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For Ben, with Gusto




It occurs to me that I am America.

—ALLEN GINSBERG

But I would like to spread a general
tolerance for human insanity.

—ASTRID LINDGREN




CHAPTER ONE
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THE CALL

When the phone rang in the middle of an afternoon coaching session, I thought it was the student-loan forgiveness scammers. They’d been hounding me for weeks, four to six calls a day, always from a different number. Sometimes they hustled me, sometimes I ignored them, sometimes I climbed on a high horse and scolded them about greed and my rights as an American citizen. “There’s more to life than money, you know!” I’d say. “Like love and friendship and travel and pasta—I mean pasta alone could—” at which point they’d hang up.

This particular number had a +46 at the front, which meant nothing to me except my enemies had grown more sophisticated. In hindsight, I shouldn’t have answered, seeing as Tristan’s mother was paying a handsome sum to my employer, Premiere Prep, to get her son into colleges a click or three above his ability level. Tristan, high school junior, was parked on the love seat, wrestling with the fact that he didn’t want to be a dentist. “But my dad’s a dentist, my uncle’s a dentist,” he fretted. “And my cousin’s a hygienist.”

It was one of those days when I thought I might die if I heard another youth declaim on the subject of their future. Normally I adored Tristan. He had beautiful teeth, as white and straight as the rest of him, and a countenance as genial as a Labrador’s. But it was the eighth of January in Minneapolis—gray, subzero, and gloaming at three p.m.—and I was wilting, both from the weather and my New Year’s resolutions. (I’d actually started them on the third; one can’t simply snap to asceticism like a West Point cadet.) Caffeine-deprived, underfed, my brain as fuzzy as the moldy Parmesan in my fridge, I heard myself murmur, “Oh boy, hmm, that is tricky.” Then my phone rang like a bell, and I felt—this is not an exaggeration—saved, even if the source of my deliverance was a cybergang out to steal all my money.

“Sorry, but I better take this,” I said to Tristan. “Hello?”

“Ah, yes, hello, may I please speak to Pauline Johannson?” A female voice, speaking in posh and accented English. Yo-hann-sohn.

“This is she.”

“Pauline! Ja ha, hello, this is Freja calling from Sverige och Mig! How are you doing?”

“Fine.” I pointed to the phone, rolled my eyes, and mouthed an apology to Tristan before swiveling around in my office chair. “Why are you calling again? A number of your colleagues have already been in touch, and I’ve given them at least six pieces of my mind—”

“They have?” The clickety-clack of keys. “I believe I am the only one making these calls. Unless Tocke—Tocke? Hej?” A pause. She must have muted me; all I could hear was my lemon-watery breath. Tristan slid his phone out of the pocket of his sweatpants and started scrolling.

“While you’re waiting, look up Myers-Briggs,” I told him.

Tristan grumped a sigh. “I’m an INTJ.”

“StrengthsFinder then.”

When Freja returned, she said, “Tocke says you have not spoken.”

“Tocke, no, but I have spoken to, let’s see—” I counted them off on my fingers. “Jenny, Debbie, Katie, Tom—I’m assuming these are pseudonyms—”

“I do not know a Jenny, Debbie—you are sure they are from Sverige och Mig?”

“Mike One, Mike Two,” I was saying, not exactly listening as I shooed Tristan off social media. “What’d you call it?”

“Sverige och Mig.”

“Sv-air-hee-ya oak mygg?” Nonsense sounds. “It’s kind of hard to say—though I guess no harder than Navient—”

“The television program. In Sweden?”

“Wait, what?”

“Your application. We liked it very much. Very, what is the word—”

“My application?”

“Unusual, yes. Pauline—”

“You can call me Paulie—”

“We would like to fly you to New York for the next round of casting.”

“Casting?”

While I parroted Freja, Tristan continued to scroll through short videos set to cacophonous pop music. I muted my phone. “Tristan! StrengthsFinder!”

“We would like to meet you in person,” Freja said patiently. Her English had a singsong, nursery-rhymeish quality. “Next month. For the tenth anniversary season of Sverige och Mig. Are you still interested in participating?”

Finally, at the fourth repetition of the name, a rush of memory returned like the roar of the Baltic Sea. Christmas Eve Eve, my best friend, Jemma, and I had each popped an edible, uncorked a bottle of wine, and eaten an entire pan of homemade gingerbread men before indulging in a relatively new form of relaxation: doomscrolling while watching Christmas movies, in our case The Shop Around the Corner.

