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To my brothers and sisters.
 
 
Before Words 
 
These pages are field notes and fragments from a most unexpected and inconvenient journey into consciousness. In 2008, following the birth of my son and the death of his twin brother, I began having subtle mystical experiences. I was a high-performing entrepreneur with a Master’s degree and didn’t consider myself crazy. As I looked deeper, I began to realize my experiences were clues that physical existence is embedded in a vast, conscious reality. 
I am a very private person. I don’t consider myself special or important. I never thought it worthwhile to tell my story. In fact, for many years, I wrote fiction exactly because life seemed tragically dull. I felt like no one special. Until, that is, I suddenly discovered I was living inside a real-life narrative that was stranger than any fiction I could ever dream up. I began to explore myself, trying to find that no one, realizing I had no clue who or what I was.
I am acutely aware of the deceitful nature of language that tries to lend substance and order to anything random, confusing, or meaningless. Please know that for most of my forty-nine years, I experienced life exactly as that: Random, confusing, and meaningless. But now, as I write these pages, I see that life only seemed incoherent because I was given just one piece of the puzzle at a time. At some point, a bigger picture will emerge if you care to look for it. Only then will you see that there are no coincidences and each fragment belongs to the whole. This is the nature of what is. Every stone tells a story of the mountain. 
We’re all threading the tapestry of consciousness in this savage dream of ours. Only by piercing through the veil of space and time can we know the foundation and purpose of existence. On my journey, I had to consider all parts of my story, including pain, shame, and what I thought lost in the past. I became obsessed with working through childhood and generational trauma, and found they were guides and teachers with gifts of knowledge. I fought my shadow until I saw he was my reluctant friend. I danced with fire, I became it, and burned away all I was not. I saw how everything must have its opposite; otherwise, we would not be able to experience the fullness of life. Loss is here to teach us about value, but beyond duality lies, ultimately, oneness. To become all, you must lose all. 
This is a story about muddling through life, with all its grit and gore, and finally discovering the grace, joy, and love that all experience is enfolded within. What most people today consider reality is akin to a practical illusion, designed to help them wake up from all illusions. There’s a reason you are here, and it’s not about you. You, too, are no one, but also One, a unique and irreplaceable part of universal consciousness. Live your story to the end; see what wonders lie beyond.
I share with you my journey, just as it happened. I only changed the names of those on a different path than mine. If you read, please read to the end. Use what resonates, leave the rest. I am no longer the person portrayed here. I never was, although for many years I identified with him completely. Ultimately, it’s just a story, as real as they come. Now I give it up.
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‘A human being is a part of the whole, called by us ‘the Universe’, a part limited in time and space. He experiences himself, his thoughts and feelings as something separated from the rest, a kind of optical delusion of his consciousness. This delusion is a kind of prison for us, restricting us to our personal desires and to affection for a few persons nearest to us. Our task must be to free ourselves from this prison by widening our circle of compassion to embrace all living creatures and the whole of nature in its beauty.’
– Albert Einstein
2008 October: Life and Death in a Day
My son is born six weeks too early. I watch him sleeping peacefully in the hospital’s department of neonatology, where the nurses brought him after the emergency cesarean. He is doing well, 2.2 kilograms or 4.9 pounds of fragile beauty and strength. I return to the recovery room, where his mother slowly wakes up with a relieved smile. We fool around with a camera in our silly green hospital clothes, exhausted after a stressful period where all our plans were crushed without mercy. But we made it, and now we're parents.
	As soon as we stop giggling, we notice the transparent hospital cradle in the room. It is covered with a white sheet, but other than that, it is identical to the cribs in neonatology. Under the sheet lies my other newborn son, the stillborn twin. A few days ago, his heart stopped beating, and it was his death that led to their early birth. He wasn’t growing as fast as his brother, and after weeks of unbearable uncertainty, a scan revealed a tiny hole in his heart. It sent a shockwave through our family, shattering our dreams. 
	I eventually lift the sheet. He is exactly as beautiful as his brother, but he sleeps forever. In no way is he the monster my fear painted him to be during the endless nights where hope escaped me. He came first, his brother second. But now his brother will have to take all the steps in life first, for both of them.
	A son in the hospital chapel, his brother in light therapy to avoid jaundice. How does one combine mourning with the gift of fatherhood? I am stretched out between the farthest extremes of life and death. The grief is excruciating and relentless. I can’t carry it, and yet I must. My living son keeps me alive, and eventually, something breaks inside of me. From a wound in my stomach, an even darker material starts pouring out into my system. I can’t feel it yet, and will not understand its nature until almost fifteen years later. 
	Whether I like it or not, my journey into consciousness has begun. At this point in my life, I have no clue who I am. I look at the pieces of a broken man scattered out in front of me. Some seem familiar, many do not. Some are beautiful, some ugly. I feel like I am no one, as if I’m simply what randomly happened to me. Who is this man? The following is my journey of finding him, no one. It may be read like a detective story, as I will share with you piece by piece as it happened, inviting you to stay with me in the dark, the suspense, and the unbearable weight of not knowing. 
	Until, finally, you do.
1976 August 5th: Leo and The Fire Dragon
Let’s begin with the beginning. I am born in a suburban Danish town. My parents own the biggest house on the street, and for most of my life, I recall my childhood as happy. We have all the material comforts one can imagine. I am diligent in school and train excessively in competitive sports, although my heart is never into either. I love being a scout, but then the sports take over. In my own time, I disappear into music, reading, drawing, and writing, where I fantasize about places that don’t exist. In my dreams, I can fly and breathe underwater. I’m born a Leo, with Leo rising and a Sagittarius noon. I am a Fire Dragon in the Chinese zodiac, but so is almost everyone else in my class. I never pay much attention to signs until much later in my life. 
We have two cars, a boat, and a summerhouse, and we go on vacations around Europe almost every year. My brother, my sister, and I do well. Later in life, we all complete higher education, and they move on to ambitious and successful careers. Both my parents come from much more modest upbringings. Anyone who looks at our family from the outside is likely to see a hardworking and successful family as measured by most societal standards. 
I am immensely close with my brother. My special skill is making him laugh until he rolls on the floor, crying with tears. He means everything to me; I feel so lucky to have him. Today, when I look at pictures of myself as a child, I see the abundance of energy and love that I bring into life, especially when I am around my siblings, playing and fooling around. Other pictures show me as fearful and shy. From age six, my school portraits show me as withdrawn and introverted, as if suffering from something hidden inside. I remember being told I was just shy, and that’s the narrative I stuck with for many years.
