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My best friend was killed. Here’s why I finally decided to talk to the media.  

 Early in the morning of Saturday, November 17, 2012, my best friend Jonas 
Thomsen Sekyere was killed in the bathroom of Copenhagen nightclub Bakken by the 
stab of a knife that pierced two chambers of his heart.  

  On Thursday, August 29, this year, I sat in my office in the Danish capital and 
read in an online newspaper that the man charged with killing Jonas had been extradited 
from Ethiopia to stand trial here at home. After the knot in my stomach from seeing 
Jonas’ name in the news again unfurled, I decided to attend the preliminary examination 
of the presumed killer in the nearby courthouse. It was scheduled for less than two 
hours later.   

The suspect limped as he entered the room, and he quietly admitted his guilt. 
Sitting four feet away as the lawyers dueled and the journalists clacked on their laptops, 
I realized that if I did not share my story, the gruesome circumstances of Jonas’ death 
would dominate his public memory. Jonas deserves so much more than that – and so 
do all victims whose cases are combed over in excruciating detail by the media.  

Until that day, I had avoided talking about Jonas directly to journalists. Together 
with a set of close friends from our student dorm I wrote an op-ed published the day of 
his funeral; beyond that I just wanted to grieve in peace.  

The evening before Jonas died, we had been preparing a bit for our dorm’s annual 
skit show less than ten minutes away from Bakken by bicycle. After we finished penning 
the lines and selecting the soundtrack, Jonas went out while I went to bed. He never 
came home.  

Jonas was an extraordinary friend. The sound of his tenor voice improvising over 
a song fragment often preceded his arrival in our shared kitchen. He would open the 
door wide and exclaim “Hi neighbor!” with a smile that made me look up and instantly 
try to mirror his infectious energy. He was preternaturally sensitive to other people’s 
feelings – a human seismograph – and within weeks we shared a level of emotional 
intimacy it normally took me years to develop.   

Born to a Ghanian father and a Danish mother, Jonas was a bridge builder. At age 
21 he had established himself as a student ambassador for the University of 
Copenhagen, an ace op-ed writer and a social entrepreneur. He founded the Nordic 
Study Abroad Conference to give Scandinavian youth better opportunities to pursue 
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their academic aspirations wherever they led. He lived by his saying that “Not pursuing 
your dream is a violation against those who cannot even dare to dream.” 

He seemed unstoppable. But he would not turn 22.  

The morning after Jonas went out for the last time, one of our dorm mates 
knocked on my door to wake me up and tell me he had been killed by a total stranger. I 
was mute with disbelief. The skit show was cancelled. I called my parents, but my voice 
broke when I said my best friend had died. They immediately drove 200 miles to be 
beside me.  

The murder of an innocent young man in the otherwise safe Danish capital 
consumed the media while it paralyzed me. I did not understand how the world could 
keep going on – people continued to scurry to work, and journalists went on to file copy, 
while I felt frozen. When I managed to persuade my feet to take me to the grocery store, I 
saw Jonas’ face on the frontpage of the newspaper next to speculation in capital letters 
about the whereabouts of his alleged killer. Jonas’ life in the public eye had been 
reduced to his death.  

Talking to a journalist seemed impossible. Feeling numb yet afraid that even a 
small tear would unleash an uncontrollable torrent, I dared not speak into a 
microphone. I also feared becoming part of a story about vengeance or that 
unscrupulous editors would monetize my grief. I was never interested in any kind of 
revenge or becoming part of the story. The only thing I longed for, I could not have: to 
wake up and hear Jonas’ song as he re-entered our kitchen and realize it had all been a 
bad dream.  

When I read about other high-profile murder cases they invariably focus on the 
circumstances of the victim’s death and the motives of the perpetrator. Entire “true 
crime” podcast series spend hours revisiting cold cases. As I witnessed myself, 
journalists in Denmark have even begun live blogging from court rooms, laying out the 
most intimate details of another human being’s final moments, including of sexual 
abuse, as the prosecution builds its case.  

I understand the very common interest in knowing what happened. When I say 
my best friend died, people look at me with eyes that reveal almost unbearable 
curiosity, but their mouths maintain a respectful silence. I fill them in to relieve the 
tension, but I never found a way to explain it that felt right.  

As the sun poured in through the court room windows this August, I sat among 
the journalists preparing their real-time updates. I took no notes. Soon they asked if I 
wanted to share my story. I stuttered, “Yes, if I can talk about the life Jonas lived”.    

I call for all media outlets that cover such stories to honor the life and best 
moments of those who have passed. It balances out the narrative and provides those of 



us left behind a constructive way to participate in the public conversation. Consistently 
including this angle also underscores the gravity of the crime and serves as a potent 
precaution – people are irreplaceable, and some things cannot be undone – in a way 
that is often missed in gory re-enactments.   

After I finished the interviews, I rode my bicycle home from outside the 
courthouse, eager to hug my wife and young daughter. The sky seemed bluer than ever. I 
had lent my voice to an important public conversation and finally found the words that 
had eluded me all those years: I can talk endlessly about how extraordinary a person 
Jonas was. I looked up and felt the rush of having dared and succeeded.  

Jonas would have been proud.  
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