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1997, Kowloon, Hong Kong

I’ve just arrived in Hong Kong with two suitcases and a baggage of experiences from growing up in Denmark. I’m very shy and have struggled to find my way in this new social setting with people mainly from Australia and North America, whom I’ve been with for the past two months at a flight school in Adelaide to prepare and convert our pilot licenses to Hong Kong standards. They’re all nice guys, but I feel very different, even though I’ve already traveled a lot, especially in Australia and during the first four years of my flying career in the U.S. They’re all self-made, except for one whose father paid for his entire journey from flight school to jobs where he got jet experience for a large sum of money. However, in terms of experience, he’s on par with the other highly experienced pilots. We were quite busy with lots of theory and, fortunately, flight training down there as well. One evening, while we were all sitting in our rooms struggling with performance theory, I went down to the local “bottle shop” and bought a case of XXXX. A beer that Australians love to joke about. It’s made in Brisbane, Queensland, and many people outside of Queensland think it’s called XXXX because they can’t spell “beer.” When I got home, I shouted, “It’s beer break,” and we quickly shared the case, and what we otherwise had of drinks in our little house. I’ve been drinking since I was a teenager, and I know I can make friends and gain recognition this way. Alcohol is a lifeboat, as the German singer Herbert Grönemeyer sings in one of his songs.

I move into a soulless hotel in Shatin, Hong Kong, where we’re picked up in a minibus every morning for training at Chinaland Airlines headquarters in Kai Tak, Kowloon. The training goes well, and most evenings are spent studying or having a beer with the others. One evening I met up with Rob, an Australian who grew up in Papua New Guinea, where he also flew after his first jobs as a bush pilot in the Australian outback. He and I had a special connection since we were at the second interview with Chinaland Airlines. We both had very little experience compared to the others who were at the interviews. There were some with F-18 or Hercules experience from various air forces, and some were already captains on the B737 or flew the B747 as first officers with some of the more colorful cargo operators. Rob and I only had about three to four years of experience and fewer than 2,000 flight hours. During the recruitment process, we had a cocktail party with some of the company’s management. Wives and girlfriends were there too, and most of them were running around trying to make themselves as noticeable as possible by talking to everyone and behaving properly. One of the other wives came up to me and said hello. It was like a tape recorder playing until she ended the conversation by saying she had to keep mingling. My wife Lena found another wife to talk to about how and where one could move to Hong Kong.

Rob and I didn’t move much from where we were, but we agreed to help ourselves to the free beer and the finger food, which had pretty much all been deep-fried. Rob said they could all “get f...,” and that’s just who we are. We’re not ass-kissers, and there’s free beer. So, we’re going to get wasted, mate. 

We meet in the hotel lobby, and Rob already has a taxi waiting. “Let’s go get pissed,” he says. Rob already knows Hong Kong. He’s been here before, visiting old colleagues who already work at Chinaland. We roll into Lan Kwai Fong, also known as LKF. It’s on a hill between Central and the Mid-Levels. On our way up the hill, I see a very old, frail, petite Chinese woman pushing a huge cart uphill. I help her right away, and she shouts something in Cantonese that I have no doubt what it means. I let go, and she gives me a smile in return as she struggles with the big cart up the hill to collect trash bags and bottles from bars and restaurants. A cacophony of music pours out from the many open bars. Rob guides me into one of them and orders beer and shots for us. It smells like an old bar in here. A musty smell of stale mold mixed with old beer residue. It’s dark inside the bar, but there are lots of colored lights outside shining in. We clink glasses, and he toasts to our health. “Ready for another one, mate,” he says. I look at my beer, which I’ve only taken a sip of, and say, “Sure.” The bartenders are from the Philippines and Nepal. They’re smiling and super sweet, every one of them. I say to Rob, “Bartenders aren’t that sweet in Denmark.”

