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  Chapter one

Henning unlocked the door at three in the afternoon and went in without turning on the lights. The bar was cold. It smelled of beer and smoke and the stone underneath the floor. He stood behind the counter and let his eyes go. The street came through the glass, a bus, a car, someone calling to someone. Then it was still. 
He turned on the light above the taps. It was a single bulb on a wire and it made a circle on the wood and left the rest of the room alone. The bottles on the back shelf caught it. The glasses did not. The smoke from thirty years was in the ceiling, in the plaster, in the wood. You could not see it but it was there. He stood there a minute with his hands on the bar.
Past the bottles, a door opened onto stairs. He went up. Two rooms above, low-ceilinged, a window at the far end over the rooftops. A radiator under the window that had not worked in years. Bare walls, bare boards. He had kept things up there once, crates and spare glasses and a box of rags. He had cleared them out over the years, one thing and then another, and now there was nothing left but the dust and the light from the window falling on the floor. He came back down and pulled the door shut.
The wood was elm. The man who sold him the place had told him that and Henning had never checked. The varnish was gone in patches, worn through to pale grain near the taps where he set glasses down a hundred times a night for thirty years. He took the cloth from under the sink and wiped the bar from left to right in long strokes. He wrung the cloth at the end of each pass and did it again. He did three passes. He had always done three.
The NO CREDIT sign was nailed above the register. White card, black letters. The edges had gone soft and the card had yellowed and he had not replaced it. He had never once enforced it. Mogens ran a tab most weeks. Others had too, over the years. The sign stayed because it had always been there and that was reason enough.
He crouched and opened the valve on the radiator pipe. The pipe was cold. He turned it and waited. Nothing happened. Then something clicked inside the wall and a knock started, low, far off, and the pipe got warm under his hand. He stood up. The radiator was iron, painted the same cream as the walls, set under the window by the door. When it got going it ticked and knocked and sometimes stopped for an hour and started again on its own. The building's owner had not fixed the boiler in two winters. The regulars kept their coats on in January and did not say anything about it.
Above him the iron rings sat in the brick. Three on each side, high near the ceiling, spaced a foot apart. The building had been a rope-maker's storeroom. Coils had hung from those rings before this room was a bar or anything like one. Henning had painted around them twice, cutting careful with the brush, leaving the iron bare. He could have covered them. He could have pulled them out with a pry bar and filled the holes. He had thought about it once, early on, and then not again.
He checked the taps. The Tuborg pulled clean. The Carlsberg ran foam for a second and then settled. He poured a finger into a glass and held it up and poured it out. He checked the bottles. Gammel Dansk, akvavit, a row of spirits that moved slowly. The port for the Carlsen widow, most of a bottle left. A whisky on the top shelf that had been there since 1984. He had bought it because a man asked for it once. The man never came back and the bottle sat there, two-thirds full, gathering dust on the cap.
The room had eleven stools at the bar and four tables along the far wall. Two tables had chairs. Two had benches built into the brick. The floor was stone, grey, cracked near the toilet door where the ground underneath had shifted. Above the bar a row of small lights on a wire gave the room what light it got. Henning had put in brighter bulbs once, years ago. The regulars squinted and drank faster and left earlier. After a week he put the old ones back.
The walls above the tables were bare. No pictures, no photographs, no calendar. Thirty years and nothing of himself on the walls.
At the end of the bar, past the taps, there was a drawer. He opened it. Bottle caps, a screwdriver, tape, two pens, and a letter. The letter was from a property company called NordVest. He had read it four times. He picked it up and looked at the date and the line underneath and put it back and closed the drawer.
The building was sold. The lease would not renew. He had until the end of the month. Twenty-six days.
He had spoken to a woman on the telephone about it. She was professional and she was sorry and she told him the deposit would be returned according to the terms. He had stood at the phone behind the bar and listened and said thank you. Then he hung up and poured himself a beer and drank it standing in the same spot. That was three weeks ago. He had not called the number again.
He went to the door and turned the sign to OPEN. The sign on the outside of the glass said GEDEN in faded gold paint, the G missing its bottom curve, the N almost gone. The bar had been called The Goat since before he bought it. Sørensen had named it. Henning had never changed it. He switched on the rest of the lights and went back behind the bar.
The first hour was always like this. The room ready and no one in it. A man came in around half three, looked around, and left. This happened. People came in expecting something else and saw the stools and the low light and they left. A woman held the door open a minute later and looked at him and at the room and let it close again. Cold air came through while she stood there. Henning wiped the bar.
At four the light outside was gone. November in Copenhagen got dark early and stayed dark a long time. The days were short and the nights were long and the bar sat between them. The streetlamp across the road came on. Rain started, light at first, then harder, and the drops hit the window and ran down the glass and the lamp made them bright for a second before they disappeared. He had watched rain from other windows, a long time ago, in rooms nothing like this one. Taller rooms. Lighter rooms.
He dried glasses. Six pilsner glasses, four short glasses. He dried them one at a time and set them upside down on the cloth. One had a chip on the rim. He put that one at the back. He did not throw it away. He kept it for himself, for the pours he carried down the bar on nights when he drank from his own stock, which was most nights.
