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To Mette,

for everything




Death is the dark backing that a mirror needs if we are to see anything.

—SAUL BELLOW, Humboldt’s Gift







REUBEN


What was he forgetting? He checked the list again, dragging his thumb down line by line, rummaging through the baby bag, suitcases, and carry-ons until he found each item: the squeeze packs, yes, the sleep sacks, yes, the pacifiers— The baby was crying. He looked up at it, still securely bound to the high chair (he was done eating but Reuben needed to buy some time), head now dipping to the side, tears mixing with snot, the goo taken from hand to shirt to table, the marble table they’d spent half a paycheck on—when they had that kind of money to spare—which had now fully absorbed the reds, yellows, and greens they fed the baby. The baby. It was the word that came to mind in moments like this, when this being, their son, their Arne, seemed not to be their future, the center of their life together and all that gave it meaning, but obligation incarnate. How could twenty pounds of flesh require so much? At times it seemed Arne required the entirety of their two lives—times like this, when his one life wasn’t enough.

He turned back to the list and Arne let out another cry. Reuben ignored him and tried to focus, but as he reread the word, Pacifiers, again and again, he realized he wasn’t focusing at all but seeing himself from a distance, from the vantage point of the doorway, where Cecilie might appear any second now, her bag over her shoulder, her skin tightened by the outside air, her face made up for the world to see. Reuben turned to look in the mirror, unknowingly adjusting his spine, legs, and chest to match the picture of himself he still held in his head. It was the first image he saw when he googled his name, the portrait taken nearly three years ago, when he was still someone who was occasionally photographed by professionals.

Pacifiers, he thought while the baby cried.

Pacifiers, he said out loud, repeating it to himself until he confirmed that he’d packed them. He did this with every item on the list, he racked his brain, he scoured the apartment, but still he sensed he was missing something. It wasn’t until he lay on the couch, closed his eyes, lifted the Juul from his shirt pocket, pulled as hard as his lungs could handle, and then revisited the image of Cecilie arriving—laying down her bag, freeing her curls, rushing toward Arne while whispering skat skat skat—that he found it: the milk. It wasn’t on the list because it wasn’t something they needed to bring; it was to be given to Arne before they left.

He looked at Arne, who was now pounding the table, momentarily distracted by his own anger, and then to the kitchen counter. This was where the bag of milk would be, defrosting, if he’d only remembered to defrost it. But he hadn’t, it was still in the freezer, and if its fount walked through the door right then he’d have to tell her that, for no reason at all, he’d forgotten to give their child the milk he needed to grow strong bones and ward off disease—forgotten even as a reminder belted from his baby’s lungs and filled the apartment, curling Reuben’s toes and fingers, shallowing his breath.

He shot up from the couch, grabbed a bag from the freezer, and ran the water until it was scalding. With the bag pinched between his fingers he brought it under the faucet, back and forth, the milk already starting to cloud and— The baby screamed and he turned, his body shifting just enough to move his thumb under the stream. The pain it brought was so deep a thin sheet of sweat materialized on his forehead, and around his neck, and after he himself screamed the apartment was, finally, silent. That is, except for the radio.

Had he turned it on? Who else could have? He’d been here alone for eight hours now. Alone. Right: he wasn’t alone. Not just because he was with his son but because there was a whole community out there to support him. I’m not alone, that was his moms group’s battle cry, their— Right: parents group; it wasn’t just for moms, not in the year 2026, even though he was the only—

The jingle came through the radio, marking the hour. For years the song had been second nature to him; he’d often hummed along. But now he couldn’t wait for it to end, it sounded so psychotically chipper, twee, antiquated. He used to make Molly laugh by pretending to play a bugle while it rang through the office, a callback to a joke he’d made years before, that the song was originally performed by a chain of ferrets, each with a hand on their instrument, the other on the tail of the ferret in front of them. The anthem petered out and Molly’s voice filled the room, she was talking with a producer, trying not to laugh, it was supposed to sound like a hot mic. This had become her thing: the host who defied the flawlessness of her predecessors, who represented the authenticity of her generation. Reuben had once thought it was his generation, too, until they came up with terms to delineate the difference, and now he knew—oh, did he know—that the six years separating them was an unbridgeable chasm.

Without thinking, he had the Juul in his mouth again, the synthetic vapor coating his lungs and drying his throat. And by the time she was back to the script—teasing today’s show, lauding her forthcoming guests—he had so much nicotine in him he thought he might levitate. He even experienced, if just for a moment, a feeling akin to the sublime reset of a good night’s sleep. But the drug soon wore off, something happening faster by the day; it wasn’t two weeks ago that he’d bought the device, a spontaneous purchase on the way back from CVS, after Arne bit his shoulder, causing him to drop his iced coffee on his foot, the chilled liquid entering his Crocs from the top and settling between his foot and the sole. He hadn’t bothered to mention his acquisition to Cecilie, and when she finally caught him with it she stopped herself from bringing it up; she still hadn’t.

He pulled on it again, and again, but instead of relaxing him it only refined Molly’s voice, made it louder, made him feel she was in the apartment, beside him. He strode across the room, pushed aside the alocasia leaf guarding the radio, and turned it off. It felt good, how easily he could silence her, so he twisted the knob even more, forcing it past its limit. He wondered whether there was such a thing as negative volume, he imagined what it might sound like, the inverse of Molly, the—

It snapped off. The knob was in his hand. He tried to find this funny until he realized he’d need to tell Cecilie what he’d done, and why, and then he threw the knob across the room. It hit the metal of the sink, the clank loud enough to make him wince, and then the baby was crying again.

Skat, he said, suddenly sorry, sorry for what he’d done and everything else. Skat skat skat, he said, apologizing, comforting Arne. Skat was the Danish word for darling, something he’d never utter in English. Technically it meant treasure. Also: tax.

Mom will be home soon, he said, and then again, in broken Danish: Mor vil hjem snart.






CECILIE


She looked at the time, 4:17, and then went back to Google Calendar, confirming that the meeting had, in fact, been set for 4:00. Tyler had pushed it from 2:00 to 2:15, and then to 4:00, the exact beginning of her Out of Office calendar event, a glorious magenta block stretching over the next two months. It had originally been titled Maternity Leave, but her instinct told her a less specific name would serve her better. She’d accepted Tyler’s reschedule without complaint but immediately regretted it, a feeling that only grew in the intervening hours. And now, even if she left the office right this second, it would be stressful making the flight—not that making the flight would have ever not been stressful, given Arne’s—

Cecilie, Tyler said, striding into the room, shaking his head to himself, letting her know that her annoyance was his, too. So goddamn sorry. The new ed, what’s-his-name—he knew the editor’s name; Oz Schilling was the Business section’s biggest outside hire in her four years at the Times—he wouldn’t stop talking my ear off.

He sat down, glancing at her phone, which displayed an unsent text: bring breast pump. She turned her phone off and, rotating her laptop so it was facing him, jumped right in. There wasn’t time to waste and she didn’t care if her brusqueness offended him—the opposite, in fact. As she brought him up-to-date on her research, she conveyed, with her detached tone, word choice, and lack of eye contact that they were past playing nice, that she saw right through him, that she was well aware he planned to use her leave to supplant her as the section’s star—and by so generously taking her unfinished stories off her hands, including a piece on Amazon’s union-busting tactics bound for the front page.

When she finished he smiled at her, holding it until he got a smile back. Then, looking away, he promised that the stories would be published under a shared byline. She nodded as if she assumed as much, as if she hadn’t lost sleep over precisely this the night before. They began shuffling out of the room, and just as they were about to part, he grabbed her elbow.

If I don’t get the chance, I just want to say that I really admire you. I mean, your writing, yes, of course—our J-schools have nothing on Denmark’s, apparently. A reminder that he went to Northwestern, surely. But even more than that, I admire you personally, especially the fact you’re actually taking your leave, which I know you’ve been delaying for, what? A year? She nodded. Well, that Alibaba series wouldn’t have been half as good in anyone else’s hands.

Mustering all the earnestness she could, she said, Thank you, Tyler. That was kind of you to say. As she walked back to her desk she cursed him silently, but was surprised to find the act perfunctory. No, she didn’t care to curse him—suddenly she didn’t care about him at all. It was now official: she was on leave. The thought dripped into her like honey from a comb, slowly gaining mass as she set up her autoreply, powered down her computer, and tidied her desk. She made sure to leave out a few personal belongings: an open pack of gum, notes from an interview, her hair clip—reminders that she was coming back. And then she left.

I’m on leave, she thought as she exited the building, navigating through a pack of tourists. She hated midtown, she could admit that to herself now: every minute she spent on these gaudy, decaying streets she felt number. But to what, exactly? Loneliness? Capitalism? Life? You’re a New Yorker now, her mom had said, visiting two years ago, after Cecilie had walked past a panhandler without even acknowledging him.

I’m on leave, she thought again, but now the idea was something else: not what she was escaping but what lay ahead. This time tomorrow they’d be in Denmark, in her mom’s house, in Vanløse—minutes by train from their friends in Copenhagen. They would have space (a large bedroom and a basement as big as their entire apartment, all to themselves), and peace of mind (she’d promised Reuben, and herself, not to check her work email once), and daycare (hver dag, hele dagen, her mom had told her: every day, all day). Not that she cared so much about the space (they’d hardly be at home), or the peace of mind (of course she’d check her work email), or the daycare (she couldn’t wait to spend her days with Arne). So what was it, this giddiness warming her, this sense that on the other side of their flight was something bright, something soothing—something that they had, for a long time now, desperately needed?

Deep in her pocket she felt her phone buzz. Reuben, she was sure, asking for an ETA. She could see him pacing the apartment, checking Ubers, murmuring to himself. (When exactly had the murmuring started?) She should have gone with her gut and booked the flight for Sunday even though it was more expensive. Friday was his worst day, he was at his most sleep-deprived, his eyes glazed atop darkening bags, sharpening only when he had to make a demand or air a complaint—neither infrequent.

I’m on leave, she thought once more, the idea reverting back. Leave. No, it wasn’t where they were going that gave her hope, but what they were leaving behind. What awaited them was, quite simply, a life that wasn’t this one.






REUBEN


Again the woman glanced at him, her eyes lingering longer this time. Yes, he wanted to say. I am he. Lover of my wife. Licker of pussy. I literally lost my job—nay! my career!—for licking pussy. He’d once caught a man staring at him on the subway and made the cunnilingus gesture in return, his tongue flapping between his fingers. It had been a release—this was only a month after it had happened; he’d debased himself far worse during that period—but it was more: a test. Did the man recognize Reuben, or had Reuben just moved on to the paranoidal stage of his breakdown? After a brief show of surprise the man shook his head, looked around and then down into his lap, letting a smirk creep across his lips. Even thinking of that smile made Reuben’s rage fresh again, nullified all the counseling, all the books he’d read. If it was so funny—yes, in rare moments of detachment, he himself found it funny—then how could it also be disgraceful? And it was disgraceful, at least that was what these strangers took for granted; how else could they justify the way they stared—with naked curiosity, with hungry contempt?

Can I help you? he asked, readjusting the shoulder straps of the baby carrier.

The woman turned away. Cecilie followed Reuben’s eyes and looked back at him.

Let’s go, he said, lifting his carry-on and continuing through the terminal.

Canceled. He’d been canceled. The word had long become meaningless—co-opted by the right, left, and center; worn thin and then some; a relic from another time, like yuppie, hipster, millennial—and yet it was the right one. It implied an effortless undoing, an act accomplished with a single click, a task that, once finished, could be forgotten for good. It was mundane, reflexive, rote. So many people had been canceled there were businesses built to serve them. And not just Google scrubbers, crisis PR firms, and the like. There were therapists for the canceled. There were lawyers. There were subcategories of cancellation, a taxonomy—not that there weren’t gray zones, but his case wasn’t gray. He wasn’t the first to accidentally perform a sexual act during a work Zoom meeting, and he wouldn’t be the last; Zoom had now developed customizable features to prevent just this sort of thing. Interactions like the one he just endured—the unabashed gawking, the lashing out, the resulting shame and attendant sense that justice had been served—were nothing more than boilerplate, a ritual that had become nearly automatic.

There, Cecilie said, pointing to an enclosed booth in the shape of a toilet paper roll: the lactation pod. Reuben looked down at Arne, who was asleep. By rule they didn’t wake him. This had been her idea (something about the immune system), but Reuben, being the one to enforce it and now believe in it, became an evangelist, delivering sermons with a growing ferocity to anyone who’d listen.

We can’t wake him, he said. He might not be able to sleep on—

I’ll just pump, she said. She was staring down at her phone, navigating the pod’s app.

The pump? I didn’t bring the pump. The pump wasn’t on the list.

I texted you.

When?

Today, she said. The door clicked and she pushed it open.

They went inside and dropped their bags. He got out his phone, found their conversation, and held it up to her; the last text she’d sent him was from that morning: Defrost milk.

Fuck, she said, sitting down.

She put her face in her hands and he sat down next to her. She felt her breasts and he glanced over, assessing their size. They were swollen: cleavage stark, blue veins visible. When had she last fed Arne? It wasn’t that morning, and last night—

I’m going to lose my milk, she said, unstrapping her bra. If she had just one neurosis (she didn’t), this was it. She was so fearful that her breasts would run dry she took a picture of them nearly every day. She connected the anxiety to Arne’s health, citing a litany of studies linking breast milk to, again, a sturdy immune system. Reuben accepted this but knew better: it was about her mother. Virtually all of Cecilie’s received wisdom about parenting came from her mom. From the second they met, Lisbeth had struck Reuben as both cartoonishly Danish (immense blue eyes, wardrobe entirely tunics and capris, national flag on pole in yard) and cartoonishly maternal (every other word skat, selfless, unwilling to see flaws in her own children). And right in the middle of this Venn diagram was butter. Lisbeth coated their meals in smør, prescribed it for most illnesses, and even smelled of it (just as Arne did in his first few weeks of life). And so it felt right that the motherly guidance Lisbeth echoed most also concerned dairy: breastfeed for as long as you can. She herself had breastfed Cecilie and her brother well into their fourth years.

You’re not going to lose your milk, he tried, but she wasn’t listening. Her lips curved into a grimace, she squeezed her left breast until a single drop materialized. No, hand expressing wasn’t going to work, but she was much better at ignoring reality—or, as she once put it, during one of their worst arguments, two months postpartum: I don’t inflate problems until they become excuses. What that fight was about he couldn’t remember—he dimly sensed it, too, was about breastfeeding, or at least the preservation of milk—but the comment itself alluded to what all their comments seemed to allude to: the elephant in their 550-square-foot apartment. She meant his leave, the term they now used between them, a wishful metonym for his cancellation. This also happened to be the term NPR used while presenting his exit to his team and audience, despite the fact his departure contract clearly stipulated he would never again work for NPR or one of its member stations. As if that were an option. No, there wasn’t a broadcaster in the country—public, private, community—that might consider hiring him as an on-air talent; his name, which had held the entire value of his career, was now his bane.

So what did she expect him to do? Well, basically what she was doing that instant: take hold of himself and squeeze until something, anything, came out. He did, he tried, he applied for associate producer roles, for entry-level positions. When finally he was asked for a meeting, after three months, he couldn’t help but notice a slight, barely perceptible smile on the interviewer’s lips. Was this all just a story for the guy to tell later? That he’d interviewed the infamous pussy-licker—and then turned him down? The mere thought of it was enough; Reuben hardly spoke for the rest of the call. When it ended he resolved to forget it had ever happened, see if he could wipe it from his memory; this would be good practice for leaving behind the far more insurmountable shame of the cancellation itself. But he would never forget that day, and not just because of how he humiliated himself as soon as Cecilie came through the door, practically gurgling with tears when she asked how the interview went. It wasn’t the first time he cried in front of her, though it was the most abject, the most degrading. But when he was done, as they sat and ate dinner, he felt good, like he had grown, like he’d taken a step into the future. No: they had taken a step. Yes, his sudden willingness to be so vulnerable, to announce defeat with every muscle of his face, had removed a barrier between them, one neither knew existed until it was gone. After dinner they lay in bed, they cuddled, they talked. With newfound clarity and honesty they discussed the future, their future. They found something like a common vision, the specifics of which were now lost; in the intervening years they only continued to tread water, making decisions about where to live and what to do mostly by not making decisions at all. This was most manifest in their conclusion, that night, that they should wed, a practical choice that would finally free Cecilie from the precarity of her visa. And yet, they still weren’t married, it was a decision that contained thousands of other decisions, a journey so complex that it forestalled a first step. In other words, it was the opposite of the other decision they made that night: to get pregnant. Having a baby was not a spiral of decisions but a single act (albeit one that, once made, necessitated endless decision-making). They’d practically stumbled onto the topic, joking that marriage would open the door to have children. (Neither cared about tradition. Reuben had a small, unconventional family, and marriage wasn’t too common for their generation in Denmark, where it was seen both as an institution of the church and something sullied by their parents—mostly all of whom were now divorced.) Well, we’re not getting younger, he recalled himself saying. (Cecilie would later contend it was she who had offered the idea in earnest.) They weren’t, they agreed: she was thirty-six, and a handful of her friends had already struggled to conceive. It was a big decision; they said this multiple times. Such a big decision. But did they ever decide? Did they ever actually say, Let’s get pregnant? Or did one thing just lead to another?

Arne awoke with a coo, his feet kicking lightly against Reuben’s hips.

Thank fucking God, Cecilie said. She’d hardly produced three drops.

Reuben stood, but just as he clicked the carrier straps open the muffled announcement came: their flight was boarding.






CECILIE


She created a list in her head, reciting it every few seconds so she wouldn’t forget: pacifiers, unused squeeze packs, wipes. Arne’s rattle toy, his hat, his missing sock. These were just a few of the items to be collected—from underneath her seat, from the seat pocket, the crevice between their seats, the overhead compartments—as soon as the ding sounded and everyone bloomed from their seats.

She looked at Reuben again, his eyes shifting under closed lids. He’d fallen asleep even before takeoff and hadn’t woken once. The eight hours she spent with Arne—contorting her body every which way to entertain him, feed him, keep him comfortable enough to doze off, however fleetingly—had brought Reuben the best night of sleep he’d had in weeks.

Vi er ankommet til København, hvor klokken er syv lokal tid, the captain said, and then in his best English: We have, er, we have now arrived, in Copenhagen. The local time, yes, is seven o’clock. How was it possible to sound so fucking Danish? Even Reuben’s impression of Danes speaking English wasn’t nearly as garbled or viscous.

The chime came and the cabin clamored. She watched as Reuben’s eyes opened, his pupils contracting to pinpoints. His brow furrowed and then slackened again. He looked different, didn’t he? Calmer, more present—more attractive, even. It was as if she were looking at a picture of him from years ago. But as they strapped Arne to her chest, gathered their things, and exited the plane, she understood it wasn’t just he who had changed: it was everything. It was the people she saw, the way they moved, the sounds that left their mouths, the exact color of the sun pouring through the windows of the terminal. As she talked with the security officer about which customs queue to take, she couldn’t stop smiling; as short as the conversation was, as banal, it was exhilarating: it was in Danish. Oh, how she’d missed this, her native tongue, being able to speak without thinking, without that flash of hesitation that appeared out of nowhere. But— Hmm. Had she felt this way the last time they’d visited? Since she’d moved to New York, she’d been back three times for Christmas, and a summer holiday, too. But she’d never felt so—what? What was this feeling?

I don’t think he likes it, Reuben said, nodding to Arne, who was pouting, his face on the brink of tears. She looked down. She hadn’t even noticed: she was squeezing his hands, hard.

They went through customs. They retrieved their luggage. They carried their two enormous suitcases, their two oversized carry-ons, the collapsed stroller, the bag of uneaten meals from the flight, and Arne to the meet-and-greet area, where, right in front of the pack, stood Lisbeth, Danish flag flapping in the air.

Mor, Cecilie cried, dropping everything but Arne, who bounced in the carrier as she ran over. She hugged her mom and then stood back, taking her in, before hugging her again.

Nej, Lisbeth said, grabbing Arne’s fat legs, his fat arms, his wide cheeks. Nej nej nej nej nej.

Mød Arne, dit barnebarn, Cecilie said, and then, for Reuben’s sake, who had just caught up: Meet Arne, your grandson. She waved his little hand at her mom but stopped when she saw Lisbeth’s face, frowning in confusion. Oh, Cecilie thought, how could I be so stupid. Lisbeth had stayed with them for two weeks just after Arne was born, sleeping on the pullout in their tiny office. Well, Arne was so young at the time, he was hardly even Arne. And she was postpartum, she barely remembered a thing from that period, even when she looked at photos from— No. She felt it still, that this was the first time, that mormor and barnebarn had yet to be together.

Lisbeth looked at Reuben, suddenly remembering he was there, and gave him a hug, too. Cecilie watched them exchange pleasantries—her mom always struggled to gain a foothold in English—and then turned away, walking back to the luggage. She almost couldn’t admit it herself, but she didn’t want them to see that her eyes were wet.






REUBEN


The moment he was alone—Cecilie asleep, Lisbeth playing with Arne—he grabbed his Juul. As he inhaled, the device’s soft crackle overtook Arne’s babbling from the other room. Now that Reuben was free from caretaking he wanted nothing more than to hold his son. Walking up to the slightly ajar door, he watched as Arne slapped the coffee table over and over, joyous yips escaping his mouth. Reuben took in the rest of the living room, which was eerily familiar. This wasn’t just from the few times they’d visited and video chatted with Lisbeth, but from all the other Danish homes and apartments he’d been in. They were practically interchangeable: the paucity, the order, the light wood floorboards, the Poul Henningsen lamp, the use of white and the brief splashes of primary color he associated with, of all things, Mondrian’s Broadway Boogie Woogie. There was a center of gravity to Danish design, Danish everything. The country and its culture cohered, there was no instinct to be distinct. In America, fashion seemed to be about staying one step ahead of the crowd; here it was about wanting everyone to catch up.

The drive had been brief and uneventful, their route taking them neither closer nor farther from the city proper and its visual delights: the canals, the spires, the modernist architecture set against centuries-old landmarks, the beautiful people on their beautiful bicycles. He’d hardly seen anything but highways and cars, and yet he already felt so far from home. Was it like this the last time they were here? Looking out the window, he felt not like a tourist but a foreigner. He now sensed there were rules to be followed—arbitrary, rigid, universally obeyed rules. He noticed how carefully drivers stayed in their lanes, how rigorously turn signals were deployed. But it didn’t stop there; even the faces he saw in passing cars seemed to adhere to some hidden blueprint. He looked at Lisbeth and then, through the rearview mirror, at Cecilie, who was asleep. He’d never thought of her as particularly Danish-looking, but of course she was; she took after her mother, just as Arne did. He felt an intense urge to see his son then, but the baby seat faced away from him.

The house was bigger than he remembered, a squat brick ranch with the same hedges, the same terra-cotta roof, the same everything as every other dwelling on the street. They weren’t all identical, as was the case in newer developments in America, but there wasn’t a single anomalous detail in the entire neighborhood. In Savannah, his hometown, he was used to the houses being duplicates of each other—walking into someone’s home for the first time and already knowing where the refrigerator was, the bathroom. But each house on his block had something you could remember it by: an ATV in the yard, a weatherworn couch on the patio, a Bulldogs flag with a matching poster in the window.

Reuben always had to remind himself that this was Cecilie’s childhood home, given how barren it appeared, inside and out. Lisbeth had insisted on keeping the place after Cecilie’s father, Ebbe, passed, though it was far too large and she frequently complained about the maintenance required. First she said this was because she had friends in Vanløse (she had more in western Sjælland, where both she and Ebbe grew up); and then, years later, that she wanted to stay close to her children, plural, as if Cecilie lived in Copenhagen like her brother, Gorm. Lisbeth regularly repeated this guilt-provoking lament (along with how many free bedrooms the house had: two, if you counted the basement), to which Cecilie, not one to suffer passive aggression, would reply that Gorm visited for them both. It was true. He came home so frequently the place had permanently absorbed his odor—one of a few foreign scents Reuben associated with the house. But now, as they stepped through the doorway, he recoiled: it wasn’t just that Gorm had been here recently—his smell had evolved into something more pungent; Reuben imagined Parmesan tucked into a musty towel. As they set their bags down in the foyer, the sound of rapid typing wafted up from the basement.

He didn’t move in? Cecilie asked in disbelief, and then said something in Danish Reuben didn’t quite understand involving kontanthjælp: welfare.

Lisbeth started to reply in Danish but then, looking at Reuben, switched. He is deciding to invest his money in his business. And he is needing to … to reduce other costs. She smiled, ending the conversation.

His business, Cecilie repeated.

Lisbeth nodded, took Arne from Cecilie’s arms, and began leading them through the house. His game, yes.

For over five years now, Gorm had been developing an online multiplayer video game, along with some friends, as he put it, in Poland (they’d never met in person, and only communicated through Discord). He designed the characters and gameplay, and they coded it. It was unclear whether he paid them, or if they were in it together. From what Reuben had gathered, during a protracted demo Gorm had provided a few Christmases ago, it involved scantily clad (female) minotaurs, swords, and a sparkling blue elixir that could be sucked (by a select few) from stones.

You said the basement would be ours, Cecilie said in English, leveraging Reuben’s silent presence.

Here we are, Lisbeth said, ignoring her, dit barndomsværelse. Your childhood room. Lisbeth still called it that despite the fact Cecilie lived here for almost three years in her twenties. It had been practically untouched since (there was even her stack of magazines, from almost a decade ago)—except for the crib that now sat in the middle.

You should sleep, skat, Lisbeth said, and shut off the light.

Cecilie stared at her mom, her body reverting to a teenager’s pose—head jutting out, palms open—but it was no use; she’d hardly slept since they left New York, and the bed was beckoning her.

Come, Lisbeth said, grabbing Reuben’s hand, pulling him out of the way so she could close the door. I know you two have trouble sleeping in the same bed. Had Cecilie told her that? Probably she’d had to when she’d tried reserving the basement. Lisbeth led him through the house to a massive room Reuben had never seen before. The bed was neatly made, the surfaces pristine. It was hers.

Oh, Reuben said, finding the words to protest.

Darling, please, she said, turning on the overhead fan. I am sorry but you know air condition is not common in Denmark, and this will have to do. She turned around so he could wave Arne good night, and then, without another word, left him.

He walked up to the bed and sat on the edge. Already he smelled her on the sheets; it was her usual butter scent, but more melted. Was the plan really for him to sleep here? He scanned the room, not a single personal belonging of Lisbeth’s in sight. Running his hand over the sheets, appreciating the thread count, he wondered what time it was in New York. He thought of the clock on their oven, and then their whole apartment, though he couldn’t imagine it empty, and for a fleeting moment he had the sensation they were in both places, all three of them, neither family more real than the other.






CECILIE


Later, when she recalled that afternoon, she would have trou- ble keeping the two moments apart: when she awoke from her dream, and when she got the text from Terese. Both were troubling in the same way, hinting at something foreboding in the periphery. Both were brief and potent, wasting not a second or word. And both involved Jonas.

In the dream they were lying together, in the same bed she was in now, the bed they’d once shared. It was at the end of their relationship, she knew this by how he slept: curled away from her, his arm dangling off the side. She was mad at him and wanted him to know it, so she shook him out of his sleep. But she immediately regretted it, she realized she’d awoken not a person but the past, and when he turned around she saw her own face, bitter and ugly, peering back.

She sat up. She looked around. Had she yelled? She waited for her mom to come, or Reuben. Where was Reuben? The house was silent. She looked out the window to gauge the time but remembered it was summer: daylight lasted until nearly 9:30. She scanned the room, failing to find her phone, her lip balm, her bag. Besides the crib, there wasn’t a single thing there she didn’t have when she’d last lived at the house, with Jonas.

She tried lifting herself off the bed but stopped: pain seared from her breasts, especially the left. Arne hadn’t wanted to breastfeed on the flight, even during takeoff and landing, when it was supposed to help him with the change in pressure. She knew he’d been hungry: he sought her nipples, pulling up her shirt himself. But once he latched he just as suddenly lurched away, grimacing. She gave him most of her in-flight meal, discreetly trying to hand-express under her shirt while she fed him the flavorless pasta, the vanilla pudding. Now her breasts were rock solid, and she detected a constellation of lumps under her left nipple.

Jonas, she thought, lying back down, staring at the ceiling they’d once stared at together. Why did that feel like yesterday? Was it with him that she’d slept here last? It might have been. In the years since she preferred staying with friends, especially when she brought Reuben; she balked at the idea of him waking up in Vanløse, the suburbs, with its perfect hedges and daytime joggers. Even after their Christmas meal here—an eight-hour marathon of smørrebrød, duck, rice pudding, aquavit, and Tuborg—they’d trekked back to Copenhagen, to Terese and Villum’s spare bedroom.

Jonas had liked it here, the quiet. His presence had made her like it, too—or at least more than she had since her father died. When Lisbeth became a widow, Cecilie feared she would morph into the stereotype of one: eccentric, removed, disorganized. But it was the very opposite. In a matter of weeks the house became spotless, Lisbeth’s nearly tyrannical orderliness like nothing Cecilie had experienced before; if Cecilie moved a plant one foot over, Lisbeth would set it right back. And this was just the beginning of Lisbeth’s transformation. Her social calendar soon became full, even fuller than it had been during the peak of her and Ebbe’s entertaining days. (When Cecilie was a child, they’d hosted a dinner party every Saturday and a whist night on Wednesdays.) Then Lisbeth joined the community choir and theater, and helped campaign in a local election. She made new friends and reconnected with old ones; there always seemed to be someone visiting whenever Cecilie called. Had Lisbeth, in some way, been freed by her husband’s death? Ebbe had been well liked, he was a good man, a caring father. He was much more a part of his children’s lives than the dads of her friends. She adored him; her mom did, too—yes, she was sure of it. And yet, every time she came back to Vanløse, she couldn’t help but feel that her mom’s newly vibrant life put her childhood—their family—even more in the past. It didn’t help that Lisbeth had gut-renovated the house, making it less suburban and more Copenhagen (or at least her idea of it): FDB furniture, Eva Trio kitchenware, the ubiquitous Copenhagen streetlamp over the coffee table. Lisbeth loved her home, loved having people over, took pride in her independence. And so it came as a shock when, almost five years after Ebbe’s death, months before Cecilie graduated journalism school, her mom offered her and Jonas the house—or at least a portion of it.

They had fallen in love while working on the school paper; she was the editor in chief, he was the staff photographer. Like most of their class, they were both bent on getting internships in Copenhagen. She quickly landed one at Politiken, but he didn’t interview well, and his awareness of this eventually became devastatingly self-fulfilling. The night before an interview he’d stress out while pacing their bedroom, refusing to go to bed until he could barely stand. With their combined income (that is: hers) they could have afforded a shit flat in outer Nørrebro like the rest of their friends. But when Lisbeth’s offer came, to Cecilie’s surprise, Jonas brightened. Just until we both have work, he said. Wouldn’t it be nice to have all that space to ourselves? Never mind the proposal’s one caveat: Lisbeth would not move out, but relocate to the basement.

The arrangement was, up until the end, remarkably harmonious. Lisbeth kept true to her word: during the week they hardly remembered she was there (except when planning sex, which only occurred on Tuesday and Thursday nights, while Lisbeth was at choir). They spent weekends getting wasted in the city, washing up like dried seaweed on Sunday afternoon to enjoy a home-cooked meal. Their friends made fun of them, but Cecilie and Jonas didn’t envy their broken laundry machines, their depressing pantries, their dirty floors. (Lisbeth’s fastidiousness quickly went from burden to boon, an invisible force that kept the house clean and in good condition.) What Cecilie and Jonas had was the platonic post-university existence: an exhilarating taste of freedom, but with a safety net.

As Cecilie got up from the bed she had a strange feeling that someone was in the room. She looked back to the bed, as if Jonas might be there. But then she saw, in the crib, Arne, his small body noiselessly expanding and contracting. She quietly left him and walked into the living room, where she heard the clinking of plates and silverware coming from the patio outside. By the entryway, on the table with the mail, she saw her phone, its screen lit with a new text. She picked it up to find she had quite a few: ten, or twenty, or more. She scrolled to the oldest message, from Terese.

Friends. I know we all have Saturday night plans, but I think it’s time we talk as a group about what we can do for Jonas.






REUBEN


Terese and Villum, Kasper and Ditte, Anna and Bent. Henrik, Louisa, Mikkel, Jonas. The group of eleven had met in journalism school (except for Villum, who was a special advisor to the immigration minister) and were still so tight-knit that at any given get-together it was as apparent who wasn’t there as who was. Likewise, any new addition felt like an extra puzzle piece—a circumstance made that much worse by Reuben’s inability to speak the language. He could generally grasp what was being discussed, and knew an intro-level course’s worth of conversational set pieces, but when he opened his mouth he was met with blank stares. (Danish was harder to speak than to hear, as it had three extra vowels—æ, å, and ø—which he still had trouble pronouncing.) This imbalance was intensified by their fluency in English; they knew not only the language but—through decades of consuming American media—the expressions, idioms, and references. (The first time he heard the pejorative basic was from a Dane.) They would switch, happily, for his sake—when he made his presence known. But even before his cancellation he preferred to listen silently (all the better to improve his Danish, he told himself) than do whatever was required to remind them he couldn’t understand what they were saying (cough, appear dumbfounded, look around the room). The only time he and Cecilie visited after his cancellation, for Christmas, he hardly spoke to her friends at all—something Cecilie half expected (he hardly spoke to anyone then) but nonetheless found acutely embarrassing and, Reuben suspected, still resented him for.

So it wasn’t with great enthusiasm that he agreed to go with her to Terese and Villum’s (on the night of their arrival, no less). And why did he? After all, she was used to him getting out of social events; even some of his closest friends hadn’t seen him in over a year. Not to mention that his excuse was ready-made: jet lag. He could hardly admit it to himself, but it was the mention of Jonas that swayed him. She’d delivered it almost as an afterthought: Oh, didn’t I say? It’s something to do with Jonas. He wasn’t jealous of the guy; as far as he could tell there was nothing to be jealous of. Jonas worked for his stepdad, importing shit coffee beans they scorched until they tasted like nothing. He was, apparently, a talented photographer—but what did that matter? Maybe in their twenties he would have considered this cool, or rather cared that something was cool; weren’t they too old now to be impressed by artistic talent on its own, put to nothing, unrealized? Even his name, pronounced Yo-ness, was unintimidating, the perfect match for a man more passive than any other Dane Reuben had met. No, it was the way Cecilie spoke of him—or rather, didn’t—that bothered Reuben. She’d always been reticent on the topic of Jonas, and she wasn’t reticent on anything. Whenever he came up she’d just say something innocuous and move on.

Something to do with Jonas, she’d said. And yet, since they’d arrived—they were the last to come, completing the set, except for the man in question—Reuben hadn’t heard the name once. Instead, they were talking babysitters. Anna had hired one for the occasion, a referral from Terese, who’d met the girl in a café. How long had they been talking about this? Long enough to be finishing their second round of drinks, Tuborgs barely kept cold in a box on the balcony. This was where the men were, smoking, far past their own second round, as evidenced by the empties balanced on the railing.

They could kill someone, Ditte said, following Reuben’s gaze. We’re two stories up.

After he turned back Ditte kept staring, probably waiting to make eye contact with Kasper, her partner. Would she say something? (The two were known to quarrel in public.) Would she get up and retrieve the bottles herself? No, that wasn’t the point, Reuben realized, now detecting annoyance from all of the women. The men had successfully done what they always managed to do: sequester themselves, create a private party within the larger one. They hadn’t even noticed the room’s attention, too caught up in their own jokes, muttered in half sentences at half volume. In the cramped space of the balcony they roamed around each other, swirling the smoke lifting from their cigarettes. Smoking was the perfect pretext for dividing the group; none of the moms (Terese, Ditte, Anna, and Cecilie) smoked now, and Louisa had never cared to—but neither did Villum, by the looks of it: his cigarette was pinched between his pointer and thumb, held away from his body, as if he didn’t even like the smell. What a waste, Reuben thought, unconsciously patting his pocket for his Juul, which he had decided, at the last moment, to leave at home. It was the right choice, he reminded himself. Just look at you. His knees were together, his face scrunched in self-awareness—awkward enough without an e-cig clutched in his fist. He looked around the apartment, straightened his pants, he tried paying attention to the conversation but couldn’t follow now that they were back to speaking Danish. Was it too late to plead jet lag? It was, though the thought of staying even thirty minutes more— He rose to his feet, his need for nicotine so visceral he hardly had a choice.

I’ll be back soon, he said to no one in particular.

He strode across the room to the balcony, though someone’s back was blocking the entrance.

Hey, Reuben said, but nobody heard. Sorry, he said, louder.

Kasper turned around, his mouth in a frown, and moved out of the way. As soon as Reuben stepped onto the platform, the air chillier than he expected, he found that their spell had been broken. In a matter of seconds, the sauntering stopped, the smoke seemed to clear, and the din of voices quieted—except for Henrik, who was midthought, his hand lifted in complaint, but when he connected eyes with Reuben he, too, fell silent.

Hey, Reuben said to Henrik. Cool if I borrow a cigarette?

Henrik’s boyish face always made Reuben forget how standoffish he could be. He just turned to Kasper, who gazed at the ground. Reuben looked at Villum, as if he might give his up. Villum returned his stare and Reuben peered inside; the women were watching. He was just about to repeat himself, or apologize, or jump off the balcony when Mikkel took a step in his direction, placing his hand on Reuben’s shoulder.

If you say it in Danish. Reuben laughed, grateful for the joke, for anything. But Mikkel’s face didn’t budge. You can do it, he said. Jeg vil …

Reuben glanced at the other men, who once again averted their eyes.

Jeg vil … Mikkel repeated, moving even closer to Reuben. At this distance Reuben could get lost in the pockmarks covering his cheeks; the crooked teeth huddled deep inside his mouth; the wide, Roman nose pointing down at the ground. Reuben had always thought Mikkel looked like a Bond villain, but now, seeing him so close, his face utterly expressionless, he recalled the group’s old nickname for him, from journalism school: psykopaten.

Mikkel brought his cigarette to his lips, inhaled, and looked up at the sky.

Reuben contorted his face into annoyance, hoping to convey that he was complying reluctantly. But his irritation became real when, as he said Jeg vil gerner, Mikkel lowered his chin and exhaled into Reuben’s hair.

They all laughed, most of all Henrik, who proffered his pack in apology.

I don’t think so, Mikkel said, putting his hand over the cigarettes, finally allowing a smile. Jeg vil gerner, he imitated Reuben, nasal and high-pitched, pronouncing the words as if they were in English. He was right: Reuben hadn’t really tried. He found it too embarrassing to give it his all, given that he’d sound stupid regardless. Gerne, Mikkel corrected, reverting to his own voice. Your Danish is fucking terrible. Mikkel took a step back, glaring at Henrik until he returned the pack to his pocket. You can take Villum’s cigarette. His Danish is just as bad.

Villum played at protesting and then held the cigarette out, connecting eyes with Reuben long enough to offer, on behalf of the group, his first, small dose of acceptance.

Reuben took it and, looking inside, inhaled. He noticed Cecilie’s eyes pinging in his direction; had she seen all that? He imagined how he appeared next to the rest of the men, with his relaxed-fit jeans and Fresh Air with Terry Gross T-shirt. Villum had on one of his signature turtlenecks, Bent a tan blazer with elbow pads (he often resembled a fashionably underpaid English professor), Kasper an oversized red sweater, and Mikkel and Henrik plain white T-shirts, which, somehow, looked smart.

Reuben exhaled and turned back, listening as Henrik finished his story, which elicited muffled, conspiratorial laughter.

Hun er sådan en møgfisse, Kasper said, a phrase Reuben had learned from Cecilie: She’s such a cunt. He shook his head, looking back inside, and then, facing the group again, caught Mikkel’s stare.

Hvad? Mikkel said, and then in English. What?

I don’t think, Reuben started, unsure of what, exactly, he didn’t think. Six men smoking, calling a woman a cunt: it wasn’t the kind of—

Do we sense … judgment from the American? Mikkel asked. Wasn’t it you who, who— What is the word? he asked Bent, snapping his fingers.

Slikkede, Bent said: Licked.

Gik ned på, Henrik said: Went down on.

Nej, Kasper said. Labbede snegl. Reuben didn’t know this one.

Nej nej, Mikkel said, trying to keep his face straight. This is our Cecilie we are talking about. He turned to Reuben. So Kasper said— Well, it means “licking the snail.” Or maybe “lapping up the snail.” Right, like a cat would do.

Kasper said something else about a snegl and then they were all speaking Danish again, excising him from the conversation as quickly as he’d been included. And yet, as they resumed their dance without him—weaving in and out of each other, talking over one another, shouting nej nej in dissent or agreement—Reuben felt a great wave of affection wash over him, as if he were the recipient of some unbidden gift. Before he could inspect this feeling—and, he suspected, deflate it—he sought to sustain it, and inhaled again, as deeply as he could. He gazed out into the night, which was still bright, but still he could tell, in the rising voices, and the reckless wind, that all the day’s obligations had been cut loose. Despite the sunshine, the lights studding the wine bar across the street gleamed, their golden yellow growing more and more as he squinted, and soon it was all he saw. He turned around and looked into the beautiful apartment: the thoughtful furniture, the unvarnished wooden floors, the kitchen cabinets painted dusty blue. Cecilie, too, was beautiful, sitting on the couch, one leg crossed over the other, listening intently. How often did he even bother to notice? She felt his stare and turned, her face lifting in surprise before it fell in confusion. What was confusing? He refocused, blurring her image, sharpening his reflection in the glass, and saw what she did: he was smiling.

They’d brought it up. They’d made fun of him. And then they’d moved on. Had any of his friends back home been so direct? In their attempts to show him sympathy—texting him How are you feeling, man? or the even less engaging Thinking of you or Hope you’re doing well—they had only inflated the issue, made it taboo and thus without boundaries; it bled into every interaction, colored the most innocuous invitation or check-in. But now it felt so small, smaller than it had ever been—a fact of his life, not all of it.

He tried listening again; something about a redaktør—an editor—and #MeToo, the phrase spoken in English. Were they talking about him still? Or something adjacent to his cancellation? He concentrated as hard as he could, but they cut each other off too often, and half their words were drowned in laughter. How desperately he wanted to understand them, wanted to be able to chime in, to be spoken to again, be considered by these men who thought nothing of him, who made cunnilingus jokes, whose interactions were so straightforward and impolite.

Bent said something under his breath and they all laughed, their mirth so infectious he, too, chuckled. It was hardly audible but still Mikkel noticed, turning to Reuben, surely to ask him to explain what he was laughing at, but then Mikkel became distracted again: Kasper had taken too long to light his cigarette so Mikkel slapped it from his hands. There was more laughter, followed by a rare lull, and before he knew what he was doing Reuben stepped forward, into Mikkel’s sight, asking for his attention. And when he got it he got the group’s; again his presence had suspended their fun.

What’s going on with Jonas? he asked, drawing the first thought that came to him. Is he depressed again, or…?

Now even the creaking of the balcony ceased; they’d stopped moving, they’d stopped everything. For the first time that night he wished for less eye contact. Kasper picked up his beer and walked inside, and soon Bent and Henrik followed, gathering the bottles from the railing in their arms. Reuben watched as they talked with the women while putting on their coats.

Mikkel said something to Villum, then turned to Reuben. We’re going to a bar nearby, he said. You must come with us.

Again Reuben felt a jolt of joy—must, Mikkel said; it was imperative that he join—but it quickly dissipated. It was only a shoddy translation, he remembered: Danes often used must instead of should. You should come with us, he meant. Or even: You can.






CECILIE


There is no reason, Terese repeated, but Anna still wasn’t getting it. Not that we know of.

He hardly smokes, Anna said. And he’s the only one of us who runs.

It’s awful, Ditte said, pulling at her necklace. Louisa leaned back in the couch, eyeing Ditte. Had she noticed the same thing Cecilie had? Awful, terrible, unfair. Miserable, sad, arbitrary. They seemed to be taking turns finding the perfect word to summarize how tragic the situation was, each one uttered with the requisite emotion, the right tone. Why did it all feel like a performance? Cecilie knew they cared for Jonas, that each of them must have been hurting more than they could show—just as she would be hurting, once the news had settled.

It wasn’t a minute after the men left that they jumped into it. In fact, Terese must have been waiting all that time to start; she seemed to grow ever more irritated as Villum cleaned up, pulled the blinds shut, combed his hair in the mirror. Had she always been this impatient? She’d even snapped at Anna when she’d asked, quite rightly, Aren’t there drugs for this sort of thing?

No, Terese said. I mean, I don’t know. She hardly knew anything, she’d made that clear, but still she was the recipient of all their questions, given that she’d instigated the gathering, and now the conversation, too. Mikkel was, apparently, their best source of information, being the only one who’d seen Jonas since the diagnosis. He’d delivered the news to Kasper and Villum, who told Terese, who told everyone else—except Cecilie. Exactly how long ago was this? Cecilie was afraid to ask, she was afraid of the answer, afraid of the anger that would appear on her face. It hadn’t just happened, it wasn’t yesterday, she sensed that much. And yet, even if it was a week ago, two even, she knew that they hadn’t excluded her, really, as this was obviously the first time they were discussing it at length. No, if it had been an active choice to keep her out of the loop they wouldn’t have been so brutally concise in catching her up. Jonas has a blood clot in his brain, Ditte said in her usual blunt tone. It’s inoperable, that’s really all we know, as he hasn’t wanted to talk to anyone. Cecilie nodded, mirroring Ditte’s frankness, as if that answered everything. As the rest of them continued talking, trading what little insight they had, a soft buzzing rose in her ears, its slow peak and fall reminding her of the sibilation of cicadas.

Do we know the hospital? That should be our next step, Terese said to Louisa. The two were the closest in the group, having spent their careers side by side; they’d followed each other from Berlingske (Denmark’s Wall Street Journal) to Politiken (Denmark’s New York Times) to DR (Denmark’s BBC). Their decade-long office marriage thrived in spite of (or perhaps was made possible by) the fact that they were opposites in nearly every way—from how they presented themselves (Terese worked frantically to appear effortless while Louisa was an open book, equally forthright and vulnerable), to their love lives (Terese was the first of their friends to settle down while Louisa was perpetually single), and even their clothes (Terese had a new wardrobe every year while Louisa still wore outfits from journalism school).

There’s patient confidentiality, of course, Louisa said. I don’t think we can—

But given the diagnosis, Terese said, if we knew the hospital we could at least find a source.

Cecilie got up, taking her glass to the sink. A source, she thought. Like it was a fucking news story. A fact-finding mission.

He’s so young, Anna said. We’re too young.

Not so young, Ditte said. He’s thirty-five.

Thirty-six, Cecilie corrected. They turned in her direction, watching as she filled her glass with water. Wasn’t she the one they should be questioning? Yes, Terese was apparently leading the investigation, and Mikkel was his best friend, but did anyone know Jonas, really, better than Cecilie? They hardly spoke these days—not one-on-one, at least. And she knew little about his life, getting most of the details from their friends and Instagram. But even so, whenever they were together she still had her sixth sense for how he’d react to a joke, what he’d be in the mood for, in whose favor his opinion would land. It was she who would know how he was feeling now. But that seemed beside the point.

Thirty-six, Ditte repeated. It’s young, of course it is. But not that young.

That’s absurd, Anna said. My mom is seventy-five and still in perfect health. She owes it to vitamins, you know. How had Anna become more innocent over the years? Her bangs, her smocked blouse—it was like she was going back in time.

I really should get home, Cecilie said, walking to the entryway. This jet lag.

Of course, Terese said, getting up. They all followed, taking turns giving her hugs, except for Louisa, who was already at the door, putting on her coat.

I’ll walk you, she said.

To Vanløse? No, I was going to take a car.

It’s not so far, Louisa said, opening the door and ending the conversation.

As they walked out onto Gammel Kongevej, she was struck by that old, disorienting mix of twilight and nightlife. It was already 9:30 but the sky was streaked with a dusty orange, the color paling in comparison to the fluorescent beams above a restaurant, the still-lit display of a storefront. The people they passed seemed to already have a few drinks in them; they weren’t visibly drunk—this was, after all, Frederiksberg—but loosened, their gestures no longer so contained, a few even daring a smile. She turned to find that Louisa was staring at her, smiling, too.

What? she asked, in English, causing Louisa’s grin to widen. Hvad? she corrected herself.

You’re a foreigner now, Louisa said, imitating Cecilie: gawking all around her, mouth agape.

Cecilie dismissed the thought with a shake of her head, but couldn’t take her eyes off her friend. She was so familiar, and not just because she was Louisa. Something about her features, her face, made Cecilie feel at home. Louisa wasn’t even especially Danish-looking (her body too thin, her cheeks too hollow, her forehead too flat). Was it just her expression? That display of doubt, so Danish, that attended anything novel? But then Louisa smiled again and Cecilie found what had hooked her: Louisa’s teeth. To see someone young and attractive with natural teeth, teeth that hadn’t been forced straight, teeth the proper color— Was it really that rare in New York? Tyler’s teeth came to mind: bleached, impossibly even, as contrived as his easy smile. Cecilie had nice teeth, she’d always thought she did, anyway, but in the past few years she’d begun to feel insecure. Now she wore whitening strips before bed, and every few months went down a late-night orthodontal rabbit hole. Even Reuben, who adored her teeth and told her so, loved them because, as he said, they make you unique.

They turned onto Allégade and then Smallegade, and soon walked past Café Svejk. In the past few years the bar had become one of the group’s go-tos. It was exactly the sort of place—unassuming, unpretentious—they might have thought was uncool in their twenties, populated by adults with mortgages and children. In that endless decade all of their preferences had shifted, unnoticeably and yet all at once. In near lockstep they had moved from Nørrebro to Vesterbro to Frederiksberg, the latter an easy choice because it was family-friendly, though even two of the single, childless members of the group—Henrik and Mikkel—had relocated, too. In retrospect this maturing was obvious, but at any given moment along the way they were certain that the choices coloring their lives—restaurants, clothes, debates, music, magazines, books—were the exact right ones, and could be forever.

This sense of predestiny had begun to gnaw at Cecilie early on: just as the initial thrills of adulthood wore off, when going to work became prosaic, and a paycheck was no longer cause for celebration. In fact, it was her career that gave her an itch to be elsewhere. In journalism school she’d yearned to write about the world, but more and more Denmark seemed such a small sliver of it. How often did we need to rehash the same immigration debates? What else was there to discuss about the welfare state’s effect on ambition? How many times would that man burning the Koran for attention make national headlines?

She put in her time. She earned her clippings. She got a promotion, and soon after another one. And then, the morning after Christmas, two and a half years after she graduated, she began looking for jobs in New York. It wasn’t supposed to be a secret—had anyone asked, she’d told herself at the time, she would have gladly talked about it—but of course it was. She didn’t tell her friends. She didn’t tell her mom. And when she wrote her cover letters she made sure the screen was out of Jonas’s view.

Will you stop groping yourself? Louisa asked, looking at Cecilie’s chest. She hadn’t even noticed. Before she left the house she’d again tried to nurse Arne, and again he’d pulled away, and now the feeling was becoming much more than discomfort. How long, she wondered, could you ignore something this agonizing?