“Did you see what I posted?” Jemma asked, shoving her phone in my face. A black standard poodle with a voluminous blowout stared balefully from the screen. The caption read Don’t hate me cause I’m bowwowtiful #DOTD. Over thirty-eight thousand people had hearted the picture, and over a hundred had already commented. Forty percent of Africanns [sic] don’t have power u shld be ashamed, said the first. Love it and you!!!!!! said the second. I should explain that Jemma is a celebrity dog groomer. This means she’s become quite famous for dog grooming, not that she grooms celebrities’ dogs, though I wouldn’t put that past her.

I handed the phone back to her. “Some of your best work. Is that Winifred?”

“Prince William. Freddi’s the parti.” Jemma continued to scroll. “Princie’s such a baby. You should’ve heard him cry while I clipped his nails—wait, oh my God, Paulie, look what my aunt just posted.” She shoved her phone back in my face, then snatched it away, laughing. “Some kind of casting call—” Her voice assumed a newscaster’s gravitas. “Do you like to travel? Do you like adventure? Do you have Swedish ancestry and a strong urge to learn about your heritage? Apply now, and don’t miss this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity!”

“What?” I had guffawed. “Your aunt’s Jewish!”

“Right?!” Then Jemma explained that Orthodox Aunt Cecille had recently gone hog wild for genealogy. She’d joined a thousand online forums dedicated to ancestral self-discovery, including many with no connection to her own genetic line. “Hold on, I’m texting her.” Tap, tap, tap. A moment later: “I guess one of Cecille’s online friends did this Swedish genealogy TV show a while back and loved it.” She reached for the decapitated head of a gingerbread man. We had decapitated all the gingerbread men; we called it dismantling the patriarchy. With her mouth full, Jemma said, “Paulie. You’re Swee-ish.”

“Yeah.” I let out a rather indelicate belch. “So?”

“You could apply.”

I felt my eyebrows knit together. “Um, no thank you.”

“You know,” Jimmy Stewart said from the television, “people seldom go to the trouble of scratching the surface of things to find the inner truth.”

“Why not?” Jemma said.

“I don’t want to be on TV.”

Jemma had laughed at this. “Everyone wants to be on TV.”

“That’s not true.” I raised my voice. “Declan! Do you want to be on TV?”

“No!” came my boyfriend’s muffled voice from his home office.

“Everyone but Declan,” Jemma amended.

I sat up on the couch. Blood rushed through my ears. “I don’t care about being Swedish either.”

Jemma snorted.

“I don’t!”

“Then why do you always talk about it?”

“I don’t!”

Jemma had then rattled off a long list of examples of my supposed allegiance to the motherland, including a holiday party four days prior, where I had declared that if our current president won reelection, I was decamping to Sweden to claim political asylum.

“Oh, phooey, everyone’s trying to claim political asylum,” I said. “Political asylum is the new black.”

“You don’t hear me going around telling everyone how glad I am to be Hungarian.”

“Lies,” I said. “Six months ago you said you were applying for dual citizenship.”

“I was.” Jemma sighed. “Until I realized their president’s even worse than ours.” She sipped her wine. “You know, for someone who always leaves the mall feeling depressed about life’s spiritual emptiness, you’re mighty quick to refuse a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.”

This was true, I had to give it to Jemma. The thing is, unless you get married, buy a house, build an important career, and/or have children, the narrative arc for a thirtysomething woman sort of sputters and stalls. I had recently turned thirty-five, had no career to speak of, and found myself more or less unfit for marriage, property, and procreation, either despite or because of biweekly rummagings through the subconscious in group therapy. I often waxed nostalgic to Jemma about our twenties and the acute sense of purpose that had defined them—the quests for new jobs, new lovers, new dresses and apartments! The delicious suspicion that one’s real life was lurking around every corner! I even missed my particleboard bookshelf, which had listed so badly—for years!—it finally collapsed on a guy we called Crotchgrabber while he offered me an unsolicited explanation of cryptocurrency. How he had screamed! It was more emotion than I’d ever seen from him, including the grunt of his orgasm.

