act of a very sick individual,” he said. “In fact,
during those first few days, we suspected we might be dealing with the first Danish serial killer.”
The aging inspector delivered this statement in a rather gloomy tone that he otherwise abhorred,
because he considered it unprofessional to show any emotion regarding his cases.The reporter
pricked up his ears. He couldn’t recall having heard of a murder near Bellevue.On the other side



of the table, the chief inspector closed his eyes, as though imagining that popular stretch of
beach, recalling items the technicians had marked and photographed in the sand. Then he said,
in that same grave tone of voice, “At first we thought it a little strange that she would fall onto the
only big rock on that beach. The only big rock. It was quite a coincidence. But it was a
possibility…and we couldn’t prove otherwise.”The reporter nodded and found his digital
recorder, laying it gently on the table.“Of course we were surprised that her one eye was so
badly damaged while the other eye was entirely unharmed, as if simply closed in peaceful sleep.
The damaged eye hung halfway out of the socket, and we couldn’t see how the rock could have
inflicted that kind of injury—at least not at once—or even if she’d fallen twice. But then again…it
could have happened. Or she could have been injured elsewhere some time earlier.” The chief
inspector opened his eyes. “Maybe she had fallen before…earlier that night.” He formulated his
hypothesis in such a doubtful tone that the reporter dared only a subtle nod, not wanting to
impede the eerie suspicion that seemed to be emerging.Then the chief inspector came to the
mysterious discoveries, and his voice sank even lower. “Maybe they had nothing to do with the
crime,” he said. “But close to the body we found four objects that we honestly thought were…
were without any logical connection to what people do on any ordinary Danish beach—
sunbathe, relax. Yet the objects lay almost in a circle around the woman’s body, close enough
that they could be connected, and that made us really nervous.”To capture every single word
that followed, the reporter turned on his small digital recorder.“To her right—to the south, that is—
was a small book, just five or six feet away. Maybe it had nothing to do with her. But it wasn’t your
typical book, certainly not the kind you’d expect beachgoers to be reading. It was written by a
twentieth-century astronomer…Fred Hoyle…The Black Cloud, published in 1957. An old
science-fiction novel. You’d have to be an astrophysicist to find it interesting. I read it myself.”He
shook his head, almost apologetically.The reporter hadn’t heard of the book, or the author.“But
there was another thing,” the old inspector said. “Due west of the body, a little ways up the
beach, we found the branch of a linden tree. The peculiar thing is that no linden trees grow
anywhere near that spot. So why was it there?” He shook his head once more, as if to deny a
miracle of natural history, and then repeated the reservations any officer worth his salt would
have. “Of course, some kid could have brought it there and tossed it…it just seemed so…
implausible.”Again he sat motionless, trapped in the past.“But what really puzzled us was that it
had been sawed off with a chainsaw—the branch, I mean. And then…” He fell silent, closing his
eyes again, as if to revisit that beach again, where the body lay face down in the sand and the
technicians crept about on their hands and knees.The reporter nudged the recorder discreetly
toward the inspector, but remained silent, aware of the man’s unease. Sawed-off branches that
thick aren’t carried about in the beaks of doves.“It was very old,” the chief inspector finally said,
the despair in his voice even more pronounced now. “When we had it examined, it turned out to
be really old.” He shook his head a third time. “That branch wasn’t picked up on any forest floor
nearby—it had been indoors for many years—and who the hell takes a very, very old branch
outside to leave on a beach? Why would anyone do that?”Unable to answer any of the



questions, the reporter simply waited quietly.“And then a little to the east, in the direction of the
water, a few feet from her head, we found a small piece of rope. But it wasn’t an ordinary rope. It
was a relatively thick rope fashioned into a little noose. And that made us really nervous,
because given its placement next to the deceased’s head, it seemed to symbolize some kind of
hanging…but the worst part…”—he hesitated before continuing—“the very worst was of course
the bird.”He pronounced the last word in a near whisper.“The bird?”“Yes. A small bird was due
north of the body—near her left hand. She was on her stomach, remember. The bird’s neck was
broken, and given its proximity to the body we asked the medical examiner to determine time of
death. It had died that same night. That’s why we sent a description of the crime scene to FBI
specialists in Washington—the ones who search for serial killers. But, because of the attacks on
the Twin Towers, it took them a long time to get back to us. They had enough to do. When they
sent us the results of their analyses, they tried to reassure us. They didn’t believe we had a serial
killer on our hands. Yet, if there was a connection between the dead woman and the objects we
found on the beach that day, they couldn’t explain it. The FBI had never seen a pattern that even
remotely resembled what we’d found that morning on Bellevue. If it was a pattern, that is.”The
inspector fell silent again.“So they told you it was most likely a coincidence?” The reporter’s
question carried a hint of disappointment.“Yes, that’s right. By all accounts, it was a set of
coincidences, odd coincidences, but still. ‘Don’t worry,’ they said. But we did. Or at least I did.
And I still do. That little bird is always in my mind’s eye.”The reporter put his finger on the
recorder’s “Off” button and said, “But there’s nothing peculiar about a dead bird on a beach. A
cat could have broken its neck and dragged it there before being chased off.”The chief inspector
stared at the young interviewer for a long moment. “Yes, of course. It is all entirely possible. But it
wasn’t a baby seagull or a blackbird gone astray. Wasn’t even a damned sparrow…” Anger
flashed in his eyes. “It was a bird that never would’ve flown off to die on some damned beach in
the middle of the night, and that was the problem.”Once more the older man’s gaze returned to
that morning on the beach, to details only he could see. The reporter lifted his recorder off the
table to catch the inspector’s concluding remarks.Later, in the newsroom, the assembled
journalists could hear those remarks as clearly as when they were spoken just inches from the
microphone. The old chief’s words didn’t sway the editor, though. He rejected the story with an
irritable snort.“We can’t print that kind of nonsense! Readers will think we’ve lost our minds.”“It
was a small golden canary,” the chief inspector had said into the microphone. The speaker
crackled a moment. “Understand?”The reporter was silent.And for quite some time, the chief
inspector had remained quiet too.“That was the problem,” he finally said. “Have you ever heard
of a canary flying to a beach in the middle of the night, landing at the very edge of the sea, and
breaking its own neck? That’s goddamned impossible.”In the next instant, a scraping noise
could be heard from the speaker as the inspector rose from his chair.“That woman was
murdered. I am convinced of that. And it’s the sickest crime I’ve ever encountered.”But, as noted,
his statement was never published. And the editorial staff forgot, as they are wont to do,
everything about the story they found too far-fetched to print.THE WOMAN ON THE



BEACHSeptember 11, 2001The woman was found approximately halfway between the
Skodsborg Beach Hotel and Bellevue Beach in the early morning of September 11, 2001.Just a
few hours later the world would be altered forever. This strange coincidence determined the
course of events in this peculiar case, and one can only conclude that Fate thought it amusing to
put two such unusual occurrences on the same day.The less significant event was soon
forgotten, though for the first few hours the police considered it with utmost gravity, describing it
in much detail in their initial reports. The alarm sounded at 6:32 a.m. The dead woman was lying
close to the edge of the water with her face pressed into a gray sludge of sand, as though she’d
tried to devour Copenhageners’ favorite beach in a single, greedy mouthful. Her arms were bent
backward, her hands open, and there were small patterns of sand in her palms. This discovery
prompted investigators to momentarily speculate that a ritual murder had been committed by
some depraved individual. But of course, as one detective noted, before the sun rose over
Øresund, the eastern wind might have simply whirled the sand across the body, and it had come
to rest in the dead woman’s palms.It was a dog walker from one of the tony suburban mansions
on nearby Tårbæk Strandvej who, terrified, called the police. Investigators had no doubt the
woman in the sand was dead the moment she hit the ground. There was a cone-shaped crater in
her forehead. Blood had seeped into her hair and soaked the sand beside her
temples.Technicians found light-gray hair on the sharp rock that had pierced her skull, but most
of the blood had been washed to sea by the tide long before the body was discovered. The dead
woman carried no identification, though her clothes and wristwatch led the police to believe she
was from Australia (or possibly New Zealand). But by the time investigators arrived at that
conclusion, it was too late; no one was paying attention to a dead woman on a beach in
Denmark.No doubt, someone would have dug deeper into the case had the world not been
turned upside down during these very hours—and this was a coincidence that no one at the
alleged crime scene could have anticipated. As technicians combed the sand around and under
the woman for critical leads, two hijacked airplanes flew into New York City air space, and all
activity on God’s green earth lost significance. In the days that followed, only one image burned
through the airwaves and into the Danish consciousness: the smoking towers and the charred
bodies that fell and fell and fell, down and down and down, toward the concrete.If the case of the
dead woman ever had a chance of making it to the front pages of the Danish newspapers, that
chance was now lost. Most media never mentioned her. Two smaller dailies printed a few lines,
and a few weeks later, one reported the police decision to close the case, labeling it an
“accident.”After that, the dead woman literally sank into oblivion.The police had been unable to
identify her. At their Copenhagen headquarters, homicide detectives concluded that, since there
hadn’t been a single call about her or any missing person who matched her description, no one
was looking for the woman. Repeated INTERPOL searches yielded nothing, and no one came
forward to identify the dead woman from the macabre photo of her that had been widely
circulated. The police had no leads and no good ideas. And not a single registry or database
provided any information that could break the deadlock.In this way Fate outplayed the efforts of



mortals—simply to amuse itself, one might think. But, to tell the truth, the police had no serious
qualms about dropping the case; after all, there were more important things to worry about.And
yet.A few years later, the chief inspector who’d led the investigation was interviewed for a series
of newspaper articles on the subject of unresolved murder cases.In the middle of the interview,
he suddenly mentioned the woman on the beach between Skodsborg and Bellevue, a case that
by that point had been completely forgotten. Several things that morning had always puzzled him
—small but peculiar details—and now the retired chief inspector spontaneously found words for
his unease.“If it really was murder, I fear it was the act of a very sick individual,” he said. “In fact,
during those first few days, we suspected we might be dealing with the first Danish serial killer.”
The aging inspector delivered this statement in a rather gloomy tone that he otherwise abhorred,
because he considered it unprofessional to show any emotion regarding his cases.The reporter
pricked up his ears. He couldn’t recall having heard of a murder near Bellevue.On the other side
of the table, the chief inspector closed his eyes, as though imagining that popular stretch of
beach, recalling items the technicians had marked and photographed in the sand. Then he said,
in that same grave tone of voice, “At first we thought it a little strange that she would fall onto the
only big rock on that beach. The only big rock. It was quite a coincidence. But it was a
possibility…and we couldn’t prove otherwise.”The reporter nodded and found his digital
recorder, laying it gently on the table.“Of course we were surprised that her one eye was so
badly damaged while the other eye was entirely unharmed, as if simply closed in peaceful sleep.
The damaged eye hung halfway out of the socket, and we couldn’t see how the rock could have
inflicted that kind of injury—at least not at once—or even if she’d fallen twice. But then again…it
could have happened. Or she could have been injured elsewhere some time earlier.” The chief
inspector opened his eyes. “Maybe she had fallen before…earlier that night.” He formulated his
hypothesis in such a doubtful tone that the reporter dared only a subtle nod, not wanting to
impede the eerie suspicion that seemed to be emerging.Then the chief inspector came to the
mysterious discoveries, and his voice sank even lower. “Maybe they had nothing to do with the
crime,” he said. “But close to the body we found four objects that we honestly thought were…
were without any logical connection to what people do on any ordinary Danish beach—
sunbathe, relax. Yet the objects lay almost in a circle around the woman’s body, close enough
that they could be connected, and that made us really nervous.”To capture every single word
that followed, the reporter turned on his small digital recorder.“To her right—to the south, that is—
was a small book, just five or six feet away. Maybe it had nothing to do with her. But it wasn’t your
typical book, certainly not the kind you’d expect beachgoers to be reading. It was written by a
twentieth-century astronomer…Fred Hoyle…The Black Cloud, published in 1957. An old
science-fiction novel. You’d have to be an astrophysicist to find it interesting. I read it myself.”He
shook his head, almost apologetically.The reporter hadn’t heard of the book, or the author.“But
there was another thing,” the old inspector said. “Due west of the body, a little ways up the
beach, we found the branch of a linden tree. The peculiar thing is that no linden trees grow
anywhere near that spot. So why was it there?” He shook his head once more, as if to deny a



miracle of natural history, and then repeated the reservations any officer worth his salt would
have. “Of course, some kid could have brought it there and tossed it…it just seemed so…
implausible.”Again he sat motionless, trapped in the past.“But what really puzzled us was that it
had been sawed off with a chainsaw—the branch, I mean. And then…” He fell silent, closing his
eyes again, as if to revisit that beach again, where the body lay face down in the sand and the
technicians crept about on their hands and knees.The reporter nudged the recorder discreetly
toward the inspector, but remained silent, aware of the man’s unease. Sawed-off branches that
thick aren’t carried about in the beaks of doves.“It was very old,” the chief inspector finally said,
the despair in his voice even more pronounced now. “When we had it examined, it turned out to
be really old.” He shook his head a third time. “That branch wasn’t picked up on any forest floor
nearby—it had been indoors for many years—and who the hell takes a very, very old branch
outside to leave on a beach? Why would anyone do that?”Unable to answer any of the
questions, the reporter simply waited quietly.“And then a little to the east, in the direction of the
water, a few feet from her head, we found a small piece of rope. But it wasn’t an ordinary rope. It
was a relatively thick rope fashioned into a little noose. And that made us really nervous,
because given its placement next to the deceased’s head, it seemed to symbolize some kind of
hanging…but the worst part…”—he hesitated before continuing—“the very worst was of course
the bird.”He pronounced the last word in a near whisper.“The bird?”“Yes. A small bird was due
north of the body—near her left hand. She was on her stomach, remember. The bird’s neck was
broken, and given its proximity to the body we asked the medical examiner to determine time of
death. It had died that same night. That’s why we sent a description of the crime scene to FBI
specialists in Washington—the ones who search for serial killers. But, because of the attacks on
the Twin Towers, it took them a long time to get back to us. They had enough to do. When they
sent us the results of their analyses, they tried to reassure us. They didn’t believe we had a serial
killer on our hands. Yet, if there was a connection between the dead woman and the objects we
found on the beach that day, they couldn’t explain it. The FBI had never seen a pattern that even
remotely resembled what we’d found that morning on Bellevue. If it was a pattern, that is.”The
inspector fell silent again.“So they told you it was most likely a coincidence?” The reporter’s
question carried a hint of disappointment.“Yes, that’s right. By all accounts, it was a set of
coincidences, odd coincidences, but still. ‘Don’t worry,’ they said. But we did. Or at least I did.
And I still do. That little bird is always in my mind’s eye.”The reporter put his finger on the
recorder’s “Off” button and said, “But there’s nothing peculiar about a dead bird on a beach. A
cat could have broken its neck and dragged it there before being chased off.”The chief inspector
stared at the young interviewer for a long moment. “Yes, of course. It is all entirely possible. But it
wasn’t a baby seagull or a blackbird gone astray. Wasn’t even a damned sparrow…” Anger
flashed in his eyes. “It was a bird that never would’ve flown off to die on some damned beach in
the middle of the night, and that was the problem.”Once more the older man’s gaze returned to
that morning on the beach, to details only he could see. The reporter lifted his recorder off the
table to catch the inspector’s concluding remarks.Later, in the newsroom, the assembled



journalists could hear those remarks as clearly as when they were spoken just inches from the
microphone. The old chief’s words didn’t sway the editor, though. He rejected the story with an
irritable snort.“We can’t print that kind of nonsense! Readers will think we’ve lost our minds.”“It
was a small golden canary,” the chief inspector had said into the microphone. The speaker
crackled a moment. “Understand?”The reporter was silent.And for quite some time, the chief
inspector had remained quiet too.“That was the problem,” he finally said. “Have you ever heard
of a canary flying to a beach in the middle of the night, landing at the very edge of the sea, and
breaking its own neck? That’s goddamned impossible.”In the next instant, a scraping noise
could be heard from the speaker as the inspector rose from his chair.“That woman was
murdered. I am convinced of that. And it’s the sickest crime I’ve ever encountered.”But, as noted,
his statement was never published. And the editorial staff forgot, as they are wont to do,
everything about the story they found too far-fetched to print.PART ITHE BEGINNINGPART
ITHE BEGINNING1THE FOUNDLINGMay 1961When I lean forward, I can see directly into the
orphanage’s garden, and if I stand on my toes and open the window a little, I can catch a
glimpse, as if in a dream, of the white-clothed, authoritative governesses who for a generation
ruled over Kongslund and all the creatures brought there. They would be sitting on the patio with
a view of Øresund, and even today, so many years later, I can still smell the aroma of newly
ironed linens and freshly baked bread that seemed to emanate from them, scents that easily
drifted all the way up under the roof, making me dizzy and forcing me to lean my crooked
shoulder against the wall so as not to fall to my knees.Ms. Ladegaard would be sitting right there,
and over there Ms. Nielsen and Ms. Jensen, and a bit farther down, all the way by the water’s
edge, I am standing with my little blue Japanese pull-along elephant on its rusted chain, looking
at the distant outlines of the island of Hven, where several centuries ago the scientist and
pioneer Tycho Brahe built Stjerneborg. Of course, back then, I knew nothing of the scientific
significance of that island. At that age and with a pull-along elephant as my only companion, that
blue stripe of land symbolized, from as early as I can recall, the secret target of my persistent
escape fantasies.During those years, Kongslund received a never-ending stream of children
who had been born out of wedlock and were therefore given up for adoption. They were
welcomed into the high-ceilinged rooms by the strong and straight-backed governesses who
made only one promise: to find them a new home and a new family as quickly as possible.I was
moved out of the Elephant Room in my second year at Kongslund, and when Ms. Ladegaard
became my foster mother, she put me gently but firmly in the room she considered the most
beautiful. “Have a look around, Marie,” she said. “Because this room was designed and
decorated by a king of the people.”Obediently, I twirled on my heels—three full turns—and then I
was once again by myself. I sat down by the window, my gaze returning to Øresund and the
distant island. At least once a day, I would curl my fingers together and put them to my eyes so
that it looked exactly as though I were staring toward the object of my dreams through a long and
tremendously sturdy pair of binoculars.The scream seemed to ricochet from wall to wall as it
made its relentless way through the long corridors of the Rigshospital, and it carried with it so



much rage against darkness and perdition that no one within earshot would ever forget it. After
what seemed like an eternity, it slowly faded, leaving only a low murmur in the minds of those
who’d heard it.The strange thing was that the scream arrived many hours after the actual delivery
—at the very moment of birth, the young mother had maintained a surprising and entirely
unnatural silence. The little baby entered this world under such peculiar circumstances that each
of the individuals present on the obstetrics ward would remember the details of that night—and
what had happened immediately before—nearly half a century later.Several people
remembered both the prelude and the young woman’s mysterious disappearance three days
later; one even remembered the delivery itself. But their recollections could be confirmed by only
a few handwritten notes that had collected dust for decades, and that did not answer two central
questions: Who was she and where did she come from?No one had the slightest idea where
she’d gone following the birth. And no one had any information about the child, not even its
gender, since it had been removed from the delivery room according to the hospital’s custom
during those decades, when thousands of illegitimate children were born in Denmark.The three
people who could shed light on the mystery of that night in 1961 have all passed away: the
supervising midwife who delivered the baby; the nurse who watched over the infant during its
first hours; and the chief medical doctor who had ordered everyone to refrain from discussing
the events. Many years later, a midwife—then a student—who had been on the floor that night
told a reporter that the child was retrieved on the third day, as the doctor had predicted, and that
in all probability its first home was the famous Infant Orphanage Kongslund.The midwife, now
retired, was only too happy to tell the story to her attentive audience, for she had always felt
sorry for the young women who, during the postwar decades, passed in a continuous stream
through the Rigshospital, delivering girls and boys who were then given up for adoption.The first
oddity occurred when the chief medical doctor called during the nightly marine weather
broadcast, barely an hour before the young woman’s arrival.It was a brief and somewhat formal
conversation, which the young midwifery student overheard as she sat across from the on-call
nurse, drinking tea. Later she could recall in detail how the chief medical doctor had emphasized
how very special this arrival was—a special delivery, he had remarked drily (and perhaps with a
trace of disapproval).“She will be brought to Obstetric Ward B by car. She will give birth alone.
There will be no next of kin present,” he’d said. “If she wishes to see the child when she is on the
ward, don’t let her. No matter what, the child will be put up for adoption.”He had underscored the
irreversibility of the decision, and that wasn’t typical, either. From time to time, the young women
regretted the most difficult decision of their lives, and they were allowed to stop the adoption
process. But that wasn’t going to happen in this case.“In three days the woman will be picked up,
at the same time of day. The matron of Kongslund, Ms. Ladegaard, will pick up the child.”The
latter was standard procedure. But the short notice and the chief medical doctor’s involvement
were not.The next peculiar deviation from routine was the woman’s arrival. She was brought to
the hospital by private car, which at the time was entirely uncommon.At least three of those
present would later recall that the car was dark and rather large, and that it turned into the



hospital’s entrance on Juliane Maries Road. The engine was still running when the chauffeur,
dressed in black, climbed out and helped the young woman from the backseat.Two midwifery
students who had observed the scene from behind semi-closed blinds joked with one another:
“Here comes Cruella de Vil,” the older one said.The new arrival was indeed wearing a long, dark
coat and a black wide-brimmed hat. But that was the extent of the comparison. The woman on
the hospital doorstep was quite young, with short blond hair and dark, narrow eyes, as though
she hadn’t slept in a very long time. She was approximately the same age as the youngest
midwifery student.Normally, a woman in labor would bring a note from Mother’s Aid Society, the
national organization that assists women, containing the necessary information. Mother’s Aid
Society would have already prepared and sent a report to the hospital’s social worker. And the
social worker would have marked the file with a capital A to inform everyone involved that the
mother wished to put the child up for adoption.The delivery would then be handled according to
the custom of the time—discreetly, in awkward silence, and with a generous dose of laughing
gas. And in the very moment of birth, the medical professionals would do something that would
puzzle subsequent generations of more liberated women, because it seemed like an invocation
of a very special curse: they would place a white cloth over the laboring woman’s face to prevent
her from catching the tiniest glimpse of her child. This had become standard practice, a way of
easing the separation with the baby, who, until that moment, had been part of the woman’s body.
The mother would not see the umbilical cord cut, would not see the child’s hands searching for
its mother; instead, the midwife would wheel the infant out of the delivery room to a waiting
bassinet.Later that evening, when the older of the two midwifery students hesitantly asked for
the girl’s medical record, the head nurse, blushing, admitted that no record existed.The younger
student, Carla, curiously eyeing the soon-to-be mother, held out her hand. “What’s your name?”
she asked.But the girl did not respond. She merely put her coat on a chair and supported herself
against it. A persistent whir rose from her chest, as though she were restraining a cough or
suppressing a shudder in her slender shoulders.More than twenty-five years later, the two
students remembered this very detail. They ascribed that sound to anxiety, but the retired
midwife later realized it might have been something else entirely.As though the girl knew it was
better to get it over with as quickly as possible—that there was no way around her shame—
powerful contractions seized her half an hour later. In a sense, putting a child up for adoption
was a more heretical act than an illegal abortion, because it condemned the child to begin life in
utter loneliness. All these years later, the now aging midwife still recalled the silence that
surrounded the fallen young women.Carla had returned to the delivery room with a little metal
canister containing sterile cotton tampons, and when there was a pause in the contractions, she
had approached the laboring woman’s bed, trying to make contact with her for the second time.
“You are doing very well,” she said.Carla wanted to show compassion, to ask about the
contractions, maybe even hold the girl’s hand—after all, they were almost the same age. During
her first few months at the hospital, she had made a concerted effort to provide the suffering girls
more than the professional assistance she was taught. “Carla is very attentive to the patients,”



the head midwife had remarked. But before Carla reached her, the girl suddenly turned and
opened her eyes, staring at Carla with a look she would never forget.The girl’s irises had been
green and blurry, first shiny with pain and fear, then suddenly clear and cold, glaring up as if from
a shaft inside the earth. A moment later they lit up in rage, the likes of which Carla had never
seen and the reason she still remembered the girl and this delivery a lifetime later.From this
moment on, the labor progressed quickly, and that too was rather bizarre. After only an hour, the
girl’s face was as white as the sheet under her sweaty body, and yet she didn’t cry. She closed
and opened her eyes again and again. Her body seemed to grow stiff, as though the blood had
ceased to flow; sweat seeped from her pores, and the crinkled bedsheets became soaked. And
yet she made no sound. When the contractions rolled over her, her lean white shoulders
trembled. Carla remembered the heat and dampness in the room, the blond hair sticking to the
pillow, the smell of shame invariably surrounding the women whose file bore the capital A.Only
much later, when she became a mother herself and she had a long life to gaze back on, did
Carla realize that her compassion was part of this shame. The realization shocked her, but she
shared it with no one until, in retirement, she recalled the mysterious birth. She considered
compassion the highest virtue, but that night on Obstetric Ward B, it had had a twin sister whose
face was invisible to Carla. The suffering woman, however, had recognized it immediately:
condemnation.The chief medical doctor arrived a few minutes before the delivery and asked
Carla to leave the room. But she knew what was about to happen. To complete the curse—that’s
how she thought of it years later—the girl would give birth behind the white cloth and (according
to the midwife) without uttering a single scream, and in the minutes that followed, the child would
be taken away, the whole matter concluded.The young woman was wheeled to the postnatal
ward, where the newborn would be sent as far from the mother as possible so she could not
hear it cry. (The nurses knew the abandoned children woke more frequently and therefore cried
more than the babies whose mothers slept close by, and nobody wanted a desperate mother to
start looking for her little one.)On the third day—a few hours before she was scheduled to leave
—the young woman raised her head from the pillow and asked for the head midwife. She wanted
to revoke her decision to put the child up for adoption. She wanted to see her child.The head
midwife contacted a nurse who called the head nurse, who in turn got hold of a doctor, who then
alerted the chief medical doctor, who restated his command: under no circumstance was the girl
to see the child.In this particular birth, there would be no exceptions.About an hour passed
before the order circled back to the head midwife. She went straight to the young girl’s bed and,
in a soft voice, rejected her request. No doubt, she thought, the decision was in the child’s best
interest. “I’m afraid it’s too late. The child is already gone,” she said.You could hear the young
woman’s scream in the delivery rooms on the opposite side of the building; it embodied a
mixture of grief, fear, and unrestrained fury, and it slammed against the walls like a torrent of
water in a sealed tunnel.Everyone bowed, closing their eyes tightly, as if only darkness could
erase the visions released by that sound.When at long last silence descended on the corridors,
the midwife called Carla into her office, offering her a cup of jasmine tea. “I realize seeing what



