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			I had no dream of starting a funeral parlour. But one thing led to another, and now here I am, in a new room, with coffin models along the left wall and an urn display on the right, in a freshly pressed suit and with the oval sign over my right breast:

			Irma T. Dahl 

			Managing Director

			The Last Party Ltd.

			I was happy at the agency where I worked, but they had to close. There was too much competition, and they couldn’t renew themselves. People want free streaming of the ceremony, digital viewing, eco-friendly coffins and afternoon funerals. Berger, my former boss, chose to sell to Jølstad and retire early. Now he’s apparently living the good life in a French village. His wife occasionally posts pictures of him on Facebook. He walks smiling through the vines with a straw hat on his head or sits in the shade reading a book. He doesn’t seem to miss funerals at all. 

			I, on the other hand, am far from being done with this business, and my work as a solo funeral director suits me perfectly. Either I’m alone at work or I’m with dead people, and both are equally uncomplicated.

			The first thing I did when I started my own business was to find my own niche. The funeral industry is desperate for renewal. There are more than enough Dahl Funeral Parlours, with serious men in dark suits leading the way. The world needs a fresher alternative. Why not organise a party for the deceased and celebrate life instead of moving on to mourning? Happy jazz in the church, cheers to the dead, coffin waltz!

			Festive funerals had to be right up to date, I thought, and give me a big competitive advantage.

			One can safely say that I’m filling a gap in the market. I’ve done some quick Google searches and can’t find any immediate competitors. The problem is, maybe there’s a reason for that. People simply don’t seem to want to organise one last party for the person going into the ground.

			I’ve placed expensive adverts in Drammens Tidende. Created a Facebook page. Printed up posters that I’ve put up in the neighbourhood. No response, just a few likes and tentative congratulations on social media. 

			Perhaps I shouldn’t have called the agency The Last Party? It’s too late now anyway. I’ve made chocolate biscuits, cups and umbrellas with the logo on them; it’s printed on paper and pens.

			I’ve even created a showroom. Behind the office where I am now, there is a larger room that I use to show what kind of party we can organise for the deceased. You can also choose to have the ceremony or party there, if you don’t want to have it in the church. There’s probably room for fifty people if you huddle together, and I’ve got thirty folding chairs stacked in a corner. There are balloons hanging from the ceiling, a jukebox in the corner where you can play festive funeral tunes, and a model of an ash rocket in the other corner. Latest news from the Netherlands: a rocket that spreads ashes across the sky. The rocket is designed so that the ashes evaporate when the fireworks spread out across the clouds. Thus, we operate on the side of the strict law for urn burials. If this takes off, literally, we can help set a new trend. I imagine the slogan – like in a magazine article, but with a slightly different meaning: Fire up your beloved! 

			In the centre of the room, I’ve set up the largest coffin model, to demonstrate how big people we can bury. XLXB is written on the front (extra-long, extra-broad). It’s been specially imported from the USA. It probably won’t be the last coffin I order of this kind. People have become more and more overweight, they sit at home and revel in the fact that it was, precisely, the last party. I’ve ordered various stickers to put on the coffin, one of which is stuck to the model: May your time in heaven be as rich as your time on earth.

			The other day, a group of boys walked past the window. They stopped and looked towards the show room. One of them put his face against the glass and shielded the light with his hands. I saw how his mouth moved as he read the slogan on the coffin. Then he turned to the others, said something that made them laugh, and soon someone else was staring through the window. 

			Finally, I opened the door from the office and asked if any of them wanted to book a funeral. They laughed and turned slightly towards each other, before one of them stepped out of the ring, moved the lollipop in his mouth and asked if this was a real funeral parlour. Of course, I said, pointing to the sign above my right breast. I’m Irma Dahl, the managing director. Then they laughed again, without me understanding what was so funny, before they turned around and strolled over towards Rema.

			The phone rings. Could it be a potential customer? 

			I pick up the mobile phone and look at the display. Rolf_Ex-husband. I’ve added the last part as a reminder, so I’ll remember to talk to him in a different way than before.

			Rolf asks if I can keep the boys until Monday instead of Sunday, because he has to deliver the car to the garage on Monday morning. Yes, I say, of course, and then he asks how things are going with the agency. 

			‘No, not so good for now. It’s–’

			‘Dead silent?’