He was fine, though: they were mostly paperbacks. Point is, I’d been with Declan since I was thirty-one, had toiled away at Premiere Prep since I was thirty-two, and on an average day the most purposeful thing I did was plan my nightly dessert. Don’t get me wrong, I love dessert. I do a lot of baking. But the thrill of chocolate cake is not the same as the thrill of a fresh start, a fresh romance, a fresh pair of shoes one can’t afford but buys anyway.

Jemma tapped away on her phone. “We have till midnight to submit a two-minute video.”

“And then?”

“Then we see if they like you, which of course they will.”

I had poured myself more wine from the bottle. “Give me five good reasons.”

“One, you’re cute and charming, and any producer would be lucky to have you.”

“No, you’re cute and charming!” I threw a throw pillow at her. “You are!”

“Two, you’re a photographer, you love the camera.”

“Was a photographer. Loved being behind—”

“Three, you love to travel. Four, you hate your job and would get to escape for who knows how long, and five—five—”

“My family’s nuts,” I said.

“Five, your family’s nuts,” Jemma agreed.

“No, that’s not a reason.”

“Sure it is.”

I made a sound in the back of my throat. “It’s the opposite of a reason. It’s a red flag, or like a steaming hazardous waste—”

Jemma ignored this. “What if your Swedish family’s amazing? Just because your parents are . . . your parents . . . doesn’t mean you have to slam the door on all things hereditary.” She got a funny look on her face. “Damn, I think I’m getting heartburn.” She thumped her chest with her fist. “It’s like, what if Sweden’s where you belong? With your beautiful, blond cousins and their . . . you know . . . social-democratic ideology?”

Oh, Jemma was good. Like all best friends, she knew just how hard she could press on old bruises without my flinching. Still, I was not giving in so easily. “I belong here,” I said. “You’re my family. Declan too. Craziness is genetic—that’s a scientific fact.”

Jemma took a Tums bottle out of her purse. It rattled like maracas as she fished out a pink tablet. “What if they’re members of the royal family?”

Despite myself, I sat up straighter. “Sweden has a royal family?”

How I wish I could blame everything that follows on royal fever, THC, sugar highs, and red wine: in short, temporary insanity. But I would be lying if I said that Jemma’s urging wasn’t rapping on the door of my heart’s secret chamber, the one that longed for the rituals of happy families (Easter-egg hunts, Thanksgiving turkeys, Christmas hams), the one that wanted a clearer conscience than American citizenship could ever offer, the one that wished to scream by Wednesday night from the stress and monotony of working life. It was the chamber, too, that held my shameful desire to be seen, adored, and deemed extraordinary, to achieve fame and fortune from screen to shining screen. And in the end, who or what could stop me? That Christmas Eve Eve, my dad was dead and my mom was in the loony bin, which she checked herself into every year or so, whenever she remembered how sad life was or she just got tired of working. I’d stumbled upon life’s sorrows, too, and was sick to death of working, but it turned out I was also a gal who’d endure plenty of horrors for the chance to have a bit of fun.

“Oh, what the hell,” I’d said to Jemma. “Not like anything will come of it.”

“Pauline? Are you there?” Freja was saying on the line while Tristan laughed at a video that involved someone screaming in agony.

“Sorry, sorry.” I whumped back to the present, and my eyes landed on the framed photograph of Jemma and me in front of the Centre Pompidou, the summer after my mom’s third hospitalization. Both of us were flushed with rosé, joie de vivre, and the giddy thrill of plopping oneself in a foreign country with no attachments save a phone charger. “Yes,” I heard myself say through a weird bubble in my throat. “I’m definitely still interested.”

Beside the photo of Paris was a formal portrait of my Swedish grandmother, or farmor, as I was soon to learn, that had been taken at about my age. She was the person who’d taught me everything I knew about baking, about krumkaker and lefse, chokladbollar and semlor, kanelbullar and kardemummabullar, and—until she died when I was ten—everything, and I mean everything, I knew about the good parts of family and about maternal love.

I cleared the throat bubble with a cough. “What was that about flying me to New York?”

“Dude, I love New York,” Tristan said without looking up from his phone.

“Tristan!” I barked. “Go find your strengths!”

