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      To my gorgeous, noisy muse.

      You know who you are.

      I love you always.
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            Things Better Left Unsaid

          

        

      

    

    
      "I want to have a baby."

      The words flew out of my mouth before I even had a chance to properly register them. But saying them—sending them out into the orderly world that was my life with Niklas—felt good. Cathartic, even. I wanted to have a baby. It had been bouncing around in my head for months now, the invisible sleeping giant that shares our apartment and takes up a tad bit too much space.

      Niklas stopped tapping a text message long enough to flash a slightly amused smile at me. He set his iPhone on the leather seat of the Lincoln Town Car cruising us towards Newark Liberty Airport and patted my thigh. "Since when?"

      He didn’t sound flummoxed or annoyed or encouraging. He was using that neutral-with-a-twist voice he reserved for his clients when they called at inopportune moments. I didn’t want him to switch to that voice. I wanted him to sound like normal Niklas, not like Niklas the therapist who was going to try to get me to talk about my feelings and the triggers for why I had these feelings. He was probably already working out a way to explain this desire.

      He waited for me to elaborate.

      I didn’t. Instead, I repeated my initial statement. "I want to have a baby."

      "Yes, I heard you the first time. My question to you is why you have this sudden desire to have a baby."

      "It’s not sudden." I angled my legs away from his, dislodging his hand. He slid it back toward his phone. I knew what was happening now. He’d finish sending his text message. He was probably updating his kids or his ex-wife with our expected arrival time in Stockholm. We’d been in the US for five weeks, part of the deal that kept me afloat during the long winter months in Stockholm. Three weeks, every summer, in the US so I could get my much-needed dose of America, of sunshine and candy and proper bagels and shopping. It was a trip that usually filled me up until at least the end of January. Then two more weeks someplace warm like Thailand or Bali to escape the winter darkness for a while. I squeezed the hell out of memories of digging my toes in sand that warm, not chillingly cold like at our summerhouse in southern Sweden. I went crazy ordering too many deliveries of Vietnamese food to the various apartments we borrowed from friends and family, because I wouldn’t have this luxury in Stockholm. Swedes didn’t "do" home delivery of food. It was one of the many things I learned to accept since I moved to Sweden.

      "Well, you’ve never expressed any interest before in children." Niklas sent his text, and then inserted his iPhone in his leather duffle bag. "You barely even get along with my kids."

      "Your kids are teenagers. And I do like them. They just don’t like me."

      "Laney, come on." He smiled indulgently at me.

      "You know it’s true. Siri has never liked me, and Jesper... I don't even know what he thinks."

      "Jesper likes you, trust me."

      "As long as Siri isn't around—"

      "Is that why you want to have a baby?"

      "What? No, don’t be an idiot, Niklas. I want to have a baby because I love you—and we’ve been together five years—and I always assumed we’d start a family of our own."

      "We have a family together—we’ve got Siri and Jesper."

      "Siri and Jesper are your kids with your ex-wife." I stared at the back of our driver’s head and wondered what he made of our conversation. He’d probably heard it all before. "They’re not my kids."

      "Semantics, Laney. You and I are a couple, so my kids are your de facto kids."

      "I don’t think they see it that way," I reminded him. He knew his daughter was only civil to me when he was around. His kids didn’t really like me in his life. And while I tried to ingratiate myself to them, tried to put on a front of family unity because I didn’t want to rock the boat too much—I had to admit that I was not always too fond of them, either.

      Siri, who was eighteen, behaved as though our apartment in the Vasastan section of Stockholm was a flophouse. She showed up at all hours of the night, with whichever boy she picked up at the multitude of bars and clubs she frequented, and had ear-shattering sex in the bedroom that was hers whenever she chose to visit. Niklas pretended not to hear her nighttime antics. He said she was an adult, and it was not his job to keep track of whomever she chose to sleep with.

      Jesper, his son, was not as vile. In fact, when Siri was not around, he was quite sweet. He helped around the house, asked for my advice about the girls he was interested in, even asked if I'd help him with homework he didn't understand. But the moment Siri appeared, he turned sullen and incommunicative. And he became a willing participant of any nasty prank she concocted.

      Niklas thought this was a phase his children were going through—a very long phase of adjusting to the "new" woman in their father’s life. He said we needed to meet it with patience and understanding. Lots and lots of patience and understanding. And I was trying, believe me. I’d known his kids since they were ten and thirteen, but five years was a long time to wait for them to become accustomed to me. And, really… they were nearly adults now. How much more of this should I have to take? Even in the name of love?

      Neither of us spoke again until the familiar sights of Manhattan faded and we edged closer to New Jersey and the airport. Niklas tried to lighten the mood by stroking my hand and saying, "You know, we can’t take a baby back to Bloomingdale’s if we don’t like it."

      There was a gentle teasing to his voice. I knew he wanted to smooth away any conflict before we boarded the plane and returned to Sweden. Conflict was not his forte. Even with his being a therapist. Any argument brought his insecurities about our relationship to the surface. He tried to joke these away.

      But I was not in a joking mood. "I'm  not Siri," I retorted, knowing I sounded petulant. "I am well aware you can’t buy babies at a store. I don’t think it’s unreasonable to want to start a family if we love each other."

      "Laney, I'm  sorry, I don’t mean to tease you." He kissed my cheek. Not even breathing in the clean scent of his skin knocked away my annoyance. "But… baby, you know I had a vasectomy. I had it after Jesper was born."

      Another pregnant pause. I didn’t even know how to respond to that. I wouldn’t have forgotten he’d had a vasectomy. Had he ever even told me? Or was this like so many things he’d neglected to tell me that he sprang on me with a "But you know this…" or "I told you about this already…" I didn’t think I knew this when we decided to get together. I would have remembered.

      "You never told me you’d had a vasectomy."

      "I did, Lanes. Back when we first moved in together, I told you about it."

      "Vasectomies can be reversed."

      "I don’t want to reverse it."

      "So you love me enough to get me to stay in Sweden, live there with you, and help you raise another woman’s kids… but not enough to have a child with me."

      "Now you are putting words in my mouth, Laney, and that isn’t fair at all."

      "Life isn’t fair," I quipped. "Isn't that what you're always telling me and your patients?"

      "And you’re being childish."

      "Don’t you think you’re being selfish?"

      "I don’t want to have any more children. That’s why I had a vasectomy. After two rounds of sleepless nights and potty-training and the terrible twos and threes… even with how great it was watching my kids grow up, I don’t want to deal with that again."