that girl…the one who gave birth on Tuesday…went through must have made a strong
impression on you,” she said, placing a reassuring hand on Carla’s arm.Head bowed, Carla
listened to her superior, whom she knew was childless and lived alone.“I know it’s shocking for a
woman to see another woman reject her child like that. But it’s also shocking for the child.” The
midwife lowered her voice to a whisper. “You feel so distinctly the child’s need to nestle against
someone—it feels the exact same needs we do, perhaps even more powerfully. The warmth of
another body…”She let her last sentence hang in the air, offering no further explanation, and
years later Carla still recalled the light tremble of the woman’s fingers on her wrist.Then, as if to
drive away the evil that had just passed through their usually life-affirming world, she clutched at
Carla more fiercely. “But we can’t do anything about it, Carla. When Fate has so decreed, it is
best the mother not see her child at all. That’s why we do it.”Carla nodded silently.After her shift
the following day, she walked up to the postnatal ward, where a couple of nursing mothers
pointed her to the right room. But the bed was empty, the young woman gone. Almost as though
it had all been a dream.Then she heard steps behind her, and a deep voice. “Hello.”This was the
final detail she could clearly recall all these years later. In the middle of the room stood a woman
with a baby in her arms; she was so tall that Carla only reached her chin.Confused, Carla
curtsied.“I haven’t seen you before,” the tall woman said. “What’s your name?”Carla saw a tiny
face bundled in the woman’s wide embrace, eyes shut tightly. “Oh,” she replied, “I am just a
midwifery student here on Ward B.”“Not just, my dear. No woman is just anything…and certainly
not just a midwife. You are the very welcoming committee of life!” The woman’s booming
laughter caused the baby in her arms to shake.Carla blushed. “No, I just meant…” She forgot
what she was going to say.“You wanted to see if the child you brought into this world was still
here,” the tall woman said, serious once more. “It is. And now we are going to find a good home
for it. The best home it could possibly have. I can promise you that. My name is Ms. Ladegaard. I
am the matron of Kongslund, the orphanage run by Mother’s Aid Society in Skodsborg.” And
then the tall woman added, as though talking to the baby, “The children call me Magna.”Carla
recalled the faint scent of sweet flowers, mixed with a sharper smell of something she perceived
to be cigar or cheroot smoke.The matron smiled and turned toward the door.The little child, snug
in her arms, puckered its lips. A tiny, almost invisible, rosy red slit in a sleeping white face. Then
they were gone.A week later, a few miles to the north, the city is about to awaken. The woman
has turned on a single lamp in her apartment, but it barely illuminates the room. She’s a little
older than the girl from the Rigshospital, but her child was also born there, only a few days
earlier.She has invited her visitor to take a seat on the sofa and wait until she has woken the
baby in the bassinet. But her guest remains standing by the window, as though the sight of
Østerbrogade—between the apartment and the Svanemøllen train station—is the real purpose
of her visit.There are no trams on the street. It’s too early.Then her guest turns. “I brought some
new clothes,” she says authoritatively, leaving no room for discussion. She is thin, with a pale,
narrow face that reveals no hint of what is to occur.She places a white paper bag on the dining
table.The woman nods. When it comes down to it, what does it matter to her? The agreement



has been made, and she will get what she wants. There will be no evidence of the mistake she
has made. Life can go on—and no one will ever know.That is all she really wants.“I see,” the
woman stammers; her voice conveys her hesitation. It’s her child, after all, at least for another
few minutes. But she is exhausted after the hardest few days of her life.Her guest approaches
and hands her a small bonnet and a bright red romper, which isn’t very thick. Though spring has
warmed the air, it seems strange to put away the woolies—they will not be going with her.
Instead, the woman helps her visitor put the baby’s arms into the sleeves of a jacket; they
exchange no words.For the last time, the woman considers her decision. Two weeks have
elapsed since she first made contact, and she has considered the peculiar method—and the
possible risk—time and time again. She has gone over it countless times, because she realizes
that something could go wrong, something unsaid, something she hasn’t anticipated. But no
matter how long she thinks about it, she cannot put her finger on anything. Regardless, it’s no
longer her responsibility. This is what she tells herself, because this is how it must be.In the end,
she puts the child into the small blue carry-cot herself and carefully tucks the duvet into the
sides, placing a pink blanket on top, all without looking at the little one.The visitor carries the cot
into the hallway. “I’ll be leaving then,” she says, and with her free hand, she opens the front
door.The woman nods. “Well, thank you,” she says, absurdly, as though the woman has done her
a personal favor. She can’t rid herself of the feeling that it’s the other way around.For a few
minutes, she stands gazing toward Svanemøllen Station to see if the woman appears with the
child. But there’s no movement down there. It’s as though they’ve disappeared into thin air.A few
miles to the north, in the houses on Strandvejen, merchants and executives, chief medical
doctors and high-court justices enjoy their well-deserved slumber in beds so soft that only an
earthquake—or possibly the pea from the fairy tale—could disturb their dreams.No one is
stirring except for the woman with the blue carry-cot. Moving sideways, she makes her way down
the slope by Skodsborg Hill, concealed by the half light of the trees’ shadows. At the bottom of
the slope, the trees and bushes become few and far between, giving way to a narrow wedge of
grass, which the woman, bent low, crosses in short, fast, soundless steps.Near the shore is a
large brown villa. She crosses the villa’s driveway. If the thick layer of gravel crunches underfoot,
only she can hear it. Then she edges carefully along the wall of the house, holding the cot away
from her body.Though thin, she is evidently strong; despite the cot’s weight, her hand does not
tremble. She steps up to the house and sets the little cot on the front stoop. Then she stands,
straight and motionless. Slowly, she turns in a full circle, inspecting each direction before she
withdraws, soundlessly, disappearing within the shadow of the beech trees.Less than three
minutes is all it took.Had the light been a little brighter, the woman with the carry-cot might have
seen the old path between the broom bushes at the foot of the slope, and maybe she would
have thought to follow it through the beech forest and up the hill to the neighboring house, with
its white northwest-facing façade.But it likely wouldn’t have caught her attention, because the
house didn’t seem to be surrounded by anything except dense shrubbery, nettles, and low-
hanging branches. And even if someone had seen her, the distance would have been more than



150 feet, much too far for anyone to register details or facial features.Only a dreamer would think
that Fate could camouflage its presence so perfectly and leave its canopy bed so early in the
morning to notice such an insignificant occurrence.For a second, the thin woman imagines she
sees a shadow between the tree trunks. But maybe it’s merely a bird hiding under the bushes. A
moment later, it seems as though no one has walked that slope for centuries.1THE
FOUNDLINGMay 1961When I lean forward, I can see directly into the orphanage’s garden, and
if I stand on my toes and open the window a little, I can catch a glimpse, as if in a dream, of the
white-clothed, authoritative governesses who for a generation ruled over Kongslund and all the
creatures brought there. They would be sitting on the patio with a view of Øresund, and even
today, so many years later, I can still smell the aroma of newly ironed linens and freshly baked
bread that seemed to emanate from them, scents that easily drifted all the way up under the
roof, making me dizzy and forcing me to lean my crooked shoulder against the wall so as not to
fall to my knees.Ms. Ladegaard would be sitting right there, and over there Ms. Nielsen and Ms.
Jensen, and a bit farther down, all the way by the water’s edge, I am standing with my little blue
Japanese pull-along elephant on its rusted chain, looking at the distant outlines of the island of
Hven, where several centuries ago the scientist and pioneer Tycho Brahe built Stjerneborg. Of
course, back then, I knew nothing of the scientific significance of that island. At that age and with
a pull-along elephant as my only companion, that blue stripe of land symbolized, from as early
as I can recall, the secret target of my persistent escape fantasies.During those years,
Kongslund received a never-ending stream of children who had been born out of wedlock and
were therefore given up for adoption. They were welcomed into the high-ceilinged rooms by the
strong and straight-backed governesses who made only one promise: to find them a new home
and a new family as quickly as possible.I was moved out of the Elephant Room in my second
year at Kongslund, and when Ms. Ladegaard became my foster mother, she put me gently but
firmly in the room she considered the most beautiful. “Have a look around, Marie,” she said.
“Because this room was designed and decorated by a king of the people.”Obediently, I twirled
on my heels—three full turns—and then I was once again by myself. I sat down by the window,
my gaze returning to Øresund and the distant island. At least once a day, I would curl my fingers
together and put them to my eyes so that it looked exactly as though I were staring toward the
object of my dreams through a long and tremendously sturdy pair of binoculars.The scream
seemed to ricochet from wall to wall as it made its relentless way through the long corridors of
the Rigshospital, and it carried with it so much rage against darkness and perdition that no one
within earshot would ever forget it. After what seemed like an eternity, it slowly faded, leaving
only a low murmur in the minds of those who’d heard it.The strange thing was that the scream
arrived many hours after the actual delivery—at the very moment of birth, the young mother had
maintained a surprising and entirely unnatural silence. The little baby entered this world under
such peculiar circumstances that each of the individuals present on the obstetrics ward would
remember the details of that night—and what had happened immediately before—nearly half a
century later.Several people remembered both the prelude and the young woman’s mysterious



disappearance three days later; one even remembered the delivery itself. But their recollections
could be confirmed by only a few handwritten notes that had collected dust for decades, and
that did not answer two central questions: Who was she and where did she come from?No one
had the slightest idea where she’d gone following the birth. And no one had any information
about the child, not even its gender, since it had been removed from the delivery room according
to the hospital’s custom during those decades, when thousands of illegitimate children were
born in Denmark.The three people who could shed light on the mystery of that night in 1961
have all passed away: the supervising midwife who delivered the baby; the nurse who watched
over the infant during its first hours; and the chief medical doctor who had ordered everyone to
refrain from discussing the events. Many years later, a midwife—then a student—who had been
on the floor that night told a reporter that the child was retrieved on the third day, as the doctor
had predicted, and that in all probability its first home was the famous Infant Orphanage
Kongslund.The midwife, now retired, was only too happy to tell the story to her attentive
audience, for she had always felt sorry for the young women who, during the postwar decades,
passed in a continuous stream through the Rigshospital, delivering girls and boys who were then
given up for adoption.The first oddity occurred when the chief medical doctor called during the
nightly marine weather broadcast, barely an hour before the young woman’s arrival.It was a brief
and somewhat formal conversation, which the young midwifery student overheard as she sat
across from the on-call nurse, drinking tea. Later she could recall in detail how the chief medical
doctor had emphasized how very special this arrival was—a special delivery, he had remarked
drily (and perhaps with a trace of disapproval).“She will be brought to Obstetric Ward B by car.
She will give birth alone. There will be no next of kin present,” he’d said. “If she wishes to see the
child when she is on the ward, don’t let her. No matter what, the child will be put up for
adoption.”He had underscored the irreversibility of the decision, and that wasn’t typical, either.
From time to time, the young women regretted the most difficult decision of their lives, and they
were allowed to stop the adoption process. But that wasn’t going to happen in this case.“In three
days the woman will be picked up, at the same time of day. The matron of Kongslund, Ms.
Ladegaard, will pick up the child.”The latter was standard procedure. But the short notice and
the chief medical doctor’s involvement were not.The next peculiar deviation from routine was the
woman’s arrival. She was brought to the hospital by private car, which at the time was entirely
uncommon.At least three of those present would later recall that the car was dark and rather
large, and that it turned into the hospital’s entrance on Juliane Maries Road. The engine was still
running when the chauffeur, dressed in black, climbed out and helped the young woman from
the backseat.Two midwifery students who had observed the scene from behind semi-closed
blinds joked with one another: “Here comes Cruella de Vil,” the older one said.The new arrival
was indeed wearing a long, dark coat and a black wide-brimmed hat. But that was the extent of
the comparison. The woman on the hospital doorstep was quite young, with short blond hair and
dark, narrow eyes, as though she hadn’t slept in a very long time. She was approximately the
same age as the youngest midwifery student.Normally, a woman in labor would bring a note



from Mother’s Aid Society, the national organization that assists women, containing the
necessary information. Mother’s Aid Society would have already prepared and sent a report to
the hospital’s social worker. And the social worker would have marked the file with a capital A to
inform everyone involved that the mother wished to put the child up for adoption.The delivery
would then be handled according to the custom of the time—discreetly, in awkward silence, and
with a generous dose of laughing gas. And in the very moment of birth, the medical
professionals would do something that would puzzle subsequent generations of more liberated
women, because it seemed like an invocation of a very special curse: they would place a white
cloth over the laboring woman’s face to prevent her from catching the tiniest glimpse of her child.
This had become standard practice, a way of easing the separation with the baby, who, until that
moment, had been part of the woman’s body. The mother would not see the umbilical cord cut,
would not see the child’s hands searching for its mother; instead, the midwife would wheel the
infant out of the delivery room to a waiting bassinet.Later that evening, when the older of the two
midwifery students hesitantly asked for the girl’s medical record, the head nurse, blushing,
admitted that no record existed.The younger student, Carla, curiously eyeing the soon-to-be
mother, held out her hand. “What’s your name?” she asked.But the girl did not respond. She
merely put her coat on a chair and supported herself against it. A persistent whir rose from her
chest, as though she were restraining a cough or suppressing a shudder in her slender
shoulders.More than twenty-five years later, the two students remembered this very detail. They
ascribed that sound to anxiety, but the retired midwife later realized it might have been
something else entirely.As though the girl knew it was better to get it over with as quickly as
possible—that there was no way around her shame—powerful contractions seized her half an
hour later. In a sense, putting a child up for adoption was a more heretical act than an illegal
abortion, because it condemned the child to begin life in utter loneliness. All these years later,
the now aging midwife still recalled the silence that surrounded the fallen young women.Carla
had returned to the delivery room with a little metal canister containing sterile cotton tampons,
and when there was a pause in the contractions, she had approached the laboring woman’s
bed, trying to make contact with her for the second time. “You are doing very well,” she
said.Carla wanted to show compassion, to ask about the contractions, maybe even hold the
girl’s hand—after all, they were almost the same age. During her first few months at the hospital,
she had made a concerted effort to provide the suffering girls more than the professional
assistance she was taught. “Carla is very attentive to the patients,” the head midwife had
remarked. But before Carla reached her, the girl suddenly turned and opened her eyes, staring
at Carla with a look she would never forget.The girl’s irises had been green and blurry, first shiny
with pain and fear, then suddenly clear and cold, glaring up as if from a shaft inside the earth. A
moment later they lit up in rage, the likes of which Carla had never seen and the reason she still
remembered the girl and this delivery a lifetime later.From this moment on, the labor progressed
quickly, and that too was rather bizarre. After only an hour, the girl’s face was as white as the
sheet under her sweaty body, and yet she didn’t cry. She closed and opened her eyes again and



again. Her body seemed to grow stiff, as though the blood had ceased to flow; sweat seeped
from her pores, and the crinkled bedsheets became soaked. And yet she made no sound. When
the contractions rolled over her, her lean white shoulders trembled. Carla remembered the heat
and dampness in the room, the blond hair sticking to the pillow, the smell of shame invariably
surrounding the women whose file bore the capital A.Only much later, when she became a
mother herself and she had a long life to gaze back on, did Carla realize that her compassion
was part of this shame. The realization shocked her, but she shared it with no one until, in
retirement, she recalled the mysterious birth. She considered compassion the highest virtue, but
that night on Obstetric Ward B, it had had a twin sister whose face was invisible to Carla. The
suffering woman, however, had recognized it immediately: condemnation.The chief medical
doctor arrived a few minutes before the delivery and asked Carla to leave the room. But she
knew what was about to happen. To complete the curse—that’s how she thought of it years later
—the girl would give birth behind the white cloth and (according to the midwife) without uttering
a single scream, and in the minutes that followed, the child would be taken away, the whole
matter concluded.The young woman was wheeled to the postnatal ward, where the newborn
would be sent as far from the mother as possible so she could not hear it cry. (The nurses knew
the abandoned children woke more frequently and therefore cried more than the babies whose
mothers slept close by, and nobody wanted a desperate mother to start looking for her little
one.)On the third day—a few hours before she was scheduled to leave—the young woman
raised her head from the pillow and asked for the head midwife. She wanted to revoke her
decision to put the child up for adoption. She wanted to see her child.The head midwife
contacted a nurse who called the head nurse, who in turn got hold of a doctor, who then alerted
the chief medical doctor, who restated his command: under no circumstance was the girl to see
the child.In this particular birth, there would be no exceptions.About an hour passed before the
order circled back to the head midwife. She went straight to the young girl’s bed and, in a soft
voice, rejected her request. No doubt, she thought, the decision was in the child’s best interest.
“I’m afraid it’s too late. The child is already gone,” she said.You could hear the young woman’s
scream in the delivery rooms on the opposite side of the building; it embodied a mixture of grief,
fear, and unrestrained fury, and it slammed against the walls like a torrent of water in a sealed
tunnel.Everyone bowed, closing their eyes tightly, as if only darkness could erase the visions
released by that sound.When at long last silence descended on the corridors, the midwife called
Carla into her office, offering her a cup of jasmine tea. “I realize seeing what that girl…the one
who gave birth on Tuesday…went through must have made a strong impression on you,” she
said, placing a reassuring hand on Carla’s arm.Head bowed, Carla listened to her superior,
whom she knew was childless and lived alone.“I know it’s shocking for a woman to see another
woman reject her child like that. But it’s also shocking for the child.” The midwife lowered her
voice to a whisper. “You feel so distinctly the child’s need to nestle against someone—it feels the
exact same needs we do, perhaps even more powerfully. The warmth of another body…”She let
her last sentence hang in the air, offering no further explanation, and years later Carla still



recalled the light tremble of the woman’s fingers on her wrist.Then, as if to drive away the evil
that had just passed through their usually life-affirming world, she clutched at Carla more fiercely.
“But we can’t do anything about it, Carla. When Fate has so decreed, it is best the mother not
see her child at all. That’s why we do it.”Carla nodded silently.After her shift the following day, she
walked up to the postnatal ward, where a couple of nursing mothers pointed her to the right
room. But the bed was empty, the young woman gone. Almost as though it had all been a
dream.Then she heard steps behind her, and a deep voice. “Hello.”This was the final detail she
could clearly recall all these years later. In the middle of the room stood a woman with a baby in
her arms; she was so tall that Carla only reached her chin.Confused, Carla curtsied.“I haven’t
seen you before,” the tall woman said. “What’s your name?”Carla saw a tiny face bundled in the
woman’s wide embrace, eyes shut tightly. “Oh,” she replied, “I am just a midwifery student here
on Ward B.”“Not just, my dear. No woman is just anything…and certainly not just a midwife. You
are the very welcoming committee of life!” The woman’s booming laughter caused the baby in
her arms to shake.Carla blushed. “No, I just meant…” She forgot what she was going to say.“You
wanted to see if the child you brought into this world was still here,” the tall woman said, serious
once more. “It is. And now we are going to find a good home for it. The best home it could
possibly have. I can promise you that. My name is Ms. Ladegaard. I am the matron of Kongslund,
the orphanage run by Mother’s Aid Society in Skodsborg.” And then the tall woman added, as
though talking to the baby, “The children call me Magna.”Carla recalled the faint scent of sweet
flowers, mixed with a sharper smell of something she perceived to be cigar or cheroot
smoke.The matron smiled and turned toward the door.The little child, snug in her arms,
puckered its lips. A tiny, almost invisible, rosy red slit in a sleeping white face. Then they were
gone.A week later, a few miles to the north, the city is about to awaken. The woman has turned
on a single lamp in her apartment, but it barely illuminates the room. She’s a little older than the
girl from the Rigshospital, but her child was also born there, only a few days earlier.She has
invited her visitor to take a seat on the sofa and wait until she has woken the baby in the
bassinet. But her guest remains standing by the window, as though the sight of Østerbrogade—
between the apartment and the Svanemøllen train station—is the real purpose of her visit.There
are no trams on the street. It’s too early.Then her guest turns. “I brought some new clothes,” she
says authoritatively, leaving no room for discussion. She is thin, with a pale, narrow face that
reveals no hint of what is to occur.She places a white paper bag on the dining table.The woman
nods. When it comes down to it, what does it matter to her? The agreement has been made, and
she will get what she wants. There will be no evidence of the mistake she has made. Life can go
on—and no one will ever know.That is all she really wants.“I see,” the woman stammers; her
voice conveys her hesitation. It’s her child, after all, at least for another few minutes. But she is
exhausted after the hardest few days of her life.Her guest approaches and hands her a small
bonnet and a bright red romper, which isn’t very thick. Though spring has warmed the air, it
seems strange to put away the woolies—they will not be going with her. Instead, the woman
helps her visitor put the baby’s arms into the sleeves of a jacket; they exchange no words.For the



last time, the woman considers her decision. Two weeks have elapsed since she first made
contact, and she has considered the peculiar method—and the possible risk—time and time
again. She has gone over it countless times, because she realizes that something could go
wrong, something unsaid, something she hasn’t anticipated. But no matter how long she thinks
about it, she cannot put her finger on anything. Regardless, it’s no longer her responsibility. This
is what she tells herself, because this is how it must be.In the end, she puts the child into the
small blue carry-cot herself and carefully tucks the duvet into the sides, placing a pink blanket on
top, all without looking at the little one.The visitor carries the cot into the hallway. “I’ll be leaving
then,” she says, and with her free hand, she opens the front door.The woman nods. “Well, thank
you,” she says, absurdly, as though the woman has done her a personal favor. She can’t rid
herself of the feeling that it’s the other way around.For a few minutes, she stands gazing toward
Svanemøllen Station to see if the woman appears with the child. But there’s no movement down
there. It’s as though they’ve disappeared into thin air.A few miles to the north, in the houses on
Strandvejen, merchants and executives, chief medical doctors and high-court justices enjoy
their well-deserved slumber in beds so soft that only an earthquake—or possibly the pea from
the fairy tale—could disturb their dreams.No one is stirring except for the woman with the blue
carry-cot. Moving sideways, she makes her way down the slope by Skodsborg Hill, concealed by
the half light of the trees’ shadows. At the bottom of the slope, the trees and bushes become few
and far between, giving way to a narrow wedge of grass, which the woman, bent low, crosses in
short, fast, soundless steps.Near the shore is a large brown villa. She crosses the villa’s
driveway. If the thick layer of gravel crunches underfoot, only she can hear it. Then she edges
carefully along the wall of the house, holding the cot away from her body.Though thin, she is
evidently strong; despite the cot’s weight, her hand does not tremble. She steps up to the house
and sets the little cot on the front stoop. Then she stands, straight and motionless. Slowly, she
turns in a full circle, inspecting each direction before she withdraws, soundlessly, disappearing
within the shadow of the beech trees.Less than three minutes is all it took.Had the light been a
little brighter, the woman with the carry-cot might have seen the old path between the broom
bushes at the foot of the slope, and maybe she would have thought to follow it through the beech
forest and up the hill to the neighboring house, with its white northwest-facing façade.But it likely
wouldn’t have caught her attention, because the house didn’t seem to be surrounded by
anything except dense shrubbery, nettles, and low-hanging branches. And even if someone had
seen her, the distance would have been more than 150 feet, much too far for anyone to register
details or facial features.Only a dreamer would think that Fate could camouflage its presence so
perfectly and leave its canopy bed so early in the morning to notice such an insignificant
occurrence.For a second, the thin woman imagines she sees a shadow between the tree trunks.
But maybe it’s merely a bird hiding under the bushes. A moment later, it seems as though no one
has walked that slope for centuries.PART IITHE HUNTPART IITHE HUNT2THE LETTERMay 5,
2008In my foster mother’s world, only one task was really important: to protect the abandoned
beings arriving at Kongslund until the ten-member Adoption Council in Vesterbro found them a