			Rolf isn’t particularly fond of talking about my job, or death in general, but he tries to do it with humour. It was the therapist who encouraged us to do this when we were in counselling. We were supposed to try to understand each other better and enjoy every time the other person tried to enter our universe.

			‘Yes, it’s clear that people don’t want, or are sceptical about, funeral parties. I don’t understand why you have to make the pain even more dark and gloomy. Isn’t it precisely at times like these that you need a proper party?’

			‘Yes. Or no. Or I don’t think people quite understand the concept.’

			‘What do you mean? The concept couldn’t be clearer: I offer an alternative to traditional funerals. You get the opportunity to give your loved ones one last party, so they can go out with a proper bang.’

			‘Yes, but that’s just it. I think it’s too explicit, in a way. Perhaps you should have taken a traditional approach and then added a little twist. For example, I was just at Olav and Margrethe’s wedding, and they danced their way down the aisle after the ceremony. But they didn’t do salsa while putting on the rings, if you know what I mean.’

			When Rolf and I went to couples counselling, our homework was to give each other a challenge. His challenge to me was that I shouldn’t be so direct. My challenge to him was that he should speak more clearly. Neither of us has succeeded very well.

			‘So you’re saying that I should have created a kind of middle ground between the traditional and the festive?’

			‘Yes. Or called it something else. A different kind of funeral. An alternative funeral. I don’t know, Irma. I’m no expert on this. But most people probably have a slightly more complicated relationship with death than you do. And then it’s perhaps safest, and easiest, to stick to the traditional.’

			I pick up the pen on the desk and spin it slowly between my fingers. Slanted gold letters against the black metal: The Last Party Ltd. ‘It may be true, but now it’s too late. The name is printed on everything here. Besides, the middle ground is not my strong point.’ 

			‘No, I’m painfully aware of that.’

			Rolf takes a deep breath as he sometimes does when we talk, as if he’s on his way up a heavy hill and needs to gather his strength to keep going.

			At the same time, the sun breaks through the clouds. The light spreads across the pavement, slides through the window and settles over my arm. I put down my pen and straighten my back.

			‘You know what? I’m going to take a walk in the sun. It’s lunchtime and I want to do some shopping before Jo and Julian arrive. I appreciate your input anyway, that you’re trying to understand, what was it that therapist said again, my universe.’

			‘I appreciate that we can talk like this,’ he says, and I hear him smile. ‘I just want you to succeed. And you never give up, I’ll give you that, so I’m sure you’ll make it in the end.’

			I grab the keys on the table. ‘The Last Party will be a success,’ I say. ‘People just need to discover me first and see what I have to offer, then the snowball will start rolling.’

			We hang up as I walk out the door. I slip my mobile phone into my suit pocket and head to Rema. Something always happens when people spot me in my black work outfit. They shy away from me as if I’m something otherworldly, a disciple of death who’s come to get them. I’ve ordered suits in other colours, yellow and purple, which might make them look at me with more sympathetic eyes.

			There’s a small dog sitting to the left of the entrance to the shop. It has white, curly fur and is tied to the lamppost with a pink leash. I stop and look at it. I could have got one of those, I think. A dog would make me blend in even more and put me in touch with other people. Maybe even help me get ceremonies. A small, cute and friendly dog.

			I bend down and extend my hand. Hello, little dog. It looks back at me for a few seconds. Then it slowly backs up against the wall while making a squeaking sound. It’s as if it’s suddenly been forced to use a rusty, out-of-tune instrument.

			A young woman in a yellow raincoat and high ponytail comes out of the shop with a shopping bag in her hand. She loosens the dog’s leash while keeping her eyes fixed on me.

			‘Sorry,’ I say, straightening my back. ‘Dogs tend to be a bit sceptical of me. It must be the strong sense of smell. It’s been a long time since I’ve been on a pick-up now, but the scent is probably lingering.’ 

			I take a quick sniff against my shoulder before entering the shop. Shrimp sandwiches, I think, that’s exactly what I’m in the mood for right now, fresh white bread with shrimp and mayonnaise. And tomato soup for tonight. Two bags of Knorr and a packet of macaroni. Definitely extra macaroni, just the way Julian likes it.
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			‘Was the soup good?’

			Julian nods without looking at me. Our spoons clink out of sync against the deep plates. 

