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Foreword

LOLLAND, 6 November 2022


Readers of volume 1 in this series

will remember

that the story ended

with a call

from Copenhagen

it was T

ringing

T the businessman

who had plans

to start

a shipping corporation

and was trying to find

investors

in this volume, II,

we were supposed

to follow him

from childhood up until

the night

when he sat waiting for

the news that

the fire

on the Scandinavian Star

had successfully been

set

I wrote three versions

of that book

and hated

every one

what was I doing

in

that man’s

head

there was nothing

to be found there

if I say

that he

like others

is prepared

to kill

for profit

then I’ve said of him

what there is to be said

and can content myself

with

adding: yes

he was a person too

he had

a phone with a very

long antenna

and a mother

whose lifelong pain

was that

she’d given birth to him

so I had to

put the owner

in the grave

and instead begin

to try to find

the father of

the modern businessman

this happened just

as the pandemic

was called off

for the third time

planes returning

to the sky

it made me

so angry

who

I asked

who

has persuaded us

that happiness is

doing the impossible

it was

the genius the

lunatic

the original

burner of forests

so the fourth book

I wrote

was about Christopher Columbus

he sailed of course

across the Atlantic

could barely

keep a salted sardine down

for sheer excitement

over this potentially

wildly lucrative

contract

and the trade winds

they were his fluke scoop

the trade winds brought him

and his rotting ship

led them

to another world

where he tramped around in heavy

Spanish boots

and wondered

what a colourful bird

might go for

on the European market

since it had never

been sold before

so he began to murder

kidnap kids

put people

up for sale

but don’t think

he took pleasure in it

no, it was

a tremendous

bother

really, he simply calculated

it might

pay off

500 years later

the Scandinavian Star arose

in the middle of the Caribbean Sea

the sails replaced

by a large

hot engine

she was a floating

casino for the white

American middle class

then she was bought

by a Dane

sailed back

across the Atlantic

set alight

but that

manuscript

I also hated

believe me when I tell you

I practically threw up

every time I opened the document

in such cases

when you’ve lost

yourself

when with fierce disdain

you force yourself

to read yet another

biography of Columbus

or another

article

about a shipowner who got away

with murder

in cases such as those you’ve got to ask yourself

what was my motto

again?

my motto

which I had forgotten

in my struggle

to write a

proper book

about the inner life

of great men

my motto

is as follows

it’s a simple one and

good:

fuck men!

when I came to think

about it

I came to think

that I

can do

whatever I want

so this

is my book

this is

for you

this is

an erotic thriller

about businessmen and

the devil

there are

some poems

about love

a speech

from the asylum

it will be your job

to make it fit

into the series

I mean really

I can’t

do the whole thing

by myself
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The Devil in a High-Rise

Day 1

It’s raining in London. I’m in quarantine with a man I met the other day on a trip from Copenhagen to Vejle. A series of bureaucratic hiccups at Kastrup Airport had prevented him from picking up the rental car he’d booked from home, and so he’d had to take the train, like me. They were running a replacement bus service, as they so often do, and among the little group of people mutely waiting to be picked up outside Korsør Station, he stood out by virtue of a loud telephone conversation. I’d noticed him and his fitted navy blue suit and bright white trainers, but he must have slipped my mind again, because it came as a surprise to find him standing right beside me. ‘A train that’s actually a bus, it’s a contradiction in terms,’ he said, and smiled a practised, quickly cut-short smile before adding he had noticed me back at the main station.

We sat next to each other on the bus, and as it drove we carried on an undramatic conversation. He was recently divorced, and talked to me about his failed marriage, about why, in his opinion, they had split (his wife didn’t understand him). He also talked about his job, which was the reason for his visit to Denmark. He worked as a programming architect, a title he assumed required further explanation, and when I confirmed that assumption, he launched into a lengthy story about ATMs and the system behind them, a story I listened to with interest but am not capable of reproducing here.

I lied, as usual, about who I am. When I was younger I’d think up extravagant lies, but as I age my stories have become more plausible and frankly dull. Even so, I outdid myself this time: I was a journalist at one of the country’s major dailies, and had recently published a polemical book about declining educational standards – don’t ask me how I came up with something that tedious. Several times during my explanation, my fellow passenger gave me a look of what felt like almost digital precision, a scan I enjoyed being put through.