Our family is not religious. As a young adult, I will identify as a resentful atheist, ridiculing any claims of transcendence. Despite my parents being unacknowledged materialists, I am still baptized and confirmed because it is the cultural norm. We rarely go to church, except a few times on Christmas Eve. I never find comfort or answers inside a church, and to be frank, I loathe its solemn liturgy, pretentious piety, and mindless dogmas. In my twenties, I finally cancel my membership in the state church. At college, I learn about literature, culture, and language, but precious little about life. I arrive at absurdism, the belief that humans exist in a purposeless, chaotic universe. Well, I’ve been there all along, but now I know a fancy name for it. Camus, Sartre, and Beckett become my favorite antiheroes, along with hellraisers such as Rimbaud, Bukowski, and Tom Kristensen. 
I love my mother. She has a very long scar across her back from a life-saving heart surgery. As a child, she was sent away from home, where she and another girl with the same rare heart condition were selected for a new experimental procedure. To save their life. Shortly before my mother’s operation, the other girl, who had become her closest friend, died from the operation. The next day, it saved my mother but left deep scars. She wanted to have many kids; she got three and made a career in education. 
I am afraid of my father, but I love him and do my best to be like him. He never learns how to be natural around kids, and I never learn to be natural around him. But for thirty years, I try to make him love me and make him proud of me. Only later do I understand that he has no faculties for or ability to express either. Instead, he has an explosive temper, wild mood swings, and a bizarre sense of humor that, in combination, serve to make him terrifying or, at the very least, awkward for kids to be around. But he can do anything with his hands, from building houses and boats to fixing a motorcycle or any odd machine. He works his entire life in the financial sector, putting his impressive mathematical intelligence to use, although he seems to hate most days at work. He wants me to be an engineer, which is his unfulfilled dream. Even to the very last day, when I’m moving away from home and go to his office to borrow the car keys, he tries to convince me to study engineering. I have chosen to study the humanities, which he considers ‘other people’s thoughts,’ meaning worthless, whereas engineering is ‘real, like buildings and bridges.’ 
I hug my mother that day, but not my father. That is the first time I remember hugging her at all. My parents aren’t warm or loving; they never once say, ‘I love you,’ but I believe they tried their best. Most likely, they have done better than their own parents, at least materially. I can’t wait to leave my suburban confinement, although I still believe I have been safe here. But this town is an uninspiring place where I never felt I belonged. 
Whenever I come home for the holidays, I am increasingly struck by resentment toward the small-town mentality. I drink heavily, as is the cultural norm for most people in my youth, and I lose myself in the night, searching but never finding anything. I may be looking for freedom from something, but the closest I get is oblivion, and it will have to do. 
An aimless dark energy will often consume me, especially in my twenties. I never question it; instead, I wear it like a medal I have earned, although I have no clue what for. Once, I even end up in my hometown’s detention to sleep off a particularly unhinged night. In the morning, when I leave the cell without charges, I feel like I have accomplished something that no one understands, not even myself. But I am proud of my rebellion against all things and nothing. Luckily, I never turn to hard drugs, or I likely wouldn’t be alive today. But it isn’t until after decades of intermittent self-abuse that I will finally understand where my rage and self-loathing come from.
Considering my lifestyle, it’s perhaps ironic that I secretly have a ridiculous yet persistent idea that I am meant for something greater. My self-confidence and self-abuse seem to balance each other out perfectly. I’m sure most people have a phase of imagined grandeur in their lives until life breaks them or the world tells them they aren’t special. In Denmark, we’ve even popularized ‘The Law of Jante’, which begins: ‘You’re not to think you are anything special,’ and most people seem to live and die by those words. If, of course, you call that living. 
I never tell anyone about my aspirations, but deep inside, I yearn for someone to see me for who I am and invite me to be part of an unknown but glorious endeavor that somehow will change everything. This never really happens, and at some point, I begin to think that I am to be that person who will see the light in others. After college, I still have no idea of what to make of myself, except for writing fine literature and/or becoming a rock star, both of which I have already dabbled in, hugely unsuccessfully, except perhaps from my debaucherous lifestyle, which I have nailed to perfection. To make a living, I become an entrepreneur by chance, drawn by the promise of freedom and the opportunity to create something worthwhile. And, of course, getting rich enough to escape the expectations and rules of the system. 
My country has an old, rich, and beautiful language that I hold dear. But our population is too small to support most writers, especially when they favor experimental or confrontational literature. My favorite Danish avant-garde writer could barely make a living, even when supported by a lifetime government grant. I remember making a pact with myself: I’ll start a company, beat capitalism at its own game, and buy myself time to write whatever I want, how and when I want. The thought of having to conform to a particular style or theme of writing to make a living seemed to me like the ultimate prostitution and, thus, betrayal of my postulated abilities. 
So, I start several projects and companies, many of which remain air castles with great potential that I never succeed in fully realizing. I almost win the jackpot twice, but the final payout and freedom always elude me. Somewhere down the road, I forget my pact and am pulled further and further away from what I once believed was my reason for being here. Life happens, and bills need paying. But, truth be told, while I master complex forms of writing, I struggle with the actual content. This will continue to serve as a clue that I have no idea who or what I am inside. 
Rarely can I feel anything from the neck down. The longest journey you will ever take is from the mind to the heart, say the Sioux Indians. My travels begin in 2008, right after losing my firstborn son, Alban. It is the name of a saint and echoes the name of his twin brother.
2008 November: Mystical
We’re still at the hospital while our surviving son is gaining weight. Like any infant, he’s lost ten percent of his body mass and has now dropped below two kilograms (4.4 lb.). I only have two weeks of paternity leave that I’m saving until we can go home. Every day, I take the bus from the hospital to my office and bury myself in work. I’ve emailed everyone at work about what happened and that I don’t need to talk about it. I know I’m suppressing the grief, but this is no time to break down. Not yet.
We bury Alban, just the three of us. His white coffin seems unreasonably small, yet it lies heavy in the arms of the man at the chapel as we hand him over. I recognize grief in his eyes; I now know what it looks like. Inside the coffin, my son’s body is resting under the woolen blanket from his grandmother. She knitted one for each twin. Earlier, I swept and laid him there at the hospital chapel. My sweetest son, who never saw the light of day. I closed the lid and screwed it tight. The following day, we return to bury his urn in the ground under a simple stone with just one name and one date, flanked by a star and a cross: 