Arne won’t feed, Cecilie said, and my breasts feel like they’re going to fucking explode.

You should have used that as your excuse for leaving. No one bought “jet lag.”

Their eyes connected. Is it really worth arguing about whether he’s old enough to die? And why are we so bent on finding all of the facts of the case instead of actually doing something?

I agree, Louisa said. That’s exactly what I wanted to talk to you about. Smallegade had become Peters Bangs Vej, the restaurants exchanged for more practical establishments— a grocery store, a locksmith; there were now more cars than people. You know better than anyone how Jonas can unravel. This isn’t something he can handle himself. Cecilie felt the urge to defend him, but couldn’t; if unemployment had paralyzed Jonas, she could only imagine the state he was in now. And yet, his reaction is, of course, to refuse support. He’s never been great at returning calls, but I’ve been trying to get hold of him for three weeks. Three weeks? Now Cecilie wondered why Louisa herself hadn’t told her. It’s only Mikkel he’s let in. Which— Fine, I get it. They’re like brothers. But he isn’t exactly rising to the occasion. No, Louisa said, her voice sharpening. What I mean is he’s been fucking negligent. Mikkel keeps on saying it’s inoperable, as if that’s the end of the story, as if nothing can be done. It’s a blood clot. He’s thirty-five. Cecilie stopped herself from correcting her. Have you read the Berlingske series on hospital outcomes? You need an advocate, you need a second opinion. Even if it can’t be operated on there are drugs that can help. There are lifestyle changes that actually matter. I’ve emailed everything I’ve found to Mikkel. I’ve texted him almost daily. He’ll say Thanks or I’m on it or I’ll talk to Jonas. I asked Terese to get involved. She wants to help, I know she does. But then she says something like, we need to gather all the information before we talk to Jonas. As if Jonas—or Mikkel—will respond to logic. As if they’ve ever made a responsible decision, together or alone. She stopped walking. She shook her head to herself, resetting. It can be a matter of days. Hours, even.

I understand, Cecilie said.

He trusts you, you know. I know you haven’t talked in …

Cecilie took out her phone to check if Reuben had texted; he hadn’t. She slowed a bit, just enough that Louisa was a step ahead of her, and then scrolled down, far down, to her conversation with Jonas. Their last exchange was in September 2024, not even two weeks after Reuben had gone on leave. Coming back for Christmas, she’d written. Will you be home? His response, the last message in the thread: What dates? Why hadn’t she replied? She tried to remember if they’d seen each other that trip. Why was it that two years ago seemed like another lifetime, while the years she and Jonas lived at her mom’s—now almost a decade in the past—felt like yesterday?

Are you listening? Louisa asked.

Yes, Cecilie said. I’m listening.






REUBEN


The fabric under his cheek was too rough to be a bed. He stretched his legs but there wasn’t enough space: a couch. The cushion stank of smoke. Where was he? He opened his eyes but the room was too bright, a lurid white. He tasted the residue of beer, and falafel, and then the rest of the night started filling in.

After leaving Terese and Villum’s they’d gone to the first spot they saw, a wine bar down the street. They were the only party greater than three, and about twice as loud as the rest of the room, and it wasn’t long before they were asked kindly—at least that’s what Reuben thought; the others agreed their server had been a narrøv (a jester ass, as they translated for him)—to leave. Henrik knew of a brunt værtshus (a brown bar, a dive) not far away, but it was actually quite far, so far they picked up a six-pack of Tuborg at 7-Eleven to have on the way. Reuben wondered why they needed to find a bar at all, given that you could drink outside and they’d just order more Tuborgs when they arrived. On previous visits Reuben had found this facet of Danish life oddly charming—that everyone, no matter their age, class, or lot, seemed to drink the same few beers—but now it was suddenly sublime. He thought of his old coworkers’ fixations on IPAs, barley wines, meads. They were obsessed, they used that word themselves, desperate for something, anything to be passionate about. And it was always the men who took it a step too far: brewing their own, subscribing to beer boxes, hosting tasting nights. It was so ostensibly manly it wasn’t manly at all; no, only a generation that had been nearly neutered would build their masculinity atop beer choices. Not that Reuben had been immune. He’d acquired a taste for lambics, and had spent an embarrassing amount of money importing some from Belgium with pals (it was telling, he realized now, that this had occurred just after his friend Neil got dumped). Danes had their drinking fads, too—and always, it seemed, a year or two after the US—but these were absent the one fatal flaw that made American hobbyists so cringeworthy: pride. As if drinking was worth being pretentious about, an intellectual pursuit, culture in liquid form.

The bar was Det Lille Øresund, and it was far too full; there was only a small table in the corner. But they’d walked all this way and so made do: Villum and Kasper shared a chair, and Henrik sat on Mikkel’s lap. This was funny, ironic obviously, but Reuben had trouble picking up on the exact flavor of irony it assumed. Homosexuality had been legal for almost a century, and Danes were generally free from the nervous jokes American hetero men deployed to prove how confident they were in their orientation. But because the country had been progressive for so long, and in almost every way, any identity was fair game for ridicule. Regardless, Reuben felt too self-conscious to laugh when Henrik and Mikkel sealed the joke with a brief kiss on the lips.

The clamor of voices, glasses, and chairs was deafening, but not nearly as distracting as the smoke clouding the air, which forced a few coughs out of Reuben. As soon as Kasper got up to get the first round, they all—except Villum—joined in, lighting their cigarettes with a match Mikkel produced. It wasn’t long before they were vehemently debating some issue that completely eluded Reuben; the room was so loud he had to lip-read, a skill he struggled with even in his native tongue. He watched as the men’s jaws jutted forward, giving the throat—the language’s real instrument—its full range. Leaning back, his face out of view, he even tried mimicking them, subtly, like a child. But when Kasper returned with the beer he spoke in English; apparently he wanted them all to appreciate the gag drink he’d ordered.

Gammel Dansk, he said, setting a snifter in front of Bent. That means old Danish, which is perfect for Bent, because he has the politics of—

Hey, Bent said. I’m not the one who voted for—

But it’s not just his politics. He has the stamina, haircut, and even the name of an elderly Danish man.

Bent folded his arms in protest, an unenthusiastic performance he must have been summoned to give far too often. He tilted his head to the side and shot the drink, but before he could swallow his lips pursed, his eyes squeezed shut, and he spit it across the table, momentarily clearing the air.

I gave it some salt, Kasper said, as old people are often deficient.

Fuck o— Bent started, but then began coughing; the harder his hacks the harder the rest laughed, including Reuben.

You see, Kasper said, his stare pinned to Reuben’s forehead, no one from our generation is named Bent. It’s like— It’s like. He stopped abruptly. How drunk was he? How long had they all been drinking? But I have a theory. He raised his hand. Bent’s father is such a fucking fuckup, I think he gave Bent an old man’s name in the hopes he’d take care of the family.

Now only Reuben laughed, as he was looking at Kasper and couldn’t see that the rest had become stone-faced—that is, besides Mikkel, who obviously found it funny but kept quiet for Bent’s sake, who was done recovering from his drink and glaring at Kasper.

Oh, come on, Kasper said. I was only kidding. I mean, sort of. You’re different from your family, Bent, you know that. Who could have guessed such a grown-up, respected, intelligent, pretentious—

Bent rose to his feet, shouting at Kasper in Danish, his pointer jabbing the air between them. They were all standing then, except Reuben, who watched as Mikkel came between the two, taking turns nodding at Bent and telling Kasper to shut up. But Kasper’s taunts only continued, a smirk now lifting his cheeks, and soon Mikkel put his arm around him and walked him into the crowd.

Was it hatred that had flashed in Bent’s eyes? That was what Reuben remembered. And yet, by the time they retook their seats the brief flare-up was already being redeemed for celebrity. They couldn’t help but glance around them, see whose attention they’d captured; they were now performing cooling off as much as they were trying for the real thing. Even Bent shone with pride as he cursed Kasper, taking breaks only to drink his friend’s beer. But he couldn’t pull off the tough-guy schtick as well as the rest; Reuben noticed how frequently he pushed his glasses up, ran his hand through his hair. Like Reuben, Bent was a physical outlier from the group, though in the opposite direction: he was three inches taller than any of them, while Reuben was about that much shorter; Bent’s hair was thin enough to fall across his forehead, while Reuben’s black curls never budged; Bent’s sharp features and tapered jaw matched his British-inflected English, while Reuben’s cherubic face prompted cashiers to check his ID. But in the little time they’d spent together (through the years not more than thirty minutes of one-on-one conversation) Reuben sensed in Bent a kindred soul—someone just as neurotic, compulsive, and inhibited as he. And now Reuben knew they had something else in common, a connection that, however tenuous, he suddenly felt compelled to share—the instinct lubricated by four and a half beers.

At least you know your dad well enough to know you’re not like him, he said. It was, by many measures, the most intimate fact of his life.

What’s that? Mikkel asked, sitting down next to Reuben. Bent straightened, anticipating Kasper, but he was now sitting at the bar, chatting with a woman.

I’ve never met my father, Reuben said, glancing at Mikkel, expecting to be deflated by his irony, but saw only an eager listener. Actually, I met him when I was a baby. He and my mom divorced when I was one, not even, and I haven’t seen him since. Reuben took a drink. He was done; at least he thought he was. But they were all looking at him, expectant, quiet, and before he could consciously decide whether to tell them this thing he hadn’t even told four other people, he was telling it.

I don’t even know his name. I get the impression this was his request, or— Well, my mom told me it was, and I believe her. He took another drink. My mom is great, he said, losing focus for a moment. He’s still in the area, Greater Savannah, as she puts it. That’s a city in Georgia. When I was born he was twenty-three and still in school, they both were, but my mom dropped out to support me. He used to send her checks, but she stopped needing them. He looked around the bar; he wanted to reset. He never felt emotional when he thought about it, but saying it out loud was different. The weirdest part is that he’s still so close. I mean, I look nothing like my mom. So when I come home, and I’m in the grocery store, or at the movies, I’m always, in some way, scanning everyone’s face, looking for my own. His finger followed a crack in the table until it became too narrow and pinched him. There’s an asymmetry too, er— He glanced at them, did they know that word? It’s not balanced. I know nothing about him, except that he’s an orthodontist, yet he knows everything about me, he must—at least what’s public, the shit I got myself into, the embarrassment I’ve become. Before I lost my job I’d always liked this aspect of our relationship: that he was kept out of my life while I must be a part of his, his son who was such a success.

He hesitated to look up, fearful that he’d see a smile, the prelude to a joke, or worse: that they weren’t paying attention. But they were, all of them.

That’s really fucked, Henrik said, Mikkel and Villum nodding in agreement. There was a brief silence, a comfortable one; no one felt the need to speak. In those five seconds the room seemed to shift, as if their table were gaining gravity, becoming brighter, the rest of the bar darkening, everyone but them receding again. If he was still overly aware of his presence in the group he sensed that they weren’t, that he was beginning to witness them as they were before he’d disrupted the dynamic—as if Kasper had been lopped off, and Reuben sutured into his place. But Kasper wasn’t the only one missing, he remembered. And then, as though Villum had read Reuben’s mind, he said, looking at Mikkel, Jonas could contribute on the topic of shit dads.

Henrik said something in Danish about a flight to Italy and Mikkel responded, in English, He canceled the September trip.

Again Henrik started speaking in Danish but Mikkel cut him off, again in English, now with a hint of rebuke. I’m sure his staff will do fine without him.

For the rest of the night they used English exclusively, even when Reuben went up to get a round, even to each other in side conversations. They also kept Reuben in mind as they started to talk about Jonas, backtracking to explain otherwise illegible comments. Mikkel was usually the one to do this, acting not just as the discussion’s moderator but Jonas’s spokesperson, the keeper of knowledge. In fact, when it came to Jonas’s illness, Reuben was surprised to find he was on nearly equal footing with the others; they’d barely had a chance to talk with Jonas since he’d been diagnosed, weeks ago. The clot was bad, inoperable, as Mikkel said, over and over—after every note of optimism, every inquiry into a possible treatment. Reuben wondered how the rest of them interpreted this, whether they saw what he did: Mikkel was only trying to extinguish his own hope. He was obviously deft at repressing his emotions, given how he spoke of his friend. It was with nothing short of delight that he updated the group, insisting that Jonas was thriving. He’d all but quit his job; all but because his boss, his stepfather, refused to accept his resignation. And get this, Mikkel said, Morten threatened to stop paying him, as if that isn’t exactly what quitting is. But Morten paid Jonas not only with a bloated general manager’s salary (there was an actual general manager, who made a bit less). He paid him with a house in Kartoffelrækkerne, literally the Potato Rows, an exclusive, highly desirable neighborhood on the easternmost segment of the lakes dividing inner Copenhagen from outer. Jonas had already moved out, leaving his Tesla (also a gift from Morten) parked illegally with the key fob on top of a tire. In a matter of weeks he had seemingly undone a decade’s worth of decisions, reverting back to how he’d lived just after Cecilie left him: staying in a tiny Nørrebro apartment alone (though he frequently crashed at Mikkel’s) with nothing to do all day. However, unlike in that period, and basically every period since—except for a brief love affair that peaked in an engagement and left him more depressed than ever—he was alive. If the word sounded melodramatic to Reuben, it had the opposite effect on the rest of them, conjuring a past incarnation of their friend Reuben had never known. This Jonas was far from the indecisive, passive observer of his own life he’d become—no longer making time for photography, reluctantly donning a suit five days a week, reporting to a man who kissed his mother in front of him. When Reuben asked when exactly one Jonas became the other, Mikkel responded, Morten, the name spoken like an event. Jonas’s bad luck in love—Cecilie leaving Denmark, and him, for New York—coincided with his mom’s fortune, in both senses of the word. When Morten married Charlotte, three years after Jonas’s father died, the joke was ready-made: the rich stepfather who vacationed on the Amalfi Coast and guest lectured at Copenhagen Business School; the artistic stepson who’d never had a real job and spent his savings on a photography trip to Tbilisi. But it quickly lost its humor once the battle of wills turned out to be a no contest.

When Morten said he’d like to buy a print of the photograph that won Jonas the prestigious Informations Fotopris in college, Jonas was, rightly, offended. Henrik had bought one, too, but for the price of production; Morten’s bid matched the prize money: 30,000 kroner. It was a lot, and especially for someone who now had to pay rent (albeit just 3,100 kroner, or $500, a month), and still struggled to find even freelance work. Fuck him, Mikkel said when he heard about the offer. We’ll take his money and spend it on drugs. Mikkel instructed Jonas to ask to be paid in cash, just to make it clear he was doing things on his own terms. He did, and before he knew it he had a slim stack of 1,000-kroner notes in his bedside drawer.

The transaction neatly reinforced both men’s perceptions of themselves: to Morten, it was a gift that might make Jonas understand both his stepdad’s worth to the family and the worth of money itself—as if this taste of wealth would give Jonas the appetite to cultivate his own. To Jonas, it was basically stealing from the rich, a decision coated in the same sort of irony that infused the photograph at the heart of the exchange. (Titled Skagensmalerne, it featured three middle-aged men recording the Skagen shore, their iPhones held high and one of their cracks showing. This same coastline was the subject of one of Denmark’s most famous groups of artists: Skagensmalerne, the Skagen Painters.)

Well, it was Morten’s vision that became reality. How nice it was to eat out most every night, to buy everyone tickets to the Roskilde Festival, to have a never-ending supply of drugs. And just around the time the money ran out Morten mentioned that there was an opening at his company, a coffee roaster that supplied beans to one of Denmark’s most ubiquitous chains. The role was a bit advanced given Jonas’s business experience (naught), but Morten was confident he could grow into it. In retrospect, if there was one thing Jonas didn’t do during his seven years at Krogh Kaffe ApS—a job he also took on Mikkel’s urging; Save up for two years, he’d said, and then live off it for four—it was grow. Instead he developed. This was Morten’s word, udviklet, though it soon became Jonas’s, too, much to the amusement of his friends. As in, he developed his career; he now had a “staff,” though they more or less did their jobs without him. He developed expensive tastes; he went back to Tbilisi, but this time stayed at the Biltmore, sans camera and with Stine (this was during their ephemeral engagement). And after their breakup he focused on developing his love life—always, it seemed, with women just like Stine; that is, women nothing like Cecilie; women who wanted to share in his life of leisure and took about a month, Mikkel said, to bore him to death. The phrase lingered in the air, but Mikkel didn’t appear to care; perhaps he was too drunk to catch its significance.

The difference between growing and developing was slight but stark: we stay how we grow, but when Jonas stepped out of his life, a few weeks ago, he shed all that he’d developed. And just as quickly he picked back up the passion that all his developing had left no room for: photography. Years ago, when he’d joined Krogh, his era of wealth overlapped with his old self just long enough for him to purchase the equipment he’d always dreamed of—cameras, lenses, and heaps of random gear that had since spent the better part of a decade in storage. Half of it was, in retrospect, useless to his kind of photography—he shuddered to think he’d once thought he needed an articulated monitor—but the other half he was now putting to use most of his waking hours. And for all the time that had passed, he’d started right where he’d left off, aesthetically: photographing people in the most prosaic moments of their day, abandoned by both grace and self-awareness. Stalking the benches outside a 7-Eleven, he shot employees on break, downing sandwiches and checking their phones. And he’d spent much of the past week in metro stations, capturing commuters topping up their travel cards. But while Jonas’s style had stayed the same, Mikkel thought he’d made a quantum leap in quality. Whereas his previous work had frequently been spoiled by an immature instinct to focus on the irony of the project, his vision had clarified: he now had complete empathy for his subjects, homing in on the exact second that they left their bodies, their eyes glazed in thought, their movements entirely automatic.

But you used to love that series, Henrik said. You have—

A print on my wall, Mikkel said. That’s right. He lifted his glass but there was nothing left. Maybe I’ve matured, too.

Of course, Henrik said. You’ve got that herringbone coat now, and you stopped subscribing to Euroman.

You’re missing the point, Mikkel said, his voice barbed.

Which is what? Henrik asked. That we should all be thankful Jonas is dying because he’s found his artistic voice?

No, Mikkel said, his eyes following the edge of the table up to the wall, where they went out of focus. His attention then snapped to Reuben, who had the distinct impression Mikkel was speaking only to him when he said, He’s finding a way to accept it.

Henrik started to say something but stopped once he caught Bent’s glare. Bent pulled out his phone and said, It’s almost midnight. Why don’t we call it?

Why? Mikkel asked. So we don’t get into a fight? We should have had one already. If Kasper had said all that shit about my father I wouldn’t have hesitated.

Very cool, Mikkel, Bent said, standing. And excuse us for not realizing how much you’ve matured.

Fuck af, Bent, Mikkel said, watching as he laid his money down. In silence they waited as Bent put on his coat and left. Villum took the opportunity and excused himself, too, promising to MobilePay Henrik, and then it was just the three of them. Reuben’s impulse was to go as well, preserve the night as it existed that second: fraught, exciting, drunk, intimate—the perfect cap to an experience he was already reliving as he would tomorrow, when he was gloriously hungover. Even the prospect of being exhausted—the very thing he’d hated most about his life in New York—was appealing, as it wouldn’t be the result of obligation but freedom. He’d had enough to drink that he could follow this thought completely, without care even for his face, which had been made dumb by gravity. It was more than a sense of freedom that was lifting him, he realized, thinking back, thankful the night had taken the turn it had—that they’d left the party and gone out, just the men. Yes: he felt, in that moment, like a man. If he was instinctually embarrassed by this notion—he imagined himself saying it out loud, I feel like a man—that embarrassment soon became its own insight. Why was he embarrassed? It no longer seemed like one thing, embarrassment, but two: a part of him was embarrassed, another part the recipient of that embarrassment. The former was who he’d become, through years spent fitting in at places like NPR, NYU, brownstone Brooklyn: a man who forsook manhood; who took pains to make it known he celebrated women; who had learned, just before his leave, to address his team as folx, a derivative of folks that was supposed to neutralize the word, as Latinx had done, except folks was already—

Hey, fuckface, Mikkel said. I won’t ask twice.

What had he asked? Reuben tried to remember while simultaneously finding the right way to deliver his excuse for leaving: he needed to help take care of Arne. (He’d forgotten that Mikkel and Henrik were present when Cecilie told him to stay out as long as he wished.) He had to make sure it was seen as his choice, and a reluctant one, but before he could say anything Mikkel and Henrik left the table. He followed them as they settled up at the bar and walked out onto the street, where the three of them lit cigarettes and, huddled together, took furtive glances inside. Not ten feet away was Kasper, facing them, sitting at a table with a woman. He pretended not to notice as Mikkel began making sexual gestures, to Henrik’s great delight.

I’ve got to go home, Reuben said after exhaling, but no one seemed to hear.

She looks Swedish, Henrik said.

Ditte would hate him even more, Mikkel said, turning his back just as the woman peered over her shoulder.

They walked down the street and turned onto Istedgade, nearly colliding with a group of teens who appeared to be just as sloshed as they were. Henrik squinted in both directions, and as Reuben followed his gaze his knees swayed, so much so he had to stagger to keep his balance.

I’ve got to go home, he said again.

You can hardly walk, Mikkel said. I’ll take you to the train.

Had Henrik said goodbye? He was suddenly gone, just as they were suddenly in front of a falafel restaurant. They’d been lured by the food imagery plastered on the windows, despite it being blurry, washed-out, and distorted lengthwise.

I have to tell you something, Mikkel said, resting his hand on Reuben’s shoulder while peering down at the sidewalk. I have a medical disorder. A disease, I mean.

Oh no, Reuben said, wincing at how lame he sounded.

Every two to five hours after I eat, I get this bad feeling in my stomach. My doctor said it’s because the previous food has already been used, and has to be replaced.

Oh, Reuben said. Isn’t that just, like, hunger?

Yes, Mikkel said, reappraising Reuben, realizing just how drunk he’d become. That’s the joke.

They ate falafel. They drank large Faxe Kondis (Denmark’s Sprite). Mikkel spent a good portion of the meal cursing Bent and Villum. He said that they were cowards, that that was the reason Jonas wouldn’t talk with them; this had made sense to Reuben at the time.

They walked to Mikkel’s, slowly but doggedly, both desperate to sleep. Reuben didn’t remember when exactly they’d decided he’d stay over.

It’s good to have an outsider here, Mikkel said, lying in his bed, across the room from Reuben. It makes us feel like we’re being recorded.

The thought followed Reuben into sleep, serving as inspiration for his dream: he was a human-sized eye, a cartoon camera lens that blinked. He walked Copenhagen night and day, recording all he saw. This couldn’t have been his only dream, but that was what came to mind when he woke, nearly six hours later. Even as he found his bearings—adapting to the light enough to see Mikkel sitting at his desk, in front of a computer—he thought to himself, I’m recording this, too.

He looked around the apartment, which was as stately and sparse as the parlors Hammershøi painted. When he started dating Cecilie he bought a coffee table book on the artist, as she mentioned that she loved him. This turned out to be an overstatement and became a recurring joke: that she would do anything for Hammershøi, was nearly driven to hysterics by his muted interiors. Reuben took in the uneven floorboards, the blotches of discoloration on the ceiling and walls, which were bare except for large, imposing rectangles formed by molding. It could have been more than a century since the apartment had been renovated; if not one of Hammershøi’s rooms, this was at least contemporaneous with them.

He saw his phone, screen up, on the floor beside the couch. He didn’t think he’d made noise, but just as he grabbed it, Mikkel said, still looking at his screen, God morgen.

God morgen, Reuben said, already distracted by a barrage of texts from Cecilie. He scrolled up to confirm that he had in fact told her he was staying at Mikkel’s. Reuben spotted a half-full French press on Mikkel’s desk and before he knew it he was dragging himself across the room. But when he went to pour himself a cup Mikkel put his hand on top of the press. Jeg vil …

Jeg vil gerne have en kop kaffe.

Beautiful, Mikkel said. Though you don’t need to be so formal with the gerne. After all, we’re friends. He stood and walked to the hallway, stopping by the door and pointing to his computer. Move for me.

On the screen was a chessboard. From what little Reuben knew he could tell it was late in the game. I don’t play, he shouted.

Perfect, Mikkel yelled back. I’m trying to lose.

Reuben sat and moved the most innocuous piece he could find, a pawn in the corner. When Mikkel came back he pulled up a chair and laid down a plate of pastries, which were of all shapes and sizes and elegantly arranged; had he picked them up this morning? Reuben chose one that was shiny, twisted, and coated in poppy seeds.

Brilliant, Mikkel said, studying the game. I couldn’t have come up with something worse. See here: our opponent is rated 1089, which means he’s terrible, almost as bad as you, apparently. The lower your rating, the more ratings points you steal from your opponent when you win, which is why we’re trying to lose—so that when I play Jonas and win, his rating is damaged the most.

Reuben bit into the pastry. What?

But Mikkel had already moved on, staring at his phone, repeatedly refreshing a website. The text flickered but stayed the same, eliciting a sigh. Reuben leaned over: it was Berlingske’s home page, the paper where Mikkel worked. Kom nu, he said, come on, and then something Reuben didn’t quite understand, which was laced with curses and ended with stor dag. Big day.

Their opponent swept their queen across the board. Reuben stared at his pieces, squinting. With little confidence he moved the same pawn again, again one square forward.






CECILIE


Did he always sleep like that? He was curled up, hugging a pillow, like a child. What an annoying way to lie, she thought, and especially in the middle of the day. She’d been up all night with not just a jet-lagged Arne but her mom, too, who insisted on coaching her on how to breastfeed, how to put Arne to sleep, how to fall asleep herself. (I like to imagine I’m on a rowboat in the middle of Smålandsfarvandet, with the wind coming in from the…) But the pain in her breasts prevented her from dozing off, as did her irritation, which grew as her mom, in so many words, blamed her for what was now clearly mastitis. (Why are Americans so obsessed with these breast pumps? As if anything could replace a baby’s mouth.)

If Reuben did now sleep like this, she wouldn’t have known. As soon as she went back to work, four weeks postpartum, it became evident how much parenting could be a zero-sum game: if one of them was asleep, the other had to be awake. And in this game, Reuben was losing badly. There was no other option—she worked, he didn’t—just as there was no other option for childcare. They’d planned to send Arne to daycare but had been blindsided by the price: $2,600 a month—if they were willing to commute. She thought (but would never have suggested) that their new roles would light a fire under Reuben, believing he hadn’t found a job because his standards were too high, and would sooner settle if the other option was round-the-clock caretaking. She was wrong. Arne left him no time to job search, and even when the baby started taking longer naps, Reuben was too tired to put those hours to use. She would wake in the morning to find him in the living room, watching with bleary eyes as Arne smashed toys against the ground. It looked like an advertisement for something. Like a night nurse service. Or Zoloft.

In fact, Cecilie had become unusually attuned to commercials, and the odd ways they reflected her own household’s dynamics. Wasn’t it always the dad spilling the cereal; the dad late for soccer practice; the dad with a befuddled, moronic expression? It wasn’t so much that Reuben was doing a bad job (though she often had to stop herself from offering time- or effort-saving advice); it was that their setup aligned with these ads’ ostensibly progressive gender politics. As if it were a step forward to depict dads failing at tasks normally reserved for women. (Wasn’t this just the negative image of the patriarchy—i.e., still an image of the patriarchy?) As if Reuben’s new role as homemaker had somehow evened things out. No, they hadn’t become more equal; if anything, their circumstances had only reinforced the privileges of being male and the burdens of being female. Reuben had become a victim as only a man could, refusing himself everything until his dignity had been returned, intact. And she had been on the other side of that hostage negotiation, eagerly convincing him of his worth while tending to his precarious sense of pride. Like she didn’t have her own pride to consider. Did he ever even realize how embarrassing the whole thing was for her? How many of her social interactions had been absorbed by that gravitational black hole? The day the Times published a piece about Reuben’s cancellation she left work early and didn’t sleep the entire night, returning the next day to averted gazes and stilted exchanges. Why couldn’t anyone just fucking say it to her face? Ask her about it? The closest her colleagues ever came to acknowledging it were vague pieces of praise for their modern arrangement. She would smile and nod, wondering how their role reversal (as Tyler had called it) was supposed to rebalance things if all it did was give her more goddamn emotional labor.

But there was one way in which their situation had made her feel less like a woman: she wasn’t as attracted to him as she used to be. It was now only on weeknights that she was up for sex, after she’d taken the subway home alongside other bathed, neatly dressed adults. She was more turned on by her own reflection in the Q train’s windows than by the pajama-wearing husband she came home to, and she often kept that picture in her head (imagining seeing herself as a horny stranger might) as she rode Reuben (who was always too tired for missionary) once they’d put Arne to sleep. (There was a Danish phrase for exactly this: at samle appetit ude, men spise hjemme, get an appetite out but eat at home. Like many ribald one-liners, it had been funny to Cecilie when she was young, but had since been relegated to sad middle-aged men.) To (over)compensate for this, she made a point to kiss him romantically as she left in the morning—a gesture that quickly became transparent, but nevertheless, she persisted. She loved him, appreciated him, and respected him, but in the last year she had begun to pity him, too, and in a deeper way than his leave had provoked.

As she watched him drool onto her mom’s pillow, she again reminded herself of all the shut-eye he was owed, and quietly grabbed her phone from the bedside table. (She had sequestered herself here earlier, before Reuben came back, while Arne slept in her room and Lisbeth snoozed on her new bed: the living room couch.) But even as she forgave him for sleeping off his hangover—why he couldn’t do this at Mikkel’s she didn’t know; he’d trekked all the way back just to crash again—she found him irritating still. It wasn’t just that he was resting and she hadn’t. It was, if she was being radically honest with herself, much more unfair than that. It wasn’t even about him, this annoyance swirling in her, so desperate for something to attach to it chose her poor husband. Its actual genesis she both knew and didn’t know, in the way we often repress our biggest sources of guilt: Jonas.

She’d spent the day putting off the task of texting him—which she’d all but promised Louisa she would do—as that would set in motion a series of interactions she couldn’t imagine but knew would spawn bewilderingly manifold emotions. Up to this point, it hadn’t been hard to come up with excuses. After all, they’d had a busy day, and she’d just happened to leave her phone at home. First, she, her mom, and Gorm had driven out to Amager to pick up a software component Gorm needed, which was apparently very hard to find and not sold in stores. The man who came to the door was silent and incapable of eye contact, and Cecilie had to stop herself from encouraging her brother to do some sort of due diligence on the item. They then went into the city so Cecilie could see a doctor, one of the only practices open on Sunday. Lisbeth had heard from a friend that the doctor was fremragende og dygtig, brilliant and clever, but, upon leaving, she pronounced him en inkompetent narrehat, an incompetent fool’s hat—and within earshot of the front desk. Cecilie agreed with the latter assessment. He spent all of two minutes with them, not because he was in a rush but because he quickly declared that her milk had forsvundet, disappeared, the word spat out as if it should answer all their questions. They asked anyway: No, there was nothing to be done. No, antibiotics were not necessary. No, he would not prescribe them anyway. Yes, they could try with a pump, why not. So they added Kære Børn as their last errand, where they picked up the most expensive, most intricate breast pump they could find. Lisbeth seemed to chastise herself for being party to this, as if they were resorting to black magic. But it wasn’t magical at all; it sucked at Cecilie’s breasts with as much success as Arne.

Now that Gorm was back in the basement and Lisbeth preparing a consolatory bowl of strawberries with sugar on top (Cecilie’s favorite childhood treat), there was nothing stopping her from texting Jonas—until she walked out of Reuben’s bedroom and turned on her phone. She had a text back from Quentin, the gaming reporter she’d suspected had a crush on her. She’d channeled her nervousness over the software component Gorm bought (for 15,000 kroner no less) into a message to her colleague, and his reply was far worse than she could have expected: You’re sure he’s designing his game for the Xbox One? Technically he’s right: As of now, all consoles are backward compatible. But that certainly won’t be the case with their next release. And then he’ll be SOL. Adding insult to injury, she had to look that up: Shit out of luck. Her bad mood briefly stuck to Quentin—what was it with Americans and acronyms?—before moving on to her brother, for being so imprudent, and her mom, for so dotingly supporting his decision to follow his dream, and she would have found more and more to stoke her ire if she hadn’t come across the perfect distraction.

Text after text flooded her phone as the data caught up; it seemed, for a moment, that everyone was responding at once. She scrolled up to the top, bracing herself, afraid there was more news about Jonas, but then she saw the precipitating message, a link to a Berlingske article: Pedersen afsløret som pædofil – Dansk Folkeparti er tavse. Pedersen revealed as a pedophile – Danish People’s Party is silent. Her friends’ reactions were so hyperbolic and complex—enumerating succession scenarios, caricaturing the DPP’s likely cagey response—that it wasn’t until she’d skimmed half the conversation that she realized it was Mikkel’s byline. She didn’t know he still wrote, and went to his page on Berlingske’s site to confirm; he didn’t. Since she’d left Denmark, when he was just a beat reporter like most of their friends, he had swiftly climbed the ranks at the country’s oldest newspaper. This was, at first, surprising for the exact reason it was, in retrospect, not surprising at all: he refused to appease anyone he worked with. Or, as Terese and Louisa might say: he put in great effort to make it seem like he wasn’t appeasing anyone. Of course, they were still bitter—one of the reasons they’d left for Politiken was that they’d both been passed over for news editor in favor of Mikkel, who was now the managing editor—but that didn’t make them wrong. His attitude and resulting success struck Cecilie as completely Danish: the instinct for the status quo (the tall, self-possessed, male boss), the appreciation of churlishness, the conflation of confidence and competency. He was a great journalist, she didn’t doubt that—more so on the research side than writing, though writing mattered less and less, and especially in news—but his ascendency had bothered her, and on a deeper level than whether his promotions were merited. She could hardly admit it to herself, but she questioned whether Mikkel’s professional cachet had affected the dynamics of the group. Specifically, she’d sensed that it contributed to the (oft discussed, at least by the women) growing division by sex. It used to be odd, sacrilegious almost, for one gender to meet alone. But now it was every Saturday that Mikkel, Bent, Henrik, Kasper, Villum, and Jonas went to a bar, and every Monday that Terese, Ditte, Anna, and Louisa met for dinner. In the past few years, the men had even begun to take trips together, booking a long weekend in some podunk town just to get plastered. Of course, it wasn’t a coincidence that half of the group now had kids. Motherhood was different than fatherhood—she could appreciate that. But could anyone deny the subtle yet ugly truth staring them in the face? Their system was, in some way, tiered. Any of the women would have liked to go out with the men, but the opposite wasn’t true. Even less apparent, but more crucial, were the intragender hierarchies: nonexistent within the women, an invisible yet dominant force within the men. It wasn’t as though the rest of the guys openly deferred to Mikkel, or weighed his opinion more than anyone else’s. Yet it was his brand of masculinity (ironic, combative, lewd, bacheloresque) that had, through the years, become the men’s. Had anyone else noticed this? Or was it just that she had the advantage of seeing things from afar? She gazed at Mikkel’s photo on the screen; he looked serious, intelligent, unimpressed. Distance could oversimplify, too, she reminded herself, suddenly wondering whether this all wasn’t a bit reductive. Could someone’s accomplishments alone really make them that attractive, influential, an object of mimetic desire?

Wow, Mikkel! she wrote. Det er jo en helt vild historie.

A wild story. As if that covered it. This wasn’t just the biggest scoop of his career, it was history. The article would, undoubtedly, lead to a sea change in the political landscape—and one they’d all celebrate. Torsten Pedersen was the (soon to be former, surely) chairman of the Danish People’s Party, a far right, anti-immigration group that, until Pedersen took over two years ago, had been hemorrhaging votes (to both the center-right Conservative People’s Party, and the even more xenophobic New Right). It didn’t help that previous DPP leaders had been dogged by allegations of Nazism, fraud, nepotism, nepotistic fraud, and racism—though this last bit was, fundamentally, their platform. They had maintained their base by consistently walking the thin line between fighting to preserve the Danish identity against multiculturalism (a popular sentiment) and being outright anti-Islam (Muslims were about 5 percent of the population, though the DPP made it seem more like 50 percent)—a line Pedersen could do somersaults on. While his party had always leaned on vague, tired platitudes (Vi skal passe på de danske værdier, we must take care of the Danish values), Pedersen had a genius for extemporization and a knack for humor that evaded his predecessors—and appealed, crucially, to younger voters. He had once, supposedly by accident, referred to burkaer, burkas, as burgere, burgers. After bursting out laughing he doubled down, stitching together a typically offensive but somewhat cogent comparison. For years he deployed the metonym whenever it suited him, such as when an especially vicious diatribe could use a hedge of frivolity—not a rare occurrence. In his hands, free speech was not as obvious or tedious as burning the Koran or reprinting the Muhammad cartoons; it was the right to describe, in abhorrent detail, the Denmark of his dreams: a country populated by people who looked, thought, and acted like him. Even before he rose to prominence, he’d blithely infused his speeches and writings with depraved ideas (such as a thought experiment evaluating what would happen if all the nation’s Arab men were suddenly homosexual). It was this audacity that had lessened the impact of prior gossip about his proclivity for young women; you could imagine Pedersen himself laughing at the notion. (Early in his political career, he’d even tried passing a bill to lower the age of decriminalized prostitution from twenty-one to sixteen.) There was also the inconvenience of his name (pædofile Pedersen), which may have helped the rumors stick but reduced them to a taunt, one that was worn out by now.

The article featured two unidentified sources who had been sexually abused by Pedersen when they were ten and twelve. The women recounted similar stories, set one year apart. Both met him at fundraisers at his house in Aarhus. He invited them each upstairs to see his collection of war memorabilia, and then convinced them to have sex with him; one vaginally, the other orally. Each took place in the middle of the event, and one of the sources mentioned that he’d left her in his bedroom, naked, only to return to the festivities and give an impassioned speech. Mikkel had dated that incident to a fundraiser in the summer of 2016—when, for the first time, Pedersen went on the record making critical remarks about the DPP leadership. This became what was known, within the party, as his plea for friskt blod, fresh blood, a phrasing that Mikkel deftly, carefully juxtaposed with the crimes, the connection provocative yet just on this side of acceptable.

Cecilie went to Berlingske’s home page to confirm they’d given the story a banner headline—they had—and then back to the group text. She scrolled through and read Mikkel’s replies, fearing he’d react just as distastefully as he would if the article had been written by someone else. But he hadn’t. He was, if anything, gracious. Tak fordi du læser med, he wrote. Thank you for reading. And: Det var en ære at dække. It was an honor to cover. This message had been hearted by Jonas. Seeing his name, Cecilie’s breath caught in her lungs. Again she scrolled through the entire conversation, but no: Jonas hadn’t reacted to anything else, or replied himself.

And now she was back where she started: without an excuse not to text him. Her phone was already in hand. It would take ten seconds; less. She went into the kitchen. She ate some strawberries with sugar on top. She listened to her mom complain that her choir was experimenting with nontraditional folk songs, and even some from Sweden. She might have let the entire day pass this way—doing exactly nothing, just as she’d hoped to spend the entirety of her leave—but then she heard the rustling of sheets. Reuben coughed. More rustling. His feet on the wooden floor, making their way to the door. And then, inexplicably, all she wanted was to send the text, have it out of the way, no longer rattling in her head. Reuben came into the kitchen, his face still swollen, a slight smile stretching his lips.

How long did I sleep? he asked.

But she didn’t hear, as she’d just hit send—a brief message saying that she’d love to talk—and was writing another. This one she didn’t even bother to reread, and would regret her haste when she saw it later. She’d meant to write Jeg kan når som helst, I am free whenever, but instead had sent Jeg kan som helst. This didn’t mean anything, really, except that she’d dashed off the text and then, without even a second glance, moved on with her life.






REUBEN


He tossed Arne into the air, the baby’s fear melting into joy the moment he hit his apex. Again and again, up and down, fear to joy, joy to fear. Lisbeth’s face mirrored her lille barnebarn’s, she was encouraging him but she also couldn’t help it. In Lisbeth, Arne had an emotional echo. When he cried she pouted. When he whined she frowned. When he laughed she smiled—but of course everyone did. Arne was such a lovely baby, a wonder. Nothing that Reuben had ever fantasized about exceeded his expectations in reality, except for Arne. The birth was intense and protracted—Cecilie had refused both to be induced and the epidural—but in his memory it was just one moment. On one side fatherhood had been purely abstract, on the other an overwhelming responsibility, and in the lost time between he’d accomplished his life’s dream.

He wouldn’t even let himself believe they were pregnant until they got the prenatal tests back; he and Cecilie had reminded themselves a fifth of pregnancies end in miscarriage so often it became a mantra. When they opened the test results he cried; right at the top was a blue Mars symbol: a boy. Recounting the story to his parents group, he’d said it wasn’t the baby’s sex that had moved him, it was just that it had become possible to start imagining their son, who he’d be. But now, heaving Arne this way and that, blowing raspberries into his neck, pinning him down on the floor, he could be honest with himself: it was the baby’s sex. And what a crazy thing to ignore, or more: he’d willfully denied it. He’d acted completely ambivalent. Moms in the group would say they were so happy they had girls, and yet never, ever would Reuben say he was happy Arne was male. Was he just paranoid? Well, of course he was. He worried constantly that his ignominy would be discovered within the group—one of the only parts of his life it hadn’t touched—and took great pains to prevent this, such as creating a new Gmail account without his last name, ReubenBK432@gmail.com, just for the listserv. He couldn’t imagine how they’d treat him if they’d read the articles, or worse: Twitter. For some reason, his cancellation had come with a gloss of sexism. (Yes, it was sex-related, but at the end of the day he had gone down on his wife.) It didn’t help his paranoia that he had trouble separating the coverage of the incident from the internal meetings at NPR—half of which, regrettably for all parties, included him. These conversations had concerned gender, privilege, and trauma, and, in retrospect, he could have handled them better. He could have swallowed his pride, in many ways. If his top priority was keeping his job, he would have signed their statement, a ridiculous document that resembled a criminal confession and included, of all things, an apology for one of his most listened-to interviews, from 2022. This was with Frans de Waal, a now-deceased primatologist whose perspective on gender roles didn’t exactly align with those of the day (one of his books included a biological justification for manspreading). No one had objected to having him on beforehand, and never mind that the segment wasn’t even Reuben’s idea. The problem was, according to the unsigned mea culpa, the tone, direction, and intentionality of the interview. Yes, Reuben had continually brought the conversation back to his guest’s more controversial opinions—just as a host should. And sure, he’d even egged him on a bit, asking de Waal to comment on a few (inflammatory) topics that were (perhaps) beyond his ken, like wokeness, grooming, and transgender youths. But if Molly had done the same, would anyone have batted an eyelash?

It occurred to him now that de Waal was quite right about a couple of things—like how it’s natural for parents to instinctually reinforce gender. He wouldn’t be roughhousing with Arne if he’d been a girl. Cecilie wouldn’t have bought him that honking truck he adored. And Lisbeth wouldn’t repeat every second of the day what a bølle, bully, he was, or greet him with Hej, bøffen! Hi, the steak! But why were these thoughts just coming to him now? At the time of the interview, he’d given no credence to de Waal’s theories, agreeing with the rest of the production team that it was all embarrassingly hidebound. It was as if, overnight, a fog had cleared, and he could finally see things as they were. Was it only that he’d slept well, that he was relaxed? Was it just that he didn’t actively hate himself? Not quite, but that was a thought. Ever since he woke, his mood had been unrealistically good, so much so he felt he should tamp it down, at least around Cecilie, who hadn’t slept and seemed dour. With sunlight filling the house, and the birds chirping wildly, he could hardly reinhabit the person he’d been in New York. Even the strawberries he gobbled down—he ate so many he didn’t have any room left for real food—were impossibly fantastic. Were they always this sweet in Denmark? How did people control themselves? No, his happiness wasn’t the cause of his newfound freedom of thought, he realized now, clapping Arne’s feet together, eliciting sharp giggles from his wide-open mouth, but the two were related.

His elation refreshed whenever he let himself think of moments from last night or this morning: when Mikkel forced the group to speak in English for his sake; when they’d bit into their falafel and laughed for no reason other than they were drunk; when Mikkel said he should have left off the formality of gerne, and then, After all, we’re friends. But it wasn’t just the thrill of camaraderie, or a good night out—albeit something he hadn’t enjoyed in years. The happiness that filled him wasn’t exciting as much as it was relieving, sedating, like a drink. And yet, at the same time, it seemed sustainable; he suspected that he could, or should, feel like this all the time. Was it simply that, at this moment, he felt like himself?

If the thought was bleak—for how long had he not felt like himself?—it didn’t paralyze him, as bleak thoughts usually did, but drove him to gain a greater understanding of it. For example: Why had he also felt this feeling while reading Mikkel’s article? (He’d pasted it into Google Translate, studying the Danish version alongside the English.) It took him forever to make his way through, and not just because of the parallel texts. His mind constantly drifted back to Mikkel, trying and failing to square the man with the journalist. Reuben’s attitude toward Mikkel, up until this trip, had always been cautious, as if Mikkel might contaminate him with his depravity. But on the page was someone who could be judged against higher principles: seeking truth, upholding justice, enacting change. If this contradiction—Mikkel was a dickhead, but he was doing good—was interesting at first, a curiosity, it slowly became uncomfortable, intimidating, an idea that, the more he thought about it, seemed to have the power to single-handedly undermine his standing notion of virtue, could show that notion as something contrived, affected, inherited from others, and from every corner of his life. Yes, at NPR, and NYU, and in the parents group and the newspapers he read and the chatter at the café he eavesdropped and even in his group chats it was tacitly agreed (oh, how tacit it was): virtue did not involve principles but purity. But what was purity? It was doing what everyone agreed was pure. It was following the rules. He and everyone he associated with proved their purity by voting correctly, or wearing masks even after Covid was gone, or sharing the same bromides in “times of crisis” when they themselves weren’t affected, or kneeling at the altar of identity politics. As if anything was more antithetical to progress than doing what everyone around you did. As if being virtuous meant feeling good about yourself while reinforcing the status quo. He felt as if he’d stumbled onto the truth. No—into it. It was like a hole in the ground, invisible to everyone else, and once you were inside you couldn’t escape.

What are you smiling at? Cecilie asked.

Arne, he lied. I think he’s starting to look like me.

I see it, Cecilie said, her deceit even less convincing.

But what to do with this revelation? What was this revelation? As he repeated those thoughts in his head he felt like he was listening to some right-adjacent provocateur. That wasn’t who he was, what this was. It wasn’t so much that he wanted to switch sides; as he now saw it, his head buzzing with epiphany, the right and the left were just counterweights to each other in the same tired, morally facile system.

His hand went to his pocket, but the Juul wasn’t there. And anyway he craved the real thing. He looked around the living room, as if there might be a pack. On the table was Arne’s belated birthday cake, which they’d dug into while Reuben slept. The vanilla-frosted loaf was like a pin cushion for the countless Danish flags stabbed into it. On previous trips he’d been amused by how earnestly the Danes wielded their flag. Back home, a cake decorated with stars and stripes would symbolize either a coded yearning for yesterday— a country that was less diverse, less progressive, and prioritized freedom over equality—or an ironic presentation of the same set of beliefs. But now, eyeing the cake in front of him, hungry for a slice as a proxy for nicotine, it struck him that the appreciation of one’s flag was just emblematic of a country that didn’t hate itself.

What if they moved to Denmark? He’d asked himself this question before, though always as a thought experiment, or, in more depressed times, a desperate wish for any life other than the one he was living. He’d never even mentioned the idea to Cecilie, just as she’d never brought it up herself—and wasn’t that interesting. Of course, he thought, watching as she and Lisbeth made faces at Arne: they’d never discussed it before not because it wasn’t an option, but because it was. Yes, it would have been too agonizing to consider something she must have, on some level, longed for. (After all, she still used home to refer not to New York but to Denmark.) It was just that they hadn’t been ready to broach the subject, they were settled in New York, they were comfortable, they were happy. Well, they were happy. No, they weren’t any longer, he could admit that to himself now: for two years their lives had been in shambles, something they’d accepted because of the brighter days that lay ahead. But what a dumb metaphor. If the sun didn’t come out for two years, would you really still wait for it? Or would you finally realize you needed to find it elsewhere?

Then, a sign: two dings, in quick succession—one from his pocket, the other from the table next to Cecilie. As he lifted his phone his free hand gripped the fabric of his pants: a text, from Mikkel. He was careful to keep his expression still as he read it, careful not to betray the excitement coursing through him. Are you free tonight? I’ve just had an interesting idea.

He looked up at Cecilie, and just as quickly back at his phone. He read it again. He exited his texts and then went back in. His instinct was to think of anything else, to delay the gratification, so he reverted to his previous thought, now with renewed optimism. Why not open the conversation? They didn’t have to make a decision today. There was just the matter of framing it: not as an impulsive choice, an escape, and not as a return home, a regression, but a new adventure. Life is short but wide, his mom had always said, to deaf ears. He’d been foolish to ignore her, it was great advice; who, on their deathbed, would disagree?

Cecilie, he said. He was going to ask her to the other room, away from Lisbeth; she would’ve had a broker on the line within minutes. But when Cecilie looked up from her phone Reuben decided now wasn’t the time.






CECILIE


Through every step in the journey—finding her way to the metro, transferring lines downtown, walking from the Nordhavn station along the harbor to the swimming area—nerves overtook more of her bad mood. She’d leaned into her surliness as she’d told Reuben what she was doing, hoping it would not only quell his instinct to interrogate, but reflect that she herself was not thrilled with the idea. He had no questions and, to her surprise, seemed to hardly register what she said. His only reaction was to confirm with Lisbeth that she was up to putting Arne to bed, as he was going into Copenhagen to see Mikkel. Selvfølgelig, Lisbeth had replied in a baby voice, smiling at Arne. Reuben looked to Cecilie, waiting for her to translate, as if he couldn’t figure it out using context clues—or the fact Lisbeth had jumped at every opportunity to help. Her mom’s limitless energy and support was beginning to collude with everything else to irritate Cecilie, though she knew this angst was more deep-seated. Being home always made her realize just how long she’d been away, and now the feeling was compounded by the existence of Arne. She was barely giving her mom a summer with him—and, to close the self-perpetuating loop of guilt, she was taking it all for granted by being annoyed.

She arrived at 7:40, cursing herself for being so early. She hadn’t wanted to make him wait, and forgot she didn’t need to budget in time for a faulty subway system; Copenhagen trains came twice as often as New York’s and were never delayed. Now those twenty minutes stretched before her, long enough to overthink everything she’d planned to say and become painfully awkward. But then, in an especially unguarded moment, she heard her name and turned to find Jonas walking toward her, his face hidden by a camera. Was he photographing her? As if she hadn’t been self-conscious enough. She looked the other way and put up her hand.

Fuck off, she said, but he continued until they were just a few steps away.

Thanks for coming, he said, as if he’d been the one to reach out. They hugged, and as soon as they came apart he was back at his camera, viewing the photos. She couldn’t stop herself from looking on, worried he’d caught her at a bad angle.