      "I always thought we would have a family."

      "We do have a family," he said for the third time. He looked flummoxed. He wasn't used to me standing my ground. This was my fault. I usually gave in to whatever he decided. Not all the time. But often enough that it put us off balance. "We have Siri and Jesper."

      "Siri and Jesper aren’t my kids! They’re Karolina’s children." Karolina was the one who ruined Niklas for other women, or at least she liked to tease him with this on those occasions when we are all together. Which was often. They’d remained friends despite the divorce. He called her for advice. They spoke on the phone nearly every day. In too many ways, it felt like they were still married, even with our five years together.

      "You and me, Laney, we’re a family, we always have been."

      "We’re a couple."

      "We’re more than a couple. After five years together, we’ve earned the title ‘family.’"

      "But…"

      "Baby, we can talk about this later. It’s not really the sort of conversation I want to have in front of a stranger."

      I glanced at the back of the driver’s head. I acquiesced too easily. It wasn’t until we’d checked in, gone through the security check and were safely ensconced in the business class lounge that it occurred to me our driver wouldn’t have understood a word we were saying. He didn’t even react. Of course he didn’t.

      We were speaking Swedish the entire time.
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      It took several days before I even broached the baby subject again. I’d waited, swallowing my anger at his blatant avoidance of the issue. We slept in the same bed without touching one another. Now it was Sunday and we were reading the paper in our kitchen in Vasastan. Croissant crumbs and blobs of lemon marmalade dotted the tabletop, vying with the messy pile of Swedish and English-language newspapers. I pushed aside my New York Times. There was no way I could concentrate on any of the articles when all I could think of was how to bring Niklas around to the possibility of our having a baby.

      We lived in a turn of the century building on Dalagatan with a view of Vasaparken and the Astrid Lindgren memorial. Our kitchen had none of the Art Nouveau charm of the rest of the building—it was sleek and modern, with polished concrete countertops and seamless cabinets that had no handles. The walls were painted a warm shade of white called "Stockholm White," the floor a slate so dark it looked black. Everything in this kitchen screamed "Modern." When we first moved into the apartment, it still had its original kitchen with cabinets from the early 1900s. The appliances had been updated in the 1990s, but otherwise the kitchen looked as one imagined it would have in the days when August Strindberg still reigned supreme in Stockholm. Then we moved in and Niklas, who’d loved the old kitchen when we bought the apartment, decided it was not functional enough for us and hired a contractor and an architect to completely revamp not just the kitchen, but also the entire apartment. The only thing left from the old days was the tiled stoves towering in corners of our living room and bedrooms. It was a showplace of an apartment. It was bigger than the row house I grew up in West Philadelphia, and its sheer size was overwhelming. I used to be so proud of it. It reminded me of something from a fairytale with its intricate crown molding, gracefully old-fashioned chandeliers and creaking parquet floors.  Now it felt more like Niklasʼs place than our place. I missed the way it used to be.

      "We could adopt a child," I said. "That could be a good option for us, couldn’t it?"

      "Maybe." Niklas didn’t look up from the main section of Svenska Dagbladet. He coughed and reached for his glass of orange juice.

      I’d tried not to think about babies since we arrived home from New York. Instead I’d focused on getting over my jet lag with Melatonin tablets and returning to work. But the thought of a baby—our baby—niggled at me. I spent more time Googling adoption processes than catching up on my new project at the agency.

      "We could get help from Adoptionscentrum," I continued, hoping I could snatch his attention away from the woes of the western world. "We’re in a perfect situation. We have a stable relationship, a good income... we’re both healthy."

      "I'm  healthy," Niklas corrected. "You smoke."

      "Not often."

      "They won’t care if it’s once in a while or every day." Niklas finally lay the paper aside. "You smoke, so that’s a strike against you."

      "Niklas, be serious."

      "I am being serious, my darling." But he was grinning at me, like he thought all of this was an amusing way to pass the time. "Besides, you know these adoptions take forever. You may as well adopt a rescue dog."

      "I don’t want a goddamn dog. I want us to start our own family. You and me, together."

      He sighed. "You know, I was talking to Karolina about this..."

      "You discussed this with Karolina?"

      Niklas nodded. "It came up in conversation, yes."

      "Why would you even discuss something so private with your ex?"

      "Laney, calm down. I simply mentioned to her that you wanted to have a baby."

      He was so matter of fact about it. God damn him!

      "You know how much I hate it when the two of you discuss things about us that are private," I retorted, my voice escalating. I could already feel my skin growing hot. My throat went tight. "Our private life is not something you should be discussing with your ex!"

      Niklas folded his hands in front of him. "I don’t understand why you feel so threatened by Karolina."

      "I think you know exactly why I don't want her to know, Niklas." I didn't even want to bring up his past transgression with her. We'd discussed it so often that it was more like a blister that never healed properly. "I don’t feel threatened by her, Niklas. I just don’t want you discussing anything that has to do with me, with us, with your ex. Talk to me instead."

      "Laney, I don’t feel comfortable with the conditions you’re putting on me."

      "Would you want me discussing our sex life with one of my exes? Shall I start asking Jens for advice during our coffee breaks?"

      He tapped his index fingers on the tabletop. "You can discuss whatever you like with Jens." He smiled again but it was the bland smile I’d seen him use with annoying neighbors. He didn’t like being reminded of Jens, or any other man who’d been in my life before him.

      "So it’s all right if I go to work tomorrow and dissect your predilections with my ex? Maybe I should ask him about using a vibrator on you, considering some of the other things we've done together."

      "You’ve made your point, Laney."

      "Good." I took advantage of the situation. "So, now... about adoption, I was thinking we could adopt a child from Africa. Initially, I considered the US, but there’s just too much red tape."

      "You know it’s going to take at least a year," Niklas said.

      "That’s not so bad." It wasn’t, not really. If I could wait nine months to have a baby the natural way, I could wait a year to meet my adopted child.

      "It could take longer. I've heard of adoptions that take almost three years to finalize."

      "Niklas, don't look for problems where there aren't any."

      "I'm  just trying to be realistic, Laney." He gives me a pragmatic look that I know is his way of saying Come on… But I didn’t want to kill the dream before it had even begun.

      I counted to ten in my head. It was a good way to stay calm when dealing with the Type-A side of Niklasʼs personality. He insisted on planning everything. He needed to know what to expect before taking a step into the unknown.

      I was probably the only aspect of his life that wasn’t planned well in advance.