★Alban ✝ 
Life and death in an instant. Alban and no Alban. Everything and nothing at once, in the course of no time. That’s how long we had him. 
I don’t know how to handle this or how I should feel. Who does? I try to find relief in the empty and soulless concrete park on the hospital roof. One of my earliest memories is walking in the garden of my childhood home and crying alone for hours. A desperate and screaming sobbing that was never answered. I often did this, although I don’t recall why. I only remember that life felt too painful and meaningless. One day, my siblings finally asked me to be quiet because they couldn’t bear to hear it anymore. That was the last day I cried, and I honestly thought I had lost the ability to produce tears. Until now, in the hospital park, where my heart burst open, and I cry in pain, raging at the feeble winter sun. Why did you give me this unbearable loss, cruel universe?! I find no meaning, no purpose, just the ever-so-frail spark of pointless life being snuffed out into a dark cosmic void. And for no reason whatsoever, yet bringing me overwhelming pain, much more than I know how to handle. I curse the dying sun with tears, saliva, and words of no consequence.
A few days later, I am walking from my office to the bus stop in central Copenhagen. The afternoon darkness is pierced by Christmas lights on the buildings. The city is bustling. I am drained and disheartened, and it seems my shoes are the only things dragging me forward. Suddenly, part of my awareness stops, and I see my body walk ten steps ahead of me as a doppelgänger. An unfamiliar name appears in my awareness: ‘Erto.’ Soon after, I am back in my body. It is my first mystical experience, and I hardly think anything of it.
In the following years, I begin using this strange name as a container for all the unmet desires, dreams, and wishes that burn inside me. I have no illusion that I will ever realize any of them, but I tell myself that one day, I will write about them and somehow realize myself in language. I will use Erto as my surname. Much later, I discover that ‘Martin Erto’, when spoken slowly, literally means ‘Martin is Two’ in Danish. It immediately sends chills down my spine, and the scariest part is that I don’t understand why.
Long after we get home from the hospital with our living son, grief is still torturing me, especially in the darkest hours of the night. Little red demons poke at me, slice and dice to grind me down. The pain is real, scorching, and endless. A dark lump of grief has taken permanent residence just under my heart. I still see no meaning anywhere except for my living son. He is so strong, beautiful, and full of laughter. He is the light I once was in my own birth family, and now it’s come back to shine for me. Even through the agony and suffering that tarnishes anything in my experience, I feel and share in the incredible love he is. He saves my life. 
One day, he freezes while gazing sadly in a mirror, studying his reflection for a long while. Maybe he is seeing his twin brother, wondering where he has gone. Or perhaps he is reliving his brother’s death. He was the only person in the world to experience both the life and death of his brother, and he did it firsthand even before he was born.
Night and day, I take long aimless walks. I drink heavily whenever I get a chance. I’m a high-performing train wreck, yet I still manage to fulfill my duties as a father and co-founder of my company. My son’s mother says, ‘If we can get through this, we can get through anything.’ I don’t share her optimism. Inside, I am slowly collapsing.
2011 January: Our Third Son
Two years after the birth and stillbirth of the twins, our third son is due. Our relationship has been hanging by a thread for a long time. I have agreed to another child to grant our son a sibling, although I was on the fence. We’d already experienced every unlikely statistic; had we not endured enough? But eventually, I bought into my partner’s argument that no child should ever bury their parents alone. And no parent should ever have to bury their child. But we did. 
I worry immensely about the pregnancy, the birth, and the responsibility of another child. What would go wrong this time around? Surely something. Grief and depression are my full-time reality. My life feels like a prison, but I won’t break up my kids’ home. It isn’t until many years later that I realize the prison is inside of me and will follow me anywhere I go. And that breaking things is sometimes necessary for life to seep through the cracks. 
As a father, I have no role model, only a negative one. For two years now, I have been in constant fear of failing as a father, trying my absolute best never to be my dad. I want to be an equal parent, able to care for our son just as well as any mother. It’s paying off. I’ve learned to set myself aside, which has the advantage that I can now start to observe what’s inside of me without necessarily being at its mercy. It’s one of the incredible gifts of parenthood. Ironically, I fought fiercely for almost a decade against having kids, until I finally agreed and silently swore to be the absolute best parent I could be.
Our third son is born on a cold January day. During the cesarean, his mother is routinely sedated, but this time, something goes wrong. Suddenly, the whole room is electric with intense activity as she nearly dies before my eyes. Luckily, the anesthesiologist quickly brings her back. The entire episode only lasts a few seconds. 
Our son is healthy by all accounts and looks just like his brothers. A few days later, we’re still at the hospital for monitoring. As I enter our family room, returning from work, I can tell that my partner is shaken, which is rare. She’s a firmly rooted rationalist, and I’ve never heard her express anything to indicate beliefs beyond the material world, except for a stint with Buddhism in her youth. She tells me she was deep asleep when she heard our newborn son crying from the crib next to her bed, but she was unable to move or speak from exhaustion. Two women entered the room, and she felt the bed move as they sat down on the edge, gently whispering to comfort our son. He immediately stopped crying. She realized it was her mother and grandmother who had come to see our newborn. That usually wouldn’t be alarming, had it not been for the fact that both are deceased. We don’t speak about the episode ever again.
Half a year later, I am taking our youngest son back to the hospital due to concerns about a heart condition. Once again, I’m filled with worry. On the way there, I read about a family who discovers their thirteen-year-old is autistic, which completely upends their lives. Luckily, my son’s heart is strong, but I realize that there will always be worries associated with having children. No matter how well you protect them, they will still suffer; it’s an unavoidable part of life.
Our youngest is very different from his brother. He cries a lot more and is harder to comfort. But he is also full of energy, laughter, and love. In our shaky little family, there are many moments of immense love and beauty. His older brother has begun to talk. One day, he looks me straight in the eye and utters his first complete sentence: ‘I love you, Dad.’ I have no idea where he picked up the L-word, since his parents never use it. Maybe he brought it with him. That’s the day I start saying it back. 
The unconditional love of a child is the purest, strongest, and most gentle force in the universe, and it will continue to be the most persistent catalyst for change in my life. 
I will do anything to protect that love, especially from myself.
2011 January: Illiterates of Death
Life and death are playing catch before my eyes. Two days after the birth of my third son, the following essay is published in Weekendavisen, Denmark’s premier weekly newspaper. I’ve used it to process my grief, but grief never left; it only subsided. I share it online, where it receives fewer likes than the news of our third son. The only feedback is from a friend who tells me he burst into tears when he read it. 
Who wants to cry? Here is the essay.
 