			‘When you were little, you wanted a double portion of macaroni,’ I say. ‘The soup looked like a red mud. That’s why I put in extra macaroni. Yes, I reckoned you’d still want it. It’s been a long time since we’ve had tomato soup.’

			Two flies fly in circles over the table. In between mouthfuls, he waves his hand at them.

			‘Monday was the first day at the new funeral parlour,’ I say. 

			He’s almost at the bottom of the bowl, and there’s less and less on the spoon.

			‘My agency, that is.’

			I tell him that I’ve hung the spare key by the door, so he can pop in at any time, even if I’m not there, and that Åssiden Nytt is planning to write an article about the new concept. Only now he lifts his head and looks at me. 

			‘Festive Funerals?’

			I shake my head. ‘The Last Party. I changed the name at the last minute. Don’t you think it sounds better?’

			The flies have moved from the table towards the window, they’re hitting the glass in dull thuds. Julian wipes his mouth and folds his napkin. 

			‘So you think we should celebrate people dying?’

			I let the spoon rest against the bowl. ‘No, not celebrate that they die. But we can celebrate the life they’ve had. The Last Party is meant as an alternative to–’

			Julian pushes himself away from the table. ‘Thank you for the food.’

			I turn in the chair after him. ‘Are you full already? I’ve got dessert too. Caramel pudding. You still like it?’

			He puts the bowl on the counter and walks towards the stairs. I get up and go after him. 

			‘Are you sure you don’t want dessert?’

			He takes his mobile phone out of his pocket. I notice that it’s his old mobile phone, with the Batman sticker on the back, not the iPhone that Rolf and I gave him for his sixteenth birthday. 

			‘Why do you have your old mobile phone,’ I say. ‘I thought you said it was useless?’

			He puts his mobile phone in his back pocket. ‘No, it still works. Don’t worry about it.’

			I follow him down the stairs. ‘Don’t worry about it? You’ve been nagging me for a new mobile phone for months and now you’re not using it anymore?’

			At the bottom of the stairs, he turns and looks at me. ‘It’s all right,’ he says. ‘You don’t need to get involved.’

			Then he disappears around the corner. I go down the last few steps.

			‘Have you lost your mobile phone? If so, we have insurance. I can–’

			‘Don’t fuss!’

			‘But we’ve given you the mobile phone. I must be allowed to–’

			‘I’ve been robbed, okay?’

			He’s standing with his back half turned in the small corridor between the bedrooms. Under the hood of his jumper it says New York in yellow letters. 

			‘Robbed?’

			‘Yes, that’s right. And now I don’t want to talk about this anymore. A new mobile phone is on its way in the post, and dad has said he’ll pay the deductible. In the meantime, I’m using this one, and it’s working fine.’

			As I open my mouth to say something, he turns and points at me. ‘You’re not to get involved in this. Okay?’

			I stand there with my mouth open looking at him until he turns back and walks into the room. 

			A few seconds pass, then the doorbell rings. Before I can get up the stairs, the doorbell rings again, three short rings.

			Jo comes running in almost before I can open the door and grabs me by the waist. He’s holding a coral-coloured balloon in his hand. 

			‘Did you have a good time,’ I say, putting my hand over his head. ‘Did you remember to thank the people who drove you?’

			Jo answers yes and yes, and then he looks up at me and asks if Julian has arrived. I nod and he lets go of the balloon and runs down the stairs.

			I grab the balloon string and slowly walk down after him. Loud laughter comes from Julian’s room, the bed makes a creaking sound.

			I sit down on the bottom step with the balloon in my hand. Coral coloured, I think, we don’t have that in the agency. It may not be the most common colour, but you can guarantee that the first client we have will want exactly that colour. My mum loved coral.

			Julian says something that makes Jo say no-oo-o, and then they laugh again. I sit quietly and try to catch the words, but it’s just laughter and incomprehensible noises. I feel like an inmate sitting with my ear to the wall, listening to the neighbouring cell having visitors.

			I get up and walk up the stairs. The balloon silently trickles up towards the ceiling when I release it. Before I find the ingredients for Sour Death, I send a message to Rolf: Julian says he’s been robbed. Is it true?

			I get the tequila and the blue curaçao from the corner cupboard and mix two centilitres of both in the cocktail shaker. I check my mobile phone.

			Yes, it’s a gang of youths from Fjell who have taken his mobile phone. Don’t worry, we bought insurance and a new one is on its way in the post.