      We met, by chance, at the American Club's Third Thursday event. I usually never went to those mingle sessions the club, hosted at the Hilton Slussen. Mostly because the people who showed up were consultants looking to network, or divorcées looking for husband number two or three. I was blissfully single then. I wasn’t looking for a relationship. I'd just started working for the Stockholm office of a UK-based branding agency as a copywriter. I was also sleeping with Jens, one of the art directors I worked with. He was Swedish. Younger than me by five years and good-looking enough that he made me weak at the knees, but he wasn’t relationship material. He was too much of a player, and I wasn’t interested in being his or anyone’s girlfriend. We worked together. We fucked whenever one of us was in the mood. But we never spent the entire night together. I liked sleeping alone, and so did he. And we both were adamant we liked our no strings attached mode. We came and went as we pleased, and it worked for us.

      But by the time I went to that fateful Third Thursday, our arrangement was becoming less satisfying. I was still convinced I didn’t want a relationship, but whenever Jens and I hooked up, a little piece of me wondered why he never wanted more from me. The emptiness of it all ate away at me, even as I claimed I wanted to be free to sleep with whomever I wanted when I wanted, until I met someone who peaked my interest enough to believe in true love. And as I walked around the bar, occasionally chatting with people and wondering how much longer I should stay, Niklas appeared in the doorway. He wasn’t even there for Third Thursday. He’d shown up looking for one of his colleagues. Instead, he found me. I won’t say it was love at first sight. It wasn’t really like that. He wasn’t as slick as the men I was used to from my office. The men who wore skinny jeans and clunky boots with tight black T-shirts under even tighter jackets. He didn’t look like an overgrown boy. He looked like a proper man, someone with experience and enough confidence that he didn’t need to assume a facade of bravado.

      Niklas wasn’t blond like your stereotypical Swede. He had thick chestnut hair that he swept back from his face. He looked more French than Swedish, and later I found out his mother was from Normandy. When he approached me, he claimed he thought he recognized me from a conference he’d attended in Vienna. I knew it was a bullshit line, but I liked that he didn’t do what most Swedish men did when they tried to pick me up. He didn’t address my breasts, and he didn’t think he had to sound tough just because he was talking to a black woman from the States. He bought me a drink and we ended up trading notes about our favorite places in Stockholm. I remember thinking I liked the faint lines of crow’s feet around his eyes and the sharpness of his cheekbones. I liked his full lips, and the very masculine notes of the cologne he was wearing. Most of all, I liked the shape of his hands and I couldn’t stop thinking about how they’d look cupping my breasts. I wanted to take him home after just a few minutes of listening to his voice.

      As the bar filled, the crowd pressed us closer and closer together. I was practically in his lap thanks to being jostled around by people anxious to order drinks while the special American Club discount price was still available. My ass brushed Niklasʼs crotch and met the thick hardness of an erection.

      "I think we should get a room," I suggested.

      He looked a little surprised, but I could tell he was into it. He looked away, the tips of his ears burning red. I didn’t move. I stayed there, wanting to tease his erection with a gentle sway, but I stopped myself. I wanted him, but I didn’t want to come across like a sex-crazed teenager. But then he rested one hand on my hip and, turning to look at me again, said, "You’ve got to be the sexiest woman I’ve ever met."

      "I think we should get a room," I said again.

      And we did. We spent the night together, fucking in that frantic, almost crazed way that only happens with a stranger. When your senses are a little too heightened and it either works—and you keep coming and coming no matter what he does to you—or you don’t come at all and you fake it because you’re still having a good enough time that you want to keep him going. But I didn’t have to fake it with Niklas. We were a good fit. Every time he touched me, he chipped away at the wall I’d built around me until all that was left was the part of me that wanted to feel safe, and he gave me that. The warmth of his skin, the way he whispered my name in that dimly lit hotel room. He felt so steady, so calm, even with the haze of arousal surrounding us. I didn’t want to go home to my apartment. I wanted to stay in that bed with him.  He was the first man I wanted to spend an entire night with. I liked how it felt to curl my body around his. I liked how it felt when he kissed my neck and held me close. I liked how his skin smelt after we’d fucked… sweet, almost like honey. He made me feel safe.

      But now, as we sat in the kitchen and he began listing all the things that could go wrong with an adoption, I wondered where the old Niklas went; the one who made me feel safe and who made me feel like I was the sexiest woman on the planet. The one who cared about my hopes and dreams. There was a glimmer of him beneath the facade. In New York, he'd blossomed again, waking me up with morning sex, taking me on romantic walks in Central Park, kissing me deeply in doorways and subway trains… in backseats of cabs and in elevators. I was in a constant state of arousal. Maybe this was when the desire to have a baby, to have his baby and start a family of our own, anchored itself in my thoughts. He lit this longing inside of me with his kisses and his cock and those beautiful hands anxious to touch and explore every part of me. Then we returned to Sweden, and his reserve cloaked him again.

      I wished the New York version of Niklas had come with us back home.

      "Are you trying to talk me out of even considering adopting?" I asked carefully.

      "No, no, no. Nothing like that. I'm  simply weighing our options."

      "Maybe we shouldn’t discuss this anymore until you’ve finished analyzing the possibilities."

      "Now you’re just teasing me, Laney." He sounded exasperated even if he was trying to smile at me.

      "No, I'm not. I just don’t see the point of possibly getting into another argument, since you’ve obviously formed an opinion and you’re trying to figure out how to back it up."

      "Adopting is still an option for us."

      "I hope so. The natural way obviously isn’t."

      "No, it’s not. I'm  not getting the vasectomy reversed. That’s not an option."

      "Yes, you made that clear a few days ago."

      "Well, you asked and I just want to make sure you understand."

      "You used to say you would do anything for me."

      "This isn’t about ‘doing anything’ for you, Laney," he said, sounding more and more exasperated. "Do you think it was easy for me to decide to get a vasectomy in the first place?"

      I shook my head. I knew he thought I was being unreasonable. I just never thought this path would be closed off to us. I thought there would be a day when it would happen and we’d have a child who would be this perfect amalgamation of us both.

      "Karolina was going through a hard time, and neither of the pregnancies was easy… and after four years of sleepless nights, watching my wife falling out of love with me and our marriage falling apart—I just didn’t see any more kids in my future. And, let’s face it, I don’t want to go under the knife again… not in that area. Once was enough."

      "Okay, okay." I waved my hand in defeat. There would be no swaying him.