new family.“Kongslund is their home, Marie,” she said before adding an almost mystical
declaration, “And remember: all the best homes are by the water.”When the children departed,
she would sing the old song with its seemingly endless string of verses: “One elephant goes a
marching now, two elephants go a marching now, then three, then four, then five, then six” until
at last I would fall asleep “as they marched off across the spider’s fine web.”And then silence
again, until it was replaced with the nestling sounds of new children, which would be replaced by
another silence. And so the seasons changed, and all the children around me left, one by one,
until one day it became clear to me that I was the only one who would be staying.The Danish
prime minister was seized by a terrible coughing fit. In just a few months, his face had grown
more gaunt and pale than anyone would have thought possible. Before long it would hang
suspended in the air, like a narrow slip of white paper fluttering in a wind blowing from the
slightly puckered lips of Death. For a moment he sat with his head bowed like Hamlet: afflicted
by a deadly ailment that might have been tuberculosis had the land he’d ruled for fifteen years
not been declared free of that contagion.Ole Almind-Enevold, the minister of national affairs,
was the only other person present in the nation’s most powerful office. He cleared his throat
uncomfortably.When the prime minister looked up, he tried to smile at the sole minister in the
nation’s government he more or less trusted. Not unconditionally, and not naively—there wasn’t
room for naïveté in the strata where illusions about ideas and principles could destroy a career in
the time it took to broadcast a news segment—but rather because he knew the fingers of Death
were drumming on his throat, and wouldn’t abate.The premier placed a light-blue handkerchief
to his mouth, and Ole half expected blood to seep through, as though on clean, heavy blotting
paper.Slowly, the premier’s persistent cough ebbed. The handkerchief remained unblemished.
The conversation resumed.“They think I’ll survive a year,” the prime minister declared in a
surprisingly strong voice.The desk he sat behind wasn’t large, but it was a treasure from his
childhood home, constructed in fumed German oak, lavishly ornamented with dark carvings. In
front of him was a copy of Independent Weekend. He read aloud from the front page, his voice
once again dry and raspy: “Ministry sources anticipate that the prime minister will step down
within a year. The official announcement may come as soon as the Party Congress convenes
this fall. Due to health concerns, the prime minister and his advisors are discussing his possible
successor.”The prime minister accepted this statement without batting an eyelash; he even tried
to laugh. But that brought his cough back, and he doubled over so far in the upholstered chair
that Ole feared the nation’s leader might capsize.Once the fit had subsided, he resumed reading
aloud: “Since the successor appears to have been found already, a power struggle leading up to
the congress is not anticipated. In spite of his advancing age, it is expected that Ole Almind-
Enevold, the experienced minister of national affairs and a true patriot, will be tapped. He enjoys
unparalleled, nonpartisan public support.”The prime minister eyed his friend and colleague of
many years. “You’ve already been elected,” he said.Ole didn’t know how to interpret his tone. It
was well-known how exacting a boss the prime minister was; he didn’t forgive colleagues their
mistakes. Quite a few had been deceived by his seemingly friendly smile and bowed



confidentiality. This was no doubt still the case, in spite of his weakened condition.“Unless you
screw up, it’s a done deal,” he said, adding, “But you don’t make mistakes, do you?”His meaning
was clear. The prime minister was loath to hand over his scepter to a man who’d bring shame
upon it. That would, no doubt, disturb his eternal slumber.“You never had any children…” he
said, as if in simple observation, but the questions were implied: Any skeletons in the closet that
I should know about? Mistresses, love nests…?All the minister of national affairs could do was
smile reassuringly.“You didn’t want to adopt—many people do that.” The prime minister already
knew the reason for this decision, but he continued, “I understand your wife never liked the idea
of adopting a child, so…well…yes, not much to be done about that.”The prime minister was
clearly trying to provoke his subject. Everyone knew that the leader of his country would never
have kowtowed to a woman—only four served in his entire administration—nor would he expect
any different from his cabinet members. He suffered the women’s presence, reporters joked,
merely to placate the electorate.The premier tossed the newspaper onto his desk and
suppressed another cough. “In this office—and at your age—it is likely only an advantage…” he
concluded, referring to the man’s childlessness, his voice dwindling to a whisper. “You will have
to maneuver the actual successor into place…the next generation. That will be your task. To
bring the party into the next great era.”There was nothing left to say.The two men shook hands.
And it was a handshake they both knew committed them unto death.That morning—just a few
feet from the dying prime minister’s office—the so-called Kongslund Affair began, though it
revolved less around the house that was identified as the scandal’s point of origin than it did
around a group of individuals: high-ranking politicians, career officials, and media
personalities.The day was May 5, 2008—the sixty-third anniversary of Liberation Day.The letter
had arrived at the Ministry of National Affairs, or National Ministry as it was called for short, by
regular mail in the wee hours of the morning. The long blue envelope was placed in the stack of
mail in the enormous reception room, which since olden days (back when the National Ministry
was still called the Ministry of the Interior) had been known as the Palace. And there it remained
until 7:30 a.m. when the office manager arrived.She didn’t have long to consider the letter’s
peculiar appearance—it bulged, as though a piece of cloth or a deflated ball were inside—
because her boss, the chief of staff, was already turning on all the machines in the office.Orla
Berntsen usually began his mornings with a few moments of meditation, breathing calmly in the
half-awake ministry. The office manager wondered if this ritual was simply a way for him to catch
his breath after bicycling through Copenhagen traffic—or perhaps because he was thinking of
his wife and two daughters whom he’d not seen for nearly two months. But because he never
talked about himself, no one knew.The guard at the gate had informed him that morning that the
minister of national affairs was at the Ministry of State but that, as always, he would assume his
place at the table at precisely 9:00 a.m. As usual, the chief of staff dropped his bike clips in the
round ashtray that bore the ministry’s monogram, and, wetting his fingertips, flattened the
creases of his pants before sitting down.He wasn’t a morning person, and he wasn’t an athlete:
his obsession with cycling was a result of the government’s environmental PR scheme



meticulously designed by the Witch Doctor (the nickname given the newly minted PR chief in the
afterglow of the unexpected and legendary 2001 election). “We need to demonstrate our
concern for the earth’s climate and for the Danish environment in concrete ways!” he had said.
And within a few months, the fervor gripped every top politician and high-ranking official,
whether voluntarily or not. Throughout the spring of 2008, the faint odor of sweat and deodorant
hung in the air, especially early in the morning, and, in the case of the chief of staff, especially
around his shoulders and neck.As evident by Orla Berntsen’s rare media appearances—rare
because he detested such appearances—he was cut from a large, square gray cloth. Thickset,
wearing a gray suit and a gray checkered tie, he wasn’t much to look at when hunched over his
vast Brazilian rosewood desk. Out his window he had a view of a gorgeously landscaped
courtyard in which the gardener had erected a small fountain. A beautifully carved snake rose
impressively from the fountain’s center in the shape of the letter S, spouting a blue cloud of water
into the sky. In calm weather, the column of water reached so high that it caught the rays of the
sun and formed a rainbow spanning several rooftops, and gave the illusion that the various
wings of the ministry were connected via a colorful bridge.The chief of staff turned away from the
window. The view reminded him of days he didn’t care to think about now, days sitting under the
rain-drenched trees in the neighborhood he’d hated as a child.Instead he turned to the stack of
mail that had been placed on his desk. On the top of the pile was the odd blue envelope that
would come to cause so much harm. The moment his fingers touched the envelope he sniffled
involuntarily, as though anticipating events impossible to imagine.Given the acts of terror
unleashed on New York, Madrid, and London, the letter probably should have been handed over
to a bomb squad. But in its ongoing confrontation with the many terrorist and fundamentalist
forces threatening Denmark, the administration had constructed an important and effective
image of fearlessness.For seven years, the National Ministry had efficiently enforced refugee
and immigration policies, in addition to upholding its mission to preserve Danish identity and the
national character. It was in this same spirit that the office manager decided to perform a cursory
inspection of the strange envelope before placing it on her boss’s desk. She’d held it up to the
light, assuring herself that it contained neither explosives nor the flattened body of a rat—the
latter having actually happened to a former minister (the symbolism self-evident).The envelope
bore none of the stickers or slogans generally favored by critics of the administration. According
to the date stamp, the letter had been mailed in Copenhagen on May 2, 2008 from the post
office in Østerbro. With his letter opener, he flipped the envelope over—found no return address
—and then flipped it back again.Cautiously, he pressed the bulge. It was soft, giving a bit at his
touch.He turned his attention away from the envelope for a moment and poured coffee into the
mug his daughter had given him for his forty-sixth birthday, their last celebration together. On the
mug were the words WORLD’S BEST DAD. He used it only when he was alone.Most likely, he
thought, the envelope contained an angry message from a concerned Dane fearful of all the
foreigners streaming into the country; in exchange for the electoral victories in 2001 and 2005,
the National Ministry had pledged to keep immigration under control.That’s the kind of letter it



could have been. And were it not for one little detail—the address—that’s what he certainly
would have thought.The address hadn’t been written in pen or typed with a computer. Instead,
the sender had gone to the trouble of cutting letters from an old magazine or newspaper—one
by one, in different sizes but from the same cheap gray-white paper—neatly affixing them to the
envelope, letter by letter, without wasting any glue. For a long time, he stared at the impressive
handiwork, before pressing a button to call the Fly—she’d earned her nickname at a Christmas
revue for buzzing about completing her tasks. As a personal secretary and office manager,
though, she was unmatched.As she settled in a seat behind him, he felt a puff of air. He handed
her the blue envelope. Her lips moved, and he realized she was counting each of the letters.
He’d done the same thing. There were sixty letters all in all. A few of them were red, but most
were black, and some of those were bordered in white, including the l in Orla and the l in Pil.Orla
Pil Berntsen,Slotsholmen,Christiansborg Slotsplads, Copenhagen K.Three lines. Very
melodramatic in their multicolored layout.“I don’t know what’s in it…” he said, hesitating. Seeing
his middle name made him nervous. He hadn’t used that name officially in many years.Carefully,
the Fly shook the envelope, as though chasing away the worst possibilities. “Maybe it’s just a
dead mouse,” she said softly.“A dead mouse?” Orla Berntsen blanched in fright.“Or animal
feces…” Her pointy nose twitched as if to sniff out the rot in the mysterious correspondence. Her
sweating boss gave off a sweet, slightly nauseating odor. The Fly flew to the window and opened
it wide.If the letter didn’t have this strange aura around it, he would’ve considered it a joke.
Instead he felt fear creep in, a tickling feeling in his nostrils—which he recognized from the world
of his childhood. He knew a headache would descend on him in a matter of minutes.“Maybe we
should let the mail room open it after all,” the Fly said in a near whisper.He imagined the
headline in Independent Weekend: “Top Official Lets Innocent Officers Face the Music.”“It’s
probably nothing dangerous,” he said, grabbing the letter opener.The Fly emitted a little squeal
and eased away from him.“I’m sure it’ll be a dud, and they—whoever they are—will just get a lot
of free publicity.” Once again, he sniffled.Then he used the fine, arched letter opener that Lucilla
had given him as a wedding present in 2001; he hesitated only a second before emptying the
contents onto his desk. He had no idea who’d sent the letter, or whose fingers had painstakingly
folded two pieces of paper around the contents. He blinked rapidly, as though finding himself in
bright sunlight, as he held up one of the cloth balls, studying it curiously through his
eyeglasses.“What on earth…is that?”Soundlessly, ever loyal, the Fly mimed his question behind
his back. He could almost feel her tremulous breath against his skin as she drew closer.To his
surprise, he was holding a pair of delicately crocheted baby socks.He stared
uncomprehendingly at the peculiar item. He sniffled once, then again, much too loudly, before
turning halfway around, relieved to find the Fly still standing there, now more than three feet
away and thus unable to determine the envelope’s contents. A pair of baby socks? For a
moment his mind went blank, and then it registered the remaining contents. With fingers that, to
his irritation, trembled as if cold, he quickly picked up one of the sheets of paper, turned it away
from his secretary’s gaze, and studied it.What he saw looked like a copy of two magazine pages.



On the left side of the page was a round circle resembling an old-fashioned picture frame, inside
of which was a photograph of an old mansion with rust-brown walls. It appeared to be floating in
a gray mist that hid both the sky and the foundation of the building, as though it had never been
anchored in earthly soil.No less than seven white chimneys—three on each end and one in the
middle—rose from the steeply pitched roof above ivy-clad walls, underscoring the fairy-tale
character of the rendering. The tiles gleamed, suggesting the photo had been taken early in the
morning, before the sun had evaporated the dew.On the right side of the page, the anonymous
sender had placed another photo, one that resembled a black-and-white reproduction of an old
amateur photo: under a Christmas tree that extended to the ceiling, a small group of children sat
on a carpet, staring up at the photographer. They were all wearing elf hats. A couple of the
children smiled, while others looked solemn, as if unsettled by the scrutiny of the person behind
the camera.Above the photograph, in block letters, were three words: “THE SEVEN
DWARVES.”Under the old photograph was the only text accompanying the two-page spread:
The seven dwarves—five boys and two girls—live in the Elephant Room and are all ready to find
a good home in the new year!The chief of staff wrinkled his forehead involuntarily—avoiding the
Fly’s attention—and continued reading: Because the biological parents’ identity can be
protected, they choose adoption rather than illegal abortion. It is rumored that famous Danes,
whose names and reputations would be damaged beyond repair by prying eyes, have benefitted
from the discretion of Mother’s Aid Society. In these cases, it is essential that the names of the
biological parents are kept secret.“It’s nothing,” he said without being asked a question. He could
feel the Fly behind him, curiously trying to see what he was looking at. He covered the two
photographs with his arms. “I’ll take it from here.”Her disappointment was palpable. She whirled
toward the door and then stopped.“It’s nothing,” he repeated, a little louder. “I’ll handle it.”The Fly
—Fanny was her real name—lingered stubbornly in the doorway for a moment before reluctantly
leaving; a gust of air followed as the door slammed shut.He breathed deeply and stared once
more at the letter. If she had been there, Lucilla would have warned him about the fear now
tightening its grip on him.Though the pictures revealed nothing—except what was repeated in
the short text—he understood their meaning immediately, and he knew what they were of.Taking
a deep breath, he turned to the second piece of paper, which was thicker—entirely white and stiff
—and crinkled softly as he unfolded it. He’d almost expected another photograph (perhaps even
of himself), but what he held in his hands contained no images. It was a copy of a form or official
record—the kind the authorities had used since Gutenberg’s time.There were traces of a hole
punch on the left side of the page, and he guessed the original had been removed from a three-
ring binder before being copied.He leaned closer to the paper and began to read. The year 1961
appeared in the top left corner, nothing else. He drew a quick breath as his eyes scanned down
a dozen or so narrow fields: Name. Date of birth. Place of birth. Current address.There were
other fields for more nontraditional information: Biological mother. Name. Current address. Below
that: Biological father. Name. Current address.At the bottom of the form, the unnamed authority
had included a spacious category for Name and address of adoptive family.It was an adoption



form intended for families who’d applied to foster one of that era’s unwanted children. He’d seen
such forms before, of course.Only one of the boxes had been filled in, the very first one.
Someone, presumably long ago, had written a single, still fully legible name: John
Bjergstrand.The name meant absolutely nothing to Orla Berntsen, but he thought it sounded a
bit strange. A small space was left between the first and last names, and beside it the official had
added, almost as an afterthought, Infant Room.He could feel perspiration forming on the bridge
of his nose, under his glasses. He turned the paper over and glanced at the back of the page.
Blank.Then he sniffled again and squinted. What was a forty-six-year-old, soon-to-be-separated
public official to do with an old form that barely contained any information? He sensed that he
ought to know the answer, but he didn’t.It wasn’t the name itself that was so upsetting—that
might have baffled him for a day or two before he forgot about it—but rather something else. A
droplet of sweat fell from the tip of his nose onto the handwritten name at the top of the form.
Carefully he dabbed at it with a tissue, as though he’d forgotten it was a copy and the ink
wouldn’t smear.He stood and turned toward the window, gazing at the rainbow gleaming in the
air above the snake’s mouth. He felt more than heard the gurgle of panic that arose from his
chest. It sounded as though a prehistoric creature had sought refuge inside his body, much as
he had once sought sanctuary from his persecutors in the wetlands.If anyone had been able to
read his mind at that moment, they would have noticed that Orla Berntsen did not ask the most
obvious question—the question other recipients of such a strange letter would have asked
themselves: Why did I get this?After the election victory in 2005, the office of the minister of
national affairs had been expanded to almost double its previous size. The country’s second-
most powerful man had practically demanded a throne room as a reward for his role in the
frenzied election.Only those in the exclusive inner circle—individuals handpicked by the minister
—set foot in his office. They were members of CRL, an association the minister had formed early
in his career, though only in recent years had he acknowledged his leading role in it.CRL was an
acronym for Children’s Right to Life.During the 2005 election, CRL had been a real drawing card
for the party, since it advocated for the rights of unborn Danish children, and it reintroduced the
position that abortion be restricted to cases in which the mother’s life was at risk or the child
would die anyway. Fertility rates had sunk too low and the nation lacked healthy Danish children,
conditions that resulted in a burdened social security system and disturbingly low numbers of
young people. Increasingly, the labor market was forced to import workers from distant parts of
the world. A growing contingent of Danes therefore supported this commonsense approach—
which combined practical economics and Christian morality—not least because they felt that
increasing the ethnic-Danish population would strengthen the nation against the growing ranks
of newcomers. Danes risked becoming a minority in their own country—both the party and the
opposition had conjured up this frightening scenario during the campaign—but the party had
held the trump card: the minister of national affairs.Ole Almind-Enevold set the tone for an
informal meeting with an uncharacteristic, “Have a seat—and Happy Liberation Day!”The Witch
Doctor appeared in the doorway. He slipped along the wall to a vacant chair; being late and out



of breath seemed to be an integral part of the PR director’s image.“What’s this business about
the Tamil boy?” the minister asked, brandishing a thick green folder. With exasperated precision,
he tossed it across the table to the department head, whom staff called Bog Man; the hue of his
bluish-green skin reminded them of the famous prehistoric man discovered in a bog near
Silkeborg.“What do I need to know?” the minister continued.Orla Berntsen was relieved that he’d
not presented the case to the minister himself but had delegated it to the department head, who
didn’t dare sit on it lest it blow up in his face. The national minister hated troublesome cases, and
he’d always had a straightforward approach to them: clear them away or bury them so deep no
one will ever unearth them.Some reporters (and officials) called him the Almighty One—a play
on his surname, Enevold, which means “king” in Danish—and most found his systematic
efficiency intimidating.Bog Man held out his hands apologetically. “It’s only for your orientation,
and only if you should run into a reporter from Independent Weekend today. They are the only
ones who care about the case. So far.”Orla noted how he’d used the word “only” three times.“You
can’t possibly think that an eleven-year-old Tamil boy could become a sensation?” the Almighty
One asked.“He might,” Bog Man replied cautiously. “He’ll be the litmus test for the ministry’s
decision to expel juvenile refugees who don’t have families. That’s why he’s all alone in a cell at
Asylum Center North at this very moment…” He fell silent, which was unusual for him.Ole
Almind-Enevold shook his head vigorously. “I doubt anyone will care about his case for more
than a day or two.”The subject matter was closed for now. Orla Berntsen studied the photograph
the guard at the asylum center had sent the ministry. It showed a small boy with an innocent
face, thick black hair, and clear brown probing eyes—just a tiny snowflake in the universe.
Berntsen nodded to Bog Man. They were in agreement that the case could explode at any
moment. Quite a few Danes were still uncomfortable at the sight of a crying child in state
custody. They would have to discuss it later.“It’s May fifth,” the minister cheerfully reminded the
group. The anniversary of Denmark’s liberation from the Nazis was the natural starting point in
the story Ole Almind-Enevold starred in—a narrative that wove together the Ministry of National
Affairs and his own altruistic efforts during the Second World War.The intervening years hadn’t
diminished the story’s power in the least, and no one dared question it either. According to myth,
the minister had thrown himself into the resistance movement in 1943, while still a young boy,
hardly able to lift the sacks of dynamite he transported to and from older saboteurs. Because of
his broad area of operation and his unrelenting stamina for cycling and running, he’d acquired
the cover name “the Runner.” As the story goes, he was only thirteen when he helped liquidate a
snitch near Svanemøllen Station. The snitch had threatened an older saboteur with a gun, but
Ole had leapt forward and seized the weapon. The snitch and the boy tumbled to the ground
together and the gun went off, leaving the traitor dead—a bullet between his eyes.The story
proved to have immense popular appeal. “Still running errands for the nation,” read the Witch
Doctor’s powerful slogan in newspapers and on campaign posters during the nerve-wracking
election in November of 2001—in the wake of 9/11. During the 2005 election, he introduced a
triumphant addition to the winning slogan: “Defending Danish democracy.”In Orla Berntsen’s



universe, a bureaucrat to the core, patriotism was not a particular virtue. Every one of his
enemies was Danish, and his mother hadn’t wasted a single opportunity to remind him of the
distinctive brand of Danish hypocrisy that had haunted their lives together during his childhood
in the row-house section of town, near the wetlands. In those years, during the 1960s, to avoid
shame and condemnation, thousands of single young women relinquished their newborn
children to complete strangers. Those who refused to do so were barely tolerated in their
communities. A boy like Orla, without a father, was viewed as an illegitimate child, a bastard, and
the national virtues of community and unity (or solidarity as it was quaintly stated in the party
program) meant nothing. And it was for this reason that Orla considered hypocrisy the true mark
of the Danish national character, though he never admitted as much to others, and certainly not
to those in the ministry, where he served as the right hand of the successful minister.In public,
Berntsen fought the invasion of bogus asylum-seekers and economic refugees in a cold and
calculated way. But in his personal life, he didn’t believe there was any real difference between
people—whether black or white, from one culture or religion or another—he was beyond such
distinctions.Orla Berntsen had almost forgotten the blue envelope he’d left under the mug that
reminded him of his wife and daughters.Once again he looked at the photo of the seven babies
in their elf hats. He scrutinized the other photo as well: the majestic villa with its dark, gleaming
roof. Not only did he recognize the house, but also he knew why the magazine had included the
golden border around it. His mother had had the exact same picture on their living-room wall.
Very few people would know that. His mother’s voice was a weak buzzing in his head, but he
couldn’t make out the words. After her death she had developed a habit of whispering to him, but
the messages rarely made sense, consisting mainly of fragments of conversations they’d once
had.He stretched his fingers, shaking them a bit, as though sending a discreet signal to an
invisible guest in the office.“I took three calls from Independent Weekend while you were out,”
the Fly suddenly whispered from behind him.For a second he couldn’t place where the voice
was coming from. Then she walked around his desk and repeated the message, more loudly,
adding a distressing detail: “It was that journalist…Knud Taasing.”The Fly understood how this
name affected her boss.He could smell his own sweat mixed with the optimistic scent of the
ministry. “Just tell him I’m at a meeting.”“He said it was important…something about an
anonymous letter.” She hissed the final two words between her thin lips.“Okay. Well, put him
through if he calls back. It would be worse to avoid him,” he replied, softly sniffling.Berntsen
studied the form again. John Bjergstrand. The name meant nothing to him, but apparently
someone had felt it important enough to send a copy to the minister’s oldest enemy, the reporter
at Independent Weekend. It was the only possible explanation. As if on cue, the intercom
buzzed.The speaker clicked. “I’ll put him through.” She didn’t have to repeat the name.For a
moment he sat silently, feeling the presence of the other man, and then he said loudly, “Orla
Berntsen speaking.”“Taasing.” The voice was muted and nasally. It hadn’t changed since the day
they’d first met, and that had to have been ten years ago, maybe more.“Yes?” he said.Taasing
spoke with the same preternatural calm as he had the morning he’d become Orla’s sworn



enemy. Back then the telephone rested on the desk in the Ministry of Justice, and when the old
party organ (then in its heyday) had uncovered a scandal that could bring down the minister and
his closest allies, the reporter called, not to ask questions, but to inform Orla that the paper
planned to print a devastating article the following day—with or without his blessing.Orla had
told him to get lost.The article was published.It had nearly destroyed Berntsen’s career. Shortly
afterward, Knud Taasing himself was disgraced by a fatal mistake grown epic in size, destroying
his reputation in less than a day. At the ministry, they had celebrated this fantastic good fortune,
raised a toast to it. It was a miracle the man even had a job today.“You need another number to
talk to the minister,” Orla said, instinctively searching for an exit strategy.“I don’t want to talk to
the Almighty One, at least not yet. But give him my regards anyway,” Taasing replied
sarcastically. “For now, I just want to talk to you.”Orla Berntsen reflexively covered the word DAD
on his empty mug.“We received a letter here at the paper. It’s somewhat, how can I put it,
mysterious,” the reporter said.The chief of staff gazed at the mug in front of him and thought of
his daughters whom he’d abandoned when he’d returned to his childhood home in Søborg.“I’ve
got a copy right here. It’s actually a magazine article, I think, with a photo of a house and some
children and a kind of cryptic caption. But at the very bottom there’s a note I don’t understand:
Copy sent to Orla Pil Berntsen, chief of staff to Minister of National Affairs Ole Almind-Enevold.
That would be you—and your honorable boss. That makes me think you received the same
letter. Blue envelope. Rectangular. Red and black letters, all cut from an old glossy, it looks like.”
He paused. “Very melodramatic. Like something from an Agatha Christie novel.”Orla was
silent.“Are you still there, Berntsen?”“What does it say?” he asked. Practically an admission.“It’s
a short piece on children adopted to new families. I think the pictures may have appeared in a
magazine to accompany a larger article on the topic. It hints at something devious, though: that
certain children were adopted in secrecy to spare the biological parents from being identified.
But the envelope also contains two items”—the reporter hesitated for a second—“some sort of
form with a name on it, and then a tiny pair of white woolen socks. Baby socks it looks like. That’s
what seems most peculiar.”Whatever one might say about Taasing, his descriptions were
succinct and precise. The powerful chief of staff heard a muffled rustling of paper on the other
end of the line.“So what do you say?” his tormenter asked.“This was sent to you…?” Orla heard
himself say. It was dangerous to lie, and so far the content of the letter was too bizarre and
inexplicable to pose an immediate threat. He doubted anyone would be able to make heads or
tails of it. It was all so long ago that there was really no connection to his present career or
life.“Actually”—Orla Berntsen heard the reporter shuffling papers again—“it was sent both to me
and to Nils Viggo Jensen. He’s my photographer on big assignments.”It was a wonder that Knud
Taasing was still writing for a national paper (though Independent Weekend had been forced to
amend its moniker in recent years, as it could no longer sustain a large enough daily
readership). A small one to be sure, Orla thought, but still. For years, the topics Taasing covered
had been insignificant. If he hadn’t had such a glorious past, he’d have penned his last article
that fateful day nearly ten years ago.“Yes, Berntsen,” the voice was teasing now. “You’re getting