			I take lemon juice, syrup and tabasco sauce out of the cupboard, and with my other hand I answer Rolf: And the police do nothing? I measure and pour the other ingredients into the shaker: Two centilitres of lemon juice and one centilitre of syrup. Then I pour two drops of Tabasco, wait a while and add a third. I pick up the mobile phone. 

			We’ve reported this, but we have no evidence. Besides, they’re minors. The police can’t do anything. 

			Only a few seconds pass, and then a new message appears: And you’re certainly not going to do anything!

			I put the lid on the shaker and start shaking. The police can’t do anything, I think. I’m not going to do anything. Who the hell is going to do anything then?

			The screen flashes from the counter: Irma, please.

			I have ice cubes in a glass, pour the liquid into the glass and garnish with a slice of lemon. Then I respond with a thumbs up and take my drink and mobile phone out onto the veranda. 

			Not many seconds pass before Rolf responds: Thumbs up to you doing something or not doing something?

			I put my mobile phone on silent and put it down with the screen facing down. First things first. Now I’m going to savour that first sip – the sour sensation on my tongue, the burning sensation on the roof of my mouth, the warmth in my chest. This is what I always looked forward to when I worked for Berger, carrying coffins, burning candles, having endless conversations with relatives who couldn’t keep it together. Friday’s Sour Death, along with five salty peanuts and one Lucky Strike.

			I’ve never understood why people find it so difficult to restrict themselves. Why they suddenly start smoking a packet of cigarettes a day, eating whole marzipan cakes and drinking two bottles of red wine before bedtime. It’s simply a case of denying yourself more than the exact portion you’ve decided on. 

			I take a Lucky Strike out of the packet and look at the fog that stretches like a frayed toilet roll through Konneruddalen. Then I fish out the lighter and shift my gaze towards the twinkling lights of the city. Down there somewhere, I think as I light my cigarette, the robbers are on the loose, stealing people’s birthday presents. And nobody’s going to do anything? 

			I tighten my lips and blow the smoke out in a thin strip as I hear the voices of the children from the room below. 

			Over my dead body.
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			When I look at the face of Mona, the teacher, I think of a dough. Something you stretch out with your fingers, and which instantly returns to its original shape. After each statement, her face returns to the wide smile under her slightly opened eyes. She smiles after telling us about one of the pupils in her class, a so-called foot refugee (apparently the most difficult of all, without any further explanation), about the paper frogs they have made in science class, how we have to remember breakfast before the pupils come to school, the new bench in the school yard, I need someone to play with, we have to encourage all the children to take a look at it from time to time, then they help prevent loneliness and bullying.

			Every now and then her words disappear, I can’t help but focus on her smile, the red lipstick, now a jellyfish that unfolds and closes.

			She stops in front of me and smiles with a confused look. ‘Is there something you’re wondering about? Just share if there’s something you disagree with or don’t understand.’

			‘No,’ I say. ‘I understand everything you’re saying.’

			She clenches one hand and rubs her fingers over it, as if it’s a dome she’s trying to clean. ‘All right,’ she says. ‘I just had to ask because you look so critical.’

			I try to make myself more comfortable on the highchair. ‘It’s your smile that makes me uneasy,’ I say.

			‘My smile?’

			‘Yes. You smile all the time, whether you’re talking about refugees or bullying or homework not being done.’

			Mona walks back to the blackboard and sits on the edge of the lectern, turning her hands towards the audience. ‘I think it’s important that we can talk about these topics in a positive way,’ she says.

			‘Even if it’s not positive?’

			Some of the parents laugh quietly at my question. Mona quickly scratches her neck, as if she’s been stung, like mum used to do when she was upset. I want to say something about the slideshow at the start of the meeting, as she said she was open to all input. But if there’s one thing I’ve learnt, or Rolf has taught me, it’s that people can say they want to hear the truth, and then it’s a lie. So I don’t say that she could have skipped the slideshow, that parents are only interested in the little glimpses of their own child. 

			Instead, I try to mirror Mona, copy her smile, because I’ve read somewhere that it has a disarming effect. Bridge-building. But it obviously has the opposite effect. Mona’s face twists when she looks at me, as if I’m a type of food she can’t tolerate, and then she walks out from behind the lectern and says that it’s time for a group assignment.

			We have to choose a partner at random, and preferably not someone we already know. Each group of two or three will be given a problem to discuss, and she’ll come round with scraps of papers as soon as we’ve finished forming groups.

