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After the Sun


Praise for After the Sun

“Eika’s prose flexes a light-footed, vigilant, and unpredictable animalism: it’s practically pantheresque. After the Sun is an electrifying, utterly original read.”

– Claire-Louise Bennett, author of Pond

“Political fictions aren’t supposed to be this personal. Satires aren’t supposed to be this heartbreaking. Surrealism isn’t supposed to be this real. Giving a damn isn’t supposed to be this fun. From slights of hand, to shocks to the heart, After the Sun is doing all the things you don’t expect it to and leaving a big bold mark in what we call literature.”

– Marlon James, author of Black Leopard, Red Wolf

“Striking literary craftsmanship in an experimental mix of shock-lit, sci-fi, dada and Joycean glints presented as loose time scenes that slide in and out like cards in the hands of the shuffler. By the end, this reader had the impression of having been drawn through a keyhole.”

– Annie Proulx, author of Barkskins

“Jonas Eika blew the doors and windows of my imagination open, and now there is a galaxy in my head and a supernova in my heart. After the Sun vibrates with the aftershock of capitalism and reality flux. Its characters confront the world we’ve made as if they are facing off with ex-lovers who won’t leave, caught at the instant before they will either flame on or flame out. Thrilling.”

– Lidia Yuknavitch, author of The Chronology of Water

“An urgent, deliriously discomforting reflection of how we’re all connected with one another — and what it is we expect in exchange for that kind of access. Eika holds nothing back in his fiction, he goes into the tightest of spaces and most intimate and terrifying of moments in order to break through to places few have been before — or even imagined existing.”

– Refinery29

“Five surreal, globe-spanning stories shape Eika’s startling English-language debut. Studded with shockingly visceral images, these lyrical stories are preoccupied with a sense of psychosexual loneliness that penetrates even the most absurd moments of escapism. Eika’s fusing of the magic realist mode with the alienation of modernity makes for a winning formula.”

– Publishers Weekly

“The young Danish author Jonas Eika completely destroys every safety net: his book After the Sun has a combustible power in its longing for another world — and it expands the term ‘fiction’. No other poet has exploded onto the scene like Eika in a long while.”

– Der Spiegel

“After the Sun has surprised and enthralled the jury with its global perspective, its sensual and imaginative language, and its ability to speak about contemporary political challenges without the reader feeling in any way directed to a certain place… There is a real sense of poetic magic. Reality opens into other possibilities; other dimensions. There is something wonderful and hopeful in it that reminds us how literature can do more than just mirror what we already know.”

– The Jury of the Nordic Council Literature Prize

“Spectacular… The stories read as sensual as they are cryptic, permeated with a heavy desire that can barely be distinguished from a spiritual longing.”

– Der Tagesspiegel

“The stories in Jonas Eika’s After the Sun are mysterious, apocalyptic and full of magic.”

– Wetterauer Zeitung

“Genius… To read Jonas Eika is to see a weird, transparent organism breathe. A shooting star from the heart of the craft. The way in which wild fantasy and extraordinary language awareness combine with radiant craftmanship is truly impressive.”

– Die Zeit

“Completely in love.”

– Kultunews

“A world that I long to visit again.”

– Sveriges Radio

“The execution is ruthlessly good, energetic, original.”

– Stavanger Aftenblad

“The world belongs to those who truly live in it. That is the moral of the story. And that is powerful.”

– Dagens Nyheter

“After the Sun revolves around a rumblingly dark and directionless desire, which is suddenly let loose and given shape. Eika recounts tender and intimate relationships, which are simultaneously not sexual, so much more than sexual, and nothing but sexual. These relationships are unmistakably queer, arising between men, between groups of people, and between that which exceeds the human.”

– Information

“An ambitious take on what it means to write ‘realistically’ in a time and place structured by a massive global economy, looking towards a future which, in many ominous ways, is already here.”