      And really… I guess if I had a penis, I wouldn’t want to go through surgery in such a… vulnerable area just because my girlfriend who’d always said babies scared her suddenly announced she wanted to have one.
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      He tried to smooth things over with make-up sex, and while I felt loose and satisfied physically, I was still empty emotionally and mentally. So I got dressed and walked to Kungsholmen. It wasn't a long walk, but it gave me enough time to think about the last few days. Why was I so determined to get pregnant? I didn’t even know if I actually liked children. It was like there was someone else controlling my thoughts.

      Around me, Stockholmers rushed from one open house to another. It was Sunday afternoon, which meant every newly-minted couple who’d decided to make a go of it (and newly divorced ones as well) would be looking for the perfect apartment. I’d passed enough signs advertising "till salu" or "visningar" to know that there was a bumper crop of apartments on the market.

      It reminded me of when Niklas and I were doing the very same thing. We planned each Sunday with the precision of a military campaign. Hit five open houses in one day, spend Sunday evening ruminating over which we’d bid on, get annoyed when someone outbid us. It wasn’t a fun process. But there was something wonderful about our Saturday brunches, spent bent over the real estate section, the spreadsheet Niklas made so we could compare square meter prices, and the checklist of must-haves that helped determine if we’d bid.

      Once we’d tortured ourselves with enough open houses, we’d retreat to our favorite Italian restaurant, tucked away on Tunnelgatan and discuss which apartments to continue considering over ample glasses of Chianti classico and plates of pappardelle with truffle oil or cacciatore, followed by cheese and dessert wine or tiramisu and coffee. By the time we waddled back to our old apartment—the one Niklas and Karolina had shared and which still felt very much like hers—we were too full and too exhausted for more than a cursory cuddle and vegetating on the sofa. But I remember thinking that we were so attuned to one another. I knew, without even having to ask, which apartments would immediately turn him off and vice versa. Somewhere along the line, we lost that. And I was trying to convince myself that this longing to have a baby wasn't some ridiculous attempt to resuscitate our relationship.

      I didn’t think it was. I still loved Niklas. There was no question of that.

      So I kept walking, dodging the joggers who crossed Barnhus Bridge and later the gaggles of latte mammas with their designer baby carriages, and didn’t stop until I was at Norrmälarstrand and looking across the dark waters of Lake Mälaren. My thighs were sore from the walk, even though it wasn’t very far. I’d become lazy since moving to Vasatan. We so rarely went to other parts of the city—though exceptions were made for exhibits at Fotografiska Museet, brunch at Hotel Rival at Mariatorget and dinners at the Flying Elk or Oaxen. Almost everything we needed was in Vasastan. I was so lost in thought, staring at the Art Nouveau buildings looming above Södra Mälarstrand that it took a few seconds to notice my phone vibrating in my jacket pocket. When I pulled it out, Eddy's number flashed on the display. Eddy was my cousin and my closest friend here in Stockholm. We both moved here around the same time for the different reasons. Eddy and her Swedish boyfriend moved here because Andreas was homesick; I moved from London for a job and stayed for Niklas.

      I pressed answer and, before I could even greet her, she said, "I'm  at Orangeriet. Couldn’t you sneak away from Niklas for awhile, cross the bridge for me and come keep me company?"

      "You’re in luck. I'm  already across the bridge."

      "Goody! So hurry up, I’ve got a great table, and I’ve already ordered a pitcher of Bloody Mary. And I’ve got some good dish for you."

      I shoved my phone back in my pocket and then walked the three short blocks to the café, where Eddy was waiting for me. When I arrived, the place was already packed with the über-stylish and the moneyed masses that always crowded Melker Andersson’s restaurants. They were all lean, blond, and too sleek for their own good. They didn’t really eat. They picked at food and drank copious amounts of coffee before switching over to cocktails and imported bottled water. Eddy and I stuck out. We always did. More often than not, we were the only blacks at the mingles and dinners and events we were inevitably invited to. This never bothered me when I lived in the US. Every now and then it annoyed me in Stockholm. I hated how people reacted—like we were either intruding, or as if we were these little bits of exotica. Usually, there was someone who assumed we were hired help or who felt the need to tell us how much they loved Spike Lee or hip-hop or Kanye West.

      Eddy has chosen two of the best seats in this pseudo-greenhouse/conservatory—two shabby-chic leather armchairs positioned by the wall of windows looking out over Lake Mälaren, perfectly positioned to catch the mid-afternoon autumn sunlight. How many of the insect girls did she have to jostle to get that table? We air-kissed each other’s cheeks. God, we’d been living in Europe too long. Then she dived into a story about her dishy Swede, Andreas, and how he was taking her to Paris in a few weeks. Her Swede used to be a male model, and he’d made a pretty good living at it. Now he had a shop in PUB Galleria that specialized in vintage menswear. Eddy worked with him, scouring consignment shops and estate sales for cool clothing for the hipsters of Stockholm. Sometimes I envied her, just a little. She and Andreas seemed to get on so well, to move through life without the problems the rest of us had. But I knew this wasn’t true. I knew they argued about who was taking out the garbage, or picking up their miniature schnauzer from doggy-daycare, but most times she seemed so relaxed, so untouched by the sort of squabbles Niklas and I had on a daily basis.

      "How was New York, by the way?" she asked as she refilled my glass. "Did my mom make you guys come over for dinner?"

      "No, she was in Georgia with your grandmother," I said. "It was… nice. New York’s always nice."

      "Nice? Now, that’s what I call an understatement. Nice, indeed. C’mon, spit it out. Did you two go ballistic there?"

      "More like I had a mental breakdown on the way home."

      "What? Why? What did he do?"

      "It’s more what he won’t do."

      And then I shared with my cousin the whole sordid tale of my sudden epiphany and Niklasʼs categorical refusal to reverse his vasectomy. She made all the right sympathetic sounds, but she seemed more amused by the story than anything else. I guess I would have been, too, in her shoes. After so many years of both of us saying we didn’t want to have children, I’d suddenly listened to the blaring alarm of my biological clock.

      "You know you’re insane, right?" Eddy teased. "You know how much of a hassle it is with kids? You just finished helping him raise the brats he already has, and now you want to have your own?"

      "I'm  serious, Eddy."

      "I know you are; that’s why I can’t understand the change of heart, Ever since you and Niklas moved in together, you’ve been dealing with how awful his kids have been to you."