			I get up from my chair and avoid looking round. I know exactly what’s going to happen. The others will see me as a dog they’re afraid to approach, a foreign breed, and I’ll be left alone in the centre of the classroom until the teacher puts me in a random group. 

			But almost before I’m out of my chair, a man is standing in front of me. He has blond, tousled hair, reddish stubble and is wearing a black jumper with a white t-shirt over it. The t-shirt has a faded image of Bob Dylan with a smoking cigarette in the corner of his mouth. 

			The unfamiliar man is well within the intimacy zone, as if he’s afraid someone else will steal me away.

			‘Hi,’ he says. ‘Shall we sit together?’
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			We’re sitting on two small chairs, opposite each other, by the window facing the schoolyard. The man with the reddish beard smiles and extends his hand. ‘My name is Kai, and I’m Lene-Marie’s dad.’ 

			He nods towards a desk to his left, there’s an empty Frozen lunchbox in the corner, a princess with a red braid and an eye that’s half scratched off. ‘Yeah, that’s the way it is with these kids,’ he says, shaking his head. ‘They always forget something.’

			I sit up straight against the back of the short chair and study him. He’s probably younger than me, maybe in his thirties, and doesn’t have a ring on his finger.

			‘Why did you choose me,’ I ask.

			He widens his eyes. Then he starts to laugh. ‘You know, to be honest, I found you fascinating. I mean, what you said to the teacher earlier. I think it’s the first time I’ve heard someone say something like that. Out loud, I mean. One might think that, but–’ 

			Kai looks round the room. The other parents are sitting like us, in groups, chatting. Then he leans forwards and says in a hushed voice: ‘To be honest, people who smile all the time also make me nervous.’

			I sit as straight backed and look back at him. ‘You don’t have to whisper.’

			‘What?’

			‘I’ve already said it.’

			He says it’s true. Then he asks where I’m from. Before I can answer, he says that I can’t possibly be from Åssiden, because he would have remembered.

			‘Because I’m attractive, because I’m wearing a funeral suit, or because of something else?’

			He widens his eyes and laughs again. ‘What is this, multiple choice?’

			‘Sorry,’ I say. ‘It’s just the way I communicate. Many people react to me being too direct.’

			‘There’s no need to apologise. I like the way you talk. There are far too many people beating around the bush. And to answer your question’ – he shifts a little in his chair – ‘it’s both. I’d remember you both because you’re attractive and because of the dark suit. It’s not like it’s a normal outfit for a parents’ evening.’ 

			I shrug. ‘I guess it’s no weirder than the dad who came in carpenter’s trousers. This is my work outfit. I run a funeral parlour.’

			He raises his eyebrows. ‘You run a funeral parlour?’

			I take a business card out of my breast pocket and hand it to him. ‘Yep,’ I say, ‘I’ve just opened.’

			He takes the card and reads it aloud. Irma Thelma Dahl, managing director of The Last Party Ltd. We turn the funeral into fireworks in your darkest hour. 

			He fixes his gaze on me again. ‘So, this is true? You offer festive funerals?’

			I nod and tell him about how I’m trying to fill a gap in the market. ‘We want to celebrate the life of the person who has passed away,’ I say, ‘rather than mourn their death.’

			He leans back in his chair, his eyes travelling all over my face. ‘Irma Thelma Dahl. I have to say it’s refreshing to meet such an original person. It’s not often you … well, refreshing is the word, quite simply.’ 

			‘Refreshing? I thought that’s how you talked about a drink. And I rarely use my middle name. It’s only on my business card.’ 

			‘Okay, Irma, I’ll remember it. But hey’ – he looks down at his t-shirt, pulls Dylan’s face – ‘I’m actually a musician. Well, alongside my day job as a pastry chef. So if you need someone to make music for these festive funerals, just let me know. I’m not a professional, but even so, I think I’ll be able to put something together that’s decent. In general, I think it’s a festive idea, these festive funerals.’

			He laughs at his own pun, and I smile politely. Then the teacher stands there with a piece of paper in her hand. ‘Have you two been given an assignment?’

			I shake my head and grab the piece of paper, unfold it and read it out loud: Problem formulation: What do you say to your child if they don’t want to go to school?

			‘I thought you could discuss this a bit,’ says Mona.