It turned out we were both headed for Vejle, and only after we’d exchanged a quick hug outside the station and gone our separate ways did it occur to me that our entire conversation had been spoken sotto voce, almost at a whisper, as though we both knew instantly we were sharing a secret.

When I got to the hotel room where I was due to spend the night, I went to sit out on the balcony. There was a smell of wet trees, sour earth and night. I had the same quivering sense of my phone’s nearness that I imagine a dog might have, even in sleep, for the bone its paw is resting on, and sure enough it wasn’t long before I had a text. He’d never travel on the Danish national railway again, he said, but it had been a pleasure meeting me.

The following night we met again in Copenhagen. I suggested a hotel bar I’d never been to before, and introduced it as my regular. I like it here, I said, I like to feel anonymous, which strictly speaking I suppose was true.

We sat down on a group of peculiarly low sofas, and he told me more about his abortive marriage. When her dad fell ill, his wife had insisted they buy a house just a few doors down from her parents. He had moved like a ghost through that house, where more and more his wife (not explicitly, but in demeanour) had demanded he transform, and stand in for the father who was disappearing. ‘Well,’ I said, and raised my eyebrows, before – showing little sensitivity to what he’d just told me – I took the conversation in a more theoretical direction.

‘Fundamentally I don’t believe in marriage. It would never work for me, anyway,’ I said, and elaborated: ‘I can be monogamous, sure, even though it doesn’t really come naturally to me, I have no trouble being considerate. But I can’t miss people, and that’s the problem. If a man is gone, he’s gone, and I don’t miss him. I completely forget that he was ever there. The minute he’s out the door, BAM, my slate is clean. I don’t know how they sense it, men, but they do, they know they’ve been forgotten, and it baffles them and makes them doubt the kind of person that I am.’ That’s what I said, and after a contrived pause I added, in a tone meant to suggest thoughtfulness, that maybe I was a little bit callous. It was a gamble, but I could tell it got him even more intrigued – leaning forward in his seat he took my hand, and gave it a quick squeeze. ‘I don’t think so.’

We had another glass of wine, engaged in each other’s lives in the same hospitable and blithe way as before, then parted outside the hotel, with a hug almost as fleeting as the one in Vejle.

The next day he sent me a picture he’d taken outside Heathrow. It was of a wet dog on a lead, presumably connected to a human being, although the picture cut it off before it reached the person. The dog was soaked, and looked like it regretted everything about its life. I’m this dog without you, he texted, and in the message that immediately followed: You should come to London!

I must admit (although I like to think of myself as someone unsurprisable) that this surprised me. Under the current restrictions, as soon as I arrived in England I’d have to quarantine for a fortnight in his flat. Sure, I replied promptly, and to emphasise that I wasn’t being ironic, I sent another text: No seriously, I’m coming!

True, I felt a certain interest in this impulsive Londoner, and I was intrigued to learn whether he was fibbing about his life too, and if he knew that I had; but that wasn’t really why I accepted. For years now I’d been trying in vain to write a novel about a person I used to know, a man called T, and when the invitation came I felt with animal certainty that this was just the setting I’d been waiting for.

*

Over the next twenty-four hours we sorted out the paperwork each of us had to sign, solemnly declaring that we were engaged and could therefore request to see each other despite the various travel restrictions.

Then I flew, whisking over several countries and across the sea, passed through various checkpoints at Heathrow, and was freed at last into a hall where my host was waiting for me. We walked tensely and without a word towards the car park, and in that vast space, cold as church, I felt among the glossy black cars quite happy.

And now here I am. I told my host I’ve got an important project to finish during my stay. I asked for his understanding, since I’d be so busy with work, and he gave it to me unreservedly. He was even kind enough to put a table and chair by the window, so when I lift my eyes from the computer I can gaze out at the Thames. It’s raining, and it’s been dark for ages. Tomorrow I will wake up and write about T.

Day 2

I woke early this morning, having forgotten about my host. I remembered he existed when I rolled onto my side and saw his back, which pulsed as the air we were sharing circulated through his body. I didn’t want to disturb him, so I pulled a jumper over my nightie as quietly as possible and crept out onto the balcony. I stood there for a while, letting the damp, inaccessible city hold my heart, until suddenly it occurred to me I should be freezing.
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