Illiterates of Death
 
One son in the hospital chapel, another in the neonatal ward. One on the way out of life, one on the way in. A father of twins tells the story.
 
Dear son.
You are still in your mother’s womb, but only your twin brother is moving now. Your sick little heart no longer beats.
And actually, we are relieved. One parent’s worst nightmare may well become another’s most humane scenario. When the alternative is the prospect of dubious operations, endless uncertainty, and an undignified, fragile life.
Towards the end of a happy pregnancy, we suddenly learned that you were ill. You didn’t grow as much as your brother. After weeks of flickering uncertainty, they spotted the hole in your heart. An almost inaudible murmur in the scan, but it sent shockwaves into our not-yet-established family.
The three of us were going to start a rock band together. I was supposed to teach you how to swim. You were to share life with the amazing certainty of having a brother and best friend the same age as you.
How your mother managed to have you in her womb while you were getting weaker and weaker, I cannot understand. Her biggest wish was to have twins. She blossomed as if that was the very meaning of her life. She was the happiest and most beautiful woman I have ever seen. And the crash that followed was endless.
In those days, even the most robust dreams and foundations were pulverized. It’s merciless, brutal, yet infinitely slow, with no one to help us.
I chose anger over helplessness. There must have been a mistake, and someone had to pay. But there was no one else, just the four of us, all alone in the world. Instead, much of my anger was directed at you, even though you were the last person in the world to deserve it.
 
*
 
My son.
A few days after your death, your brother wanted out of the womb that held you both. You were in the way and couldn’t fight your way towards life like him. After ten hours of excruciating labor, it ended in an emergency cesarean section six weeks before the due date.
Your brother is doing well now, under the circumstances. Your mother is doing almost unbelievably well. You wouldn’t know she just gave birth; she looks like a goddess. But she managed to mourn you before you were born, while I had to be the strong one and suppress most of it. But now I feel a new pain behind the navel, and I think there also was a bit of you in my stomach.
It started right after birth. We were high from exhaustion and meds, happy that your brother was healthy and so unimaginably beautiful. We fooled around in our hospital clothes in the recovery room and took pictures.
Until I spotted the small cradle in transparent plastic with a white sheet over it. It was you, my son. We didn’t see you at all at the birth, where you were hidden behind a cloth, and amid the euphoria, I had almost forgotten all about you. But only almost.
In the pitch-black nights before your birth, I had already created the most terrible images and replayed them over and over again: How terrible you looked and what it would be like to see you for this first and last time. I wanted to scream: Get him out; I don’t want to see him! Just another dead fetus, one of nature’s ridiculous mistakes, ready for the hospital’s immediate cremation.
But it was blind rage that spoke, as well as my hopeless fear of finally self-destructing completely at the sight of you. Now I stand here with the sheet in my hand. And then it turns out that reality once again surpasses the worst of my nightmares.
Because you are the sweetest, tiniest child sleeping peacefully in your cozy cradle. You look so much like your brother that I simply can’t take it. But I do it anyway. In the knot behind the navel.
 
*
 
My son.
I wander restlessly in the hospital’s autumn-soaked park – a beautiful, bleak, and impersonal garden. There is not a soul here. Your brother is in a cradle of light to avoid jaundice. After a few days in the neonatal unit, he came to our living room with all his 2,200 grams. They say he just needs to gain weight, and then we can go home.
You are lying in the hospital chapel, and I am thinking about how each of you will soon leave this place. Here, life is fought for every day with astonishing efficiency. We are treated with warm and knowledgeable care in all areas other than death, which, unfortunately, the staff are agonizingly poor at handling.
On the day of your stillbirth, no one knew what was going to happen to you. Hours later, a strange woman in a white coat said that after the twenty-second week, you were no longer considered ‘hospital waste’ and that we would have to arrange and pay for your funeral. She mentioned we could talk to a priest, even though we are both atheists.
When everything is focused on saving and healing, losses are not prepared for. Are they cut from the budget? Has the entire staff flunked the death lessons of their respective studies? In this gigantic concrete structure, is there a single human being who can shed their white coat and show a human face? But death is an irrational evil and better handled by religion...
Instead, we get an experienced friend to help us. She recommends that we give you a name. She says we have to bury you.
At first, I object. But here in the lonely park, I realize she is right. Grief is a tailor-made yoke. No one else can carry it; it only gets heavier if you try to leave it behind.
I will have to give you a name, my son. I call you Alban, a peculiar name you would never have received if you were still alive. But it is a saint’s name; hopefully, it will not be mentioned too often. And it rhymes so beautifully with your living brother’s name.
Now I sob, for the first time, for hours, alone. Is this how it feels when the heart overflows? This is new...
Meanwhile, the low autumn sun shines so sharply, so hard.
 