This one, he said, tilting the camera. Her hair was completely fanned out, concealing every bit of her face and obviating the need for her hand, which looked out of place, intentionally, as if she were gesturing a joke. The composition worked, light shone beautifully through her curls, the horizon was at just the right height, but it was, fundamentally, a lie.

They stepped apart and he became blinded by the sun. His hand was useless as shade, and she took the opportunity to appraise him. His jeans looked new and expensive, ditto the black sweater that clung to his taut frame. She glanced up to his hair, which she still considered blond though it had dulled with time, and then to his forehead, momentarily considering the disturbance inside.

It’s nice to see you, she said, turning so they’d walk toward the swimming section. Up ahead lay sunbathers, readers, and those building up enough courage to jump into the frigid water. It was a classic place, with enough goodwill to make up for the rest of the area. In the years since she’d left Denmark, Nordhavn had been fully developed into a “neighborhood,” featuring new condominiums with rooftop gyms, Instagrammable murals, and sparkling hotels with names in English. How have you been?

Life could be better, he said. Right: what a stupid fucking question. He glanced at her, looking away just before she returned it.

I’m so sorry, Jonas, she said. I can’t tell you how sorry I am.

I’m making the most of things, he said.

It was the calm in his voice, the groundedness, that drove the fact into her, like a hammer to a stake. She thought she might cry, and so, to preempt all feeling, resorted to irony: You mean going around Copenhagen taking nonconsensual photos?

Nonconsensual, he repeated, nodding, as if confirming her tonal pivot. You’ve been in America too long. The way he said it, America, stretching the mare in the middle, took her back. She used to tease him for calling it that (Danes always said the US or USA), replying with some other bygone word or phrase (her favorite was Nej, nu må jeg bede om mine himmelblå!, a nonsensical expression of indignation: No, now I have to ask for my sky blues!). But toward the end of things the word took on a bitter quality; then, like now, he spat it out as if it were her other lover’s name.

Maybe I have. I’m not so used to seeing that in public, she said, nodding to a topless woman drying off, her breasts glistening in the sun. She was about Cecilie’s age, and clearly hadn’t had kids, a fact Cecilie both begrudged and clung to. Her own, she realized then, were almost free of pain. She rubbed them discreetly, discovering not just that the lumps were subsiding but that she wasn’t refilling with milk.

They’re just breasts, he said, and then, with even less levity, America is so puritanical.

It is. Her agreement was reflexive, as it had been when they were together, when she would do anything to absorb his sudden drops in mood. She now expected them to continue with the old script—next was his intractable silence—and was caught off guard when he stopped walking and turned to her, his gaze unflinching.

I don’t mean to make you uncomfortable, but there are some things I’d like to tell you. Had he ever been so forthright? To avoid looking him in the eyes she peered past his shoulder to a gleaming, nondescript restaurant. You look beautiful right now, he said.

That’s what you wanted to tell me? she asked, pretending the words had no effect on her. But they did, as she could tell, looking at him now, not only that he’d meant what he said but that the thought had just come to him. When was the last time Reuben had said such a thing? She was glad to see him gearing up his camera—something to get upset about, focus her emotions on. Jonas, she said. Not now.

I wanted to photograph you as we talked.

What? Absolutely not.

Right, he said. I should have guessed. He aimed the camera at the water and took a few pictures, as if to not waste his prep work. And no, that’s not what I wanted to tell you. But here it is, Cecilie. He coughed, and then put his right hand over his left bicep, a habit of his for as long as she’d known him. You were the love of my life. You are, I mean. I know you’ve moved on and I’m happy for that, as you seem happy. She looked down, afraid the statement would turn into a question. But when you left me, and Denmark, and everyone else, you broke my heart, and it has never healed.

The wind came against her legs and she turned away from him, toward the sun, willfully blinding herself. A seagull called, three times in a row, and each time she felt heavier, slower, number, not paralyzed but inanimate, like she might be there forever.

Why are you telling me this? she asked. The question was earnest but, hearing her voice, she understood how brusque she sounded.

Because it’s the truth, he said. Perhaps it was. No, of course it was. She’d always known this, deep down she had—but for him to say it, to make it real, to engrave it in history—

Everyone else, she said, repeating his words. Why say that if not to make me feel guilty? It has nothing to do with anything, that I left everyone else.

I just meant that—

And if you’re so concerned with everyone else, how come you’re ignoring them? They’re all worried sick about you, Jonas. They only want to help.

That’s exactly it. They only want to help me get better. They refuse to accept the reality of the situation.

Which is?

It’s inoperable.

But—

But I should get a second opinion? Yes, that was exactly what she was going to say. It’s not a complex issue, Cecilie. I’ve done my research. Mikkel has, too.

She suppressed the urge to question whether Mikkel was the best choice of guardian. She stopped herself from stating how young he was, and how healthy he seemed, and how she’d like to look at the diagnosis herself. Instead, she blurted out her very next thought, which was worse than all the rest. Can’t Morten get you into a private hospital?

He shook his head to himself, and again, looking out to the water. She followed his eyes to the cordoned-off swimming area, where a family of four trod in place, their heads bobbing up and down. You’re just like everyone else, he said. You’ll do anything to avoid the truth.

Jonas.

I’m glad we met up, and that I got to talk to you. I know it may not have always been apparent, but you made my life better when you were in it.

Without another word he left her, walking not back to the city but farther down the harbor. She assumed this was because he wanted to take more photos, but a minute later—she stood there, watching him—he put away his camera, looked up at the sky, and took out a cigarette.







MIKKEL



REUBEN: Let’s cut the music.

MIKKEL: I thought it could set the mood.

R: That’s not how it works. If I want I can add it in post.

M: Post, right. [Music stops.] Is it okay to smoke?

R: Soundwise it’s fine, though I’d be worried about the mics long-term, as cigarettes have tar.

M: It’s okay, they’re Berlingske’s. [Flick of a lighter. Inhale.] Will you do the intro or will I?

R: We don’t need to do an intro. We can just start talking.

M: Isn’t that a bit, you know, fake? We’re just talking as if we’re not being recorded?

R: You make it sound like this was my idea.

M: It was.

R: No, it wasn’t.

M: The interview, no, but the topic, yes.

R: You asked me to come over and—

M: And interview me, yes, as a favor to you.

R: A favor.

M: To help you start your next project. To help you get your career back.

R: That’s not what you said.

M: You have to read between the lines.

R: No, you asked me to come over and—

M: And out of all the topics in the world, you chose to interview me on masculinity. Or do you deny that, too?

R: That’s oversimplifying. But yes, I thought it would be interesting if we talked about masculinity—what it means to you, and Danish men more generally.

M: And you’ll say things like, Wow, that’s not like it is back home! Or: Nurture over nature!

R: And you’ve already violated our one agreement.

M: No irony, right.

R: It doesn’t translate over audio, and especially not to a large audience.

M: Now you’re making me nervous.

R: Good. So:	It’s a big day for you, isn’t it?

M: I would say it’s a big day for Denmark.

R: And why is that?

M: Because one of the biggest threats to the progressive agenda has turned out to be a— a pædofil, a …

R: A pedophile.

M: Exactly.

R: And you were the one to break the story.

M: But everyone already knew. With these things it’s just a matter of time.

R: You’re being humble.

M: [Laughs.] Yes, I am. Look, I … I did a great job. But there’s more to do. There’s always more to the story.

R: What do you mean?

M: When big news breaks, we only have half of it, really. The other half is what comes next. For example, how will the Danish People’s Party respond? Will the government ignore the story, or make use of it? People have different— It’s just, well … What is the expression? Wait for both shoes to drop.

R: Wait for the other shoe to drop. But what were you going to say? People have different …

M: It’s a Danish phrase. Folk har jo forskellige virkelighedsopfattelser. It means people have different— er, something of reality. Views of reality.

R: Perceptions of reality.

M: Exactly. But actually, hearing it now, I wish there was a stronger phrase. It’s not just that people have different perceptions of reality. People change their entire lives to make sense of reality. Or to not make sense of it.

R: I see. But in regards to Torsten Peders—

M: For example, last night at the bar, when we were all discussing Jonas, did it feel like we were talking about someone who was going to die?

R: I don’t know. I— I don’t know him as well as you all do.

M: You’re avoiding the question. [Silence.] Sorry, I’m tired. What I mean is, you try to talk to any of the guys about Jonas, and they— Well, they make sad, thoughtful faces. They say what they should. Except they’re not … they’re not in the same room as you. But they have to be somewhere, right? And this thing they’re ignoring, it’s there with them, wherever they’ve escaped to.

R: I think I understand.

M: Does that mean you don’t? I can’t interpret this American politeness.

R: No. I don’t understand.

M: Okay, take Kasper. He’s always fashioned himself a fissekarl. A player. For a long time he was one, before Ditte. Now he’s as faithful as anyone.

R: You make it sound like a bad thing.

M: No, of course not. But it’s something he’s held on to, this idea he might cheat. It’s a neurosis, basically, how often he needs to bring it up. For example, he loves making this joke, When the mistress becomes the wife she creates a job vacancy. Funny the first time, but we’re about three hundred times past that.

R: Ditte was his mistress?

M: Everyone was. You’re missing the point. He’s been with Ditte five years now and hasn’t gone so far as kissing another woman on the cheek. And then this happens with Jonas and he fucks a svensker. A Swede.

R: The woman he was talking to last night? They went home together?

M: Yes.

R: How do you know? [Silence.] Does Ditte know?

M: If she did Kasper would be here, probably right where you’re sitting. That’s our fællessofa, our communal couch. Though these days it’s mostly for Jonas.

R: He stays here often?

M: The only reason he’s not here now is because you are.

[Silence.]

R: So you’re the only one he talks to?

M: Since the diagnosis, yes. I’m the only one willing to confront the sad truth.

R: Which is why you’re not off fucking Swedes.

M: [Laughs.] They prefer men with longer hair. [Silence.] Kasper isn’t a bad guy. He’s just lost, like everyone else. [Silence.] He’s just lost.

[Silence.]

R: Do you want to stop recording?

M: No.

R: Are you sure?

[Extended silence.]

M: I’ve been best friends with Kasper for half my life, and he’s never seen me cry. [Silence.] Let’s stop recording. [Silence. Footsteps.] I’m going to be sick.

R: Actually?

[Silence. Quickening footsteps. Door slam.]









CECILIE


What gave him the right. Her first thought was in Danish (Hvad fuck foregår der? What the fuck is going on there?), but that didn’t do as good a job. Not an hour passed that she was free from this thought, including the night; she seemed to wake just to think it again. And every time it became less of an exclamation and more of an actual question: What gave him the right to dump that on her?

She pulled another weed from the ground—why was it that the more they plucked the more there appeared to be?—and placed it in Pia’s shirt, which she had pulled out into a makeshift basket. Pia was a friend of her mom’s, one of her oldest, a nearly silent woman whose resting face was an ear-to-ear smile. They had grown up together in a small town in south Funen, and their relationship, Cecilie thought, still resembled that of children: Lisbeth decided everything, and Pia faithfully complied. Cecilie would have normally chosen to spend her day in any other way than this, but when her mom asked for her assistance she forced out a Ja before she could think better of it. She had enough guilt as it was, and with each passing thought she took on more; she could afford to sacrifice an afternoon if it meant paying down her debt.

What gave him the right? she thought again, imagining herself asking Jonas this, calling him up then and there—but her brief reverie was interrupted by the realization that she had, in so many words, done exactly that. Why are you telling me this? she’d asked him. He had looked so earnest, so justified, so himself when he’d replied, Because it’s the truth. How ironic for someone who hated America and all it stood for to rely on some convenient notion of the truth to do whatever the hell he wanted. He had chosen, simply, to give her pain. Pain that might last forever. Pain without remedy. What was the point in telling her that if there was no way to fix things? No, he was only using the truth to do what he’d always done: dig a hole in her and then shovel in heaps of his own emotional turmoil.

Darling, you must not pull up so much grass. Pia was looking down at the ground, sorry to have had to offer criticism.

Oh, Cecilie said. Right. She picked out a few blades from the pile and dropped them back to the earth, as if that helped.

And there was the other thing, of course. No, not the other thing—the only thing. Surely this played into his moral calculus. It certainly forced her to double back on every thought she had, castigate herself, fill herself with even more guilt, just as he’d want her to. He was dying. Willfully, it appeared, but no matter: she was angry with a dying man. It was such a specific kind of shame—and yet, it was one she was all too familiar with. In fact, she’d spent a year and a half in therapy working through precisely this.

When she moved to New York, she was surprised to find that therapy wasn’t just for the mentally ill but anyone with anxiety or depression—that is, almost everyone she met. She was even more shocked to learn it was covered by insurance. As soon as she started with Sonya, she regretted not having done it a decade earlier. Not that she could have understood she needed help back then, or even that help was an option. (As progressive as Denmark was, there was still a stigma around therapy. Cecilie hadn’t even told her mom she’d done it, fearing Lisbeth would get the wrong idea.) When her father passed from lung cancer, she was sixteen and behaved like it—both in how she acted during his final months (she was unable to accept his diagnosis and resented the fact he could) and how she coped after he died: by distracting herself. She took every chance she had to go clubbing. She drank herself into oblivion. The many nights she blacked out were an apt representation of the period; that first year was, for a long time, a blind spot in her memory. It was only with the help of Sonya that she recovered it: how she had isolated herself from her mom and Gorm, how she had made it a mission not to let her father’s death interrupt her life. In retrospect, she saw this all as an attempt to artificially achieve closure. But therapy also taught her that the word itself, closure, was absurd; healing did not come from a cessation of feelings, but from understanding they would never end.

In fact, it was mostly thoughts of her father that swam through her mind the previous night, once Jonas left. She didn’t want to go back to Vanløse, couldn’t imagine explaining to her mom why she’d returned so soon. And anyway, it was rare to have time to herself. So she ordered food and ate it by the water, waiting for the sun to set to swim herself; she’d need to go in with bra and underwear, and felt too self-conscious in the daylight. (Had she become puritanical?)

Thinking of how young she was when he passed made her reflect on how many years of her life he’d missed. She cried there, treading in the water, looking across the basin to the modernist buildings he would have despised. She wished she was spiritual enough to believe that he was watching her, that he knew what Arne looked like, that he could see that her mom was okay. The thought made her cry even harder, imagining him learning that Lisbeth was doing fine without him.

It was good to feel so much pain, it was exactly what she couldn’t do all those years after his death. The sadness in her was deep and enduring, but it was better than the fear, loneliness, and anger that grew from looking away. Anger, she thought now, scouring the grass for more weeds. She felt like that one word engulfed her entire being. Again she saw Jonas’s mouth as he said, When you left me, and Denmark, and everyone else, you broke my heart, and it has never healed. It may have been the thousandth time she’d relived it, but now instead of seeming like a burden, it felt like an opportunity. She wanted to understand her anger, wanted to isolate it, first by removing from this tangled ball of emotion what was actually pain. Pain came from what she could confront, anger from what she couldn’t. She’d already come to terms with leaving him—years ago she had. Ditto that he, in some way, still loved her; what could she expect, given he hadn’t had a healthy relationship since theirs. If the fact of his illness elevated this pain into anguish—one that might torment her for years—it was still pain. No, what had angered her when he’d said it, and was angering her now, was something entirely different: those gratuitous words at the heart of the sentence. Everyone else. She had left everyone else.

She heard Arne’s laugh and turned. Reuben was holding his hands, walking him out into the yard.

Will you take him? he asked Cecilie. Mikkel will be outside soon.

You keep working, Lisbeth said to Cecilie, walking toward Arne. And then, in English, looking proudly at Reuben: ’Tis an unweeded garden that grows to seed. (Almost half of her community theater productions had been Shakespeare.)

Cecilie waited for the three of them to go inside and then turned around, her back to Pia. She bent down to a patch of weeds, took out her phone, and dashed off a text to Terese: Do the better halves still do Monday night dinner?

She waited a minute. There was no response. She waited a minute more and then sent another text, this time without the nuance. If so, I’d love to come.






REUBEN


It was fucking gold. It was gripping, captivating, and more: it was authentic. If there was one thing he longed for at NPR it was that. Whether he was interviewing writers, artists, activists, actors, comedians, entrepreneurs, politicians, or musicians, all of his guests had one thing in common: the ability to remain composed. They improvised, sure, and they avoided canned answers, but they rarely lost control of themselves. And when it did happen it was the exception that proved the rule: the moment wouldn’t even make it on air, as NPR usually acquiesced to requests for omission. Reuben had always believed this was against journalistic ethics, but the case was made for maintaining relationships (with not just the talent but their management and publicists, who frequently represented other headliners). This was the other thing, besides avoiding irony, that Mikkel had agreed to: he had no control over the tapes. He didn’t even need to listen to them. After Reuben left Mikkel’s apartment, he expected and feared a text from him, asking to delete the recording, but it didn’t come and never would.

Reuben played it on the train back to Vanløse, and again while he fell asleep, and in the morning, before uploading it onto his computer. He cleaned up the sound and adjusted the levels, perfecting everything else before turning to the final ten seconds. He was sure that Mikkel’s retches weren’t audible enough, and would be too fuzzy when he turned up the volume. But they were clear—as was every sigh and moan he hadn’t noticed while they recorded. He owed this to the equipment, which had also, in devastatingly high fidelity, captured Mikkel’s soft sobs. Even his cigarette drags were worth keeping in, the muted but bright crackles the stuff of ASMR legend. For this reason, Reuben considered asking him to bring the gear today—Mikkel had said they were going for a joyful ride, an attempt at joy ride Reuben didn’t correct—but didn’t think a car could handle the wattage. And anyway, he didn’t want to push it. Mikkel had been utterly defenseless, he’d broken down and cried—something Kasper hadn’t even witnessed. So Reuben was preparing himself for a dampened version of his subject, one who was more guarded, careful, restrained.

He was damp, all right. If this wasn’t evident from his breath it would have been from the clattering empties on the floor of the back seat. Mikkel directed Reuben to take the wheel, saying that soon he’d be in no state. Reuben asked whether Mikkel shouldn’t have driven to Vanløse and Mikkel replied that he’d had the beers on the way and was hardly drunk yet. As Reuben got in he was confronted with a sparse, futuristic dashboard. He saw a silver T on the steering wheel: a Tesla. The Tesla Jonas had abandoned? Which actually belonged to Morten?

Is this ours to drive? Reuben asked.

Come now, Mikkel said. It was the quietest car I could find. We’re taping, aren’t we?

Reuben nodded while looking at the house, wondering if they should be doing this. Wouldn’t it be better to record inside, in a stable environment?

I took a sick day for you, Mikkel said, pulling out his cigarettes. Not a small thing for Denmark’s hottest journalist.

I’ve never driven a Tesla, Reuben said. Was that the best he could come up with? I don’t even know how to turn it on.

It’s on, Mikkel said, poking a cigarette into Reuben’s mouth and lighting it with his own. Let’s go.

Reuben drove in the direction of Copenhagen while Mikkel apologized for my behavior last night, as if he had somehow offended Reuben by being vulnerable. He then promised to speak eloquently on the topics of cross-cultural modes of masculinity, gender norms, and dick curves, before apologizing again, this time for his use of irony. But then he so abruptly, so thoroughly dropped into an earnest register—speaking of how hangovers always made him depressed, which evoked the sadness of his childhood—that Reuben forgot to begin recording. When he remembered he pulled over immediately; they were already in Frederiksberg, on a familiar, commercial street. Mikkel took the opportunity to grab another beer from the back, and replaced Reuben’s cigarette for him.

We’re going to have a funny time, Mikkel said, opening his bottle on the ridge of the glove compartment, tearing off a shred of leather. Danes confused fun and funny, Reuben remembered. How was it that they could, actually, speak eloquently in English about cross-cultural modes of masculinity but somehow make a mistake an eight-year-old native speaker would laugh at? It struck him that language wasn’t something you learned sequentially but a land you traveled, the idea at once stupid and seemingly profound; God, he loved nicotine. Mikkel asked him what he was smiling at and Reuben told him, the thought taking shape as he gave it words, the pressure of making sense subtly exhilarating. How good it felt to talk like this, to converse with a new friend, to be in this car, on this road, in this city. Reuben wanted to hold on to the feeling, which seemed to be sustained by the flow of words leaving his mouth, and so he talked more, confidently, freely, unaware he had such ideas. He expounded on sound and meaning, and then on language and culture, musing that in both there were native speakers and then there was everyone else, with an unbridgeable chasm between. He went on and on, he spoke as if he were as drunk as Mikkel; it wasn’t just the nicotine, he knew now, suddenly gaining self-awareness, nor was it the sense of adventure, but the presence of his phone beside him, the recording app still on the screen. He was speaking with a privilege he’d once known so well—that of knowing his words were being saved, that every single one mattered.

They drove along the glimmering lakes, and then down Dag Hammarskjölds Allé to the big beautiful haunting park, which they followed until they came to the Statens Museum for Kunst. Reuben said that if they weren’t recording he would have liked to go inside, how nice it would be to see some Hammershøi. He told Mikkel that his apartment had made him feel like he was in one of Hammershøi’s paintings, it had a macabre but elegant beauty. He heard himself utter those words, macabre but elegant beauty, it was a mortifying thing to say, but he didn’t care. What a simple thing that was, not caring, it was simple but sublime, it was nothing, the absence of something, the way freedom was the absence of something. He said all this to Mikkel. It was thrilling, putting himself out there, deepening his not caring. It made him want to find an even more embarrassing thought, one he’d hardly be able to say even to himself.

When I see Danish men, Reuben said, I think to myself, these are actually men. It isn’t how they look—that they’re taller, or have strong jaws or whatever. It’s just that they seem to be … to be … you know, okay with being a man. He looked at Mikkel, who was peering out of his window, nodding. Danish men just seem more natural. Yeah, gender here feels more natural. It’s like you’re closer to the truth of it.

Mikkel turned to him, a smile suddenly lighting his face. For a moment Reuben forgot Mikkel was drunk; he was too present, attentive, aware. You’re onto something, Reuben.

Am I?

Yes, he said. I think so.

Do you think the opposite when you look at American men?

Mikkel lit a cigarette. Yes, he said. You all have trouble being authentic. Everyone agrees about that.

Interesting, Reuben said.

Look, Mikkel said, glancing at Reuben’s phone. You’re so interested in what makes a man, and all we’re doing is talking about it. We’re just pushing around abstract bullshit. Why don’t we fucking do something?

Like?

Like get out of the car. Mikkel pointed to the side of the road, the spot clearly marked with a red, circled X. Reuben hesitated and then, telling himself it was Jonas’s car, pulled over. Soon they were walking on Copenhagen’s main shopping street, Strøget, a word Reuben had heard Cecilie’s friends utter with mild disdain. He’d never fully appreciated why, but now, suddenly, he found the area grating, too. It was packed with tourists, the same clothing chains you’d find in any European metropolis, faux authentic restaurants and bars. These establishments were plastered with Danish flags and Carlsberg logos, desperate to convince passersby they were the real thing. If it pained Reuben to recall that he himself had once found these effects charming, proof that he was in a foreign place, it also made him aware of how much progress he’d already made. Yes, he thought with a jolt of excitement, if they were to move here, if he were to try to assimilate, he’d already gotten a massive head start. Even as he thought of how long that journey would be, how humbling, he was invigorated. He wouldn’t just need to learn the language but absorb cultural references, engage in the political discourse, inherit new modes of thought. And in that time his perspective would reorient, he would change as a person, become someone so distinct from who he was today that when he went back to America he would feel like a foreigner again.

As they started to walk Reuben put his phone in his shirt pocket, the sound intake facing out. But soon he worried that the rustling of his clothes would interfere, so he held it between them, like a microphone. When Mikkel noticed he laughed and said, Fuck, hvor latterligt, Fuck, how ridiculous. Grabbing it from Reuben’s hand, he trotted over to a table outside a restaurant, where three women were eating lunch. They were obviously foreigners; they didn’t look Nordic and their expressions were far too welcoming.

Yes, hello, Mikkel said, speaking into the phone. We’re conducting an urgent study on Danish masculinity. So—he extended it to one of the women—what is it about Danish men that makes them closer to—he looked at Reuben, recalling his words—to the truth of it? The truth of gender, I mean.

The woman laughed and gave a generic smile. She didn’t speak English.

Thank you, Mikkel said. He walked away and, once Reuben had caught up with him, stuck the phone in his face. Reuben Greene, hello. Today we are discussing why exactly you don’t feel like a man.

I didn’t say that. And it’s not true.

Never fear, together we will fix this problem. In fact, we’ll turn you into a Danish man. Reuben tried to take the phone but Mikkel pulled it away. There are five simple steps. The first and last are the hardest. The first is to live authentically. The last is to, um, ikke at være omskåret, or— you know, the skin on your penis, if you got it back?

Uncircumcise yourself?

Precisely. To be honest that last step is optional and the middle three are administrative.

You’re being ironic, Reuben said.

And you’re being dishonest. Why say it’s not true you don’t feel like a man? Isn’t it?

No, Reuben said, looking around them. Not really.

Then what is it, really?

I don’t know, Reuben said, wondering where his confidence had gone. He wished they were back in the car, when he’d been so free of inhibition. What had changed? Nothing had; he had. Yes, it was up to him to be inhibited or not, to continue to hedge every loose thought that came to him or just say things as they were. I do feel like a man, he said. It’s just that sometimes I feel like I have to apologize for it.

That’s insane, Mikkel said. And quite courageous of you to admit. This might have been taken ironically, but when Reuben looked at Mikkel he saw a complete absence of sarcasm. It was courageous, he thought; he’d said something out loud he’d hated even to think. And by doing so, by putting those words into the air, he could see the thought from a distance. It had been such a fundamental fact of his life, something he’d had to take for granted, but now, articulating it here, to Mikkel, in Denmark, he understood how ludicrous it was.

There, Mikkel said, pointing to a barbershop on the other side of the street. We need to celebrate this moment. We need to make it real, make it actually … make it actual?

Actualize it.

Yes.

By getting haircuts together?

Special haircuts, Mikkel said, and then darted across the street, dodging a bicyclist. The man turned around and glowered, a rebuke only Reuben absorbed, as Mikkel already had one foot in the door.

Reuben walked in and found the place empty, except for two tattooed men staring absently at their phones.

How much for a shaved head? Mikkel asked in English, his back to Reuben.

Mikkel.

Come on, Mikkel said, handing Reuben back his phone. Won’t it make a great scene?

Reuben looked down at the screen, the volume visualization pulsing, and then up at the mirror. He turned his head, inspecting the sides, the back. How long had his hair been so unkempt? That was the word Cecilie had used, a few months ago. She was just teasing, but he’d snapped at her, snarling that he didn’t have enough time even to get a haircut. The memory embarrassed him; he was embarrassed to have been that person. He covered his hair with his hands, trying to imagine himself bald, but couldn’t. The thought was thrilling.






CECILIE


Fuck, hvor er jeg dum, Terese had texted. Fuck, how dumb am I? Kæmpe undskyld. I am so sorry. She wrote Cecilie again and again, as if Cecilie might not believe that Terese had only forgotten to invite her. It was surprising, though, given Terese’s diligence; she remembered all their birthdays (and even those of their children); she knew every stop on the metro. She said she’d been out of it, that she was spending all her waking hours at the office, but when Cecilie asked what exactly she was working on it seemed business as usual.

And it wasn’t just Terese who had forgotten. When Ditte arrived she was obviously surprised to see Cecilie; ditto Louisa. And Anna’s reaction was even worse: Oh, I’d hoped you’d been invited, she said, giving Cecilie a hug. Well, Cecilie thought, why not invite me yourself? Cecilie couldn’t even contribute to the meal. She’d brought a six-pack of Tuborg, but it only sat in the fridge. Anna had brought wine, as she apparently did every Monday, just as Louisa made an appetizer, Ditte a dessert, and Terese an elaborate main. (This week: baked gnocchi with ’nduja and Gruyère—not a small task for someone drowning in work.) If Cecilie found the whole thing a bit stodgy (how repetitive, how conventional, how Danish), she couldn’t deny that she was jealous, too—what she would have given to have such a custom in New York. And this might have set a new record: it had taken only three days for her ruthless ambivalence to kick in.

How could you long to return somewhere, and yet, in the same moment, itch to leave? The thought itself made her feel alone, as it was obvious none of them felt anything but content in their own lives. She wondered whether she was inherently different, or if it was only her time away that had shifted her perspective. After all, when she moved to the US she was just twenty-five; in retrospect the decision had been basically a hunch, or less. It still filled her with shame to revisit the idea of New York she had back then, one gleaned mostly from movies and TV. Even her notions about what relocating would mean for her career had proven misguided. She left Denmark thinking that if she succeeded in a bigger place, she’d have a much wider world of stories at her fingertips. But she’d found success, more than she could have hoped for, and now her purview was smaller than it would have been back home. She covered the struggles of the American workforce, the different shapes and functions it took. It was a topic she’d initially found exotic (Danish labor unions were omnipresent and effective, and for that reason boring), but now, when she read her friends’ articles she was often struck with envy, and more: a persistent compulsion to imagine the life her parallel self was living.

What’s wrong with you? Ditte asked, swirling her wine.

Was she that transparent? Oh. I’ve stopped breastfeeding, she said. Her friends nodded in sympathy, expecting more. And I’m made to feel guilty about it. By my mom, I mean. She admitted to pretending to feed Arne that morning just for Lisbeth’s sake, even though both Cecilie and Arne knew there was nothing there. As the others laughed and commiserated, she felt her shame melting away, and in its place came a flutter of relief. She chastised herself for having found their Monday night dinners tedious. How much of her past anxiety—about her job, her mom, Reuben—could have been mitigated by such dependable venting sessions?

They sat at the table and had Louisa’s appetizer, farro with caramelized leeks. They poured another glass and plated the main course. Terese and Louisa discussed a territorial colleague who’d claimed the Pedersen story for DR, concluding that he’d surely do nothing good with it. Anna complained that the supposedly equal sølvstue and guldstue (silver room and gold room) at her daycare did, in fact, diverge in quality, matching their monikers. Ditte said they wanted to change theirs, she’d tried discussing it with Kasper yesterday, but he was hungover and in a lousy mood. As they laughed at Kasper’s inability to handle alcohol (he occasionally pissed the bed), Cecilie felt that things had begun to feel intimate enough to bring up the day before.

I met with Jonas, she said, mostly to Louisa. But when they made eye contact Cecilie understood their talk on Saturday was supposed to remain between them. Right: Louisa had, after all, complained about Terese’s unwillingness to directly intervene.

I’m sure he appreciated that, Terese said.

Not exactly, Cecilie said. I tried to convince him to get a second opinion.

He wasn’t interested? Terese asked, looking down at her plate.

No, Cecilie said. Actually, it all just made me feel like shit.

How? Ditte asked, her face scrunched with concern.

Same shit, different decade, she said. He told me I broke his heart. Then he tried to guilt-trip me about leaving—and not just him, but all of you. As if I’d abandoned everyone.

She stabbed a few lumps of gnocchi, slowly lifting the fork into her mouth. She chewed, swallowed, and dabbed her lips, all while waiting for a soothing reply, a reassuring That’s not true, anything. She looked up, finding not a single glance in her direction, and then refilled her glass, the splashes of wine accentuating the silence. Anna she could understand; she was passive by nature and would defer to the group. Cecilie expected better from Louisa, and rationalized her reticence with the fact she’d never lie just to pacify a friend. But was Cecilie asking for them to lie?

Do you think I’ve abandoned you all? she asked Terese. Cecilie put down her cutlery and waited for Terese’s eyes.

Abandoned is a strong word, Terese said.

How diplomatic; a strong word—as if she were editing an article. What word works better? Cecilie asked, and then, hearing her tone, added an unlikely bit of bonhomie: I’m just wondering how you all feel.

You left, Terese said with a shrug. It was your decision. As if that clarified anything.

Do you still consider Denmark home? Ditte asked. She was genuinely curious.

Yes, Cecilie said. When I say home I’m referring to Denmark.

That’s good to hear, Ditte said.

They ate more, the clinks of their plates and glasses filling the air. Now that the moment had washed away, Cecilie wished for it back. She was brimming with questions, albeit most of them objections with question marks at the end: Do we all only get to call one place home? Am I a bad person for wanting to experience something new? Are you going to fucking take away my citizenship?

Terese got up to get the other bottle of wine, and when she returned, just as she sat, Cecilie said to her, Jonas will listen to you. He once told me he thinks you’re the brightest of our friends.

Terese nodded and smiled awkwardly, conveniently using all her attention to uncork the bottle.

I mean it, Cecilie said. I think you should talk with him. She could feel Louisa’s eyes on her and met them without flinching.

Many of us have tried to reach out, Terese said.

Tried, Cecilie repeated. Yes, but maybe we should all try harder.

Terese went around with the bottle and, without thinking, began topping off Cecilie’s still-full glass. She stopped immediately, but the white had already turned a light crimson.

It’s okay, Cecilie said, and took a drink.

There isn’t much to do, Anna said. It’s supposed to be a death sentence, ADV.

It’s a terrible situation, Ditte said.

What’s ADV? Louisa asked.

The clot, Anna said.

I haven’t heard that term, Louisa said.

Anna looked concerned. Bent said Mikkel said something about it on Saturday night. He said that was the, you know, the official word for it.

A-D-V? Louisa confirmed, frowning at her phone. I’m not finding anything.

No, I’m not so sure now, Anna said.

Let’s call him, Cecilie said to Terese.

Mikkel? Terese asked.

Jonas.

Terese swallowed. Sure, but let’s first figure out—

Cecilie placed her phone on the table, a ring jarring the air. But as they waited, she began to hope he wouldn’t pick up. She hadn’t thought it through, she couldn’t bear everyone hearing them continue their last conversation—and anyway, he’d feel bombarded with them all there. It went to voicemail, and she ended the call before they could leave a message. But just as she put her phone back in her pocket there was another on the table, blaring the same pixelated ring: Louisa’s. On the screen was Mikkel Alstrup, and a moment later his voice came booming: Yes, my dear Louisa. Music thumped in the background.

Are you out, Mikkel?

I’m walking the city with my new friend Reuben. We’ve just made a pit stop on Istedgade as he needed to use the restroom. I’ve promised him a velskænket fadøl but I’m afraid the city isn’t what it once was.

You’re an asshole, Louisa said. A “naughty draft beer” was one poured using the bartender’s vagina. But if you can sober up for just a moment, I’m here with Anna, Ditte, Terese, and Cecilie. We have a quick question for you.

I can’t give you tips on the Pedersen story. And anyway, my job is done. I handed it off to Troels—

No, Mikkel. It’s about ADV.

There was silence, and then, suddenly, static and rustling. A few moments later the music was gone. I don’t know what that is, he said.

It isn’t the name for the type of blood clot Jonas has? Louisa asked.

No, he said, it’s not. More rustling. The sound of a car driving by. He sighed. What you mean is AVM. Again they all picked up their phones. His is called a pontine arteriovenous malformation. It’s an AVM of the pons. The pons is a part of the brainstem.

This isn’t a blood clot, Terese said, scrolling on her phone, and then again, louder, so Mikkel could hear.

They waited five seconds, ten.

Does he or does he not have a blood clot? Louisa asked.

No, not currently, Mikkel said. But the scans show that he is liable to have one very soon. A clot or a rupture. More likely a rupture.

This seems treatable? Anna said, looking at her phone.

It’s not treatable, Mikkel said. Not without debilitating him. Unfortunately, there aren’t any good options for us, it’s not a complex case. He coughed. Look, Louisa. And everyone else. His voice was pocked with static; his mouth was too close to the phone. You should stay out of things you don’t know anything about. You’re not a doctor just because you’ve been googling.

Mikkel, with all due respect, Louisa said. You’re not a doctor, either.

Listen, he said. Louisa. Mind your own fucking business.

The phone beeped: he’d ended the call.

It wasn’t a second before Louisa’s shock turned to anger, her agape mouth closing and her eyes widening. It’s like he can’t handle being wrong, she said. But he should want to be wrong. He should want it to be treatable.

That was very fucking weird, Terese said. Even before he flipped. When you got the name wrong, he pretended he didn’t know what you were talking about, but he obviously did.

Anna started reading from her phone. An arteriovenous malformation, or AVM, is an abnormal tangle of blood vessels connecting arteries and veins, which disrupts normal blood flow and oxygen circulation. She squinted. Oh, wow. It’s from birth.

From that moment on they forgot their food and, exactly as Mikkel had warned against, used Google as a medical authority. He was right that intervention was risky if the malformation was in the pons, but most sources suggested radiosurgery was almost always warranted, and, if there was a high chance of rupture, a medical necessity.

Cecilie tried to concentrate, and do her part in researching the disorder, but her attention kept ticking back to yesterday. Hadn’t Jonas called it a clot? Hadn’t he? The more she thought about it the less sure she was. But as she combed through their conversation, she found something else that bothered her. It’s not a complex issue, Jonas had said. I’ve done my research. Mikkel has, too. Mikkel had also said that: It’s not a complex case. Had Jonas actually done his research—or was he getting everything secondhand?

Terese was texting a colleague who’d done a story on stroke victims. Louisa was investigating how fast a second opinion panel could be initiated. They were both so Danish in their trust in the system. Maybe she’d become cynical, living in the US. (Her experience giving birth had certainly recast the hospital as an adversary.) And sure, she could admit to being a bit neurotisk, as her friends here sometimes noted. But the group’s apparent strategy—pushing Jonas back into a medical system that had failed him, trusting Mikkel to manage his care, or else just hoping for the best—accomplished nothing. Something wasn’t right, she was sure of that now; to not get to the bottom of it would be to abandon Jonas.






REUBEN


He was glad to be vomiting, he told himself, the indistinct remnants from last night lurching out of him as if of their own accord. Getting rid of the sickness now meant that he’d feel good soon, or at least good enough to go to the zoo, which he’d promised the rest of the family. This struck him as a healthy way of framing things: focusing not on regret but on the ephemerality of the consequences of our choices. His shaved head would be short-lived, too, a mistake that would, with the blessing of time, turn into a funny memory he could laugh at later. But this line of thinking proved disastrous the next moment, as he stood from the toilet and went to the faucet, where he was again reminded—how was it possible he kept on forgetting?—of last night’s utterly irrevocable decision. In the mirror he saw, on the top of his right shoulder, now even more raised, now even more raw—was it infected?—the tattoo.

It was close enough to his neck that it was, without the aid of a mirror, hardly legible—not that he could read it anyway. SOMETHING ROTTEN, it said, in Danish. The font seemed quite Danish, too; it reminded Reuben of Renaissance fairs, the ornate serifs hard to distinguish from the actual trunks of the letters. Was it Mikkel who had selected the design? He tried to remember. Mikkel had paid for it, or at least that was what Reuben assumed; all he could recall was Mikkel giving the artist a hug on their way out.

He’d gotten a tattoo. Why wasn’t this sinking in? A better question: Why had he done it? How could he have? He recollected being in the chair, the first bright pains of the needle on his skin. He’d been implausibly happy; he remembered shaking his head at Mikkel, smiling at him. There was even the vague sense that Reuben had deserved it. Was it the result of a wager? Some kind of challenge? He didn’t push himself too hard; he could barely think and anyway it was pointless, as he had in his pocket something much better than memory: a recording of the whole night.

Not that he could listen to a second of it. He winced whenever he saw the recording app (fearing he’d impulsively delete the file, he’d emailed it to himself)—just as he winced whenever he glanced in the mirror. He looked forty-five. Older. He looked like someone he wouldn’t let Arne near. Going into it, he’d thought a shaved head would make him appear unusual, foreign, alien to himself. But now he just looked like someone else, someone painfully real, someone life had beaten the shit out of. How had he been happy with the decision at the time? Had he just been too overwhelmed? No, he’d found it funny, he’d found it ludicrous and exhilarating, seeing him and Mikkel in the mirror, side by side, their matching domes, their matching smirks.

Again his eyes drifted from his head to his shoulder, his fingers and toes clenching in anticipation, though now he felt oddly calm, or not even: he felt the absence of something. He looked at his bald pate, and then back at the tattoo, back and forth, back and forth, until he understood what exactly he was feeling, or wasn’t. Yes, though he was ashamed of himself for many reasons—his shaved head, his hangover, even Arne’s distant cries, which reminded him of how little he was helping out—he felt no shame for the tattoo. It was permanent, he reminded himself, as if his conscience had missed that. It was like he wasn’t even looking at himself, but someone else who’d made a terrible decision. Was it the reflection that was dulling reality? He turned, straining his neck to see the tattoo firsthand. The words appeared not to be in his skin but on top of it. It was the size and shape of a very large caterpillar; he almost expected it to start undulating. Turning his head so much had made him nauseous again; unsure if he could make it to the toilet, he leaned over the sink, where he dry-heaved until vomit mercifully emerged. Though it was just as murky as before, he recognized more of its contents, as if he had, in those few minutes, cleared a window into last night. There were the pastries from 7-Eleven, and the sausages and pretzels they’d bought from a cart, floating in what he assumed was the Tuborg they’d chugged and the aquavit they’d shot, which Reuben had chased with orange juice.

The orange juice. More came back to him. They’d laughed so hard in 7-Eleven that Reuben had cried. This was after he’d remarked to Mikkel that the word for orange, appelsin, made him think of the Garden of Eden. Mikkel had then used a beer bottle as a fig leaf, posing like a bashful Adam. It was embarrassing to think that that was what was so funny, but Reuben held on to the memory, as it pulled with it what came after. They’d walked a bit, their arms around each other. Mikkel started saying something about the Bible, about religion. Right: Danes’ confused relationship with Christianity.

We pride ourselves on being secular, he said, and so we can’t admit that Christianity has everything to do with the way we live. Christianity is about freedom, but a certain kind of freedom. He grabbed the orange juice from Reuben and took a swig. We say Danish society is free from dogma, but we are so fucking dogmatic about it. We allow ourselves to eat anything. We don’t circumcise. We keep faith—actual faith—out of our holidays. But to be Danish, you must also do this. You cannot restrict yourself with religion. You cannot call yourself a Dane if you want the freedom to decide what freedom is.

Mikkel said this last part while unzipping his pants, and Reuben watched in silence as he urinated onto a building. Once he was done he drank more of the juice and handed Reuben the bottle. In the US it’s the opposite, isn’t it? You have actual freedom, freedom of religion, the freedom to control other people. It’s even a virtue to let communities isolate themselves. You have dating apps for Jews, for Republicans; here that would be absurd. But you know, beneath all that, the US is also built on Protestant values—except they’re the worst ones, way worse than ours. Your culture is obsessed with sin and salvation, with good and evil, whatever shape that may take, and it can take many shapes, and none fit together. This is the reason you have no harmony, no center, no concept of a single truth.

Wait, what is? Reuben asked, no longer able to convince himself he was following.

Morality, Mikkel said. What room is there for truth in a society so fixated on right and wrong?

After a moment of thought, Reuben began laughing— a longer, deeper laugh than the one that had paralyzed him in 7-Eleven. Unlike that bit of frivolity, this joy was alive to him even now; it rose through his hangover, quickened his blood, made him look forward to the rest of the day—the rest of his life, even. Morality versus truth. Could anything be simpler?

Are you okay? Cecilie asked, knocking at the door.

He feared she’d come in; he was on all fours again, beside the toilet. Yes, he said. I will be, soon.

Okay, she said, doubtfully. We’ll start getting Arne ready then.

Right, Cecilie had phoned Mikkel earlier in the night. He’d left the bar to take the call and came back looking irritated. This happened frequently, Reuben realized: some comment or idea would abruptly sour Mikkel’s mood. But he was always quick to get it out of the way, probably because he attacked the concern head-on, usually by grumbling to himself, which he’d done then for a minute or so.

It happened again just as they arrived at Tivoli, the carnival colors a stark contrast to Mikkel’s dour demeanor. Reuben didn’t even notice until he started taking a video of the grand arch marking the entrance—and then panned to Mikkel’s scowl. Reuben feared Mikkel wouldn’t want to go inside, as Reuben had never been before. The amusement park seemed to be the one tourist attraction even locals enjoyed, extravagant but tasteful (it had been open for nearly two centuries), not a detour from Danish culture but an outgrowth of it, standing right in the heart of the city.

But Mikkel emerged again when the woman at the front desk informed them the park would close in thirty minutes, and they weren’t letting anyone in.

We’ve walked all this way, he said in English, gesturing to Reuben. The woman hesitated. Mikkel pleaded, his hands together. She shook her head and he said he was very disappointed. I’m a member, you know.

Can I see your card? she asked.

Unfortunately I’ve left it at home, Mikkel said. But you can look me up. He took out his wallet and placed his ID on the counter.

As the woman typed in his name Mikkel sent Reuben a look. What? Reuben glanced down at the ID and then, as Mikkel began speaking in Danish, picked it up. The image on the card didn’t look like Mikkel, he thought, and then realized that was because it wasn’t him—it was Jonas. He peered back at Mikkel, and then at the woman. Had she not looked at the photo? Or was there a passing resemblance? They did have some features in common: the wide, round forehead; the light, piercing eyes; the Roman nose. The woman shook her head to herself, a sign of surrender, and then, avoiding eye contact, waved them in.

They had just enough time to drink a beer on their way to Mikkel’s favorite ride, the Himmelskibet. As they walked through the merry, teetering throngs, Reuben asked Mikkel why he had Jonas’s ID. Mikkel laughed. He said that Jonas often left things behind after crashing at his place, and that Jonas, courtesy of Morten, had memberships to all the city’s best clubs and museums. When Reuben asked if Jonas didn’t need the ID himself, Mikkel gave him an admonishing look that seemed to imply—well, what exactly? That it was an insensitive question? Because Jonas was dying?

Reuben didn’t know what he’d agreed to; the ride appeared, from the ground, like a carousel. But after they strapped in—riders sat in pairs, dangling from an apparatus above—they began not just to spin but lift in the air, at first higher than Reuben was comfortable with, and then much higher than that. Reuben told Mikkel he had a fear of heights but Mikkel’s eyes were closed. Reuben yelled for the ride to stop. He screamed until he couldn’t. He thought he might pass out and then wished he would. But at a certain point his fear miraculously exhausted itself, the possibility of death more of a curiosity than something he could actively influence. This concession—that he was, fundamentally, helpless—made him calm, it made him numb to thought, numb to everything but what was before him, which was the city in all its astonishing beauty, a sight now enhanced by the elevation-induced tingling in his testicles, the air slapping his cheeks, the screams of the other riders, and to feel this all even more he, too, closed his eyes.

As the ride ended, disappointment set in. He ached to experience it again—not just the sudden serenity or the sublime weightlessness but the fear that overtook him in the beginning. When they finally landed and his feet hit the ground, he felt euphoric, touched by the miracle of being alive. It was then that he decided—promised himself, really—that he would talk to Cecilie about moving to Denmark. Actually, he wanted to call her right there, but knew he should wait. Would Mikkel keep it a secret? He turned to his new friend, he had the words on the tip of his tongue, but Mikkel’s eyes were closed still.

Hey, man, Reuben said. Mikkel?

Mikkel’s chin lifted, his eyes opened, and Reuben saw that he was crying.






CECILIE


Arne? she said, minding the pitch of her voice, careful to keep it at its normal level. Cecilie refused to give in to Lisbeth, who had told her to raise it a bit, citing that babies respond better to motherese. Arne, do you want to see a real animal? He was mesmerized by the animatronic dinosaurs, which seemed to be planted around every turn. They twisted their necks and opened their mouths, and Arne squealed as he laid his hand on their rubber teeth.

How long had they been here, she wondered, and how much longer until they could go home? It was Lisbeth’s idea, and she was clearly enjoying herself; she stood by the monkeys, eating ice cream, watching as they licked each other’s asses. Gorm and Reuben sat on a nearby bench, Gorm sketching on his iPad, Reuben with his head in his hands. His bald head. Was that why he was wearing a turtleneck? To accentuate the shave? It was seventy-five degrees out.

She didn’t care about his hair, she could pretend as much. It was his decision, and anyway it would grow back. But hadn’t this become a familiar feeling—the not caring, the pretending as much? Like the smoking. When he’d bought the Juul she’d justified it with the fact he was in a bad place. And at least it wasn’t a cigarette (never mind that he hadn’t smoked before, and it was the Juul itself that was getting him hooked on nicotine). But now he’d seamlessly switched to the real thing. She knew how easy it was to get addicted, she herself had smoked all through her twenties and into her thirties. It was around the time that she and Reuben became serious and the idea of starting a family began to materialize that she had stopped; the very notion of having children hadn’t just made her want to quit, it had made cigarettes repulsive. They were parents now, Arne would soon begin to collect memories; it was a puritanical thought, fine, but it was true: they should not be smoking.

Not that she would say anything, not right now. His happiness was too sudden to disturb; after all, for two years all she’d yearned for was for him to be himself again. A bald head, a few cigarettes—hell, she’d be okay with him getting his teeth grilled if that was part of whatever this transformation was (she would not be okay with that). If anything gave her pause, it was what lay behind these choices: both were, presumably, Mikkel’s influence. It made sense that Reuben had so quickly fallen under Mikkel’s sway; Mikkel was charming, and especially to strangers. What didn’t click was what was in it for Mikkel. This had been gnawing at her, and in two ways: there was the question itself and why she was asking it. Was she being overly suspicious? Was she just bitter, given the group’s dynamics, that Reuben had been welcomed by the men, seemingly by dint of his gender alone? Or was she, on an even more paranoid level, obsessing over Mikkel’s negligent care of Jonas to the point of projecting it onto his new relationship with Reuben? Both dynamics presumed Mikkel as predominant, both involved—

She needed to chill, she decided. Mikkel was an asshole, but he wasn’t a bad guy; she’d known him long enough to know that. And Reuben was a grown man, he was his own person—even if recent conditions had made him less confident and, perhaps consequently, more impressionable.

I’m seeing the resemblance more, she said, sidling up to Reuben, placing Arne between them. Or maybe it’s just that you now resemble a baby. Reuben laughed, sitting up and taking in his son. In the beginning Arne had looked like either of them, depending on the angle, as if he were iridescent. But as he started filling out, and gaining expressions, he appeared to take only after Cecilie.

Reuben ran his hand through Arne’s hair while Cecilie kissed him on his small, plump lips. Baby’s breath was heavenly. It reminded her of dairy, but purer, as if its scent was mostly the absence of something—bacteria, the slow rot of teeth and gums, the accretion of mistakes and regret. (Even his pee-soaked diapers were wonderful to smell, all the sweetness of urine without the effluvia.) Arne pulled away, he didn’t like to be kissed, didn’t understand the love he was receiving; to him it was just a wet intrusion. To make up for it she tickled his stomach, making him cackle. This lasted ten seconds before he became numb to it, but still he sought the joy, and when he realized it wouldn’t come he pouted and moaned.

Do you want to hold him? Cecilie asked Gorm.

