





PRAISE FOR DORTHE NORS





“The darkly comic Danish writer [Dorthe Nors] is at her wiliest when she’s most direct…. Beneath the cool minimalism roils maximalist outrage.”


—The New York Times


“Dorthe Nors covers the emotional spectrum … finding as much material in the comedy of rejection as in its humiliations and heartbreak.”


—The Wall Street Journal


“Spare and sublime. Dorthe Nors knows how to capture the smallest moments and sculpt them into the unforgettable.”


—O, The Oprah Magazine


“Dorthe Nors is a writer of moments—quiet, raw portraits of existential meditation, at times dyspeptic, but never unsympathetic.”


—The Paris Review


“In flowing and absorbing prose, Nors illustrates … how it might be possible for anyone to overcome immense loneliness and make a connection.”


—The New Yorker


“Danish sensation Dorthe Nors … evoke[s] the weirdness and wonder of relating in the digital age.”


—Vogue


“Dorthe Nors focus[es] on ordinary occurrences … and then twist[s] them into brilliantly slanted cautionary tales about desire, romance, deception, and dread.”


—ELLE


“Nors’s writing is by turns witty, gut wrenching, stark and lyrical…. That she achieves all this while experimenting with form is something of an impossible feat.”


—Los Angeles Times
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IT’S A QUESTION OF TIME. SOONER OR LATER, SOMEBODY will show up. Even dirt tracks like these can’t stay deserted forever. The farm he passed when he entered the area must be inhabited. The people who live there must go for walks sometimes. And the deer stand is probably the farmer’s, and it’s just a question of time before it starts raining. The vegetation on the ground is dry. Some twiggy bushes, some heather too. To the right, a thicket; to the left, the start of a tree plantation. The dirt road must go in there for a reason, so someone comes here now and then. Take him, for instance, he came this way. Just yesterday, even if it feels longer. The circumstances make it feel longer. It’s likely that his ankle’s broken, though it’s also possible that it’s just a sprain. The pain isn’t constant. There is some swelling. Now he sits here and he has no phone. She must be in pieces back home. He can imagine it. Walking around with his phone in her hand, out in the utility room. She’s standing there with it in her hand. She curses him for not taking it. He supposes the police will be involved soon. Maybe they already have been for some time now. It’s probably been on the local radio; that he’s forty-seven, that he drives a BMW, that he left home in a depressed state. He can’t bear the thought of them saying those last words. She just wasn’t supposed to win every battle.


Last night there was screeching in the forest. Some owls, foxes perhaps. Someone has seen wolves out here, and no doubt Lisette has come by the house. Lisette’s probably sitting on the couch with her wide eyes, eating it all up. He’s so tired. His clothes are damp, and last night he froze something terrible. There are black birds overhead, rooks he thinks, and she’s pacing around in the yard, restless. He painted the eaves last spring. It’s a nice house, but she wants to sell it now. He really likes the house, but now she wants something else. When she wants something else, there’s nothing he can do. As recently as the day before yesterday, he had an urge to call his brother, but he’s lost that battle. Lisette’s welcome to visit. Lisette often stands in their kitchen-dining area and calls up her network. Lisette’s got a big network, but mostly she hangs out with his. And in principle, he’s only got the kids left. It’s a long time since she took part in the gatherings on his side of the family. There’s something wrong with his parents, she says. Something wrong with his brother’s kids, his brother’s girlfriend, and especially his brother. She says that his brother sows discord. That’s because his brother once told him he ought to get divorced. And because he loses all battles, he went straight home and told her: “My brother thinks I should get divorced.” So this isn’t the first time he’s driven out to some forest. He’s done it a fair amount over the years. Sometimes to call up his folks on the sly, or his brother. He also calls them when he’s down washing the car.


He’s sitting in a deer stand, and something’s happened to the light. A mist is rising. It creeps toward him across the crowberry bushes. Which means that evening is closing in again. He wanted to be alone, so that’s what he is now. He stepped on a tussock wrong, in the strip between the wheel ruts, some seventy-five yards from the deer stand. First the pain, then off with the sock. Did he shout for someone? Well, he shouted a bit the first hour, then darkness began to descend and he set about reaching the deer stand.