      "Jesper isn’t as bad as…"

      "As Siri, I know. But he’s no angel, either, especially when his witch of a sister is around. I’ve been at your place often enough to see what Niklas lets his kids get away with."

      "At least they’re not with us as often anymore."

      "And you want to start all over again."

      "It would be different this time. It would be my child, not Karolina’s."

      "And he never told you about the… snip?"

      "No. I thought he was joking at first."

      Eddy shook her head. "If Andreas ever pulled anything like that…"

      "I don’t even know if he pulled anything. Maybe I forgot."  But, of course, I knew I hadn’t.

      "But you really want to have a baby?"

      I nodded.

      "So get a sperm donor. If Niklasʼs little buddies aren’t swimming, you can always find some that will." Eddy refilled our glasses again and then winked at me.

      "I'm  not going to trawl a bar looking for a guy to get me pregnant, Eddy. That’s just so wrong."

      "Who said anything about bar-hopping? I'm  talking about going to a sperm bank and getting artificial insemination, you idiot."

      "Oh." I wasn’t expecting that suggestion. Somehow the idea of going to a sperm bank felt so… clinical.

      "Talk to Niklas about it. Since he doesn’t want to get snipped again, you two could go to the sperm bank together and pick out a donor who looks enough like Niklas—"

      "Wait. I thought sperm donations were anonymous, and that all you got to know about them was background information."

      "That’s how it works here," Eddy said. "But there’s a place in Copenhagen where you can even meet your potential sperm donor, and make sure you feel comfortable with him as the… well, biological father. I was going to say something else at first, but I figured it was too crass."

      "How do you even know about this place?"

      "Honey, Andreas has so many gay cousins, I know just about everything there is to know these days about how gay couples get married, have babies, adopt babies… you name it." Eddy winked at me and then drained her glass. "Now, what we need is a plan."

      "A plan?"

      "Yes, we need a game plan to get Niklas on board with the sperm donor idea, and hustling you over to Copenhagen so you can pick out the man whose jizz is going to get you preggers."

      Only he would never be on board.  "I still need to think about this."

      "You’ve already thought about it. Enough that you and Niklas are fighting. This is the most obvious solution."

      "Maybe you’re right."

      "I know I am. Now, come on, look at the menu and figure out what you want to eat. I am freaking starving here."

      "Has one of Andreas’ cousins already tried this sperm bank?" I didn’t even think I knew anyone who’d ever been to a sperm bank. It was one of those things you saw on TV or in the movies, but you just brushed it aside and thought no one ever really used them.

      Eddy nodded. "His cousin, Uma. She’s used the same donor three times now." She waved at a waitress and then ordered for us.

      "So she’s a satisfied… customer, then?" How off-putting it was to think of obtaining ejaculation, sperm, jizz as a transaction. I tried to picture Uma—beautiful, blonde ice goddess Uma, who probably could have asked any man in the world for a quick lay just so she could get pregnant—browsing through a binder full of potential donors. What had her must-have conditions been?

      "She must be. She went back three times." Eddy shrugged. "Whoever she picked must have been as gorgeous as she is. All three of the kids are beautiful."

      By the time our food arrived, I’d allowed the idea of going to this sperm bank, or at least discussing it with Niklas, to germinate in my mind. Eddy had already changed the subject, bored with talking about possible babies and all the multitude of ways one could be acquired. We ordered another pitcher of Bloody Mary and, as my fourth of the day slid down my throat, I decided I could follow Uma’s lead. If Niklas wouldn’t give me a baby, I would go to Copenhagen and find someone who would.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Three

          

          
            A Happy Coincidence

          

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, Eddy convinced me to go for a run along Nörr Mälarstrand. I stupidly agreed. We’d only run three kilometers and I was already worn out. Eddy was in much better shape and probably could have pushed on. I ran when I needed to clear my head or when my favorite jeans were a little too snug. Now, it was a combination of the two after the New York trip. As soon as we reached the bench, I slumped onto it and tried to catch my breath.

      "Copenhagen Cryo."

      "What?" Long lines of sweat trailed down my face and neck.

      "The clinic Uma uses for super sperm." Eddy was still jogging in place, waiting for me to catch my breath.

      "I wish you wouldn’t call it that." I gasped and used my already damp sleeve to wipe my face.

      Eddy bumped my sweaty shoulder with hers and grinned. "You have to admit—it must be pretty good sperm if she’s gone back so many times."

      "Yeah, well you’ve got a point there."

      "Proof is in the pudding." She loosened her armband and slid her iPhone from the sleeve. She tapped the screen a few times and then handed her phone to me. "Check him out."

      The face staring back at me was ruggedly handsome, with the square jaw and cheekbones of a young Viggo Mortensen. His lips were full and generous, curled into a knowing smile. He was looking directly into the camera, and there was something almost too candid in his pale blue eyes, like he knew what you were thinking and was game for whatever you suggested.

      "Wow," was the only word I could breathe out. I swallowed hard and quickly handed Eddy’s phone back to her.

      "Wow, indeed," Eddy said and laughed lightly. "Uma says he’s worth every penny she pays. Well, you’ve seen her kids. They’re gorgeous."

      "And she found him in Copenhagen?"

      Eddy nodded. "He’s one of the donors at Copenhagen Cryo."

      I shook my head in wonder. No wonder Uma kept going back for more. Sure there was nothing sexual going on between them, but there must have been some spark that made her decide he was the right donor for her.

      "I need to talk to Niklas," I said, still thinking about Uma’s donor. Did they all look that good? I’d always thought sperm donors would be average, nothing special. "I can’t just make a decision like this without him. I mean, I am going to raise the baby with him, so he should know if I am going to go through with it."

      Telling him I wanted to go to Denmark to investigate sperm donors sounded… wrong. His reaction was anyone’s guess. We’d barely spoken the last few days. I was back at work again, working on a project for the global launch of a new mascara that kept me in the office until nearly nine or ten in the every night. Niklas was leading group therapy sessions for overeaters. When I came home from the office, he was often bent over his computer reviewing notes for his next session, or he was still at his office, preparing for the next day’s patients. We reached for one another in the middle of the night, pretended not to hear the carnal noises coming from Siri’s room, and held onto one another as we drifted back to sleep. In the morning, he was still asleep when I dragged myself out of bed to go to the gym and torture my body for an hour before heading to work, and the whole process started all over again.

      I told myself I wasn’t keeping my decision about looking into the clinic from him. I really did want to discuss it with him. I thought I could tell him everything in small doses and omit the part about meeting the sperm donor.