Gorm looked up: he didn’t. As he began to draw again Cecilie noticed his foot tapping—an old tell that he was nervous. She sensed Gorm was insecure around Arne, that he feared he’d do something wrong. She wanted to tell him that all he had to do was be himself, that he was Arne’s uncle, and uncles could be as weird as—well, Gorm. Really, what could suit him better? Was unclehood not the first role life had offered him that he might actually feel natural in? All her life Cecilie had witnessed him struggle to be understood—at school, yes, it went without saying, but even at home. Their parents had been supportive, they’d only wanted their children to be happy, though they couldn’t fathom what happiness would mean for someone like Gorm. Neither had she. She’d been his best friend, his confidant, but still she’d resented his occasional outbursts, his indifference to social status, his willful isolation. Even before they were teens she felt like she was the older one, that his failure to belong was, somehow, hers, too. This dynamic persisted for most of her adolescence, but then—like everything else—it changed after their dad died. It was as if overnight they lost the intimacy that adulthood normally takes years to decay. Gorm quickly matured, and just as the family had always wanted him to; he was more self-reliant, less emotional, an acceptably quiet man. But Cecilie also sensed, even if she could hardly admit it to herself, that this transformation had taken the place of something more nurturing, something that might have actually given his uniqueness space, instead of building a wall around it.

Again Cecilie glanced at her brother. If only he could take Arne into his arms, see in him the prospect of a blank slate, would he not regain something? Would it not subtly yet profoundly tie him back to Cecilie? Would he not simply love being an uncle? She goaded herself to say this to him, say anything meaningful at all. She tried to force the words out, but couldn’t. You’re a coward, she thought to herself. If she couldn’t do this, how would she ever muster the courage to tell him that his game, his life’s work—what he was investing his savings in—was going nowhere? Where was the person who’d challenged Terese last night, who’d called Jonas in front of all of them without thinking twice? Right: she’d been angry then. She was angry now, just thinking of it. How unsupportive they’d been. How transparent. They’d always considered her moving to the US an affront, hadn’t they? As if her living in New York implied she thought she was better than them. Yes, it was passé to cite the Law of Jante—ten rules describing Nordic society, which really boiled down to one: Don’t think you’re special—but wasn’t that precisely what this was? Or maybe it was even more tedious, maybe her decision to leave challenged their decision to stay—or framed it as a decision at all. Sure, they might have just as well made the same choice if the opportunity had presented itself. (Terese and Louisa loved New York. Terese was, somehow, more in the know about the restaurant scene than Cecilie was, and Louisa visited at least once every other year.) Sometimes, in darker moods, Cecilie even speculated that they wanted her decision to have been the wrong one. Hadn’t Ditte balked when she saw pictures of the brownstone apartment they’d considered renting? (This was when Reuben was still employed.) Hadn’t Cecilie detected a whiff of disappointment when she’d told Terese how long her maternity leave would be? (Danes were proud of their paid leave, and for good reason: parents were given a year between them.)

Gorm, she said. He turned. She was ready to say something encouraging, sentimental even, like how she needed him in Arne’s life, but then her phone started to vibrate, jolting her. Can you hold Arne, please? Gorm glanced at Reuben, who was also confused. Hold Arne, Gorm. He accepted the baby, lifting him under the armpits, his face contorted with dread. She stood up, took out her phone, and, seeing it was Jonas, put it back in her pocket, where it buzzed against her leg. Of course: he was just returning last night’s call. She waited for it to stop, gazing at her brother holding Arne, her mother calmly eating her ice cream. How much longer would it ring, she wondered, reminding herself that each buzz was one she’d never have to feel again.

Was it that thought that did it, that soon the buzzing would end? Was it the sight of Gorm and Arne? Or was it simply the sun? It had just cracked through the clouds, warming her arms and face. She closed her eyes, held her breath, and then, not through anger but something more sustainable, found once again her conviction.

She pulled out her phone, peered at the outdated image of Jonas, and accepted the call.






REUBEN


Tuesday had been a wash, he’d hardly made it through the zoo and crashed as soon as they got home. But today, his hangover just a memory, he felt extra motivated, as if he had to make up for lost time. And so, tentatively, in the privacy of his room, he began listening to random bits of the Monday night recording. It was like walking his ego down a tightrope; any second might reveal a blurted thought or reaction that proved what a dumbass he was and possibly always had been. (This exercise was especially fraught given he still felt obligated to check in on the tattoo every ten minutes, as if it might appear, any second, like a good decision.) But the process was necessary, both to iron out his flaws for future interviews, and to start honing his vision.

The first part of this was painful but straightforward. He had erred by being, in order of increasing criticality, too obsequious, too talkative, and not descriptive enough. The first two came back to his apparent reverence for Mikkel, which was not only humiliating to witness but would distract listeners. He believed his obsequiousness could be mostly fixed by minding his talkativeness—which he owed, in part, to his inebriation. The descriptiveness was a tougher issue, and one he’d battled before; setting the scene had been his bane ever since his intern days. He’d always hated on-location recordings for precluding what was so great about the classic interview model: it admitted to what it was. For on-location to work, he’d need to start describing, in real time, their surroundings, their dynamic, his own emotions. It was contrived and embarrassing, and he couldn’t imagine Mikkel going for it. But at least thinking about this problem, as intractable as it was, helped him make progress on the second: the focus of the project itself.

There were, ultimately, two narrative paths to choose from. The first he could imagine selling in a second: Mikkel as the consummate European male, dealing with the impending death of his best friend. Reuben had been stunned when Mikkel had cried, both times. He sensed that juxtaposing those scenes against Mikkel’s sharpest moments of sarcasm would reframe his charm as a thin guise, a defense mechanism. But Reuben was sorely disappointed when he listened to the segment of Mikkel crying after the ride; there were only carnival sounds and his own voice saying, Hey, man. Mikkel? And while he still believed that that first recording was sensational, he realized how much stronger it could have been if he’d only made Mikkel talk while he was crying, so the tape could catch the tears. He just wasn’t equipped to do that kind of work—in fact, he felt nauseous even thinking about it. And anyway, there was a bigger, more existential issue with this approach: he knew his relationship to Mikkel vis-à-vis the dying friend would need to be disclosed, which would beg the question why he hadn’t interviewed Cecilie or Jonas—neither of which he would consider.

The second narrative path was more abstract—too abstract, he feared: a cultural comparison of Danish and American men, driving toward a showdown between authenticity (Danes) and virtue (Americans). On paper it was boring, borderline masturbatory, and oversimplified—and yet, in Mikkel’s mouth it had come with just the right balance of humor and sincerity. This would be by far his biggest obstacle: He’d need Mikkel to say all of it. Replaying the recording from Monday, Reuben realized how much of what Mikkel said wasn’t about masculinity or morality or Danish culture but Mikkel himself. For almost an hour Mikkel talked about his childhood: his heartless brothers, his domineering father, the refuge of his mother’s arms. It was all ostensibly on-topic—not to mention radically honest—but he’d included so many trivial details Reuben had a hard time paying attention. How had he listened for so long? From then on, he decided, their conversations would need to be focused. Reuben could no longer play the accidental interlocutor, the amused foreigner. He’d have to come prepared, with research, perspective, and an angle—all of which, he knew, he’d be better off keeping to himself.

He spent much of Wednesday and Thursday studying. He learned about the history of Christianity in Denmark, and Lutheranism more generally. On Bent’s and Cecilie’s recommendations, he read the poems of Tom Kristensen, and then brief online biographies of Knud Rasmussen, Peter Freuchen, Frederik IX, and Dan Turèll. He watched three films by Lars von Trier. He scanned Kierkegaard’s The Sickness unto Death and then, while running, listened to the audiobook of Fear and Trembling. This sapped his concentration, and so, after he showered, needing something lighter, he switched to the fairy tales of Hans Christian Andersen, which filled his ears as he watched Arne play in the yard. It was hard to believe an adult had written those stories, had been possessed by such a sense of wonder. As Reuben started “Thumbelina,” he lifted Arne into his arms and brought him over to the rosebush growing along Lisbeth’s fence, where the boy touched his small fingers to the petals and thorns. Seeing the flowers through Arne’s eyes, imagining them as this strange, new thing, Reuben had a small but transcendent revelation: of how unformed his son was, and how different he’d become should he grow up in Denmark. If the idea of moving there had heretofore only been gaining momentum, it lost a bit of it now. He hesitated to envision Arne as a Danish boy, a Danish man. His reaction reminded him of how he’d felt when Cecilie had argued against circumcising Arne. She couldn’t fathom why it was so common in the US. In Denmark it was seen as a form of genital mutilation, another example of self-imposed abuse made in the name of religion (in this case, Islam, as there were few Jews in the country and they weren’t seen as a threat to Danish values). Reuben recalled how on Monday, Lisbeth had nervously insisted that Cecilie change Arne’s diaper when Pia offered. Was this because she thought their son’s body—and therefore, his own—was something to be ashamed of?

But the moment passed, and his enthusiasm over the idea renewed again as he continued his research—which soon took on a different turn. He had been closely following the Pedersen story, which was now the main focus of every Danish newspaper—broadsheets and tabloids alike. There wasn’t much more regarding the crime itself (Mikkel hadn’t even had a second byline), but article after article speculating about the political implications. Pedersen denied the accusations, which was expected, but Reuben was shocked by his vociferousness. He even called the claims bagvaskelse, slander, and threatened to sue Berlingske if they didn’t issue a retraction. (The DPP leadership backed him to a member, though this didn’t stop the party from, reportedly, drawing up a list of successors.) While reading about Pedersen’s influence on the party’s policies, something caught Reuben’s eye: he had been vocal about increasing funding for daycare. The average price of rural institutions had begun to approach that of those in the cities: 3,500. Reuben assumed his translation tool had converted the currency, but when he looked at the original text, he was astonished: this wasn’t in dollars but kroner—a fifth of what they would have paid in Brooklyn. Before he knew it he was down a rabbit hole, finding out all he could not just about childcare but unemployment, healthcare, everything. He’d always known the Danish welfare system was good, but he didn’t know it was this good—nor did he ever think it was something he himself could take advantage of. But he could, if they moved here and he applied for permanent residence through their marriage it was all but guaranteed, this he confirmed with a quick call to an immigration attorney. And when he placed his phone down, the man’s words echoing in his head—Yes, one hundred percent yes—he became so excited he decided to go for a walk around the neighborhood.

As he reimagined what the past year would have been like had they been here, with Arne in daycare and him on unemployment, the streets transformed, the interchangeable houses showing themselves not as a symptom of a narrow culture but a country that simply worked. Was it really a bad thing that this neighborhood looked nearly identical to those in every corner of the country? In America, a five-minute drive could take you from McMansions to communities barely making ends meet; in Denmark, it seemed, neither extreme existed. But he’d been programmed to appreciate such diversity of lived experience, as if it were the highest cultural principle. On previous trips here, he’d been confounded—repelled, even—by the pervasive sameness. At every grocery store there were the same six salats to choose from. All their friends’ apartments had the same radiator, the same windows, the same indecipherable icons on the knobs of the oven. Danes were in such accord that they hardly needed traffic signs; you were more likely to be told what the speed limit wasn’t (upon leaving a zoned exception) than what it was. (A common sign depicted only the silhouette of a town, from which drivers could infer the limit.) But he’d always been on the outside looking in, he realized now; it wasn’t their cultural cohesion that had bothered him, but the fact he was excluded from it. And now, more than ever, he craved such nationwide harmony, one that left no one out—especially new parents and the unemployed.

When he arrived back at the house, he stopped himself from saying all this to Cecilie, who greeted him in the hallway with a hug. Over the past two days she had been so sweet, mellow, happy. It reminded him of how she was in the first few years of their relationship. If this induced a twang of guilt—had he, in some way, been responsible for the change?—it was soon supplanted by another nagging feeling: suspicion. He knew the exact moment she’d started to act this way: after talking with Jonas, at the zoo. The sun had even come out, as if the whole universe were celebrating their conversation. Reuben had become clammy then, it was suddenly hot—and it didn’t help that he was wearing a turtleneck. For two days he’d worn only turtlenecks, from when he got up to when he went to sleep, even as the temperature hit eighty. (He’d waited for Cecilie and Lisbeth to leave the house before going on his run.) He wasn’t quite ready to show Cecilie his tattoo, not yet, not because he expected her to be disappointed or judgmental—when she was fifteen, she and a friend each got a cartoon thumbs-up tattooed on their asses—but because it would interfere with his plan.

Jonas was coming over tomorrow, Friday, at noon. Cecilie gave him no other option. She only budged on the day—she initially said Wednesday—because he needed time to gather his medical documents. Nej, she cut him off, over and over, stalking between the monkeys and the lions. Nej, du skal … Every other sentence began du skal, you should, or you must—and her tone implied the latter. But her austerity dropped the second she ended the call, and in its place came delight—something soon shared by the rest of the family. Upon hearing about the meetup, Lisbeth quickly became animated, peppering Cecilie with questions about what she should prepare for lunch. She spent the intervening days getting the house ready: dusting, vacuuming, replacing the flowers and linens; she’d even purchased a new butter tray. Reuben couldn’t believe it, but Gorm also showed interest, asking Cecilie where in the house they planned to be, and whether Jonas had mentioned him, and would it just be Cecilie and Jonas or were they all invited to hang out? Cecilie struggled to reply to this last question, and Reuben, to save everyone from the answer (including himself), cut her off, asking Gorm whether he and Jonas had been buddies. Oh, well, Gorm said, a shy smile lifting his cheeks, happy just that the question had been asked. He didn’t finish the thought.

Reuben was close to convincing himself that the family’s anticipation spawned mostly from Jonas’s illness. Who wouldn’t want to be a good host to someone in his position? But there was another voice in Reuben’s head, and it told him a more believable story: Jonas was a great guy, and he’d meant something to Lisbeth and Gorm when he and Cecilie were together. Reuben could live with that—not without reservations, of course, given the idea brought with it concerns about precisely what a great guy was and, consequently, whether Reuben himself deserved such a label—but this voice, having been continually muzzled, sought vengeance, taking advantage of its limited airspace and extrapolating the thought to its extreme: Cecilie had once loved Jonas and she would find that love again, the whole house would, Jonas would click back into the family like a puzzle piece that had only gotten lost in the world of corporate management. Either way, Reuben figured, there was no harm in waiting until tomorrow morning to talk with Cecilie about moving to Denmark. After all, even if he was just being paranoid and had no reason to worry, well, people talked with their spouses about things every day of the week; Friday was just as good as Wednesday or Sunday. But if he was right, if Jonas did have something special about him—despite, by all appearances, being low-energy and moody—then having that conversation just before their rendezvous might save Cecilie’s thoughts from wandering the road not taken: staying together with Jonas in Denmark, surrounded by her friends and family and language— a life that need not involve Jonas at all but her husband, a man who would do anything to support her, even move across the Atlantic.

Likewise, the tattoo reveal was also a matter of timing. If she saw it today, and Reuben told her his idea tomorrow, the two risked being conflated. He understood that the tattoo made him seem less than responsible, impulsive even—not someone ready to decide to uproot his family. (Never mind that, at the time, he’d been blitzed five ways to Brøndby. Plus, the tattoo wasn’t even his idea—as opposed to relocating, which had been from its inception.)

You look nice, Cecilie said. She had led him by the hand into her room, closing the door behind her. Now, as she looked at him with literal bedroom eyes, he found a fatal flaw in his plan.

Your mom is here, no?

She’s in the garden.

What about Gorm?

In the basement. His headphones would cancel a nuclear apocalypse.

Is that what you’re planning?

She didn’t laugh. She was incredibly horny. He was, too, he had to admit; he hadn’t even masturbated since they arrived.

He sat on the bed. She took off her clothes, unclasped her hair, and walked up to him, her leg pressing against his arm. The room was dark and cold, her skin warm and soft. She dragged her fingers across his cheek, the motion slow and deliberate, while her other hand felt for his cock.

It was the way she looked at him that did it, more desirous than she’d been in years. She lusted for him, he realized, the concept familiar but faint. He stood up to kiss her, his eyes open in thought. Is it dark enough to hide the tattoo? he wondered, and then, with even less concern, What have I done to become more attractive?






CECILIE


Thinking of the sex later, she surmised that he’d positioned himself only to hide it from her: insisting that they be under the covers, lying on his right side, preferring 69 over cunnilingus, stomach-to-back over missionary—not a small task given it lasted almost forty-five minutes. Soon after it ended, she became aroused all over again, as she had when they’d first started dating. (It was hard to believe how normal it had been for them to have sex two, three times a day.) It wasn’t his shaved head, was it? No, she confirmed, glancing at it. Her eyes grazed his chest, arm, and shoulder, and there they stopped, confronted with a black splotch the size and shape of a flaccid penis.

What is that? she asked, as if it weren’t evident.

A tattoo, he said, as if that explained everything.

A tattoo, she repeated. You got a tattoo. She waited for him to answer, and then realized she hadn’t asked anything. What does it say?

He took this to mean it was too dark and reached up to open the blind a few centimeters. But she could see it fine, even from her angle, even with that ridiculous, overwrought font. What she’d meant but couldn’t ask was: What is it supposed to say?

Something rotten, he said, sitting up. Like, “Something is rotten in the state of Denmark.” From Macbeth.

Hamlet, she said. It’s from Hamlet.

That’s what I meant. He looked at the tattoo, moving his shoulder into the light. What do you think?

Would it be believable that she hadn’t seen it clearly? It didn’t matter, she couldn’t tell him, not right now, not with those wide, hopeful eyes, not with everything else. The tattoo said NOGET ROTTER, which wasn’t something rotten, it wasn’t anything, really, though the direct translation was something rats. Was it a joke? On him, by Mikkel? On her, by them both? It could be temporary, it— No, it wasn’t: the skin was red and raised.

It’s wild, she said. I can’t imagine anyone else has one like it.

I got it Monday, he said. It was a fucking dumb thing to do. I was plastered.

Monday? Why hadn’t he told her until now? No, an even more pressing question: Whose idea was it? she asked, and then, I mean, that exact phrase. Does it have special relevance, or…?

Yes, he said. Mikkel said— Or, I’m a bit unclear on … It will come back to me. And, you know, either way, it will take on new meaning.

She nodded. She was no longer turned on. Was what she felt the very opposite of lust? Not quite; it wasn’t disgust, it wasn’t anything. She wanted to be elsewhere, or nowhere, she wanted to shed all responsibility, walk out of her life like a costume.

Yes, the tattoo was mortifying. They would, of course, get it removed. It looked like completely black ink, which usually wasn’t a problem. (She’d researched the topic for her own tattoo, which was orange and yellow and thus, counterintuitively, more difficult to laser off.) And yes, Reuben would be humiliated once he found out what it meant, or didn’t. He’d been made a fool of by Mikkel, who seemed to be the sole source of Reuben’s new joie de vivre and sense of self. But what really made her stomach drop had nothing to do with her husband. She had taken for granted that Mikkel was irresponsible but not a bad person. Letting Reuben get this tattoo—or, for all she knew, persuading him to—wasn’t a matter of life and death, but it did challenge the one assumption that had saved her, and everyone else, from fully intervening in Jonas’s case: that Mikkel was, fundamentally, moral.

She kissed Reuben on the lips. Tossing him his turtleneck, she suggested he keep the tattoo hidden from Lisbeth for the time being, citing her mom’s feelings about her own. She then walked out of the room, through the house to the yard, where her mom was drinking tea and reading a magazine, and told her she could no longer assist with dinner.

Now fully convinced that Jonas needed her help, she spent the rest of the day researching AVM. She’d already become acquainted with the disorder, skimming articles and browsing case studies, but now she read them word by word, familiarizing herself with each and every new term or concept she came across. She spent hours investigating treatments, both in Denmark and abroad (usually in the US or Germany). She watched countless survivor stories. She prepared next steps, and exactly how she’d deliver them to Jonas. This was what she was doing when Reuben came into her room to, she assumed, say good night. But then he disrobed, climbed up the bed, and snuggled against her.

In the beginning of their relationship, despite the fact they slept terribly together—she tossed and turned, he snored, they were both light sleepers and needed eight hours—Reuben had wanted to share a bed. Then, after his leave, after years of sleeping separately, it was her idea to try again; she believed it would help him feel loved, even subconsciously. How long had it been now since they’d woken up next to each other? It would be so nice, she thought, imagining hugging him in the morning. But before she could fully consider it, she said, Rain check?

You’ll be up much longer?

Yeah, she said. It was true, and convenient. What she didn’t say was that she wanted to be well rested for tomorrow, for Jonas. This wasn’t a big deal, Reuben probably assumed as much. But she also sensed that behind that thought lay another—one that was smaller, less defined, and best kept hidden, even from herself.






REUBEN


Every time Gorm brought the stylus to the pad he held his breath. This was no small feat, given that he was out of shape and usually sketched for about half a minute. He was currently outlining the hips of Freya, a scoundrel who cannot help but do good. She was inspired by the Norse goddess of the same name, Gorm had said, a ravishing, tragic figure. But this Freya, like all of the characters in the game, was a minotaur; below her taut, smooth stomach were bovine legs. The game, tentatively called The Seven Frosts of Niflheim (it was all in English, to attract the largest audience), was based very, very loosely on Norse mythology. Reuben suspected this was an understatement, as Gorm obviously had great reverence for the tradition and was likely too modest to think he could meet its standards. (Reuben even wondered if Gorm had chosen minotaurs—nonexistent in Norse mythology—solely to free himself from the pressure of doing his muse justice.)

Jonas had arrived thirty minutes late, intensifying the restlessness that had been buzzing in the house all morning. Cecilie was best at hiding it, though Reuben knew her well enough to interpret her silence, faraway stares, and eyebrow-rubbing. He’d gone into her room early, lying with her until she woke up. They cuddled, and kissed, but as soon as Reuben said he wanted to talk about our long-term, she asked if she could get another hour’s rest. He acquiesced and left, and when she staggered out of her room, three hours later, it was clear she was already too stressed about Jonas’s visit to have that conversation.

Jonas didn’t even ring the doorbell, but walked right in, shouting, Hej? Lisbeth had insisted they greet him properly, and so they were all there, waiting for him in the living room. She rushed to the door to give him a hug, beaming at him while he surveyed the house. He said something Reuben didn’t understand but assumed was flattery, as Lisbeth giggled happily. Gorm stepped forward, shaking Jonas’s hand with a hint of a bow, and then, lowering his voice, said it was great to see him again. Jonas greeted Reuben with a wave and a genuine smile, which Reuben reciprocated as best he could, though his effort to be game was almost stretched past its limit when Jonas ribbed him about his shaved head, saying that he resembled Thomas Blachman, an apparently not-entirely-attractive jazz musician and judge on the Danish X Factor. They all watched silently as Jonas and Cecilie hugged, and then, ending that brief, awkward moment, Cecilie said they’d better get to it.

Reuben had felt good about the fact that Jonas and Cecilie were meeting in the living room, as it had no doors, though once he absconded to the basement he wished they’d gone anywhere else. They were now right above him and Gorm, the floor between them thin enough that Reuben could overhear their chatter—which carried an unlikely amount of mirth, given the context—yet too thick for him to decipher it. But watching Gorm proved to be a much better distraction than he’d anticipated. Perhaps Reuben had, at first, willfully immersed himself in his brother-in-law’s process, though he soon became legitimately mesmerized, and not just by Gorm’s skill and deftness of touch but by his concentration, his devotion, which was so infectious that Reuben quickly became numb to the game’s more ludicrous aspects. Gorm continually toggled on and off the design layer containing Freya’s bodice, revealing realistically drawn nipples. This wasn’t for Gorm’s own pleasure, Reuben realized, but out of a dedication to verisimilitude. Gorm’s hand effortlessly brought her body to life, never hesitating or erring, as if she already existed in his mind, as real as anything. If Gorm looked bored, his eyelids lowered, his lips apart, he was also serene, a state that eluded him in nearly every other circumstance. He was subtly confident now, decisive, in his domain; here, in the basement, he was a kind of god. This was how he talked about his characters, too: as if he could only give them life, and it was up to them to take control of, or fall prey to, their destinies. It made more sense then, why Gorm applied his immense talents to this, as opposed to something that could earn him a salary. (There was also, of course, Denmark’s substantial welfare system.) But Reuben reminded himself that Gorm wasn’t sacrificing himself for the sake of art, or whatever this was—he’d invested his savings in the thing. He believed it was commercially viable. Though it was almost two decades since Reuben had played a video game, he sensed Gorm’s genius for design and world-building didn’t extend to gameplay. Each player tried to harvest, trade, and steal an elixir called snær, Old Norse for snow. It was a kind of life force, but if you hoarded too much it would deplete you. (Gorm had chastised himself for the idea, which apparently flew in the face of mythology, before allowing that it was in line with Norse ethics.) So you needed a group with which to share your snær, evening out each other’s supply. It was an interesting concept—and remarkably communal, given Gorm’s general disposition—though there didn’t appear to be an endgame; you just maintained your snær and your social circle.

But what did Reuben know? None of it mattered anyway, given the inevitable compatibility issue, which Cecilie said would render the whole project futile. It was unlike her to delay breaking the news, not that Reuben blamed her; he certainly wouldn’t want to be the one to do it. She said she needed to think about how to frame it, as if there were more than one—

Something caught Reuben’s eye, a blurry spot in the distance. But when he refocused he realized it was inches from his face—a spider. He shot up, a sharp yelp escaping his lips and echoing off the concrete walls.

Gorm turned, squinting at the creature, which had begun to ascend an invisible thread. Oh, there are many of those, he said. But don’t worry, Danish spiders aren’t poisonous.

Many, Reuben repeated. He looked up at the spider but couldn’t find it, so he took a few steps back, until his heel hit a wall. Just by his foot he spotted another one, and then, as his eyes climbed toward the ceiling, two more. He began striding back to Gorm when he saw, wobbling on a web between his two monitors, a daddy longlegs.

I’m going to grab a drink, Reuben said, shooting up the stairs.

He came into the kitchen and found the house silent. On the counter was a large green cabbage shaped like a rounded cone, pointing right at him. The bizarro vegetable was nothing like he’d ever seen, familiar but alien, and he sensed from it a vague antagonism. He opened the refrigerator and reached for a Pepsi Max, but froze when he heard a sob. His stomach dropped, and then, as he realized it wasn’t a cry but laughter—Cecilie’s—it dropped further. Jonas said something and Cecilie laughed more. He seemed to be speaking in a whisper, though Reuben could almost make out the words—was it something about et bad, a bath? He cursed himself for not learning Danish. He cursed himself for being jealous, and paranoid, and even for eavesdropping. He cursed himself for that morning, too, for missing his chance to discuss—

The fridge’s alarm had gone off, the beeps loud and long, and when he shut the door the dressing bottles clanged. He stood still, his toes clenched. The house was quiet again.

Walking back down the stairs, blood pumping in his ears, he forgot why he left in the first place—until another spider materialized in front of him, attaching to his chest. He groaned, stamped his foot, and, with one hand, whipped the turtleneck off.

They were here long before us, Gorm said, still staring at the screen. And they’ll be here long after we’re gone. Unlike us, they make a home wherever they go. He turned around, an attempt to punctuate his pearl of wisdom, but stopped halfway. What is that on your shoulder?






CECILIE


I’m going to Mikkel, Reuben said, the not-quite-sensical statement blurted out without even a Hello. He hadn’t knocked either, just barged on in, the shock of his entrance quickly replaced by that of his blunt tone.

They’d moved to her mom’s bedroom, which was now Reuben’s bedroom, as it had a desk and a door. While out in the living room Lisbeth had interrupted them every five minutes, asking if they wanted scones, koldskål; if they needed Pepsi Max, tea; if she shouldn’t make some biscuits.

You’re going to Berlingske, you mean? Cecilie asked.

Yes, he said. Can I take the car? It was Lisbeth’s, she was the one to ask, but Cecilie stopped herself from saying as much, as she sensed something was wrong. And just as she realized what it must be, Reuben confirmed: I need to talk to him about my tattoo. How had he found out what it meant? And why the fuck hadn’t she told him herself?

Oh, she said, I’m sure you can borrow it. She searched for the words to show she was sorry, or at least make an excuse, all while keeping Jonas’s presence in mind, but then Reuben left as abruptly as he’d come in, without a goodbye, without closing the door.

What was that? Jonas asked. A tattoo?

It’s nothing, Cecilie said, trying to turn her attention back to the diagnosis form. Her mind reeled as she scanned the page, rereading a single line ten times before giving up. Do you want a beer? she asked, standing.

He glanced at the desk. Right: no alcohol. This was one of the lifestyle changes the doctor had prescribed, along with no smoking, a healthy diet, and exercise (low-impact only)—all of which Mikkel had convinced Jonas to ignore. They’d since gotten drunk together, smoked together, played squash for hours at a time. Cecilie couldn’t believe how easily Jonas had been influenced by Mikkel, nor could she believe how hard it was to convince him that Mikkel should have known better himself; Jonas simply brushed it off as Mikkel being Mikkel. It was clear that Jonas just couldn’t handle the cognitive dissonance: Why would his best friend knowingly encourage him to make such poor choices? It was a great question.

Please, he said, his palm up, don’t let me stop you. He’d always hated ruining other people’s fun. (He could never bring himself to tell the host of a party he was leaving, often staying for that reason alone.)

She went into the kitchen, where Lisbeth was preparing a summer salad. Her mom smiled at her—a sad, honest smile. How had Cecilie remained stone-faced while reading Jonas’s diagnosis right next to him, only to be brought to tears by this? She gave Lisbeth a hug, rubbing her mom’s back, using her shoulder to stifle her sobs. Of all people, Lisbeth whispered. So unfair. Cecilie nodded, she tried to pull herself together but couldn’t, and now it was too late, Jonas would think she’d left the room just to weep, as if he couldn’t handle her pain, as if he needed protecting.

But then she had an idea. She grabbed a beer and prepared a small plate of cheese and vegetables. With a large piece of onion in her mouth she walked back to the room, making a point to chew as she entered. It was a ridiculous ploy, he saw through it immediately, laughing at her, mocking her; she laughed at herself, too.

Cecilie, he said, standing, his arms open.

No, you shouldn’t have to comfort me, she said. But he did. He gave her a strong hug, as he’d always done, his chin digging into her shoulder, his hand rubbing circles into her back. She could feel each finger, his soft palm—how had she forgotten this? So much came back to her then; too much. She shoved the feeling down, willing herself present again.

When she opened her eyes she saw, through the window, a silent rain. It had come without them knowing, and it would leave just the same. All at once she understood what had, until then, been merely abstract: he could die. There was a very real chance that soon, seemingly for no reason at all, his life would stop. But this wasn’t so much a realization, or an epiphany, because the more she tried to capture the fact, internalize it, make it permanent, the more it slipped out of her hands. And when it was gone, back into the realm of metaphor, she clutched him harder, desperate to feel something real again. Recklessly, helplessly, she returned to the feeling she’d just spurned, that they were young again, that they were in love. It wasn’t hard: all she had to do was stop thinking, just be in the room, holding him, smelling him, his breath on her neck. But then he inhaled, he was about to say something, and then everything would be gone, this daydream, this portal to the past. It was without thought that she did it, it was a miraculous moment of being free of herself, kissing him just to taste how she felt; to believe, if only for a second, that she could always return to how things were.

The instant he grabbed her hand she regained herself, already logical again, already wrapping what had happened in neat little words, none better than mistake: it had been a mistake, yes, not yet a decision. She pulled her hand from his, looking away, happy to hear him sigh, relieved that he wasn’t taking it well, that he’d show his ugly side, as that would put distance between them again.

You’re always of two minds. She shook her head. She didn’t want to do this, and yet it was the perfect thing—a brief, bitter exchange, a reminder of precisely who they were to each other. Do you remember when you left? You had one foot—

I shouldn’t have done that, she said.

Leave?

She looked at him; he knew just what she’d meant. Please, she said. I’m sorry.

That’s it?

Jonas, she said. Please.

He nodded, performing obedience, replacing his hangdog look with intense focus as he retook his seat. She sat down, too, squinting self-consciously, trying to remember where she’d left off. Right, it was the line she’d struggled with before. And now, rereading it, she understood that wasn’t only because of Reuben’s distracting exit.

It was a cruel irony that the severity of the statement, instead of forcing her attention away again, was just what she needed to move on. She couldn’t believe it was a single sentence, given the innumerable horrors stuffed inside, every other word a new worst nightmare sprung into existence. This was in his treatment plan—treatment: another cruel irony. It was a list of the complications he risked should he elect to have the procedure, stereotactic radiosurgery, including but not limited to: breathing disorders; heart disorders; coordination, balance, and reflex disorders; numbness and fatigue; sleep disorders; incontinence; speaking and swallowing disorders; sensory dysfunction including impairments in sight, smell, hearing, taste, and touch; eye movement disorders; facial paralysis; hematomas; seizures; edemas; and death. As if to ensure no one conflated such a list with the perfunctory side effect warnings on medications, the doctor noted that the chances of any one of these occurring were nonnegligible, which Cecilie guessed from her own research meant anywhere from 10 to 50 percent. This was what Mikkel meant by inoperable. It could, in fact, be operated on; that was exactly what the doctor had prescribed. But Mikkel, and therefore Jonas, believed it wasn’t worth it. However misguided this notion was, Cecilie became more sympathetic as she neared the end of the document; as exhaustive as the doctor had been about the complications, he’d barely touched on the risks of doing nothing. He’d written only that there was a significant chance the AVM would rupture in the near term, phrases that remained frustratingly undefined.

But the diagnosis did contain cold, hard information—like the number Cecilie looked for the second she picked it up: the AVM was now Grade 5. At Grade 6, she knew, it would be medically inoperable. The doctor had told Jonas he was unbelievably lucky to have gone in for a scan, given how mild his symptoms had been. Jonas had had headaches, some drowsiness, insomnia, and vomiting. These could have added up to anything, not to mention this was days after a weekend-long bender with Mikkel; the visit was, actually, Mikkel’s idea. It made her feel queasy, this nearly accidental discovery of the abnormality that had been with Jonas since birth. If it was Grade 5 now, what had it been ten years ago? Had he had any symptoms back then, however subtle? He was certainly lethargic, and he always slept like shit. Where would they be today if she’d done what Mikkel had and forced him to see a doctor?

As if Mikkel was a saint. No, she reminded herself, it was because of him that Jonas was now set on not getting the procedure. Mikkel had even convinced him not to go back to the hospital, explaining that they would persuade him to go through with it, that doctors were known to intervene far too often, that they were numb to patient outcomes, that to them the rarity of Jonas’s disorder was just an opportunity for a case study. Yes, the procedure was scary, and the risk of incidental damage was serious, but Mikkel’s points completely disregarded the fact that the only other option was waiting to die. And not in a hospice, surrounded by loved ones, but randomly; once there was a rupture it would already be too late. Cecilie was finding the words to express this, to make him see the reality of things without upsetting him, when she sensed his attention. She was reluctant to look at him, afraid he’d try to resume their earlier kiss, afraid she’d feel whatever she’d felt that had enabled it, but when she turned her head she saw that he wasn’t staring at her at all: his eyes were out of focus.

It’s an impossible decision, he said, the vulnerability in his voice unexpected yet so familiar. He picked up the page, though his eyes were still glazed, and she looked on as if they were reading together. It had been produced by an old printer, she could tell by the random splotches, the erratic dots, the streaks in the top margin.

She put her head on his shoulder, her hand on his leg. It was too intimate, she knew, but unlike before she was in full control of herself. That may be true, though you have to realize you’re making a decision just by not making one. And at some point, it’ll be a decision you can’t go back on.

She listened for a sign, his breath, anything. But the room was silent, and even more than before. She looked outside: the rain had stopped.







MIKKEL



[Background chatter, which becomes muted as a door closes.]

MIKKEL: Do they have that phrase in English? Eggheads? In Danish they would call us æggehoveder. [Silence.] You are very upset right now.

REUBEN: I am.

M: Why are you upset? [Silence.] Is it because your tattoo doesn’t say what you thought it did?

R: What you told me it did.

M: To be honest, Reuben, I don’t remember a lot of Monday night. But if I told you—

R: You told me it said something rotten.

M: Okay. If I said that, well— Yes, it’s possible I was having fun with you. [Silence.] But the reason I thought we should record this conv—

R: You wouldn’t let me up to the newsroom unless we did.

M: Yes, because I think this conversation will be valuable for your show.

R: Audio series.

M: Correct. Now. Why is this tattoo so upsetting? [Silence.] Is it more upsetting than your shaved head?

R: Yes, Mikkel. You did that with me.

M: But if I had also gotten the tattoo? Wouldn’t you still be upset?

R: I don’t know. [Silence.] Yes, probably. You tricked me into getting it. And it’s permanent.

M: Fantastic. It’s permanent. We don’t mess around with things that are permanent.

R: What are you getting at?

M: Already you’re less angry. [Silence.] What I’m getting at is that actually, permanent-ness, or—

R: Permanence.

M: Right. Permanence, it’s a deceptive concept, because within it are actually a few concepts. And they may seem similar, but they’re actually very different. [Coughs.] For example, would it bother you less if, after you died, I went into your coffin and gave you that tattoo? [Silence.] Reuben.

R: It would bother me.

M: As much?

R: It would be a despicable, deranged thing to do. [Silence.] Fine, it would bother me slightly less.

M: Right, because it wouldn’t be you I was tattooing, it would be your body. But what if, after you died, I manipulated every remaining photograph of you, so it seemed like you always had that tattoo? And then if someone googled you—

R: Get to the fucking point.

M: Okay, what is the point? Okay. Truth is like permanence. It isn’t one thing.

R: You’re just bullshitting, you’re—

M: I’m getting to the point, I will. But listen, please. [Coughs.] Truth can be many things, it can be both abstract and concrete. Here the abstract truth might be: I tricked you into getting that tattoo—supposedly, as neither of us remembers it that well. But the concrete truth is, well, what purpose does this tattoo actually serve? What does it mean to you now? Does it make you think of that night? Or perhaps your ignorance of Danish? Will you one day look back—

R: No, you’re just retrofitting some bullshit philosophy around a fucking dumb—

M: Reuben, if you’d listen to what—

R: Fuck you. Seriously man, go fuck yourself.

[Chair creak, rustling, door opens, background noise reenters. Footsteps, door closes again.]

M: Sit down.

R: No.

M: Sit down and I will show you that this isn’t bullshit. I mean it, okay? [Silence.] Sit down. [Silence.] Thank you. Now please, stop the recording.

R: I thought you said—

M: Stop recording, Reuben. [Silence.] I’m serious. I am being serious. I can show you what I mean, but please, stop re—









CECILIE


Jonas returned with more oysters. The group tried to calculate how many they’d had, but their champagne intake had been just as limitless, and they were all shit at math anyway. (Reuben was good at math, Cecilie remembered, and then, briefly recalling his brisk, seemingly offended exit from the party, felt a pang of unease.) Villum said it was for the best they didn’t know, he planned to hand in his credit card without looking at the check. Fasangården wasn’t cheap, and for good reason. Hidden away in the idyllic Frederiksberg Gardens, the grounds were well-kept but not fussy (they sat out in the pebbled patio, for the sake of the children), the building centuries old, the décor classic but not in the American sense; it was tasteful, authentic, earned.

But the oysters would be nothing compared to the price of the champagne, which Anna and Bent were paying for. Once everyone had arrived, they announced their second child was on the way, to the surprise of no one; in her inviting text, Anna had mentioned it would be en særlig lejlighed, a special occasion. At first, Cecilie had been shocked by their generosity; even the cheapest bottles were hundreds of dollars, and Anna and Bent weren’t especially well-off. But then she realized she was still thinking like an American. In Denmark there wasn’t any of the hidden hand-wringing that seemed to attend all talks of money back in New York—the speculating about who had family wealth, the coded talk about salaries, the jealousy between friends when one bought an apartment. All her friends here owned—with journalist incomes, and without loans from their parents. It was just a different system. Down payments could be 5 percent. For a while, mortgage interest rates were below 1 percent. Not to mention that there wasn’t the need to save up massive sums to cover an unforeseen illness, your children’s education, your own retirement.

Jonas accidentally slurped while downing an oyster, eliciting laughter from everyone but Cecilie. Their amusement was generous and contrived, forced out only to save him from embarrassment. And yet, Cecilie noticed, no one looked at him. Were they afraid to? It was as if he had some secret power over them, as if he were death incarnate, the grim reaper himself. She even wondered if those who’d said they couldn’t make it had done so just because Jonas was coming—after all, they’d each declined after he’d RSVP’d. But of course their excuses were valid (well, except for Mikkel’s). Ditte and Kasper said that Karla was sick (and Terese implied they’d also had a fight). Louisa had planned to visit her ill grandmother; this wasn’t something she’d lie about. Mikkel cited only ting jeg skal ordne, things I need to do. Cecilie didn’t mind the half-assed excuse—she was relieved, actually; by this point she saw him as nothing short of an adversary.

Jonas had been the last to arrive, after Cecilie and Reuben. (Cecilie puzzled over why he hadn’t called out to them, given that he appeared not fifteen seconds later, and so must have been trailing just behind.) He immediately made the rounds, collecting hugs, imprecise inquiries into the situation, and vague sympathies (everyone was sorry, though none said what they were sorry for). In return, Jonas gave anodyne answers—that he was managing, or still very hopeful. Maybe he was only reacting to the group’s collective angst, but Cecilie had a sneaking suspicion there was another reason for his evasiveness: her presence.

When he’d left the house yesterday, she’d felt confident in their progress. He hadn’t necessarily agreed to go through with the procedure, though they’d talked at great length about actively making a choice—not out of fear (of the possible complications) but out of love (of his life, of everyone in it). He’d even suggested meeting with the doctor together, and then, later, said that he would consider giving her guardianship should something happen to him (a post that, it went unsaid, Mikkel currently held). But now, his eyes pinging in her direction whenever there was the slightest mention of care or treatment, she questioned whether he’d merely been appeasing her. She even sensed, at least in the beginning, that he didn’t want the group to know they’d been together the day before. When they first greeted each other, he just said, It’s nice to see you. And then he chose a seat near the end of the table, out of her line of sight, when there was one free in the middle of the group, next to her.

But soon after he came back with the oysters he sat by her side, taking the chair that had been Reuben’s. He said she looked nice, and then, Thank you for yesterday. Her first instinct was to test his candor, and ask if he knew why Mikkel wasn’t there, but she stopped herself. It was best not to mention Mikkel at all, she decided, at least not in his capacity as their friend. Mikkel the journalist, on the other hand, was impossible to ignore. It didn’t take long for the group to jump into the Pedersen story, which had since sprouted enough subplots to claim the entire front page of that morning’s Berlingske. Pedersen and the DPP had doubled down on their denial of the accusations, while the Green Left demanded he resign or be forcibly removed. The Green Left had slightly less than 10 percent of parliament, but they were a crucial piece in the coalition government, and soon their allies formed a united front, with the ruling party, the Social Democrats, intensifying their calls for action as they realized the scandal’s potential as a political weapon.

But there was more to discuss than the effect on parliament. Cecilie had wished anyone but Henrik had brought up the other side of the issue; he did so, predictably, by citing that neither of the women was considering pressing charges. (Alas, Mikkel hadn’t entirely handed the story off: he’d highlighted this detail in an article printed that morning.) Both women were adults now, and many in the country, including Henrik, were questioning their right to anonymity, given the immense consequences of their allegations. If at first Cecilie couldn’t believe that the notion wasn’t immediately dismissed, this only made her feel, again, like an American. In Denmark, opinions of the #MeToo movement weren’t so evenly divided along party lines, and there was, at least compared to the US, profound freedom in discourse—which often included knee-jerk skepticism of accusations. A major national news show had openly invited the women to an interview, and Henrik said that their refusals were proof their claims were false. This was the moment Reuben left, barely excusing himself, muttering only to Cecilie that he was going for a walk. Had he been that disgusted by the comment? It was hard to believe, and yet, it wasn’t so long ago that he’d cared deeply about identity politics. Back then, he had proudly called himself a feminist, he had posted his pronouns everywhere, he had once even gotten into a heated argument with a friend who refused to recognize their privilege. But that wasn’t him now; ever since his leave, he’d become, as a rule, unoffendable. So she lumped his exit in with his recent smattering of bizarre behavior, which had begun with a bang a few days ago—the shaved head, the tattoo—but then, starting yesterday, when he came back from Berlingske, seemed to take on a new, eerie quality. As she apologized for not telling him what the tattoo meant, he’d been, against all odds, calm. More than calm. He’d been utterly unresponsive. And when she finished he just nodded, as if he understood her completely.

Reuben wasn’t the only one to react to Henrik’s comment. They each did, and each in their own predictable way: Terese resented his opinion but didn’t say anything; Villum continually readied himself to respectfully disagree; Jonas never gave a shit about politics; Anna said, That’s not right, and folded her arms. Cecilie glanced at Bent, waiting for a Now, listen here, or What the fuck are you on? But he just spun his lighter between his fingers, looking around, obviously trying to distract himself.

What do you think, Bent? Cecilie asked.

Bent turned to her, his eyes briefly catching on Jonas. Was that it? He didn’t want to fight in front of their dying friend? In a last-ditch effort to calm himself, Bent stood and picked up his daughter, tucking her under his arm like a lifesaver.

Tell me this, Henrik said. Let’s say you’re Pedersen. You have some perhaps unpopular opinions, and—

Bent laughed, shaking his head to himself.

What’s that? Henrik asked.

Bent placed his daughter on the ground, ran his hand through his hair, and walked up to the table. Unpopular opinions? he repeated.

Well, at least among the Copenhagen elite, Henrik said, nodding to Bent.

Bingo. The two together could be a perpetual motion machine, needing just a single fact to take opposite sides of and then they were gone for hours. Their arguments were substantial but futile, supposedly steeped in logic yet entirely born from their own backgrounds. Bent was the child of late-to-the-game hippies, his father a pothead turned alcoholic, his mother an alcoholic turned academic. She’d raised Bent fundamentally alone, and did so by feeding him unlimited books, a habit he still kept today; he was known to read two a weekend. Henrik’s family was large and close-knit, all of them still living in his hometown, a hamlet in the dead middle of Jutland. For four generations the Torps had produced pork, and for nearly as long they’d hated anything new, a list that currently included low-hanging fruit (environmental regulations, nontraditional gender norms, electric vehicles) as well as more confounding targets (the national train system, sit-down restaurants, Switzerland). Of course everyone sided with Bent, intellectually. But his quick temper and tendency to literally sneer recast Henrik as the lovable heel, a role he relished.

The rest of them drank and ate, watching the show, having side conversations when Bent and Henrik weren’t being too loud. Jonas was next to the action and had no choice but to follow it; Cecilie, not wanting him to be alone, did, too. Soon a new bottle came, and then, right after, another—a gift from a nearby table of old men, celebrating either Bent and Anna’s love or Bent and Henrik’s hatred. Anna wasn’t drinking and neither was Jonas, which left the five of them to finish what was their fourth and fifth bottles. Cecilie now drank just to drink, as if it were anything in her glass and not 300 kroner worth of champagne. She ate with abandon, too, even as she began to feel full. Her appetite always grew when she was happy, and she was more than happy, sitting here, watching Bent turn red with anger, listening to Henrik sally with some sly, insane straw man. Occasionally Jonas turned to her, his face capturing the absurdity of the men’s passion, and this made her even happier, his company, his friendship, this warm togetherness.

And yet, the greater her happiness grew, the more she felt, in the periphery, a swelling sadness. She missed all of this—her friends, her language, her culture. She missed these arguments, too. (How rare was it to find friends in New York who were truly politically opposed?) Life here was so repetitive, she remembered, the alcohol greasing her thoughts—so wonderfully repetitive. She was home now. Denmark was home. It was a fact she’d always known but had, strategically, kept from herself, first so she could go all in on her New York adventure, and then because moving back wasn’t a possibility, not with Reuben, not with the language barrier—and what would he do for work? Well, what did he do for work now? He did nothing. He took care of Arne and hated it. He stayed home all day, not even trying to— She was turning negative, she realized, Jonas frowning at her, mirroring her expression. But then he smiled, and Cecilie mimicked him back, the imitation soon turning into the real thing.

What if. What started as one hypothetical—what if she and Reuben moved home—slowly mutated into another: What if she had never left? It was an odd thought, uncanny even. Wouldn’t she be exactly where she was now, surrounded by her friends, happy just the same? She closed her eyes, imagining her parallel lives overlapping here, on this beautiful day in this beautiful park, where she was beautifully drunk beside Jonas.

But then her pocket buzzed, jarring her out of her reverie. A text from Reuben. She hesitated to read it, to remember he existed. To do so would be to choose one life, and waste what little time she had with the other.

Don’t wait up. I’ll meet you back home.






REUBEN


Hej? the bartender said, waving a rag in front of Reuben. Hello?

Reuben turned but kept his eyes on the old man two seats away, who was reading a newspaper not six inches from his face.

Is it good? the bartender asked. Reuben nodded appreciatively. Another? Reuben nodded again. It was Ga-Jol, a thick, black liquor that tasted like licorice and quickly settled his mind. He’d asked for something strong, trying out his Danish, to which the bartender replied, in English, I have something very authentic for you.

Reuben glanced back at the other patron, but this time his gaze was met.

Hvad glor du på? the man barked. What are you looking at?

Sorry, Reuben said. But can I have the front page, if you’re done with it?

The man groaned and, muttering to himself, slid it over. It was Ekstra Bladet, a sleazy tabloid. The cover featured Pedersen smiling as he entered a black SUV, with the headline Færdig!, Finished!, in a bright yellow font so large it went to two lines.

That may have been true. Pedersen, it seemed, was finished. The DPP had apparently found a successor, Trine Bendixen, and she was openly distancing herself from him. But as Reuben picked up the paper, his eyes scanning the half-legible text, he felt he was reading fiction. Not that it was fake news, not in the American sense, as even the journalist had no idea of the hoax he was party to. Virtually no one did. In fact, there were only three men in Denmark—Pedersen, Mikkel, and now Reuben—who knew that the whole story was built on a lie.

After Reuben stopped the recording, Mikkel grabbed the phone, walked outside the conference room, and leaned it against the glass wall. He then closed the door, sat down on the other side of the table, clasped his hands, and began telling Reuben what an atrocious being Pedersen was. But he was obviously let down by Reuben’s reaction—Reuben still refused to believe this was anything more than a distraction from the tattoo, and anyway, he’d already read everything he could on Pedersen—so Mikkel quickly changed tack.

You said your father’s Jewish, no? Had he? Once, when he was young, he overheard his mom refer to him as half Jewish, though she denied it when he questioned her, years later. Imagine being Jewish in Pedersen’s Denmark. He wants everyone to celebrate the Christian holidays. He wants all the kids to eat pork in schools. He wants to ban circumcision and burkas.

Jews don’t wear burkas.

I know that, Mikkel said, squinting. And then, looking more uncertain than Reuben had ever seen him, he asked—demanded, really—that what they were about to discuss never, ever leave the room.

Of course, Reuben said, though it was hardly convincing.

We say “Ama’r halshug.” It means that you swear on your head.

Okay, Reuben said. Ama’r halshug.

Mikkel stared at him, waiting for Reuben’s face to match the severity of the promise. And when Reuben finally complied, if only to force Mikkel to get on with it, Mikkel nodded, leaned back with his hands on his head, and, not wasting a word, told Reuben everything.