			I hand the piece of paper back to her. ‘There’s hardly anything to discuss. Or can children choose whether they want to go to school or not?’

			‘What do you mean,’ Mona says, unfolding her jellyfish smile.

			‘Well, if Jo doesn’t want to go to school and he’s not ill, he just has to. There’s nothing to talk about, is there?’

			She lowers her head and looks at me with an expression as if she’s looking at me over her glasses. ‘I’m thinking more about what’s lying underneath.’

			‘Then you just have to ask directly,’ I say. ‘Why don’t you want to go to school?’

			Mona nods slowly as she stares into space, as if I’ve presented her with some mysterious formula. ‘Yes, you can do that too.’

			I look at Kai. ‘How could one do it differently,’ I say. ‘Do you have any suggestions?’

			He throws up his hands. ‘No, I like Irma’s method,’ he says. ‘It’s true, you can just ask the question directly.’

			I look up at the teacher and nod. ‘Then we’ve solved the problem,’ I say. ‘Well, if you approve?’

			She stops for a moment and looks at me, and now I’m not sure whether she’s smiling or gritting her teeth.

			‘What a great way to get to know each other,’ says Kai, clasping his hands together. ‘Yes, this is certainly the most festive parents’ evening I’ve ever been to.’

			Mona smiles for a second before disappearing. Kai strokes his thighs and looks at me. ‘I’d be happy to get in touch with you,’ he says. ‘In a work context, I mean. If you want me to try my hand at some songs. Completely non-binding, of course.’

			This could be a hidden invitation, I think, which means something else, but I know better than to ask outright. After the divorce, Rolf has given me some advice in this field: Be careful not to ask everything directly, as that takes away the tension. Besides, people aren’t used to such directness, especially not from women. I attempt a kind of flirtation, putting on a mischievous smile, but Kai looks frightened. Eventually I fold my hands together in my lap, smile and say: ‘Of course. I’m very interested in festive funeral songs.’
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			There are three tasks that need to be solved, and I write them down in random order:

			1.I need to get clients

			2.I need to find the youth gang that robbed Julian

			3.I need to get a dog

			I’m not in a hurry for clients yet. I still have a good deal of inheritance money from my mum, and I’m not a big consumer of anything. At worst, I’ll have to start offering traditional funerals. But I can’t give up on the new concept just yet, I’ve barely been at it for a week. 

			Something needs to be done about the youth gang ASAP. I just read in Drammens Tidende about two six-year-olds who had their hats and phones stolen on the way to school. In other words: Jo could be next. The key here is to act quickly.

			Then there’s the dog. I’ve sent an email to Omplassering for Dyr i Drammen (a rehoming centre), and now I see that they’ve replied. I open the email, and sure enough: a picture of a small, white dog with small, black eyes. This is Teodor, it says, he’s ready to be adopted. He has all his vaccinations. Friendly and calm. House-trained. He’s had good owners, who were passionate about getting a dog, and now they no longer have time for him.

			I write that I’ll come and have a look at him immediately. Look at that, I think, it’s already solved. And as if that wasn’t enough, the phone rings just as I’m about to leave the office. For a moment I think it’s Rolf. He’s pretty much the only person who calls me during the day. Julian only sends short messages when it’s important, or replies with emojis, and occasionally Jo calls from Rolf’s mobile phone. But now it’s an unknown number. I return to my chair and sit down slowly, saying the words I’ve been practising for the very first time: The Last Party, you’re talking to Irma Dahl.

			It’s usually quiet for a moment before the conversation starts, I remember it from my time at Berger. Patting a cigarette. The beginnings of crying. A long and shaky breath. But this woman, who introduces herself as Gitte Holm, speaks to me as if I’m a fast-food restaurant and she’s already made up her mind about the menu.

			‘The last party is totally in my mum’s spirit,’ she says. ‘Well, my sister isn’t going to agree. You have to be prepared for that. But that’s how it is, we’re so different that you wouldn’t think we had the same mum. Bettina is serious and pedantic, like my father was, while my mum was more like me, fun–loving and enjoying a party.’ 

			‘So I assume that you and your sister will come to a meeting here with me, so we can agree on everything about the funeral?’