it…The old circus horse has scented a big story. If not a big story, then at least something to
entertain the crowds. I’ll admit as much, between you and me. And now it’s your turn. I think you
received the same mysterious epistle.”“Yes,” Orla confessed. There was no point in lying.His
response was met with silence.“But,” the chief of staff continued, “I have no idea what it
means.”“You also received…a pair of socks…and the strange form?”“Yes,” Orla admitted.“John
Bjergstrand?”“Yes.”“Who is he?”A soft sniffle. “I’ve no idea.”“You got the photo of the children
too? And the peculiar text?”“Yes.”“And I suppose you can’t tell me who they are?”“No.”“Or what it
all means?”“No. I don’t have faintest idea,” he said, deciding to lie after all.“You have no idea
what this letter is about?”“That’s right. I have no clue. I’ve never met anyone named John
Bjergstrand. Look him up in the phone book.”“Ha,” his nemesis exclaimed.Orla could hear the
reporter breathing heavily on the other end of the line.“Inside the circle on one of the pages is a
photo of a house,” Knud Taasing said, changing the subject. “Do you know the house?”“Well, it’s
not mine.” Orla sniffled again.“That much I know.” Back when it couldn’t be avoided, Taasing was
one of the few reporters ever to visit Orla Berntsen’s residence. But nowadays, Berntsen’s
private life was as concealed as his emotions, perhaps even more so. The official story was that
he was married, had two daughters, and resided on Gisselfeld Boulevard in the wealthy suburb
of Gentofte. Journalists also knew that his wife was Cuban. The most critical among them had
joked about how Orla—then the chief of the Department of Immigration—had stopped issuing
humanitarian visas for refugees after he himself married a foreigner—a citizen of one of the last
remaining Communist countries in the world to boot. Those same journalists wondered if this
was the reason he was now getting divorced.“Why would the sender go to the trouble to indicate
that the letter was also sent to you—the chief of staff to the minister of national affairs—and why
mention his name explicitly?”“I have no idea.”“Is this connected in some way to Enevold?”“You
can’t take this nonsense seriously, Taasing,” Orla said with a little more vigor in his voice. “The
minister hasn’t even seen the letter.”“Where is that house?” The sharp tone again.Berntsen
hesitated. The case didn’t need to appear more mysterious than it was, and the truth would solve
that problem. On the other hand, he couldn’t just give away his biggest secret. Not to a reporter.
And certainly not to Knud Taasing.“You know what…what I feel and think about my private
correspondence, or what I know about it, is nobody’s business.”He knew it sounded
arrogant.“Actually it is the public’s business, Pil Berntsen. The letter was sent to the public as
well. Remember that.”Taasing’s words held an implicit threat—he could demand access to
documents.“Yes, but it was sent by some maniac!” He could hear his own breath now. This
wasn’t good; he needed to calm down. He lowered his shoulders and put his hands on the desk.
“Listen, Taasing. I’m actually busy. I’m attending a reception at the Ministry of State to
commemorate the Liberation.”“Yes, your secretary told me. But I have to tell you, if you don’t give
me any details about this house—at the very least an address—then I’ll be forced to publish the
photo and the letter, as well as a transcript of our conversation. And if we don’t post a reward for
information on the matter, we certainly will ask the public to help us play detective. We will get to
the bottom of this.”Orla Berntsen wasn’t sure a reporter in Taasing’s reduced position could



really follow through on this threat. Air whooshed behind him, and he felt, more than heard, his
mother whisper from the Other Side: What harm could it do, Orla? Let the truth come out.“The
house is at Skodsborg Strandvej. It’s an orphanage. And now I’ve got to run.” He hung up.He
stood and walked to the window. The snake continued to spray water on the rainbow it had
created. He sneezed.Goddamnit.Closing his eyes, he sank into the mustard-yellow couch where
he sometimes catnapped, never more than five or six minutes and always with his legs dangling
over the edge.Half-asleep on this couch he’d been able to probe the contours of the biggest
problems in his career, lay out new paths, and find ways to escape the sticky situations he
sometimes landed in. Here he’d earned his reputation as a problem solver, the very quality that
had made him a sought-after advisor whenever the administration faced a crisis. At the end of
the day, he always found a way. He was a ruthless strategist and a hardened adversary.During
the first fifteen years of his life, he’d weathered the bullying of the other boys, whose
impenetrable circle he’d orbited like a tireless insect, persisting solely through his alertness and
an uncanny ability to rebuff humiliations. Grinning like an idiot, his square, freckled nose sniffling
as if in spite, his light-blue eyes anticipating where the fists would land. That well-honed façade
and a flair for lightning quick evasion had remained in the man, long after his expression ceased
to reveal his thoughts and the goofy grin of childhood had disappeared.If any of the boys from
the street saw him today, they would only recognize the watchful eyes, the frequent sniffle, and
the subtle shift of his eyes behind his glasses.For once, Orla Berntsen didn’t know what to do.
He stood. The letter rested on his desk. Had the minister seen it? He didn’t think so, because the
Fly surely would have mentioned it to him. Triumphantly.He sank into the chair once again. His
large glasses were slightly steamed, his half-closed eyelids thick and taut, his lashes short and
blond. Should he inform his boss? There was good reason to. Still he hesitated.There is no goal
that can’t be achieved, the minister had told him long ago. Except by those who hesitate. (The
words had offended Severin, a friend from his youth, but of course Severin hadn’t amounted to
much.)Orla had loved the aphorisms Ole Almind-Enevold had impressed upon him during their
first meetings following his appointment; they were all about making the right call in any situation
—about the determination each extolled, about the will to find the most efficient solution for any
given situation.He who wants to rule the world must react when it changes.Orla Berntsen had
smiled at the obviousness of that one.He who prioritizes compassion before resolve loses his
ability to make decisions.The minister had never lost his resolve.He who acts with leniency
rather than consequence will be left behind.This was perhaps the most advanced insight—the
very secret: the ability to unleash one’s anger without remorse.He who dares not kill when called
upon to do so will perish, Orla Berntsen’s boss had said about his efforts during the Resistance
—and the entire nation had applauded.The chief of staff put down his mug. The knitted white
socks lay on the desk before him. For a moment he sat in silence, and then he dialed a number
on his private line. After a moment, a woman answered in a soft voice: “Attorneys’ office.”“I’d like
to speak to Søren Severin Nielsen,” he said.It had been more than ten years since they’d last
spoken. The rift had been caused by Orla’s refusal to extend humanitarian asylum to a Syrian



refugee; the media had blown it out of proportion. As the legal representative of the female
defendant, Severin had been furious, but Orla had upheld his decision despite their former
friendship. A few days later the woman was taken to Kastrup Airport, and no one had heard from
her since.Now his old friend was defending the eleven-year-old Tamil boy who was facing
deportation—and, of course, that was a problem, but that wasn’t the reason for his call.“Søren
Nielsen is at court,” the woman replied.He left his private number with the secretary and a short,
clear message: “Severin, call me. It’s urgent.”A few miles away, the reporter made a ninety-
degree turn in his battered swivel chair and tossed his cell phone on the desk.“Skodsborg,” he
said triumphantly. “There’s only one orphanage in Skodsborg, and that’s a very singular one—
Kongslund—the pride of the entire nation!”The excitement in Knud Taasing’s voice was
unmistakable. He pulled his laptop closer. “For many years the administration has given
preferential treatment to Kongslund—with special appropriations—and who do you think has
been its protector and benefactor since the war?”He didn’t have to say the name, and his
companion didn’t have to respond. Nils Jensen was a taciturn man.“And who do you think took
part in the Resistance alongside the young Kongslund governesses who were working in total
secrecy with the most famous saboteur group in the nation?” Knud Taasing turned on his
computer and said the name out loud. “Ole Almind-Enevold, minister of national affairs and soon-
to-be prime minister—if death does its duty, that is, and puts our leader out of his misery
soon.”Still the photographer didn’t reply.The reporter typed nine letters into the search engine.
The stuffing in his rickety chair’s cushion flaked off as he shifted his weight, leaving small
particles of orange foam on his pant leg. “Kongslund,” he said again, almost absentmindedly, to
the thin figure in the office’s only other chair. “The Infant Orphanage Kongslund. There must be a
reason we’ve received these letters.”“Or maybe there isn’t,” the photographer finally replied,
breaking his silence.Knud Taasing looked mildly at the man who in some sense had become his
friend—the only one who remained after eight long years in the humiliating twilight of his
journalistic career.Nils Jensen put four batteries into a flash nearly as big as the camera in his
lap. “An infant orphanage?” he said, making the innocent words sound strangely suspicious.“Yes.
And not just any orphanage…Kongslund.” The reporter waved the blue envelope so vigorously
an onlooker might expect the colored letters in the address to come loose and scatter to the
floor. “The story is pretty clear as far as I can see. In 1961, a boy by the name of John
Bjergstrand was given up for adoption by unknown parents. This boy was one of those who for
God’s sake—or rather, for the sake of a particular family—had to be fast-tracked…his whole
existence erased. Presumably because his parents were either very famous or very powerful, or
perhaps both.”“Sounds like nonsense to me,” Nils Jensen said, spinning the flash in his hands
disapprovingly.Knud Taasing didn’t respond. As he’d often noted, it was one of the last remaining
privileges of the working class: the right to be contrarian. And Nils had been born to the bottom
rung of society. Though, for some inscrutable reason, his parents had given him a camera as a
confirmation gift. A fact that was particularly odd to Knud, since the father, a night watchman,
was practically never awake during daylight hours. In the late 1970s, Nils Jensen had



photographed the massive demonstrations against the Black Square tenement demolition, and
he’d sold the pictures to the city’s grassroots newspapers. He’d made a name for himself with a
close-up of a plainclothes officer beating a demonstrator in a back alley on Blaagaardsgade.
The photo was distributed across the country. Three days later, the police officer hanged himself
with a short rope attached to a hook he’d drilled into the ceiling of his living room. His wife and
colleagues had lowered his dead body themselves. The young photographer never blamed
himself, not for a second. As he’d told others in the media quite openly, he’d merely done his
duty in the service of documentation.That statement, and that photograph, had made him a
public figure. When, in the late 1990s, the small opposition paper merged with the last remaining
organ of the government and became Independent Weekend, Knud Taasing had persuaded his
editor to hire Nils Jensen as a freelance photographer. They had worked together ever since.
Mostly in silence, because the photographer was a man of few if any words.“There are no John
Bjergstrands listed in Krak’s Directory or in the white pages,” the reporter said.Taasing typed
another twelve letters into the computer database. A few seconds passed before the electronic
archive supplied him with the titles of twenty-four articles. “Only four profiles. That’s not much,”
he said.As expected, the profiles contained no personal information—except that the chief of
staff had once lived in Gentofte but had moved from that address, and that he had two daughters
—one twenty-three, the other seven.“They’d had quite a surprise baby. And now they’re getting
divorced. The wife’s alone in the house. But where the hell does he live?”Nils Jensen was
predictably silent.Taasing found no information about Berntsen’s current residence. There were
unsubstantiated rumors swirling about his childhood. An anonymous source claimed the chief of
staff had been raised by a single mother who, according to another (or possibly the same)
anonymous source, had locked him up and beaten him with a coat hanger (this always seemed
to be the preferred instrument of punishment in those days, when the indulgence bred by a wave
of prosperity collided with the petty bourgeoisie’s penchant for old-fashioned discipline).
According to these rumors, his upbringing had tortured his mind and soul and made him the
person he was: a snarling dog. A national gatekeeper no one passed by in one piece.Very few
people knew the man behind the façade.According to a tabloid article, he’d earned several
pejorative nicknames among the ministry’s case officers—the most noteworthy being the
Sociopath.This was what officials called him on those rare occasions when they felt they were at
a safe distance in the ministry’s narrow hallways. It was a brutal assessment, even for a brutal
ministry. What was the origin of such stories? Taasing wondered.Knud Taasing looked
quizzically at the photographer, who only shook his head in silence. As usual.2THE LETTERMay
5, 2008In my foster mother’s world, only one task was really important: to protect the abandoned
beings arriving at Kongslund until the ten-member Adoption Council in Vesterbro found them a
new family.“Kongslund is their home, Marie,” she said before adding an almost mystical
declaration, “And remember: all the best homes are by the water.”When the children departed,
she would sing the old song with its seemingly endless string of verses: “One elephant goes a
marching now, two elephants go a marching now, then three, then four, then five, then six” until



at last I would fall asleep “as they marched off across the spider’s fine web.”And then silence
again, until it was replaced with the nestling sounds of new children, which would be replaced by
another silence. And so the seasons changed, and all the children around me left, one by one,
until one day it became clear to me that I was the only one who would be staying.The Danish
prime minister was seized by a terrible coughing fit. In just a few months, his face had grown
more gaunt and pale than anyone would have thought possible. Before long it would hang
suspended in the air, like a narrow slip of white paper fluttering in a wind blowing from the
slightly puckered lips of Death. For a moment he sat with his head bowed like Hamlet: afflicted
by a deadly ailment that might have been tuberculosis had the land he’d ruled for fifteen years
not been declared free of that contagion.Ole Almind-Enevold, the minister of national affairs,
was the only other person present in the nation’s most powerful office. He cleared his throat
uncomfortably.When the prime minister looked up, he tried to smile at the sole minister in the
nation’s government he more or less trusted. Not unconditionally, and not naively—there wasn’t
room for naïveté in the strata where illusions about ideas and principles could destroy a career in
the time it took to broadcast a news segment—but rather because he knew the fingers of Death
were drumming on his throat, and wouldn’t abate.The premier placed a light-blue handkerchief
to his mouth, and Ole half expected blood to seep through, as though on clean, heavy blotting
paper.Slowly, the premier’s persistent cough ebbed. The handkerchief remained unblemished.
The conversation resumed.“They think I’ll survive a year,” the prime minister declared in a
surprisingly strong voice.The desk he sat behind wasn’t large, but it was a treasure from his
childhood home, constructed in fumed German oak, lavishly ornamented with dark carvings. In
front of him was a copy of Independent Weekend. He read aloud from the front page, his voice
once again dry and raspy: “Ministry sources anticipate that the prime minister will step down
within a year. The official announcement may come as soon as the Party Congress convenes
this fall. Due to health concerns, the prime minister and his advisors are discussing his possible
successor.”The prime minister accepted this statement without batting an eyelash; he even tried
to laugh. But that brought his cough back, and he doubled over so far in the upholstered chair
that Ole feared the nation’s leader might capsize.Once the fit had subsided, he resumed reading
aloud: “Since the successor appears to have been found already, a power struggle leading up to
the congress is not anticipated. In spite of his advancing age, it is expected that Ole Almind-
Enevold, the experienced minister of national affairs and a true patriot, will be tapped. He enjoys
unparalleled, nonpartisan public support.”The prime minister eyed his friend and colleague of
many years. “You’ve already been elected,” he said.Ole didn’t know how to interpret his tone. It
was well-known how exacting a boss the prime minister was; he didn’t forgive colleagues their
mistakes. Quite a few had been deceived by his seemingly friendly smile and bowed
confidentiality. This was no doubt still the case, in spite of his weakened condition.“Unless you
screw up, it’s a done deal,” he said, adding, “But you don’t make mistakes, do you?”His meaning
was clear. The prime minister was loath to hand over his scepter to a man who’d bring shame
upon it. That would, no doubt, disturb his eternal slumber.“You never had any children…” he



said, as if in simple observation, but the questions were implied: Any skeletons in the closet that
I should know about? Mistresses, love nests…?All the minister of national affairs could do was
smile reassuringly.“You didn’t want to adopt—many people do that.” The prime minister already
knew the reason for this decision, but he continued, “I understand your wife never liked the idea
of adopting a child, so…well…yes, not much to be done about that.”The prime minister was
clearly trying to provoke his subject. Everyone knew that the leader of his country would never
have kowtowed to a woman—only four served in his entire administration—nor would he expect
any different from his cabinet members. He suffered the women’s presence, reporters joked,
merely to placate the electorate.The premier tossed the newspaper onto his desk and
suppressed another cough. “In this office—and at your age—it is likely only an advantage…” he
concluded, referring to the man’s childlessness, his voice dwindling to a whisper. “You will have
to maneuver the actual successor into place…the next generation. That will be your task. To
bring the party into the next great era.”There was nothing left to say.The two men shook hands.
And it was a handshake they both knew committed them unto death.That morning—just a few
feet from the dying prime minister’s office—the so-called Kongslund Affair began, though it
revolved less around the house that was identified as the scandal’s point of origin than it did
around a group of individuals: high-ranking politicians, career officials, and media
personalities.The day was May 5, 2008—the sixty-third anniversary of Liberation Day.The letter
had arrived at the Ministry of National Affairs, or National Ministry as it was called for short, by
regular mail in the wee hours of the morning. The long blue envelope was placed in the stack of
mail in the enormous reception room, which since olden days (back when the National Ministry
was still called the Ministry of the Interior) had been known as the Palace. And there it remained
until 7:30 a.m. when the office manager arrived.She didn’t have long to consider the letter’s
peculiar appearance—it bulged, as though a piece of cloth or a deflated ball were inside—
because her boss, the chief of staff, was already turning on all the machines in the office.Orla
Berntsen usually began his mornings with a few moments of meditation, breathing calmly in the
half-awake ministry. The office manager wondered if this ritual was simply a way for him to catch
his breath after bicycling through Copenhagen traffic—or perhaps because he was thinking of
his wife and two daughters whom he’d not seen for nearly two months. But because he never
talked about himself, no one knew.The guard at the gate had informed him that morning that the
minister of national affairs was at the Ministry of State but that, as always, he would assume his
place at the table at precisely 9:00 a.m. As usual, the chief of staff dropped his bike clips in the
round ashtray that bore the ministry’s monogram, and, wetting his fingertips, flattened the
creases of his pants before sitting down.He wasn’t a morning person, and he wasn’t an athlete:
his obsession with cycling was a result of the government’s environmental PR scheme
meticulously designed by the Witch Doctor (the nickname given the newly minted PR chief in the
afterglow of the unexpected and legendary 2001 election). “We need to demonstrate our
concern for the earth’s climate and for the Danish environment in concrete ways!” he had said.
And within a few months, the fervor gripped every top politician and high-ranking official,



whether voluntarily or not. Throughout the spring of 2008, the faint odor of sweat and deodorant
hung in the air, especially early in the morning, and, in the case of the chief of staff, especially
around his shoulders and neck.As evident by Orla Berntsen’s rare media appearances—rare
because he detested such appearances—he was cut from a large, square gray cloth. Thickset,
wearing a gray suit and a gray checkered tie, he wasn’t much to look at when hunched over his
vast Brazilian rosewood desk. Out his window he had a view of a gorgeously landscaped
courtyard in which the gardener had erected a small fountain. A beautifully carved snake rose
impressively from the fountain’s center in the shape of the letter S, spouting a blue cloud of water
into the sky. In calm weather, the column of water reached so high that it caught the rays of the
sun and formed a rainbow spanning several rooftops, and gave the illusion that the various
wings of the ministry were connected via a colorful bridge.The chief of staff turned away from the
window. The view reminded him of days he didn’t care to think about now, days sitting under the
rain-drenched trees in the neighborhood he’d hated as a child.Instead he turned to the stack of
mail that had been placed on his desk. On the top of the pile was the odd blue envelope that
would come to cause so much harm. The moment his fingers touched the envelope he sniffled
involuntarily, as though anticipating events impossible to imagine.Given the acts of terror
unleashed on New York, Madrid, and London, the letter probably should have been handed over
to a bomb squad. But in its ongoing confrontation with the many terrorist and fundamentalist
forces threatening Denmark, the administration had constructed an important and effective
image of fearlessness.For seven years, the National Ministry had efficiently enforced refugee
and immigration policies, in addition to upholding its mission to preserve Danish identity and the
national character. It was in this same spirit that the office manager decided to perform a cursory
inspection of the strange envelope before placing it on her boss’s desk. She’d held it up to the
light, assuring herself that it contained neither explosives nor the flattened body of a rat—the
latter having actually happened to a former minister (the symbolism self-evident).The envelope
bore none of the stickers or slogans generally favored by critics of the administration. According
to the date stamp, the letter had been mailed in Copenhagen on May 2, 2008 from the post
office in Østerbro. With his letter opener, he flipped the envelope over—found no return address
—and then flipped it back again.Cautiously, he pressed the bulge. It was soft, giving a bit at his
touch.He turned his attention away from the envelope for a moment and poured coffee into the
mug his daughter had given him for his forty-sixth birthday, their last celebration together. On the
mug were the words WORLD’S BEST DAD. He used it only when he was alone.Most likely, he
thought, the envelope contained an angry message from a concerned Dane fearful of all the
foreigners streaming into the country; in exchange for the electoral victories in 2001 and 2005,
the National Ministry had pledged to keep immigration under control.That’s the kind of letter it
could have been. And were it not for one little detail—the address—that’s what he certainly
would have thought.The address hadn’t been written in pen or typed with a computer. Instead,
the sender had gone to the trouble of cutting letters from an old magazine or newspaper—one
by one, in different sizes but from the same cheap gray-white paper—neatly affixing them to the



envelope, letter by letter, without wasting any glue. For a long time, he stared at the impressive
handiwork, before pressing a button to call the Fly—she’d earned her nickname at a Christmas
revue for buzzing about completing her tasks. As a personal secretary and office manager,
though, she was unmatched.As she settled in a seat behind him, he felt a puff of air. He handed
her the blue envelope. Her lips moved, and he realized she was counting each of the letters.
He’d done the same thing. There were sixty letters all in all. A few of them were red, but most
were black, and some of those were bordered in white, including the l in Orla and the l in Pil.Orla
Pil Berntsen,Slotsholmen,Christiansborg Slotsplads, Copenhagen K.Three lines. Very
melodramatic in their multicolored layout.“I don’t know what’s in it…” he said, hesitating. Seeing
his middle name made him nervous. He hadn’t used that name officially in many years.Carefully,
the Fly shook the envelope, as though chasing away the worst possibilities. “Maybe it’s just a
dead mouse,” she said softly.“A dead mouse?” Orla Berntsen blanched in fright.“Or animal
feces…” Her pointy nose twitched as if to sniff out the rot in the mysterious correspondence. Her
sweating boss gave off a sweet, slightly nauseating odor. The Fly flew to the window and opened
it wide.If the letter didn’t have this strange aura around it, he would’ve considered it a joke.
Instead he felt fear creep in, a tickling feeling in his nostrils—which he recognized from the world
of his childhood. He knew a headache would descend on him in a matter of minutes.“Maybe we
should let the mail room open it after all,” the Fly said in a near whisper.He imagined the
headline in Independent Weekend: “Top Official Lets Innocent Officers Face the Music.”“It’s
probably nothing dangerous,” he said, grabbing the letter opener.The Fly emitted a little squeal
and eased away from him.“I’m sure it’ll be a dud, and they—whoever they are—will just get a lot
of free publicity.” Once again, he sniffled.Then he used the fine, arched letter opener that Lucilla
had given him as a wedding present in 2001; he hesitated only a second before emptying the
contents onto his desk. He had no idea who’d sent the letter, or whose fingers had painstakingly
folded two pieces of paper around the contents. He blinked rapidly, as though finding himself in
bright sunlight, as he held up one of the cloth balls, studying it curiously through his
eyeglasses.“What on earth…is that?”Soundlessly, ever loyal, the Fly mimed his question behind
his back. He could almost feel her tremulous breath against his skin as she drew closer.To his
surprise, he was holding a pair of delicately crocheted baby socks.He stared
uncomprehendingly at the peculiar item. He sniffled once, then again, much too loudly, before
turning halfway around, relieved to find the Fly still standing there, now more than three feet
away and thus unable to determine the envelope’s contents. A pair of baby socks? For a
moment his mind went blank, and then it registered the remaining contents. With fingers that, to
his irritation, trembled as if cold, he quickly picked up one of the sheets of paper, turned it away
from his secretary’s gaze, and studied it.What he saw looked like a copy of two magazine pages.
On the left side of the page was a round circle resembling an old-fashioned picture frame, inside
of which was a photograph of an old mansion with rust-brown walls. It appeared to be floating in
a gray mist that hid both the sky and the foundation of the building, as though it had never been
anchored in earthly soil.No less than seven white chimneys—three on each end and one in the