At first, Reuben didn’t quite understand, believing that Mikkel was only saying what many people were—that the allegations weren’t true. No, Mikkel said for the third time, and then put it as plainly as he could: There are no allegations. The victims don’t exist. I and I alone made the story up. It all clicked now, except for the last detail; by then Reuben was already peering through the glass, watching as Mikkel’s colleagues gathered at a desk, chatted inaudibly, laughed as if they were getting away with something. A great conspiracy whirring around him. He even speculated that they all knew he was just then being debriefed, that they’d agreed to indoctrinate him into their scheme. Mikkel set him straight, again finding new ways to convey the same thing. It is just me, Reuben. No one else knows but me, and now you. When Reuben finally got it, his lips parting, his eyebrows lifting, Mikkel’s expression shifted, too, from exasperation to—what, exactly? Sheepishness? Embarrassment? As if this was all a prank that had gone too far. It wasn’t a prank. It was libel, or much worse than libel, it wasn’t some misdemeanor but a national scandal, a crime that wouldn’t just end Mikkel’s career, it could land him in prison—if one of Pedersen’s followers didn’t kill him first. And now Reuben was an accomplice.

Why was it so warm? Why didn’t Danes use air-conditioning? Was their skin not as thick? Was their blood not as hot? And why did Mikkel look like that? His lips were pinched in a nervous smile, his hands in constant motion. Jesus Christ, Reuben thought, was it a joke? For a second he let himself believe it, he needed a moment of relief. The thought helped, it made it all the more absurd, less real—abstract even. He leaned back in his seat, calm enough to be curious again.

How? he asked. Isn’t there fact-checking? Isn’t there a process?

There is a process, Mikkel said. It is to keep the names of victims as private as possible.

What does that mean?

Usually one of the editors in chief will be aware of the identity, but in unusual cases a managing editor will do.

Which is you.

Correct.

The door opened, causing Reuben to flinch, though Mikkel appeared relaxed as ever, half turning his head toward the young man, who said something about the Folketing, the parliament. Nej, Mikkel said, and then made a joke Reuben didn’t understand. The man laughed and disappeared again, leaving the door ajar.

Mikkel looked back at Reuben. I’m afraid I have to get going, he said. It isn’t every day you get a call from a minister. He stood, and Reuben followed, plodding to the door. He dreaded being left on his own and almost asked Mikkel to stay.

But Reuben, Mikkel said, placing a hand on his shoulder, waiting for eye contact. I am very sorry about the tattoo. If you need, I can take full responsibility, not that it matters. It’s yours now. What you make of it is up to you.

The bartender took away Reuben’s empty, and then, replacing it with a full glass, nodded at him, implying it was on the house. This seemed to not just catch the old man’s attention but earn Reuben some of his goodwill. He looked at Reuben, and then the paper in his hand. Jabbing a finger in the air, he even attempted English: He is … he is … uskyldig, he said, turning to the bartender.

Innocent.

Jo! Han er innocent!

Yes, Reuben said. Han er uskyldig.

It felt good to tell the truth, even to a drunk with sporadic teeth. He’d spent most of his waking hours doing everything he could to avoid lying. He’d even left the party at Fasangården when the topic came up—Henrik had done so in English, for his sake. Reuben couldn’t have just sat there, deceiving everyone with his silence; he’d learned how onerous such a strategy could be the day before.

When he got back to the house from Berlingske, Jonas was on his way out. Reuben went right to his room, trying his best to maintain his earlier bad mood in the hopes that Cecilie would leave him alone. But she came in soon after, lying on the bed next to him, her arm around his chest, her leg over his. She wasted no time apologizing for the tattoo, explaining that she worried what his reaction would be. She said that she sensed he’d been feeling more like himself, and she didn’t want that all to go to hell just because of an incredibly drunk decision. It’s not a great excuse, she said, but it’s the truth. He nodded, keeping his body still, hoping she’d give him space. But the more he pulled away the more she needed his love. She hugged him, she kissed him, she tried everything she could. Also, I was wrong to brush you off this morning. What did you want to discuss? About our long-term? By this point he feared he’d betray himself if he said anything at all. She tapped his shoulder, she said his name. Each second that passed his angst swelled more, pushing up against his throat, pushing the words into his mouth.

Not now, he said, his fingers digging into his thigh, his toes curled into the bed. I’m tired. It was the perfect response, another way of saying I’m mad at you without having to lie.

She kissed him, got up, and, pointing out the container of Vaseline she’d bought him for his tattoo, left the room. He waited a minute and then left, too, making a beeline for the front door. He fled the property without a destination, choosing which streets to take only to avoid people and cars, so paranoid was he that Lisbeth or Cecilie would leave the house and bump into him. He just needed to be alone, have his thoughts to himself. That was the problem: He’d hardly had a second to think. Why did he come straight back from Berlingske? Why didn’t he take an hour and walk along the lakes, let the news settle? Why was he always doing the exact wrong thing?

He stopped walking. He was lost, and in just about every way. He’d only been out for ten minutes and already he had no idea how to get back. On the next block he found a woman walking a dog, but she didn’t understand what he meant by Bulbjergvej? Hvor ligger Bulbjergvej? How many nearby streets could have possibly sounded like Bulbjergvej? The problem was all of the language’s needless vowels, which made pronunciation a matter of unattainable precision. He asked to borrow her phone so he could spell it out, but that didn’t make sense: he could have just used it to find his way back. He laughed at his mistake and the woman averted her eyes, leaving without even a goodbye. For nearly ninety minutes he searched for what was, at any given point, not more than half a kilometer away. And all that time he believed he was digesting Mikkel’s secret, when really he was just convincing himself he was right not to tell Cecilie—something he’d hoped to justify with more than his promise to Mikkel, or the Ama’r halshug, which was, in retrospect, a bit unclear; did it mean Mikkel himself could kill Reuben? But it wasn’t too hard to cobble together a rationale. First of all, she hadn’t even told him the meaning of his tattoo—how could she, of all people, blame him for withholding something? Secondly, and more substantially, if he had told Cecilie, what would she have done but immediately call Mikkel, or worse: Louisa, or Mikkel’s boss, or maybe even the police. So telling her was essentially choosing to call the police—and how could he make such a decision when he wasn’t even in a state to find his way home?

But now, sitting at the bar, three or four heavy pours in, he was much more at ease. For the first time he felt that he was actually gaining perspective, that he could appreciate the situation and his place in it. He wasn’t some victim, he realized, cursed with the burden of knowledge: he was a confidant who had been deemed dependable. But Reuben wasn’t just flattered that Mikkel had given him his trust, he now sensed a sort of power over him. Pedersen, too. Yes, the two men, however at odds, had one thing in common: Reuben held their fate in his hands. No—not just their fates. Given the scandal’s political consequences, he could help determine the destiny of all of Denmark; he could, at any point, shine the light of truth on a nation duped en masse, from the queen to the lonely crank on the next stool over. Was this how geniuses felt? Was this how the insane felt? Not that he would do something so impulsive. No, not until he’d thought it through. After all, with great power comes great responsibility.

He needed to walk. He put a 100 note on the counter, thinking he was being generous, forgetting which currency he was in. It wasn’t until he was twenty minutes away that he realized his mistake, but he hadn’t a clue how to return, and he’d stumbled onto a magnificent street, chock-full of tall, happy blonds milling about. In the distance he saw a fountain, filled with—he couldn’t believe his eyes—stark-naked children, splashing, laughing, unaware of the idyll they were part of. Was he in literal paradise? Their parents drank espressos out of small cups or pushed sleepy babies in expensive prams. Back in Brooklyn he’d resented these luxury strollers, with their leatherette push bars and water-repellent canopies. (He and Cecilie had gotten theirs, the model almost a decade old, for free through the local Buy Nothing group on Facebook.) But here there was none of that implicit superiority—what was there to be superior about when everyone had the same things?

He continued on, taking pictures of the elegant, understated apartment facades he passed and the greenery adorning them. There was something permanent about these plants—except for the lone, dainty rose that seemed to sprout from the center of every tangle, they looked rugged enough to survive a nuclear winter—just like the architecture they complemented. Why wasn’t New York like this? Why was every building in America churned out in a year only to last for twenty?

He walked by more apartments, a pizzeria, a tattoo parlor—the tattoo parlor? He had no idea. It didn’t look familiar, but then again he couldn’t remember a single detail from the exterior. He went inside, still nothing rang a bell. To make sure he asked their hours, so the artist would see his face, but he showed no sign of recognition. On an impulse Reuben pulled his shirt to the side, showing his tattoo.

I just got it this week, Reuben said. Do you know the artist?

No, sorry, the guy said. But it looks cool.

Outside the sun was shining, the din of city life humming from every corner. Reuben caught his reflection in a shop window, wondering, for the first time, if he had been too hard on himself. Now that he wasn’t hungover—his face fully debloated, his eyes bagless—he kind of liked the shaved head. It accentuated his dark, bushy eyebrows, his brown eyes, his wide, tapering jaw; yeah: he looked unique. Again he stretched his collar, revealing the mark. Cool, the artist had said. He took off his shirt, taking in the tattoo, his bald head, his whole look.

Maybe Mikkel had a point. Had Reuben been so hung up on the abstract truth—he’d been tricked into getting a nonsensical tattoo—that he’d missed what was concrete? The tattoo was his now, as Mikkel had said, and it was up to him what to make of it. This mode of thought wasn’t just strange, it was exhilarating—as all foreign perspectives are, once we give them a chance. His entire life he’d been obsessed with abstractions, with beliefs, with thinking through ideas. In fact, he’d made a career of it. How many times had he given a platform to an entrepreneur who was democratizing finance, or art, or exercise; an artist ruminating on the creative process; a politician promising to do the most good for the most people? He’d voted for these politicians, and why wouldn’t he: their values matched his. But what the fuck did values actually do? They’d paved the way for the Democrats to take the high moral ground while the Republicans went low—low enough to stay close to reality, and bend it around their will. While his party celebrated their integrity the GOP grew their base, they shut down the government, fucked the environment, fucked unions, fucked Merrick Garland, fucked Medicaid, appeased Trump, banned Muslims, pushed through Kavanaugh, pushed through tax cuts, suppressed the minimum wage, reduced welfare, blocked gun reform, lied about the election, disenfranchised voters, attacked trans rights, overturned Roe, gerrymandered, court-packed, anything, everything, whatever they wanted. And all that time Reuben and everyone he knew had shaken their heads, liked, shared, commented, called their senators, donated, signed the petition, parsed the issues. What did it matter? What did that do? Virtue wasn’t its own reward; all that counted was what happened in the real world.

He stopped at a 7-Eleven and got an espresso, a pack of Marlboros, and a lighter. Sitting on a bench, smoking a cigarette, he reconceptualized Mikkel’s actions—not only through abstraction but material truth. Yes, Mikkel had defamed Pedersen. He had likely ruined his political career and his reputation and caused his family great pain. He had deceived the nation. He had risked his own job and livelihood. But in return he had removed a man from power who hated hundreds of thousands of his own countrymen, who wanted to make their lives so uncomfortable they would choose to leave. Mikkel had single-handedly weakened a party that had helped keep monoculturalism in the mainstream. By ignoring ethics, integrity, and virtue, he had chosen one of the most useful, practical, and effective acts in his capacity as a journalist.

Lighting another cigarette, briefly aware that he no longer felt any guilt for chain-smoking, Reuben realized he would have to tell Cecilie. They just didn’t keep things like this from each other. And even if they did, he wasn’t a great liar, and she was a fantastic investigative journalist. This was problematic, as he also knew the situation would give her a bad conscience, something she would do anything to avoid. Her fear of hurting others had prevented her from telling him what the tattoo meant. It was what had stopped her, over and over, from talking to Gorm about his video game. And it would make it difficult for her to deal with the guilt that the Pedersen revelation would inevitably bring. Yes, he’d been right to suspect she would want to call the police—but that assumed he’d just hand her the news.

There were ways to help her think through it, he realized, the nicotine clearing his head, ways to help her make the same leap he had. To understand a decision like Mikkel’s, you had to think of the consequences, cut-and-dried. Reuben liked his tattoo now; he’d learn to, anyway. And Gorm would only benefit from hearing about the compatibility issue, of course he would. Cecilie just needed to see these things for herself.






CECILIE


One cigarette won’t hurt, he said, the pack already in his hand. As ridiculous as it was—he was asking her permission—she found it heartwarming, bolstering; he trusted her to take care of him.

Maybe, she said, but one will lead to two. She took the pack and dropped it in her bag, noticing that the cavity was lit by her phone.

Thanks, he said, his hand searching for something to do and settling on twisting his hair. It was a new mannerism, one she’d noticed yesterday at the house, too. And yet he hadn’t done it all day, had he? Was it only that they were alone again?

Bent and Anna had been the first to leave Fasangården, citing Norah’s bedtime, though this didn’t quite make sense, as they had a babysitter for the night. By that point Bent was visibly exhausted; in the course of his argument with Henrik he’d somehow given all his energy to his opponent. It had ended with Henrik talking nonstop and Bent muttering Okay, or Nå, Hmm, his hand finding new ways to push around the skin of his face. Anna had offered to keep the tab open, but no one needed more of anything. Terese and Villum were so drunk and full (Henrik had ordered pheasant in celebration of his victory by submission) they could hardly mind Oskar, who was smashing together oyster shells, screaming with delight, and after he nearly swallowed a shard they decided it was time for them to go, too.

It wasn’t long before Henrik was on his phone, alternating between scrolling social media and swiping on dating apps. Jonas said that he was tired, and Cecilie offered to walk him to the train, noting his spatial impairment. It was an old joke, and true, though Cecilie was, apparently, in no shape to lead them. The deeper they went into Frederiksberg Gardens the more lost she became. But when she apologized, chastising herself for not just calling him a car, he laughed at her drunken earnestness. I’m not that tired, he said. I just wanted us to be alone. A long silence overtook them then, lasting until he took out his cigarettes.

She herself now yearned for one, and almost asked if he wouldn’t mind. She hadn’t had a craving—a real craving—in years. She suddenly missed it, not just the smoking but the wanting to smoke, the feeling that you had the power to make a bad choice. How had she forgotten that? She only made good choices now, prudent choices. Maybe she ate bullshit when she was stressed but it wasn’t the same; gummy bears wouldn’t kill her over time.

As if smoking were some death wish. She was being sentimental, she realized, glancing at Jonas, his eyes on the ground, his mouth pulled down into a frown. Hadn’t she once smoked only to forget he existed? At the end of their relationship, she’d allowed herself a cigarette every morning on her way to Politiken. It helped her get into a work mindset—first and foremost by shedding his negative energy.

But this itch was different. It wasn’t self-destructive, and it wasn’t meant to reverse her mood. If anything, she wanted to heighten it. How often did she feel this drunk, this energetic, this young? She was happy she’d gotten them lost now, happy to be so displaced, curious, open to the world around her. It was as if she hadn’t been in a park for years—the sun shining through the green leaves, lighting the green grass, there was green all over and in every possible shade.

I’ve missed it here, she said, pulling a leaf from a tree.

He turned to her but was unable to make eye contact.

What is it? she asked.

He shook his head, his face clenched—the prelude to a cry, and just before it came she had her arms around him. While she rubbed his back he sobbed, each pulse passing more sorrow between them.

What is it, Jonas?

He shook his head again. He stepped away from her. And then he said, I’ll do it, Cecilie.

She was sure what he meant but she wanted him to say it, make it even more of a promise. You’ll get the procedure?

Yes, he said. I’ll get the procedure.

She hugged him again, harder now, waiting for the relief, the happiness, anything. She closed her eyes, waiting still, but every second that passed she only felt number.

I’m so happy, she said as they came apart. Really.

Did he see through her? What exactly was there to see? She smiled at him, not taking her eyes off his, but she already knew that the park had lost its beauty, the greens unremarkable again.






REUBEN


He wasn’t a hypocrite. Nor was he one to dole out pain he himself couldn’t take. If he really believed in all of this—obliterating abstraction with fact, letting reality speak for itself, seeing things just as they were—he could apply it to his own life. And so, before he went down to the basement, he took a shower, got changed, and self-injected two doses of the same sort of agony he planned to administer to Gorm.

The first was easier, and would help him build courage for the second. The file was, thankfully, hard to find; it could only be accessed through a twelve-year-old tweet made by a dormant account, the audio seemingly recorded off the user’s car stereo. The tweet said, this bloke gon’ had himself a chinwag—but my man is from georgia???? The segment was from his intern days, part of a series called Day in the Life. He’d been tasked with interviewing an architect about his average workday, from sunrise to sunset. It lasted about ten minutes, and though Reuben was nervous—it was his first on-location interview, and he had an equipment malfunction—it went well enough. But when he heard it on the air, piped in through the office speakers, he nearly passed out from shame. Over the course of the interview, Reuben had gradually taken on the man’s accent, which was British and posh—Received Pronunciation was the term, he’d learned while obsessively researching the topic. Reuben didn’t go all the way, and spoke minimally, but there was no doubt what had transpired. Once he gathered himself he left the office, his eyes fixed on the carpet, and didn’t return, taking sick days for the rest of the week.

Hearing it now, he was surprised to find himself almost as humiliated as he’d been then. (He’d listened to it a couple of times since, but never for more than a few seconds.) Yes, he was so much younger then, and many of the choices he made at twenty-three still had the power to embarrass him (low-cut V-necks, attempts at stand-up comedy, an overbearing passion for Marxism). But he sensed that it wasn’t his youth that had enabled the episode, really—it was his nerves. And if that was true, wasn’t it possible that he could—albeit, under extraordinary circumstances—make such a blunder today?

The second test was exposure to something he’d never touched before. It was in a folder in a folder in a folder titled Taxes. The video was given to him by the station during the arbitration of his leave; the meeting, like all of them, had been recorded. As his mouse hovered over the file, he wondered why he hadn’t watched it before. Through all his ups and downs, and all the transformations his psyche underwent, he’d never once seriously considered it. Was it the pure indignity he was afraid of? Seeing his ass and balls in daylight wouldn’t be pleasant, but it wasn’t any more humiliating than hearing himself utter Brilliant, brilliant like a Londoner. In fact, he realized now, it might have been the very opposite of disgust he feared. He worried he would pity himself. That he would empathize with himself. That he would finally see himself the way others had.

Before he could outthink himself, he double-clicked. On the screen were twelve boxes, eight of them with attentive faces inside, four of them only names. He was in the top left, as he was the owner of the call. He couldn’t believe how much younger he looked, how taut his skin was, how unguarded his happiness. Dragging the track slider forward, moving them through time at lightning speed, he felt oddly in control. He stopped at minute thirty-six. Two people had just dropped off, and Reuben was trying to do the same. I’m all out of ideas, he said, and all y’all’s are better anyway. He X-ed out of the call and stood from his desk, unable to see that a prompt had popped up, asking him if he was sure he wanted to leave. He disappeared from the video, reemerging twenty seconds later, kissing Cecilie, who was nude. They came undone and, while she lay down on the couch in the background, he removed his clothes. Watching this, Reuben was momentarily distracted by his body, which was plumper than it was today, but his attention refocused when Cecilie spread her legs, her genitals as clear as anything else in the room. (He’d read that word so many times during his negotiations that it was the one that came to him now.) By this point, all but three of the other participants had left the meeting: Noah and April (neither had ever provided an excuse for staying, though both had turned their videos off), and Molly, whose video was still on, though she was off-screen. She had taken a bio break, and in about ten seconds she sat back down. Reuben had just kneeled beside the couch and was beginning to perform oral sex (another phrase the negotiations had burned into his brain). After taking a sip of water and swallowing, Molly faced her computer. She squinted, leaned forward, and then, just as she recoiled, Reuben paused the recording. He’d once fully appreciated that the incident had been traumatic for her; soon after it happened, she wrote him an extraordinarily personal email, detailing a past, unsafe work environment. But now, seeing the literal expression of her trauma, he realized that he had lost that understanding. In the intervening years he had managed to supplant her lived experience with a narrative that ostensibly covered both of theirs: that of the career extinguished by a momentary lapse, and that of the career made by it. This was not only deeply unfair, it was strategically abstract, insulating him from the concrete impact of his actions. The truth was, it had been his fault and her pain, and everything else that followed sprung from those two facts moving through their shared reality.

This wasn’t what he’d expected to happen. He was, if anything, confused. He hit play just to get on with it, watching distractedly as the cunnilingus continued. Cecilie let out a soft moan and Molly left the meeting, and soon after Noah and April followed. The recording lasted almost another minute, during which they hardly moved, the pixels filling their bodies nearly static. And then Cecilie screamed: Reuben! Reuben, fuck! He turned, was still for a second, and then darted to the laptop, slamming it shut. This, too, he had forgotten—that Cecilie was the one to realize what had happened. Again he stopped the video, rewinding to the moment Cecilie’s eyes lit with horror. It was as if she knew all at once what was to come, not necessarily the specific indignities and anguish but the magnitude of their troubles. Their troubles. How had that also been lost? In the immediate aftermath it had been their problem—when did it become only his? Never, obviously; only in his head had that become the case. Yes: she, too, had been violated; she, too, had been disgraced; she had endured all of what he had, but always to a lesser degree, and because of that imbalance, her suffering had been completely subsumed by his. Did they ever even talk about what it was like for her to interact with coworkers, for her to imagine someone was hiding a smirk, for her to know how many people had access to this video? No, she’d never brought it up; whenever the topic was broached she quickly assumed the role of his personal therapist, his advisor, a soft shoulder for him to cry on. For almost two years she had been his entire support system, a feat that simply could not have been managed if she, too, had acted like a victim.

He resumed the recording, watching the last ten seconds: a black, silent screen. Without the aid of the video he reverted back to his memory, finding that he could recall what came next as if it were yesterday. Cecilie wrapped herself in a robe and paced the apartment while he put on clothes. He sat back at his desk and opened the laptop, forcing his face neutral, happy even, in case the meeting hadn’t ended. It had. He had one message on Slack, from Nancy, his manager, the editorial director, but it was just a form he’d requested. He tried to figure out how to retrieve the recording of the meeting. All he could find was a link to a file he didn’t have access to; Nancy was the owner. He restarted his computer. He took a piss. He attempted to work while Cecilie stress-ate, occasionally looking onto his screen, at an angle, as if it were still recording them. Every minute that passed the air became more pressurized. He could even hear it, the air, the slight ring of silence, high-pitched and in the distance. It was getting louder, his breath shallower, the floor creakier, his back stiffer. Cecilie sat down only to stand again. She said she was going for a walk but never did. She began to joke, as was her nervous habit, griping that they didn’t even get off. But wouldn’t that help, she wondered out loud—didn’t they need the release? They took off their clothes and continued, not with leisurely cunnilingus but thrusting missionary. They grabbed each other close, their rib cages pressing together, trying to rush what couldn’t be, their groans not of pleasure but physical exertion. They became exhausted, and frustrated, and stopped, neither having climaxed. Soon it was 6 p.m., and then it was 7, and Reuben could see that everyone had logged off. They ordered delivery, they watched The Great British Bake Off, he took an Ambien at 9. And when he woke in the morning, relaxed and well rested, he found a meeting invite in his inbox. It was from Nancy, for 8:30 a.m.

He closed the video. The file was highlighted blue in the folder. 8_22_1530_RSM.mp4. He thought about how many people had it on their own laptops. How many had shown it to friends. How many people, really, had seen his, and Cecilie’s, naked bodies? He’d trusted that most who had access—Nancy, Nancy’s manager, Nancy’s manager’s manager, the smear of lawyers, the compliance officers, the ombudsperson—wouldn’t watch as a matter of principle. But wouldn’t they? What would he have done? When there had been a massive celebrity nude photo leak, he’d searched for it on Reddit, justifying the act with, well, what exactly? It didn’t make a difference whether he looked or not, the celebrities would live their lives just the same. At least that was what he told himself now—but was this really a part of his reasoning back then? Did he even have reasoning? Was it immoral if it wasn’t actually a decision? And if not, was it amoral—or had it been too mindless to even be that? He googled nonmoral, pleasantly surprised that it was a word: not holding or manifesting moral principles. He translated the three words into Danish and was equally as chuffed to discover they had distinct matches: umoralsk, amoralsk, ikke-moralsk.

He wanted a cigarette but stopped himself: perhaps some restlessness would be to his advantage. It would compel him to act, to take chances—precisely what he needed to do next. If the past half an hour had put him in a daze, had made him want to sink into himself, and ruminate, and reflect, it had also made him understand how essential his impending mission was. After all, wasn’t he better off now, having faced reality at such an uncomfortable distance? If he didn’t know how he should feel he at least knew that. And so, before he could deliberate a second more he stood up, walked out of the bedroom and straight through the living room, where Lisbeth was singing and Arne rocking back and forth, to the kitchen, grabbing a Pepsi Max before clomping down the basement stairs.

Gorm was in his chair, his head swiveling back and forth between the screens. He appeared fully immersed, and didn’t even flinch when Reuben sat next to him. On one screen was code, on the other a rendering of the minotaur Gorm had been designing the day before.

Freya, Reuben said, happy to have remembered her name.

This is Irpa, Gorm said. He struck a key and the minotaur knelt before a stone, placing her mouth on it, blue liquid dripping down her neck as her throat bobbed.

She’s quite good at extracting snær, Reuben said.

Snær, Gorm corrected, though in which way Reuben didn’t know. He sensed Gorm was annoyed, but soon gathered it was just the game. His face heavy with doubt, Gorm made an adjustment to the code and restarted the animation. Again Irpa sucked the stone, her movements seemingly unchanged. Gorm made another small edit and played it again, he did this over and over, often stopping her midmotion, her body jerking back to the standing position.

Hey, Gorm, Reuben said. I was hoping we could chat, if you have a minute.

Gorm nodded but didn’t speak. He opened up Discord, a conversation with someone named Bartek. He wrote, Irpa approaches stone too quickly. Pretend it is hot glass. He turned to Reuben, doing his best to convey friendliness. What is it?

I wanted to talk about your game. The Seven Frosts of Niflheim. He’d practiced the name on his way back to the house; Gorm nodded, accepting it. It’s about its … viability. Do you know that word? Gorm nodded again, and Reuben nodded back. He opened his Pepsi Max, he needed to occupy his hands—why the fuck hadn’t he had that cigarette? As he took a sip he sensed something just over his shoulder, but when he whipped around he saw that there was nothing there. Do you remember what you said about spiders? That they—

They make a home wherever they go.

Yes, exactly. Sometimes the rain comes, and washes the spider out. But the spider is resilient. He finds a new place to spin his web.

That’s why the spiders are in the basement. To avoid the rain.

But this is a metaphor. Reuben cleared his throat. He’d gone so far, and yet the next step felt forever in the distance. The problem was that he was looking at Gorm’s face, how placid it was, how innocent. Just by uttering a few words Reuben would plaster it with pain, agony even—and he would have to watch as it happened. And by the time Gorm finally came to terms with reality, grew from the experience, became a better man, Reuben would be long gone, unable to witness the fruits of his labor. But wasn’t that all just more proof that this was, fundamentally, a selfless act? Specifically, it’s a metaphor for your situation. For your game, I mean. Reuben waited for an acknowledgment, a sign that Gorm was ready to hear what was coming, but he only sat there, as still as a spider, his palm cradling his cheek. I know that you’ve been designing your game for the Xbox One, which was okay, as all of their consoles are backward compatible. But I have good information—some, you know, some intel, some insight, that this won’t be the case with their newest release.

Gorm didn’t ask where this knowledge came from. He didn’t laugh dismissively or look away in annoyance or sneer or ask to be alone. He didn’t do anything a normal person might, because Gorm wasn’t normal. Instead he nodded, and then turned back to his computer. He minimized the file with the code and called up a web browser, which featured Formula 1 racing news. He opened a new tab, typed something, and hit enter, but before the page loaded he did it again, over and over, until there were more than twenty tabs. He took a sip from his Pepsi Max and Reuben did the same. After all the tabs were ready, he went through them almost as quickly, studying each one for just a few seconds. They appeared to be a wide mix of Google searches, message boards, imageboards, gaming news sites, and legacy media; one article was from The New York Times. When he was done he minimized the browser again, revealing a desktop with hardly any files. It featured an image of Freya, or Irpa, or perhaps another character, an ornate clay vessel tucked under her arm and blue elixir staining her mouth. He turned back around, concluding his research with another nod.

Thank you, he said, nodding again. At first I didn’t believe you, but I do now. You’ll have to understand, this is very upsetting to me.

Of course. But you know, you have to—

I have spent seven years building this game.

And it’s quite impressive. I’m sure you can still use the story, and the charac—

I have wasted over ten thousand hours of my life. That’s how long it takes to become a master, you know? But I have become a master of what is nothing. And on top of it, I have spent all of my savings and welfare on this nothing. I have spent almost one and a half million kroner.

It’s not nothing, Gorm. It doesn’t have to be. Can’t you, you know, build the game for the new console?

I am not a gaming company. I am not Blizzard. I am not Bungie. I am not Valve.

Reuben nodded in agreement. He mirrored Gorm’s face, which was sodden with sorrow, regret, bitterness. But shouldn’t Gorm feel sorrow? Shouldn’t he be bitter? Yes, he appeared to be handling it if not well, then at least healthily. Reuben’s fingers stopped digging into his armrest. He exhaled, slowly, so Gorm couldn’t see. He was prepared to stay there five minutes more, ten, enough to show his support before giving Gorm some time alone. But then Gorm picked up a pen, grasping it not like a writing utensil but a hammer. He clicked it, squinted at it, reared his arm back, and then, nearly squawking, stabbed it into his monitor. Reuben had flinched, covering his face, as if Gorm might turn to him next, but when he steadied himself Gorm was back in his chair, calm again. A black web claimed half the screen, its vertex just beside the minotaur’s head. There a white splotch steadily grew, swallowing the technicolor cracks zagging away from it. The other screen jerked—a new message from Bartek: OK.

Gorm spoke in Danish now, a low, guttural flood of vowels and glottal stops that stopped for nothing, not Reuben saying Gorm, Gorm, not Reuben standing, hugging him, taking the pen from his hand. In fact, the more he tried to settle him the louder Gorm yelled. Soon he was shrieking, his voice redoubling off the concrete floors, the low ceilings; it was so painful to hear that Reuben considered covering Gorm’s mouth. Instead he staggered away in a futile attempt to flee the screams, which seemed to rise in pitch as Gorm shattered the mug holding his pens, kicked his chair to the ground, smashed his keyboard. A key bounced across the floor, landing beside Reuben’s foot. He picked it up: Ø. The letter was also a word, island, which was exactly how Reuben felt, trapped here with Gorm, duty-bound to watch this inferno of his own making. But was he? Hadn’t he done what he’d needed to? He had no idea, he couldn’t think, every thought was interrupted before it could even take shape.

Gorm, he said. Please, Gorm, it will be all right.

Gorm didn’t hear, or didn’t care. He had now punctured the other monitor, and thrown his mouse, and pulled out his desk drawers. There wasn’t much else to damage, except his own body, and with that thought Reuben found reason enough to get help. He darted up the stairs, shouting Lisbeth! Lisbeth!, then ran through the kitchen and into the living room, where he found her kneeling, recording Arne with her phone.

Reuben! she screamed, almost as loudly as her son—but she was beaming. Det er helt fantastisk! Han sagde— He said his first word, Reuben! Say it again, Arne! Say it for mormor!

Arne began to blow raspberries and clap his hands.

He said mor! He called me mor! His mom!

Reuben listened for Gorm but heard nothing. Gorm needs your help, Lisbeth, he said. He’s very, very upset about his game. I’m worried he’ll do something.

Lisbeth nodded but didn’t budge. Had he not made it obvious that something was wrong? Was her English that bad? If only Cecilie were there—yes, of course. Reuben took out his phone and called her, keeping it far enough from his ear to hear Gorm, who had begun to shout again, sporadically. It rang and rang, never reaching voicemail—he realized he was calling her American number. He dialed her Danish SIM, prompting an automated message, so he did it again and put it on speaker, asking Lisbeth to translate. She said Cecilie’s prepaid card must be drained, and Reuben asked if he couldn’t re-up it himself. She shook her head, she didn’t know, why would she, why would anyone be able to help him with anything—but at least she finally seemed to be getting it, that this was an emergency. Just then Gorm emitted a loud, lengthy groan, vibrating the ground beneath them. Lisbeth sprung to her feet, peering at Arne, her face forlorn, as if he might forever remember this abandonment. Then she raced through the house and down the stairs, her presence in the basement producing silence again.

Arne laughed while glancing at Reuben, and then looked in the other direction. Over and over his eyes slid back to his father only to tick away again. Recently he’d started to act coy, wry, impish even. But it was impossible, he was too young for such complex behavior, they were only projecting onto him; they had to be. Still, Reuben caught himself grinning, briefly relieved of his burden. In that moment, with Arne’s attention washing him in virtue, he could believe that he’d done nothing wrong, not today, not ever.

A sob echoed up the stairs—it sounded like Gorm’s, though Reuben wasn’t sure—bringing him back to reality. The situation was now being tended to, he’d done all he could—so why was his instinct still to get in touch with Cecilie? Was it just the residual urgency? Did he only want to confess? Be absolved? Praised, even? (He had, after all, done the dirty work for her.) Or was it something else entirely? Arne was now holding up tailor’s tape, looking at Reuben, his mouth agape. This was another recent development: seeking permission for every new discovery. Reuben nodded and smiled, and then picked up his phone. He sent a message to everyone who had come out, including Cecilie: Are you all still at Fasangården? And then: I’m having trouble getting in touch with Cecilie.

He sat on the couch, catching his breath, watching Arne, thinking. A lawn mower hummed in the distance. He felt a pang of hunger, which was good—he never got hungry unless he was, somewhat, at peace. And for now he was; if there was too much to think about, well, there was too much to think about. Arne toddled over to the table, grabbing half of a peeled clementine. He pulled off a piece and put it in his mouth, chewing while looking into the middle distance, the manner eerily adult. Reuben’s phone buzzed: Henrik had written, She left with Jonas. That was it. Reuben started typing, Where did they, but deleted it. The next step would be to message Jonas directly, which he wasn’t going to do, as that would appear frantic, helpless, and distrustful. Even if he could admit he was all three, he would not betray himself to Jonas and, by extension, Cecilie.

He looked at the time: 7:14. Lisbeth had said something earlier about pizza. Soon Arne would be in bed, and the three of them would be at the kitchen table, or out on the patio, eating in silence. Reuben texted Mikkel, Are you around? I need someone to talk to. The second he sent it he regretted being so vulnerable—but it was the truth, wasn’t it? He didn’t just need to get out of the house, he needed a sounding board. He needed perspective, and not only on Gorm. Wouldn’t Mikkel, as Jonas’s best friend, be able to quell whatever misgivings Reuben had about him and Cecilie being off together?

Not two minutes later Mikkel texted back, I’m out getting drinks with Kasper. But you can join.

This was hardly an invite, but who was Reuben kidding: he was desperate. Are you sure? he wrote.

Couldn’t he just take a walk? Did he really need Mikkel’s ear? Wouldn’t it make him a better—

His phone buzzed again: Yes, please come. Actually, I have a surprise for you.






CECILIE


She was mad. Of course she was mad. But her anger was shockingly short-lived, gone as soon as she considered it, like déjà vu. In its place came curiosity. How could this happen? It was her article. She’d done half of the research, and a good portion of the writing. And yet, under the headline, Fear and Loathing in Council Bluffs: Inside Amazon’s War on the Unionization of an Iowa Warehouse, was a single byline: Tyler Richardson. (The cringey headline was, of course, not hers.) At first, she could only access the first two paragraphs, as she wasn’t logged in, and when she went to do so her data ran out. She closed the browser and reopened it, but now she couldn’t even load the page. They were on their way to Jonas’s apartment, and he suggested she wait to look at it on his laptop. He knew how eager she was, so he gave her his keys while he went to pick up the sushi.

Standing in Jonas’s kitchen, his laptop set on the counter, she read it three times in a row. Tyler had done a good job. The transitions were excellent, and it was smart to lead with Amazon’s statement, which was basically a straw man for the rest of the piece to pick apart. He was obviously savvy, too; she was impressed that he got that line worker with the criminal history to finally go on the record. So savvy, apparently, he’d managed to claim the story as his own. But where was Oz in all this? She was embarrassed for the both of them. She was in awe that this could happen at a place like the Times. But by the time Jonas came back, carrying more sushi than they could possibly eat, she didn’t care, didn’t really care—at least she knew she wouldn’t once she’d gotten it off her chest.

She told him everything as he unpacked the food, spreading it out on the living room floor. How this was exactly what she’d been afraid of. How she’d lost sleep over the thought. But the more she talked the more it felt as though she were describing not herself but someone else, someone she knew everything about but couldn’t actually empathize with. The issue seemed so clear-cut, petty, far away. She’d get it all sorted with a brief email to the managing editor, cc’ing Tyler and Oz. There would be overwrought apologies. She would be gracious in her forgiveness. Maybe she’d get a small, ostensibly unrelated compensatory raise? Who cared.

This is not the American in you speaking, he said. You’d already be threatening a lawsuit. She began laughing as he did his old, not particularly accurate impression of a New Yorker—his neck contracted, his chin doubled, his eyes bulging. Now you listen to me! You listen here! She cackled while he stabbed his pointer finger into the table. You do this right now or else! I want ten percent off! Fifteen! I want free fries on the side! She laughed so hard she fell into the couch and stayed there, prostrate. Her drunkenness had begun to subside, leaving her tired, lazy, willing to be entertained. She was hungry, too. She didn’t bother sitting up as she lifted the sushi into her mouth, didn’t bother swallowing before speaking. They talked about jobs and creativity, fame and success and ambition, how youthful it was, and how like love: both ideas gaining their power before they could be understood, while we spent a lifetime running on their fumes. Jonas said he didn’t regret his lack of ambition, even as it had, in retrospect, allowed him to waste his talent. It would be nice to be less ambitious, Cecilie agreed, surprising herself. She thought about the article again. The whole thing seemed so ego-driven now, so competitive, aggressive, win-lose, zero-sum. It was, in other words, so American. As she began visualizing her return from her leave—laying down her bag, taking in the subtle changes in décor, in personnel—her stomach twisted. It wasn’t just that she would go back to being slammed, stressed, exhausted; it was that she would go back to being that other person, someone just as ambitious as Tyler. He asked her what she was thinking and she said the sushi was good. She took a bite, swallowed, and then, as the wasabi lingered and the sunshine dimmed and the song playing in a neighboring apartment ended, she admitted it to herself: She wanted to stay. For good. Forever. She never wanted to live in the US again. She wanted to be home.

His phone buzzed. He pulled it from his pocket and, glancing at the screen, flashed a faint sneer. His laptop was still open, facing her, and she saw the text pop up there, too. It was from Mikkel, though she could barely read his message.

You can take care of that if you need to, she said.

No, he said, but he’d already begun texting back.

I’ll just check my email. He was hardly listening. She grabbed the laptop and, turning it away from him, opened the Messages app. Mikkel had written, Please don’t make any decisions before we speak. Then a new text came: She doesn’t know what she’s talking about, and she doesn’t have your best interests in mind. She kept her face still. She didn’t curse Mikkel even in her head, fearing she’d betray herself. She scrolled up. Jonas had messaged Mikkel thirty minutes ago, while he’d been picking up the sushi: I’ve decided to go through with the procedure. & I’m going to give Cecilie guardianship. Please respect these choices. She looked at Jonas, who was still typing, his expression vacant. When had he changed his shirt? He now wore a black T that appeared two sizes too big; it made him seem thin, frail even. On the breast was a small white logo: Vetements. Really? Those shirts were hundreds of dollars, and painfully hip; Jonas wouldn’t be caught dead in one, not the Jonas she knew. Was this who he’d become—someone who bought into a received idea of cool? Or was he just blowing his money, spending it only to rebel against good sense? He’d said something earlier about having a couple of million kroner in the bank, money he’d saved by not having to pay rent in years. But then why stay in a place like this? As she peered back at the logo he caught her eyes. She smiled and he smiled back, his more earnest than hers. This induced an unexpected wave of guilt, which, passing through her, dredged up everything else: her snooping, her false optimism in the face of his fate, his unrequited love, the even more irrational remorse over the fact that the sickness had found him instead of her. It was then that the thought came to her, eliciting not just repulsion but an odd satisfaction, as anything does that makes sense of the previously illogical. It couldn’t be true, and yet she had to entertain it; all the clues were there, she was only putting them together.

If Mikkel was theoretically saving Jonas from the horrific complications of the procedure, he was also ushering his friend into death. He’d reacted with anger when Jonas said not only that he was going to get the treatment, but that Cecilie would be his guardian. Was it actually this second fact that had ignited Mikkel? Was the missing piece to all of this staring Cecilie right in the face? The Vetements logo. Jonas’s money. He had no siblings, and his mother was already wealthy—from his stepfather, whom he despised. She reread the message. I’ve decided to go through with the procedure. & I’m going to give Cecilie guardianship. She opened up a web browser and, in a private window, googled guardianship and inheritance. It seemed that one-quarter of anyone’s inheritance was required to go to next of kin, while three-quarters could be—

What was she doing? Did she really think Mikkel was capable of this? She knew him. At least she thought she did. But who was this person who’d told Jonas she doesn’t have your best interests in mind? She looked at the sushi. She’d lost her hunger. She closed the browser and was about to close the Messages app but saw another unread text, this one involving multiple people: Reuben asking after her. Henrik had replied, She left with Jonas. Shit, she realized, the message was now marked as read—could Jonas tell? Just as she glanced up at him the screen twitched: a new message in his conversation with Mikkel, from Jonas. I understand your concern but please drop it. She’s done her research and so have I.

She closed the app and shut the laptop. Jonas set his phone, screen down, on a taped cardboard box. There were a few of these scattered around the apartment—but where was the rest of his stuff? He had, after all, downsized from a three-story house to a tiny one-bedroom.

He continued eating, ignoring his phone’s buzzes, which seemed to come every ten seconds now. She asked if he could silence it and he obliged, but not before scanning the screen. This summoned his scowl again, his mouth drawn down even as he stuffed it with a tuna roll. Eating his feelings was an old habit.

You look pleased, she said. He nodded, missing her sarcasm. Who was that? He shook his head. Was it Mikkel? He peered up at her for a moment, and then back down at his food, which he was now practically inhaling.

She was going to let it pass, making a mental note to bring it up later, but after he swallowed he said, Yes, it was Mikkel. He doesn’t want me to get the procedure.

Why is that?

The complications, as I said.

Right, she said. But he seems so … adamant.

Yeah, he said, with a perfunctory nod. Anyway, are you free on Monday? I think I can get an appointment then.

Yes, she said. Of course.

He picked up a roll, but only stared at it before setting it down. He’s too realistic. That’s his problem. He sees things without emotion.

Or hope.

Yes, that too. But … He broke eye contact, and then got up to pour himself water, surely an excuse not to look at her as he continued. Hope can be blinding. It’s a good thing to have, but not to make decisions with. He sat back down, still avoiding her eyes. Hope makes you live in the future, but a lot of people, myself included, would do better to try to stay in the present. If I don’t live much longer, if my life ends up being thirty-six, thirty-seven years, then the best I can do is come to terms with that. We used to live that long, anyway. It wasn’t tragic then. It’s only tragic now because we expect so much more.

But you may live much longer than thirty-six.

Yes, and then what? I’ll have taken the opportunity to appreciate life. Instead of hurtling through it, I’ll have lived long enough in the past to feel that each new year is borrowed time.

If this struck her as romantic—and in just the way he’d always been—she couldn’t argue. It wasn’t merely rhetorical or abstract; he was living his life precisely as he described: being present, accepting his outlook, preserving the past. This shit flat was part of that, she realized. It wasn’t just the opposite of the bougie, boring lifestyle he’d mired himself in; it was a portal to an earlier time. It reminded Cecilie of the kind of places their friends had holed up in while she and Jonas lived at Lisbeth’s—small, shoddy, uncared for, just a place to sleep, a home base for exploring the world. But had he ever lived in an apartment like it? How did she not know this? They didn’t speak for almost two years after she left, and all she gathered from their friends was that during this period he hardly changed, he continued getting freelance gigs and pursuing his own projects when he wasn’t too depressed. She knew so little about that time that, even today, she could only imagine him living the life they’d once shared, without her: eating breakfast on Lisbeth’s patio, picking up groceries at SuperBrugsen, strolling around Vanløse at night.

Was that why she was here? Why he’d pulled her back into his life? Was she, like the apartment, something meant only to help conjure the past? He’d been staring into his plate, lost in thought, but he noticed her gaze and looked up, giving her a warm smile, a loving smile. You were the love of my life, he’d said last week, at Nordhavn. You are. She had believed him then, taking his words at face value, but now she wondered what exactly they meant. Was this love something he felt in the present? Or was it just a memory of a love shared by two people who no longer really existed?

You’re not hungry? he asked.

Only for a cigarette, she said, regretting it. But I shouldn’t.

Not because of me, he said. Go ahead.

She looked around the apartment, scoping out the windows.

You can do it here, he said. I don’t care about the smell.

But the next tenant will. Her heart dropped as soon as she said it. Not that there will be a next tenant. Not soon, I mean. I mean, not that you’ll live here forever.

He forced a laugh, he was trying to be nice, but that made it all the worse. To do anything at all she stood and walked to the closest window, which she struggled to unlatch. He came and helped, pushing it open, letting in the empty noise of the street. She leaned out and looked down, though there was nothing to see. Parked cars, the nondescript building across the way, inchoate ivy rising from its foundation. It was a lonely road, not so much private or secluded as forgotten. He handed her a lighter and the cigarettes from her bag. Facing out, she lit one and inhaled, coughing briefly—how long had it been?—before drawing in more. All at once her blood thinned, her skin prickled, her sorrow lifted off her like steam. She hadn’t even known she’d been sad, but this was like most things, noticeable only in its absence. As she exhaled she saw, in the reflection of the tilted window, Jonas staring at her. He couldn’t have known she could see him—he was too vulnerable, ugly with desire, his eyes narrowed and something like envy smeared across his mouth. Not at all how he’d looked when he’d told her she was beautiful, at Nordhavn. He’d meant to shock her then, with his candor, his indifference to etiquette. He’d made his face simple, open, silently proud. And she’d fallen for it, she’d been flattered and disarmed, wondering why Reuben didn’t say such things. But it hadn’t made her feel beautiful, not like she felt now. Jonas was in pain not to have her. He longed not for some ideal of beauty she represented—as was usually the case when men ogled—but her alone. She didn’t move, peering out as if into the distance, so he would continue staring, believing he was being covert. When had she last felt like this? She’d always known she was attractive, especially after she moved to the US. It didn’t hurt that she was foreign, her Scandinavian features unusual even in a place where there was no such thing as normal. Her accent was also charming, she knew, and it made her English all the more impressive. But these attributes also collapsed her, they became her, denied her specificity; she was an attractive Nordic woman, a category, and people don’t fall in love with types.

Through the reflection, his eyes ticked to hers, his face suddenly neutral. She turned to him as he reached over her, closing the window.

I like the smell, he said.

She thought he was gazing at her mouth, but when she pulled the cigarette out she understood. Again his eyes were sharp with hunger, though this craving was more superficial.

I wish I’d known when I was smoking my last cigarette, he said. But I guess very few do.

That’s true, she said. She held the cigarette up, the end, somehow, smoldering on its own. And then, as she stepped forward, her foot between his, she lifted it to his face. Without hesitation he put his hand around hers, guiding the cigarette to his lips. As he inhaled she watched the relief pass through him, trying to convince herself one smoke wouldn’t change a thing. She was glad to worry, glad to take from him the burden of guilt. But as she let him have another drag, and another, and another, her remorse kept growing, while his pleasure plateaued, and before she knew it the cigarette was gone.






REUBEN


Just being in Mikkel’s presence did a lot to ease his anxiety, making each of his problems seem distant, like something he’d left at home. The secret of Pedersen’s innocence. Reuben’s complicated reaction to the meeting recording. Gorm’s mental state, and Reuben’s role in it. Cecilie off with Jonas, alone and unreachable. His tattoo, his shaved head. None of these was as immediately compelling as Kasper detailing his fight with Ditte, or his night out with the Swede. It seemed that Mikkel and Kasper had met up only to discuss these two episodes—though they were not merely out getting drinks, as Mikkel had said in his text.

They were sitting at a corner table in an unfussy yet quietly dazzling establishment. In fact, the décor was so understated, Reuben didn’t think much of it until the food arrived, shortly after he sat. Waiter after waiter set down plates of charcuterie, haddock, fried oysters, terrine, tongue, scotch eggs, morels, artichokes, white asparagus covered in cream, roasted vegetables, and bread. And after the last of it came, Mikkel reminded a waiter, not without a little annoyance, that he wanted dessert served with the rest. He took the chance to ask for another bottle of wine, which was brought out with two small dishes of vanilla ice cream topped with cherry compote. Mikkel told Reuben he should order whatever he wished, it was all on him, but there was already enough food for a party twice their size. He pecked at the charcuterie as Mikkel dove in, eating without care for how he appeared—or, for that matter, his sleeves. He reached across the table to mix meat and cheese, bread and sauce, laughing when his blazer dipped into a serving boat of jus. Kasper laughed, too; he was impressed by his friend’s antics and, it appeared, in need of comic relief. Perhaps he spoke with gusto, flippantly describing his infidelity and Ditte’s suspicions, but his smile was thin, his attention divided, and, occasionally, his words cracked.

You’ve made a mistake, Mikkel said after Kasper admitted, if not directly, that he wished it had never happened.

Yes, Kasper agreed.

But what’s done is done, and it’s up to both of you to move on.

Yes, Kasper said. Absolutely. He repeated the word to himself while scanning the room, and then, once again revealing the state of his nerves, forgot to excuse himself as he left for the bathroom.

Mikkel shook his head and swallowed. He’s fucked, he said, and looked at Reuben, his eyes lingering a moment too long. He took a sip of wine, and then, staring out the window, said, He’s probably texting Ditte right now, prost— prostrize— What is the word?

Prostrating himself? Do you mean—

Actually, Mikkel interrupted, I’m happy we have a minute alone. He ran his hand over his head, a habit Reuben had acquired, too. How was it that Mikkel looked the same bald? He was more attractive, even. I shouldn’t have kicked you out so soon yesterday.

Oh, you didn’t—

But how are you feeling about the whole thing?

How am I feeling? I’m feeling fine.

Mikkel nodded, staring at Reuben. He cleared his throat, put his palm on the table, and looked at his plate. I want to be very straightforward, he said. You cannot tell a soul about what we discussed. Not Cecilie. Not anyone. Never, ever, ever.

I know that, Reuben said. But Mikkel balked, giving two quick blinks, and Reuben understood he’d let his ambivalence show.

Mikkel shook his head, his lips widening into a sneer. It can be a lot of responsibility, he said, having something so big over someone else.

Reuben nodded, though he sensed he was missing something. Wishing for the moment to pass, he looked toward the bathroom, as if he could will Kasper’s return. But when he turned back he saw that Mikkel had reset; already he was eating again, albeit at a slower pace. For two minutes they silently grazed and drank, Reuben staring into his food, Mikkel peering around the room, as if they were a bored couple.

Kasper came back and sat with a sigh, drinking from his glass of wine before flagging the waiter for a beer.