The radiator knocked twice and went on ticking. Henning stood with his arms folded, leaning against the shelf, his eyes on the door.
At half past four Mogens came in. He pushed the door open with his shoulder and carried a newspaper under one arm. He sat on the second stool from the left. He always sat there. Henning had the pilsner poured before Mogens got his coat off. He set it down in front of him and Mogens picked it up and drank and opened the newspaper.
Nineteen years. Henning knew because he had worked it out once. It was 1973 when Mogens first came through the door. Henning did not remember the day. He remembered that Mogens ordered a pilsner and paid for it and sat on that stool and said almost nothing and came back the next day and the day after. There was a comfort in knowing what a man drank.
Mogens turned the pages. He was not a fast reader. He drank in small pulls and turned the pages and sometimes glanced up at the room and then went back to the page. Henning poured himself a coffee from the pot on the back shelf. It was burned and he drank it standing.
"Cold out," Mogens said.
"It is," Henning said.
Mogens went back to his paper. That was how they talked. It had been enough for nineteen years and it was enough now.
The door opened and two men came in. Henning did not know their names. They came once or twice a month, took the table in the back corner, and played cards. They spoke to each other and to no one else. He drew two beers and carried them over and set them down. One of the men nodded. The other was shuffling the deck.
Henning went back behind the bar and stood at his place. Three people in the room. The card players and Mogens and his newspaper. The radiator ticking. The rain on the glass. The rings in the brick above him holding nothing.
He opened the drawer and looked at the letter and closed it.
Twenty-six days. He picked up the cloth and wiped the bar again and put it back and waited for whoever came next.
Mogens finished his paper. He folded it under his arm and finished his beer in two long drinks. He checked his pockets, right then left, and buttoned his coat from the bottom up.
"See you tomorrow," Mogens said.
"See you tomorrow," Henning said.
The card players finished soon after. One put money on the table. They carried their glasses to the bar and set them down and left. One of them nodded on the way out.
The room was empty. Henning washed the glasses and set them on the cloth to dry. He stood behind the bar. Eleven stools. Four tables. The crack in the stone. The rings in the brick. He wiped the bar one more time, left to right, three passes.
He took the chipped glass from the back and poured himself a beer from the tap. He drank it slowly, standing in his spot. The radiator ticked. The rain had stopped and the streetlamp put a line of light across the stone floor.
He rinsed the glass and set it upside down. He turned off the lights. The room went dark and the rings in the brick caught the streetlamp and held it.
He locked the door and walked home. Four blocks through Vesterbro. Past the closed shops and the lit windows above them. A bicycle chained to a railing, the wheel turning slowly in the wind. The building site on the corner, the scaffolding dark against the sky. A café on the next street was still open, people at small tables, cups, warm light through the glass. A woman behind the counter wiping down the machine. He walked past with his hands in his pockets and the cold on his face.
His flat was on the second floor on Matthæusgade. The stairs were narrow and the hall was dark and the light on the landing had been out for a week. One room and a kitchen. He hung his coat on the hook behind the door and turned on the radiator and it knocked and started. He stood at the window. The wet pavement and the streetlamp and the dark. A man walked past below with a bag. Then the street was empty.
The letter in the drawer. The building sold. The lease not renewing. Twenty-six days. He stood there a while. Then he sat down.






  
  Chapter two

He had come in at three and done the things he did. The radiator, the taps, the cloth. By half past the room was ready. He made coffee on the hotplate in the back and drank it standing at his place. It was burned. He drank it anyway and rinsed the cup and set it under the shelf. The first hour was the same as always. The room empty, the street going past the window. The daylight going grey. A bicycle. A bus. Then nothing for a long time. 
Mogens came in at half past four. He had come in at half past four every day for nineteen years, including Sundays, including Christmas, including the Thursday in March four years ago when his sister died. Henning knew about the sister because Mogens had sat on the second stool from the left that Thursday and ordered a pilsner and read his newspaper, and it was only later, from someone else, that Henning heard what had happened that morning.
He had the pilsner poured before Mogens got his coat off. He set it down on the bar. Mogens picked it up and drank and set it down and opened his newspaper. Outside the rain had stopped but the street was still wet and the streetlamp made the pavement shine.
Henning went back to his place behind the taps. He folded his arms and leaned against the shelf. There was nothing to do. This was the hour between Mogens arriving and whoever came next, and it was often the longest hour of the day. He did not mind it. He had stood in this spot for thirty years and the standing was part of the work.
The light on the water north of the city. The sound flat and grey and the morning coming through tall windows. He wiped a glass and put it on the shelf.
Mogens turned a page. He read slowly, with attention. He held the paper flat on the bar with one hand and drank with the other. When he finished a page he lifted his beer and turned the page and put his beer back down and read. He did not skip ahead. He did not go back. He read the paper front to back, and when he was done he folded it and put it under his arm and finished his beer and left. This took between one hour and one hour and twenty minutes. Henning had never timed it. He knew because the clock on the wall behind him had been there since he bought the place and he looked at it when Mogens came in and he looked at it when Mogens left.