*
 
Dear Alban
Today, you are going into the coffin. Your mother found a beautiful white casket, the smallest in the assortment. She handled all the paperwork on her own while I had to work. Again, we received virtually no help from the hospital. The system is inhumane and incomprehensible, and one asks again: Do children never die here?
I put you in the coffin myself with the help of the man in the chapel. You smell like death. Your mother is shattered, completely broken, and I have to be strong. Your skin is darker now. You are called home, wherever that may be. In this world, you were never given a place. A little blood seeps from your mouth. We wrap you in a white woolen blanket like your brother’s, and I screw the lid on. A star screw [ed.: a Phillips screw], I remember that distinctly.
You get the first ride in our new car, which is now too big. I say it out loud, and we cry as we drive home. Once again, you arrive first. But from now on, your brother will take all the new steps –alone, without you.
We find a beautiful spot for you in a nearby cemetery. We leave you among rows of giant coffins, strangely light as you are. In the crematorium, where even the most hardened employees turn pale to see a coffin so vanishingly small.
 
*
 
Dear Alban.
Your urn is now under a lovely gray stone. One of those with only a single date on it. And a single name.
Your brother is doing great and gaining weight rapidly. He is strong and meets life with an infectious appetite. We have returned home from the hospital and are about to create a new everyday life, after months of destructive uncertainty and grief, where everything was torn apart.
We hardly talk about you, but I still feel you in my stomach. Yesterday, we showed your brother a mirror for the first time, and he stared at it for a long time. Almost disappeared, as they say, and your mother said he might see you in there. I didn’t cry then, but do now as I write alone.
In these everyday moments, where the twin dream shatters, I know we’ll never forget you. Still, there are days when I wonder if you ever existed. We hide behind stories and build castles to protect us from loss. But how can we finish something that never begins?
Sometimes the pain bubbles up like a poison in the body and won’t go away. It’s a thousand eclipsed suns, a blanket bombardment of tears, self-pity, and powerlessness. At the same time, one must calmly answer ridiculous questions from incompetent surroundings. ‘So didn’t you get sad?’ sounded one remarkably ignorant comment, yet hopelessly well-intentioned. Like all the others.
Why not throw yourself into the dust and scream with your arms raised to the sky, as you see in the South when someone loses their loved ones? In our culture, we prefer to write politely about ‘these matters’. It is more decent. Here we are all hopelessly illiterate in grief’s heavy language.
 
*
 
Alban, your brother is now eight months old. A perfectly healthy little guy who babbles and laughs beautifully most of the day. Wish you could hear it.
Can a person be tired for half a year? First came the desperate weeks in the hospital, where I commuted to work during the day and helped with the feeding tube at night. After that, the all-too-short maternity leave, where I had to make up for the lost weeks of preparation at home. The responsibility that loomed still larger while I longed for sleep, constantly exhausted.
But worst are the pitch-black moments of white-hot pain that I’ve tried desperately to soothe with aimless overtime, shrill teenage benders, and long aimless walks. But sooner or later, silence and reflection always claim my attention, and the little demons of grief are ready to drill, file, tear, and repeat. It is grotesque and unreal. 
Every day, thousands of orphans are created worldwide. What would I say to parents in the same situation? No human should ever carry so much. And yet I know that no one can help lift the burden. There is nothing to say.
When you talk about death, it vanishes. Don’t talk to me, it’s all I have left of him.
 
*
 
Alban.
Your brother is over a year old now. Your grandmother often says that when I was that age, my brother and I had our own language that only we understood. We could sit for hours, sharing stories and laughing like crazy, completely enveloped in our own universe and brotherhood.
Now your brother has started talking, but no one understands him yet. Maybe you would understand him. This way, you live on in his lonely speech.
For the same reason, I write to maintain that you have existed. It’s the only thing I can do. Show the world your impression, the imprint you have left. Give yourself life by letting others read about you, even if it’s the saddest story I can tell. Maybe that’s why it took me so long to finish this essay. Because I know that when the final period is set, there will be a heavy, muddy silence that will only point to death and oblivion at the same time. 
There are still many restless excursions to be crossed off the list of reckonings. The wounds are healing, but with the scar tissue, numbness and apathy have set in. When can I ever bear to feel again?
I often think of that day in the hospital park. The low sun shone with a distant and arrogant glow. Here, we are all beasts. There is no metaphysics, no meaning. Just another spark that couldn’t catch fire in the arbitrary storms of biology.
And down here, the lost bursts every time you reach for it.
Farewell Alban.
 
*
 
And when the text was finished, I wrote a song. I sing it to your brother when he goes to sleep. Every time it is heard, we must remember.
 
Alban’s Song
 
Like summer rain across the roofs
the days keep disappearing.
 
Before the open stage of life
we sit alone
and let moments pass
without speculating.
Where are they going?
Are they coming back?
 
Only when the distant thunder
in a flash creates order
will the drops on your forehead
ever so briefly seem true.
 
Like the snowflakes across the roofs
the days keep disappearing.
It’s getting cold and foggy now
Your steps sound distant in the gravel.
 