      I wasn’t being dishonest. Was I?
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      I found the sperm bank’s website pretty easily—all it took was Googling "Copenhagen Cryo" and the clinic’s very impressive, very Danish modern page was on my screen. I was sitting at my desk in the open-plan office where I worked. Most of my colleagues had gone home already. Only Jens, who was now the creative director of the agency, was still around, and he was probably too busy on a transatlantic conference call to pay much attention to my computer screen.

      The website looked credible enough. Very professional, without seeming too slick, it told me everything I needed to know about how to gain access to their register of Danish men interested in becoming sperm donors. I skimmed the first few pages until I found the tab for testimonials. Well, this was a first—none of the Swedish sites for artificial insemination and sperm banks had testimonials. Copenhagen Cryo had women from around the globe who’d used their services gushing about how professional it all was, how reassuring it was to get to know the person who’d share their child’s DNA. How the openness of the entire process made it less daunting and not at all sordid. And then I found one that seemed to speak directly to me: "My biological clock was ticking, but my husband’s had already stopped. I still longed for the family we’d always talked about having, but his sperm levels were too low. So apart from adoption, this was our only option. I’d heard too many horror stories about women going to sperm banks and getting their doctor’s sperm, or getting sperm that was no good, so it was reassuring when I saw Copenhagen Cryo was certified by the Danish Ministry of Health as a quality provider, and that they could guarantee healthy sperm, as each donor was carefully screened before even being allowed to donate. I went to the information session and any misgivings that remained were put at ease. I met the man who would eventually become the biological father of my two children, and he was a perfect match. I don’t know where I’d be without Copenhagen Cryo."

      By the time I got to the end of her testimonial, I knew I was ready. I filled in the request form for more information. And then I began planning how I could get to Copenhagen without Niklas becoming too suspicious. Maybe I would have to ask Eddy for help. Or moral support.
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      The next morning, I was greeted with an email from Copenhagen Cryo, inviting me to come for an information session. Ida, the case consultant who’d sent the email, suggested several dates in the coming week and pointed out one date in particular when the clinic would have a meet-and-greet mingle for potential parents and donors.

      God, this felt like it was happening too quickly. I wasn’t even sure why I was doing this anymore. I kept trying to imagine telling Niklas I wanted to try artificial insemination. He wouldn’t like it, but maybe he’d think it was a better option being pushed, so I checked the date against my iPhone calendar. I was due to go to Copenhagen next week for a meeting with our cosmetics client. That meeting was scheduled for Thursday and the mingle was on Friday. I could stay the weekend and kill two birds with one stone. Before I could talk myself out of it, I replied to Ida’s email and said I would come on Friday, then I rebooked my airline ticket and hotel room to accommodate a weekend stay. I stared at the hotel confirmation on my computer screen. There was no going back now. Everything was booked and paid for. Do you know that feeling you get when you’re about to do something insane? That scary feeling that makes you nervous and giddy? That was how I felt. And I liked it.

      I glanced around my office. Jens was standing by the door to the conference room, where the rest of the team was waiting for me. He gestured for me to hurry up. I nodded and mouthed "okay" at him, as I gathered my laptop and cup of coffee. I rushed over to him, my heels barely making a sound on the carpeted floor. My heart was racing and it wasn’t from excitement over whether our client liked our pitch. Jens grinned at me.

      "You look happy," he said, and raised an eyebrow at me. "Is there something I should know?"

      I shook my head. "Everything’s fine." Then I ducked into the conference room and slid into my usual chair. Now all I had to do was figure out a good spin to put on this so Niklas wouldn’t get the wrong idea.
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      I called Eddy while Niklas was in the shower. It was one of those rare mornings when we were both up at the same time and, despite the spaciousness of our apartment, we seemed to be under each other’s feet all the time. Luckily, there was no sign of Siri or Jesper. I’d already checked their bedrooms and confirmed that it was just Niklas and I. When Eddy answered, I went into my walk-in closet and closed the door.

      "I did it," I told her in a rushed voice. "I made an appointment with the sperm bank."

      "So Niklas is on board with the idea then? Good for you!"

      "I didn’t tell him… yet."

      "Honey, what are you doing?"

      "I'm  just going to get information. Besides, I have to go to Copenhagen anyway for a meeting. This is just so I know what to expect and how to explain everything to Niklas. You know I can’t go to him with a half-baked idea."

      "I guess you’ve got a point there. But you are going to tell him, aren’t you?"

      "Of course I am. It would be a bit weird if I suddenly turned up pregnant. I think he’d figure it out pretty quickly, or jump to the wrong conclusion."

      "Just make sure you two sit down and have a good, long discussion when you come home. I don’t want to see either of you get hurt."

      "I promise, I will tell him everything when I come home on Sunday evening." And I would. It was the right thing to do.

      

      Niklas didn’t seem surprised or upset when I told him I would have to stay a day longer in Copenhagen. I was already packing when I sprang the news on him. He was reading in bed, engrossed in the last book of Stieg Larsson’s Millennium trilogy. He nodded and then asked me if I was going to sneak in a visit to the Louisiana Museum of Art.

      "Maybe," I said as I continued packing my suitcase. "It depends on how long the meetings run."

      "You should try to see Anton and Ingrid while you’re there," he said without looking up from his book.

      Anton and Ingrid were two of my closest friends from my college days in the US. They'd moved back to Copenhagen after close to fifteen years in the States, when Ingrid became pregnant with their first child. Meeting them now… no, maybe it wasn’t a good idea. I still hadn’t told Niklas about the sperm bank and the idea of artificial insemination. Every time I thought about bringing it up, something held me back. Was it fear that he would say no? Or was it simply that I wanted to avoid his trying to talk me out of it?

      "Maybe," I said again. "The schedule is pretty tight, but I might be able to meet them on Saturday."

      "Do you have to work on Saturday as well?" he finally lowered the book and set it beside him on the mattress. "I thought your boss refused to work weekends."

      "We’re having breakfast with the Danish team on Saturday. Thursday and Friday are the meeting days." The lie slid out so easily and left a bitter taste in my mouth.

      "Ah, well, you should make some time to see them, if you can. I know how much you miss them." He watched me steadily. "You okay?"

      I nodded. "Just tired. It’s been a long day and now I have to get up early tomorrow."

      "Come to bed."

      "In a minute. I'm  nearly done packing."

      Niklas peeled off his shirt and tossed it at me. It landed in my suitcase. I shook my head and moved it aside.