middle—rose from the steeply pitched roof above ivy-clad walls, underscoring the fairy-tale
character of the rendering. The tiles gleamed, suggesting the photo had been taken early in the
morning, before the sun had evaporated the dew.On the right side of the page, the anonymous
sender had placed another photo, one that resembled a black-and-white reproduction of an old
amateur photo: under a Christmas tree that extended to the ceiling, a small group of children sat
on a carpet, staring up at the photographer. They were all wearing elf hats. A couple of the
children smiled, while others looked solemn, as if unsettled by the scrutiny of the person behind
the camera.Above the photograph, in block letters, were three words: “THE SEVEN
DWARVES.”Under the old photograph was the only text accompanying the two-page spread:
The seven dwarves—five boys and two girls—live in the Elephant Room and are all ready to find
a good home in the new year!The chief of staff wrinkled his forehead involuntarily—avoiding the
Fly’s attention—and continued reading: Because the biological parents’ identity can be
protected, they choose adoption rather than illegal abortion. It is rumored that famous Danes,
whose names and reputations would be damaged beyond repair by prying eyes, have benefitted
from the discretion of Mother’s Aid Society. In these cases, it is essential that the names of the
biological parents are kept secret.“It’s nothing,” he said without being asked a question. He could
feel the Fly behind him, curiously trying to see what he was looking at. He covered the two
photographs with his arms. “I’ll take it from here.”Her disappointment was palpable. She whirled
toward the door and then stopped.“It’s nothing,” he repeated, a little louder. “I’ll handle it.”The Fly
—Fanny was her real name—lingered stubbornly in the doorway for a moment before reluctantly
leaving; a gust of air followed as the door slammed shut.He breathed deeply and stared once
more at the letter. If she had been there, Lucilla would have warned him about the fear now
tightening its grip on him.Though the pictures revealed nothing—except what was repeated in
the short text—he understood their meaning immediately, and he knew what they were of.Taking
a deep breath, he turned to the second piece of paper, which was thicker—entirely white and stiff
—and crinkled softly as he unfolded it. He’d almost expected another photograph (perhaps even
of himself), but what he held in his hands contained no images. It was a copy of a form or official
record—the kind the authorities had used since Gutenberg’s time.There were traces of a hole
punch on the left side of the page, and he guessed the original had been removed from a three-
ring binder before being copied.He leaned closer to the paper and began to read. The year 1961
appeared in the top left corner, nothing else. He drew a quick breath as his eyes scanned down
a dozen or so narrow fields: Name. Date of birth. Place of birth. Current address.There were
other fields for more nontraditional information: Biological mother. Name. Current address. Below
that: Biological father. Name. Current address.At the bottom of the form, the unnamed authority
had included a spacious category for Name and address of adoptive family.It was an adoption
form intended for families who’d applied to foster one of that era’s unwanted children. He’d seen
such forms before, of course.Only one of the boxes had been filled in, the very first one.
Someone, presumably long ago, had written a single, still fully legible name: John
Bjergstrand.The name meant absolutely nothing to Orla Berntsen, but he thought it sounded a



bit strange. A small space was left between the first and last names, and beside it the official had
added, almost as an afterthought, Infant Room.He could feel perspiration forming on the bridge
of his nose, under his glasses. He turned the paper over and glanced at the back of the page.
Blank.Then he sniffled again and squinted. What was a forty-six-year-old, soon-to-be-separated
public official to do with an old form that barely contained any information? He sensed that he
ought to know the answer, but he didn’t.It wasn’t the name itself that was so upsetting—that
might have baffled him for a day or two before he forgot about it—but rather something else. A
droplet of sweat fell from the tip of his nose onto the handwritten name at the top of the form.
Carefully he dabbed at it with a tissue, as though he’d forgotten it was a copy and the ink
wouldn’t smear.He stood and turned toward the window, gazing at the rainbow gleaming in the
air above the snake’s mouth. He felt more than heard the gurgle of panic that arose from his
chest. It sounded as though a prehistoric creature had sought refuge inside his body, much as
he had once sought sanctuary from his persecutors in the wetlands.If anyone had been able to
read his mind at that moment, they would have noticed that Orla Berntsen did not ask the most
obvious question—the question other recipients of such a strange letter would have asked
themselves: Why did I get this?After the election victory in 2005, the office of the minister of
national affairs had been expanded to almost double its previous size. The country’s second-
most powerful man had practically demanded a throne room as a reward for his role in the
frenzied election.Only those in the exclusive inner circle—individuals handpicked by the minister
—set foot in his office. They were members of CRL, an association the minister had formed early
in his career, though only in recent years had he acknowledged his leading role in it.CRL was an
acronym for Children’s Right to Life.During the 2005 election, CRL had been a real drawing card
for the party, since it advocated for the rights of unborn Danish children, and it reintroduced the
position that abortion be restricted to cases in which the mother’s life was at risk or the child
would die anyway. Fertility rates had sunk too low and the nation lacked healthy Danish children,
conditions that resulted in a burdened social security system and disturbingly low numbers of
young people. Increasingly, the labor market was forced to import workers from distant parts of
the world. A growing contingent of Danes therefore supported this commonsense approach—
which combined practical economics and Christian morality—not least because they felt that
increasing the ethnic-Danish population would strengthen the nation against the growing ranks
of newcomers. Danes risked becoming a minority in their own country—both the party and the
opposition had conjured up this frightening scenario during the campaign—but the party had
held the trump card: the minister of national affairs.Ole Almind-Enevold set the tone for an
informal meeting with an uncharacteristic, “Have a seat—and Happy Liberation Day!”The Witch
Doctor appeared in the doorway. He slipped along the wall to a vacant chair; being late and out
of breath seemed to be an integral part of the PR director’s image.“What’s this business about
the Tamil boy?” the minister asked, brandishing a thick green folder. With exasperated precision,
he tossed it across the table to the department head, whom staff called Bog Man; the hue of his
bluish-green skin reminded them of the famous prehistoric man discovered in a bog near



Silkeborg.“What do I need to know?” the minister continued.Orla Berntsen was relieved that he’d
not presented the case to the minister himself but had delegated it to the department head, who
didn’t dare sit on it lest it blow up in his face. The national minister hated troublesome cases, and
he’d always had a straightforward approach to them: clear them away or bury them so deep no
one will ever unearth them.Some reporters (and officials) called him the Almighty One—a play
on his surname, Enevold, which means “king” in Danish—and most found his systematic
efficiency intimidating.Bog Man held out his hands apologetically. “It’s only for your orientation,
and only if you should run into a reporter from Independent Weekend today. They are the only
ones who care about the case. So far.”Orla noted how he’d used the word “only” three times.“You
can’t possibly think that an eleven-year-old Tamil boy could become a sensation?” the Almighty
One asked.“He might,” Bog Man replied cautiously. “He’ll be the litmus test for the ministry’s
decision to expel juvenile refugees who don’t have families. That’s why he’s all alone in a cell at
Asylum Center North at this very moment…” He fell silent, which was unusual for him.Ole
Almind-Enevold shook his head vigorously. “I doubt anyone will care about his case for more
than a day or two.”The subject matter was closed for now. Orla Berntsen studied the photograph
the guard at the asylum center had sent the ministry. It showed a small boy with an innocent
face, thick black hair, and clear brown probing eyes—just a tiny snowflake in the universe.
Berntsen nodded to Bog Man. They were in agreement that the case could explode at any
moment. Quite a few Danes were still uncomfortable at the sight of a crying child in state
custody. They would have to discuss it later.“It’s May fifth,” the minister cheerfully reminded the
group. The anniversary of Denmark’s liberation from the Nazis was the natural starting point in
the story Ole Almind-Enevold starred in—a narrative that wove together the Ministry of National
Affairs and his own altruistic efforts during the Second World War.The intervening years hadn’t
diminished the story’s power in the least, and no one dared question it either. According to myth,
the minister had thrown himself into the resistance movement in 1943, while still a young boy,
hardly able to lift the sacks of dynamite he transported to and from older saboteurs. Because of
his broad area of operation and his unrelenting stamina for cycling and running, he’d acquired
the cover name “the Runner.” As the story goes, he was only thirteen when he helped liquidate a
snitch near Svanemøllen Station. The snitch had threatened an older saboteur with a gun, but
Ole had leapt forward and seized the weapon. The snitch and the boy tumbled to the ground
together and the gun went off, leaving the traitor dead—a bullet between his eyes.The story
proved to have immense popular appeal. “Still running errands for the nation,” read the Witch
Doctor’s powerful slogan in newspapers and on campaign posters during the nerve-wracking
election in November of 2001—in the wake of 9/11. During the 2005 election, he introduced a
triumphant addition to the winning slogan: “Defending Danish democracy.”In Orla Berntsen’s
universe, a bureaucrat to the core, patriotism was not a particular virtue. Every one of his
enemies was Danish, and his mother hadn’t wasted a single opportunity to remind him of the
distinctive brand of Danish hypocrisy that had haunted their lives together during his childhood
in the row-house section of town, near the wetlands. In those years, during the 1960s, to avoid



shame and condemnation, thousands of single young women relinquished their newborn
children to complete strangers. Those who refused to do so were barely tolerated in their
communities. A boy like Orla, without a father, was viewed as an illegitimate child, a bastard, and
the national virtues of community and unity (or solidarity as it was quaintly stated in the party
program) meant nothing. And it was for this reason that Orla considered hypocrisy the true mark
of the Danish national character, though he never admitted as much to others, and certainly not
to those in the ministry, where he served as the right hand of the successful minister.In public,
Berntsen fought the invasion of bogus asylum-seekers and economic refugees in a cold and
calculated way. But in his personal life, he didn’t believe there was any real difference between
people—whether black or white, from one culture or religion or another—he was beyond such
distinctions.Orla Berntsen had almost forgotten the blue envelope he’d left under the mug that
reminded him of his wife and daughters.Once again he looked at the photo of the seven babies
in their elf hats. He scrutinized the other photo as well: the majestic villa with its dark, gleaming
roof. Not only did he recognize the house, but also he knew why the magazine had included the
golden border around it. His mother had had the exact same picture on their living-room wall.
Very few people would know that. His mother’s voice was a weak buzzing in his head, but he
couldn’t make out the words. After her death she had developed a habit of whispering to him, but
the messages rarely made sense, consisting mainly of fragments of conversations they’d once
had.He stretched his fingers, shaking them a bit, as though sending a discreet signal to an
invisible guest in the office.“I took three calls from Independent Weekend while you were out,”
the Fly suddenly whispered from behind him.For a second he couldn’t place where the voice
was coming from. Then she walked around his desk and repeated the message, more loudly,
adding a distressing detail: “It was that journalist…Knud Taasing.”The Fly understood how this
name affected her boss.He could smell his own sweat mixed with the optimistic scent of the
ministry. “Just tell him I’m at a meeting.”“He said it was important…something about an
anonymous letter.” She hissed the final two words between her thin lips.“Okay. Well, put him
through if he calls back. It would be worse to avoid him,” he replied, softly sniffling.Berntsen
studied the form again. John Bjergstrand. The name meant nothing to him, but apparently
someone had felt it important enough to send a copy to the minister’s oldest enemy, the reporter
at Independent Weekend. It was the only possible explanation. As if on cue, the intercom
buzzed.The speaker clicked. “I’ll put him through.” She didn’t have to repeat the name.For a
moment he sat silently, feeling the presence of the other man, and then he said loudly, “Orla
Berntsen speaking.”“Taasing.” The voice was muted and nasally. It hadn’t changed since the day
they’d first met, and that had to have been ten years ago, maybe more.“Yes?” he said.Taasing
spoke with the same preternatural calm as he had the morning he’d become Orla’s sworn
enemy. Back then the telephone rested on the desk in the Ministry of Justice, and when the old
party organ (then in its heyday) had uncovered a scandal that could bring down the minister and
his closest allies, the reporter called, not to ask questions, but to inform Orla that the paper
planned to print a devastating article the following day—with or without his blessing.Orla had



told him to get lost.The article was published.It had nearly destroyed Berntsen’s career. Shortly
afterward, Knud Taasing himself was disgraced by a fatal mistake grown epic in size, destroying
his reputation in less than a day. At the ministry, they had celebrated this fantastic good fortune,
raised a toast to it. It was a miracle the man even had a job today.“You need another number to
talk to the minister,” Orla said, instinctively searching for an exit strategy.“I don’t want to talk to
the Almighty One, at least not yet. But give him my regards anyway,” Taasing replied
sarcastically. “For now, I just want to talk to you.”Orla Berntsen reflexively covered the word DAD
on his empty mug.“We received a letter here at the paper. It’s somewhat, how can I put it,
mysterious,” the reporter said.The chief of staff gazed at the mug in front of him and thought of
his daughters whom he’d abandoned when he’d returned to his childhood home in Søborg.“I’ve
got a copy right here. It’s actually a magazine article, I think, with a photo of a house and some
children and a kind of cryptic caption. But at the very bottom there’s a note I don’t understand:
Copy sent to Orla Pil Berntsen, chief of staff to Minister of National Affairs Ole Almind-Enevold.
That would be you—and your honorable boss. That makes me think you received the same
letter. Blue envelope. Rectangular. Red and black letters, all cut from an old glossy, it looks like.”
He paused. “Very melodramatic. Like something from an Agatha Christie novel.”Orla was
silent.“Are you still there, Berntsen?”“What does it say?” he asked. Practically an admission.“It’s
a short piece on children adopted to new families. I think the pictures may have appeared in a
magazine to accompany a larger article on the topic. It hints at something devious, though: that
certain children were adopted in secrecy to spare the biological parents from being identified.
But the envelope also contains two items”—the reporter hesitated for a second—“some sort of
form with a name on it, and then a tiny pair of white woolen socks. Baby socks it looks like. That’s
what seems most peculiar.”Whatever one might say about Taasing, his descriptions were
succinct and precise. The powerful chief of staff heard a muffled rustling of paper on the other
end of the line.“So what do you say?” his tormenter asked.“This was sent to you…?” Orla heard
himself say. It was dangerous to lie, and so far the content of the letter was too bizarre and
inexplicable to pose an immediate threat. He doubted anyone would be able to make heads or
tails of it. It was all so long ago that there was really no connection to his present career or
life.“Actually”—Orla Berntsen heard the reporter shuffling papers again—“it was sent both to me
and to Nils Viggo Jensen. He’s my photographer on big assignments.”It was a wonder that Knud
Taasing was still writing for a national paper (though Independent Weekend had been forced to
amend its moniker in recent years, as it could no longer sustain a large enough daily
readership). A small one to be sure, Orla thought, but still. For years, the topics Taasing covered
had been insignificant. If he hadn’t had such a glorious past, he’d have penned his last article
that fateful day nearly ten years ago.“Yes, Berntsen,” the voice was teasing now. “You’re getting
it…The old circus horse has scented a big story. If not a big story, then at least something to
entertain the crowds. I’ll admit as much, between you and me. And now it’s your turn. I think you
received the same mysterious epistle.”“Yes,” Orla confessed. There was no point in lying.His
response was met with silence.“But,” the chief of staff continued, “I have no idea what it



means.”“You also received…a pair of socks…and the strange form?”“Yes,” Orla admitted.“John
Bjergstrand?”“Yes.”“Who is he?”A soft sniffle. “I’ve no idea.”“You got the photo of the children
too? And the peculiar text?”“Yes.”“And I suppose you can’t tell me who they are?”“No.”“Or what it
all means?”“No. I don’t have faintest idea,” he said, deciding to lie after all.“You have no idea
what this letter is about?”“That’s right. I have no clue. I’ve never met anyone named John
Bjergstrand. Look him up in the phone book.”“Ha,” his nemesis exclaimed.Orla could hear the
reporter breathing heavily on the other end of the line.“Inside the circle on one of the pages is a
photo of a house,” Knud Taasing said, changing the subject. “Do you know the house?”“Well, it’s
not mine.” Orla sniffled again.“That much I know.” Back when it couldn’t be avoided, Taasing was
one of the few reporters ever to visit Orla Berntsen’s residence. But nowadays, Berntsen’s
private life was as concealed as his emotions, perhaps even more so. The official story was that
he was married, had two daughters, and resided on Gisselfeld Boulevard in the wealthy suburb
of Gentofte. Journalists also knew that his wife was Cuban. The most critical among them had
joked about how Orla—then the chief of the Department of Immigration—had stopped issuing
humanitarian visas for refugees after he himself married a foreigner—a citizen of one of the last
remaining Communist countries in the world to boot. Those same journalists wondered if this
was the reason he was now getting divorced.“Why would the sender go to the trouble to indicate
that the letter was also sent to you—the chief of staff to the minister of national affairs—and why
mention his name explicitly?”“I have no idea.”“Is this connected in some way to Enevold?”“You
can’t take this nonsense seriously, Taasing,” Orla said with a little more vigor in his voice. “The
minister hasn’t even seen the letter.”“Where is that house?” The sharp tone again.Berntsen
hesitated. The case didn’t need to appear more mysterious than it was, and the truth would solve
that problem. On the other hand, he couldn’t just give away his biggest secret. Not to a reporter.
And certainly not to Knud Taasing.“You know what…what I feel and think about my private
correspondence, or what I know about it, is nobody’s business.”He knew it sounded
arrogant.“Actually it is the public’s business, Pil Berntsen. The letter was sent to the public as
well. Remember that.”Taasing’s words held an implicit threat—he could demand access to
documents.“Yes, but it was sent by some maniac!” He could hear his own breath now. This
wasn’t good; he needed to calm down. He lowered his shoulders and put his hands on the desk.
“Listen, Taasing. I’m actually busy. I’m attending a reception at the Ministry of State to
commemorate the Liberation.”“Yes, your secretary told me. But I have to tell you, if you don’t give
me any details about this house—at the very least an address—then I’ll be forced to publish the
photo and the letter, as well as a transcript of our conversation. And if we don’t post a reward for
information on the matter, we certainly will ask the public to help us play detective. We will get to
the bottom of this.”Orla Berntsen wasn’t sure a reporter in Taasing’s reduced position could
really follow through on this threat. Air whooshed behind him, and he felt, more than heard, his
mother whisper from the Other Side: What harm could it do, Orla? Let the truth come out.“The
house is at Skodsborg Strandvej. It’s an orphanage. And now I’ve got to run.” He hung up.He
stood and walked to the window. The snake continued to spray water on the rainbow it had



created. He sneezed.Goddamnit.Closing his eyes, he sank into the mustard-yellow couch where
he sometimes catnapped, never more than five or six minutes and always with his legs dangling
over the edge.Half-asleep on this couch he’d been able to probe the contours of the biggest
problems in his career, lay out new paths, and find ways to escape the sticky situations he
sometimes landed in. Here he’d earned his reputation as a problem solver, the very quality that
had made him a sought-after advisor whenever the administration faced a crisis. At the end of
the day, he always found a way. He was a ruthless strategist and a hardened adversary.During
the first fifteen years of his life, he’d weathered the bullying of the other boys, whose
impenetrable circle he’d orbited like a tireless insect, persisting solely through his alertness and
an uncanny ability to rebuff humiliations. Grinning like an idiot, his square, freckled nose sniffling
as if in spite, his light-blue eyes anticipating where the fists would land. That well-honed façade
and a flair for lightning quick evasion had remained in the man, long after his expression ceased
to reveal his thoughts and the goofy grin of childhood had disappeared.If any of the boys from
the street saw him today, they would only recognize the watchful eyes, the frequent sniffle, and
the subtle shift of his eyes behind his glasses.For once, Orla Berntsen didn’t know what to do.
He stood. The letter rested on his desk. Had the minister seen it? He didn’t think so, because the
Fly surely would have mentioned it to him. Triumphantly.He sank into the chair once again. His
large glasses were slightly steamed, his half-closed eyelids thick and taut, his lashes short and
blond. Should he inform his boss? There was good reason to. Still he hesitated.There is no goal
that can’t be achieved, the minister had told him long ago. Except by those who hesitate. (The
words had offended Severin, a friend from his youth, but of course Severin hadn’t amounted to
much.)Orla had loved the aphorisms Ole Almind-Enevold had impressed upon him during their
first meetings following his appointment; they were all about making the right call in any situation
—about the determination each extolled, about the will to find the most efficient solution for any
given situation.He who wants to rule the world must react when it changes.Orla Berntsen had
smiled at the obviousness of that one.He who prioritizes compassion before resolve loses his
ability to make decisions.The minister had never lost his resolve.He who acts with leniency
rather than consequence will be left behind.This was perhaps the most advanced insight—the
very secret: the ability to unleash one’s anger without remorse.He who dares not kill when called
upon to do so will perish, Orla Berntsen’s boss had said about his efforts during the Resistance
—and the entire nation had applauded.The chief of staff put down his mug. The knitted white
socks lay on the desk before him. For a moment he sat in silence, and then he dialed a number
on his private line. After a moment, a woman answered in a soft voice: “Attorneys’ office.”“I’d like
to speak to Søren Severin Nielsen,” he said.It had been more than ten years since they’d last
spoken. The rift had been caused by Orla’s refusal to extend humanitarian asylum to a Syrian
refugee; the media had blown it out of proportion. As the legal representative of the female
defendant, Severin had been furious, but Orla had upheld his decision despite their former
friendship. A few days later the woman was taken to Kastrup Airport, and no one had heard from
her since.Now his old friend was defending the eleven-year-old Tamil boy who was facing



deportation—and, of course, that was a problem, but that wasn’t the reason for his call.“Søren
Nielsen is at court,” the woman replied.He left his private number with the secretary and a short,
clear message: “Severin, call me. It’s urgent.”A few miles away, the reporter made a ninety-
degree turn in his battered swivel chair and tossed his cell phone on the desk.“Skodsborg,” he
said triumphantly. “There’s only one orphanage in Skodsborg, and that’s a very singular one—
Kongslund—the pride of the entire nation!”The excitement in Knud Taasing’s voice was
unmistakable. He pulled his laptop closer. “For many years the administration has given
preferential treatment to Kongslund—with special appropriations—and who do you think has
been its protector and benefactor since the war?”He didn’t have to say the name, and his
companion didn’t have to respond. Nils Jensen was a taciturn man.“And who do you think took
part in the Resistance alongside the young Kongslund governesses who were working in total
secrecy with the most famous saboteur group in the nation?” Knud Taasing turned on his
computer and said the name out loud. “Ole Almind-Enevold, minister of national affairs and soon-
to-be prime minister—if death does its duty, that is, and puts our leader out of his misery
soon.”Still the photographer didn’t reply.The reporter typed nine letters into the search engine.
The stuffing in his rickety chair’s cushion flaked off as he shifted his weight, leaving small
particles of orange foam on his pant leg. “Kongslund,” he said again, almost absentmindedly, to
the thin figure in the office’s only other chair. “The Infant Orphanage Kongslund. There must be a
reason we’ve received these letters.”“Or maybe there isn’t,” the photographer finally replied,
breaking his silence.Knud Taasing looked mildly at the man who in some sense had become his
friend—the only one who remained after eight long years in the humiliating twilight of his
journalistic career.Nils Jensen put four batteries into a flash nearly as big as the camera in his
lap. “An infant orphanage?” he said, making the innocent words sound strangely suspicious.“Yes.
And not just any orphanage…Kongslund.” The reporter waved the blue envelope so vigorously
an onlooker might expect the colored letters in the address to come loose and scatter to the
floor. “The story is pretty clear as far as I can see. In 1961, a boy by the name of John
Bjergstrand was given up for adoption by unknown parents. This boy was one of those who for
God’s sake—or rather, for the sake of a particular family—had to be fast-tracked…his whole
existence erased. Presumably because his parents were either very famous or very powerful, or
perhaps both.”“Sounds like nonsense to me,” Nils Jensen said, spinning the flash in his hands
disapprovingly.Knud Taasing didn’t respond. As he’d often noted, it was one of the last remaining
privileges of the working class: the right to be contrarian. And Nils had been born to the bottom
rung of society. Though, for some inscrutable reason, his parents had given him a camera as a
confirmation gift. A fact that was particularly odd to Knud, since the father, a night watchman,
was practically never awake during daylight hours. In the late 1970s, Nils Jensen had
photographed the massive demonstrations against the Black Square tenement demolition, and
he’d sold the pictures to the city’s grassroots newspapers. He’d made a name for himself with a
close-up of a plainclothes officer beating a demonstrator in a back alley on Blaagaardsgade.
The photo was distributed across the country. Three days later, the police officer hanged himself



with a short rope attached to a hook he’d drilled into the ceiling of his living room. His wife and
colleagues had lowered his dead body themselves. The young photographer never blamed
himself, not for a second. As he’d told others in the media quite openly, he’d merely done his
duty in the service of documentation.That statement, and that photograph, had made him a
public figure. When, in the late 1990s, the small opposition paper merged with the last remaining
organ of the government and became Independent Weekend, Knud Taasing had persuaded his
editor to hire Nils Jensen as a freelance photographer. They had worked together ever since.
Mostly in silence, because the photographer was a man of few if any words.“There are no John
Bjergstrands listed in Krak’s Directory or in the white pages,” the reporter said.Taasing typed
another twelve letters into the computer database. A few seconds passed before the electronic
archive supplied him with the titles of twenty-four articles. “Only four profiles. That’s not much,”
he said.As expected, the profiles contained no personal information—except that the chief of
staff had once lived in Gentofte but had moved from that address, and that he had two daughters
—one twenty-three, the other seven.“They’d had quite a surprise baby. And now they’re getting
divorced. The wife’s alone in the house. But where the hell does he live?”Nils Jensen was
predictably silent.Taasing found no information about Berntsen’s current residence. There were
unsubstantiated rumors swirling about his childhood. An anonymous source claimed the chief of
staff had been raised by a single mother who, according to another (or possibly the same)
anonymous source, had locked him up and beaten him with a coat hanger (this always seemed
to be the preferred instrument of punishment in those days, when the indulgence bred by a wave
of prosperity collided with the petty bourgeoisie’s penchant for old-fashioned discipline).
According to these rumors, his upbringing had tortured his mind and soul and made him the
person he was: a snarling dog. A national gatekeeper no one passed by in one piece.Very few
people knew the man behind the façade.According to a tabloid article, he’d earned several
pejorative nicknames among the ministry’s case officers—the most noteworthy being the
Sociopath.This was what officials called him on those rare occasions when they felt they were at
a safe distance in the ministry’s narrow hallways. It was a brutal assessment, even for a brutal
ministry. What was the origin of such stories? Taasing wondered.Knud Taasing looked
quizzically at the photographer, who only shook his head in silence. As
usual.3KONGSLUNDMay 6, 2008She looked like Cinderella in the fairy tale my adoptive mother
read to me when I was a child. She arrived in a dress as green as the beeches on the hill, and
none of the governesses ever said a peep about her peculiar background.“This is my daughter
Marie,” my adoptive mother told her in a tone of voice that, more than anything, sounded like a
warning to the sensitive concerning my oddness. But the woman in green didn’t notice. She
curtsied to me like a little girl—at once polite and spiteful—and now that she’d become a part of
Kongslund’s identity (and had been for almost twenty years), I couldn’t imagine my life without
her.The business with the anonymous letters would affect her, of course—as it would everyone—
but it couldn’t be helped. I heard the clatter of the cups in the sunroom and knew guests had
arrived at Kongslund, just as Fate had long ago intended.What looked like a coincidence had