Riesling isn’t good enough for you? Mikkel asked.

It’s so sweet, Kasper said, in Danish. Reuben waited for Mikkel to translate, as he always did, even though Reuben understood. But he just told Kasper to fuck off, also in Danish.

Reuben wondered whether he shouldn’t have come. He even felt, for a moment, that in doing so he’d abandoned Gorm and Lisbeth. He imagined them hugging each other in the basement, Gorm sobbing into his mom’s shoulder. But he was pulled out of his thoughts by Mikkel’s attention. He had extended a hand in Reuben’s direction, while the other reached into the inner pocket of his blazer.

Are you ready for your surprise? Mikkel asked. Reuben had forgotten all about it and didn’t bother hiding the fact. You should tell me if you’re not. Reuben nodded with a bit more enthusiasm, wanting to get it over with. You know what? I think we should tape this. He looked at Kasper. Reuben and I have been working on a little project together. We record meaningful conversations we have, which Reuben will then use to make a show about cross-cultural ideas of masculinity.

Fascinating, Kasper said, studying a nearby table.

Reuben opened the app and set his phone down, as if he had to prove he was taping.

Great, Mikkel said, pulling out a folded piece of paper and placing it in front of Reuben.

What is it? Reuben asked.

You tell me.

Reuben opened the sheet, revealing a printed image of a middle-aged man. He had gray curly hair and a green plaid shirt, and was standing outside, in a park. The photograph was professionally done, the composition just right, the background perfectly blurred.

Does he look familiar?

No, he didn’t. The man couldn’t have appeared less remarkable. He considered whether it was one of Jonas’s shots, but it couldn’t have been—it was too, well, lame.

What about the cheeks? Mikkel asked. The curly hair? The eyes?

He had a wide, cherubic face, which gave him a boyish mien. His eyebrows were thick, so much so that some of the hairs kinked, like Reuben’s did.

Reuben heard the clinking of plates, they seemed distant at first but gradually they became louder, neatly segmenting the din of chatter. The voices sounded so suddenly foreign, more than Danish had ever sounded before. But they weren’t just foreign, they were elusive, sliding past his ears, distorting, bending, it was like tunnel vision for sound.

He didn’t want to look at the paper and indulge Mikkel, but he couldn’t help himself. Yes, they were his cheeks, his hair, his eyes, but it was so much more, the ratios and proportions we don’t even have words for, the intangibles that accumulate into resemblance.

You contacted him?

No, Mikkel said. Of course not. But you can, if you like. He reached over and flipped the paper. There, handwritten, was a name, David Gelman, as well as an address, email, and phone number, which began 912: Savannah.

I won’t, Reuben said, if only for himself. He’d made that decision long ago. Reuben reached for his wine but couldn’t ply his eyes from the page and knocked the glass over, spilling it onto Kasper’s plate. Kasper stood, protecting his outfit, while waiters rushed over to attend to the mess.

Well, who the fuck is it? Kasper asked, lifting the sheet.

It’s no one, Reuben said, snatching it back.

Kasper looked at Mikkel and Mikkel said, He’s whoever Reuben wants him to be.

No, Reuben said. He’s not. He’s my biological father. The last word wobbled, anticipating the tears gathering under his eyes. He wasn’t going to full-on cry, he knew that, and stopped himself from wiping his face, too proud to admit that he’d become emotional.

You found his dad? Kasper asked Mikkel.

Well, there are seventeen orthodontists in greater Savannah. Twelve of them are white men. It wasn’t— No, Mikkel said to a waiter, we’re not finished with that. He waited impatiently as the rest of them cleared. It was not the most difficult investigation.

No, it wasn’t. It might have cost Mikkel an hour. Less. And yet Reuben himself had never taken the time. He’d spent his whole life wondering about something he could have solved on a lunch break. If this wasn’t a conscious choice, there was at least a reason for it, there had to be. Perhaps it was simply that he was afraid of how his father would react. Or maybe he felt it would be a violation of his privacy. Yes, that was exactly it: Reuben didn’t have the right, did he? But of course neither did Mikkel, no, he had nothing to do with this—it was, Reuben already knew, just another transgression he would justify with that fucking horseshit philosophy. It all came back to that, everything, all of Reuben’s problems, if it weren’t for Mikkel and his games and his recklessness and his rationalizations, the past week would have been wonderfully boring; Reuben would, right now, be at Lisbeth’s with Cecilie and Arne, lying in the sun, reading a book, without Pedersen on his conscience, without Gorm, who would still be in the basement, continuing to work on something that gave him joy, and meaning, and purpose. Everything would have been okay if only he’d never gone out to smoke on Terese and Villum’s balcony.

Reuben glanced at Mikkel, who appeared to be studying him. His face was curious, inquisitive but restrained—with a hint of a smirk. Was he only taking delight in Reuben’s confusion? But then why was he staring?

You’re not going to reach out to him? Mikkel asked. There was something under his words, some hidden message. It can just as well be our little secret.

Their little secret. Like Pedersen. Was that it? Something to hold over Reuben to keep him quiet? Reuben couldn’t believe it, it didn’t even make sense; this was the logic of a psychopath. Without thinking, he folded the paper and put it in his pocket. I’ll do what I want, he said. He was about to say a lot more, let Mikkel know that he didn’t scare him, that he was full of shit, that he was never to speak to Reuben again, but he’d lost Mikkel’s attention: he was now bent over the table, scowling at his phone.

For fanden! he growled. For fuck’s sake.

Kasper leaned over and Reuben followed: a text, from Jonas.

Look, Reuben said. If you think—

Nej, Mikkel said, waving his hand. Not now.

Listen to me, Reuben said, but all of Mikkel’s focus was now on his phone, which he stabbed with his pointer finger while muttering under his breath.

What is it? Kasper asked, to the same effect. But Kasper had the gall to grab the device, standing up to read it while Mikkel hurried out of his chair and pried it from Kasper’s hands. Mikkel slapped him on the side of his head and sat down, hunched over with his back to them both.

Fucking idiot, Mikkel said.

Du er, Kasper said, and then something Reuben didn’t understand, though it involved kirurgi.

It’s about the surgery? Reuben asked Kasper.

Don’t worry about it, Mikkel said, placing his phone down and glaring at Kasper. Reuben asked his question again but Kasper, not without hesitation, looked away. Reuben shook his head and turned to Mikkel, bracing himself for Mikkel’s usual dauntless gaze—but something was off now. It was the way he tilted his head, his lips slightly apart, his attention only partially in the room.

Remind me why you don’t want Jonas to get the surgery, Reuben said, hoping Mikkel would show more of himself, reveal whatever it was that was stealing his focus. Mikkel didn’t reply, taking a sip of water to punctuate his nonresponse. Why are you so insistent? Mikkel closed his eyes and shook his head; he appeared, if anything, pained. As if he could get out of it that easily. Answer me. Look at me. Mikkel did, his stare suddenly vacant. Reuben noticed the shine of sweat on his forehead, and then, glancing at Kasper and back at Mikkel, that his face had blanched. It wasn’t a ploy, Reuben realized: he was actually ill. Mikkel tried to stand but faltered, catching himself on the table. Kasper and Reuben rushed to his side, just in time to see the contents of his stomach empty onto the ornate teal carpet.

I’ve had too much, Mikkel mumbled. He didn’t seem drunk, though Reuben knew how well he held his alcohol. Again the waitstaff dashed over but hesitated to deal with the vomit, which was too thick to seep into the carpet and continually crept on top of it, as if suspended in air. After a few moments the host came and covered the mess in napkins. He offered Mikkel a glass of water, but Mikkel, his face buried in the crook of his arm, must have confused him for Kasper or Reuben.

For fanden! he yelled, pushing the glass away.

The host said something gracious to Mikkel, then shot Kasper and Reuben a look that meant, more or less, Leave before we kick you out. He walked away and the rest of the staff followed. By that point the dining room was so quiet anyone there could have heard the buzz of Mikkel’s phone. He picked up his head, pulled it into his lap, grumbled to himself, and then, newly angry again, mustered enough energy to sit upright. Kasper convinced him to have some water, and while he drank all of their glasses a waiter came with the check, which he placed in front of Reuben.

Let’s go, Kasper said.

Absolutely not, Mikkel barked. They expect us to pay for a meal we haven’t even finished? Color had returned to his face, and a slight wryness once again tightened his features. Just as Reuben began to assess whether he should pick back up the conversation, Mikkel wiped his mouth with a napkin and, looking down, said, But about Jonas, it doesn’t matter what I think. He makes his own decisions, and he’s decided not to get the surgery.

That’s what he said? Reuben asked, but then, looking at Kasper, understood Jonas had written no such thing. Just tell the fucking truth for once.

At first Reuben thought Mikkel was snarling at him, but he was only reacting to the effluvia in the air, which had just reached Reuben, too. It was as foul as rotting meat, yet too putrid to be the food in front of them; for a moment Reuben imagined it was their acrimony, manifested. But then Kasper stood, putting himself at a distance—it was the puke, of course, barely concealed by the blanket of napkins. Reuben looked around the room. They weren’t going to clean it up? Soon enough the odor would claim the entire space.

Mikkel waved at a waiter, his card in hand. The man hurried over with a reader, the whole restaurant waiting for the transaction to be finished. And when it was they left, finally, half their feast untouched. Reuben eyed the food on his way out, he was starving now, he’d been too stressed to eat while he had the chance and now his stomach was clawing at him, a reminder he’d hardly had anything all day.

Outside it was brighter and hotter than he expected, the air thick with the smell of barbecue. White clouds of smoke rose from a sausage cart across the street and billowed in their direction. Reuben pulled out his wallet and counted his kroner, enough for three sausages and a Pepsi Max. But just as he began to imagine the soda, meat, and remoulade mixing in his mouth, Mikkel said he had to get going, not even waiting for a response before bounding away.

Fucking odd, Kasper said. It was more than odd, Reuben was sure of that now. Watching Mikkel’s back, already halfway down the block, Reuben sensed not just that Mikkel had something to hide, but that he was tantalizingly close to uncovering it.

Reuben kept his distance, not that he had a choice, given that Mikkel was walking so quickly Reuben would have had to run to catch up. As he followed Mikkel onto a side street he hung back even more, now that there were no pedestrians between them. Soon Mikkel made a call, continually pulling the phone away to look at the screen, but no one seemed to pick up. After half a minute he tried again, he would do this over and over for ten minutes, fifteen, until he arrived at the lakes.

Mikkel crossed the running path to a bench, where he sat looking out to the water, his elbows on his knees, his face resting in his hands. Stopping at a tree just a stone’s throw away, Reuben called Mikkel’s number, watching as he lifted his phone, rejected the call, and placed it back down beside him.

Slowly, as if Mikkel might still reveal something crucial, Reuben walked the rest of the way, halting a few feet behind him.

Mikkel, Reuben said. He didn’t even flinch, and as Reuben sat next to him he only closed his eyes. Are you okay?

I’m fine.

Good, Reuben said, hearing how kind he sounded, how accommodating. Because I’m not going to leave you alone until I figure out what’s going on.

What’s going on?

Don’t act dumb. And don’t forget what I know. Mikkel faced Reuben, and then, turning his whole body toward him, put his arm behind Reuben’s back. You don’t intimidate me. Mikkel nodded disinterestedly. I’ll expose the truth about Pedersen. I’ll call the police right now.

You swore on your life. Does that not mean anything to you?

No.

Mikkel looked out to the lake, shaking his head to himself. It doesn’t really matter. It will all be found out soon enough.

What will?

Listen. Reuben. You’re asking me to tell you something very confidential. And based on your behavior, I really don’t think you can handle another secret.

I can, Reuben said. Tell me this and I’ll never mention Pedersen again, to you or to anyone else.

Mikkel laughed, not his shoulder-bouncing chuckle but one much deeper; it came from his gut. He leaned back again, crossed his arms, and lifted his chin. Jonas is fine, he said.

As in?

As in he’s fine. He’s healthy. There’s nothing wrong with him. He stood up, slapping a leaf off his pants. And actually, you don’t need to keep it a secret. You can tell who you wish. He began walking away. I’m sorry, Reuben, but I cannot continue with our project. From now on you must leave me alone.






CECILIE


At six in the morning she woke to Arne’s cries. She walked out to the living room, where she found him standing in his crib, which Lisbeth had apparently moved last night. Was it just to be closer to him? Lisbeth was not a meter away, sleeping soundly on the sofa. It was hard to believe her mom could so easily doze through Arne’s wailing, but her deep, rumbling snores went unbroken.

Cecilie scooped Arne up and took him into her bedroom, where she attempted to breastfeed for what she decided would be the last time. She put Arne on the floor, and then, catching herself in the mirror, studied her figure. It was different now, not just from before she stopped producing milk but even from yesterday. Since then it had regained something, its power, or her confidence in it—and the effect doubled as she summoned memories of last night. Jonas’s hands sliding up her ribs, cupping her bra. His hungry exhales. His greed. He must have, on some level, been comparing her breasts to how they were before, but he hadn’t even hesitated. It was as if her body were exactly as he remembered it, unchanged through a decade and a pregnancy.

She went to the kitchen, gathering liver pâté, pancakes, and raspberries, as well as Arne’s high chair, which she set up in her room. He’d become such a good eater, he could keep himself busy for nearly thirty minutes. She used that time to do a short set of YouTube yoga, something she’d stopped when Arne was born, and then wrote an email to Tyler, Oz, and Oz’s boss, Rebecca, the deputy managing editor. When she hit send she felt not just relieved but a bit excited—the feeling of justice being served.

After cleaning up she sat with Arne on the ground, passing back and forth a half-full bottle of water. The sloshing and rolling were the only sounds in the house; it was such a rare thing, she realized, having him to herself. She felt she could breathe. That she wasn’t being judged. Lisbeth had more opinions than there were seconds in the day, and Reuben, being Arne’s primary caretaker for so long, tended to eye her with apprehension as she did this task or that, never precisely to Arne’s preference. But she was his mother. Mor, she said to him, pointing at herself. Jeg er din mor. She waited for him to repeat the word, she said it again and again, slowly demonstrating how the mouth worked to produce those sounds, the lips in a slowly expanding circle, the tongue back and low, hidden from view. But he just babbled, never getting any closer to yesterday’s miracle, which Cecilie was beginning to suspect had occurred only in Lisbeth’s imagination.

She’d gasped when she got the message. Jonas was standing in front of her, peering over his phone, the blue glow of his screen put in sharp relief by the yellow twilight illuminating the apartment. If there was any moment to feel guilt, it was then: learning about her baby’s first word while being watched by her ex, whom she’d just spent most of an hour on the floor with, making out as if they were teenagers. But she didn’t feel guilt. Even now, in the sobriety of dawn, she didn’t regret what she’d done; in fact, it seemed to collapse onto Friday’s brief kiss. After all, they hadn’t done much they didn’t do the day before, even if they’d done it with abandon. It was hardly an excuse—she wasn’t adding to her earlier offense, only repeating it—but still she saved the thought for later, when she’d need to make moral sense of everything, both for her sake and Reuben’s. (She’d already decided she would tell him, just not now, not while they were in Denmark.) This was, she realized, how the ethics of any act was inevitably determined, as one of several possible narratives stitched together later, completely severed from the decision at the time. And it had, ultimately, been just that: a decision. It would be easier to call it a mistake of passion, a lapse in judgment—but it wasn’t. She’d been calm, and centered. She knew what she was doing, just as she knew the consequences.

After Jonas finished the cigarette they smoked another. He’d begun to move his hand up her arm to her shoulder, and she’d pushed hers through his shirtsleeve to his back. They kissed between drags, first with quick, chaste latches, but soon they were pulling at each other’s lips, sliding their tongues against one another, grasping at each other as they stumbled to the couch, and then the floor. It had been years since she’d kissed someone for so long without having sex, and had forgotten how much more sensual, connecting, intimate it could be. Even this morning, as she woke up in the bed they’d once shared, she reexperienced it not as something sexual but nearly abstract. It was as if their embrace was just a pretense, the foundation for an exchange she wasn’t fully aware of while it was happening. But she understood it now. It was why, despite everything, she still didn’t feel any guilt. All that time she was only giving him what she’d once taken away, what he likely wouldn’t ever receive again: love. It was a gift like the cigarettes were a gift, except instead of sacrificing her virtue alone, she’d also paid with Reuben’s pain. She didn’t want to hurt him—God knew how he’d take it—but there was no doubt that the effect this would have on Reuben’s life would, eventually, pale in comparison to what it meant to Jonas, who, if she was being honest with herself, didn’t even have an eventually. Yes, she could admit that now, of course she could, she’d read the diagnosis, she knew the odds, she had only allowed such a transgression because of that fact; what had happened between them might very well be the last meaningful experience he’d ever have. It wasn’t right, she could accept that, but what was right and wrong in the face of cold, hard logic? In the end, her actions had, simply, made sense.

He was the one to break them apart, abruptly rolling onto his back. As he stared at the ceiling she got up, and, as was their old custom, went to put on a record. But he told her to stop, he wanted silence. As she lay down next to him he stood, searching for his phone. When he turned it on it vibrated endlessly, casting a shadow over him once again. He began texting, and Cecilie grabbed her own phone from the couch. She found her wallet and bought more data, and as soon as the purchase went through she, too, was inundated. She read Lisbeth’s messages first: Arne har sagt “mor”! Hans første ord! There were three videos, though they only showed her mom coaxing Arne while he giggled. She then skimmed Reuben’s texts, which were frantic, replete with errors and repetitions—very unlike him. The first: I know you’re not getting these messages but call me when you get the messages. And then: I’ve done some thing I shouldn’t had but I had only the best intentions. There were four or five more before he came out with it; by then she’d prepared herself for something truly awful. But she was thrilled. Not just that she didn’t have to do it herself, but that Reuben had apparently done a good job. He wrote that Gorm did not react well; out of everything that could have happened, this seemed like a positive outcome. His final text was Meeting Mikkel and Kasper for dinner. This was sent at 7:28, nearly two hours ago. She imagined the three blacking out in some meatpacking dive bar and texted back, I’ve been helping Jonas sort through his diagnosis. Leaving soon. She looked at Jonas, who was staring into his phone, his eyes glazed. Hers buzzed again: OK, let’s talk when you get here.

Here? He was home already?

You look worried, Jonas said. Do you have to head out?

Was this a question or a request? Do you want time alone?

I’m feeling quite tired, he said. The doctor mentioned that might happen.

Is that bad? Is something—

No, no, he said. I’m fine. I’m sure of it. He smiled, surveying the apartment. Yes, he wanted her out.

She went to the bathroom, gathered her things, and then, after a stilted hug, left him. Out on the street, which appeared even more barren in the dark, she sensed she should be offended, like she’d been kicked to the curb after a hookup. But she wasn’t offended, she understood exactly how he felt; she felt it, too. It was the same numbness that had settled between them the last year they were together, as if they’d just been reassuming their old roles. In fact, the whole night had been one quick, compressed reproduction of their relationship: the courtship, the unbridled desire, the mellow domesticity, and, finally, the distance. Except in this version he was the one to end things, gently dismissing her instead of desperately trying to get her to stay.

The walk was nearly an hour and not through the best of neighborhoods, but she was thankful for the time alone. Not that she needed to think—the opposite. Her head was clear, she felt empty, there were no immediate problems to solve—something she anticipated would change once she arrived home. In other words, it was just like it had been in New York: the outside world meant freedom, space, and harmony, while their apartment was a pressure cooker of conflict and compromise. And now her peace was gone. In its place came apprehension, and then, to a greater degree, despair. Just thinking of New York, picturing herself there, filled her once again with the longing to stay. Even here, in the deadlands of outer Nørrebro, she felt more at home than she ever had in Brooklyn. It wasn’t the language; there was silence, and not a storefront in sight. It wasn’t the architecture; the apartments she passed were cookie-cutter brick blocks that could have been built anywhere. It was everything, or anything, any detail that let her know she was here, home, in Denmark: the squat, sturdy trash cans; the ubiquitous, utilitarian benches; the street signs humbly set into buildings. This one said Hamletsgade, and it was of an older design, written in a condensed, Gothic font.

To delay her return, she found her way to Nørrebrogade, where she got a Fanta from 7-Eleven and sat on a bench, watching as twentysomethings and teens walked by. They were mostly in packs, totally lost in themselves, talking over one another, grabbing each other’s clothes to get their friends’ attention. It wasn’t so long ago that she was in their place, but now she felt much older, closer to their parents’ age. The arrival of Arne had done that, made her sort everyone into two groups: those taking control of the world, and those handing it over. She wondered then whether Arne would be one of these teens someday, strolling along Nørrebrogade, speaking Danish, growing up in the same culture she had—one that supported young people and families, that didn’t just believe in equality but saw it through, that prioritized the health and happiness of its citizens over some deranged idea that everyone should always have to fight for every single fucking thing. She had to face it: whatever fantasy she’d entertained about splitting their time between both places—this solution came to mind whenever she felt homesick, or FOMO, or especially down on New York—was gone the second Arne hit school age. And while she never imagined he would be educated in the US, that was, of course, their current trajectory. Why did they back into everything? Why couldn’t they make conscious, intentional decisions? While other parents searched for apartments based on school districts, they didn’t give it a moment’s thought. The future was always forever ahead, life’s big choices perpetually punted to some other day. Would they be like this for the rest of their lives, happy to fly on the winds of fate, never putting a stake in the ground?

She hailed a cab. She wanted to be home now, she needed to share these thoughts with Reuben, start the conversation they should have had years ago. After she got in the car she texted him her ETA, making sure he wouldn’t go to bed. But she didn’t need to worry about that. When she arrived, fifteen minutes later, he was waiting for her on the porch, smoking a cigarette. For a second she was frightened by his presence, taking him for an older Danish man; when would she get used to the shaved head? He greeted her with a kiss, which she cut short, finding the taste of the cigarette repulsive.

How is he? Reuben asked.

Jonas?

Yes, he said. Jonas.

Right, she was being weird. She hadn’t expected him to be so inquisitive. Was he suspicious? She’d noticed that he could be insecure around Jonas, but with emotions like that he tended to overcompensate, making a point to be chill.

He’s fine, she said.

Fine? he repeated, as if she’d said something unusual.

Yes, she said, accentuating her confusion. He’s feeling okay.

He still doesn’t want the treatment?

Actually, she said, I think he’s changed his mind. We’re going to talk to his doctor on Monday.

Monday, Reuben repeated meaningfully.

She sensed she was out of her element and walked into the house, hoping Reuben would stay on the porch to finish his cigarette. But he snuffed it out and followed her to the foyer, lowering his voice to a near whisper as he said, Are you mad at me?

Mad at you? Why would I be mad at you?

About Gorm.

No, I’m not mad, she said. I should have done it myself, but I’m glad you did.

He nodded. He seemed confounded, distracted, elsewhere. She was deciding whether she shouldn’t wait to bring up their future when he suddenly became present again.

Hey, can we talk? he asked.

We’re talking.

He laughed, though it wasn’t funny, and then pulled her by the hand through the house, to his bedroom. His laptop was open on the floor, a pizza box and two cans of Pepsi Max by its side.

You didn’t have dinner with Mikkel and Kasper? she asked.

It’s about being here. What I wanted to talk about.

Are you okay?

Yes, he said, unconvincingly. I’m great. But, well, I thought we could explore whether, you know, whether we really wanted to stay in Denmark for as long as we initially planned.

What? You want to go back already?

Sure, or— or maybe just go someplace else. Like Italy, or Spain. Or Greece. This, coming from the man who’d wanted to keep their trip to the Bahamas during Hurricane Dorian just so they wouldn’t have to buy new tickets.

Reuben, we’ve been here for a week.

Tomorrow will be our ninth day.

I haven’t been back for a year and a half. I haven’t even had the chance to relax since Arne was born. She anticipated his response and amended: Neither of us has. Look, all I want right now is to be at home and do nothing, spend some time with my mom.

She could come with us to Italy, he said. Now she knew something was wrong. You’d spend more time with her there than you would here. You’ve mostly been with your friends, and Jonas.

Yes, Reuben, because my friends are also important to me. And Jonas needs my help. If I hadn’t gotten involved he wouldn’t have even considered treatment.

Right, Reuben said, rubbing his hand over his head. In the bright light of the room she could see where his hairline began, the now naked skin a delicate alabaster. No, of course. The appointment on Monday.

What?

Do you need me there? For moral support?

She laughed, though he was apparently sincere. No, Reuben. But thank you.

He was far away again, his eyes glassy and mouth ajar. It was a great time to escape. But when she went to give him a good-night hug she saw, filling the screen of his laptop, a man’s face.

Who’s that? she asked.

That’s my father, he said. Apparently.

Whoa. He contacted you?

No, Mikkel found him. He’s a psychopath. Mikkel, I mean. I don’t ever want to see him again.

Really? As much as Cecilie agreed, she shuddered to think of the possible effects of their rupture—that Reuben would instantly regress, or become even more despondent than before. Does this have to do with you wanting to leave?

No, he said, in a way that meant yes.

You’re not even a little happy Mikkel found him?

No, he said, I’m not. He didn’t do it for my sake.

What do you mean?

Reuben nodded and then abruptly shook his head. I think you should sit down.

She looked at the bed. She wished she were asleep, all she wanted was peace and quiet. What is it, Reuben?

Okay. So, Mikkel told me something very disturbing. He began to pace, though there was hardly enough room. It’s about his big story, the one on Torsten Pedersen, with the two girls and—

I’m up to date.

Well, he told me that— This stays between us, at least for now, okay?

Okay.

Cecilie, he made it all up. None of it happened. The girls don’t exist. He stood still now, staring at her, waiting patiently for her to respond.

When did he tell you this?

Yesterday, he said. At Berlingske. Not that anyone there knows, obviously. It’s just him and me.

So he didn’t tell Kasper, or Bent, or—

No, no one. He even made me swear on my life. Ama’r halshug.

I see, she said. Well, I agree that that’s quite disturbing. And I understand why you don’t want to be friends with him anymore.

She walked toward him, opening her arms for a hug. But he put his hand out, stopping her.

You don’t believe me.

I believe you, Reuben. It’s Mikkel who’s full of shit.

No, listen. He only told me becau—

He’s fucking with you. He fucks with everyone. Please, don’t take it personally.

He stammered, searching for the words to convince her. She feared that at this point he’d do anything to avoid the awful truth: Mikkel had, once again, deceived Reuben for nothing but his own pleasure. Preempting a pointless fight, she asked if they could talk about it more tomorrow. He nodded, he was hurt; that would have to be okay for now. She kissed him on the cheek and then, as she walked out, turned off the light, figuring he needed rest just as much as she did.






REUBEN


As in he’s fine. He’s healthy. There’s nothing wrong with him. He adjusted the levels, trying to zero out the rustling while heightening Mikkel’s voice. As in he’s fine. He’s healthy. There’s nothing wrong with him.

Why had Mikkel asked him to start recording? Had he only wanted Reuben to have to relive seeing his father’s face for the first time? (He hadn’t listened to that part, and why would he? He couldn’t forget it if he tried.) Either way, it had backfired. Both he and Reuben had forgotten he was taping, and now Reuben had it all: him grilling Mikkel about Jonas’s surgery, Mikkel vomiting, the confrontation by the lake. It was unfortunate that he’d put his phone in his pocket when they left the restaurant, as this added a thick layer of noise, but the tape was clear enough to confirm Reuben’s memory: Yes, Mikkel had sounded perfectly sincere at the end. There was even a hint of concession in his voice, as if he regretted having to say what he did.

Except the more Reuben replayed it, the more Mikkel’s tone rang a bell: it was with this same resigned spirit that he’d told Reuben about his Pedersen ploy. If he was lying about one, Reuben reasoned, wasn’t it likely he was lying about the other? Not that the two were in any way equivalent. It wasn’t just that the Pedersen story, if it was in fact a hoax, was merely Machiavellian compared to the utter depravity involved in faking Jonas’s illness—it was that the latter required both Mikkel and Jonas to be vile, evil, perverse beyond measure.

Reuben knew he should move on and admit that Mikkel was, as Cecilie said, full of shit—but he still sensed he was missing something. After all, hadn’t he needed some time to rationalize the Pedersen scheme? But what could possibly justify Jonas lying about his illness? Could he have been that in need of sympathy? Could he have been testing how his friends would respond? (A test they would have, apparently, failed out of the gate.) No, of course not. But maybe Reuben was thinking too high-level, lost in the haze of abstraction. What was Jonas’s concrete reality? He’d quit his soul-killing job and was now pursuing his passion again. He’d shed his bourgeois life and reentered one that made him happy. He’d released himself to do whatever he pleased, while everyone else applauded him for making the most of his remaining time. In nearly every way, wasn’t Jonas better off today than he’d been a month ago? Probably, yes. But the more Reuben entertained the idea, the more it made no sense at all. Why give himself such a specific disease, instead of one more believable, like cancer? Why not sell the Tesla and keep the money, instead of just abandoning it? And why agree to the treatment? On Monday, he’d see the doctor with Cecilie, and— Hmm. That was a thought. He seemed to do everything with her these days. If Reuben’s impulse was usually to stifle his jealousy and paranoia, he gave them space now, let them fill in the gaps, supply the motivation required for the crime. If Jonas was giving himself the freedom to do whatever he wanted, wouldn’t that include getting close to Cecilie again? Reuben had always sensed that they’d never found the necessary closure; at least Jonas hadn’t. And what a coincidence that this all had started just before they arrived. And how to explain the sudden—

Christ. He was paranoid. Jonas wasn’t a lunatic. And anyway, Reuben was completely ignoring the practicalities. Jonas had a diagnosis, for fuck’s sake. One that Cecilie had pored over. Reuben was now accusing Jonas of something on the level of, like, black ops. He breathed in, and out, centering himself, ridding himself of the unruly trail of thought he’d just indulged. For a moment he felt relaxed, at least he told himself he was. And yet, as he stood up from the floor, stretching his arms and legs, there was one thing he couldn’t shake: his suspicion of Cecilie and Jonas. It wasn’t just that he’d hit on a more deep-seated misgiving (he had)—it was that the thought was slowly attaching itself to the opposite question: If Jonas was, actually, sick, why had Mikkel lied to Reuben? Well, if something was going on between Cecilie and Jonas, wouldn’t Mikkel know? And wouldn’t he have some sympathy for Reuben, given their unexpected camaraderie? Was this lie simply a way to get Reuben to start investigating?

Fuck, his head hurt. He was going in circles, getting neither closer nor further from solving anything. But if this was frustrating, it was also, in some way, a relief. Being unsure put a buffer between him and reality, whichever reality proved real. None of the possibilities were appealing, as each involved a devastating quantity of deceit and hypocrisy. He was beginning to understand that there was such a thing as a safe distance from the truth. That was certainly how he was approaching the Gorm situation: literally keeping his distance. Reuben was currently avoiding the kitchen, where the family was eating—including, against all odds, Gorm. Seven days a week, without exception, his mornings had been dedicated to designing his game. Whether his sudden presence augured a positive mental state or a negative one Reuben didn’t want to find out, but he assumed the latter, given he hadn’t heard Gorm say a single thing.

An hour after they started they were still eating. And then still, thirty minutes after that. It was almost noon and Reuben was starving, in the past twenty-four hours he’d had a few oysters, a measuring cup’s worth of food at the restaurant, and a couple of slices of room-temperature pizza. He had no choice but to venture out. He put on his noise-canceling headphones so as to appear occupied and played his audiobook: the collection of Hans Christian Andersen stories. As he shuffled into the kitchen and prepared a platter, he listened to “The Princess and the Pea,” a story that was, plotwise, just as he remembered, though he now found the moral baffling; it seemed to suggest that the only proof of virtue was profound sensitivity.

When he turned to leave he saw that Gorm was also wearing noise-canceling headphones, which helped explain why he hadn’t spoken. His head drooped, his eyes were vacant, and Reuben detected that it was heavy metal pouring into his ears. But still, Gorm had chosen to sit here, slouching in a small wooden chair, over solitude. He was, in one way, completely alone, but he was also surrounded by family. Was this what Reuben had been so afraid to witness? Gorm looked sad, downtrodden, empty—just as he should. He’d had his dream taken away from him. Years of work had proven worthless. And he was doing what he needed to come to terms with his new reality.

Reuben went back to his room with the food: remoulade atop fiskefrikadeller (fish cakes), grapes, Danbo (a nothing cheese Denmark is obsessed with), and liver pâté on Danish rye (what bread would be if it were invented by proctologists). He sat on the ground and ate, cracking another Pepsi Max. He felt light and, if not exactly happy, at ease. It was soothing to think of what he’d just seen: Gorm, in a bad place but generally okay. In retrospect, it had been silly to dread the encounter, to hide from the consequences of his revelation. The truth could be so uncomplicated, our evasion of it the source of so much suffering.

He saw, out of the corner of his eye, his laptop, the audio recording still on the screen. He had listened to all but the first three minutes, when Mikkel had given him the picture of his father. He had told himself he didn’t need to hear it, that he remembered every second of that horrible exchange. But even if this was true—it wasn’t, obviously—wasn’t the fact that his instinct was to avoid the segment reason enough to confront it head-on? He dragged the slider all the way back and then, closing his eyes, hit play.


M:	Great.

R:	What is it?

M:	You tell me. [Crinkling noises. Long silence.] Does he look familiar? [Silence.] What about the cheeks? The curly hair? The eyes?

[Extended silence.]

R:	You contacted him?



He listened to it again, and then once more. It didn’t contradict what he remembered, but it didn’t reinforce it, either. It was like seeing two photographs of the same person—one flattering, the other not. He was surprised at how silent he’d been, how absent. And although he recalled that he’d asked Mikkel if he’d contacted his father (David, he reminded himself, call him David), he didn’t know he’d sounded so—what? Fearful? Yes, he was afraid of what Mikkel had done. He remembered more then: How he’d considered it a violation of David’s privacy. How he’d felt protective of him, guilty even, for having brought Mikkel into their situation. Their situation. What was their situation? He’d been thinking of David like he was a fucking sperm donor. Like he had every right to privacy. Like he had rights Reuben didn’t. He knew who Reuben was and not vice versa not by luck, not by circumstance, but because David had asked Reuben’s mom to keep Reuben out of his life. Why had she agreed to that? She hated David, Reuben could tell that much. And she loved Reuben with all her heart. Had she done it only for his sake? So he wouldn’t get hurt? As if she alone could keep the two of them apart. No, Reuben could have found David himself, he’d always known that. And now, as he mulled over that thought, it occurred to him that he hadn’t been protecting David all these years. He’d been protecting himself.

He finished the Pepsi Max and stood up, scanning the room for the jacket he’d jettisoned last night. He found it in the laundry bin, inexplicably, and retrieved the paper from the inside pocket. It was already worn at the edges, mistreated like some unwanted receipt. He sat on his bed and unfolded it, taking in David’s face once more. Mikkel had pinpointed the resemblance exactly: it was the cheeks, the curly hair, the eyes. He turned the page over, reading his name again, David Gelman, and then the rest, stopping at what he hadn’t even bothered to look at yesterday: his father’s email address.






CECILIE


They’d agreed to meet by the easternmost segment of the lakes, two blocks away from Rigshospitalet, in Østerbro. She arrived thirty minutes early, not wanting to make him wait, though he was already there, photographing the water and the buildings across. That panorama might have appeared on Instagram a hundred times a day, and she was surprised that Jonas of all people found it worth capturing, but then she noticed that Kartoffelrækkerne, his old neighborhood, was in the frame. Shouting his name, she half expected him to start photographing her—as he’d done in Nordhavn, to her annoyance—but he didn’t, and after they embraced he put the camera away.

I have to admit something, he said as they began walking. I’ve deceived you. Or maybe it was just a lie by omission.

I was going to ignore it, she said. But yeah, I can smell the cigarettes from here.

He looked away, his nose crinkling, an old tell that he was embarrassed. I just had one. But no, it’s something else. I might have forgotten to tell you that you’re not the only one joining me today. She swallowed, imagining Mikkel’s smirk, his opaque sunglasses. My mom insisted on coming. And she’s bringing my stepdad, too.

Oh, you forgot, huh? She glanced over, ready to chide him, but saw he was already tense enough. No, I’m glad I’ll get to see her, she said, slipping her arm into his. He nodded and smiled reassuringly, though his face quickly reverted back as they continued on.

They met in the lobby, Charlotte ambushing Cecilie with a bear hug before she could even say hello. Beautiful, she said as they pulled apart, half to Cecilie and half to Jonas. You’ve aged beautifully. If you’ve aged at all.

Cecilie deflected the flattery and introduced herself to Morten, who gave her a strong handshake and a wide smile. Morten Krogh, he said. Jonas had mentioned his habit of repeating his last name, so that people would make the connection to Krogh Kaffe. She’d taken this with a grain of salt—like most of what Jonas had told her about his stepdad—as Jonas obviously resented him, but seeing Morten in person, Cecilie understood he was just as advertised. Dangerously tan, in a lustrous, tight-fitting suit, Morten was every bit the consummate businessman—or at least his own idea of one. After moving to the US, Cecilie began to see certain Danish male archetypes—the elegant capitalist, the transgressive punk, the fitness freak—as counterfeits of American originals, their emulations naked yet never quite right. Morten’s outfit was a case in point: pink tie, pocket square, brogues—all of it now long out of style back in New York.

She rebuked herself, not just for being judgmental, but because her looking down on Morten had an unintended aftereffect. If Morten appeared a bit sleazy or tacky, she couldn’t help projecting that low status onto Jonas as well, given the space Morten took up in his psyche. Walking down the hall, Cecilie even sensed that Jonas was reacting physically to his stepdad’s presence—hunching as if to counterbalance Morten’s straight back, peering down at the ground while Morten’s eyes darted in every direction.

Jonas gave his name to the receptionist and directed them to a sparse sitting area. There could be a thin line between Scandinavian minimalism and dismal austerity, and this room was an inch over it. Perhaps it was the pair of potted shrubs by the doorway that ruined the effect. They appeared out of place, the sole source of life in the otherwise sterile space. Except that one was dying, or was already dead, all but a few of its leaves shriveled and drained of color. It struck Cecilie that it wouldn’t look so bad if they were both dying, if there was symmetry, if you didn’t have to wonder what made one thrive and the other suffer.

As soon as they took their seats they were quiet, like the other patients. Cecilie reminded herself that Danes were happy to sit in silence, as opposed to Americans, who seemed to equate it with social failure. Jonas stared out the window, his face in his palm, while Charlotte smiled pleasantly, scanning the room. Cecilie looked around, too, anything to avoid eye contact with Morten, who sat across from her. She could tell he was waiting for her attention, and when he got it, he held out his palms, leaned forward, and asked her if she had heard of nutritional yeast.

I’m sorry? she asked. She actually didn’t know if she’d heard him right, as he’d used the English term, adding at least one extra r in nutritional.

Yes, nutritional yeast, he tried again. She said that she had, that they always kept a container in their kitchen in Brooklyn, and he nodded knowingly. He said that his next big project was making it Denmark’s newest hottest seasoning, and then asked more perfunctory questions, each a chance to expound on his vision. At great length he explained the advantages (lightweight and easy to import, lengthy expiration, could dovetail with vegan trends) and the hurdles (high price point for seasoning, taste not for mainstream, name needed work). As Cecilie began to wonder why the fuck he was telling her all this, she connected eyes with Jonas, who appeared to have the same thought. Jonas was out of Morten’s view and so could grin at will. He seemed to appreciate that Cecilie couldn’t, and she indulged him in this, subtly hamming up the fact she was trying to contain herself, nodding briskly, producing affected Ohs.

But then Morten concluded, turning to Jonas, It really is an exciting opportunity. I know that’s what you found missing at work. So what do you say, Jonas? I’d love to fold you in. Before Jonas could even respond, Morten was already glancing at Cecilie and Charlotte, collecting recognition for his good deed. And then, as Morten passed Charlotte a meaningful smile, Cecilie realized that there was another reason for the offer: to broadcast that Morten believed Jonas would survive long enough to take him up on it. As if this did anything but emphasize his actual expectation.

Okay, Jonas said, not a trace of joy left on his face. I’ll think about it.

It would be quite international, Morten said, oblivious to the effect of his overture, as I think this will be a much more natural fit in the Swedish market. He went on, stopping only when Charlotte put her hand on his, and then they were quiet again. This time the silence lasted almost ten minutes, up until the doctor came into the waiting area, waving them in.

His name was Georg Bak, and he was tall and older, in his seventies, at least, with an ambitious comb-over. His clothes, like his office, seemed decades old. The room wasn’t meant for more than a couple of visitors; Jonas and Charlotte sat in the two available chairs while Morten and Cecilie stood behind them. Cecilie felt like they were spectators, as if the doctor were performing in an operating theater. He didn’t waste time, hardly introducing himself and not bothering to ask who everyone was. Whether this was his personality or an effort to underscore the exigency of the situation, Cecilie wasn’t sure, but it soon appeared to be the latter.

We should have had this conversation weeks ago, he said. As in, when the diagnosis was given. He mentioned this repeatedly, that Jonas had not acted in accordance with his recommendation, and each time it felt more and more like he was only preparing them for the inevitable uønskede resultat, undesirable outcome, of the procedure. This phrase seemed to anchor every other sentence, though it was frustratingly ambiguous, referring to either the treatment being ineffectual or its potentially incapacitating complications. Cecilie didn’t think she should be the one to ask, but eventually she couldn’t help it, nearly blurting out, What exactly do you mean when you say undesirable outcome?

The doctor looked at her as if he hadn’t realized she was in the room. Lille ven, he said, little friend, I mean exactly that. We try to do the best we can for every patient, but at this point an undesirable outcome is most likely. As I made clear, this should have been attacked earlier.

Yes, Cecilie said, but what—

It is the curse of youth that one can think they are invincible. We see this type of thing all the time. My colleague has a similar case, another young man with AVM who refuses—

But what are the odds? Jonas asked, almost at a whisper.

The odds, the doctor repeated. The odds of what?

Of it working, Jonas said. Of it going wrong. Of anything.

The doctor sighed. They weren’t getting it. He reached into a folder and pulled out a scan, which he attached to a light box. As you can see from the MRI—he pointed to an area at the bottom—the malformation is right in the pons, in the brainstem. The scan was taken vertically, as opposed to the horizontal cross-section Cecilie had been unconsciously imagining. She was surprised to see that Jonas’s ears were visible, that she could recognize his head shape; it was like looking at him from behind, but with his skull cut open. She also didn’t expect the malformation to be so apparent. Unlike the ominous blobs found in cancer patients, this was intricate, twisting, nearly tactile in its stringiness. The more she stared at it, the more it seemed to live on top of the image, like a glitch, or a punctured screen.

Here, he said, pointing to a white, bulging strand in the thick of the tangle. This is an aneurysm. There are three now. Here and here, too. Though this one is the most susceptible to rupture. Perhaps a couple of months ago it looked like this. He pointed to a thin fiber wisping off to the side. But we are now in a much more critical state.

He asked you the odds, Cecilie said, unable to stop herself. If that’s not something you can provide, then you should say as much. We understand he should have come in earlier. You have made this point over and over. We are here now because he wants treatment now, not to be told what he’s done wrong.

For a few moments the doctor stared at Cecilie, frowning, as if he were studying a scan, and then looked at Jonas. The surgeon has an open slot on Wednesday morning, at nine. If you’re ready to make—

Yes, Jonas said. I’ll be there.

Morten patted Jonas’s shoulder, nodding heartily. It is a good idea, Jonas, he said. Cecilie expected Jonas to shrug his hand off, or ignore the comment, but instead he said, with sincerity, Thanks. In fact, for the rest of the visit it was mostly Morten who spoke for them, providing mm-hmms and other acknowledgments, asking for clarifications, rephrasing the doctor’s remarks to make sure he understood. The meeting ran smoother this way, as Morten supplied the requisite gratitude, respect, and deference. Once there was nothing left to discuss, the doctor made swift eye contact with each of them, stood up, and nodded, implying the appointment was over.

In the lobby, Jonas asked Charlotte to schedule the procedure with the receptionist while he and Cecilie walked ahead. Cecilie put her hand in his and, after a few minutes of silence, asked if he’d like her to come on Wednesday.

No, he said quickly, and then, with more care, I’ll be fine, thanks.

They got two egg salad sandwiches from a vending machine and ate them sitting on the floor. When they were done, Jonas arranged the two plastic wrap pieces so they were side by side, as close as they could be without touching. He then took out his camera, spending a minute on the settings. But as he looked through the viewfinder and back at the floor, he set it down again, deciding the shot wasn’t worth taking.






REUBEN


He knocked again, this time shouting, Mikkel! Mikkel! The woman who had held the lobby door for him had just entered her apartment, two floors up. I left my keys inside, he said, for her sake. Are you still there?

He called Mikkel’s cell with his ear pressed to the door, listening for a ring or a buzz, but there was only silence. He was just about to leave when he noticed, under his feet, a doormat. Had it been there before? It looked new, with Velkommen! written in a schlocky font. He kicked it aside, revealing two keys on a ring. He picked them up and examined the attached tag: Rasmus.

Yesterday, as soon as he sent the email to his father, he felt a certain sense of conviction, one he’d once known so well. It was such a brilliant thing, doing exactly what you wanted, without fear or inhibition or that vague guilt that seemed to follow him like a scent. He held on to the feeling the whole day, his newfound confidence freeing him to, well, enjoy life. With a mild but sublime aura of well-being, he happily wasted those hours lounging around the house, reading, eating, playing with Arne.

But he woke on Monday to find that his morale was already depleting, and each time he checked his inbox, only to find it empty, it depleted more. Cecilie was leaving to meet Jonas, the claws of ennui were at his heels, and he dreaded returning to himself. So he grabbed his last bit of courage and, hoping to leverage it into another windfall, bet the house. While tidying his room, vacuuming every inch of floor he could find, and cycling on the stationary bike in the garage, he began listening to all of his recordings with Mikkel, from the beginning.

If this took less nerve than emailing his father, it was far more excruciating. While he’d recognized his deference to Mikkel on previous listens, he now saw himself as nothing short of a groveling stooge—always ready with a compliment, eagerly agreeing to every loose thought, bending his own opinions around Mikkel’s. He had hoped to find evidence of the sociopath Mikkel had proven to be, but it was Reuben who came off like he had a personality disorder. He listened to himself speak about art, gender, and Danish culture like a true dilettante, making up for his naïveté with bravado, parroting Mikkel’s ideas but doubling the bluster. How had he once been on the radio? If anyone else heard these tapes they’d think he was just a garden-variety dickhead. But he knew better. He could, if needed, bullshit his way through a conversation; after all, he’d practically built a career extemporizing. It was only Mikkel’s presence that had turned him into a swaggering fool, too interested in the impression he was making to see it himself.

But stopping the tape was no less painful. He did this hoping to mend his ego, like a trainer attending to a boxer between rounds. Except now, having just reinhabited himself, he couldn’t help but remember in agonizing detail what had been going through his head at the time. How Mikkel was bestowing on him a nearly radical, intercontinental perspective. How the two were becoming fast friends. How Reuben might soon move to Denmark, undergo some profound personal transformation, become someone new. That was impossible, he realized, sitting on the bike, his legs no longer pumping though still momentum dragged them in a circle: there was no such thing as becoming someone new. Not when you were a few years from forty, and had a family, and had already had your chance. New experiences don’t change who we are, they only show sides of ourselves that were there all along. This had certainly been the case for him over the past week. He’d learned he was someone who could idolize someone like Mikkel, who could be tricked into getting a moronic tattoo and then tricked again into liking it, who could convince himself he could become Danish, who could be so credulous as to believe that Jonas wasn’t dying, that Mikkel had made up the Pedersen story. Yes, in his new sobriety he could see what was now obvious, what should have been all along, what he’d needed Cecilie to drill into his thick, dumb skull: Mikkel had always been fucking with him.

At least he deserved it, Reuben thought, who more than he? He recalled sitting at that bar on Saturday, after he’d left Fasangården, lifted by the Ga-Jol, which he’d mistakenly not paid for, which he’d believed was an authentic piece of Danish culture but was actually, he found out, googling it this morning, like Malibu for Danes. Revisiting that moment was like peering into the mind of not just an idiot but an egomaniac. He had believed, being the keeper of the secret of the Pedersen hoax, that he’d held the destiny of Denmark in his hands. He remembered thinking the phrase shine the light of truth. He’d even surmised that he had something over the queen, that with one well-placed call he could have her ear.

That was enough reflection. He hit play and began pedaling again. They were now in a bar on Istedgade. Or rather, Reuben was; all he could hear was background noise. Mikkel had gone outside to take a call from Cecilie, and a few minutes later he came back in, murmuring to himself. Reuben remembered that his mood had suddenly soured, that he’d needed a minute to get over it. Most of what he muttered was drowned out by the din of the bar, but a few words were audible: what sounded like noose-gary killing, and then fucking loola. He stopped pedaling, picked up his phone, and paused the tape. Using Google Translate and autocorrect, Reuben first found nysgerrige killing, which meant nosy kitten, then nysgerrige kylling, nosy chicken, and then nysgerrige kælling, nosy bitch. Bingo. Fucking loola autocorrected to nothing and translated to fucking loola. He listened again, slowing down the tape to half-speed, then quarter-speed. Lutha, maybe: lute. It was difficult, as Danish had so many counterintuitive pronunciations; an l sound in the middle of a word could be anything, especially if it was followed by er. He tried luger: hatches, and then luder: whore. He played the tape again, matching it to Google’s pronunciation. That was the word, luder, he was sure of it now: Mikkel was calling Cecilie a fucking whore. If this made him angry, and resent Mikkel even more, his ire soon gave way to unease. As he listened to it again and again, he understood that the word hadn’t been spat out like any generic curse. It had been carefully chosen.

He continued the tape, pedaling harder. He tried to stay focused but kept going back to that moment, desperate to remember Mikkel’s expression, his posture, anything. This was on Monday, the day after Jonas and Cecilie had met up for the first time. Before he could stop himself, Reuben returned to one of yesterday’s theories, one that he had, until now, done a good job of forgetting: that Mikkel knew something had happened between Jonas and Cecilie, felt bad for Reuben, and lied to him about Jonas being healthy in order to get him to find out for himself. It was preposterous, maybe—but maybe not. After all, Mikkel had called Cecilie a fucking luder in Reuben’s presence. Didn’t he know he was being recorded? Was it just a clue for Reuben to catch later?

What was he doing? This wasn’t making him feel any better. It wasn’t some act of courage. He was playing detective on a stationary bike—going nowhere in both senses. Because of Mikkel he was questioning Cecilie’s fidelity, too much of a coward to be anything but grateful for the little puzzles Mikkel handed him. Again Reuben was only pussyfooting around the truth. Again he was playing by Mikkel’s rules. The last thing Mikkel had said to him was leave me alone. And Reuben had done just that.

He got off the bike, walked to the living room, and called for Lisbeth. He checked the yard and then the basement, stopping halfway down the stairs. It looked like no one had been there since Gorm’s breakdown; a monitor lay facedown on the floor. In the stale air wafting up he smelled Gorm’s scent, and realized that since they’d arrived he’d become completely acclimated to it. But then why did he notice it again now?

Lisbeth? he tried one last time, walking back up the stairs. Gorm?

