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            Praise:

            ‘A luminous, heart-expanding, heartbreaking book: the best I’ve ever read on the deeply human need to be of use to the people you love.’ Anna Metcalfe, author of Chrysalis

            ‘In Cosmos, those on the margins take centre stage. And they shine so bright.’ Emma Holten

            ‘A truly fine debut.’ Politiken

            ‘A powerful story.’ Information

            ‘A wise and poetic novel about longing, community, and love.’ Soundvenue

            ‘You can’t help but be charmed by this debut.’ Kristeligt Dagblad
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            We, who choose life,

            walk one day across the road,

            end up in an autumn.

            We have the rain, the night, the land

            pressed against our hearts

            as we walk.

            frank jæger, ‘A Promise to Tony’vi
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         Sat 13 Aug

         Dearest Effie, Aunt Dora, and Pastor Emanuel,

         It’s about time I wrote to you and put my cards on the table, time I gave you the truth about my life and the Western Union transfers I’ve been sending. For a while it felt good to send the money, like a way of justifying my daily work, which isn’t considered a respectable job here in Copenhagen, where I now find myself. Maybe that’s why I haven’t replied to your calls and worried messages. I figured that the money spoke for itself.

         I’m reading a book about Buddhism and it made me think of you. Pastor Emanuel, please forgive me for embracing another civilisation’s spiritual customs, but somehow it feels like the most African thing you can do, seek refuge in other people’s heavens.

         I close my eyes, willing calmness to wash over me. But I’m in love, I’m hopelessly in love and that’s something you can’t meditate your way out of. You’re probably going to hear more from me about a girl with an elegant neck, a girl I saw just a few weeks ago. Anyway. I don’t know if I’m good 2at meditating, but I’m trying. Apparently the path to Nirvana is suffering, which is something I’ve been doing for quite a while now, so maybe I’m already halfway there.

         I’m going to send you more money today. There’s a word in Buddhism, dāna, that means giving a gift without expecting anything in return. It’s about generosity. The only thing that makes any sense to me right now is to send you this money – to practise dāna – and try to forget what I had to do to get it.

         Let me tell you about the Crows, my Copenhagen family. We make our living collecting the bottles and cans that other people have thrown away. You wouldn’t believe how many are thrown away, even though you can turn them in for money at the supermarkets. Odofu, our guiding light, comes from Benin City, and Femi and Kofi are twins from Cape Coast. We meet up almost every day at the city’s big library (that’s where I am now, writing to you). The library is where most days begin, where we plan our routes and return to for our breaks. We named our WhatsApp group after the crows we see wherever we go. They’re very social, and they see gold where others see only rubbish. I read once that crows can even hold a grudge, and that just like us, they know where 3they’re welcome and where they have to stay on their guard. The biggest difference? Crows can cross borders and fly freely. The whole world is their asylum. But we have to settle for the library, a place for books and for outsiders seeking warmth. This is where I found the book on Buddhism, just lying there, glittering with its golden cover.

         Odofu is sitting across from me, furtively messaging on his phone. The twins are watching videos on TikTok. Odofu’s electric razor is sitting on the next table over, plugged into a socket meant for laptops. He recharges it every day here, even though a guard once told him it was against the rules.

         Many homeless people come to this library, people who have a hard time fitting in with Denmark’s orderly way of life. They take their shoes off and set up camp, spread newspapers across tables, kick up their feet, hang around all day. No one tells them to leave, but the guard does go around and wake up anyone who’s dozed off. Odofu says we should try not to look destitute. Sometimes, after the guard has done his usual round, I sneak in a nap, the hypnotic sound of the escalator lulling me to sleep, reminding me of the waves on the beach back home in Woe.
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         Sun 14 Aug

         Dear Effie, Pastor, and Dora,

         While I’m lying in the park, curled up in my sleeping bag, all my belongings tucked in close, I often wonder when the seasons will change. Soon summer will end, and the colder it gets, the harder it will be to earn money. I try to hold on to the warmth, soak it into my soul, store it up for later. And on top of my fear of the coming cold, another unbidden guest stalks my late-night hours: Doubt. It seeps into my skin and cracks my lips no matter how much Vaseline I smear onto them in the day. Why did I leave? My life here is so unpredictable. Should I have stayed with you? I hope that writing to you eases my doubt, my constant companion, the friend that leads me into temptation.
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         Mon 15 Aug

         Dear Effie, Pastor, and Auntie,

         There are days when I feel like I’ve leapt off a very high mountain, thinking I would land in a soft nest of cotton but lately my leap feels more and more like a fall. It’s been hard to allow myself to feel the pain of the beating I took when I got to Europe. But the bruises have begun to show, betraying me, evidence of everything I’ve been through. Admitting how much it hurts to be so far from home is almost too much to bear. But things took a turn a few days ago. I woke up early to collect cans alone. The dawn light wrapped itself around me like an orange blanket as I started working on the outskirts of the city. I rode my bike to the places where the early-bird alcoholics drink beers from 7-Eleven on the benches. By late morning, I had already filled three large bin bags. The night’s young partygoers had left bottles on doorsteps and in parks all over the city. There were countless cans with cigarette butts at the bottom, the usual splatters of vomit on the pavements, a flock of pigeons devouring a discarded 6box of french fries, likely thrown to the ground in a drunken fit. A forgotten shoe was lying beside a rubbish bin. All of Copenhagen is hungover on Saturdays, the ruins of parties littered throughout the usually tidy city, as if there has been a war and everyone’s weapon was fast food.
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         Tue 16 Aug

         Hi Effie,

         Ever since I got to Copenhagen, I’ve been paranoid about how I smell and how I look. Am I dirty? Has the journey worn me out, dulled my youthful glow, made me ugly? I’m grey as ashes, and my skin feels rougher than it was back home. My hands are dry as a barren desert landscape with deep grooves running through it. I spent an eternity staring at deodorants on a supermarket shelf, then finally grabbed one that was as tall as a skyscraper. I chose it simply because it was the biggest one (and because it smelled the way I imagine that women want men to smell).