never been a coincidence.Nils found Knud Taasing wedged between three moving boxes in the
corner of his office at the Press Building near the harbor front. He was just waking from what
seemed a fitful slumber.Always a loner, Knud Taasing was born in 1961 to a full-blown hippie,
flowing robes and all (before most even knew the hippie age was dawning). His mother had
joined the first protest march against nuclear power—from Holbæk to Copenhagen—shortly
after giving birth and still somewhat swollen from the difficult labor. Despite the after pains she
was suffering, she abandoned her son as easily as a tumbleweed blowing in the wind and had
wandered south with a handsome Spaniard (as women did back then). She traveled more than
1,200 miles south through Europe to a large commune in Andalusia, leaving Knud to his factory-
worker father who lived in a small row house in a Copenhagen suburb.Later father and son
returned to the island from which the family derived its name, Taasinge, and where relatives had
settled more than a century earlier. Knud, Nils had noticed, never spoke of his time there. Not
that he asked about it—he didn’t.Knud had evidently spent the night scanning old articles until
he’d finally slouched onto an overturned green plastic wastebasket, where he had fallen asleep.
When the first and only guest of the day edged his way through the labyrinthine stacks of paper,
books, and ring binders to his uncomfortable bed, his eyes were still half-shut.With some
difficulty, Knud got to his feet, mumbling a greeting to the effect of “Is it morning already?” He
smelled vaguely of alcohol and oil—strangely enough—as though he, in the middle of his
nighttime reading, had gone for a refreshing dip in the slick black water of the harbor basin. A
single weekly magazine rested on the table. Stapled to it was a receipt from the Green
Messengers.Nils Jensen stepped closer. The magazine was a forty-seven-year-old issue of
Billed Bladet, and had cost just seventy-five øre a copy back then. The cover text was set in the
same blocky red letters the magazine employed today, nearly a half a century later. It was dated
December 27, 1961.Nils leaned in. The black-and-white cover showed a boy with big, frightened
eyes and tightly closed lips. Across the child’s striped shirt, the graphic designer had chosen a
cursive font characteristic of the time for the four simple but strongly appealing words: Who will
adopt me?“I found a reference to this article on the Association for Adopted Children’s website,”
Knud said, one eye half-open. “And voilà, look what I discovered…” He lifted the magazine and
then let it fall dramatically on the table.The two photos the anonymous sender had copied and
mailed to the Ministry of National Affairs and Independent Weekend appeared in the centerfold
of the magazine. The beautiful brown villa in the golden circle filled the entire left page. On the
right—under the words “The Seven Dwarves”—the magazine had printed the photo that had
fascinated Knud for hours the day before.In the black-and-white reproduction, the seven small
babies were assembled on duvets and blankets under a towering Christmas tree. The caption
was the same as the one they’d read in the anonymous letter: The seven dwarves—five boys
and two girls—live in the Elephant Room and are all ready to find a good home in the new year!
This was followed by the statement Knud considered so intriguing: Because the biological
parents’ identity can be protected, they choose adoption rather than illegal abortion. It is
rumored that famous Danes, whose names and reputations would be damaged beyond repair



by prying eyes, have benefitted from the discretion of Mother’s Aid Society. In these cases, it is
essential that the identities of the biological parents are kept secret.No names were provided for
the children in the photograph, nor was any other information given about them. The allusion to
Walt Disney’s beloved dwarves was due, of course, to the fact that the children were all wearing
elf hats.Knud was surprisingly alert despite the fact he’d spent a long night in an uncomfortable
position and hadn’t even had his first cigarette yet. “If you knew how many children were put up
for adoption in this country during those…thousands and thousands…whole battalions of
healthy Danish babies given away. And it wasn’t even that long ago,” he scoffed and then
snatched the magazine from the table.Including the centerfold, the article was six pages long.
The italicized headline on the first page of the feature was nearly identical to the one on the
cover: “Who Will Adopt Us?”An explanatory caption accompanied every single photo in the
spread. Under the image of a sad, crying child: Per (in checkered overalls) is a willful little man of
17 months.Under the image of a chubby, melancholy girl sitting on a polar bear rug: What do you
think of Dorthe in her pretty white blouse?The next showed a cheerless girl in a floral dress: Lise
looks quite down. She is only 18 months and cross-eyed, but that can be fixed.The largest photo
showed a dark-haired boy in a white bed. Behind him the wallpaper was decorated with odd little
round elephants drawn in a childlike fashion. The graininess of the spread made it hard to
decipher the elephants’ curved tusks and tails, and their raised trunks.Under this photo was the
caption: One elephant marched along…but where is it going? When you’re only 9 days old, you
don’t know much about the future.“This is the original article—the mother article if you will—of
the excerpt that was included in the anonymous package,” Knud said, though it was obvious to
Nils.“It’s from the same year as the form,” he continued. “Whoever sent it to us has this magazine
—and something he wants to share—and he’s telling us where to start looking. At the Kongslund
orphanage. In 1961.”Again he slumped onto the battered wastebasket.“That’s the year I was
born.” It was the first time Nils had spoken.“Yeah—me too. In fact, it was one of the biggest baby-
boom years in Danish history.”Knud closed the magazine and tossed it aside. “Next week the
orphanage will celebrate the retired matron’s anniversary—the famous Ms. Ladegaard, who
back in the day was simply called Magna—and on that occasion, they’ll bring all the old experts
on early childhood education to Skodsborg. Plenty of politicians and famous people will be
there, as you might expect given all the talk lately about childrearing, stress, and
institutionalization.”The two men headed outside through the empty editorial office and climbed
into Nils’s beige Mercedes.“In 1989, Magna was succeeded by an equally formidable woman,”
Knud said. “Susanne Ingemann.”Nils silently noted the journalist’s strange tone of voice as they
drove along the harbor toward Kongens Nytorv.“While everyone else was celebrating Liberation
Day last night, a crisis meeting was held at the Ministry of National Affairs,” Knud said after a
long pause. “I know this from my source in the ministry. Do you know why?”As usual, Nils said
nothing—there was no reason to—the reporter would answer his own question as he always
did.“Because of the anonymous letter that Orla Berntsen received. My source wasn’t at the
meeting, but they discussed the mysterious letter for at least an hour—and then decided to seek



the assistance of an expert…a former assistant chief of police in Copenhagen.”Nils sped up
through the soft curve near Sølyst and Emiliekilde. It was a gray but mild spring day. The
morning’s first sailboats were already making their way across Øresund, dozens of them.“He’s
one of the minister’s old acquaintances, and he runs his own company, does security consulting,
that sort of thing. He’s been hired by the ministry to serve as security advisor. They want him to
find whoever sent this package, and they are giving him free rein to do so. You might remember
him from that time you snapped pictures on the barricades in Nørrebro. His name is Carl Malle.
He’s become a big dog since leaving the force, someone you only hire when the shit’s burning
so close to you that your ass is on fire.”Nils made no comment on this peculiar analogy.“And it’s a
very fitting name, Malle,” said Knud, who still smelled like oil. “He’s malevolent as all hell. But of
course, it’s terrible timing for them. In a week everyone who knows what’s what will be at
Kongslund to honor the famous matron. In addition, the minister of national affairs, who has
been the spiritual and material protector of the orphanage, is about to make the biggest leap in
his career—to the nation’s highest office. Ever since the Great War, the party has supported and
financed Kongslund, deemed it the shining example of the Danes’ compassionate attitude
toward the weakest members of society, and party bosses will resist any attempt to shatter this
piece of Danish history. Naturally, they can’t stand an article surfacing all these years later that
suggests that Kongslund’s past—and therefore also its present—is in any way unseemly; that
the orphanage, in return for the party’s support, helped powerful citizens avoid scandals and
erased the identities of its little charges so completely that they could never be
reconstructed.”The blue envelope that was the root of Knud’s confidence rested in his lap; it
represented, possibly, Independent Weekend’s final chance to secure a prize-winning story. At a
crisis meeting held just a month earlier, the marketing team had informed the last band of
reporters that only 7 percent of the country was even aware of their newspaper’s existence, and
that only a sensational scoop could save the paper from the disease that was slowly but surely
killing it.Nils cast a sidelong glance at the neatly cut red, white, and black letters on the
envelope, before turning his gaze toward Sweden. The water in Øresund was steel gray, and he
briefly recalled his father, who during school holidays had brought him along on his rounds as a
night watchman in Nørrebro—perhaps in the hope that he would end up in the same
occupation.They passed Bellevue, with its white sand and small tufts of grass, Copenhageners’
preferred beach for more than 150 years. “The name itself…John Bjergstrand,” Knud said,
breaking the silence. “That, of course, is the key piece of information. A boy born in all discretion
and adopted out in secrecy—with a new name that we don’t know. A bastard child who could
completely destroy an otherwise glorious career. And that’s exactly what happened, I think…a
very powerful person had an extramarital affair, but he pulled some strings and covered up every
trace of his exploits.”With satisfaction he leaned back in his seat. “Except for one. Which our
letter sender found,” he said, before adding, “Our anonymous sender doesn’t know the parents’
identities. But he thinks we’ll be able to find out who they are and believes Independent
Weekend has the guts to go public with the story.”Nils remained silent as they passed



Strandmølle Inn and the Jægersborg forest.“We know it made Berntsen nervous, and we know
he’s aware of the orphanage. And we know that a silly little piece of paper startled the entire
Ministry of National Affairs to the point where it held crisis meetings rather than attending the
administration’s Liberation Day celebration.”The one meeting, Nils noted, had now grown to
many.“I think the party is involved in some way or another, and the letter writer knows it. In the
fifties and sixties tens of thousands of illegitimate children were given up for adoption. That
figure didn’t drop until abortion was legalized in 1973.” He clucked his tongue at the unfortunate
if necessary national triumph.“Yesterday I spoke with a retired social worker from Mother’s Aid
Society. She visited Kongslund frequently back in the day. She told me that the children were
often given nicknames of famous people whom the nurses thought they resembled, such as the
actor Ebbe Rode or the writer Poul Henningsen…at one point there was actually a black-haired
girl they called Jackie…after Jacqueline Kennedy!” Knud chuckled briefly, as though the name of
the former president’s widow was a particularly interesting detail. “There was also a bald baby
called Khrushchev. Anyway, the naming was quite innocent, though once in a while it was
rumored that this practice was more significant than simple likeness. And those rumors persisted
during all the years she visited Kongslund.”They drove under the crowns of tall trees, the road
gently curving away from the sound. Enormous mansions stood on each side of Skodsborg
Strandvej, right up to the road.“My source in Mother’s Aid Society also mentioned something
else…in 1966, the old matron adopted a child herself. Or rather, she kept an orphaned girl as her
foster daughter. The girl was born the same year, 1961. Later, when she retired, the matron—Ms.
Ladegaard—moved to an apartment in Skodsborg, but her foster daughter, who must now be in
her late forties, remains at the orphanage.” He paused briefly.“Strange, don’t you think?”Nils
didn’t think it particularly odd; he’d lived at home until his midtwenties. He signaled a right turn
and angled the vehicle down a steep, winding gravel road and toward the water.At first they saw
nothing, and Knud suspected they might have made a wrong turn. Then a dark shadow
appeared between the trees, and they glimpsed the outline of the house. It rose up like the giant
brown hull of a ship pitching on a sea of green beech trees. Seconds later they saw the seven
white chimneys and a towerlike annex that faced south, and finally the whole villa.Nils braked,
overwhelmed at the sight, and then cut the engine.For a moment both men sat motionless,
silent. In a strange way the orphanage resembled an impenetrable fortress within the budding
green, as unapproachable as an English country manor—not as big, perhaps, but with the same
ceremonial aura emanating from every pillar, cornice, and turret.After a minute or so, Knud
spoke, softly, as though he were seated in a movie theater and didn’t want to disturb those
around him. “Look at that place, Nils. Fifty thousand Danes were once put up for adoption here,
remember. This house was the beginning of their stories.”Breathing deeply, he opened the car
door. Nils followed him.Though it was early May, Nils shivered. It was an unfamiliar and puzzling
sensation. With his father he’d patrolled hundreds of backyards, and he was used to the
darkness and the cold. Fear, his father had taught him, wasn’t something you brought into the
bat’s domain.The surroundings—with the house under the shade of rich green foliage—were as



idyllic as the magazine article depicted. Yet he felt at that moment that they were being watched;
he turned slowly, glancing at the treetops, and heard Knud laugh at his obvious unease. In the
midst of his laughter, Knud was seized with a fit of coughing, and he doubled over, a hand on
each knee. For a few moments this hacking sound was all they heard.Only later did Nils recall
(with a touch of embarrassment) what he thought he’d seen on the hill: a small figure that
withdrew into the bushes before disappearing in the direction of an old white mansion nearby. An
absurd thought, of course, clearly an optical illusion. That white house was obviously empty;
even at a distance it looked decrepit. There were no curtains, no plants in the sills—no signs of
life whatsoever. You can always tell the difference between an abandoned house and an
inhabited one, he thought. His father had showed him that.Knud stood to his full height and spit
in the gravel. A large black car was parked at the far end of the driveway, but Nils could easily
make out the license plate, even at a distance: MAL 12.“Hello.”Knud spun around, startled by the
unfamiliar voice.She’d approached them without making a peep. “My name is Susanne
Ingemann. You’re earlier than expected.”She wore a beautiful green dress that fell nearly to her
ankles. Nils grasped how lovely she was faster than his shutter could capture her image: tanned
feet in light-brown sandals; dark-brown hair with a reddish sheen, gathered in a tight bun with a
black clip. She greeted them with a small, deprecating gesture—gracious but reserved—without
any effort to make physical contact, not even a handshake. “Welcome to…Kongslund.”Nils noted
her hesitation at the name Kongslund. And had she actually curtsied?“Let’s go inside,” she
suggested. Before they could reply, their hostess was halfway to the door.The entry hall had very
high ceilings paneled in tall, dark mahogany. Behind the sandstone fireplace that looked as
though it hadn’t been used in decades, the wall was covered with black-and-white photographs
in small, square black and brown frames. Several hundred of them in fact, all of children: tiny
faces shining in the light of those old flashcubes they used to use.Standing motionless, Nils
stared at the photographs, which for some reason reminded him of his childhood home, though
he couldn’t say why. Where he’d grown up the only sentimentality on display was in the golden
romances he’d read—with their damsels in distress—or from Bjørn Tidmand’s love songs that
played on the radio. He looked away, and his eyes fell on a broad staircase that wound its way
over the main entrance and rose into the darkness. On the wall high above the staircase was a
tall painting of a woman wearing a wide-brimmed hat and standing in an idyllic clearing. Like
Susanne, she wore a deep-green dress with long sleeves and flounces. The abundant fabric
stretched to the ground, cascading in folds at her feet.“N.V. Dorph painted that,” the matron said,
interrupting the two men from their thoughts once more. “Presumably it’s Countess Danner, the
commoner wife of King Frederik VII.”Knud was suddenly seized with another coughing
fit.Susanne politely ignored him and simply raised her voice. “Dorph furnished the house for the
old sea captain who lived here before Mother’s Aid Society, and he painted the pictures,” she
said. “Or at least some of them. So it would be appropriate to begin with a tour, wouldn’t it?”She
let them go ahead of her on the broad staircase, and when she followed, Nils heard the green
fabric of her dress rustle softly. The beautiful matron had an eerie resemblance to the woman in



the painting.“The house was built between 1847 and 1850 by a famous architect,” she said, “by
all accounts in consultation with the last absolute ruler, King Frederik VII, during the same period
when the Constitution was written.”Knud coughed as if to indicate his skepticism on such a
peculiar and cryptic statement.They were in a long, dark corridor now with three or four closed
doors. “This is where the governesses lived, and the matron. Staff resided at the orphanage
among the children, which was completely natural.” She stood motionless with her back to the
enormous painting. “The architect loved this place so much he couldn’t bear to leave it, so he
built a home for himself next door—on the southern slope—the decrepit white house you might
have seen when you drove in. He lived there with his wife and son, and later on the son lived
there with his wife…and their daughter.”She’d added the last three words after a strange pause
that Nils didn’t understand.“The daughter had cerebral palsy,” she said, as if by way of
explanation.“Kongslund itself was passed down for generations before Mother’s Aid Society
bought it in 1936.” Susanne Ingemann stopped to open a door. After several minutes in the dark
hallway, the light was blinding. The room could’ve been part of a royal palace, the private
apartment of a queen. Even though toy cars were strewn on the mahogany table by the window
and small dolls with blond, red, and brown hair lay in the chairs, there was something ancient
and proud about the room. It had a kind of emptiness you sense in halls that have been admired
but not lived in for decades. Fine golden wallpaper decorated the walls, and on two deep,
antique sofas were stacks of pillows of black-green silk, embroidered with rose-colored
bouquets. Through the window was a view of a spacious green lawn and a narrow white beach.
Between the yard and the beach was a wire fence with two gates, presumably to prevent the
children from running into the water should an adult momentarily turn her attention
elsewhere.“This was the private room of the former matron. She lived here for more than half a
century,” Susanne Ingemann said. “We’ve left it the way it was.” Stepping back into the corridor,
she said, “The office is at the end of the hallway, but there is nothing to see there.”The door was
open to the office, and Nils glanced into the room. There was a large, empty birdcage on the
windowsill.“We once kept three canaries,” she said, noticing where his attention was. “But
they’ve been dead a long time. Let’s go downstairs and have a cup of tea.”The peasant is
granted access to the very holiest of places, Nils thought. Maybe that had been a test run for the
tour that would be given in a few days to the visiting luminaries. Except for Susanne, they hadn’t
met a single person yet. Perhaps the children had been moved to another part of the house for
the occasion. These vulnerable creatures, he gathered, were not to be disturbed by
strangers.She gestured for them to take seats at a low coffee table in a vast room with two tall
windows facing the lawn and the water. “During the war, the governesses had their hands full,”
she said, taking a seat on a small sofa next to the window and offering them tea and cookies.
“They were amazing. They took care of orphans as well as children whose parents were in
trouble—and during the last years of the war, they worked closely with the Resistance. But
perhaps you already know this.”They did, but for a second Nils could hear the pride in her voice,
so he said nothing.“Magna rarely talks about this time.”“Magna?” To his surprise he heard his



own voice articulate the question—in a single word.“Yes, Magna. Ms. Ladegaard. The children
always called her Magna. I’m not sure why she doesn’t mention this era, perhaps she doesn’t
want to be described as a hero, a rare characteristic today. She became the matron at
Kongslund on May 13, 1948, exactly twelve years after the orphanage was founded, and that’s
the date we’re celebrating Tuesday, her sixtieth anniversary. Although she retired a long time
ago, she has meant everything to Kongslund.”She sounded strangely formal.After a moment of
silence, Knud mumbled, “Let the little children come to me…” His voice was still hoarse, and
Susanne Ingemann blanched as though she found the phrase inappropriate.The reporter
cleared his throat and then asked his first real question since they arrived. “Back in the forties
and fifties, I gather there were many children put up for adoption?”“That’s correct,” Susanne
Ingemann said in the voice of a teacher responding to an especially bright student.Nils grabbed
his camera and snapped it on. Either he was imagining things, or their hostess had become
suddenly more wary than she’d been during the tour.“That lasted into the sixties,” she said. “But
today, very few Danish children are relinquished—and those who are, well, they live with us.
These are children who cannot remain with their parents due to unique circumstances. Abuse…
illness…I became matron in 1989, when Ms. Ladegaard retired.”“But back then,” Knud
interrupted, “in the fifties and sixties, they were otherwise normal children who were simply
unwanted?”“Yes, if you want to put it like that. Often the fathers had left the mothers in the lurch,
and in many cases the fathers’ identities were unknown. The mothers were alone and typically
quite young.”“And they stayed here…in the same rooms as today?”“Yes.” Then she added, in a
rather arrogant tone, “Where else?”Knud leaned forward and in a clear voice asked, “Can we
have a look at the infant room?”Susanne Ingemann’s teacup hovered an inch from her lips. It
wasn’t this sudden pause in motion so much as the very atmosphere in the room that abruptly
changed at this request.“The infant room?” she repeated very slowly.“Yes.”In that instant, Nils
understood the provocation. Knud had informed her that he possessed information that hadn’t
been made public in five decades of enthusiastic magazine coverage. No random visitor could
know of the infant room, and neither should Knud.Of course, he’d learned of it from the form
included in the strange blue envelope, but she wouldn’t know about that.It was then the two men
realized they weren’t alone. They heard him before they saw him. He must have been sitting in a
chair behind the white pillar separating the sunroom from the dark living room. He suddenly
stepped up to the table, into the light from the east-facing windows. Nils and Knud were
speechless, unable to conceal their shock.“Meet Carl Malle,” Susanne Ingemann said. “He’s
visiting us…as a representative of the Ministry of National Affairs.”To Nils it sounded as though
she pronounced the word representative with a hint of sarcasm.“Yes.” The huge man nodded as
though in greeting, but he didn’t extend his hand. “I’m the security advisor for the ministry. I’m
sure you take no offense at me listening in?” Without waiting for an answer, he sat beside the
director. He was almost a head taller than she, Nils noticed.“Actually, we do…” Knud began.
When he couldn’t come up with a good excuse to boot a stranger out of someone else’s home—
which he himself was a guest in—he fell silent.“Consider it a press conference,” the man said.



“An official one. You are here on business, right?”“There’s usually more than one reporter at a
press conference,” Knud replied, regaining his voice, but still struggling to take command of the
situation.“Then consider me a communications representative…for both the ministry and
Kongslund, which, as you know, is funded by the national budget and therefore receives very
exclusive support from the ministry. As a matter of fact, it has been my job for many years to
protect Kongslund’s reputation.” Carl Malle allowed a little smile. “Few people know that, but
Susanne can confirm it…if it matters. But the infamous Knud Taasing isn’t exactly known for
checking the details, is he?”The insult was a subtle reference to the misfortune that had nearly
ended the reporter’s career seven years earlier. It was elegant and cruel, and it hit its
mark.“That’s what I thought…I don’t suppose you reminded Susanne of that affair when you
scheduled your visit here yesterday.” The security advisor nudged the teapot aside and set a
newspaper clipping in front of them. It was a letter to the editor, divided into three columns, from
one of the big morning dailies; the date had been inked on the paper in thick red pen under the
dramatic headline: “When The Media Destroys People.”Nils didn’t recognize the article, but
Knud looked like a man staring at a noose.It was from May 2001, and one particular passage
was printed in bold type: “Six women were raped, and now the Palestinian man who’d been
convicted of the crimes has been acquitted. But what if, despite the fact that skilled (male)
reporters have raised questions about the technical evidence, he is guilty after all? What if,
despite the fact that the skilled (male) judges of the appeals court acquitted him, he is guilty after
all? And what if, despite the support of all these skilled (male) media people, he lied after
all?”Susanne Ingemann’s name appeared right below the headline, in italics. She sat silently for
a moment, as though relishing the time she’d attacked Knud Taasing directly—and had been
proven eerily correct. Without looking at the large man sitting next to her, she said, “What does
an old newspaper clipping have to do with all this?”Carl Malle shrugged. More was needed to
throw him off balance. “Nothing besides the fact that the reporter you once so accurately
skewered…” he spoke slowly, almost lovingly, “is the man sitting across from you. And he has
hardly come to preserve the reputation of Kongslund. Or to do any good for any of us.”Closing
his eyes, Nils felt an even stronger sense of unease than when he’d seen the figure in the
driveway. The letter to the editor had been published three days after the Special Court of
Appeals had acquitted the Palestinian. Soon after his acquittal, the disaster occurred that swept
the successful reporter off his feet, along with all the editors who’d assisted him. He’d freed a
guilty man—a “poor Palestinian” all the bleeding hearts had believed was innocent. Not three
months later, that “innocent” foreigner kidnapped two boys from a playground in Herlev, shot
them at a rest area in North Zealand, and then killed himself. In his suicide note, he confessed to
the rapes he’d been acquitted of and mocked the man who’d won him his freedom, a man who
had no idea that the very deeds we consider our most altruistic can feed hatred.“But that’s not
what we’re discussing today,” Knud said softly, his gaze fastened on the clipping. More than
anything, this feeble response revealed how shaken he was.The security advisor didn’t
respond.“Yes. She was right,” Knud said. “You were all right. The police were right. But I couldn’t