      "Come to bed and I’ll make it worth your while."

      He grinned at me and began easing his boxers off. I zipped my suitcase and then set it on the floor. I tried not to feel guilty. I was living with a man who was undeniably sexy. His firm body was still tan from our summer in the US.  The golden brown trail of hair that started at his chest drew my eyes downward to the thick thatch of pubic hair along his gorgeous cock. I was so in the mood for him… even if a part of me was still angry with him.

      I grinned as I walked over to his side of the bed. "How worth my while will you make it?"

      He reached for me and pulled me into bed with him. He unbuttoned my blouse and pushed it away. I arched up to meet his touch as he dragged his palm across my naked breasts. "I love it when you don’t wear a bra," he said and then took my right nipple between his teeth and gave it a gentle tug. I pulled at him, not wanting foreplay but still loving the way it felt when he teased me with his fingers and his mouth. As we kissed, his cock stirred and nudged my thigh. I opened my legs wider; I was so ready for him. I whispered for him to fuck me, to take me, begged him to do whatever he wanted to me. My body buzzed for him, I was so turned on that when he finally slid inside me, I was trembling and anxious to feel even more of him.

      We made love, and then curled around each other, drifted off to sleep, woke up, made love again. Later, when both of us were too tired to move or even mind the damp sheets, Niklas kissed my neck and kept his arm coiled around my waist.

      "When you come home, we can look into adoption," he said softly. His voice already had that slow, sleepy quality. "It might not be easy…but we should try."

      I squeezed his hand and said "okay" softly. I was glad for the dark. I thought for sure the guilt would show on my face.
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            Danish Surprise

          

        

      

    

    
      Going to Copenhagen released something inside of me. All of the tension dissipated and I felt like could breathe again. It was a feeling I always had whenever I arrived. Was it the city's irreverent grittiness? It was just as beautiful as Stockholm, but less studied. Copenhagen didn't mind if you saw it on an off day, whereas Stockholm always strived for perfection. While my colleagues were more impatient, making beelines for the taxi stands as soon as we’d disembarked, I liked discovering the city slowly and opted for the train. I wasn't in the mood for small talk, so I told them I would meet them at the hotel.

      Our first meeting didn't start until after lunch, which gave me time to check in at the hotel, and call Copenhagen Cryo to make sure my appointment was still on. I almost felt like a secret agent with all this subterfuge. And imagining myself as a modern day Emma Peel made me laugh at myself. Here I was, trying to hide from the man who was effectively my husband that I was trying to figure out how to have a baby without him. And my guilt ate away at me. What the hell was I doing? I pulled out my iPhone and sent Niklas a guilty text that said, "I love you so much." I did. So why did I feel like I was cheating on him by even considering using someone else's DNA to help me have a baby?

      And why was I so obsessed with a baby being mine? By the time I arrived at the hotel, I'd almost convinced myself to call Copenhagen Cryo and cancel my appointment. But then I thought about it—I wasn't committing to anything. I was just getting information. Information could possibly help me—help us—especially since Niklas was warming up to the idea of us starting our own family. By the time I was on my way to the offices of Jensen, Fogh & Ogilvy, I'd talked myself into believing Niklas would thank me for taking the initiative, and not waiting or simply relying on information found online.
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      Copenhagen Cryo turned out to be easier to find than I'd expected. It was just around the corner from the Hotel Kong Arthur, in an office block that looked more like a five-star hotel than a medical clinic. I'd expected something very plain, or the cookie-cutter medical offices I was used to from back home; nice enough that you were glad your doctor had one but bland enough to have zero distinction. But this office was very Danish design—all wengé wood and muted colors. It was obvious that the architects and interior designers worshipped at the altar of Arne Jacobssen—there were teal-hued Egg and Swan chairs and sleek edges. A floor-to-ceiling wall of glass let in pale shafts of watery light as it overlooked Nørre Søgade and the bridge to Nørrebrø.

      The young woman sitting behind the receptionist desk, who looked more suited to the cover of Elle rather than behind a desk in a clinic, watched me with an expressionless face as I approached her from the elevator bank. As soon as I was close enough, the expression on her face warmed, and she allowed a smile to form. "Welcome to Copenhagen Cryo," she said. "Are you here for an appointment, or an information session?"

      "I'm  here for an information session with…" I glanced down at the name I'd saved on my phone's reminder app. "Ida Friis?"

      "And you are?"

      "Laney Halliwell."

      The Ice Blonde nodded and tapped away at her computer. "Ah, yes. There you are." Then she called my Client Services Assistant on what looked like the very latest  iPhone. "Have a seat, and she'll be right with you."

      I chose one of the Egg chairs and tried to look as calm and collected as I imagined Eddy would be in this situation. Nothing ever seemed to faze my cousin. Something completely out of the ordinary happened, and she was more likely to raise an eyebrow than to have a mental breakdown or burst into uncontrollable tears. I was the one who usually lost control, or who froze and couldn't think straight. And she was usually the person who would snap me out of it and make me react. I wished she was with me. I should have asked her to come along for moral support. No doubt she would have criticized the outfit I was wearing—black capri pants, black ballet flats, and a silk pullover sweater—and said it was too boring, too Euro Corporate. That I'd pulled my hair into a bun would have made her grimace, but I had to dress for work, and I'd come to the clinic straight after my last meeting, so at least I had an excuse.

      When Ida came out to greet me, I was struck by how young she looked. She didn't seem like she was much older than Siri. She was probably only a few years her senior. But she carried herself with a self-assurance that was enviable. I pegged her at twenty-five. When I was that age, I could only fake confidence. I was good at working it and making people think I was cool as a cucumber, but inside I was shaking. And now, as we greeted one another and shook hands, I tried to channel a little of Eddy's confident persona. Ida led me to her office, which was just as stylish and Danish cool as the reception area. Instead of sitting at her desk, Ida and I sat on the black leather Exposition sofa. On the rosewood coffee table in front of the sofa were several binders and a sleek MacBook Air. From unseen speakers, ambient lounge music streamed in, giving her office the feel of a trendy hotel bar rather than an office at a clinic.

      "Now, tell me," Ida said in an encouraging voice. "What sort of man speaks to you?"

      "Speaks to me?" I asked. "You mean on a daily basis?"

      "No, sorry, I should have been clearer. I meant what sort of man interests you."