			Gitte is silent for a moment before answering, it sounds like she’s putting something down on a glass table. ‘Yes, we’ll come to a meeting. It’s best if you suggest a time for us. I’ll give you Bettina’s email address in a text message. And be prepared for one thing’ – she takes a breath before continuing to speak – ‘my sister and I are … Let’s just say that agreeing is not the definition of our relationship. We’re very different, and that will probably be reflected in our wishes for the funeral.’

			‘I think we’ll reserve some extra time then. I’ll send suggestions for some times to both of you. Fortunately, my diary is completely empty right now.’

			Gitte is silent for a few seconds. Then she says: ‘This is a proper funeral parlour, isn’t it?’

			I rotate the black cup with the star-embellished gold lettering: The Last Party Ltd. ‘Of course this is a proper funeral parlour,’ I say. ‘But it’s a start-up and people haven’t discovered us yet. So you and your sister are lucky. You’re going to have my undivided attention for this funeral.’

			‘Good,’ she says. ‘My mum would have loved this, I know, but Bettina won’t agree, you have to be prepared for that.’

			She has a strange kind of excitement in her voice when she talks about her sister and their disagreement.

			‘I’m prepared for anything,’ I say. ‘You have to be in this business. You and your sister will be hearing from me shortly about scheduling.’

			My smile slowly rises as I walk out of the office and over to the hearse. My first assignment, I think, and maybe soon my first dog. 

			If everything goes according to plan.

			[image: ]

			The room smells of wet fur, leather and green soap. Asynchronous barking echoes off the concrete walls. Cage doors open and close, a phone rings, claws scrape against metal.

			‘They called him Teodor, but of course you’re free to choose your own name. I think it suits him, though.’

			Jo would have loved it. That’s the first thing I think when I see the dog. He’s running round in a circle with a bit of rope in his mouth. Then it stops and spots me. It doesn’t growl, but its eyes are sceptical, like most animals when they see me. Lisa, a young and voluptuous girl with short brown hair and a blue t-shirt that says Drammen Omplassering for Dyr, reaches into the cage and lifts him out. Then she hands him to me and places him against my chest. 

			I pat him, hesitantly, on the head. Neither of us seems comfortable with this sudden closeness. We’re like a couple who’ve been paired up at a school dance and now have to do the duty dance. Lisa scratches him behind the ear, probably to soften him up, but he’s just as stiff.

			‘I’m sorry,’ she says. ‘He’s not usually so reserved.’

			I smile and hand him back to her. ‘It’s all right. I guess he’s just not used to me yet. But my youngest son would have loved him, I can tell you that much, and he’s better with animals than I am.’

			She asks how old my son is. Eight, I say, and then she tells me how kind Teodor has been to the children in the family he was with. 

			As I look around the room, she tells me he’s patient with children. The other dogs run around in their cages seeking attention, barking and whining, but my eyes fall on one that is sitting perfectly still. It’s a black dog that fills almost the entire cage. He sits with his head raised, almost touching the ceiling, looking straight ahead. 

			I walk towards the dog with slow steps. When I stop in front of the cage, it turns its head and looks at me. It doesn’t show any scepticism, doesn’t growl, just looks at me with a calm gaze. I get the feeling that this is a moment he’s been waiting for, that he’s been sitting here for a long time just waiting for me to arrive.

			It doesn’t show any scepticism, doesn’t growl, just looks at me with a calm gaze. I get the feeling that this is a moment he’s been waiting for, that he’s been sitting here for a long time just waiting for me to arrive.

			‘Shall I open the cage door?’

			Lisa comes up beside me with Teodor on her arm. He gives a low whine when he spots the big dog and seems to want to climb over her shoulder.

			‘Yes, thank you,’ I say. ‘I’d like to say hello to this one.’

			She smiles. ‘Hang on a second. Teodor is a bit scared, I’ll just put him back in the cage.’

			Now the dogs around us start barking, but the black dog doesn’t seem to mind. Lisa comes back and unlocks the cage, explaining that he got a bit too big for his owners. She says: ‘Not only is it a Great Dane, it’s also big for the breed. The man of the house felt like they had a pony wandering around the living room.’

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		




















































	

OEBPS/image/cover.jpg
IRMADAHL

THE LAST PARTY

You can’t spell funeral without fun.






OEBPS/image/img1.png





OEBPS/image/2.png





OEBPS/image/img.png





OEBPS/image/1.png
IRMADAHL
THE LAST PARTY

You can’t spell funeral without fun.

KRISTINE S. HENNINGSEN





OEBPS/image/3.png