have done it differently…” His words came out thickly, as though he would have preferred to not
articulate them. Then, like the matron, he fell silent.After nearly a full minute of awkward silence,
Susanne Ingemann leaned forward, returning to the present. “You were talking about the infant
room,” she said. Nils couldn’t decode the expression in her green eyes, but they contained no
anger.“Yes…that’s what it was called back then, right?” Knud’s question sounded both surprised
and naive.“Yes, that’s what it was called. Still is by those of us who remember those days.”A
bizarre thing to say, Nils thought, registering the peculiarity of her tone. He could see a faint
shimmer behind Knud’s eyeglasses.In spite of Carl Malle’s malicious attempts at interrupting the
conversation, the charge of the anonymous letter sender had been weighed, discreetly and
elegantly, against the phrase the infant room—and no longer stuck.“Of course we still say the
infant room, but among us the room has never been referred to as anything but…”—and here
Susanne Ingemann smiled, looking directly at Knud—“the Elephant Room.”Nils’s camera
slipped through his fingers and crashed to the floor. The image had come to him at once. The
plump little pachyderms on the wall behind the child in the old magazine photo, and the
evocative words that flickered through the caption: One elephant marched along…Knud ignored
Nils’s response and leaned forward to clutch at this piece of information, his face revealing a
certain involuntary astonishment. “But why do you call it that…the Elephant Room?”“Because
one of the governesses painted small figures on all the walls,” Susanne Ingemann said, staring
at Knud, oblivious to Nils’s and Carl Malle’s presence. “When Magna was matron, her right hand,
Gerda—who is also retired now—decorated the walls from floor to ceiling with small blue
elephants. It’s actually quite a marvelous sight. They are still there, everywhere. There’s another
room with yellow giraffes and an even larger room with miniature gray hedgehogs. The one with
giraffes is called the Giraffe Room; the one with hedgehogs is, of course, the Hedgehog Room.
That’s all there is to it. The older children live in these other rooms.”Knud abruptly switched
topics. “I’ve had some time to do a little research…very little admittedly.” He peered over the rim
of his glasses, “But through the nurses’ union, I located a former midwife at Rigshospital. During
the period we’re discussing, the fifties and sixties, she was a student on Obstetric Ward B.” Knud
studied a sheet of paper he had snatched from his folder. “Carla was her name.”Susanne
Ingemann said nothing. The name of the reporter’s primary source didn’t seem to faze her.Knud
glanced at his paper once more. “She recalls a girl who was, at most, sixteen or seventeen. This
girl gave birth to a baby. But, according to the midwife, she was in such anguish at having to
relinquish the child, it was as though she’d been condemned to the fires of hell by the Devil
himself. She believes it was in April or May of 1961. The girl never saw her baby before she was
discharged, before she disappeared—and it was the matron herself who picked the child
up.”“That was lucky. Kongslund was the best orphanage in the kingdom. Other children were
sent to far inferior places, like Sølund or Ellinge Lyng, where they were left alone without any
contact with adults.”“Yes, so I have heard.” Again Knud studied the director over the rim of his
glasses, and then he flipped the paper on the table. The balance in the room had shifted in his
favor. Carl Malle leaned across the table, trying to read Knud’s notes. Susanne Ingemann’s



hands rested in her lap. Light from the sky above Øresund formed a reddish aureole around her
hair.“There were quite a few rumors back then,” Knud continued in a lower voice. “Unconfirmed,
but still. Rumors suggesting that the matron of Kongslund, in very special cases and under great
discretion, helped certain men—fathers-to-be that is—out of their trouble. Out of very
embarrassing situations.”Susanne Ingemann’s silence, to Nils Jensen, seemed to signal a wait-
and-see approach.Knud coughed, and this time it sounded feigned. He continued, “Legal
abortions were not an option back then, and while the sexual revolution was a few years away,
sexual appetites were the same…” He smiled faintly. “And from time to time someone famous or
powerful, a politician or a CEO or an actor, strayed from home and fathered a so-called
illegitimate child. As a result of an extramarital affair, I mean.”“A child born out of wedlock, yes.”
Susanne Ingemann’s voice was as neutral as Knud’s.“And every now and then, for various
reasons—maybe because people couldn’t or wouldn’t visit some quack doctor—these
unwanted children were born.”“That’s right. Abortion was then called ‘illegal termination of
pregnancy.’ ”“These pregnancies presented an extremely embarrassing problem, perhaps
especially for the rich and famous, who couldn’t risk exposure. My sources tell me…”Nils noted
how one source had become multiple sources.“That Kongslund often entered the picture. In
extraordinary cases, and in all discretion, the orphanage could arrange for an off-the-record
birth, and to conveniently find a new home for the embarrassing love child.” He lowered his
voice. “And then forget everything about the matter.”Susanne Ingemann didn’t respond.“The
matron—and that must have been Magna—simply deleted every trace.”Her green eyes studied
him.“Interesting, isn’t it?”No reaction.“She must have held some kind of power.” His voice was
more muted now, almost nasal. Knud slumped in his tattered sweater.“Yes,” said Susanne
Ingemann. “If it were true.”“Indeed. But that’s what the sources say—not to mention the rumors
many recall, even all these years later.”“The sources of these rumors—which are probably just
that—are from a distant past.”Absentmindedly, Knud scooped up the last cookie from the plate.
“But could Kongslund have been able to command the most expensive piece of shorefront in
Denmark without enormous goodwill from the highest places?”He put the cookie back. “Isn’t that
how it worked? A house full of bastards in the midst of the wealthiest and the finest dignitaries?
This area was built by kings and admired throughout the gilded age. Kongslund couldn’t have
been popular. Until they realized a deal could be struck. The rich and the powerful got something
in return. Isn’t that right?”Susanne Ingemann leaned back and closed her eyes, disregarding the
provocation.“We’re in possession of a letter that was sent to the Ministry of National Affairs
yesterday, a letter that more than suggests that Kongslund is responsible for hiding certain
children. Here, for example…” Knud handed the two sheets of paper to Susanne Ingemann,
along with the magazine article and the adoption form. Nils thought she seemed slightly uneasy,
but he couldn’t tell for sure.She studied the papers without raising her eyes. Malle leaned over
her left shoulder.“Who is John Bjergstrand?” asked Knud.No reaction. He repeated the
question.“John Bjergstrand. I really have no idea. Who is he?”“I think he was an orphan here, in
the infant room,” Knud said, hesitantly. Her response seemed genuine.“Well, in that case it was



long before my time, and I’ve never heard the name before.” She smiled and for a moment
looked almost cheerful, in spite of the serious allegations Knud had leveled against Kongslund.
Then she said, “Are you sure your source isn’t mistaken? Perhaps he or she is confusing
Kongslund with another orphanage. After all, there were more than fifty in Denmark at the time.”
She smiled again. “Denmark was filled with homes that were in turn filled with abandoned
children. The little one you mentioned, he could have been anywhere.”“The letter was sent to the
chief of staff at the ministry, Orla Pil Berntsen. What is his connection to Kongslund?”“There’s no
connection.” Her response came a little too rapidly, Nils thought.“We believe he was a child
here.” Knud was exaggerating again, presenting his own theory as though he had
corroborators.“Orla Berntsen’s private life is nobody’s business but his own,” she replied,
enunciating the official’s name in a way that left no doubt: she knew him, and he was connected
to Kongslund.“What I’m asking about must be available to the public, given that Kongslund is run
with public funds and has been supported by the state—as Malle himself pointed out earlier.” His
last point carried a vicious undertone, Nils observed.“In that case, I think you should ask him
yourself,” she said—again a tad too quickly—and then shrugged. “Besides, we’d like to continue
to receive support from the ministry. If you know what I mean.” She glanced at Carl Malle, and
again Nils noted an air of hostility between them.“Is the ministry putting pressure on you? Why
was he even invited to this conversation?”Susanne Ingemann stood and then walked a few
paces to the window. For nearly a full minute, she stared at the blue waters of Øresund, keeping
her back to the three men. Finally she turned and said without hesitation, “Yes, Orla Berntsen
was here as an infant.” She shrugged as if to minimize the importance of this piece of
information. “But that, of course, is confidential. He wasn’t put up for adoption, but he was here
for a short time because his mother was going through a difficult period. Mother’s Aid Society
helped her. Later on, he visited the governesses at least once a year—with his mother—and that
is the only reason I know about it. The ministry also knows. We’re included in the national
budget. The ministry supports us, and the minister is a board member. There’s nothing covert
about it. And none of this has anything to do with him.”It sounded as though she knew him better
than she wanted to admit.“He didn’t have it easy,” she said, in a strangely detached way.Knud
leaned forward but did not ask the question on his mind: Why?She returned to the sofa but
made no effort to sit—perhaps because she wanted to avoid the security advisor. Nils wondered
if she would respond to Knud’s unspoken question, and then she did, “At one point…it’s an awful
story.”Carl Malle started to stand but changed his mind.She didn’t look in Malle’s direction, and
even with the sunlight in his eyes, Nils saw the dim, spiteful glow in her eyes as she continued. “It
was said that he once witnessed—or was involved in—another man’s death. But that may have
been a mistake. He was just a boy, after all. All I know is that Magna arranged for regular contact
with a psychologist here—Kongslund has always had an established team—and there might
have been other arrangements that I’m not familiar with. Of course this isn’t something you can
print in your paper. I’m only telling you so that you can see that I am being quite honest…that
we’re not trying to hide anything. There’s nothing of interest to anyone in this, including



Independent Weekend.”All the same, she had given Knud and Nils significant information that
would’ve taken them months to dig up.“What other arrangements?” Knud asked.Carl Malle
pounded his fist on the table, sending three teaspoons clattering to the floor. “That’s enough!
That is private information, which this journalist has a record of mismanaging. People have died
as a result!” The security advisor began to rise.Knud collected the adoption form and the other
papers and stuffed them in his folder. “Thank you for your kindness,” he told his hostess. “We’ll
return in a week, for the anniversary.” He stood. “And on that occasion we’ll restrict ourselves to
applause.”She watched from the stoop as the two men walked to their car. Carl Malle stayed
inside, his assignment apparently complete.Suddenly Knud halted midstride and turned. He
looked at the beautiful matron. “Doesn’t it matter anymore…that old issue…the two young
boys…since you…?”She seemed to understand his incoherent question right away.“Yes,” she
said.Nils held his breath.“And what do you think about it now?”“I think that…it’s in the past.
Everything becomes history if you are patient enough. And if you don’t dig everything up
again.”He nodded slightly. Her meaning was clear: let Kongslund’s past rest in peace. Then the
world—and Carl Malle—will let your demons rest.“The old matron has a foster daughter,
right?”For a moment he got no response, and then at last came the confirmation, “Yes, she has a
foster daughter. Inger Marie. That’s the name she was given when she arrived in 1961. But we
just call her Marie. She’s my assistant, and always has been.”Five short sentences, delivered like
wreckage on the shore.In a single glance, Susanne anticipated his next question. “Yes, it’s true:
she lives here. In a very beautiful room. The most beautiful in the house. We call it the King’s
Room because the architect designed it according to the careful instructions of King Frederik VII.
It has always been her room.”She waved a slender hand at the roof. “It’s the nicest spot in the
house, with a fantastic view of the sound and the island of Hven. But she’s not here today.” She
fell silent. “So if you want to speak with her, it’ll have to be another day.”She gave two quick nods.
Green eyes, auburn hair, shades of gold-red.Lies, Nils thought. She’s here, but we’re not allowed
to see her.“I’m troubled by how Carl Malle managed to insert himself into that conversation. And
she just let him do it.” Knud lit a menthol cigarette with shaky fingers.Nils turned the large
Mercedes onto Strandvejen and headed for Copenhagen.“It was creepy,” Knud added. He
appeared paler than usual.Nils said nothing.“We couldn’t get anywhere with her. But, damn, I
would’ve liked to meet Inger Marie. She would have been able to tell us something about those
years, I’m sure.” Knud shook his head. “Maybe we should have insisted…It wasn’t our best
performance. We didn’t get access to the infant room, didn’t meet the foster daughter, didn’t get
anything on little John Bjergstrand—if he ever existed.” There was an uncharacteristic tone of
resignation in his voice.They passed Strandmølle Inn again.“She was very beautiful, very
capable, and very, very much on guard,” Knud said more to himself than his companion. Still, it
was probably the highest compliment he had ever paid anyone, at least that Nils knew of.“Did
you notice the atmosphere in the house?” Knud said.Of course I noticed the atmosphere, Nils
thought.“It was very peculiar.” Knud rolled down his window and lit another cigarette.They
passed Bellevue and Charlottenlund Fort.“The place is rich with history, that goes without



saying, including the bit with Frederik VII and his mistress.”Knud’s sense of the past was about
as sketchy as you might expect from someone in a profession suspicious of history (since it
didn’t sell newspapers). He’d been orphaned when he was twelve or thirteen years old—that
was about all Nils knew. His father had died suddenly, and Knud had been shipped off to his
aunt and uncle’s place on the island of Ærø. Not exactly the kind of home where you’d slog
through thick volumes of Danish history.3KONGSLUNDMay 6, 2008She looked like Cinderella
in the fairy tale my adoptive mother read to me when I was a child. She arrived in a dress as
green as the beeches on the hill, and none of the governesses ever said a peep about her
peculiar background.“This is my daughter Marie,” my adoptive mother told her in a tone of voice
that, more than anything, sounded like a warning to the sensitive concerning my oddness. But
the woman in green didn’t notice. She curtsied to me like a little girl—at once polite and spiteful—
and now that she’d become a part of Kongslund’s identity (and had been for almost twenty
years), I couldn’t imagine my life without her.The business with the anonymous letters would
affect her, of course—as it would everyone—but it couldn’t be helped. I heard the clatter of the
cups in the sunroom and knew guests had arrived at Kongslund, just as Fate had long ago
intended.What looked like a coincidence had never been a coincidence.Nils found Knud
Taasing wedged between three moving boxes in the corner of his office at the Press Building
near the harbor front. He was just waking from what seemed a fitful slumber.Always a loner,
Knud Taasing was born in 1961 to a full-blown hippie, flowing robes and all (before most even
knew the hippie age was dawning). His mother had joined the first protest march against nuclear
power—from Holbæk to Copenhagen—shortly after giving birth and still somewhat swollen from
the difficult labor. Despite the after pains she was suffering, she abandoned her son as easily as
a tumbleweed blowing in the wind and had wandered south with a handsome Spaniard (as
women did back then). She traveled more than 1,200 miles south through Europe to a large
commune in Andalusia, leaving Knud to his factory-worker father who lived in a small row house
in a Copenhagen suburb.Later father and son returned to the island from which the family
derived its name, Taasinge, and where relatives had settled more than a century earlier. Knud,
Nils had noticed, never spoke of his time there. Not that he asked about it—he didn’t.Knud had
evidently spent the night scanning old articles until he’d finally slouched onto an overturned
green plastic wastebasket, where he had fallen asleep. When the first and only guest of the day
edged his way through the labyrinthine stacks of paper, books, and ring binders to his
uncomfortable bed, his eyes were still half-shut.With some difficulty, Knud got to his feet,
mumbling a greeting to the effect of “Is it morning already?” He smelled vaguely of alcohol and oil
—strangely enough—as though he, in the middle of his nighttime reading, had gone for a
refreshing dip in the slick black water of the harbor basin. A single weekly magazine rested on
the table. Stapled to it was a receipt from the Green Messengers.Nils Jensen stepped closer.
The magazine was a forty-seven-year-old issue of Billed Bladet, and had cost just seventy-five
øre a copy back then. The cover text was set in the same blocky red letters the magazine
employed today, nearly a half a century later. It was dated December 27, 1961.Nils leaned in.



The black-and-white cover showed a boy with big, frightened eyes and tightly closed lips. Across
the child’s striped shirt, the graphic designer had chosen a cursive font characteristic of the time
for the four simple but strongly appealing words: Who will adopt me?“I found a reference to this
article on the Association for Adopted Children’s website,” Knud said, one eye half-open. “And
voilà, look what I discovered…” He lifted the magazine and then let it fall dramatically on the
table.The two photos the anonymous sender had copied and mailed to the Ministry of National
Affairs and Independent Weekend appeared in the centerfold of the magazine. The beautiful
brown villa in the golden circle filled the entire left page. On the right—under the words “The
Seven Dwarves”—the magazine had printed the photo that had fascinated Knud for hours the
day before.In the black-and-white reproduction, the seven small babies were assembled on
duvets and blankets under a towering Christmas tree. The caption was the same as the one
they’d read in the anonymous letter: The seven dwarves—five boys and two girls—live in the
Elephant Room and are all ready to find a good home in the new year!This was followed by the
statement Knud considered so intriguing: Because the biological parents’ identity can be
protected, they choose adoption rather than illegal abortion. It is rumored that famous Danes,
whose names and reputations would be damaged beyond repair by prying eyes, have benefitted
from the discretion of Mother’s Aid Society. In these cases, it is essential that the identities of the
biological parents are kept secret.No names were provided for the children in the photograph,
nor was any other information given about them. The allusion to Walt Disney’s beloved dwarves
was due, of course, to the fact that the children were all wearing elf hats.Knud was surprisingly
alert despite the fact he’d spent a long night in an uncomfortable position and hadn’t even had
his first cigarette yet. “If you knew how many children were put up for adoption in this country
during those…thousands and thousands…whole battalions of healthy Danish babies given
away. And it wasn’t even that long ago,” he scoffed and then snatched the magazine from the
table.Including the centerfold, the article was six pages long. The italicized headline on the first
page of the feature was nearly identical to the one on the cover: “Who Will Adopt Us?”An
explanatory caption accompanied every single photo in the spread. Under the image of a sad,
crying child: Per (in checkered overalls) is a willful little man of 17 months.Under the image of a
chubby, melancholy girl sitting on a polar bear rug: What do you think of Dorthe in her pretty
white blouse?The next showed a cheerless girl in a floral dress: Lise looks quite down. She is
only 18 months and cross-eyed, but that can be fixed.The largest photo showed a dark-haired
boy in a white bed. Behind him the wallpaper was decorated with odd little round elephants
drawn in a childlike fashion. The graininess of the spread made it hard to decipher the elephants’
curved tusks and tails, and their raised trunks.Under this photo was the caption: One elephant
marched along…but where is it going? When you’re only 9 days old, you don’t know much about
the future.“This is the original article—the mother article if you will—of the excerpt that was
included in the anonymous package,” Knud said, though it was obvious to Nils.“It’s from the
same year as the form,” he continued. “Whoever sent it to us has this magazine—and something
he wants to share—and he’s telling us where to start looking. At the Kongslund orphanage. In



1961.”Again he slumped onto the battered wastebasket.“That’s the year I was born.” It was the
first time Nils had spoken.“Yeah—me too. In fact, it was one of the biggest baby-boom years in
Danish history.”Knud closed the magazine and tossed it aside. “Next week the orphanage will
celebrate the retired matron’s anniversary—the famous Ms. Ladegaard, who back in the day
was simply called Magna—and on that occasion, they’ll bring all the old experts on early
childhood education to Skodsborg. Plenty of politicians and famous people will be there, as you
might expect given all the talk lately about childrearing, stress, and institutionalization.”The two
men headed outside through the empty editorial office and climbed into Nils’s beige
Mercedes.“In 1989, Magna was succeeded by an equally formidable woman,” Knud said.
“Susanne Ingemann.”Nils silently noted the journalist’s strange tone of voice as they drove along
the harbor toward Kongens Nytorv.“While everyone else was celebrating Liberation Day last
night, a crisis meeting was held at the Ministry of National Affairs,” Knud said after a long pause.
“I know this from my source in the ministry. Do you know why?”As usual, Nils said nothing—there
was no reason to—the reporter would answer his own question as he always did.“Because of
the anonymous letter that Orla Berntsen received. My source wasn’t at the meeting, but they
discussed the mysterious letter for at least an hour—and then decided to seek the assistance of
an expert…a former assistant chief of police in Copenhagen.”Nils sped up through the soft curve
near Sølyst and Emiliekilde. It was a gray but mild spring day. The morning’s first sailboats were
already making their way across Øresund, dozens of them.“He’s one of the minister’s old
acquaintances, and he runs his own company, does security consulting, that sort of thing. He’s
been hired by the ministry to serve as security advisor. They want him to find whoever sent this
package, and they are giving him free rein to do so. You might remember him from that time you
snapped pictures on the barricades in Nørrebro. His name is Carl Malle. He’s become a big dog
since leaving the force, someone you only hire when the shit’s burning so close to you that your
ass is on fire.”Nils made no comment on this peculiar analogy.“And it’s a very fitting name, Malle,”
said Knud, who still smelled like oil. “He’s malevolent as all hell. But of course, it’s terrible timing
for them. In a week everyone who knows what’s what will be at Kongslund to honor the famous
matron. In addition, the minister of national affairs, who has been the spiritual and material
protector of the orphanage, is about to make the biggest leap in his career—to the nation’s
highest office. Ever since the Great War, the party has supported and financed Kongslund,
deemed it the shining example of the Danes’ compassionate attitude toward the weakest
members of society, and party bosses will resist any attempt to shatter this piece of Danish
history. Naturally, they can’t stand an article surfacing all these years later that suggests that
Kongslund’s past—and therefore also its present—is in any way unseemly; that the orphanage,
in return for the party’s support, helped powerful citizens avoid scandals and erased the
identities of its little charges so completely that they could never be reconstructed.”The blue
envelope that was the root of Knud’s confidence rested in his lap; it represented, possibly,
Independent Weekend’s final chance to secure a prize-winning story. At a crisis meeting held
just a month earlier, the marketing team had informed the last band of reporters that only 7



percent of the country was even aware of their newspaper’s existence, and that only a
sensational scoop could save the paper from the disease that was slowly but surely killing it.Nils
cast a sidelong glance at the neatly cut red, white, and black letters on the envelope, before
turning his gaze toward Sweden. The water in Øresund was steel gray, and he briefly recalled his
father, who during school holidays had brought him along on his rounds as a night watchman in
Nørrebro—perhaps in the hope that he would end up in the same occupation.They passed
Bellevue, with its white sand and small tufts of grass, Copenhageners’ preferred beach for more
than 150 years. “The name itself…John Bjergstrand,” Knud said, breaking the silence. “That, of
course, is the key piece of information. A boy born in all discretion and adopted out in secrecy—
with a new name that we don’t know. A bastard child who could completely destroy an otherwise
glorious career. And that’s exactly what happened, I think…a very powerful person had an
extramarital affair, but he pulled some strings and covered up every trace of his exploits.”With
satisfaction he leaned back in his seat. “Except for one. Which our letter sender found,” he said,
before adding, “Our anonymous sender doesn’t know the parents’ identities. But he thinks we’ll
be able to find out who they are and believes Independent Weekend has the guts to go public
with the story.”Nils remained silent as they passed Strandmølle Inn and the Jægersborg
forest.“We know it made Berntsen nervous, and we know he’s aware of the orphanage. And we
know that a silly little piece of paper startled the entire Ministry of National Affairs to the point
where it held crisis meetings rather than attending the administration’s Liberation Day
celebration.”The one meeting, Nils noted, had now grown to many.“I think the party is involved in
some way or another, and the letter writer knows it. In the fifties and sixties tens of thousands of
illegitimate children were given up for adoption. That figure didn’t drop until abortion was
legalized in 1973.” He clucked his tongue at the unfortunate if necessary national
triumph.“Yesterday I spoke with a retired social worker from Mother’s Aid Society. She visited
Kongslund frequently back in the day. She told me that the children were often given nicknames
of famous people whom the nurses thought they resembled, such as the actor Ebbe Rode or the
writer Poul Henningsen…at one point there was actually a black-haired girl they called Jackie…
after Jacqueline Kennedy!” Knud chuckled briefly, as though the name of the former president’s
widow was a particularly interesting detail. “There was also a bald baby called Khrushchev.
Anyway, the naming was quite innocent, though once in a while it was rumored that this practice
was more significant than simple likeness. And those rumors persisted during all the years she
visited Kongslund.”They drove under the crowns of tall trees, the road gently curving away from
the sound. Enormous mansions stood on each side of Skodsborg Strandvej, right up to the
road.“My source in Mother’s Aid Society also mentioned something else…in 1966, the old
matron adopted a child herself. Or rather, she kept an orphaned girl as her foster daughter. The
girl was born the same year, 1961. Later, when she retired, the matron—Ms. Ladegaard—moved
to an apartment in Skodsborg, but her foster daughter, who must now be in her late forties,
remains at the orphanage.” He paused briefly.“Strange, don’t you think?”Nils didn’t think it
particularly odd; he’d lived at home until his midtwenties. He signaled a right turn and angled the



vehicle down a steep, winding gravel road and toward the water.At first they saw nothing, and
Knud suspected they might have made a wrong turn. Then a dark shadow appeared between
the trees, and they glimpsed the outline of the house. It rose up like the giant brown hull of a ship
pitching on a sea of green beech trees. Seconds later they saw the seven white chimneys and a
towerlike annex that faced south, and finally the whole villa.Nils braked, overwhelmed at the
sight, and then cut the engine.For a moment both men sat motionless, silent. In a strange way
the orphanage resembled an impenetrable fortress within the budding green, as
unapproachable as an English country manor—not as big, perhaps, but with the same
ceremonial aura emanating from every pillar, cornice, and turret.After a minute or so, Knud
spoke, softly, as though he were seated in a movie theater and didn’t want to disturb those
around him. “Look at that place, Nils. Fifty thousand Danes were once put up for adoption here,
remember. This house was the beginning of their stories.”Breathing deeply, he opened the car
door. Nils followed him.Though it was early May, Nils shivered. It was an unfamiliar and puzzling
sensation. With his father he’d patrolled hundreds of backyards, and he was used to the
darkness and the cold. Fear, his father had taught him, wasn’t something you brought into the
bat’s domain.The surroundings—with the house under the shade of rich green foliage—were as
idyllic as the magazine article depicted. Yet he felt at that moment that they were being watched;
he turned slowly, glancing at the treetops, and heard Knud laugh at his obvious unease. In the
midst of his laughter, Knud was seized with a fit of coughing, and he doubled over, a hand on
each knee. For a few moments this hacking sound was all they heard.Only later did Nils recall
(with a touch of embarrassment) what he thought he’d seen on the hill: a small figure that
withdrew into the bushes before disappearing in the direction of an old white mansion nearby. An
absurd thought, of course, clearly an optical illusion. That white house was obviously empty;
even at a distance it looked decrepit. There were no curtains, no plants in the sills—no signs of
life whatsoever. You can always tell the difference between an abandoned house and an
inhabited one, he thought. His father had showed him that.Knud stood to his full height and spit
in the gravel. A large black car was parked at the far end of the driveway, but Nils could easily
make out the license plate, even at a distance: MAL 12.“Hello.”Knud spun around, startled by the
unfamiliar voice.She’d approached them without making a peep. “My name is Susanne
Ingemann. You’re earlier than expected.”She wore a beautiful green dress that fell nearly to her
ankles. Nils grasped how lovely she was faster than his shutter could capture her image: tanned
feet in light-brown sandals; dark-brown hair with a reddish sheen, gathered in a tight bun with a
black clip. She greeted them with a small, deprecating gesture—gracious but reserved—without
any effort to make physical contact, not even a handshake. “Welcome to…Kongslund.”Nils noted
her hesitation at the name Kongslund. And had she actually curtsied?“Let’s go inside,” she
suggested. Before they could reply, their hostess was halfway to the door.The entry hall had very
high ceilings paneled in tall, dark mahogany. Behind the sandstone fireplace that looked as
though it hadn’t been used in decades, the wall was covered with black-and-white photographs
in small, square black and brown frames. Several hundred of them in fact, all of children: tiny