      "Oh! Well..." I tried to picture Niklas in my head. He was the man I loved so, surely, he would be the man who spoke to me. Instead, I saw a completely different man. Someone a little taller, a little less serious. Someone who didn't slick their hair back every morning with hair gel and who didn't clear his throat whenever he wanted me to hand him the Culture section on a Sunday morning. "I like men who are creative." It was the only thing that came out that wouldn't sound like a withering putdown of Niklas. And he didn't deserve that. Where had all of this criticism come from?

      "That's a good start." Ida started taking notes on her computer. "Tell me more."

      I closed my eyes and let my mind wander. I thought of the walk I'd taken from the Jensen, Fogh & Ogilvy office in Væsterbrø and envisioned the men I passed. There was a café I passed just as I came up Øster Søgade. It was situated on the corner, and I remembered seeing a man sitting by the window, reading the newspaper. I'd paused long enough to catch his eye. I hadn't meant to. I got a bit distracted by how relaxed he looked, how his reddish-blond hair waved around his face. He wasn't classically beautiful, but he had an interesting face and such kissable looking lips that I could almost feel them on mine just thinking about them. Then I had to stop myself... damn, I already felt guilty, and all I'd done was daydream about another man.

      "I'm  sorry," I said. "This just feels weird."

      So Ida took over and began telling me about why Copenhagen Cryo insisted on potential parents meeting the men who could help them in their quest to become parents. "We wouldn't just let anyone in our homes, so why shouldn't we be selective about whose sperm fertilizes our eggs?"

      She made it sounds so normal, so logical. She talked about Dr. Mikkelsen, the woman who'd founded the clinic and who'd come up with the idea of making a sperm bank as transparent as dating. How she thought you ought to know as much as possible about the men involved—even have access to their medical records or police records so that you could be assured you were getting superior genes. It all started to sound a bit like eugenics, and maybe Ida sensed my reticence, because she assured me that this wasn't about creating a master race or a super baby, just making sure that the man whose sample you used didn't have any illnesses or disorders that could prove fatal for your future child.

      "This way, you never have to worry about being impregnated by a man with HIV, for example, or with hemophilia or congenital heart problems."

      "How many women have used your... services?"

      "Well, since we opened ten years ago, we've helped 30,000 women here in Denmark alone. And when we initiated the open sperm donations two years ago, we helped 5,000 more women."

      The figure was significant. I nodded slowly and let her words sink in. It was a figure Niklas would respect.

      "If you're worried about the race of your child, we have African and African-American donors as well. I'm  sure a few of them will come to the mingle."

      "Do you get a lot of Danish women who want black children?"

      "Quite a few," Ida said, without seeming surprised by my question.

      "My partner is Swedish, so I think it's probably best if I have a donor who resembles him."

      "It's your decision," Ida replied. "We don't try in any way to steer your choice of donor."

      I thought she would leave it at that, but then she began to describe the hormone therapy that every woman had to go through to prepare for artificial insemination. The rounds of shots, the possible mood swings... the insemination itself and then the waiting. The more she told me, the less sure I felt. I wished Eddy were there. I wished I could ask her for advice, hear her reassure me about how pleased Uma was with the choices she'd made. Eddy would know all the right questions to ask. I tried to imagine sitting here with Niklas. He'd listen, he'd nod, he'd say all the right things, but later he'd shake his head and say it was all a bit trite. If I couldn't even imagine my partner here with me, why was I doing this?

      "Would you go through all of this to have a child?"

      Ida nodded and flashed a beatific smile. "Yes, I would."

      "Honestly?"

      "I would. Especially if I still hadn't met the man I want to be the father of my children, and I heard my biological clock ticking."

      "I don't want to feel desperate."

      "This isn't desperation, Laney. You already know you want to be a mother. You've just unfortunately found yourself in a situation where your partner's past decision has put you in this position." Ida slid the binders toward me. "Have a look. You don't have to make a decision now. You can walk out of here whenever you like, without making any commitment whatsoever. This is all up to you."

      I flipped open one of the binders and browsed through page after page of men. Some were exceptionally handsome, others average. Some so well-educated—at least on paper—that it was almost intimidating. But none of them in the first binder spoke directly to me, or elicited enough of a reaction that it warranted watching the videos Ida assured me she had of every single one of them. I asked her if there was a particularly popular one. She smiled a little enigmatically and then said, "I could show you his video. He's got magnetism."

      I was curious, so I went along with it. I had to see the man who seemed to inspire women to melt.

      And the video was very compelling. He was rugged-looking, with the sort of wind-blown, reddish blond hair and pale green eyes that made you think of a young Robert Redford. And when he spoke, he had a deep timbre that resonated inside you and made you think of long sessions of weekend sex and wine, sore muscles. I glanced away, thinking how this man probably helped populate many a Danish town. He was the man I'd seen in the café, the man I'd imagined when I should have been thinking about Niklas.

      "He's got a definite appeal." I blushed. I was glad my skin was dark enough to cover the rising heat flaring inside me.

      "He does," Ida agreed, still smiling. "You know, you should really stay for the mingle."

      "Is it here in the office?"

      "No, downstairs at the bar. I think we'll have a good crowd tonight."

      Ida changed the subject again; she wanted to know more about me, and how I'd ended up at Copenhagen Cryo. For some reason, I hadn't expected this. I'd thought she would go into hard sell mode and try to convince me to sign up already, pick my sperm donor, and then start the hormone treatments immediately. I found myself telling her about Niklas, about how sometimes he made me feel like the most wonderful, most essential part of his life, and other times I felt like a shadow. I told her about my relationship with Siri and Jesper, and how daunting it was to be the de facto stepmother to teenagers who seemed hell bent on hating me, no matter what I did. And how I'd woken up that morning in New York, with a void growing inside of me, and a sudden desperation to have a child of my own.

      I wasn't getting any younger. I was thirty-three. The number scared me. When I was twenty-five, I'd thought that by now I would be back in the US, or maybe in London, with a different man, perhaps. I'd never pictured myself staying in Stockholm for so long. How had that happened? How had I become one of those women who latched on to a man and didn't let go? But that was love, wasn't it? Or at least part of it? When you knew with a certainty that you could not live without the person you were with, or that you didn't want to live without him? I didn't want to live without Niklas. I just wished that parts of him—the part that psychoanalyzed me whenever I was annoyed, or the part that always took Siri and Jesper's side, even when they were wrong—would magically disappear.

      "Are you sure you want to have a family with him?" Ida's hand was on my shoulder, and it was a gentle, comforting touch. How could she have such empathy? I
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