THE ADRENALINE THRILL from this news was unfortunately short-lived, and not only because of Tristan’s attention deficit disorder. Though most of Premiere Prep’s clients had applied early to the Ivies and Ivy-adjacents, January 15 was a big deadline for a number of respectable academies, and my boss, Garance, had foisted a pile of procrastinators upon me after returning from holiday break. I spent the rest of the afternoon and early evening breaking my resolutions not once but thrice (potato chips, gummy worms, Keurig K-cup), talking clinically anxious teens off the proverbial cliff, and sending out emails pleading for at least partial drafts of personal statements. It didn’t take long for the replies to start rolling in:


hey Paulie sorry but i need more time. I’m at my dads house in Florida and the frogs and toads are super loud, none of us got any sleep last night.

I know I’m supposed to write about the trip I took to Guatemala but honestly it was pretty boring, could I do my ACL instead? The recovery took way longer than they thought

paulie i dont know if you heard but the prince of S— died yesterday. im not from S— but my friend is and im really upset. ill try to work on my essay but i can’t make any promises



It was hard not to feel demoralized about the future of my job, not to mention my species, as teen after teen bowed out of responsibility due to acute crisis, either real or imagined. Did these rich youths—if not the one percent, then the two-to-five—not comprehend their position on the world stage? Or did comprehension lead to chronic despair and lethargy? How it vexed me to witness them squander their time and good fortune, as if time and good fortune came in bulk from Costco and supply chains never ran dry. But while I would never admit it aloud, not even to Jemma, a tinge of envy commingled with my vexation—if not for their good fortune, for their belief in eternal life.

Just as I was about to throw up my hands and give up for the day, two more emails arrived: one from Freja, with a round-trip e-ticket to New York attached; and one from Sophie, an apple-cheeked dancer desperate to get into Case Western. Paulie don’t be mad I know this is last minute but could you edit this tonight??? My mom and I are going to Joffrey in Chicago tmrw for a training and I want to try to finish my app on the train. Thank you!!!! You’re the best!!!!!!!!

Sighing, I emailed back, No problem, kiddo! and stuck my work laptop into my bag, though I was tempted to throw it out the window. By the time I got to my car, the temperature on the dashboard read negative eighteen—enough to freeze my nostrils together and kill me within the hour. It’s strange to live somewhere so hazardous, or so my college roommate liked to hazard. (She was from San Mateo.) “I could never do it,” she’d say before I’d haul off for winter break. “You’re so brave.” But I did not feel brave when she said this. I felt like I did when I was fourteen and strangers, with a mix of horror and pity, tried to console me about my acne.

When I opened the back door of our duplex, I saw Declan standing in the kitchen holding a platter of Sloppy Joes. He wore his new Christmas apron, which read May the Forks Be with You alongside a picture of a pronged Lightsaber. I was caught off guard, as I often was after a period of absence, by how handsome he was. Declan’s hair, I liked to say, deserved its own social media, to which Declan would reply that he hated social media and I should too—privacy matters and so forth. (Software engineers love to talk about privacy.) But his locks were so dark and thick and wavy, should the world not bear witness? The same could be said for his eyelashes.

The other thing about Declan that I should say straight-out is that he’s a Good Person. Definitely a better person than I am. It’s hard to say exactly what makes him a Good Person: the goodness is just there, the way some people have knobby knees. A surprising problem about falling in love with a Good Person is that unless you, too, are a Good Person, you end up looking Bad in comparison. Or at least Worse. The one in the pair who cuts off old people in the airport security line and says horrendous things about the host on the way home from a party.

“Voilà!” Declan said, and wafted the smell from the platter toward me. “I cooked again.”

“I can see that.” I took off my mittens, unwound the scarf from around my head, removed my hat, and struggled out of my neck warmer, all while kicking off my heavy boots and shrugging off my sleeping-bag coat. Thus untrussed, I kissed him on the cheek. “Thank you, duckie.”

We sat down at the table, as we always did in the evenings, to tell each other about our days. Normally I cooked and Declan did the dishes, but his New Year’s resolution was to learn the fine art of cuisine. His approach was more methodical than ambitious, and so for the past week we’d been eating like a daycare: macaroni and cheese, grilled cheese and tomato soup, rice and beans, BLTs, and Cream of Wheat.

“You’ll never guess who called today,” I said after half a Joe.

“Your sister?”

“Nah, she’s still deep in the Movement.”