– Jyllands-Posten


[image: img1.jpg]


Contents

Alvin

Bad Mexican Dog

Rachel, Nevada

Me, Rory and Aurora

Bad Mexican Dog


Alvin

I arrived in Copenhagen sweaty and halfway out of myself after an extremely fictional flight. Frankly, I would use that word for any air travel, but on this trip I had, shortly after take-off, fallen into a light feverish daze in which I relived a series of flights I had taken earlier in my life. First, there was the trip home from Nepal with my ex-wife, then-girlfriend, our first trip together, when we, maybe out of boredom, curled up in our seats and took turns miming various sexual scenarios that the other person had to guess and sketch on a piece of paper, which we tore into pieces and reassembled into new situations to mime again, so that the game could continue for eternities. In my daze there was also my departure from Copenhagen six years later, after she became pregnant around the same time that she had been cheating on me with a colleague, and I was so panicked and grieved by my jealousy — which seemed just as impossible to live with if the baby was mine as if it wasn’t — that I packed my things, went to the airport and said Málaga to the man behind the counter, for some reason I said Málaga. Additionally, I relived a flight home from a work trip a few years later, during which I was unable to work, to say a word to anyone, because I was completely paralysed by what I had seen from my window during take-off: Past the gates, overlooking the runway, there was an observation deck where kids of all ages stood with their parents watching the planes take off. At one corner, a woman stood with her back to the railing — long, dark hair in the frozen sun — looking at a man running toward her, across the deck, and as we flew past he fell to the ground as if shot by a gun. I couldn’t hear the gunshot, if one had even been fired, and the plane continued into the clouds with me sitting stiff in my seat for the rest of the flight, doubting what I had seen. What was uncomfortable, feverish, about the stupor in which I re-experienced these flights, was how it slid across the surface of sleep as if over a low-pressure area, into a zone in which I was vaguely aware of the original flight, the one I was on now, which for that reason was hidden somewhere underneath or behind: the cabin hidden behind, the food cart, my fellow passengers and the clouds outside the window hidden behind these past, recalled and also in that sense extremely fictional flights. I felt a hand on my shoulder and opened my eyes to a single-faced flight attendant. Everyone else had already left the plane. The cabin was quiet and empty. On the way out, I looked at the windows and the carpet, the overhead luggage compartments and emergency-exit signs, and I ran my fingers along the thick stitches in the leather seats. At passport control, I passed quickly through the entrance for EU citizens. I took the metro to Kongens Nytorv and hurried to the bank’s headquarters to make it in time for my meeting with the system administrator that afternoon. As I turned the corner, I smelled something mouldy and burnt, a mix of fire and vegetable rot, and when I saw the red-and-white police tape, I started walking faster. The building had collapsed and tall piles of marble, steel, pale wood and office furniture lay dispersed among other unidentifiable materials. Beneath the scraps I could make out the edge of a pit, places where the earth slanted steeply into itself in the way that lips sometimes slant into the mouths of old people. Three or four servers protruded between the floorboards and whiteboards; funny, I thought, since the floors had just been elevated in anticipation of rising sea levels. A police officer told me that the cause of the collapse was unknown, but most likely — given the blackout and the aftershock that had awakened most of the street — some kind of explosion in the power supply lines had opened the pit that the building was now sunken into. It had happened late in the night, no one was hurt. His eyes wandered as he spoke, as if he were keeping a look out for something behind me. Behind his head hung a thick swarm of insects, colouring the sky black above the wreckage. I called my contact at the bank and was sent straight to voicemail, walked to the nearest café and took a seat at the high table facing the window. I was eating a bowl of chilli when the door opened and cold air hit the left side of my face. A person came over and sat next to me. I looked up from my chili at his reflection in the windowpane: young man, mid-twenties, short dark hair parted to one side, tall forehead, round rimless glasses. I could see the street through him, but then again his skin was also pale in an airy way. ‘Hey, you,’ he said, and ordered what I was having. The smell of café burger filled the room when the kitchen door opened, and turned into sweat on the back of my neck. ‘Where are you from?’ the guy suddenly asked. ‘Um… here, actually,’ I said, looking down at myself, ‘but I’ve been living abroad for a while now. What gave me away?’ ‘Your clothes, your suitcase, your glasses,’ he said. ‘Everything, just your appearance, really. You’re not from here.’ ‘Have I seen you somewhere before?’ I said, and regretted it immediately, tried to explain that I didn’t mean him but his reflection in the glass, the way I was both seeing and seeing through him. He smelled like eucalyptus and some other kind of aromatic. A big group left the café, and then it was empty like the plane had been empty when I was awakened by the flight attendant, except that now the waiter was gone too and it was quiet in the kitchen. ‘I’m going for a cigarette,’ the guy said, getting up. ‘Do you have an extra?’ I asked, even though I didn’t smoke. He grabbed his coat from the rack and said yeah and I realised that he probably just wanted some air — so damn quiet in that café — and that he probably preferred to go alone. ‘Nice with some smoke out here in the cold,’ I said. He nodded and looked at me, his face blue-white in the frozen sun. I looked at our legs in the window and took out my phone to search for a place to stay. I was supposed to be staying in the bank’s guest apartment, that is, in one of the rooms that now lay in pieces, spread among other rooms. ‘Where are you sleeping tonight?’ he asked. I was going to say ‘at a friend’s,’ but that could get awkward if he asked me the address, and I couldn’t remember the name of a single hotel. ‘I’m not sure yet.’ ‘You can crash with me. Everything is booked because of that summit meeting.’ Neutral gaze, his blank eyes like metal bolts in the cold air. I looked at my phone. ‘You don’t need to check. I’m telling you the truth.’ He lived in an attic studio off Bredgade. The room had no moulding or stucco, its lines as sharp as the lines of his face when the light was dimmed. It shone from a floor lamp pointed upward, so that the ceiling was covered by a disc sun with two eyes in the middle from the filaments. There was a shower cubicle, a steel sink, a refrigerator and a hot plate, a double bed, two chairs and a trestle desk. The window was small, the cracks around it filled with sealant a shade whiter than the yellowish walls. The narrow sides of the room were bare of furniture, but one of the walls was blanketed by a spangled sheet of packaging; empty sweets and crisp packets, cereal boxes, paper and plastic wrappers from lollipops, chewing gum, snack sausages and soda bottles, all from brands unfamiliar to me, as if they had been collected in a parallel universe, where every product was slightly different from the corresponding one in our world, so that you could recognise something as, for example, a chocolate bar, but at the same time find that word an inadequate denomination of it, because you were encountering the object for the very first time, and it was glowing, the wall was glowing with colours I had never seen before. ‘Souvenirs,’ said Alvin, because that was his name, and threw his coat on the back of a chair. I did the same. Alvin sat down on the bed and pulled off his shoes, and I did the same. ‘Nice and warm in here,’ he said as he removed his socks — sweet heavy smell of winter feet — and laid them on the radiator. The room was about two hundred square feet, and so sparsely furnished that you couldn’t help but register every movement. I looked up and noticed a small, metallic bottle with white waves down its body and a soft plastic straw, sewn into the fabric that held all the wrappers together in a mottled thicket against the wall. This dull and characterless object, whose purpose was to contain and be emptied of a liquid called POCARI SWEAT, shone before my eyes with a brilliance that was wildly enticing. I blinked and felt suddenly exhausted, like after a long illness. ‘I think I’ll take a nap — if that’s okay with you?’ ‘Make yourself at home,’ Alvin said. I awoke from a nightmare in which I was being slapped by a floating hand — the rest of the body above the elbow disappeared into white fog — to the sound of Alvin in the shower. The curtain clung to his scrawny legs, itty-bitty, bulging chicken legs. As long as he’s not expecting anything in return, I thought to myself, before realising that he was doing just as he would if I weren’t there. It had a calming effect on me, like someone sprawled on a bed saying ‘I’m not afraid of you,’ and so I didn’t need to be afraid of him either. It smelled like eucalyptus. Alvin was quiet, only audible in the sound of water hitting his body and falling to the floor in splashes. Trying to be polite, I rolled onto my other side and was playing possum when he stepped out of the shower, and I waited another ten minutes before yawning and saying, ‘Nice with a little nap.’ ‘Take a shower. If you want,’ he said, and I did. Afterward, Alvin smoking at the desk with his back to me, I got dressed with the intention of taking a walk, but then realised it was three o’clock in the morning. Still no word from the bank. Alvin offered me a cigarette. I sat on the chair next to him and smoked. The program running on his computer resembled the internal operating system that I was here to help the bank install. When a company of that size purchased that kind of software, they also had to pay for someone to implement it, in which capacity I was to travel from Málaga to Copenhagen six times, this being the fourth. In fact, I appreciated travelling for work, even though it filled me with a sense of randomness, a suspicion that the buildings and the people and the vehicles around me could just as easily be some other ones. It was so random that I had gone to Málaga, and that there was, in Málaga, a company that specialised in the development of operating systems that many companies in the Scandinavian finance sector found to be sublimely compatible with their internal organisational structures, such that I, who spoke Danish and could also