Going back the way you came
I stay on the bench, it’s so empty
The road we dreamed awaits alone
without footprints, least of all yours.
 
The original song text in Danish rhymes, which I couldn’t recreate in the translation. The editors left out the song and shortened the essay as published in Weekendavisen on Friday, January 14th, 2011, entitled ‘Farewell Alban’. The version above is the complete essay as intended.
2013 February: Michael
Michael calls me up late on a Sunday evening. He is my close friend and our band’s lead singer and composer. We’ve been working on our music for a decade and have been friends since meeting at a folk school sixteen years ago. Our biggest claim to fame is opening for Einstürzende Neubauten in Rem Koolhaas’ iconic Casa da Música in Porto. One of our songs is called ‘Shelter is the Prison’ and the lyrics go: ‘Rest uneasy, this trembling night / Look down boy, you caught the bird / but you didn’t catch the flight / They say hunger eats itself in time, I die starving, I die fine.’ I considered it a personal ‘My Way’ when I wrote it. Another song is called ‘Death by learning, death by doing.’ When I wrote those words, I was a hellbent, arrogant, and angry young man. Now that I’ve come to know death, I no longer flirt with it. We will all know death soon enough, and yet it is not done teaching me, as this evening soon will show me…
I now live alone with my two boys every other week. My new life as a single dad for seven days, followed by seven days of just being me, is both tough and liberating. It’s challenging being the only adult responsible for everything in the household. I’ve grown as a parent, but this is truly next level. Every other week, I breathe and do me. On those weekends, I usually get lost somewhere in the night, drinking heavily out on the town, relishing my newfound freedom. In reality, I’m fortifying my excessive shelter, but I haven’t realized it yet. Alcohol is not a problem; it’s my solution. I never get drunk in front of my kids. Fortunately, I handle my liquor well after two decades of practice. 
Almost two years ago, their mother and I decided that parting ways was the best way forward for us, and we’re both committed to making parenthood work. In the course of a few months, I changed all the things that I thought needed changing in my life. After finally hitting the rock bottom of grief, I decided I would give life a final try for my sons. But I wouldn’t tolerate any more pain. I simply couldn’t. Looking back, that was wishful thinking, but it did force me to start examining the fragments that were me before grief tore me apart. I had no idea how most of them ended up in my story.
I’ve now changed my relationship, my home, and my job. I live in an apartment with a view of the horizon and the city skyline. There is light and perspective here, and yet, a few months after moving in, it is clear that something inside me is still not right, and I can’t put a finger on what it is. Changing exterior circumstances doesn’t fix the inside, and it annoys me immensely that I can’t seem to control every aspect of myself. But we are now living like three musketeers in our home overlooking the city, a little closer to the sky than before, and I’m handling everything much better than I feared I would. Most days, I’m proud of the dad I’ve become; some days, less so.
 