My older sister, Else, was a polyamorist, conspiracy theorist, and serial joiner of wellness cults. Every other January she’d call, euphoric, to extol the Secrets of a Happy Life before hitting me up for a bulk order of essential oils. Else and I could have a civilized conversation for about fifteen minutes before our incompatible worldviews began to chafe like inner thighs:

“Well, you guys do live near a cell tower,” Else had said with a sigh the last time we talked, after I’d told her our next-door neighbor had been diagnosed with breast cancer. “The research shows—”

“Oh no,” I’d said, standing up at the kitchen table. “I’m gonna stop you right there.”

“There’re hot spots wherever there’s 5G,” she’d continued, as if I’d said nothing. “Just because nobody’s talking about it doesn’t mean it isn’t real.”

“Actually, it does mean that.”

“I’m not saying it’s her fault—”

“That’s exactly what you’re saying!”

“I’m saying it’s AT&T’s fault! God, Paulie! If the electromagnetic radiation doesn’t kill you, your judgmentalness—”

“You mean your lack of judgment!” Then she’d hung up on me.

The Movement, Else’s latest book of revelations, had my sister staring at the sun for five minutes every morning, dancing ecstatically for three hours a night, and trading in skin-cancer pseudoscience, e.g., its invention by Coppertone at the behest of a sinister little man named Dave. We’d texted on Christmas but otherwise gave each other a wide berth, like gorillas in rival bands.

“Your mom?” Declan said, and plucked a chunk of Sloppy Joe from my plate.

She hadn’t called since Christmas, I told him with my mouth full. Even then we hadn’t talked for long. She’d grown close to a horse named Chester in equine therapy, and he was struggling with abandonment issues.

“Then who?”

“Remember the night Jemma and I made you watch the end of The Shop Around the Corner four times so you’d finally realize how perfect it is?”

Declan took a sip of water. “I remember watching it once and then you and Jemma shouting about red carnations—”

“Well, after you went to bed, Jemma and I kind of—” How did one go about explaining insensible deeds sensibly? Declan’s face bloomed with concern. “Drank more wine and filmed me doing, like, a one-woman show in the kitchen and”—I cleared my throat—“submitted the video to a Swedish reality-show casting call?”

I tended to end sentences with questions when I knew Declan would find the content questionable. His concern furrowed into confusion, the same look he got debugging code.

“Anyway,” I concluded, “they’re flying me out to New York in a few weeks, isn’t that fun?” I popped the last of my Sloppy Joe into my mouth and answered my own question. “Super fun.”

Declan said nothing, just let his gaze drift toward the right. Over the years I’d learned his silence was neither a form of withholding nor poor listening. Declan needed time to think. I wanted to give him this time, but I also wanted him to be my mirror. A free trip to New York! A free trip to Sweden—maybe!

“Is it like those shows you watch while you put on your potions and creams?” he said finally, referring to my nightly skincare regimen, during which shows about feuding rich women kept me company. Declan hated these shows. They were mean and stressful, he said, and life was mean and stressful enough. I’d explained to him that I’d been tuning in for so long that the feuding rich women felt like family. “Be nice to my moms,” I’d cajole when he’d roll his eyes at the screen—a joke, though Declan never found it funny.

“No, not at all.” I drank some water. My armpits were getting sweaty.

“What kind of show is it, then?”

“It’s a family show,” I said, though I had no idea what kind of show it was, because I hadn’t bothered to look it up.

Declan pulled out his phone. “What’s it called?”

I told him, reluctantly. He was spoiling the fun. After a moment he held up a clip of a blond woman weeping.

I pointed at the screen. “She’s crying because she’s happy.”

“I’m just so glad,” the blond hiccupped over a soaring orchestral soundtrack, “I got to come here, and see this place—”

“Manufactured epiphany,” Declan said, and for a split second I wanted to go back in time and blow up the liberal arts college where he’d majored in media and cultural studies.

Before I could retort, he tapped on the next suggested video. A group of people in matching T-shirts were racing around a maypole, screaming.

“You saw this?” he said. “And you still applied?”

“I applied,” I said carefully, “but did not see that.”

I could tell Declan was trying very hard not to sound exasperated. “Tell me you googled the show before saying yes to New York.”

“Um,” I said.

Karen Hamburger, my group therapist, often said that I protected myself through humor and willful ignorance. Not to mention defensiveness, hence the following: “Anyway, thanks for being happy for me.”