He grabbed the backup car key from the kitchen drawer and dashed out to the Citroën, fearing she would now emerge and need it herself. He didn’t even put in directions until he was out of the neighborhood, nor did he fasten his seat belt, gnashing his teeth as the alarm beeped. The refrigerator, the coffee machine—why did everything in this fucking country beep! He could hardly think, he just needed silence, but once he got it there was the driving itself to make him go mad. He missed every light, the low-fuel warning glared, and every time he made some small error—turning without a signal, stopping too close to the crosswalk—someone honked at him, stared at him, shook their head in disgrace. Was this really what it meant to live in an enlightened society? An anal-retentive obsession with order? Shame wielded constantly to keep everyone in line? For fuck’s sake.

But luck began turning in his favor once he arrived. First with finding a parking spot, then with the woman at the door, letting him in without a second glance, and finally with the keys, which jangled fortuitously as he unlocked the apartment. When he stepped inside his initial thought was that Mikkel was expecting him. The apartment was much cleaner than it had been before, or at least tidier. If dust still covered most of the surfaces—a thousand specks swept into a stream of sunlight as he walked past the window—there were no clothes on the floor, no packs of cigarettes, no books acting as makeshift coasters. Actually, there wasn’t much of anything. It was as if every third object had vanished. He scoured his mind, trying to recall what exactly had been there before, while ignoring all the resentment attached to those memories. Both attempts were mostly in vain, though he did notice two missing items. The first was a large, framed, up-close picture of a baby crying, which Reuben had spotted leaning against a wall during their initial recording; in retrospect, he realized the photograph must have been one of Jonas’s. Then, when he looked over at the desk, half expecting to find a game of chess on the screen, he saw Mikkel’s laptop was gone. He searched the drawers and the top of the armoire: Mikkel had taken all his valuables. Then Reuben remembered the keys. Was he Airbnb’ing the place?

At the restaurant on Saturday, before the meal went to hell, Mikkel mentioned he was taking a vacation day on Monday, today. When Kasper inquired whether this was solely to jerk off, Mikkel said more or less, and then changed the subject—just as he tried to do when Reuben asked about Jonas’s surgery. Was it merely a coincidence that Jonas’s appointment was today? Had Mikkel gone there to intervene? He thought to call Cecilie but put the idea away; there was only one person who knew what the fuck was going on. Reuben pulled out his phone and took a selfie, sticking up his middle finger, with Mikkel’s desk in the background, and texted it to him.

He went to the bathroom, got an apple from the kitchen— it, too, had been cleaned out, most of the perishables now gone—and came back into the main room. The diffuse afternoon light made either end of the day feel forever far away, and for no reason he could immediately discern, he began to feel sad. Perhaps it was just witnessing, in quiet detail, the life led by a bachelor in his prime. A part of Reuben wondered what he would give to have one week alone in an apartment like this, doing nothing, doing anything, free from the burden of a full life. But another part knew it was fantasy, nothing more than a counterweight to reality; if he really had this life, all he’d yearn for was the life he had now.

He tried turning on a lamp but realized it wasn’t plugged in. He walked around the apartment, finding that nothing was except for the internet router and the refrigerator. Sitting on the couch, returning to the thought of Mikkel here alone, Reuben had the impulse to see his own face, and pulled up the picture he’d just sent. He looked tired, his skin thin, the light was hardly flattering, and his hair, which now resembled a field of blackheads, didn’t suit him. And yet, he was satisfied. He was happy he was himself.

He was about to delete the image when he noticed, in the top left corner, just beyond his head, upright on the bookshelf, a laptop. He looked up to see the real thing, and as he glanced back at his phone, as if he willed it himself, it began ringing: Mikkel.

Hello? Reuben said, standing.

Hello? Mikkel said, imitating Reuben’s formality. Do you not have caller ID?

Reuben laughed, immediately wishing he hadn’t. Mikkel, listen, I—

But Reuben, why the fuck are you in my apartment?

Reuben paused, gathering himself. Who’s Rasmus?

After a short silence, Mikkel said, Rasmus is my landlord.

I don’t believe you—and why should I? You lie about fucking everything!

Calm down, Reuben. Please. Mikkel sounded worried, sympathetic even—a rarity. Was it only because Reuben lost his temper? Was that all it took to get some humanity out of him?

I’m fucking losing it, he said, and then again, more believably, I’m fucking losing it.

Reuben, I swear that I’ve told you—

I’m going to break everything.

What?

I’m going to fucking ruin your apartment unless you tell me the truth.

Really?

Yes, but only if you don’t tell me the truth.

About what?

About everything. About Jonas, and Cecilie, and Pedersen.

What about Cecilie?

Stop fucking asking me questions and tell me what you know. He waited for Mikkel’s reply, but heard only a slight crinkling noise. Noticing the laptop again, he took it from the bookshelf, set it on the desk, and lifted the screen, revealing a log-in prompt. I have your laptop here. Maybe I’ll take it with me.

That’s my work computer. It’s Berlingske’s property.

Like the audio gear? You didn’t care to—

Reuben, look. You’re obviously upset. I mean … Okay, here. You can do what you want. You can ruin the apartment if you wish.

What?

Yes, I mean it. You have my blessing.

Stop fucking with me. I’ll do it.

Please, go ahead.

Before he could second-guess himself, Reuben walked across the room, holding the phone in the air, and kicked over the floor lamp, shattering the bulb.

Did that make you feel better? Mikkel asked.

Yes. And I’ll do it again, I’ll break everything.

Unless I tell you the truth.

Correct.

And what if I already have?

Okay, so you swear to me that Jonas is healthy? You didn’t just say that to, you know, make me think of something else?

You’ve lost me. But yes, that’s the truth.

I don’t— I mean, why? Why would he do that? And how could you go along with it? If what you’re saying is true, then you’ve helped Jonas with the most disgusting, rotten—

No, that’s not what’s happening.

Then tell me. Tell me what’s happening.

He sighed. You think you’re having a hard time right now because I haven’t been honest with you. But actually, it’s because I’ve been too honest. And my fear is that if I tell you everything, well, you’ll deteriorate.

I’m already deteriorating! I’m a fucking wreck! I feel the worst I ever have in my life, and that’s saying something. I’ve been depressed, I’ve lost my friends and my career, and yet through all of that I didn’t feel half as bad as I do now. And for what? Just to be played with. Just to be made into a fool. You don’t get to decide what I can handle. You owe me the full truth, now. Give it to me and I promise we will never, ever have to speak again.

Another sigh, and then, a second later, a mechanical voice crackled over the line: Næste stop, Fredericia station.

You’re on a train?

Jonas hasn’t done anything wrong. He himself doesn’t know.

Jonas doesn’t know he’s healthy?

Correct.

How is that possible?

Well. Hmm. Silence. That’s personal.

It’s personal to you?

You don’t get to know everything, Reuben. And actually, you never will.

But he went to the hospital today. He—

Two beeps. Mikkel had hung up. Reuben called him back, but after one ring it went to voicemail.

He dropped the phone, as if it were contaminated. He closed his eyes in an effort to think, but instead he only listened to the stillness of the room, the city outside. Compared with the grainy sound of the phone it was all so soft, continuous, real. He realized he was still holding the apple, he’d had it the whole call. This was strange, funny even—how you only needed to tune everything else out to appreciate what you had right there in your hand.

He gathered his things, grabbed the laptop, and left, locking the door and placing the key back under the doormat. It was a beautiful day outside, with a warmth in the breeze, and the laughter of children coming from the next block. How was he this loose, and steady, and calm? He was now less sure than ever whether Mikkel was telling the truth. But he didn’t care. Suddenly, due to some logic he didn’t feel the need to inspect, it wasn’t his problem anymore.

He began walking down the street without a destination in mind. Then, once he felt fully relaxed, emptied of every last bit of negativity, he called Cecilie.






CECILIE


Her phone buzzed. Reuben. She turned it over but still it vibrated, distracting her, so she rejected the call.

Trouble in paradise? Louisa asked.

Cecilie laughed, and then again as she repeated the word, paradise, in her head. Something like that.

After they left the hospital, Charlotte and Morten insisted on taking Jonas and Cecilie out for lunch. Anywhere you want, Morten said, his hands wide apart, as if to indicate the entirety of Copenhagen, or maybe just an extensive portion of food. Cecilie liked to think it was Charlotte’s presence that stopped Jonas from telling Morten to fuck off, submitting to what was, as Morten seemed to be presupposing, some sort of last meal. But the truth was, Cecilie sensed that Jonas would have done anything that was asked of him. He only showed a bit of life when he told Cecilie he’d rather go to the meal alone, passing her a glance that communicated he just wanted to save her from what was sure to be a stifling experience. She insisted on coming but his mind was made up, and he practically ordered her away once they reached Morten’s car. Again she offered to accompany him on Wednesday, and again he said he’d go alone. She couldn’t believe this would be the last time she’d see him before the procedure, and asked if she could visit him tomorrow. But he just grabbed her hand, squeezing it gently, and went into the car.

I’m sure things will get better, Louisa said. I mean, unless they get worse.

This was why she’d invited Louisa out: she was so straightforward, never faking optimism or resorting to bromides. She was also the most selfless person Cecilie knew; when Cecilie asked if she was busy Louisa answered, I can be free, which meant, Yes, extremely busy. Louisa only asked that they meet at a café by DR’s office, in Amager.

To be honest, Cecilie said, at this point— Her phone, again. Without looking she put it on silent, and Louisa followed; hers had been buzzing nearly every minute. I wonder if I should have even gotten involved. For Jonas’s sake, I mean. I’m happy he can rely on me, but I’ll be gone in two months, and then what?

Louisa took a sip of her coffee, watching Cecilie.

What? Cecilie asked.

You tell me.

Cecilie shook off the presumption and looked across the street, waiting for the moment to pass.

I’m not dumb, you know, Louisa said. And I won’t judge. We’re not in the US, remember?

Cecilie looked back at her friend with more truth in her eyes.

Oh, come out with it, Cecilie.

It’s nothing, she said. I mean, we’ve become close. He’s been very vulnerable with me. It’s natural that with so much intimacy we would, you know, revert back.

And by revert back, you mean …

We kissed. It’s not some affair. It’s not like we’re falling in love.

But you’re beaming.

I’m not, Cecilie said, converting her insecurity into exasperation. I have no feelings for Jonas, truly. It was just something I did. Louisa’s head jerked back. What?

Something you did. That’s an odd way of looking at it, no?

Odd how? Cecilie asked, wishing she’d never said anything.

Well, it’s like you’re giving him something, like— like it’s some dying wish.

He’s not dying. There’s a chance—

But isn’t that why you did it? Because you think that, you know …

No, I wouldn’t say that.

Louisa looked at Cecilie, but then averted her eyes.

What, Louisa? Just say it.

Okay. You were just annoyed at Jonas’s stepdad for insincerely offering Jonas that job, because it only reinforced the idea he would die. And you said something similar about him taking Jonas out to lunch. That the gesture had—

Had a blatant implication. Cecilie lifted her glass of water and finished it.

I’m not saying it’s the same—

I get it, Cecilie said, straightening her sleeve, trying with every ounce of her body not to be petty. No, you’re right. I appreciate you saying that.

Louisa laughed. It doesn’t seem that way.

No, I do. It’s just— There’s no right way, is there? You want with all your heart to believe everything will be fine, but, you know, based on the MRI, you have to be realistic. Louisa squinted at Cecilie. She looked worried, confused even. What? I can’t say that?

No no, she said. It’s just, I thought it was an X-ray.

It was an MRI, Cecilie said. I’m sure.

Louisa picked up her phone, frowning. And then, a few moments later, she held it up to Cecilie. On the screen was a text exchange with Jonas, though it was mostly Louisa checking in: Want to chat? and Here if you need me, and We’re going out to Alléenberg tonight if you’re around. At the top was a message from Jonas: Trust me, a second opinion won’t do much. I’ve seen the X-ray results and they’re quite clear unfortunately. This was sent two weeks ago; by then he’d already sworn off going back to the hospital.

So he got the two mixed up. He’s not exactly on the ball with these things.

An X-ray is quite different from an MRI, Louisa said, back on her phone, typing furiously while her scowl deepened.

Are you writing him? Cecilie asked. Hello?

Louisa just shook her head, and then, half a minute later, looked up. It says that with AVMs you’re supposed to do both—an MRI and an X-ray with contrast.

Right, she said. She knew that; she was sure she did. But why hadn’t this thought come to her before, when she was reviewing his papers?

This is what I’ve been saying, he needs a second opinion. This fucking system. The state’s always finding ways to cut costs.

We’re missing something, Cecilie said. Had he gotten both tests? How could she not remember? We’re reading too much into what he wrote.

Are we? Louisa asked. I mean, call him.

He’s at lunch.

I’m doing it.

No, I will, Cecilie said, grabbing her phone. She had five missed calls from Reuben and a torrent of texts, all iterations of the first: Please call me back.

She called Jonas, putting the phone on speaker.

He picked up on the second ring. Cecilie. Hi.

Hi, Jonas. How’s lunch?

Expensive, he said. He began reciting what they’d ordered, drolly listing each item as if he were being force-fed in real time. It was good to hear him with a bit of his sense of humor back; again she wished she’d gone with them, and regretted taking no for an answer.

Sounds perfect, she said. But Jonas, actually I’m calling because I was just thinking about the visit to the doctor. Something doesn’t quite make sense to me, and, well— Had you seen that scan before?

He was silent for a moment. She heard dining room clamor atop classical music. I think so? I mean, I’m sure I have.

Hi, Jonas, this is Louisa. Cecilie winced, wishing she’d told him she was there. You said you got an X-ray, no?

Yes, he said. That’s right.

But the scan today was from an MRI, Louisa said.

Oh, he said. So it was an MRI.

Jonas, Cecilie said, you got just one test?

Yes.

Just one test? she confirmed again.

Yes, he said. What is this about?

Sorry, we’re just a little confused over here, Cecilie said. But can you describe the test?

I mean, I was lying down, and they … I don’t know, they scanned my head.

Was it closed or open? Louisa asked.

What does that mean?

It means— Louisa started, but Cecilie waved her off. She knew Jonas well enough to know that with any more pressure he’d get defensive.

It’s nothing, Cecilie said. We just wanted to be sure. But let’s talk later, okay?

Another silence passed. Okay. Sounds good.

Cecilie ended the call and put her phone in her purse. She was afraid to look back at Louisa, and was right to be: her friend was staring at her with naked antagonism. What is it now?

You don’t think he deserves to know?

Know what?

Well, that they haven’t performed the necessary tests. That they’re fucking inept. That he needs to start taking control of things. First he let Mikkel waste weeks of his life, and now he’s letting—

Letting me waste it?

That’s not—

Who convinced him to get treatment? Who actually did something? You’re right that we lost weeks because of Mikkel. But remember that during that time I had no idea this was even going on. I wasn’t here, unlike you all, who seemed to just be waiting for someone else to intervene.

Right. In retrospect this all would have been a lot easier if I was out of the country.

You too, huh? Can’t I just apologize to everyone at once? I am so fucking sorry for moving to the US, for wanting a different life, for—

This isn’t about that.

What is it about, then?

It’s about Jonas.

Then call him yourself, she said, standing up. Tell him there was once a chance he could have been saved but now there’s not. Tell him it was his own fear, his own passivity, his own innocence that killed him. She finished her coffee, reached into her purse, and put money on the table. It’s easy to say that people deserve to know the truth. But it’s fucking impossible to be the one to deliver it.






REUBEN


Gorm came into the living room, sat on the couch, opened a magazine, and nodded at Reuben.

Special occasion? Reuben asked.

Gorm shook his head, his brow furrowed, as if the question had come from nowhere.

Reuben had first noticed the outfit while Gorm was in the kitchen, preparing his lunch, though he’d been distracted by Arne and hadn’t gotten a proper look. But now, sitting in the same room with him, Reuben was practically short-circuited, with no idea what he was looking at or how to react. It wasn’t so much the (not especially well-fitting) suit, the (flashy, abstract) tie, or the beat-up dress shoes, but the wool newsboy cap that nudged the getup into the realm of farce. Not that Reuben thought there was anything funny about it. In fact, his best theory was the darkest imaginable: that Gorm was preparing to do himself harm, and his attire was a way to imbue that act with a sense of respect. He thought to get in touch with Cecilie, but she’d yet to respond to any of his calls or texts. So he decided to stay with Gorm until someone else arrived, however long that may be; Lisbeth was just taking Pia grocery shopping, though she’d also mentioned that her friend could spend all day finding the most reasonable shrimps.

Soon Arne woke up from his nap. After feeding him a banana in the kitchen, Reuben brought him into the living room. He wanted not only to keep an eye on Gorm, but to see how his son would react to him, as if Arne’s assessment would somehow be more objective. When Gorm glanced up from his magazine Arne cackled and clapped twice, blowing raspberries in a bid to capture Gorm’s attention again. No, of course Arne couldn’t tell how ridiculous Gorm looked; every day he alighted upon some unprecedented sight, accepting each and every thing he saw. It was the most fundamental fact of human existence, yet impossible to internalize: babies were free of time and place. Arne might have been born in the Middle Ages and still he’d be the same baby, babbling da-da-da-da, smacking the ground, grabbing his foot. Even harder to believe was that Reuben, too, had once been so timeless, that every day he’d lived had only grounded him further in the present, inculcating him with ever more culture, etiquette, codes of conduct. He tried to see the world from Arne’s point of view, letting go of all he’d learned, exchanging it for awe and wonder—but it was pointless, he knew, not an exercise in reconceptualization but a narrow projection.

Gorm had noticed Reuben’s scrutiny and was now studying Arne, too. Looking back at his brother-in-law, Reuben had a peculiar thought: Could Gorm more easily inhabit Arne’s perspective? Wasn’t Gorm, objectively, less encumbered by society? Wasn’t he less aware of what was expected of him, and thus truer to himself? If Gorm didn’t actually live outside of time—his choice of outfit signified some belief in fashion, however misguided—still he was and always had been immune to the opinion of others. In this way, in every way, Gorm was freer than virtually anyone else Reuben knew.

Reuben shifted his weight and felt an urgent pressure in his bowels. Recently, Arne had taken an interest in toilets; all he wanted was to put his hand in the bowl—especially when it was occupied. The only option was to sit him in a high chair in the bathroom, but that was beginning to feel less appropriate. (Reuben had read that once a baby said their first word they could start forming memories, and Reuben didn’t want Arne’s first to be of him shitting.)

Hey, Gorm, Reuben said. He looked up, but then the chime of keys came from the foyer, and Reuben discarded the thought. We should get a drink sometime.

Reuben scooped up Arne and brought him into the hallway, hoping that Lisbeth could watch him while she unpacked groceries. But it was Cecilie who barreled through the door, causing Arne to squeak in excitement.

Hej, skat! she said, kissing him on the cheek and giving Reuben a hug.

Hey, Reuben said, can you—

Not now, she said, darting away. He followed her through the house, to her room, where she started rifling through folders, splaying sheets of paper on her bed. Reuben released Arne onto the floor, watching as he toddled over to Cecilie and, after clawing for attention, began to cry.

Can you take him? she asked.

In two minutes. I just need—

Reuben, please.

He did what he was told, carrying Arne with him to the bathroom, where he set him down in the corner farthest from the toilet. As soon as Reuben began relieving himself, Arne came over, trying to insert his fingers in the space between Reuben’s legs and the seat. Reuben stuck his hand out and, underestimating his strength, pushed Arne over. For a moment Arne was still, unsure of what had happened, and when he understood he started crying so intensely he couldn’t even produce sound. His face scrunched and his eyes practically vanished, just wrinkles atop his reddening cheeks. Soon two lines of tears appeared, mixing with his snot and dripping into his mouth, which was wide open, slimy threads bridging his lips.

It’s okay, Arne, Reuben said sympathetically. But his words were lost in Arne’s first wail, which was deafening, echoing off the tile and low ceilings. Arne, please, Reuben tried again, desperate for it to end. He reached out to Arne but he was an inch too far, so he sat up, scooted forward, and, his foot catching in his pants, fell to the ground. He was so glad that Arne had stopped crying—his mucus-glazed face suddenly lifting into a smile—that he didn’t notice the excrement on his thigh, detecting it only as he sat back down.

He turned on the shower and cleaned the seat, using his foot to guard Arne. He flushed, disrobed, and stepped into the tub, allowing Arne to have his way with the toilet, justifying it by telling himself it wasn’t any dirtier than the dog shit–laden park they frequented back in Brooklyn. But as he soaped his hair he felt, on his calves, Arne’s small hands, and turned to find that his son had come into the shower. Arne laughed, he could tell he was being bad, but just as soon he realized he was soaked, and cold, and the water was attacking him. His crying began again, but it was a more manageable howl, one Reuben had spent hours upon hours acclimating to—not that it still didn’t lift his shoulders, curl his toes, clench his teeth. He turned off the faucet, dried himself, and, with the towel around his waist, carried Arne through the house, leaving a trail of water in their wake. On the floor of the living room he changed his son, who had had a shit of his own. By this point Arne had been crying so long Reuben might have been able to ignore it entirely if it weren’t for Gorm’s presence—except, when Reuben turned around, he found that Gorm wasn’t there.

Gorm? he shouted.

Hello? Lisbeth’s voice echoed in the foyer.

Reuben stood up, leaving Arne half-dressed, and surveyed the room. On the couch was Gorm’s magazine, a red race car on its cover. He imagined Gorm in the basement, hanging from a rope; and then in the garage, sleeping pills on the floor; and then on the bridge by the—

What’s all this water? Lisbeth said, frowning. And what is that on your shoulder? It’s not—

It’s temporary. Look, can you watch Arne? he asked, not waiting for a response before dashing to the kitchen and then down to the basement. Up close, he could see that the forgotten debris of Gorm’s breakdown was already accumulating cobwebs; it was as if his entire existence was being sucked into the past. Reuben was sure of it now, it was just a matter of time before he found Gorm in some dreadful state, or worse: Lisbeth would. He ran up the stairs to the kitchen, where she was pouring herself iced tea. He was about to tell her that they should call the police, that it was all his fault—he began tearing up at the thought—but then he saw, out in the yard, Gorm sitting on a lawn chair.

Darling, you must dry off after you shower.

I’m sorry, Reuben said. His heart was thumping, his forehead was slick with sweat, he just wanted to be alone, lie down, stop everything. Poking out of a grocery bag he saw a six-pack of Tuborg and grabbed one. But the second he opened the can he heard, from the other side of the house, Fuck!

He pretended not to notice, taking a big gulp of the room-temperature pilsner.

Fuck! Cecilie yelled again.

Lisbeth looked at Reuben, her wide eyes and puckered lips asking if he wasn’t going to help. He nodded and left, drifting through the house, wondering what fresh hell awaited him, and arrived at Cecilie’s room to find her sitting cross-legged on the floor, hunched over a wrinkled piece of paper.

What’s going on? he asked. On top of the dresser he saw her sleeping clothes, which used to be his sleeping clothes, and began putting them on.

She lifted her face, shaking her head. Something is wrong. Reuben nodded, wishing he’d dried his back before dressing. Something is very fucking wrong.

That’s why I called you, he said, but she didn’t seem to hear.

Jonas says he only got one test, she said, standing up. But his diagnosis shows he had both an X-ray and an MRI.

Really?

Am I overreacting? I mean, he could have just forgotten. Of course he could have.

I don’t think you’re overreacting. Actually, there’s something we should have— What are you doing?

Calling him.

Wait, he said, and then again, but still she didn’t respond, so he pulled the phone from her hand, ending the call himself.

What the hell.

Cecilie, just listen, please. Mikkel said something very weird to me earlier today. He said that, or he implied— He made it seem like Jonas— like Jonas— like he … Why couldn’t he say it? Hearing the words in his head, he felt like a moron. But it wasn’t his dignity he was worried about; no, he was long past that point. He just couldn’t bear to give Cecilie hope, make her believe in the impossible, and only because Mikkel—

Reuben, what!

He swallowed. Mikkel said that Jonas isn’t sick. He said that Jonas doesn’t even know he’s not sick.

What?

That’s what he said. Of course, I don’t know if—

What else did he say?

That’s it.

That’s it? When did this happen? What exactly did he say?

Well, he told me the first part, that Jonas isn’t sick, on Saturday night, and then I—

On Saturday? And you waited until now to tell me?

In one look—her eyes snapping toward him, widening almost imperceptibly, her lips apart, inhaling slowly—he felt that they were back in Brooklyn, back in their real lives, with him tasked with everything yet always to blame. That life no longer felt behind them, but up ahead, too, waiting, like a movie they’d put on pause.

Yes, he said. Don’t you remember Saturday night?

She thought of Jonas’s apartment, holding the cigarette while he inhaled. What about it?

When I told you Mikkel said he made up the Pedersen story, do you remember how you responded?

This is different, Reuben.

That’s right. It’s even less believable. If you thought I was a dumbass for believing that, why would I—

I never said that.

Right, but you— Reuben looked down at his hand, which was vibrating. On the screen of Cecilie’s phone he saw Jonas Lund below a picture of him, from many years ago. He handed it to Cecilie and she turned around, lifting it to her ear.

Hej, Jonas, she said.

Speaker, Reuben said, but she just waved him off.

Okay, Jonas, men du har—

Speaker, Reuben said again, louder.

She glared at him but complied. Actually, I hope you don’t mind, but I’m here with Reuben. We were just talking about your case, because I’m still a bit perplexed.

Okay, Jonas said, and then something in Danish.

No, of course. I’m sure we can clear this up now. She glanced at Reuben. So I have your files right in front of me, and, well, it looks like you did, in fact, get two tests: an MRI and an angiography.

An angiography?

That’s an X-ray but with dye injected. Your MRI also used dye. It helps—

Injected—as in, with a needle?

Yes.

I didn’t have that.

You’re sure?

Yes.

She looked at Reuben, who averted his eyes. Jonas, I’m sorry to ask this, but given things aren’t quite making sense, is it possible you’re not remembering the tests correctly? It was a stressful time, it still is, and—

Test, he said. There was one test. And no, it’s not possible I’m forgetting what happened. I would remember having something injected. I hate needles, you know that.

Right.

Also, it was an X-ray. I looked it up. With an MRI they put you into that thing, that tube. If you said that earlier I would have known.

Sorry, she said. Reuben gave her a look: why was she apologizing? As if it were up to her to explain everything to him. But Jonas, you’re saying you had a normal X-ray, not an angiography.

Isn’t that normal? I hit my head.

You hit your head? You didn’t tell me that.

Yes, I did.

She exhaled. But you had symptoms, too, right? You were drowsy. You were vomiting.

Yes, the next day I was. I mean, I was hungover. We were very drunk the night before. That’s how I hit my head. Mikkel and I were biking home and I fell.

And then the two of you went to the hospital?

Yes. No, I mean, not until the next day. Mikkel came over and I told him I wasn’t feeling well. He said it might be a concussion and that we should go to the hospital.

Cecilie nodded sympathetically, as if Jonas could see her.

Are you there? he asked.

Yes, she said. I’m just trying to understand.

Understand what?

Jonas, the tests on your diagnosis don’t align with the tests you remember getting. The test, I mean.

She waited for his response but he was silent.

Reuben grabbed the phone and put it on mute. Tell him what Mikkel said.

Not right now, she said.

What am I supposed to make of that? Jonas asked.

Cecilie took the phone back, unmuting the call. We should get in touch with the doctor, she said. You should, I mean, though I’m happy to help. Again he was silent. Jonas, do you want me to help?

I appreciate all this, Cecilie. It’s not easy for me, the situation. I want to have hope, you know. But at a certain point it only makes it harder to … It’s not … I’ll think about it, okay?

Okay, Cecilie said, her face scrunched in confusion.

Let’s talk later, Jonas said.

Sure, she said, just as he hung up. She closed and opened the phone app multiple times, making sure the call had ended.

It’s not right, Reuben said.

No, it’s not.

I mean to not tell him.

I wanted to, she said, her expression implying a but was coming, though she just repeated herself. I wanted to.

Let’s call him back.

What if he’s not remembering right? What if he did get those tests? It sounds like he—

Have you noticed any memory loss?

No. Maybe. I don’t know. It doesn’t matter, does it? We’re going to talk to the doctor.

Are you? It sounded like he wasn’t so sure. Maybe if you’d—

It just doesn’t make sense—okay? Why would Mikkel tell that to you, of all people?

I was upset. Very upset. I’d made him think I was sort of … losing it. I mean, I was losing it. He looked at her. I had just broken into his apartment.

What?

I didn’t plan to. I went there to talk with him, but he wasn’t home. I found a key underneath his doormat and let myself in. As I said, I was very upset.

About what?

About a bunch of things. A bunch of things. The phrase echoed in his head. He was pleading with her to be honest with Jonas while allowing himself to sidestep the truth. Why? What good did it do? He didn’t believe Cecilie had been unfaithful, not really, not after his call with Mikkel. Actually, I was afraid you were cheating on me.

Cheating on you.

With Jonas.

I see. She looked at the door, which was wide open, and went to close it. It was the click of the latch, in all of its brutal simplicity, that made her understand not just what the action signified, but that she—or at least a part of her—was happy for it. Wouldn’t it be a release to come clean, she wondered, turning around; yes, it would be a kind of freedom. If she was, at this point, only entertaining the idea, when she glanced up at him she realized she no longer had a choice. He appeared not only to know what she was thinking, but to already be assuming the worst.

I kissed him, she said. On Saturday night we kissed. And on the day before, but that—

Wait, on Friday? When you were here? When you were … in my bedroom?

Yes, but—

What the fuck, he said, looking at the door. Fuck you. Just, fuck you, Cecilie.

I’m sorry. I understand that’s incredibly hurtful to you. I swear that I don’t have feelings for him. Truly. I don’t even—

What? Is that supposed to make me feel better?

Of course not. I’m only saying that it wasn’t out of some, you know …

Why then? She opened her mouth, then closed it again. Did you pity him? Oh, come the fuck on.

I can see that it was a completely—

It’s good to know, though. That pity is that big of a motivator for you. The last two years make a lot more sense now.

Reuben, the last two years were not—

Is that why we had Arne? Because you felt bad for me?

Stop it.

No, seriously. I love Arne more than life itself. And I wouldn’t change a thing if it meant he wouldn’t exist. But let’s be honest. We were in a terrible fucking place when we had him. Who makes a decision like that?

Us? Me? You? Why does it matter? Why does everything matter? We’re always so obsessed with how things were, we never consider how we can move forward.

Of course, you want to move forward, that must be why you kissed your ex. But I’m the one who’s stuck in the past, right, if I’d just get over what happened at NPR, I’d—

I didn’t mean that.

Then what?

I don’t know, Reuben.

But you said—

Let’s talk about it later.

Just tell me.

She looked back at the door. Unlike her instinct to divulge her infidelity—which had promised peace of mind, eventually—this impulse was exclusively self-destructive; it was with no hope it would be taken well that she said, I’ve been thinking about the possibility of a totally new beginning. Specifically, what it would be like for us to move to Denmark.

He nodded, keeping his face still, not wanting to betray his reaction, which even he struggled to make sense of. It wasn’t that he yearned to move to Denmark—right now he could hardly think of anything worse. It was that he wanted to want to move to Denmark, to be in the state of mind he was in just a few days ago, when life seemed to open before him. This thought confused him, it was uncomfortable, it became irritation, which was quickly absorbed into the bigger, denser ball of anger beside it. His anger was much easier to understand, he did so intuitively, as there was already a template, one learned from books, music, movies, and television: that of the cheated-on husband; the low-status, emasculated male. He let his ire swell and swell, obliterating nuance and obviating logic, though it hardly needed his help; it was self-perpetuating, recursive, no longer requiring reality for fuel.

Perfect, he said. And just like us to make a life-changing decision in the middle of a crisis.

Reuben, she said, searching for something that might give him back some dignity. But there was nothing she could say that wasn’t a cliché—It was just a kiss, or, It didn’t mean anything—that didn’t reinforce the dynamic, that didn’t plunge them deeper into their roles. I never meant—

But he was done. He didn’t want to be there anymore and, if his new position gave him anything, it was the license to do what he pleased. He opened the door and left, walking through the house, his eyes trained on the floor, newly aware that they’d been shouting. He went into his room, closed the door, and sat on the bed, his arms crossed over his stomach. The word cuck came to mind, but it didn’t feel quite right; it had been repurposed so many times in America he had trouble keeping up. He wondered whether the Danish translation would retain the dictionary definition without all the cultural subtext, and googled it on his phone: hanrej. It meant castrated rooster, and was pronounced, to his ears anyway, like Henrik. He played it again, his mind wandering to Henrik’s reply to his message on Saturday, when he’d asked the group about Cecilie’s whereabouts. As he became present again he realized he’d been listening to the pixelated pronunciation for almost half a minute. He winced, thinking of Lisbeth in the kitchen, drinking her tea, eavesdropping as they argued, as he stormed out, as he licked his wounds in his room while blaring hanrej on repeat.

He went to Henrik’s text: She left with Jonas. This was sent to everyone who’d been at Fasangården, seven in all. Was Henrik being intentionally curt? Was this obvious to everyone but Reuben? Was he the last to know about Cecilie and Jonas—as the cheated-on spouse often is? He closed the text and noticed an alert on Gmail. He opened the app and immediately closed it again, wishing he hadn’t seen the message. But just as soon he went back in, tapping on the subject line: RE: Hello from Denmark. It wasn’t a reply to his email but a new thread. This seemed meaningful, auspicious even, but Reuben reminded himself it was common among the middle-aged.

Dear Reuben,

Thank you for writing me. Of course I was a bit surprised to hear from you after so many years. But I’m happy your friend found me, as we now have the chance to catch up over email.

I have always wanted to reach out but thought it best to let sleeping dogs lie, as you and your mother seemed to have been doing just fine without me. I know that having such a beautiful grandson must mean the world to her. Thank you for the photo. Was it taken over there? Denmark sounds interesting. I tried to watch the television show Borgen. Even though I found it a bit contrived it made Copenhagen seem like an interesting (if not misguided) place.

I confess to having googled you once and again. It’s amazing what you can find. You have a lot to be proud of. I’m sorry that you lost your job and in such a public way. In my opinion, cancel culture has gone way overboard (Louis CK is just one example), which is not to say you should have done what you did.

You say that you are “still figuring out my career,” so perhaps you emailing me had a purpose after all. I hope you won’t mind some fatherly advice, but I am personally very thankful I found a sustainable, rewarding field, and I wish onto you the same. Because many people only see an orthodontist during a brief window in their life, they might not understand that we are guaranteed a lifetime’s worth of work. After all, people will always have teeth.

So I say: Think not about the next two years, or even ten years, but the rest of your life. And if you are in fact curious about orthodontistry, I would be more than happy to connect you with some colleagues in New York.

Don’t be a stranger,

David






CECILIE


Dear Cecilie, she began, imitating Rebecca, who tended to speak in staccato bursts, especially when flustered. Thank you for … reaching out to me … I must first congratulate you … on such comprehensive research. It provided the necessary bedrock … for Tyler to build upon … But in regards to … your complaint … if you don’t mind me labeling it as such … I have deferred to Oz … who is closer to the matter … and who reassures me … that your research was more foundational … than fundamental to the story itself … But more to the point … Tyler has a penis … which is very valued here … at the Times of New York.

Louisa laughed. Stop. What did she say?

She said that according to Oz my story was killed, and the one they published is distinct.

Fuck off.

The worst part is, she asked Tyler to “chime in,” which is the very last thing I want. Some weaselly, ingratiating note on how hard I worked. She also cited a “similar case,” where only one byline was given. As if I could have any idea who did what research on that piece, and how that division of labor aligned with ours.

So no raise.

Cecilie laughed. No.

Just like being a journalist in Denmark!

Come on, you’re all paid well. Probably because you do more with less. I can’t tell you how many people at the Times have to look at a story before it’s published. I spend more time responding to feedback than reporting.

That sounds kind of … nice?

It’s not. It was so much easier to do my job when I was at Politiken. I assume DR’s process is similar to theirs?

More or less.

What about Berlingske?

What do you mean?

Cecilie hesitated, contemplating her next move. This was why she’d initially tried Terese: unlike Louisa, she loved gossip. Terese would have immediately taken the bait, detailing the whole operation at Berlingske, every vulnerability, every trick to cut out this step or that. But Terese didn’t pick up, responding to Cecilie’s calls with a text: Deadline. Talk after kids in bed? Cecilie could hardly have waited ten minutes, let alone until tonight.

After Reuben’s furious exit, she tried busying herself with mindless chores. But she could only think back to their fight. Every time it replayed in her head it was different: first she was too brutal, then he was too petty, then she was too protective, then he was too self-pitying. She was right to tell him, that she knew—just as she knew the damage it would do to their relationship, to him, to what remained of his ego. More than anything she wanted to go into his room and give him love, give him a hug, dig her nose into his shoulder and smell his scent. Why did she feel more tenderness for him now than she had in weeks? In months! But she couldn’t go into his room, she knew him well enough to know that. He needed to be the one to open communication again; he needed to feel in control. All she could do now was continue punishing herself, and so, in an effort to find still more proof of her wickedness, she combed once more through their conversation. This time she recalled how antagonistic she’d been even before Jonas had called back. She’d snapped at Reuben for waiting to tell her what Mikkel said about Jonas being healthy. And then she hadn’t even considered his response. Don’t you remember Saturday night? he’d asked her, barely able to make eye contact. When I told you Mikkel said he made up the Pedersen story, do you remember how you responded? She did, in fact, remember: He’s fucking with you. This might have been her reply to Reuben earlier, too, if there wasn’t the matter of Jonas’s nonexistent tests. Now the two claims seemed inextricably linked; if one was proven true or false, she wondered, couldn’t she expect the other to be as well?

Louisa picked up after just one ring. Cecilie was remorseful, earnest, effusive, she would have done anything to undo their last, horrible conversation. After all, Louisa was not only the most conscientious of her friends but protective of her own honor. Louisa accepted her apology though still seemed skeptical; she had too much integrity for such easy forgiveness. Then Cecilie remembered Rebecca’s email, which she’d skimmed while calling Terese. Cecilie hadn’t planned to be so manipulative, but wasn’t it kismet that it was right there, still on the screen? It was practically a gift—not just because of the effect she knew it would have, but because of the seamless segue it could offer.

Oh, Cecilie said, finding her footing again, it’s just that I’ve heard the process is even more permissive at Berlingske.

From who? Louisa asked.

Terese, Cecilie lied.

Interesting.

Do you disagree?

Louisa laughed. You’re being very inquisitive. You’re not— Are you moving back?

Not tomorrow, Cecilie said. But if I did, I’d want the exact opposite of what I have to deal with now.

Well, I’ll say that at Berlingske the focus was always on the wrong things. They can be so diligent about some, like, agurketid story on noise complaints. “Agurketid,” literally cucumber time, was a period in the summer when parliament was on holiday and the news cycle stagnant. But for higher-profile, breaking stories, the rules went out the window.

Out the window?

As in, no process, very little fact-checking. Just: Can we make sure we’re the first to get this out?

I see, Cecilie said. I wouldn’t mind that, breaking stories without oversight.

You’d be great on the news desk, Cecilie. You’d be great at anything. And with your credentials I’m sure you could land any post you wanted here.

The compliment induced a pang of regret, which brought with it the deferred guilt of the entire conversation. Thanks, Louisa. It means a lot. But anyway, I should be going. It’s time to bring in my HR manager.

So American, she said. Hej hej.

Cecilie threw her phone on the bed and, grabbing her laptop, sat back on the floor. She opened Berlingske’s home page to find, as had been the case for the past week, an article on Pedersen. The headline was Pedersens svanesang, Pedersen’s swan song—a bit too sensational for Berlingske, but they were apparently milking the story for all it was worth. Pedersen was pictured grandstanding to a thin crowd, mostly men his age. Trine Bendixen had been voted to succeed him, though Pedersen had yet to formally renounce his position and was now using his final moments in the spotlight to play his greatest hits: urging his supporters to protect the Danish identity, vilifying the European Union, lamenting how the scourge of censorship has limited our ability to speak the truth.

She found Mikkel’s first piece on Pedersen, breaking the story. She read it again, and again, and again. Each time she could see it more. How neatly the pieces fit together. How perfect the story was. The two sources—both unidentified—each noted that he’d asked them upstairs to see, of all things, his war memorabilia. Both occurred in the middle of a fundraiser, one of which featured his infamous friskt blod speech. Calling it that had always struck her as gratuitous, indulgent of the mythology Pedersen himself had forged. But now she saw the phrase as evocative—literally: How easy would it have been to start the story there, building the rest from imagination alone?

She picked up her phone and navigated to her contacts, to Jonas. It had been almost an hour since they spoke, since he’d said he’d think about whether they should call the hospital. What was there to think about? It was already four o’clock; if they didn’t reach the doctor now they’d have to wait until tomorrow.

She found the number on Jonas’s diagnosis and called, pacing her room, balancing the can Reuben left on the top of her hand. She was told, frustratingly, that they would call her back; in her experience this could take days. But two minutes later they did.

Is the doctor in? Cecilie asked the woman, after she clarified that she was a receptionist.

I can try. Is the patient there?

He’s not. But I’m his guardian and would like to speak to the doctor.

Name?

Cecilie Østergaard.

Hold on, she said, and then, a minute later, Hi. Unfortunately, I don’t have you on his file.

Then it hasn’t been updated yet. I’m sorry, but this is very urgent. I need to speak to the doctor as soon as possible.

I can leave a message.

Look, the patient denies getting the tests listed on his diagnosis. He’s adamant, and hasn’t had memory issues.

Is that your message?

She sighed. Yes, please have the doctor call me immediately.

Thank you, she said, and hung up.

She imagined the receptionist handing over the note, the doctor raising his eyebrows and shaking his head, his neat little jowls swaying. She looked back at her phone, and then at her laptop. Pedersen afsløret som pædofil – Dansk Folkeparti er tavse. Pedersen revealed as a pedophile – Danish People’s Party is silent. To believe even for a second that it was false was so disorienting she felt ill. As she stared at the screen it seemed to be getting closer to her, the rest of the room sinking away. She closed her eyes, steadying herself, and when she opened them again she heard a faint ringing in the distance.

For the first time, she allowed herself to seriously consider the possibility that Jonas was okay. That there was nothing wrong. That just as quickly as this tragedy had engulfed their lives it would vanish without a trace. She let the notion settle, trying to enjoy the relief, the pull of hope, the thin happiness that fantasy provides. But underneath that bright, optimistic thrum, still she detected the distant ringing, which was beginning to sound—constant, diffuse, and elusive—like doom.






REUBEN


The biggest question is how to express the magic of minotaurs through audio.

Reuben nodded, staring into his mug. He was beginning to wonder if it was decaf.

It is such a striking image, the minotaur. It is upsetting, even. On one hand, it is fantasy, and on the other, reality. But minotaurs are not simply half of man, half of cow. Classically, they have the head and bottom half of a cow, with the midsection of a man. This is no accident. The human part of us, which is civilization, is stuck between the beast on both sides. Civilization does not control our legs, so it cannot decide where we go. And it does not control our thoughts, as we want only what the animal in us wants. So civilization is stuck with the organs. Gorm gave Reuben a meaningful look. But this is a deceptively critical part of our existence. After all, where do we regulate our bile, our phlegm, our blood?

Right, Reuben said. Organs.

Gorm smiled knowingly. He was now on the edge of his seat, literally. So, you may have noticed I have broken free from Norse mythology. There are four reasons I thought this was necessary. The first of which, ironically, at least in the Norse sense of irony …

Reuben allowed himself to zone out. He had no other option if he was to listen to all of this and then answer a few more technical questions, as he’d promised to do. He’d tried to explain to Gorm that he knew nothing about fiction podcasts; he hadn’t even listened to one himself. But he had to concede he could be of use, given his background. And anyway, he welcomed Gorm’s excitement, not only because it meant he wasn’t on the brink of suicide, but because Reuben could use some of his positive energy. Really, he could use any energy at all.

He’d spent most of the night tossing and turning. Whenever he came close to dozing off, he heard Cecilie’s barely audible movements from across the house. These sounds conveyed purpose: short bursts of walking, typing, knob-turning, throat-clearing, voicemail-leaving, and sighs. He began to interpret her activity as some sort of affront: Why wasn’t he doing something, too? If he was so unhappy, why wasn’t he actively working to change his life? This self-inquisition sent him back to Brooklyn; actually, as he dipped into a half-dreaming, half-thinking liminal state, he expected that when he opened his eyes he’d be there, in their cramped bedroom, staring down another terrible morning, this night only a memory from their catastrophic trip to Denmark.

But now, in the light of day, he sensed that he would not go back to who he was, not really. Overnight there had been some kind of change. It was subtle yet significant, as hard to describe as it was omnipresent. It wasn’t necessarily good or bad; things had just become more—what? It was as if he’d been lifted out of water, from a cocoon of sound and light into a much crisper reality. Yes, he was the same person as before, he certainly had the same problems—but now, instead of being merely symbolic, they were legitimate, material, his fears made real.

This was manifested most obviously in the case of Cecilie’s betrayal. If he had once been theoretically cucked—first by allowing an arbitrary act of humiliation to paralyze his entire existence, then by refusing the dignity of his new role as caretaker (and instead, by dint of his ego alone, letting himself be emasculated by it)—he was now, formally, a cuck. But that was just the most immediate example. Over the course of his life, what had haunted Reuben more than the absence of his father? Since he was a boy, he must have pictured his dad a thousand different ways—and none were as disappointing, distant, or disinterested as the real thing. Instead of being tormented by his own imagination, he was now left with a man too banal to have even dreamt up.

Except that the more facets of his life he found to fill in this idea—the epitome being his cultural philistinism actualized into the NOGET ROTTER tattoo—the more it seemed exactly that: an idea. And now he realized, nodding at Gorm, digging his fingers into his thigh, it wasn’t even his own—this was the same fucking abstract-concrete paradigm Mikkel had brainwashed him into thinking through! He hadn’t emerged into some new reality; he had only poked his head up, and was now just doggy-paddling in that ocean of godforsaken philosobabble.

You don’t think that works? Gorm asked.

What?

You made a face. It seemed like you found it problematic.

What had Gorm been talking about? Something having to do with snær, the blue elixir in the game, and how to represent it through audio. He’d made a brief sucking sound as an example.

It’s great to create a handle for the listener to recall a concept, but in general people are very sensitive to more, you know, visceral sounds.

Gorm nodded, making a note on his pad. If Reuben sensed he should feel guilty about this—giving Gorm hope, allowing him to believe his idea was feasible—he also understood that it didn’t matter what he said. Reuben knew Gorm would see the project through, regardless of how impractical it was. And it was precisely that: not just impractical but seemingly by design. Gorm had shown him the outline he’d spent all day yesterday drafting, which was loosely adapted from his game. While the story in its original incarnation had been limited by gameplay, the linear nature of audio freed Gorm to tell a tale as long as he liked—and, it appeared, his tale would rival the Bible in length. The characters populating the video game were just the first of what would be eleven generations, at least, with a structure that grew exponentially, the setting expanding to new lands while epochs were compressed into a matter of years. To write, produce, and edit all of it could take a lifetime, but, Reuben realized, watching as Gorm glowed with fervor, lost in the thrall of creation, that was beside the point. Everything was. All that mattered was the act itself and the feeling it gave him.

Gorm took a sip of his Pepsi Max. Reuben could tell he was savoring the flavor, and wished he, too, was in a state that would allow such gratification. Gorm appeared not just motivated, and happy, but profoundly grounded; he seemed, simply, himself. He’d ditched the suit but was still donning the wool newsboy cap, which Reuben sensed was here to stay. Reuben admonished himself for finding it ridiculous, and then for everything else: for pitying Gorm, for feeling sorry for him. What was there to feel sorry about? So what if he appeared unstylish, uncool, like he didn’t “get it.” So what if he’d spend his whole life pursuing some unattainable ambition. Wasn’t it this lack of shame and caution that had enabled him to move on from the failure of his game? He’d needed what—a day? Two? It had been two years and still Reuben struggled to free himself of the indignity of his cancellation. If he’d been briefly relieved of it here, in Denmark, it was only because he’d found a new culture to see himself through, to define himself with, to cling to like a life raft. He’d fallen in love with Mikkel’s dichotomy of American virtue versus Danish authenticity not because it made sense, but because it let him reinterpret his life and everything that had gone wrong with it. And that was exactly the problem: he was still interpreting, translating, seeing himself from the outside. He glanced at Gorm, who was squinting at his notes, crossing out a line multiple times, making sure he’d never consider the thought again. It was then that Reuben wondered, for the first time, where he’d be now if he’d just allowed himself to … not care.

He heard a short screeching noise—the knob of Cecilie’s door. A moment later she ambled through the house to the kitchen, where she poured herself a cup of coffee and brought it into the living room. Her face was puffy, as it was after she’d been crying.

Where’s Arne? she asked.

It was a good question. Reuben kept his gaze trained on Gorm’s pad, not wanting to look at her.

Mom took him out in the stroller, Gorm said.

Reuben, she said, startling him with her directness. Can we talk?

He sighed and began to get up, but Gorm shot out of his chair. You can stay here, he said. I’m heading to Elgiganten. Right: he’d asked Reuben which microphones to buy.

They waited for him to gather his things and go, each sitting on their own leg of the L-shaped couch, the silence pierced only by the bright chirping of a distant bird. The second Gorm left she leaned forward, looking straight at Reuben. I hope with all of my heart that you can forgive me. But I understand that you might need some time to do so.

He nodded, letting her words sink in. But as he began to formulate his response—an inventory of her misdeeds phrased in borderline legalese—he laughed, surprising even himself.

What? she asked, unconsciously smiling, too. If she had no idea what was funny, she at least recognized his laugh as pure.

Did you google that? Did you google “how to apologize for infidelity”?

Come on.

Did you google “ex-boyfriend dying kissed him because felt bad”?

That’s not funny, Reuben.

Then why are you smiling?

Because you are. Such a rare event should be celebrated.

That’s fair, he said. They were silent again, but this time it wasn’t stifling; it was more like peace. Why did he feel so light? How easily air passed through his lungs, how comfortably his ass pressed into the couch. I don’t care, he said, before he could even think the words to himself. I mean, I feel like I could choose to care, or I could choose not to.

Her head dipped slightly, her lids dropping a millimeter. What?

He still felt his usual impulse—articulate his grievance, construct an argument, lay out a neat little progression of ideas and convictions—but he just couldn’t find the effort. I believe you, that you don’t have feelings for him. And anyway, it was your mistake, why should I feel bad? He sensed that he was debating himself—and winning. Something about ego, blah blah blah, he said, laughing again, though this time it wasn’t contagious. Woe is me, neutered and cucked, yada yada.

Mm-hmm. Now she was the one who couldn’t hold eye contact. Well, I’m glad you had this epiphany.

No no, he said. That’s the thing. No epiphanies. No transformations. I’m just going to be true to myself.

I see.

This is a fresh start, he said.

She nodded, her face tightening. That’s good to hear.

And you know what else? I don’t care where we live.

