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This novel is inspired by the life and philosophy of Søren Aabye Kierkegaard (1813–1855). Interior monologues and certain dialogues are fictional reconstructions grounded in historical record and the author’s philosophical imagination.
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“The most common form of despair is not being who you are. The deepest form of despair is choosing to be someone other than yourself.”

— Søren Kierkegaard, The Sickness Unto Death
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A Letter to the Reader

Preface The Fog over Copenhagen

I want to tell you the story of a man.

He was lame, his back was crooked, his nose was too large, and one of his legs was shorter than the other. The children of the streets laughed when they saw him pass. The newspapers printed caricatures mocking him. The woman he had loved became another man’s wife. He collapsed on the pavement at forty-two years old and died six weeks later.

And yet he was one of the most fully himself human beings who ever lived.

This is the story of Søren Aabye Kierkegaard.

I was traveling through Copenhagen many years ago when I stood for a long time before a gravestone in Assistens Cemetery. Carved into it was a name and two lines from a hymn. Nothing more. An old man standing nearby said to me: “No one understood him while he was alive. No one understands him now either. But he knew that from the very beginning.”

That night in my hotel room I opened the window. A wind off the Baltic stirred the curtains, and I had the sudden sensation that someone had sat down beside me. Not a living person. And yet unmistakably present.

He spoke — or rather, whispered:

Don’t you want to know? Who you truly are?

This book was written in the aftermath of that night.

I am not a historian. I am only a storyteller. So I do not set out to report Kierkegaard’s life as it factually occurred. I walk into that life, to recover what he must have felt, the voices he heard in his own depths, the moments when truth arrived like a flash of light — and I try to render all of this in the language of a novel.

Perhaps that is what he would have wanted. He spent his life speaking to his readers through pseudonyms: Victor Eremita, Johannes Climacus, Anti-Climacus. He hid his true face behind masks. He believed that truth cannot be delivered directly.

So I, too, will tell this story obliquely. Sideways. Arriving at the heart before you notice.

But first, one question:

Are you, at this moment, yourself?

Hold that question close as you turn the page.
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The Aesthetic Stage
The Labyrinth of Pleasure
Copenhagen, 1830–1837

“I feel, therefore I am.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One The Seducer of the Square
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November in Copenhagen is a city without light.

To say that precisely: light exists. It rises, pale, around eight in the morning and begins its retreat by three in the afternoon. This light does not warm. It does not console. It simply discharges its minimum obligation — to confirm that the world still exists — and vanishes.

On a November morning in 1830, Søren Kierkegaard, twenty-three years old, was walking along Njørrebro Street.

He always walked. For hours at a time. Every alley of Copenhagen, every harbor quay, every public square. People saw him pass and remarked on his strange gait — one shoulder slightly tilted, a walking stick in hand that he leaned on not at all, as though maintaining a precise and deliberate distance from the world while cataloguing every detail within it.

He observed everything.

An old woman hesitating before a bakery window. Laughter spilling from a harbor tavern. The wrist of a noblewoman descending from a carriage, her bracelet catching a moment of winter light. A flower girl’s fingers, red and cracked with cold, offering violets that no one was buying. He saw all of it, felt all of it, and recorded it — in his mind first, and at night, when he returned home, in his journal.

His journals already filled dozens of volumes.

Today he stopped in Højbro Square. In its center stood the bronze equestrian statue of Christian IV, seated on his horse with the posture of a man who has never doubted a single decision of his life. Søren studied the statue for a long time.

What was it you were so certain of?

He was not asking the king. He was asking himself.

Certainty. That was the problem.

Everyone around him seemed certain of something. His seminary friends were certain of God. His father’s business associates were certain of money. The young men in the streets were certain of pleasure. The city’s intellectuals were certain of Hegel — of the dialectical progression of history, the World Spirit realizing itself through time, the individual as a necessary expression of a vast and rational process.

Søren was certain of nothing.

Or rather — he was certain of one thing only: that everything he pretended to be certain of was false.

He crossed the square and pushed into a café. Warm air and coffee reached him at the door. He took a seat by the window without removing his coat and scanned the room.

At the table opposite, two men in their thirties — well-dressed, voices low and serious — were discussing someone’s fortune. Numbers. Land. Inheritance.

Beside them, a young woman sat alone, her gaze fixed on the street outside. Her hands enclosed a coffee cup she was not drinking from. Søren watched her. She was waiting for something — or trying to forget something. The difference was not visible in her face.

This is life. The noise of cafés. Conversations about money. A woman gazing at the window.

If this is all there is.

The waiter came. Søren ordered coffee, drew a small notebook from his pocket, and uncapped his pen.

He wrote:

What am I? I have studied theology but am no theologian. I have read philosophy but am no philosopher. I am my father’s son yet do not understand my father. I dream of love yet do not know whether love is something I deserve. I am an observer. A spectator of life. And a spectator does not live.

He put down the pen.

Outside, snow had begun to fall.

November snow in Copenhagen does not accumulate. It falls and melts. It touches the ground and vanishes, as though it had never been.

Søren watched it for a long time. And something arrived in him — still dim, still without a name, but it would one day become the foundation of everything he believed:

A system cannot explain life. Life is lived. It is not explained.

But on that day he did not yet know what that meant. He only sat with his coffee, watching the snow, feeling an ache in his chest that he had no word for.

The ache had another name he would discover later.

Loneliness was the closest word he had now. But loneliness was not quite right. It was something older, something that had been there since before he could remember — soaked into him like fog into stone.

* * *
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His father, Michael Peder Kierkegaard, was a wealthy man.

Born the son of a peasant in the Jutland heathlands, he had raised himself by his own hands. A hosiery shop in Copenhagen, sharp investments, and now he stood among the respected men of the new merchant class. He had fathered seven children. Søren was the youngest.

The father loved this youngest son. Excessively.

That love was not warm. It was intense. Suffocating at times. Every evening Michael called Søren to his study, and the two of them traveled without moving. The father described, and Søren closed his eyes and saw: the streets of Copenhagen, the harbor market, characters in argument, women laughing in doorways. It was a strange game, and it taught the boy that the world is most vivid in imagination — that the interior country is more real than what the eye reports.

But there was something the father carried in him. Søren had sensed it since childhood — something lodged in the deepest part of the old man’s eyes. Not light. Its opposite. Something like guilt, or fear.

What it was, Søren would not learn until years later.

* * *
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Leaving the café, he walked again. The snow was still erasing itself before it could settle. He followed the canal path, thinking.

What do I want?

That was the great question of those years. Should he finish his theology degree? Become a pastor, as his father wished? Or —

He stopped.

Across the canal stood the Royal Theatre. A poster announced the evening’s performance. Mozart. Don Giovanni.

Don Giovanni
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