Once again, Declan said nothing. The silence comes from his German side. He’s half German, one-quarter Irish, and one-quarter English: in other words, three-quarters colonizer. The first time I met his mother, she’d shown off her gold-plated china and claimed descent from two passengers on the Mayflower.

“That was sarcasm, in case you didn’t notice.”

“A ficus would have noticed.”

“Why aren’t you more excited for me?”

“I am excited for you,” Declan said in a voice less animated than a chatbot.

I puffed air from my mouth and stood to grab two beers from the fridge.

“I thought you weren’t—”

“This is hardly the time for New Year’s resolutions!” I trumpeted. I opened the bottles with the can opener and thumped back down at the table. “I know what you’re going to say, so you don’t have to bother saying it. You’re going to say reality TV is bad.”

“That’s not what I was going to say.”

“You’re going to say it’s destroying America, blah blah blah, politics have become entertainment, nobody wants to actually do stuff anymore, they just want to be famous, and once you’re famous you go crazy.” I pointed at his phone screen, at the group of people frozen mid-flight around a maypole. “But this is a Swedish show. It won’t even air here. And Swedish TV is a lot better because”—here I had to drink some beer, to buy time to come up with a reason—“because their society actually cares about people. The planet. Women.” Now the engine was revving. “They get free health care and education, and, like, a lot of parental leave—”

“I was going to say there’s no such thing as a free trip. You end up paying one way or another—’member Puerto Vallarta?”

He was referring to the “Free Boat Ride!” I had signed us up for during our one and only tropical vacation, which ended up being the prelude to a three-hour time-share sales pitch.

“That was different,” I said. “How was I to know Derek was a flimflammer?”

“Look, if you want to go to New York, it’s not like I’d ever stop you—”

I clacked my beer down on the table. “But not stopping me is not the same as wanting me to go!”

We were dangerously close to having the same fight we had every few months. I’m too impulsive, Declan’s too circumspect; I say yes too much, he always says no. The fight never resolves itself, exactly—we just pop it like a pimple, knowing full well we’ll break out again.

But this time, Declan stopped us before the argument could really begin. He said, “I love how excited you get. You know that. I just don’t want anyone taking advantage of you.”

“Taking advantage!” I said. “I’m the one taking advantage! It’s a free trip! I don’t even know if I’d do the show—if they picked me. But they seem really nice, and I get a per diem and everything—”

Declan frowned. “See, that’s how they get you.”

I think it’s much easier to be wise if you’re a person like Declan. Declan’s favorite pastime is sitting in a chair and staring into space. When he’s not coding he’s thinking about concepts, which run the gamut from the Shaker movement to the Chinese Communist Party. One night, when I got home from work, all the lights were off, and Declan was sitting in his office with fifteen browser tabs open to various waste treatment facilities and the Paris sewer system. “I was wondering how toilets worked,” he’d explained, and then admitted he’d forgotten to go grocery shopping.

Back when I was in charge of cooking, instead of calling him to the table when dinner was ready, I’d holler: “Time to reenter the physical plane!”

But me, I’m struck dumb by most everything in the physical plane. Ripe strawberries, perfume samples, a cute guy from the hardware store giving a perfunctory hello. Obsessed is my most frequent text to Jemma, last used in reference to homemade marshmallows. I suppose Else and I have that in common, a certain willingness to be bowled over by life.

“I’m excited for you, too, you know,” Declan said. He put an arm around me, and I smelled his Declan smell: sweat and skin and soap and deodorant. Desire zinged through my lower belly.

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

We kissed—the love kind, not the lust kind. I missed making out with Declan. We mostly neglected matters of foreplay these days, though we still had plenty of sex. Why was that? I put my hand on his thigh, an invitation for more. He cleared his throat.

“I’ve got some work I need to finish up,” he said, and kissed me on the cheek. He stood up with a half-guilty, half-apologetic expression. Declan worked a lot. He was still wearing the Forks Be with You apron, which he’d probably forgotten about, and probably wouldn’t remember until I said something.

“Okay.”

“That okay?”

“Of course it’s okay.” I smiled a titch too broadly. “I have an essay to read anyway.”

“Maybe tomorrow?”

“Okay.” I drank my beer. “Sure.”

“You don’t mind cleaning up?”

“Not at all.”

He kissed the top of my head, and I said, “Thanks again for dinner.”