         I’ve been wondering about the worrying lack of smells in Denmark. All the other places I’ve been to were full of hot, sticky smells, so strong I could taste them. Woe smells like sundried fish, like seaweed and daydreams. But a few days ago, while we were collecting bottles by the beach, the smell of Denmark finally blew in on the wind from the sea: salt and sadness. Later that day, another smell came floating by, the smell that 8envelops us as we lie down to rest in parks with pockets full of money. A smell I have since identified, while cycling my way through the summer: grass. Newly mown, green grass.

         People in this the city are white in a different way than people are white in Italy (where I worked for a few months before I came here). The Danes aren’t Mafia-white. It makes me worry that I’m making the city dirty, leaving a trail of filth behind me. Do you remember that movie we watched with uncle Yao, Trading Places? Eddie Murphy plays a street hustler who swaps lives with a rich banker in Philadelphia. I’ve been thinking a lot about the scene where Eddie Murphy steps into a subway car and says: ‘Hello, I am Nanga Eboko, exchange student from Cameroon.’ We used to joke about that line, Effie, and we would quote it when tourists came to town and talked to us like we were idiots. I’m practising the line in case anyone asks me who I am and what I’m doing in Denmark. I’ve seriously considered saying: ‘Hi, my name is Nanga Eboko and I am an exchange student from Cameroon.’
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         Wed 17 Aug

         Effie, Auntie, and Pastor,

         I was thinking about something and I just have to share it with you all. Normally I don’t like asking people if I can take their bottles when I’m out collecting, but this morning I summoned up the courage to talk to a couple who were sitting at a table in a park. The sun was showing off, arrogantly optimistic up in the sky. The girl had long brown hair and her legs were slung up on her boyfriend’s lap. They were clutching sweaty glass bottles of Coca-Cola, their sunburned faces squinting up at me, smiling kindly. They said it was fine for me to take their bottles, but it turned out that the table they were sitting at belonged to a café that was hidden deeper in the park. As I was walking back to my bike, the two bottles in my hand, the owner of the café came chasing after me. He was shouting, threatening to call the police, repeating, Do you understand what I’m saying to you? It sounded more like a threat than a question. I had been in such a good mood, right up until that moment. Just then, the sky changed 10its mind and turned grey, and his question rang through my head again and again, What are you even doing here?, weighing me down, along with the simmering sensation of homelessness that I’ve been repressing for months, even years. But now I’m in love. I know it’s temporary. I know it’s a distraction, a suspended state that will eventually slide into seriousness. But I want to stay in the house of love just a little longer.
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         Thu 18 Aug

         Dear Effie,

         When I saw her for the first time, Copenhagen was still new, unfamiliar. Now I know this city, but in those first few weeks I got lost all the time. I hadn’t yet formed a mental map of the capital, and I was walking in confused circles, looking for somewhere to exchange money. One day, I was hit with the unmistakable, comforting smells of coconut, pineapple, shea butter and Dax Wax. Imagine that, in the middle of Denmark’s total absence of smells! Hit by the scent of a hair salon, and farther down the street a sign said: Lou’s African Style. I stepped out of the grey and into that familiar smell.

         I had an instinctive urge to linger in Lou’s salon. I realised that no matter where you are in the world, an African hair salon is like an embassy. Long locks hung on the walls – Brazilian, Indian, synthetic. Girls with smooth hair sent me big smiles from shelves full of products that reminded me of you. Olive Oil, Dark and Lovely, concoctions that burn and sting your scalp. I remember 12you sitting between Aunt Dora’s legs, hair full of toxic foam, tears rolling down your cheeks. Then you would put your hair into two braids on each side of your head. That’s how I always picture you. Even though it’s a hundred hairstyles ago.

         She was sitting in the corner of the salon getting her hair braided. I was stealing glances at her reflection in the mirror. She looked so relaxed in that chair in her baggy jumper, engrossed in a book. I could sense her softness and fullness beneath the shirt. African music was playing, Sarkodie. I sang along with ‘Adonai’ and quickly fell into a conversation with Lou about the song, sneaking looks at her all the while. Her hair was big and knotty below the braids. She was so beautiful as she sat there reading, but I forced myself to stop staring. To focus on Lou. A woman was braiding her hair with a speed that made me dizzy. She was practically shouting into the phone lodged between her breasts as she braided and simultaneously followed along with the soap opera playing on the salon’s big flatscreen. A white teenage boy beside her was gritting his teeth as Lou, who usually used his needle to carefully arrange long locks of hair, gave him dreads.

         Lou is from the Ivory Coast, and has thin dreads himself. He told me he gets all his music 13from
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