“Gotcha, mate,” Rob says and continues, “In Australia, the bartenders just want to fight and steal your girl, haha.” “Hey, Rob,” comes a voice from the street, and I see two very tanned guys with two very pale women walk in. Rob introduces me as “the Great Dane,” and he orders more beer—this time two pitchers for all of us—while we sit down. I still have two half-bottles of Heineken left, but I finish them both before sitting down at the table, thinking: Wow, those Australians sure can drink. And it’s nice that you get introduced when you meet new people, unlike in Denmark, where you just stand there on the sidelines like a third wheel if your friend meets someone else on the street or, like here, in a bar. They’re nice people who ask me about myself, and the conversation flows merrily with my still somewhat broken English, which always gets much better after a few drinks. A few pitchers of beer go down quickly along with plenty of peanuts, which make up Rob’s and my dinner. Apparently, people toss peanut shells onto the old, dark wooden floor, and by now there’s a whole carpet of nuts around the bar. “We’ve got to move on,” says one of Rob’s friends. I sneak up to the bar to pay the bill. I’d brought a hk$500 bill with me, which I found in my pocket. “Here you go, sir,” says the sweet little girl behind the bar. I look at the bill with a bunch of numbers and 1,080 Hong Kong dollars at the bottom. Could that be right? I ask her, and she says that a beer is 40 Hong Kong dollars, and a pitcher is 150 Hong Kong dollars. “What’re you doing, mate?” says Rob’s friend behind me, at the same time he snatches the bill out of my hand and tosses it over the bar along with his credit card. A little shocked, I say thank you, and we hop into a taxi right outside the bar. Four in the back seat and two in the front of the iconic red Hong Kong Toyota Crown taxi. “China Jump!” Rob’s friend shouts, and the taxi shoots down the hill toward Causeway Bay. We tumble out of the taxi in front of Causeway Bay Plaza 2, while Rob’s friends say goodbye and joke with the taxi driver in Cantonese. We take the elevator up to the seventh floor, and the sound of Chumbawamba’s song “Tubthumping” gets louder as the elevator doors open: “I get knocked down (we’ll be singing) But I get up again (pissing the night away) You are never gonna keep me down (ooh).”There’s a large bar surrounded by “booths,” a sort of booth with a fixed table and fixed benches on two levels. We greet the bouncer, whom Rob already knows, walk past a red English phone booth and a dentist’s chair, where a young woman in a miniskirt is pouring tequila from the bottle into the mouth of the patient—a fat English businessman in a suit—while his friends go wild with shouting and laughter beside him. We climb into a booth, and we get two more pitchers of beer and two cocktails for the girls. I’m told its Ladies’ Night, which means free drinks for the girls. This attracts a lot of women, who in turn attract a lot of men, who buy plenty of drinks. A total win-win, as the atmosphere is wild, and everyone is partying hard in the middle of the week, getting a break and an escape from their stressful jobs.

Rob’s friends think Rob and I should try the dentist’s chair. I attempt to swallow all the booze being poured down my throat. Tequila is running down my cheeks while I drown out the noise from the others cheering and shouting “go go go” next to me. Rob and I have gone from being half-drunk to totally wasted, and we’re dancing around, going all out, and talking to everyone. The atmosphere is indescribably fun, and everyone is nice. Not at all like in Denmark, where there’s always someone who must provoke me, lure me into a fight because of my height, or just create a bad vibe. I figure that here, everyone’s a bit alike, since we’re expats, and most are highly educated people who don’t want to waste time on animal-like behavior , and will rather have fun and party hard. Rob’s friend shouts through the crowd that we need to move on, and before we know it, we’re all back in a taxi on our way to Wan Chai, crashing into Joe Bananas—Hong Kong’s biggest pickup place, one of the girls tells me as she runs her fingers through my hair and says I have a hot ass. I dance with her, and it’s all wonderful. She kisses me and says we’ll see each other again soon, but she has to leave now because she must be at work in four hours. Rob’s friend shouts again that we need to move on, and we head into the bar Dust to Dawn, where there’s a Filipino live band playing Journey’s “Don’t Stop Believing.” They play incredibly well, and it sounds 100 percent like Journey. The singer is from the Philippines, his name is Ariel, and he later gets hired as the lead singer for Journey. The next day, I don’t remember much from that night other than that we sang in the taxi on the way home and spoke all the Cantonese we’d learned with the cheerful taxi driver. 

In the elevator, we met “Dude,” whom we teased. He was a muscular, tanned guy from Texas who was on his way up to hit the weights before breakfast.

.
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Jutland, 1982

“No, it’s raining again,” one of my older sisters says.” I just hope there isn’t a thunderstorm,” my mom says. I rush into my room with my dog. We crawl under the covers and turn on the flashlight. Bang boom bang boom. Huge claps of thunder very close by, and I can hear my mom shouting in total panic: “Get in the broom closet. Now.” I can hear the door to the broom closet under the stairs being flung open while everyone shouts in unison: “Sven, hurry up,” from my mom and my two older sisters. I’m a late child, thankfully, instead of a stain on the sheets, born a few years before the birth control pill made its debut. Luckily, I’m a boy and not hysterical like my sisters, who are kept on a tight leash by my parents, so they don’t get pregnant. Luckily, I can run my own show and ignore most of my mom’s restrictions, except for the broom closet. I just manage to think that I don’t want to go into that stupid closet before my older sister yanks my arm with great force, and I’m dragged through my room, out into the hallway, and into the broom closet. My loyal dog follows . There’s a shelf to sit on, on one side and some boxes on the other. In the darkness, I can see and hear my mother sobbing. She is terrified, and I have
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