The clock was round, white-faced, plastic. It had a brewery logo on it that had faded to a smudge. It lost a minute every three or four days and Henning set it right on Sundays. He set it by the radio. He had done this for years and he did not think about it anymore, the same way he did not think about wiping the bar or turning on the radiator or pouring Mogens his pilsner before the man sat down. These things happened because they had always happened.
He did not know where Mogens went when he left the bar. He did not know if there was a wife or a flat with someone in it or a flat with no one. Nineteen years and he had never asked.
Mogens looked up from the paper. His eyes went to the bottles on the shelf behind Henning, not to Henning. Then he went back to reading.
"They're putting in a café on Gasværksvej," he said.
"I heard," Henning said. He had not heard. He had seen the gutted shop on his walk home, the new windows stacked against the wall inside, but he had not known what it was becoming. He did not say this.
"Coffee," Mogens said. "Four kinds of coffee. What do you do with four kinds of coffee."
"Drink them," Henning said.
Mogens turned back to his paper. That was the most they would say to each other until Mogens left, or close to it. Some days there was a second exchange. Some days not. It did not matter. The talk between them had never been the point.
Henning took down a glass and poured himself a beer from the Tuborg tap. He used the glass with the chip on the rim, the one he kept at the back, and he drank it standing. He drank slowly. He was not a heavy drinker and never had been, but he drank every night, one or two, sometimes three, and always from that glass. He had kept it when he should have thrown it away and now it was his and he did not use another.
The door opened and a man came in and sat at the far end of the bar. Henning did not know his name. He had come in three or four times over the past month. He was young, maybe thirty, and he wore a work jacket with something printed on the back that Henning could not read from where he stood. The man ordered a beer and Henning drew it and carried it down and set it in front of him. The man paid with coins from his jacket pocket. He did not speak and Henning did not speak and that was fine.
Two people at the bar. The ticking radiator. The small lights on the wire making their low yellow along the bottles. Henning stood and waited.
At a quarter past five the Carlsen widow came in. She was not a widow. Her husband had left her fifteen years ago and gone to Jutland and someone had called her the Carlsen widow once, as a joke, and the name had stayed. She came to the bar three or four times a week and ordered a port and made it last two hours. She sat at the table nearest the bar, not at the bar itself, and she did not read a newspaper and she did not play cards. She watched the room.
Henning poured the port and carried it to her table. She took it without thanking him, which was how she took everything, and she set it down in front of her and put both hands around it as if it were tea.
"Mogens," she said, looking past Henning at the bar.
Mogens did not look up. He turned a page.
The widow took a small sip of port and set it down. She was sharp in a way that made Henning careful. She picked up on things. A man coming in on the wrong day. A bottle moved on the shelf. She had once told him his shirt was buttoned wrong before he had looked down at it. He did not know what she did with what she picked up. She kept it.
She was watching the man at the end of the bar. The work jacket, the coins, his beer held close and his eyes on the bar. He did not notice her. He did not notice anyone.
The man at the end of the bar finished his beer and left. He put his coins on the bar and pushed his glass forward and got off the stool and went out into the dark. The door closed behind him. Henning picked up the glass and the coins. The coins were warm. He put them in the register and washed the glass and set it on the rack.
The room was three. Mogens and the widow and Henning behind the bar. Outside it had gone full dark. The streetlamp made its circle on the wet pavement and a car went past and the street was still again. The widow set her glass down and the sound of it carried across the room.
Mogens was on the sports pages. He always slowed down for the sports pages. He followed the football and the cycling and sometimes the handball, and he read the results the way other men read the front page, with his full attention.
Henning thought about the letter in the drawer. He had not told Mogens. He had not told anyone. He would have to, and soon, because the month was running and the regulars would need time to find another place or to stop going to a place altogether, which was what some of them would do. Some of them came here and nowhere else. Mogens came here and went home. The Carlsen widow came here and went home. Others came here and that was it, that was the day, the beer and the stool and the walk back and the television and the sleep. He knew this because he had watched it for thirty years.
He did not know how to say it. He had turned the words over and none of them were right. The building was sold. The bar was closing. I have twenty-five days. He could say any of these and they would be true and they would not be enough and they would be too much. So he said nothing and wiped the bar and poured Mogens his second pilsner when the first was done and set it down without a word.
Mogens folded the newspaper and put it under his arm. He finished the second beer in two long drinks and set the glass down and stood up. He put on his coat. He checked his pockets the way he always did, right side then left, and he buttoned the coat from the bottom up.
"See you tomorrow," he said.
"See you tomorrow," Henning said.
Mogens went out. The door closed. The cold came through for a second and went away. Henning picked up the glass and washed it and set it on the rack. He wiped the spot where Mogens had been sitting. There was a ring from the glass and he wiped it and the wood was clean and dark.
The Carlsen widow was still at her table. Her port was a third gone. She had an hour and a half left in it, or close to it, and she would sit there through all of it. Her eyes went to Henning across the room, then to the door where Mogens had gone out, then back to her glass.
Henning stood behind the bar. The room was down to two. Himself