He adds up the distances between towns. It must be about seventy-nine miles home. That’s how far he is from the utility room, where she’s standing and staring at his phone, though no doubt Lisette’s there. Lisette’s playing the role of comforter, co-conspirator, and slave, yes, Lisette’s her slave too, but a slave with privileges. While he heard something shrieking in the forest last night. Probably a fox, but wolves have been sighted here too. The hunters set up game cameras to get a glimpse of the animals they hope to shoot. Or else it’s farmers wanting photos of whatever’s eating their turnips, usually red deer, he supposes. Then one morning this wolf is standing there, staring straight into the camera. He’s seen it in the newspaper, but wolves can’t climb, and it’s just a question of time before she sits down next to the washing machine. Her hands cupped over her knees, and he hasn’t seen her cry in years. She didn’t cry when her mother died. Her face can clap shut over a feeling like the lid of a freezer over stick insects. He had some in eighth grade, in a terrarium, stick insects. They weren’t much fun, and then his biology teacher said that putting them in the freezer would kill them. He peered at the insects for a long time before he placed them in the freezer. They stood there rocking, looking stalklike. When he took the terrarium out the next day, they stood there stiff. They didn’t suffer, he supposed. Thinking back on them now, they looked like someone who’s achieved complete control over a stage illusion—and she’s been successful that way too. Maybe she doesn’t have feelings at all. She’s got lots of hobbies, but it isn’t clear that she has feelings. He has the distinct sense that Lisette’s standing in the kitchen area at this very moment. Lisette sits in the bedroom on the edge of the bed, she’s there for the kids’ graduation parties, she joins them on vacation, and for several years she drove their daughter to handball. Lisette’s got short legs and a driver’s license, and by now the police must have been brought in. It’s been more than a day since he drove off. In a depressed state of mind, though that’s not true. He just wanted the feeling of winning, and now he has a view of a landscape at dusk. His trousers are green from moss and something else, extending high up his legs. The boards he’s sitting on have been attacked by algae. If she saw this sort of algae on the patio, she’d have him fetch the poison. What hasn’t he done on that house? And now she wants to move into something smaller, though it’d be good to have an extra room. “An extra room?” he asked. “For Lisette,” she replied, and then he took the car and left his phone behind. His family’s grown used to his absence, and besides, he isn’t the same any more. Something has clapped shut over him. First she won all the battles, then he positioned himself squarely on her side. In that way, he stopped losing, and she tired of scrutinizing him. That was the logic, but now he’s sitting here. A mist has risen, the night will be cold, and a wolf has been sighted.









IT’S A LONG TIME AGO NOW, BUT ONCE I LIVED IN A cabin in Norway. It was Olav who mentioned the place to me, at the start of our relationship. He told me it had been the summer cottage of the Norwegian author Knut Terje Aasbakken. Now it was a writer’s retreat, and a narrow lane led up to it from the village Olav came from. As a boy, he’d go up there sometimes to spy on the writers who lived there. They seemed so secretive, he said, and dove into me.


The spring that our relationship began to get complicated, Olav invited me to the King’s Garden. I didn’t take it lightly, I begged, but he would not relent. As July drew on I became a wisp, and a friend suggested I go away somewhere. So it was I remembered Aasbakken’s cabin. The one in Norway, on a mountainside, in a forest.


I applied, got the cabin, left at the beginning of September. A woman from the general store drove me up from the village. She talked about the area as we crept up the mountain in her little Golf. On the way we passed the community center. She said it was customary for whoever lived in the cabin to give a reading at the center. I gazed down on the river in the valley, and then she dropped me off with a key to the woodshed.


Evenings, I would take a chair out in front of the cabin and try to stay in it till I was shaking from the cold. In the mornings, I read over the notes I’d brought along, wrote nothing. Late in the day I would take a walk, usually on the path down to the village. I read the nameplates on the doors I passed, and then one day I found myself at a standstill in front of the community center notice board. BUNADS, the heading read, and under it the name of Olav’s mother. She was called Halldis and taught the locals how to sew their own folk costumes.


The days lasted an eternity, and at night the cold moved in. I walked around Aasbakken’s house and picked paint from the cabinet doors. Out in the forest the mushrooms poked up, and it was impossible to escape the reading event at the community center. The chair of the library club came by several times and pressed. One evening in October, I positioned myself against a large loom-woven tapestry, read aloud and talked. During the coffee break, a woman with short dark hair and a face with Inuit features came over to me. She said, “I think you’ve met my son. He lives in Copenhagen.” I must have stared. “I’ve got an article he’s written about you,” she said. “Who’s your son?” I asked, and the answer was obvious.


That was how I became a friend of sorts with Olav’s mother, Halldis. We agreed to go on some walks together. Later we also went out riding on her Fjord horses. She talked about the landscape, the kinds of tracks animals left, and how the winter we were entering would feel. We never spoke of Olav. I didn’t mention him, and she was private. I had the impression that she was a strong person, but at regular intervals she would worry about whether I’d write about her.
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