It’s not Michael on the phone this Sunday evening; it’s his wife, whom I’ve only spoken to a few times. With an eerily quiet voice, she tells me Michael has just died. Around noon, he complained about stomach pain and took a nap. He was long gone when his kids tried to wake him up for dinner. This was a few hours ago. Now, she systematically calls the most-used numbers on his phone to share the news with his closest friends and family. She is in shock.
We carry Michael’s casket out of the church, accompanied by our music. His voice resonates under the high-ceiled nave as he sings at his own funeral. Incredible acoustics, I think to myself, but this can’t be real. He was only 42 years old. I always wrote the lyrics for our songs first; then Michael brought them to life. Now he’s out of life. I’ve lost my voice, no, it’s been torn out of my throat. He is put to rest under a headstone that spells ‘Break the silence.’ His wife’s final homage to the band he loved the most, chiseled forever in polished black granite. 
Nothing is forever. Once again, grief, tears, and meaningless departure have come to roost. The finality of death strikes me. It has already happened. There is no going back. I'd better deal with it. Use it, or it will use me. That much I’ve learned from my stillborn firstborn. I have yet to experience how Alban will continue to guide me to the most profound insights in my life. 
Michael lives on in our music. Every year on the date of his death, I pour us a drink and listen to our music. I light a candle and usually cry. His voice, forever frozen in time, expresses loss still better each year.
2013 November: The Psychologist
I am headed for my very first session with a psychologist. Two weeks ago, I fought with my youngest son. I still don’t understand why he is so different than his brother. He is headstrong, has a lot of seemingly arbitrary resistance to all sorts of things, and can often provoke the lowest parts of me. In other words, he is just like me, and it is in stressful moments like these that I lose control. Whenever something inside of me deems it just, anger pours out and targets those closest to me. The anger hides behind clever arguments and justifications, granting itself the right to spew itself onto whoever dares to wake it up. However, this level of retaliation is rarely justified. And nothing, absolutely nothing, merits such an overkill response when you’re arguing with a two-and-a-half-year-old. I’m starting to wonder why this dynamic is part of me, and I haven’t got a single idea, not even a hypothesis. 
We live on the sixth floor with no elevator, and sometimes my youngest son refuses to walk up the stairs, although he can normally do it easily while holding my hand. One day, it gets too much, and I angrily carry him up while he cries and shouts at me. I throw him on his bed and shout back at him with all my might, trying to force him to understand why it’s hard for me to carry him and two large grocery bags up six flights of stairs after a long work day where I have to do everything myself, and… You get the picture. My son is crying and screams back at me with foul words he knows I hate. My older son quietly watches the whole episode with huge eyes, scared. 
After calming myself, which takes a while, I realize I have just become the father I feared myself and that my sons are terrified of me right now. I am the only adult in the room, the only one who is supposed to know better. So I do something my father never did. I apologize and make up. I hug my son, take full responsibility, and promise him that I will figure out a way to improve. I quickly find a psychologist, as I don’t know where else to start. I write to her that I am probably depressed and likely still grieving. 
In our first session, I talk for almost the whole hour, fast, persuasively, almost like something inside me rehearsed it. I want her to see my side of things, control the narrative, and win the conversation that hasn’t even started yet. Finally, she stops my monologue and asks me to feel the floor and the seat under me. ‘Breathe.’ This annoys me, or rather, it annoys that something inside me that thought it was winning. Then she asks me a single question, so cunning, so devastating, that I had not thought to prepare myself for it in a million years: ‘How are you feeling?’ 
My brain immediately goes completely silent, trying to send probes into my body to assess the situation. Nothing useful comes back. Instead, I mumble something about being tired, maybe a slight pain in my left shoulder? And it dawns on me: I don’t know how I feel! Everything from my neck down is a concealed black box. Sure, I know of rage, I know spleen, I know of excess and sadness. And yes, I’ve had moments of love; at least I think so, and I’ve experienced joy and happiness in glimpses throughout my life. But, and this is a terrifying discovery, I generally have little or no access to the emotional space inside me. 
Her next question is just as truth-provoking. Although I’ve barely mentioned them, she asks, ‘Tell me about your parents?’
2013 December: Mom
I’m meeting with my sister. She is a few years older than me, and my psychologist has suggested I ask her about my early childhood. I don’t seem to remember much, or at least nothing that would explain my anger. Perhaps my sister knows more than I, so I ask her. She pauses for a while, and with a cautious voice, she says: ‘Things weren’t all that good at home.’ I have no clue what she means. Then she tells me that when my brother and I were very small, our mother would often get extremely drunk and beat us. My dad worked later hours and was never very helpful in the domestic realm. So, our mother was almost a single parent while also building her career, keeping the house, shopping for groceries, and cooking. I know she enjoyed her wine too much, but her violence is news to me. 
My sister continues. When we kids got too much for our mom to handle, she drank to cope. And when she was blackout drunk, the violence began. The more we shouted and cried, the more she would hit us in return. One evening, she struck my brother so hard that he passed out. That, of course, silenced us, and my sister sat with him the entire night alone, convinced he was dead. Fortunately, he wasn’t. My mother would slap my sister well into her teens until she moved away from home. I have no memory of these events or ever being hit by my mom. Not even in the slightest. I only recall being spanked a few times on the backside by both my parents when we misbehaved. This was pretty common at the time and not yet illegal by law. It didn’t hurt, but the shame and shock were unpleasant. 
I believe my sister. The only thing she remembers specifically about me was that I wasn’t beaten as much, maybe not at all. I was smaller, often sick, and was good at hiding before things got bad. This resonates with me. I frequently struggled with ear and sinus infections and would get extreme fevers. Even as an adult, I will routinely gauge the mood in any room I enter, looking for resentment, anger, or other forms of danger. I am good at it, and now I understand why that skill was developed in my early childhood and how it might have spared me, leaving my siblings to bear the brunt of the violence.
Her story shocks me. I reach out to my brother, who doesn’t seem particularly interested in talking with my sister about our childhood. But I insist that he has to know, so I push him to meet with her so he can hear it for himself. Reluctantly, he goes. It turns out they both remember the same, and my sister is relieved to have her worst childhood memories confirmed. She’s never talked about it with anyone else in the family. But at the end of their conversation, my brother says, ‘And now we will never talk about this again.’
2014 February: Afraid 
‘I’m afraid of you, Dad,’ says my youngest while looking straight into my eyes. He still struggles with speaking, but this cuts right through to me. It comes after a week of many conflicts and a session with my psychologist, during which I recalled how scared I was of own my dad. She told me how children are deeply affected by bad parenting, but also respond well to improved behavior. In another session, I realized I’ve never truly been happy.
A few months ago, I receive a letter, not an email or text, from my mother. It criticizes my role as a dad and compares me to my father. It hits me deeply, although I know I’m a thousand times better than he was. The weirdest thing is that it comes out of nowhere, as if she wants to hurt me. I’ve confronted her directly about her violence, something that my siblings have chosen not to do. She denies it strongly, and I can see in her eyes that she either has repressed it completely or has no actual recollection of it due to her drinking. How do you accuse someone who has no memory of a crime that you don’t remember either?