faces shining in the light of those old flashcubes they used to use.Standing motionless, Nils
stared at the photographs, which for some reason reminded him of his childhood home, though
he couldn’t say why. Where he’d grown up the only sentimentality on display was in the golden
romances he’d read—with their damsels in distress—or from Bjørn Tidmand’s love songs that
played on the radio. He looked away, and his eyes fell on a broad staircase that wound its way
over the main entrance and rose into the darkness. On the wall high above the staircase was a
tall painting of a woman wearing a wide-brimmed hat and standing in an idyllic clearing. Like
Susanne, she wore a deep-green dress with long sleeves and flounces. The abundant fabric
stretched to the ground, cascading in folds at her feet.“N.V. Dorph painted that,” the matron said,
interrupting the two men from their thoughts once more. “Presumably it’s Countess Danner, the
commoner wife of King Frederik VII.”Knud was suddenly seized with another coughing
fit.Susanne politely ignored him and simply raised her voice. “Dorph furnished the house for the
old sea captain who lived here before Mother’s Aid Society, and he painted the pictures,” she
said. “Or at least some of them. So it would be appropriate to begin with a tour, wouldn’t it?”She
let them go ahead of her on the broad staircase, and when she followed, Nils heard the green
fabric of her dress rustle softly. The beautiful matron had an eerie resemblance to the woman in
the painting.“The house was built between 1847 and 1850 by a famous architect,” she said, “by
all accounts in consultation with the last absolute ruler, King Frederik VII, during the same period
when the Constitution was written.”Knud coughed as if to indicate his skepticism on such a
peculiar and cryptic statement.They were in a long, dark corridor now with three or four closed
doors. “This is where the governesses lived, and the matron. Staff resided at the orphanage
among the children, which was completely natural.” She stood motionless with her back to the
enormous painting. “The architect loved this place so much he couldn’t bear to leave it, so he
built a home for himself next door—on the southern slope—the decrepit white house you might
have seen when you drove in. He lived there with his wife and son, and later on the son lived
there with his wife…and their daughter.”She’d added the last three words after a strange pause
that Nils didn’t understand.“The daughter had cerebral palsy,” she said, as if by way of
explanation.“Kongslund itself was passed down for generations before Mother’s Aid Society
bought it in 1936.” Susanne Ingemann stopped to open a door. After several minutes in the dark
hallway, the light was blinding. The room could’ve been part of a royal palace, the private
apartment of a queen. Even though toy cars were strewn on the mahogany table by the window
and small dolls with blond, red, and brown hair lay in the chairs, there was something ancient
and proud about the room. It had a kind of emptiness you sense in halls that have been admired
but not lived in for decades. Fine golden wallpaper decorated the walls, and on two deep,
antique sofas were stacks of pillows of black-green silk, embroidered with rose-colored
bouquets. Through the window was a view of a spacious green lawn and a narrow white beach.
Between the yard and the beach was a wire fence with two gates, presumably to prevent the
children from running into the water should an adult momentarily turn her attention
elsewhere.“This was the private room of the former matron. She lived here for more than half a



century,” Susanne Ingemann said. “We’ve left it the way it was.” Stepping back into the corridor,
she said, “The office is at the end of the hallway, but there is nothing to see there.”The door was
open to the office, and Nils glanced into the room. There was a large, empty birdcage on the
windowsill.“We once kept three canaries,” she said, noticing where his attention was. “But
they’ve been dead a long time. Let’s go downstairs and have a cup of tea.”The peasant is
granted access to the very holiest of places, Nils thought. Maybe that had been a test run for the
tour that would be given in a few days to the visiting luminaries. Except for Susanne, they hadn’t
met a single person yet. Perhaps the children had been moved to another part of the house for
the occasion. These vulnerable creatures, he gathered, were not to be disturbed by
strangers.She gestured for them to take seats at a low coffee table in a vast room with two tall
windows facing the lawn and the water. “During the war, the governesses had their hands full,”
she said, taking a seat on a small sofa next to the window and offering them tea and cookies.
“They were amazing. They took care of orphans as well as children whose parents were in
trouble—and during the last years of the war, they worked closely with the Resistance. But
perhaps you already know this.”They did, but for a second Nils could hear the pride in her voice,
so he said nothing.“Magna rarely talks about this time.”“Magna?” To his surprise he heard his
own voice articulate the question—in a single word.“Yes, Magna. Ms. Ladegaard. The children
always called her Magna. I’m not sure why she doesn’t mention this era, perhaps she doesn’t
want to be described as a hero, a rare characteristic today. She became the matron at
Kongslund on May 13, 1948, exactly twelve years after the orphanage was founded, and that’s
the date we’re celebrating Tuesday, her sixtieth anniversary. Although she retired a long time
ago, she has meant everything to Kongslund.”She sounded strangely formal.After a moment of
silence, Knud mumbled, “Let the little children come to me…” His voice was still hoarse, and
Susanne Ingemann blanched as though she found the phrase inappropriate.The reporter
cleared his throat and then asked his first real question since they arrived. “Back in the forties
and fifties, I gather there were many children put up for adoption?”“That’s correct,” Susanne
Ingemann said in the voice of a teacher responding to an especially bright student.Nils grabbed
his camera and snapped it on. Either he was imagining things, or their hostess had become
suddenly more wary than she’d been during the tour.“That lasted into the sixties,” she said. “But
today, very few Danish children are relinquished—and those who are, well, they live with us.
These are children who cannot remain with their parents due to unique circumstances. Abuse…
illness…I became matron in 1989, when Ms. Ladegaard retired.”“But back then,” Knud
interrupted, “in the fifties and sixties, they were otherwise normal children who were simply
unwanted?”“Yes, if you want to put it like that. Often the fathers had left the mothers in the lurch,
and in many cases the fathers’ identities were unknown. The mothers were alone and typically
quite young.”“And they stayed here…in the same rooms as today?”“Yes.” Then she added, in a
rather arrogant tone, “Where else?”Knud leaned forward and in a clear voice asked, “Can we
have a look at the infant room?”Susanne Ingemann’s teacup hovered an inch from her lips. It
wasn’t this sudden pause in motion so much as the very atmosphere in the room that abruptly



changed at this request.“The infant room?” she repeated very slowly.“Yes.”In that instant, Nils
understood the provocation. Knud had informed her that he possessed information that hadn’t
been made public in five decades of enthusiastic magazine coverage. No random visitor could
know of the infant room, and neither should Knud.Of course, he’d learned of it from the form
included in the strange blue envelope, but she wouldn’t know about that.It was then the two men
realized they weren’t alone. They heard him before they saw him. He must have been sitting in a
chair behind the white pillar separating the sunroom from the dark living room. He suddenly
stepped up to the table, into the light from the east-facing windows. Nils and Knud were
speechless, unable to conceal their shock.“Meet Carl Malle,” Susanne Ingemann said. “He’s
visiting us…as a representative of the Ministry of National Affairs.”To Nils it sounded as though
she pronounced the word representative with a hint of sarcasm.“Yes.” The huge man nodded as
though in greeting, but he didn’t extend his hand. “I’m the security advisor for the ministry. I’m
sure you take no offense at me listening in?” Without waiting for an answer, he sat beside the
director. He was almost a head taller than she, Nils noticed.“Actually, we do…” Knud began.
When he couldn’t come up with a good excuse to boot a stranger out of someone else’s home—
which he himself was a guest in—he fell silent.“Consider it a press conference,” the man said.
“An official one. You are here on business, right?”“There’s usually more than one reporter at a
press conference,” Knud replied, regaining his voice, but still struggling to take command of the
situation.“Then consider me a communications representative…for both the ministry and
Kongslund, which, as you know, is funded by the national budget and therefore receives very
exclusive support from the ministry. As a matter of fact, it has been my job for many years to
protect Kongslund’s reputation.” Carl Malle allowed a little smile. “Few people know that, but
Susanne can confirm it…if it matters. But the infamous Knud Taasing isn’t exactly known for
checking the details, is he?”The insult was a subtle reference to the misfortune that had nearly
ended the reporter’s career seven years earlier. It was elegant and cruel, and it hit its
mark.“That’s what I thought…I don’t suppose you reminded Susanne of that affair when you
scheduled your visit here yesterday.” The security advisor nudged the teapot aside and set a
newspaper clipping in front of them. It was a letter to the editor, divided into three columns, from
one of the big morning dailies; the date had been inked on the paper in thick red pen under the
dramatic headline: “When The Media Destroys People.”Nils didn’t recognize the article, but
Knud looked like a man staring at a noose.It was from May 2001, and one particular passage
was printed in bold type: “Six women were raped, and now the Palestinian man who’d been
convicted of the crimes has been acquitted. But what if, despite the fact that skilled (male)
reporters have raised questions about the technical evidence, he is guilty after all? What if,
despite the fact that the skilled (male) judges of the appeals court acquitted him, he is guilty after
all? And what if, despite the support of all these skilled (male) media people, he lied after
all?”Susanne Ingemann’s name appeared right below the headline, in italics. She sat silently for
a moment, as though relishing the time she’d attacked Knud Taasing directly—and had been
proven eerily correct. Without looking at the large man sitting next to her, she said, “What does



an old newspaper clipping have to do with all this?”Carl Malle shrugged. More was needed to
throw him off balance. “Nothing besides the fact that the reporter you once so accurately
skewered…” he spoke slowly, almost lovingly, “is the man sitting across from you. And he has
hardly come to preserve the reputation of Kongslund. Or to do any good for any of us.”Closing
his eyes, Nils felt an even stronger sense of unease than when he’d seen the figure in the
driveway. The letter to the editor had been published three days after the Special Court of
Appeals had acquitted the Palestinian. Soon after his acquittal, the disaster occurred that swept
the successful reporter off his feet, along with all the editors who’d assisted him. He’d freed a
guilty man—a “poor Palestinian” all the bleeding hearts had believed was innocent. Not three
months later, that “innocent” foreigner kidnapped two boys from a playground in Herlev, shot
them at a rest area in North Zealand, and then killed himself. In his suicide note, he confessed to
the rapes he’d been acquitted of and mocked the man who’d won him his freedom, a man who
had no idea that the very deeds we consider our most altruistic can feed hatred.“But that’s not
what we’re discussing today,” Knud said softly, his gaze fastened on the clipping. More than
anything, this feeble response revealed how shaken he was.The security advisor didn’t
respond.“Yes. She was right,” Knud said. “You were all right. The police were right. But I couldn’t
have done it differently…” His words came out thickly, as though he would have preferred to not
articulate them. Then, like the matron, he fell silent.After nearly a full minute of awkward silence,
Susanne Ingemann leaned forward, returning to the present. “You were talking about the infant
room,” she said. Nils couldn’t decode the expression in her green eyes, but they contained no
anger.“Yes…that’s what it was called back then, right?” Knud’s question sounded both surprised
and naive.“Yes, that’s what it was called. Still is by those of us who remember those days.”A
bizarre thing to say, Nils thought, registering the peculiarity of her tone. He could see a faint
shimmer behind Knud’s eyeglasses.In spite of Carl Malle’s malicious attempts at interrupting the
conversation, the charge of the anonymous letter sender had been weighed, discreetly and
elegantly, against the phrase the infant room—and no longer stuck.“Of course we still say the
infant room, but among us the room has never been referred to as anything but…”—and here
Susanne Ingemann smiled, looking directly at Knud—“the Elephant Room.”Nils’s camera
slipped through his fingers and crashed to the floor. The image had come to him at once. The
plump little pachyderms on the wall behind the child in the old magazine photo, and the
evocative words that flickered through the caption: One elephant marched along…Knud ignored
Nils’s response and leaned forward to clutch at this piece of information, his face revealing a
certain involuntary astonishment. “But why do you call it that…the Elephant Room?”“Because
one of the governesses painted small figures on all the walls,” Susanne Ingemann said, staring
at Knud, oblivious to Nils’s and Carl Malle’s presence. “When Magna was matron, her right hand,
Gerda—who is also retired now—decorated the walls from floor to ceiling with small blue
elephants. It’s actually quite a marvelous sight. They are still there, everywhere. There’s another
room with yellow giraffes and an even larger room with miniature gray hedgehogs. The one with
giraffes is called the Giraffe Room; the one with hedgehogs is, of course, the Hedgehog Room.



That’s all there is to it. The older children live in these other rooms.”Knud abruptly switched
topics. “I’ve had some time to do a little research…very little admittedly.” He peered over the rim
of his glasses, “But through the nurses’ union, I located a former midwife at Rigshospital. During
the period we’re discussing, the fifties and sixties, she was a student on Obstetric Ward B.” Knud
studied a sheet of paper he had snatched from his folder. “Carla was her name.”Susanne
Ingemann said nothing. The name of the reporter’s primary source didn’t seem to faze her.Knud
glanced at his paper once more. “She recalls a girl who was, at most, sixteen or seventeen. This
girl gave birth to a baby. But, according to the midwife, she was in such anguish at having to
relinquish the child, it was as though she’d been condemned to the fires of hell by the Devil
himself. She believes it was in April or May of 1961. The girl never saw her baby before she was
discharged, before she disappeared—and it was the matron herself who picked the child
up.”“That was lucky. Kongslund was the best orphanage in the kingdom. Other children were
sent to far inferior places, like Sølund or Ellinge Lyng, where they were left alone without any
contact with adults.”“Yes, so I have heard.” Again Knud studied the director over the rim of his
glasses, and then he flipped the paper on the table. The balance in the room had shifted in his
favor. Carl Malle leaned across the table, trying to read Knud’s notes. Susanne Ingemann’s
hands rested in her lap. Light from the sky above Øresund formed a reddish aureole around her
hair.“There were quite a few rumors back then,” Knud continued in a lower voice. “Unconfirmed,
but still. Rumors suggesting that the matron of Kongslund, in very special cases and under great
discretion, helped certain men—fathers-to-be that is—out of their trouble. Out of very
embarrassing situations.”Susanne Ingemann’s silence, to Nils Jensen, seemed to signal a wait-
and-see approach.Knud coughed, and this time it sounded feigned. He continued, “Legal
abortions were not an option back then, and while the sexual revolution was a few years away,
sexual appetites were the same…” He smiled faintly. “And from time to time someone famous or
powerful, a politician or a CEO or an actor, strayed from home and fathered a so-called
illegitimate child. As a result of an extramarital affair, I mean.”“A child born out of wedlock, yes.”
Susanne Ingemann’s voice was as neutral as Knud’s.“And every now and then, for various
reasons—maybe because people couldn’t or wouldn’t visit some quack doctor—these
unwanted children were born.”“That’s right. Abortion was then called ‘illegal termination of
pregnancy.’ ”“These pregnancies presented an extremely embarrassing problem, perhaps
especially for the rich and famous, who couldn’t risk exposure. My sources tell me…”Nils noted
how one source had become multiple sources.“That Kongslund often entered the picture. In
extraordinary cases, and in all discretion, the orphanage could arrange for an off-the-record
birth, and to conveniently find a new home for the embarrassing love child.” He lowered his
voice. “And then forget everything about the matter.”Susanne Ingemann didn’t respond.“The
matron—and that must have been Magna—simply deleted every trace.”Her green eyes studied
him.“Interesting, isn’t it?”No reaction.“She must have held some kind of power.” His voice was
more muted now, almost nasal. Knud slumped in his tattered sweater.“Yes,” said Susanne
Ingemann. “If it were true.”“Indeed. But that’s what the sources say—not to mention the rumors



many recall, even all these years later.”“The sources of these rumors—which are probably just
that—are from a distant past.”Absentmindedly, Knud scooped up the last cookie from the plate.
“But could Kongslund have been able to command the most expensive piece of shorefront in
Denmark without enormous goodwill from the highest places?”He put the cookie back. “Isn’t that
how it worked? A house full of bastards in the midst of the wealthiest and the finest dignitaries?
This area was built by kings and admired throughout the gilded age. Kongslund couldn’t have
been popular. Until they realized a deal could be struck. The rich and the powerful got something
in return. Isn’t that right?”Susanne Ingemann leaned back and closed her eyes, disregarding the
provocation.“We’re in possession of a letter that was sent to the Ministry of National Affairs
yesterday, a letter that more than suggests that Kongslund is responsible for hiding certain
children. Here, for example…” Knud handed the two sheets of paper to Susanne Ingemann,
along with the magazine article and the adoption form. Nils thought she seemed slightly uneasy,
but he couldn’t tell for sure.She studied the papers without raising her eyes. Malle leaned over
her left shoulder.“Who is John Bjergstrand?” asked Knud.No reaction. He repeated the
question.“John Bjergstrand. I really have no idea. Who is he?”“I think he was an orphan here, in
the infant room,” Knud said, hesitantly. Her response seemed genuine.“Well, in that case it was
long before my time, and I’ve never heard the name before.” She smiled and for a moment
looked almost cheerful, in spite of the serious allegations Knud had leveled against Kongslund.
Then she said, “Are you sure your source isn’t mistaken? Perhaps he or she is confusing
Kongslund with another orphanage. After all, there were more than fifty in Denmark at the time.”
She smiled again. “Denmark was filled with homes that were in turn filled with abandoned
children. The little one you mentioned, he could have been anywhere.”“The letter was sent to the
chief of staff at the ministry, Orla Pil Berntsen. What is his connection to Kongslund?”“There’s no
connection.” Her response came a little too rapidly, Nils thought.“We believe he was a child
here.” Knud was exaggerating again, presenting his own theory as though he had
corroborators.“Orla Berntsen’s private life is nobody’s business but his own,” she replied,
enunciating the official’s name in a way that left no doubt: she knew him, and he was connected
to Kongslund.“What I’m asking about must be available to the public, given that Kongslund is run
with public funds and has been supported by the state—as Malle himself pointed out earlier.” His
last point carried a vicious undertone, Nils observed.“In that case, I think you should ask him
yourself,” she said—again a tad too quickly—and then shrugged. “Besides, we’d like to continue
to receive support from the ministry. If you know what I mean.” She glanced at Carl Malle, and
again Nils noted an air of hostility between them.“Is the ministry putting pressure on you? Why
was he even invited to this conversation?”Susanne Ingemann stood and then walked a few
paces to the window. For nearly a full minute, she stared at the blue waters of Øresund, keeping
her back to the three men. Finally she turned and said without hesitation, “Yes, Orla Berntsen
was here as an infant.” She shrugged as if to minimize the importance of this piece of
information. “But that, of course, is confidential. He wasn’t put up for adoption, but he was here
for a short time because his mother was going through a difficult period. Mother’s Aid Society



helped her. Later on, he visited the governesses at least once a year—with his mother—and that
is the only reason I know about it. The ministry also knows. We’re included in the national
budget. The ministry supports us, and the minister is a board member. There’s nothing covert
about it. And none of this has anything to do with him.”It sounded as though she knew him better
than she wanted to admit.“He didn’t have it easy,” she said, in a strangely detached way.Knud
leaned forward but did not ask the question on his mind: Why?She returned to the sofa but
made no effort to sit—perhaps because she wanted to avoid the security advisor. Nils wondered
if she would respond to Knud’s unspoken question, and then she did, “At one point…it’s an awful
story.”Carl Malle started to stand but changed his mind.She didn’t look in Malle’s direction, and
even with the sunlight in his eyes, Nils saw the dim, spiteful glow in her eyes as she continued. “It
was said that he once witnessed—or was involved in—another man’s death. But that may have
been a mistake. He was just a boy, after all. All I know is that Magna arranged for regular contact
with a psychologist here—Kongslund has always had an established team—and there might
have been other arrangements that I’m not familiar with. Of course this isn’t something you can
print in your paper. I’m only telling you so that you can see that I am being quite honest…that
we’re not trying to hide anything. There’s nothing of interest to anyone in this, including
Independent Weekend.”All the same, she had given Knud and Nils significant information that
would’ve taken them months to dig up.“What other arrangements?” Knud asked.Carl Malle
pounded his fist on the table, sending three teaspoons clattering to the floor. “That’s enough!
That is private information, which this journalist has a record of mismanaging. People have died
as a result!” The security advisor began to rise.Knud collected the adoption form and the other
papers and stuffed them in his folder. “Thank you for your kindness,” he told his hostess. “We’ll
return in a week, for the anniversary.” He stood. “And on that occasion we’ll restrict ourselves to
applause.”She watched from the stoop as the two men walked to their car. Carl Malle stayed
inside, his assignment apparently complete.Suddenly Knud halted midstride and turned. He
looked at the beautiful matron. “Doesn’t it matter anymore…that old issue…the two young
boys…since you…?”She seemed to understand his incoherent question right away.“Yes,” she
said.Nils held his breath.“And what do you think about it now?”“I think that…it’s in the past.
Everything becomes history if you are patient enough. And if you don’t dig everything up
again.”He nodded slightly. Her meaning was clear: let Kongslund’s past rest in peace. Then the
world—and Carl Malle—will let your demons rest.“The old matron has a foster daughter,
right?”For a moment he got no response, and then at last came the confirmation, “Yes, she has a
foster daughter. Inger Marie. That’s the name she was given when she arrived in 1961. But we
just call her Marie. She’s my assistant, and always has been.”Five short sentences, delivered like
wreckage on the shore.In a single glance, Susanne anticipated his next question. “Yes, it’s true:
she lives here. In a very beautiful room. The most beautiful in the house. We call it the King’s
Room because the architect designed it according to the careful instructions of King Frederik VII.
It has always been her room.”She waved a slender hand at the roof. “It’s the nicest spot in the
house, with a fantastic view of the sound and the island of Hven. But she’s not here today.” She



fell silent. “So if you want to speak with her, it’ll have to be another day.”She gave two quick nods.
Green eyes, auburn hair, shades of gold-red.Lies, Nils thought. She’s here, but we’re not allowed
to see her.“I’m troubled by how Carl Malle managed to insert himself into that conversation. And
she just let him do it.” Knud lit a menthol cigarette with shaky fingers.Nils turned the large
Mercedes onto Strandvejen and headed for Copenhagen.“It was creepy,” Knud added. He
appeared paler than usual.Nils said nothing.“We couldn’t get anywhere with her. But, damn, I
would’ve liked to meet Inger Marie. She would have been able to tell us something about those
years, I’m sure.” Knud shook his head. “Maybe we should have insisted…It wasn’t our best
performance. We didn’t get access to the infant room, didn’t meet the foster daughter, didn’t get
anything on little John Bjergstrand—if he ever existed.” There was an uncharacteristic tone of
resignation in his voice.They passed Strandmølle Inn again.“She was very beautiful, very
capable, and very, very much on guard,” Knud said more to himself than his companion. Still, it
was probably the highest compliment he had ever paid anyone, at least that Nils knew of.“Did
you notice the atmosphere in the house?” Knud said.Of course I noticed the atmosphere, Nils
thought.“It was very peculiar.” Knud rolled down his window and lit another cigarette.They
passed Bellevue and Charlottenlund Fort.“The place is rich with history, that goes without
saying, including the bit with Frederik VII and his mistress.”Knud’s sense of the past was about
as sketchy as you might expect from someone in a profession suspicious of history (since it
didn’t sell newspapers). He’d been orphaned when he was twelve or thirteen years old—that
was about all Nils knew. His father had died suddenly, and Knud had been shipped off to his
aunt and uncle’s place on the island of Ærø. Not exactly the kind of home where you’d slog
through thick volumes of Danish history.
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Kristel M. Hart, “My First First. Synopsis: a story of politics and orphans. There are 7 orphans
and one is the child of mystery that could make things very difficult for some politicians and
government leaders. The story opens with a dead woman on the shore. There is a lot of odd
things about this death but because it happens on 9/11/2001, it is dropped and never solved.
How or why this has any relationship to the orphans is anyone’s guess. It takes 640 pages of
twists and turns to get through this mystery. Much of the time, it just seems like a lot of bother
about something that really doesn’t make that big of a difference. In the end, it is a real mystery
and a crime.What I liked: I liked the mystery set in the time period of 1961 and 2008. I liked and
didn’t not like the story of the orphans. It felt too awful as if being a orphan is never a happy
outcome but then I had to also accept the story because the author actually spent time in an
orphanage so had more personal experience that I could bring to the situation. The author also
brought his experience of being a journalist, the idealism and the conflict with “business” of
journalism.Problems I had with the story: there was a lot of characters and nicknames and it was
difficult to keep it all straight. There was a lot of storylines but they really did all come together. I
also felt like it just took too long to read the book. There really are two narrators in this story and I
lost track of that until I read the end and then went back and read the beginning. If I hadn’t gone
back, I think it would have felt a bit unfinished. I could say that the story maybe was less
enjoyable to me because I didn’t read it in the original language but when I looked at reviews by
people who did read it in the original language, the ratings were equally scattered on the lower
side. I actually rated it higher than some because I do think the story was well thought out and
unique. The book was the winner of the Glass Key award.”

Nesskimo, “The Seventh Child. This is an intriguing story, complete with twists that captivate
your attention. Very well written and thoroughly enjoyable to read!”

The book has a rating of  5 out of 3.0. 1,179 people have provided feedback.
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