She stopped nodding, inhaling deeply. But Reuben, why don’t we talk about this—

We could live here. I’m actually indifferent. And honestly, if we’re looking at it objectively, why wouldn’t we live here? There’s subsidized daycare, there’s welfare. There are no guns or pro-lifers. People care about the environment.

It’s worth talking about.

Imagine not having to deal with health insurance.

I don’t have to imagine.

He laughed. Right.

But let’s discuss this later, she said, standing. I haven’t been able to reach Jonas, and I need his consent to talk with the doctor.

Security’s tighter than Tivoli, huh?

Ha ha, she said, walking away. But then she stopped, turning around. What do you mean?

It was a joke. Because Tivoli doesn’t have tight security. I told you about that.

About what?

About when Mikkel and I went to Tivoli. He used Jonas’s ID to get in, even though it was obviously—

Wait. Why did he have Jonas’s ID?

He uses it to get into museums and things.

Museums, she repeated.

I didn’t think they looked alike but actually a lot of it is height. If you imagine—

She held up her hand. She was peering through the window with such concern that Reuben followed her gaze, but when he turned back her eyes were closed. She appeared to be holding her breath.

Cecilie?

She opened her eyes and exhaled. She seemed angry, and then disturbed. She looked at him. He sensed empathy, pity even—so much so that he confused it for love. He smiled at her but she didn’t smile back; she didn’t do anything before walking away. He listened as she went into her room and began rummaging around. He recalled last night, how he’d interpreted those exact same noises as some sort of rebuke. But now his head was clear, he was calm, he was happy just to sit here by himself in this hyggelige living room, wasting the day away. He saw Gorm’s Pepsi Max on the table and picked it up; there was about a quarter left, already at room temperature. He drank it all, letting the lukewarm caramel flavor coat his mouth, stimulating every bud on his tongue. He thought back to all those meals he’d scarfed down over the past two years only because he’d hated himself, because he couldn’t allow himself an ounce of pleasure, and vowed to remember this moment, remember how yummy food could be. It was a choice to enjoy life, he realized, a liberty he’d kept from himself on behalf of everyone else. But this had been nothing more than an internalization of the perceived judgments of others, ostensibly a social reaction yet all in his head.

He walked to the kitchen, opened the refrigerator, and began devouring everything he saw. First, deviled eggs. Then celery with a creamy dip, salami and ham cold cuts, rye bread with lox and remoulade squeezed on top. It was as if he were a child again, when the euphoria of tasting something delicious could make a bad day good, when the prospect of a brownie with a dollop of whipped cream could get him through an hour more of school. He wanted to protect this feeling, he worried it would go away, it was like the first flicker of love, threatening to die the second it appeared.

Soon he sensed he was getting full, and before his hunger could leave him he moved down to the freezer, filling a bowl with strawberry ice cream and topping it with walnuts and maple syrup. The sugar made his blood rush, it was like caffeine but better—not just physical but bodily: he wanted to move his limbs, he was starting to sweat but in a good way, it was with no shame that he realized his penis was thickening, not becoming erect but engorged with life.

He caught his reflection in the window, remembering again the state of his hair, and thought of Mikkel, glancingly. Mikkel’s ideas wafted past Reuben, faint outlines of simple shapes, their pastel hues pallid compared to the loud primary colors of this thing Reuben was now more confidently calling freedom. The word had come to evoke the American flag, and gun rights and anti-vaxxers and capitalism, but that wasn’t the freedom Reuben had discovered; his had nothing to do with politics or culture. It had nothing to do with anything, it didn’t even exist in the same world as law or democracy or truth, that was the whole point: it came from within.

His impulse was to call Mikkel. He needed to put his thoughts into words as much as he wanted to hear how Mikkel would respond to them. In fact, he hoped Mikkel would double down, argue with him, help him hone this thing he still feared would leave him as quickly as it miraculously came into being. Reuben remembered that he’d promised Mikkel they’d never speak again—but, well, who the fuck cared? He could reject the call if he wished.

He came back into the living room to find Cecilie scouring the coffee table.

Have you seen the car key? I’m taking Jonas to see the doctor.

She’d changed into jeans and a black T-shirt, her hair tied into a bun. She did this only when she didn’t care what she looked like, and Reuben was bolstered by the thought, given that she was meeting up with Jonas.

His hand dropped to his pocket, feeling the fob, still there from yesterday—even more good fortune.

Here, he said, tossing it to her. She caught it and scurried to the foyer, while Reuben picked up his phone and called Mikkel. But before it could even ring a robotic voice began to speak in Danish.

Cecilie! he shouted. He ran to the door, and then out to the car, which she’d already started. Wait, he said, dialing again, putting the phone on speaker.

Whose number is it? she asked, the second the message began to play.

Mikkel’s.

It’s no longer in service.






CECILIE


For the first time in her life, she was glad for his passivity. He didn’t resist when she said they needed to go to the hospital. He didn’t mind being told to hurry to get ready. (She’d found him on the floor, watching Friends on his laptop, the sink full of dishes and the air thick with a musty smell.) He didn’t ask why she was peppering him with questions; he just answered dutifully. Yes, he was feeling fine. No, he didn’t know where Mikkel had gone. No, Mikkel hadn’t been acting weirdly. Yes, he’d given Mikkel his ID; Mikkel had wanted it to get into the Statens Museum for Kunst, and then the Glyptotek. Yes, Jonas had his ID now—how did she think he saw the doctor yesterday? He only seemed wary when she asked why he thought it was Mikkel who had assumed the role of caretaker, as opposed to, say, Louisa, or Kasper, or anyone else. But she quickly changed the subject, and soon enough his apathy took over again.

Still, she couldn’t help but let it get to her, this passivity—especially as she thought more about when, exactly, he’d become this way. On Saturday, he’d been so full of life, so present. And on Sunday, in the few texts they’d exchanged, he’d still had his sense of humor (sending her an unfortunate image of Pedersen, with the thin fabric of his pants revealing a bit too much of his groin). It was on Monday, at the hospital, that he’d started to be not just passive—but what? Fatalistic? As she glanced at him now, slouching in the car seat, his head leaning against the window, it struck her that neither word fit. He appeared too innocent to be fatalistic, too immature to be passive. If his awareness of his mortality had, at first, released him to live as he’d wanted, this freedom had only lasted while death remained at a comfortable distance. As it neared, close enough to strike, he hadn’t just lost his love of life, reverting to his old self—he had regressed. He’d become dependent and docile, like a child.

It was then, in the near silence of the car, talk radio playing too softly to hear, that she was most tempted to tell him why they were going. She even formed the words in her head, finding the right tone. But as she let the hypothetical run its course, imagining his reaction, his elation—if that could even describe such an ineffable emotion—she knew she wouldn’t do it. It wasn’t just that she couldn’t bear the thought of giving him all that hope only to find out her theory was wrong. It was that she sensed, absurd as it was, that by telling him she’d make it true. As if she could decide his fate, and therefore Mikkel’s, as easily as she could turn the car onto another street. It seemed to her then that nothing could be worse than having such power, having to choose which horrific reality to bring to life. In fact, she now dreaded arriving at the hospital, not just because of the battle awaiting her, but because it was there that the two possibilities would resolve into one awful truth.

They parked a block away from the lakes, on Ravnsborggade, the street where Henrik, Kasper, and Mikkel used to live together. They’d thrown countless parties in that dark, dingy living room, the smoke of ten thousand cigarettes staining the walls a not unpleasant beige. For no reason she could understand, Cecilie redirected them so they wouldn’t pass the apartment, telling even herself that this was so they could walk by the water.

It wasn’t yet lunchtime, and the restaurants and cafés were dead; everyone they saw seemed to be tourists, families, or pensioners. She put her hand in his and he forced a smile. Seeing him against the backdrop of the lakes, he appeared plain to her, absent of something. It wasn’t until she noticed Kartoffelrækkerne in the distance, and thought of how he’d photographed this same view yesterday, that she realized this was because he didn’t have his camera.

When they entered the hospital she let him lead the way, even though she remembered it. But she didn’t recall their footsteps echoing so loudly; every step seemed to multiply, as if there were two of each of them.

The waiting room didn’t feel as depressing as before, the dying plant now, oddly, accentuating the health of its twin. Jonas started walking to the reception desk but Cecilie stopped him. We don’t have an appointment, she said.

The receptionist overheard and perked up, already ready for combat.

Cecilie stepped forward and smiled. Hi there. Was it you I spoke to yesterday?

The woman looked confused, intentionally; yes, it was her.

I’m here with Jonas Lund, a patient of Georg Bak’s. The woman nodded. We’d like to talk to the doctor, if possible. It won’t take long.

He has no availability today.

Is he in?

He isn’t available. I’m sorry.

Cecilie peered past the receptionist to the door of his office, which was ajar.

We just need five minutes.

You’ll have to make an appointment for another day.

It’s urgent. I really can’t emphasize how much we—

Miss. Please. The doctor has other patients, you know.

I see, Cecilie said, nodding. She looked at Jonas. We’ll need your records. All of them. I think she’d prefer it if you requested them yourself.

She walked away, to the window, gazing out to the lakes while counting down, in her head, from ten. At zero she turned around, pretending to browse the magazines on the wall, and then, just as the office phone rang, she darted past the desk.

Nej! the receptionist yelled, but Cecilie had already reached the door, pushing it open to reveal the doctor on his computer, a pencil in his mouth. He turned, glaring at her, and then, his voice just loud enough, called out: Pernille.

She squeezed past Cecilie, standing in front of her yet not in the room herself, obeying some tacit rule.

She is trespassing, Pernille said, though she was looking at Cecilie. She must leave this space immediately.

I just need a minute, Cecilie said. Please.

This isn’t how we operate, the doctor said.

It is not, Pernille agreed.

I believe there’s been a serious mistake, Cecilie said, glancing to the reception area, where Jonas was still standing, gawking like the rest of the patients. She held out her hand, asking him to stay, and pushed past Pernille into the room. It’s something that could easily cost you your career.

Leave now or we will call security, Pernille said, though the warning was nullified by the doctor, who hesitated, and then, with apparent regret, gestured toward a chair. Cecilie closed the door on Pernille but remained standing, too tense to sit.

Yesterday you mentioned that there was another case like Jonas’s. Is that correct?

The doctor adjusted his glasses. He seemed relieved, amused even; Cecilie’s voice had broken, implying that she was, if not mentally unwell, then exceedingly stressed—either way undermining her threat.

You said there was another young man with AVM. You said your colleague was handling the case.

We of course cannot share patient information.

But you said that. You already—

I shouldn’t have.

Do you have access to his records?

I’m sorry, he said, but you’ll have to go now.

He lifted his chin, preparing to shout for Pernille. Look at his MRI, Cecilie said. I’m not asking you to share it with me, I’m only asking that you find it and compare it with Jonas’s. The doctor shook his head, too embarrassed for Cecilie to look her in the eyes. The scans will be identical, she said with conviction. Now that she had nothing left to lose, why not allow herself to believe it? They were taken of the same person. Really, see for yourself. If I’m wrong I’ll leave right now. But if you won’t even look, I’ll go straight to my friends at Politiken and Berlingske and DR, I’ll let them fight over who gets to break the biggest case of malpractice in years.

He shook his head again, this time in annoyance, not just at Cecilie for trying to intimidate him but at himself for capitulating. He swiveled back to his computer, turning the monitor slightly away from her. He clicked around, wrote something on a pad, clicked around more. She saw a scan pop up, and then, on top of it, another. He switched back and forth, frowning, moving closer to the screen until his face was inches away.

Nej, he said, leaning back, clasping his hands behind his head only to let them fall to the arms of the chair. Nej, he said again, squinting, leaning forward once more. He reduced the size of each image, putting them side by side. For fanden, he said. For fuck’s sake.

Cecilie walked over, standing beside him. He peered down at the pad and then back at the computer, his mouth turned down in disgust. He maximized one of the scans, the patient details now legible. Navn: Alstrup, Mikkel Bæk.

This one is correct, she said.

He clicked to the other scan, which was taken from a slightly different angle, like two photos shot back-to-back. The tangled white fibers were now a bit thicker in some areas, thinner in others. As he opened Mikkel’s scan again, she noticed more disparities—a black spot was smaller, and there was an extra artery or vein coiled off to the side—but the structure was just too complex and specific not to be the same malformation. The same brain.

He looked over his shoulder. We’ll need to take a new MRI of your friend.

No, she said. There’s nothing wrong with him.

He turned to her, waiting for her to explain everything, his face slack with patience, promising that he would listen now, she could take as much of his time as she needed. Of course, she didn’t need any time, she could have connected the dots for him in one breath: soon after Jonas fell from his bike and went to the hospital, Mikkel, terminally ill with AVM, went back, presenting himself as Jonas using his friend’s ID, and had his brain scanned, giving Jonas his same diagnosis. But as she began to speak, her imagination flooded with images—Jonas getting a call from a neurologist he’d never met, fear and confusion twisting his face; Mikkel comforting him, and ensuring he wouldn’t return to the hospital, wouldn’t cross paths with any of the staff who’d administered Mikkel’s MRI under Jonas’s name; she herself pressing Jonas to take his prognosis seriously, doing her part to give life to the lie—and, too overwhelmed to say anything, she closed her mouth again.

As the doctor gazed back at the screen, switching again between the scans, Cecilie walked to the door. Just before she left she glanced back at him, expecting to see indignance, antagonism. But he appeared bewildered, fearful even. She wondered if this was how she’d looked yesterday, rereading Mikkel’s first piece on Pedersen, that faint ring echoing in the distance, as if it were coming from another reality.

She found Jonas in the waiting area, a closed magazine on his lap.

Hey, she said. Let’s go.

They won’t see me?

No.

He stood and followed her back through the hallway, always a step or two behind, no matter how much she slowed. Outside she found that the sun had gone, but with the streets newly busy it felt even more like summer. She led them down the road, toward the water, stopping once they were sufficiently alone.

Jonas, she said, putting her hands on his shoulders. I don’t know how to say this, but there’s been a mistake. A terrible mistake, but a wonderful mistake. It has to do with your diagnosis. Someone’s scans got mixed up with yours. You don’t have AVM. You don’t have anything. You’re completely healthy.

She barely made it to the end without crying, and now, hearing those last words out loud, she couldn’t help but sob. He hugged her, though the response was automatic; as she felt his hand rubbing her back she knew he hadn’t internalized any of it.

Listen, she said, pulling away from him. Do you understand?

Yes, he said.

What did I say?

A mistake with my diagnosis, he said. What do you mean?

They mixed up your files. You were right that you didn’t get an MRI. You only had a normal X-ray, nothing that could indicate AVM.

No, Mikkel said—

They got it wrong, Jonas. Trust me, please. You’re healthy.

His eyes flickered with concern, which quickly deepened into a confused anger; any onlooker would assume she was breaking up with him. He breathed in and held the air, and then, leaning forward, staring at the ground, appeared to hum. He bent down more, so much so she thought he might throw up. She wanted him to, she wished there was some threshold he could pass through that would magically enable the truth to settle. Every second before then was another she had to withhold the other half of the revelation, which now seemed, through some brutally objective moral algebra, to exactly offset the first half.

Do you understand? Isn’t it wonderful?

He nodded but then shook his head. I can’t breathe, he said, standing straight again.

It’s okay, Jonas. You’re breathing.

But he was now too self-aware to do it correctly, too panic-stricken to inhale fully. Rapid gasps were curtailed by lurching exhales, a cycle that only became more compressed as he held his ribs, crouched down, and put his head between his knees. She looked at the hospital, fearing they’d have to go back inside.

It’s okay, Cecilie said, sitting next to him. You’re panicking. It’ll stop soon. But if you feel really bad the emergency room is right there. She put her arms around him, bringing him into her, one hand squeezing his shoulder and the other holding his head. You can breathe, she said. You’re breathing. Slowly, he did. And as his lungs found their rhythm again he began to cry, and then bawl, attracting the attention of passersby, who looked on with vacant stares. They probably assumed the worst, given that they were outside the hospital: that someone close to him was sick or had died. In this way they were nearer the truth than Jonas.

After she released him his wailing stopped, though the tears continued, glazing his pained face. Why, she wondered, did euphoria take this form? Why did absolute happiness resemble its opposite? When he first laughed, she took it for a particularly ugly cry. But then he did it again, and again, pairing it with a smile as wide as she’d ever seen. He wrapped his arms around her, knocking her over, laughing even harder. She laughed, too, she couldn’t help it, even as the knot in her stomach tightened. After all he’d been through, couldn’t she let him have just a minute more?

They sat up, and then helped each other stand. Jonas ran his hand through his hair, peering at the hospital. He looked all around them, at the street and the cars and the strangers now perturbed by their abrupt happiness. He gazed across the lake, to the inner city, which seemed so still and far away, its people and skyline like miniature, inert replicas of the life swarming around them. Everything had become louder, was becoming louder still: the rumbling of the cars, the wind in the trees, the ducks quacking from the lake, the beating of their hearts. But it wasn’t just sound. Color had become saturated, too, the blues of the water separating into kinetic navies, calm lavenders, brisk cobalts, vast ceruleans reflecting the sky above. She could smell each of these, the wind carrying the water’s freshness and its heat, its sweetness and its rot, foul but fecund, brimming with life, which was everywhere now. Life had flooded in, filling the water and the air and even the buildings, showing itself not just in the ivy strewn along balconies and the windows into messy living rooms but in the permanence of the bricks and mortar. Wasn’t this also what life was? It was permanence, it was perpetuity. If death gives shape to life, life doesn’t return the favor; to be alive is to believe, against all sense, that we will never die. We accept death, we say its name, but we know it won’t come for us, not today or tomorrow or years from now, there’s always been time and there always will be.

Jonas looked back across the lake, wide-eyed, childlike in his curiosity. He took off his shirt, his pants, smiling at her, beckoning her to come, as if she were his mother. But then, too impatient to wait, he ran across the street, across the path, and jumped, bellowing, into the water. She winced, worried it was too shallow, and then, when he emerged, she winced again, disgusted by the thought of it. The lake was full of bird shit, algae, whatever else, but he didn’t care, that was the point, he had the arrogance of life.

It was then, seeing him like this—his exhilaration unsustainable, its shadow marking the inevitable comedown—that she sensed, as if it were tapping her on the shoulder, a hunch. It seemed gentle enough, asking her only to recall her first meeting with Jonas, at Nordhavn. Then it took her to Friday, when they’d gone over his diagnosis at the house. And then Fasangården, and after, when they’d walked in the park and he’d sobbed, telling her he’d go through with the procedure. And once she’d relived all of this, the hunch invited her to imagine another reality: one in which she wasn’t here, in which she hadn’t come home for her leave—or had just simply refused to get involved.

What was Mikkel’s plan? If she hadn’t fully considered why he’d done what he did, she knew it was, however misguided, not meant to do Jonas harm. Surely Mikkel wouldn’t have let him go into the operating room—and anyway, wouldn’t the surgeons have immediately noticed something was off? But if all this was true, well, what purpose had Cecilie served? Would Jonas not have ended up experiencing this same release, just at another time and place? How could it be that the sum of her effort, anguish, heartbreak was nothing? All this time she’d been just another actor in Mikkel’s plot, not only heightening the stakes but closing it out, pulling the final curtain herself.

People had stopped to take videos. She felt embarrassed for Jonas, for entertaining them, for not realizing how he appeared, for everything. She wanted to inflict pain on the world, she wanted to destroy, for once she wanted to be selfish. Why was it up to her to tell Jonas about Mikkel? What if she didn’t? Jonas would only get to live a little longer in his blissful ignorance. After all she’d done, who could blame her?

She looked back at the hospital. She tried to remember where they’d parked. She imagined going to Vanløse, turning off her phone, forgetting everyone existed. For the remainder of their two months here she would spend time with her mom, with Gorm, with Arne and Reuben. She would go on long walks, do yoga, read. Jonas and the rest of them would put the pieces together themselves, or not; her brain was too tired to figure out if they could.

She crossed the street, slowly. She stepped onto the path and shouted for Jonas. He turned around and she shouted again, waving him in. He’d had his fun, he complied immediately, wading to the edge and lifting himself out.

Walking toward her, he looked even more like a child, his hair wet and matted down, his arms hugging his torso, his smile disarmingly pure. She committed it to memory, she didn’t know when she’d see it again. She was ready to tell him that she had to head back, that she was happy to drop him off wherever, but when he put his hand in hers she found she couldn’t look him in the eyes. She couldn’t say or do anything, it seemed, but stand there, holding him back.

Let’s go, he said, newly aware of the scene he’d caused. Already he was returning to himself—hesitant, self-conscious, solitary. Nothing would change him, she realized. Nothing could change anyone.

Jonas, she said. There’s something I need to tell you.






THREE MONTHS LATER


Several critics have claimed that any contemporary poet who writes formal poetry—poetry that is rhymed and metered—is performing a politically conservative act. This is plainly false. Consider Molly Peacock and Marilyn Hacker, two contemporary poets whose poetry is almost exclusively formal and yet who are themselves politically progressive feminists.


The conclusion drawn above follows logically if which one of the following is assumed?

A. No one who is a feminist is also politically conservative.

B. No poet who writes unrhymed or unmetered poetry is politically conservative.

C. No one who is politically progressive is capable of performing a politically conservative act.

D. Anyone who sometimes writes poetry that is not politically conservative never writes poetry that is politically conservative.

E. The content of a poet’s work, not the work’s form, is the most decisive factor in determining what political consequences, if any, the work will have.



D was tempting: a beautiful, twisting mindfuck. But it had nothing to do with the question at hand. Ditto A, which Reuben suspected would attract the chaff destined to work for nonprofits or NGOs. The biggest trap was, by far, E, which seemed practical, values-based, and interested in the interplay between truth and consequences. Which is to say it had nothing to do with law.

Still staring at the screen, he picked up his sandwich and stuffed nearly a third of it in his mouth. In retrospect, he should have chosen a healthier option, given that he didn’t even taste the corned beef, mustard, dressing, or bread. His eyes ticked to the clock: 12:51. He had nine minutes until Raelynn came back with Arne, and she was always on time. These two hours could not be wasted, not on something like savoring food. In fact, it was a point of pride that this stretch of his day was the least enjoyable, and he often delayed a bowel movement—as he was doing now—until he was watching Arne again.

The answer was C, the hidden connective tissue, the mortar solidifying what would otherwise have been fuzzy, loose, abstract. Much of law, Reuben was realizing, consisted of sculpting a logical story to accommodate a given set of constraints. It wasn’t about grading reality against preexisting rules, but re-narrativizing reality so that it made sense within those rules. In other words, it was a field built entirely for him—a discovery he owed, in part, to Mikkel.

When Cecilie told him what had happened, he couldn’t believe it, literally. He needed confirmation directly from Mikkel. After calling and texting him nonstop, Reuben even took a trip to Fredericia. He understood this was pointless—that was only the station Mikkel’s train was stopping at when they last spoke, and Mikkel didn’t seem to be getting off—but he was desperate. He showed a photo of Mikkel to the conductor and a few workers at the station, arousing a mixture of amusement and suspicion. After coming all that way, Reuben figured he should spend at least a couple of hours there, so he went for a walk through the modest downtown. Cecilie had told him the area was very prol (though it was derived from proletariat, the term wasn’t nearly as condescending as its English equivalent), but Reuben deemed Fredericia as pleasant and scrubbed clean as every other Danish town he’d been to. On the other end of the city center he came to a hill leading down to the beach. Sitting on the sand, he peered out to Funen, the small landmass in the middle of the country. There was a particularly Danish beauty to be found in the coastline’s simplicity; this was the same absence of texture, detail, and variety that had always made Reuben anxious whenever he imagined moving to Denmark. It was then, waiting until enough time had passed that he wouldn’t feel stupid going back to Vanløse, that he realized that his trip to Fredericia, like many of his most deranged ideas, was just a way to postpone the truth.

Reuben returned to the house with a pit in his stomach, his sorrow right at his core yet irritatingly unreachable. He felt a certain part of himself was now alien to the rest, and he was beginning to fear he’d never make contact with it again. This distress became anger, and then, over the next few days, outrage. First in the direction of Mikkel, for withholding such a crucial aspect of his life, which in turn recast every tender or vulnerable moment they shared as false. (No matter that this was the case for everyone in the group, all of whom had far greater reason to feel hurt.) Then his indignation swung to Jonas, for being so daft and manipulable. (Reuben’s scorn was, of course, colored by what had happened between Jonas and Cecilie, something he believed he had come to terms with, though it still had the power to rattle his ego whenever it crossed his mind.) He even aimed his bitterness at himself, and Cecilie, and the rest of her friends, for not figuring out what was going on sooner and getting Mikkel care.

Initially, Reuben had presumed this would have been a lost cause. In the span of a week, he’d witnessed Mikkel smoke upwards of a hundred cigarettes and get shit-faced at least three times—behavior that suggested he was only trying to hurry the inevitable (and, naturally, distract himself from it). Reuben recalled Mikkel’s fervor as he declared not just that there was no point in Jonas going through with the procedure, but that the complications made it too harrowing to consider. At the time, Reuben had justified Mikkel’s vehemence with the fact he was so close to Jonas, and was only being overly protective of his friend. But now Reuben saw Mikkel’s excessive reaction as a defense mechanism, a trick he was playing on himself to counteract his own nagging uncertainty over the procedure. After all, it wasn’t just an impossible decision, it was one he had to make every day. Given Mikkel’s vagaries of mood, Reuben knew there must have been times his conviction wavered. The more Reuben thought about it, the more he saw Jonas as a sort of marionette, forced to perform in the theater of Mikkel’s conscience. By assigning Jonas the role of the rational decision-maker—and thus passing off all of the inherent doubt and ambiguity—Mikkel could take the more comfortable position of risk aversion and inaction. But he was also pitting Jonas’s will against his own, a fight that could only go one way.

Finally, having exhausted itself on everyone it could, Reuben’s anger found a home in that most American of solaces: litigation. How could this happen? became How could the hospital let this happen? It was an absolute catastrophe, an emotionally devastating experience that might have permanently damaged Jonas. He brought the idea to Cecilie as soon as it came to him, but it fell on deaf ears. She told him the doctor would surely be reprimanded internally—not to mention that he’d done nothing wrong. Reuben persisted, arguing that that was just one way of looking at it. In an effort to end the discussion, Cecilie said it would be up to Jonas to file the complaint.

The complaint? Reuben repeated, dumbfounded. A complaint was something you filed when you were mistreated by an airline. A complaint was something you didn’t expect anything back from but a boilerplate apology, a voucher, the fleeting sensation that justice had been served.

Yes, she said, and invited him to do some research into Patienterstatningen and Styrelsen for Patientklager. He did. These were, respectively, the Patient Compensation Association and the Board of Patient Complaints. The former seemed to be only for cases of actual injury, and the latter was a state-run organization through which you could file a complaint and hope— Was he losing his mind? What kind of country was this? In the US, this would be the start of a multiyear lawsuit, one that would end, undoubtedly, with the payment of a life-changing sum, a figure that might even make headlines, something to gawk at as if it were a Powerball payout. But while lottery drawings were utterly devoid of meaning, malpractice awards were nothing short of an approximation of the truth, a translation of the messiness of life into a single number. Not that that amount was merely the neutralization of crimes past. Its assignment set forth an almost metaphysical transformation: emerging from the endless ocean of the doctor’s insurance company, the money filled the glass of an individual citizen a thousand times over. And in the process those dollars became palpable, felt, their presence finally appreciated. But that was just the prize, of course; the real reward was in the journey. A trial was nothing if not a battle of storytelling, a tale of two tales that shared nothing but shreds of irrefutable facts. From this same fabric, the two sides were tasked with weaving opposite tapestries meant not just to captivate but to distract, drawing the eye away from the less favorable details, accentuating only the most agreeable patterns, accents, motifs.

How could such a triumph of civilization be absent in a country that was, well, objectively more civilized than the US? How could two places so alike—at least in their Western values, their professed love of democracy, and their GDP per capita—have such conflicting philosophies of law? In Denmark there was a pervasive instinct for the greater good, a sense that it was up to the people—not the courts—to maintain the well-being of society. But this was two-sided: society was rigidly (yet tacitly) defined, with membership contingent on cultural assimilation, and diversity tolerated as long as it didn’t challenge the Danish way of life. The US was the exact inverse: there was no unified American culture, and, likewise, everything had to be codified, classified, made concrete. The first thing Cecilie noticed after moving to the US was that Americans were obsessed with the Constitution. It seemed absurd to so intensely interpret the intentions of a document created a century before the zipper, but the more she got accustomed to things the more she understood its raison d’être: a nation that fetishized something as subjective as morality—its definition yanked in every direction by every generation and demographic and affiliation and identity—would simply get torn to pieces without a single source of truth.

No, perhaps there wasn’t a point in pursuing legal action. But it did make him wonder: What would US law say about a case like Jonas’s? Of course, it mattered just as much how the case was presented—something Reuben couldn’t help but start outlining himself. Over the course of a week, this thought experiment became a project, and then a passion—one that soon necessitated a subscription to an online database of legal research. Each time he stumbled onto a new legal precedent, he felt lighter, calmer, wiser even. It was as if he were slowly outsourcing his conscience, relieving himself of all of the shades of gray that haunted every corner of life. Each law was like a jewel that could magically make sense of the irreconcilable, the intractable, the impossible—and soon he was treasure hunting night and day. He often did this in the silent company of Gorm, who had repurposed the basement for his own new undertaking: The Seven Frosts of Niflheim, the audio series. Gorm installed lights, made room for a desk, and, on Reuben’s urging, exterminated the spiders. By the time Reuben and Cecilie left Denmark, Reuben was already enrolled in a virtual LSAT course—something David, his father, had offered to pay for. He’d been glad to hear about Reuben’s new direction, encouraging his son by proudly stating that law was one of the only fields more sustainable than orthodontistry. (This even precipitated a conversation about meeting in person: David was coming up to New York in March, for an orthodontics conference at the Javits Center.) David was less thrilled about Reuben’s plans to spend the next couple of years back in Denmark, which David believed, quoting Fox News, was on the same path as Venezuela. It was only when Reuben mentioned they would save more than forty thousand dollars a year on daycare and healthcare alone that David relented.

Reuben heard the door to their apartment building open and, a second later, Arne’s screams: Mor! Mor! Mor! Although he’d since learned a few other words—nej, bye-bye, smør (butter), ball—mor was used for everyone and everything, a habit Cecilie found adorable and Reuben tried not to attach too much Freudian significance to. But when they came into the apartment, Reuben saw it was, in fact, his mor he was yelling to; Cecilie was holding Arne while Raelynn brought in the baby bag.

After Raelynn gathered her things and left, Cecilie let Arne onto the floor, watching as he ran to Reuben, who lifted him into the air, eliciting a squeal. The image was right out of a commercial for cereal, or cleaning supplies, or anything that might be marketed with domestic bliss. Every day now came packed with moments like this, when their lives felt wonderfully repetitive, and wholesome, and whole. It all made her nervous, of course. They’d so quickly escaped that storm of fighting and bitterness and distance that she suspected they were only in the eye of it, that they’d soon get swept up and away again. Desperately, Cecilie tried to find the source of their happiness, something that was beginning to feel as impalpable as it was omnipresent, like gravity. The obvious answer was Reuben’s new sense of purpose; he was no longer rudderless, his life more about envisioning the future than arbitrating the past. But there were other factors, too, none of which could be discounted: their abrupt change of scenery, twice over; an answer to their financial struggles, albeit on the horizon; Arne’s newfound ability to sleep through the night; her decision to leave the Times, which was already easing her daily stress, though she’d yet to even put in her notice. And there was one other thought, which only seemed to come to her in the middle of the night: that it was her betrayal of Reuben that had pushed them forward. She sensed the breach had torn through a part of his ego that was long due for an upgrade, and now, with all of his insecurities manifested in a single blow he could recover from, he had the opportunity to grow. Not that she’d ever say such a thing, or volunteer to reopen the matter. Yes, it would be best to wait to test that scab’s thickness, now was not the time to do anything that might disturb their equilibrium. It was for this reason that she’d also been afraid to broach the topic of moving to Denmark—even as she started putting out feelers for jobs. But then, one afternoon, turning her laptop away from him as she chatted about a posting with Terese, she realized she was only repeating history: Wasn’t this precisely what she’d done at the end of her relationship with Jonas?

When she’d brought it up, Reuben seemed ambivalent. He still did. But she’d learned that this was healthy, that unequivocal enthusiasm was at best unsustainable, and at worst a sign that some deeper problem was being evaded. She herself was of two minds, and could only move forward with the plan by reminding herself it was temporary; they would have to move back for law school, anyway.

You’re home early, he said, catching her off guard, as if she hadn’t left work only to share the news.

She drank from his glass of water, buying herself hardly five seconds, though at this point—

You got the job, he said, smiling. To see him genuinely excited made her emotional, and before she could hide it he was tearing up, too. He came to her and they hugged, her head burrowed in his shoulder, her hand on his back. She was happy then, so happy she didn’t care where exactly the feeling came from, she only wanted to give it space.

Did you talk timeframe? he asked as they came apart.

She shook her head. A small, white lie.

The position was at Berlingske, heading their new investigative team covering business. It wouldn’t have been prudent to bring up her long-term plans, given that the department would take years to build out, as Martin, the editor in chief, said. But that omission was nothing compared to the ignorance Cecilie had had to feign through nearly half of the conversation. He’d mostly wanted to talk about the Pedersen case, precisely the sort of journalism Berlingske ought to be known for. She didn’t mention that she knew Mikkel, nor did she bring up her doubts about the story, which had stayed between Reuben and herself. They had taken Mikkel’s laptop home with them, after trying to guess the password enough times that it became permanently locked, save for admin access. It occurred to them that they could send it back with an anonymous note, imploring Berlingske to look through Mikkel’s files. But they’d yet to really discuss the matter, even as the computer sat, broadside out, on their bookshelf, its presence a new fixture in the apartment. It caught Cecilie’s attention not just a few times as Martin went on about the story’s chances at the Cavling (the Danish Pulitzer), how his team divided coverage across sections, the care required to handle the more sensitive issues at play. Of course, it was to their credit that the story still had legs, given that Pedersen had exited the national stage and would likely never return—despite some regret inside the party over his hasty ouster. His successor, Trine Bendixen, had none of Pedersen’s charm or taste for provocation. In fact, she sought to remake the party’s image entirely, putting more daylight between them and the fanatically anti-Islamic New Right. The Danish People’s Party had a long history of advocating for the elderly, the disabled, and, of all things, animals—and these sunnier causes would now come first. I confess I haven’t been following the story recently, Cecilie told him once his soliloquy had ended. It felt good to be honest after selling a bit of her dignity—and, she knew, this kind of frankness would be appreciated by someone like Martin.

It wasn’t just that she’d avoided the Pedersen story. She’d avoided everything. She’d spent the rest of her leave letting her brain melt, not caring to keep up with politics, social media, the Times business section, or even the chaos Mikkel had left in his wake. She hadn’t bothered fishing for invites to Monday night dinners, and usually left social gatherings wondering whether she should have gone in the first place. All anyone wanted to talk about was how Jonas was doing—whether he was there or not—an irony considering how wide a berth they’d given him before. Jonas himself seemed to be just as disengaged, which Cecilie suspected was due to a tangle of reasons. Yes, he’d noticed how their friends had treated him when they thought he was sick. But Cecilie also knew that his interpretation of events was complicated—and at odds with the rest of the group’s.

Let’s celebrate in a bit, Cecilie said. I wouldn’t mind clearing my head.

Reuben had already brought out champagne, and hid his disappointment. Of course.

I’ll take Arne so you can study, she said, and gave Reuben a kiss.

After Jonas came out of the lake, after she said she needed to tell him something, she realized just how many people were watching—and how soaking wet he was—and decided she could wait five more minutes. What do you need to tell me? he asked over and over as they walked to a clothing store. Worried that he’d start doubting whether he was, truly, healthy, she said it was nothing and ordered him to drop it. He did, he was quick to forget, and his exhilaration soon regained its momentum, as if the truth was only beginning to settle. After he bought a new outfit, laughing to himself as he hurried to put it on in a nearby alley, he wanted to get a celebratory drink, a meal, he wanted to find molly, he suggested they pick up Mikkel and Louisa and drive to Stockholm. Each successive display of joy was a deeper stab into Cecilie’s heart, and before she could find a more suitable place to do it, she told him right there on the sidewalk.

She expected denial, she expected him to demand proof, to be aggressive, to take it out on her. But he absorbed it so immediately, and so thoroughly, that she felt it was no longer hers, that Jonas and Jonas alone bore the burden of knowing Mikkel would die. His face crumbled and then he did, collapsing onto the sidewalk, refusing her hand, curling into a ball, his arms crossed over his head and his knees in his stomach. Unlike before, he was painfully aware that others were staring, and he soon gathered himself and stood up, shielding his eyes as he walked away. On a quieter street he took out his phone, calling someone she assumed was Mikkel. He dialed again and again, though he must have been receiving the same automated message Reuben had. She half hoped Jonas would get annoyed at this, that he would center his emotions on it. If Jonas had only reacted with indignation, she could have joined him. At least anger, unlike guilt, could be shared. That was how Jonas appeared: guilty. His chin was lowered, his brows knitted, his head shaking in self-rebuke. He couldn’t even look Cecilie in the eyes. If his glee had vanished, still its memory remained in the air, incriminating him, interrogating him, how could he have just been so happy? He pointed at himself, unable to put his thoughts into words, but she understood: he wished he was still the one who was sick. What absurd logic could this desire have been built upon? That, from the beginning, either Mikkel or he had to die? That by being healthy, he had, ipso facto, passed that fate onto his friend? He was in shock, obviously. He couldn’t make sense of what had happened, couldn’t untie the choice Mikkel had made from the illness that had come to him unbidden.

And yet, even today, after he’d had months to process everything, he still didn’t seem to think Mikkel had done anything wrong. At least that was what Cecilie heard from Louisa, who had since become Jonas’s closest friend. She’d asked him point-blank: What if you’d done something drastic? Of course, he wouldn’t have been the first terminally ill patient to kill himself. I would never, he said. Mikkel knew that. And anyway, we spoke every night. He would have intervened if he thought I was going that way. The rest of the group hypothesized that Jonas’s attitude was a result of trauma, as if he was suffering from some mix of survivor’s guilt and Stockholm syndrome. But Cecilie believed his reaction was far more rational—that he had only put together what she and Reuben had privileged access to: what, exactly, had been going through Mikkel’s head.

It was now clear that Mikkel had, from the beginning, planned for them to listen to the tapes once he was gone. In retrospect, it was why he’d offered to be interviewed in the first place. This started to become evident somewhere in the middle of their second recording, a few hours after they’d shaved their heads, and a few before Reuben would get his tattoo. (Once they’d returned to the US, Cecilie sent Reuben a few links on laser removal but he hadn’t made an appointment and she didn’t want to press it.) During this stretch, Mikkel recounted, with profound candor and vulnerability, his upbringing and family—topics he’d hardly ever uttered a word on. He was famously reticent about anything having to do with his life before the group coalesced in journalism school. It was something they used to love to rib him for, but one day, in their second year, he overreacted, yelling at Henrik with enough violence to draw a clear line in the sand. This was around the time Mikkel really became Mikkel, trading an earnest curiosity for caustic directness, sheathing himself in an irony that never let up, that dared you to take him seriously, or not. She’d always assumed that this transformation had inspired him to disassociate from his past, as reinvention often requires. But now she understood she’d had it backward: it was his childhood that had made him yearn to be someone else, to establish discontinuity the first chance he got.

Up until he was eight or so, his life in eastern Jutland was, if unfortunate, not so different from those of his schoolmates. His father, Leif, was a cook who had hoped to open his own restaurant, but his dream was repeatedly foiled, so he said, by the local bankers, who refused his bids for a loan. Like many men of his generation, he compensated for his disappointments outside of the household by abusing his power within it. He drank heavily, he cursed profusely, he was cruel to his three sons in the name of tough love. Mikkel’s mother, Rikke, not only made up for Leif’s coldness, she offered a seemingly endless supply of light and warmth. Her devotion to her family was so absolute it could be misconstrued for docility—something Leif failed to grasp until, one unremarkable morning, she declared not just that she was leaving him, but that she’d already found an apartment. Leif was shocked into disbelief, convincing himself and everyone around him it would only be a matter of weeks, months perhaps, before she returned. Even as weeks became months became a year—and the boys got used to having two homes, two sets of routines, two of everything—he maintained the premise, extracting from it the hope he needed to soldier on. He kept the house in order, he continued working at the restaurant, he drank more and more but never to the point of disaster. Out of guilt, love for her children, or both, Rikke still helped him out, coming by with food, buying the boys all their clothes once she started making a salary herself; she got a job as a physician’s assistant and began training to become a nurse. She and Leif considered themselves co-parents, though the term was generous to Leif, who now did nothing more than keep a roof over the boys’ heads three nights a week.

But then Rikke met someone, a funny pediatrician named Jacob, and a year later they were married. Still the boys split their time, though it was ever more apparent which half of the week they preferred, especially once Jacob and Rikke moved into a big house in a prosperous town nearby. (Mikkel never forgot the day he told his dad that his new home had three chimneys, as that was the only time Leif took a hand to him.) It wasn’t long before Rikke and Jacob fulfilled the spacious manor’s promise, becoming pregnant with twin girls. Then, a year after they were born, a boy was on the way. It was this announcement that finally upset the balance of things. Mikkel and his brothers were teenagers now, old enough to sense what Rikke had already communicated to Leif: it would be best for them to move back in with him full-time. They didn’t want to, they weren’t happy there—and even less than before, now that they knew what being happy meant—but they had too much pride on behalf of their father to resist. Not that Leif didn’t notice their disappointment, disguising the wound it left, even to himself, as bitterness over the fact he had to take care of them alone. It was then that he lost his will, lost his job, drank so much that people talked about it, looking at him and his sons askance. In just one long summer, Mikkel and his brothers seemed to have inherited their father’s dishonor, a prophecy fulfilled by the abuse they exchanged, the hatred that grew between them, the belief that they were unworthy of love, as that was what they were now: unloved.

It was Cecilie’s idea to share the recording with the rest of their friends. Reuben agreed, then grew ambivalent, wondering whether it was really what Mikkel would have wanted. Cecilie sensed that Reuben preferred to believe it was his connection with Mikkel that had unlocked the story, and not his mere presence, his willingness to dutifully record everything Mikkel said. Still, Reuben recognized he was not more important to Mikkel than Kasper, or Henrik, or anyone else in the group. Nor was Cecilie. If Mikkel’s instinct had been to get his life down, to preserve himself, then they could only assume he’d wanted that life to be shared with all of them. The question was: what, exactly, to share.

Reuben had edited two versions of the tapes, giving Cecilie the right—or burden—to decide which to send. The first was limited to matters of personal history, those guileless monologues Mikkel had delivered on his childhood. The second was nearly ten times as long, a rambling, disorienting weave of truth and lies, clues and misdirections, which, given what had transpired since, took on entirely new meanings.

After she drove Jonas home, trying and failing for hours to console him, she contacted Mikkel’s brothers. (Rikke and Leif had passed away a few years ago, just six months apart, from cancer and a stroke respectively.) As she’d discovered from the tapes, both brothers were estranged from Mikkel, having refused to speak to him once he escaped to journalism school. Neither sounded especially glad to hear his name. She gave them a truncated version of the truth: that Mikkel was terminally ill and had gone missing. They hardly asked questions, and she sensed sadness only from the older brother, Simon. At the end of both calls, she asked that they let her know if they heard from him, knowing full well they wouldn’t. She then got in touch with Louisa and Henrik, dispatching them to contact everyone else. (She first called Kasper, but he responded as she’d expected Jonas to: by refusing to believe her, and asking for evidence that what she was saying was true.) For nearly two weeks, night and day, they all tried to reach Mikkel, and then—at this point it had been ten days since he was last active on Messenger—they officially reported him as a missing person. This was the result of an extended argument. Some in the group feared it would become a media story, vis-à-vis Mikkel’s involvement in the Pedersen case, but it didn’t, really. (Terese personally blocked an article DR was considering. Ekstra Bladet issued a small piece, but it wasn’t followed up on or picked up anywhere else.) This wasn’t all they disagreed about. The bigger question, though it was never said so plainly, was whether to have hope. This mostly cut across gender lines. The men seemed to agree that it was still possible Mikkel was alive, that he would decide to go through with the procedure, or already had, and would soon walk right back into their lives. The women were waiting for a different shoe to drop: an article about an unidentified visitor collapsing in some small town, or a call from a distant relative inviting them to the funeral. But as time passed it became clear neither would happen, nothing would; the present state of things was all they’d ever have. Slowly, they began to understand that it would be up to them whether to have a funeral, whether to admit to themselves he was gone. They’d yet to do so.

This was one reason she didn’t want to send the second, longer version. She knew they’d expect to find the closure they all ached for—which was exactly what it didn’t provide. In fact, the tape seemed to suggest that Mikkel had only wanted for them to exist in this liminal state forever.

They arrived at the park and Cecilie took Arne out of the stroller. As she followed him to the grass she pulled out her phone, opened the file, and found the spot she was thinking of, from the tail end of the night Reuben got his tattoo (a segment he’d omitted):


M: He’s doing it wrong, I think. Sticking around, waiting to die.

R: As opposed to?

M: He’s a time bomb. One second he’s fine, the next he’s gone. Or worse, he’ll survive a rupture and end up in some horrible state, and that will be how we’ll remember him. If he had enough courage he’d leave, he’d just … go someplace else. [Silence.] At least that way, to us, he’d stay the same person he’d always been.



She gave Arne a snack and lay down. As she continued the tape, she tried to imagine hearing it for the first time, as if she were Louisa, or Kasper, or Jonas.

By this point they were stone drunk, Reuben even more than Mikkel; it was a miracle she could understand him at all. And though Mikkel had always been able to handle his alcohol, he, too, was now so far gone he’d begun to forget which reality he was speaking to.


R: You don’t think there’s any chance … [Silence.] You don’t think he can get better?

M:	Don’t get me wrong, I hope he does. I hope he gets more than better. I hope he uses this experience to his advantage, and takes control of his life, and understands we’re all as good as dead anyway, and living as he was—being his stepdad’s bitch, being unhappy, giving up, wasting his talent, wasting his time—it’s as good as fucking dying. I mean it. He has to understand that. I hope he does. I hope he finds what he’s lost.



This was something she wanted everyone to hear, even if they all must have, in one way or another, come to the same conclusion: Yes, what Mikkel did was beyond sadistic, but he had, ultimately, done it out of love for Jonas. And even more to the point: his plot had worked. He had single-handedly pulled Jonas out of his decade-long stasis—and if the months since were any indication, Jonas would not revert back. Louisa said he wasn’t just photographing again, he was set on making a career of it, not by stitching together freelance gigs but by getting his teaching degree and becoming a professor. These changes in ambition were accompanied (and, perhaps, made possible) by a shift in demeanor—one that didn’t align with any of his past selves. He hadn’t become passive again, nor had he reclaimed any of his old ironic detachment, his pride in not taking anything too seriously. Instead he was more present, more engaged, direct in a way that suggested an understated confidence—a trait that had never come naturally to him. It appeared that he hadn’t just found what he’d lost, per Mikkel; he was becoming someone new.

This was what complicated things: the most enlightening exchanges, like this one, were those that were unplanned, when Mikkel seemed to forget he was being taped. In the longer version, Reuben left virtually all of these in (excluding only the bits about Kasper’s infidelity; though Ditte had already found out, Cecilie didn’t think it should be broadcasted to the group). But there were also hurtful asides, insensitive musings, ruthless accusations, and it didn’t feel right to selectively edit, not with this version. The whole point was that they couldn’t assume any authority over it, couldn’t assume their friends needed protecting, couldn’t make claims over what Mikkel himself would have wanted to be shared. After all, who could possibly have parsed fair from foul in his hall of mirrors?

As she put Arne back in the stroller and began making her way home, she came to one of the most brutal parts. Mikkel had found his footing again, reassuming the false pretext with gusto.


M: He’s so fucking isolated. [Silence.] Imagine being so isolated, Reuben. [Silence.] It’s like everyone is performing sympathy, or— or, no, not performing. I think even when they’re alone they act the same. They say to themselves, how sorry, how unfair, I wish I could help. [Silence.] Part of me thinks that one day they’ll understand what they’ve done. That they’ve put him at a distance, that they’ve made him feel alone, that they’ve failed as friends. But I know better. Soon this will all just be a tragedy of the past, their tragedy, something to think about in the middle of the night, something to make sad songs a bit sadder.



Those last few seconds were barely audible. It sounded like Reuben’s phone had moved in his pocket, and an ambulance had just passed by. They’d been walking outside on a busy street, but soon there was a new soundscape: silence punctuated by their echoing footsteps. Fuck, Mikkel said, and then something Cecilie couldn’t understand but knew was in Danish. She played it again, and then again at half-speed, over and over she tried to decipher those words, as if they would solve everything.

When she finally moved on she was reminded that they were in a metro station: an announcement came about a halt in service. Mikkel asked to use Reuben’s phone; his was dead. As Reuben took it out the sound clarified again, and then, a few seconds later, Mikkel said, Okay, Reuben. Let’s just walk. It will be good with some air, anyway.

She paused the tape. Part of her already knew what the rest had yet to consciously process. It will be good with some air, anyway. It wasn’t what he said, but how he said it—like a drunk trying to act sober. How had she missed this before? It was so obvious now: in that brief moment he’d remembered they were recording.

The apartment was in the distance, just a minute away. She looked at her phone, the audio represented by jagged vertical rectangles mirrored and dimmed below, like a cityscape above water. She didn’t want to resume the tape, but as she continued walking she forced her thumb down.


M: Look, it’s not their fault, how they are to Jonas. They’re just afraid, you know, afraid to be close to something so … [Silence.] All I mean is, it would have been easier for him if no one knew he was sick. That way he could have lived his last days as he wished, with everyone he loved acting just the same as they always do.



She stopped the tape and reflexively put her phone to sleep, momentarily startled by her reflection on the dark backing of the screen. As she pulled the stroller up the stoop, and carried Arne upstairs, Mikkel’s voice echoed in her head. It was so easy to imagine his face, his posture, his back straight and his palms out.

Reuben was studying again, she knew by his grimace, and the fidget spinner whirling in his hand. She took off Arne’s coat and shoes while he whined in protest, and then followed him to the window, watching as he pointed at passing cars, laughing at each one. She laughed with him, her cackle fake but he didn’t know the difference.

She looked at Reuben again, this time noticing, just behind him, Mikkel’s laptop. Somehow it appeared less shiny than before, more embedded in the background, an object like any other. She knew then that they wouldn’t do anything with it; they were only waiting for the decision to become less of one, the default. Not that they would get rid of it, no, they couldn’t do that; for years they would have to carry it with them, from apartment to apartment, and then to a house, where it would gather dust in an attic, waiting to be exhumed by some curious grandchild. By then the decades would have rendered it useless, the battery sapped, the chips nonfunctioning, the air’s moisture turned deadly with time. Still, the truth would be there somewhere, raw, needing nothing from anyone. As always, it would be just out of reach, everywhere and nowhere, a promise that can’t be kept.
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