I am no stranger to alcohol-induced blackouts. In 2021, when I am in my mid-forties, I finally reevaluate my relationship with alcohol. I try to guesstimate how many times I’ve been drunk. I come up with 2,592 times since I had my first four beers just after ninth grade. I loved it and the freedom it gave me from myself. Probably about half of my benders, 1,296, included moments of functional blackouts. Those are the hours unaccounted for in memory. Usually, it’s the last part of a night out, where I can’t remember how and when I got home. I’ve also woken up on benches or in strangers’ beds with no clue how I got there. Once, I even regained consciousness in the middle of intercourse with a woman I barely knew and wasn’t particularly attracted to.
Luckily, I’m never violent during the blackouts. Usually, it’s quite the opposite, where I go into a happy binging overdrive. I’m fun and carefree. I don’t pass out or throw up. I consume and endure everything I pour into my body. With 30 drinks a week on average, I’ve had 38,880 drinks in my life and counting. And yet, I never identify as an alcoholic, which I assume is normal for alcoholics. I always find comfort in never needing alcohol from the morning to get through the day. I am always highly functional, never missing a day at work, carrying out my tasks, often with daunting responsibility and complexity. Most of my drinking will start close to the weekend and always in the context of partying, dinners, receptions, concerts, celebrations, etc. I never blackout when the kids are around; I just drink more when they’re not. The Italians have a term for people who can drink like that, ‘big drinkers’, they call it, and I inherited that talent from my mother. Maybe I am not addicted to the substance itself but rather to the relief it gives me. Now I wonder if this isn’t the same thing. 
So, yes, I can relate. I can understand how my mother would not remember hitting her kids while being blackout drunk. She’d be like a machine, dead in the face, and just beat down upon us until we would stay quiet. It’s impossible for me to understand how hard you would have to hit a small child who’s anxious or crying to make it silent. In the morning, she’d wake up early, more clear-headed but likely still under the influence. She’d clean up and carry on with her day. And there’d be no one there to tell her about the night before, as my dad usually wasn’t around. Perhaps he knew something but did nothing. I would already have suppressed it somehow, and my siblings would be too scared to even go near our mother. Many years later, she wondered out loud why we stopped wanting cuddles, kisses, and hugs from her when we were little. Her violence is the only logical explanation. 
I look my son right back in the eyes. He is so sincere, so strong, and so beautiful that I’m consumed with love for him. While I’m falling apart inside, I swear that I will do better. I tell him that I hear him, that I’m incredibly sorry because he means everything to me, and that I will try even harder. From that day on, our relationship improves as I learn to fully contain any negative emotions when I am with my boys and only share the positive ones. I can express love, comfort them, and attend to their needs. They find safety with me every day, and they need it, along with cuddles, kisses, and hugs. Boys need their dads, and fatherhood has become the most essential role in my life, positively affecting every other aspect of my existence. 
I am a work in constant progress. I’m not perfect, but I’m certainly better than my parents. While I have yet to fully grasp their impact on me, their dark family legacy ends here. There is nothing I won’t do, and nowhere I won’t go to make that happen.
2014 September: Dad
My father wants his money back. Seven years ago, he made a surprising offer to lend me the funds to establish a holding company for my stake in the first company I co-founded. He doesn’t want any interest, and there were no repayment terms other than a verbal agreement of ‘when the startup is sold.’ Well, it’s not sold yet, but he still wants his money back. I don’t have it, as I’ve since started another company that constantly lacks cash. 
My father doesn’t need the money. He is a hoarder and owns several buildings, boats, disassembled bowling lanes, and six forklifts, but only one is operational. He has a vast collection of stuff, including vintage cameras, probably worth well over 150,000 dollars, that he never uses. He has so many material possessions that one struggles to find the floor in his house. I haven’t been there in years, and he never visits or calls me. I don’t call him either. After I sent him his last birthday present in my mid-twenties and routinely got no response, I withdrew from our relationship, which mainly existed in my hopeful mind. He’s shown virtually no interest in my kids or my life in general. When we were still pregnant with the twins, and Alban had just died in the womb, he did make a rare call, not to express compassion or condolences, but to hear what would happen with the ‘dead lump of flesh’ inside the belly. His words. He hasn’t even met my youngest son yet. 
The last time I visited his place, he showed me warehouses full of his stuff, stacked several meters high. Most of it is either in poor condition or broken, and none of it is being used. It just sits there on shelves that never end. A thousand projects that never go anywhere. When I was a kid, he bought a huge sailboat that he stripped down to repair. He wanted to sail around the world; another life dream. For decades, it’s been sitting like this, far from any sea. He will never sail around the world. We could all have gone with him and shared in his dream. And part of me wanted to, but unfortunately, he’s also fairly intolerable at sea. Yet, it’s the only place I’ve seen him remotely content. During my childhood, when we sailed in Scandinavia in a different boat, we would sometimes go to the movies in one of the small coastal towns. If cartoons like Tom & Jerry came on, he’d laugh so hysterically that everyone in the theater would turn to see who the madman was. 
Unlike my mother, my father is unable to stomach alcohol. I once saw him drink most of a cold bottle of white wine in one go, complaining of the headaches he would get. He simply poured it all into a large glass and chugged it down. He constantly struggles with migraine and takes prescription painkillers routinely. He’ll get severely debilitating back aches and lie for days in the bedroom with ice on his back, never once complaining, which my mother seemed to admire about him. His chosen self-medication is overeating, another habit I struggle with my entire life, although I have never been obese like him. 
I like cake and white bread. When I was a kid, my mom would bake this white loaf of bread that I loved. On weekends, we’d rent movies and bake a simple chocolate cake. ‘Brown cake’, we called it. Those were some of the most peaceful moments and memories of my childhood. Food was our substitute for love, but it came with guilt. It will never fill a hungry heart. At night, I would sneak into the kitchen and stuff my face with cake or bread, like a rogue junkie in a pharmacy. For more than forty years, I will be more or less addicted to any variety of these foods. My mother said my father once took a course in fine cooking and served delicious meals for her in their youth. I only remember my father cooking dinner for us kids once. He served pancakes soaked in margarine. He was an expert in working two pans and eating at the same time. His jaw would click every time he opened his mouth to the hilt, effectively feeding his own bottomless void inside. 
I never feel like I have enough money, and I constantly fear that I won’t be able to pay my bills or buy the things I think I need. When I turn eighteen, I still live at my mom’s. My parents have been separated for three years. Now she wants me to pay rent for my room in her house. It is close to traumatizing for me. I realize I will have to do things, odd jobs, and other forms of prostitution, I don’t want to do, just to exist in the world. Money is deceptive. So are material possessions. They hold value, at least the only kind my father understands. He is materially wealthy, yet he never has enough. He is incredibly poor. He is alone. He is cheap. At night, he stuffs his face to numb the pain and shame that dwell inside him.
My sleep has been deteriorating since I became a father, and I’ve grown used to spending an hour or two awake at night, sometimes more. A broken vent somewhere in the building wakes me up as if the entire roof whimpers with a gnawing sound. I fear that all the evils in the world have come to visit, as if there is a physical demonic
	Exiles hold deep emotional wounds, often from childhood, carrying pain and fear. They can become isolated and disrupt the internal system. To prevent their distress from surfacing, other parts step in to manage or suppress them.

	Managers act as protectors, shaping how a person interacts with the world. Their goal is to prevent harm and keep painful experiences from overwhelming the individual.

	Firefighters step in when Exiles’ pain surfaces. They redirect attention through impulsive actions like substance abuse, overeating, or aggression. They may also use more subtle distractions, such as excessive work or medication.
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