get by in Swedish and Norwegian, was hired as a software consultant, despite the fact that I lacked any actual experience in the field. It was as if the contingency of all the circumstances that sent me to Copenhagen or Bergen or Uppsala so thoroughly saturated my experience of those cities that it felt like I wasn’t really there. Sometimes my entire working life felt like one big coincidence, or like the inevitability of a network of connections that belonged not to me but to the market, the market of Internal Operating Systems. Alvin clicked between tabs listing various amounts, some of them substantial, some staggering, connected to ID numbers that referred to other numbers, and the screen glowed silver on his forehead. ‘Stocks,’ I said. ‘Is that how you make a living? Actually, I install operating systems for investment banking firms sometimes, but I could never imagine myself…’ ‘Derivatives,’ Alvin said. ‘I don’t speculate about the future, I trade it.’ ‘Bonds?’ I asked. ‘Well, let’s start with the farmer,’ he sighed, and told me about derivatives, those mechanisms which I now accept as a precondition for the economy, but which at that point made my brain press against my skull and my nose bleed. The farmer — who made an agreement with a buyer to sell his next harvest at a predetermined price at a specified date in the future — was the original example of a derivative trader. By doing so, he was able to insure himself against market fluctuations and unpredictable weather. Conversely, the buyer could earn a profit if the value of the crops exceeded the predetermined price. Prior to 1970, derivative trading was largely illegal, seen as a kind of gambling, but by this point, in the year I met Alvin, derivative capital grossly exceeded the capital that came from the production and sale of goods and services, including stocks. For derivatives no longer referred only to the future value of a sack of flour or a ton of rice, but to anything: the price indexes of raw materials, interest rate differentials, exchange rates, credit scores of entire corporations and nations, obviously all in the future. And they were cross-linked and interwoven and resold in large bundles, ‘future on future,’ Alvin said, handing me a paper towel. ‘Forget about the forces of the free market, my friend. Commodity prices no longer refer to any value, past or present — they’re just ghosts from the future.’ In the morning, when the window was fogged up and Alvin had fallen asleep with the computer on his stomach, I knew that he had told the truth. After half an hour, we had switched places, so that I could do the clicking while he told me what to click on. I don’t know whether it was the friction of the mouse, its smooth, slightly greasy surface, or the amounts being transferred, disappearing and reappearing, inseparable from their ID numbers and in time with my clicking — or the fact that we were actually having a nice time together; Alvin heated up a can of curry soup and bought more cigarettes, and at some point we laughed a lot because I had accidentally bought the right to buy a massive batch of chickens, millions of them, from a farm in Jerusalem a few months from now — in any case, I felt at home in derivative trading, as if it had been waiting for me, and I for it. We brought the computer into bed with us and continued trading on Alvin’s stomach. He told me — in a neutral voice and with his eyes on the screen, as he said everything else — that his parents were dead, but that he had inherited some money, which he had grown large enough in stocks to enter the world of derivative trading, where you never actually buy the asset in question but always resell the agreement before the closing date. He mumbled something about a guardian and about ‘trading without attachments’ and fell asleep. I lay beside him in the pale light of the day outside, joyful and tense, like when my mother was on maternity leave with my little brother and let me watch him while she took her morning shower. Propped up on one elbow, my face a few inches from his, I held my breath to listen to his, afraid it would stop if I was inattentive for a second, and overjoyed every time it repeated. I had arranged his stuffed animals paw-to-paw in a circle around us, so they would be ready for him if he were to wake up. I couldn’t sleep, but that was okay, I didn’t mind lying in bed, watching Alvin’s face twitch, the contours of a dream quivering under his eyelids. Thin skin covered his eyeballs in a way that laid them bare, which made me think that maybe we all sleep with a distant awareness of being watched. At one point, he rolled over and swung his leg over my crotch, and I got a completely unexpected erection. I swear I wasn’t sexually aroused or having any fantasies about Alvin — he was beautiful only in a cold, statuesque way — my penis rose merely as a kind of reflex, irrespective of what was behind the contact or could be linked to it. We woke up after noon and went out to get something to eat. On the way, we smoked a cigarette, and the feeling of rust returned to my throat like a memory. The cars on Store Kongensgade idled in traffic, their exhaust calm and white, the faces of cyclists frozen. Roadworks were under way as usual, and Alvin disappeared for a few seconds in the steam rising from the manholes. At the café, he ordered five Secretary’s Brunch platters with orange juice and asked to
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