As I did the dishes, looking out the window over our frozen street, I caught sight of the storefront that had been vacant for over a year, ever since the bespoke candy shop had gone out of business. For several months, Declan and I had talked about setting up shop there ourselves. It would be a graceful exit strategy from Premiere Prep—follow your dreams, kids!—that would sidestep the fact I found the clientele increasingly deranged. One day, in a burst of hopefulness, I’d even called the landlord, a charming old Minneapolitan, to ask about the rent, which was surprisingly affordable given the neighborhood. “You sound like a great tenant,” he’d said. “What are your plans for the space?”

“Well,” I’d said. “I’m, um, working on a few concepts,” and then in a panic hung up. I had so many ideas, ideas coming out of my ears. One day I’d be gung ho about opening a gallery, the next a coworking space. I read an article about animal cruelty and for a week became hell-bent on a doggy daycare. Last autumn, when Declan and I walked past it, we’d batted around the idea of a web-design business wherein Declan would build the sites, I’d create the images, and everyone who walked in would get a free hot dog. But then I decided the only fun part of the plan was the hot dogs, which was around the time Declan decided he needed a break from my ideating.

I rinsed soapy water off the big frying pan and placed it on the rack while wiping my eyes on my sweater. It was dumb to get teary over an empty storefront, dumb to cry at the loss of an imaginary, better me who went sprinting toward challenges like a pole vaulter instead of perseverating on the starting line. Hot water scalded my hands as I scrubbed away at a stained wooden spoon—at last, a challenge I could meet! Else once sent me a self-help book I’d never read (actually, she’d sent me many I’d never read) called Manifest after I’d complained to her about Premiere Prep. Your job isn’t the problem Paulie, she’d written on the front flap. YOU are the problem. Love your big sister xo Else. p.s. The book cost $20 so you can mail me cash!!!

I checked my phone after drying my hands and saw that six more students had emailed over the dinner hour, all with brutal, almost corporate urgency. They needed me now, they needed feedback now, they were freaking out and so were their parents, and if I didn’t help ASAP everything would be ruined. I sighed, and, in lieu of addressing these concerns, went down the hall to draw a bath. Baths are like breaths during Minnesota winters: you have to take them or you’ll die. I’d been trying to convince Declan to build us a sauna, but he’s not a fan of extreme temperatures—extreme anything, really. As I passed his darkened office, I saw him tapping away on a glowing black screen, far above the physical plane.

I lit candles and threw in a bath bomb before wiggling out of my clothes and sinking into the warm water, or sinking as much as a woman of six feet can. (I am not rich enough to have a tub that fits me, and if I ever am, perhaps it will be a sign that I’m too rich.) I held my phone at arm’s length from the tub, and for the first time in my life googled “Sweden.” I scrolled past facts about geography, history, and culture until I arrived at a site entitled Notable, Noble, Nobel Swedes. Interesting. There were more than I thought. Ingmar Bergman, Greta Garbo, Greta Thunberg, Alfred Nobel and ABBA and Alexander Skarsgård—

I stopped scrolling when I got to Alexander’s picture. My, he was handsome. Different from Declan, who was rather hirsute. He looked—well, he looked kind of like me. Blond hair, blue eyes, fair, tall, slender. I put his name into the search engine, clicked over to videos, chose one: “Alexander Skarsgård Speaking Swedish.” There he was, in a plaid shirt, burbling away in an unintelligible tongue.

Before I knew it, the fingers on my free hand were creeping under the water toward my inner thighs. “Fleur mann shekta beelteeya ha,” Alex said confidingly to the camera. His eyes were as blue as moonlight, dark and piercing—

Oh! Oh! I would go to Sweden and everything would be different. I’d be surrounded by tens of hundreds of Alexander Skarsgårds. They’d put flower crowns in my hair and go down on me constantly, a symbol of their egalitarian society, where excellent public universities rendered Premiere Prep irrelevant. These men would carry IKEA furniture instead of guns, hunt moose instead of people, willingly give up fifty percent of their earnings to maintain a functional government, elect women instead of lunatics, go to museums instead of football games, wear interesting shoes, cook, do all the dishes, find me endlessly fascinating, and make it a breeze to turn an abandoned storefront into a fetching business, even if one had no experience nor plans nor, I daresay, discreet desires to start manifesting—

I was so caught up in my fantasy that right before I was going to climax, I dropped my phone in the bathwater. “Criminy!” I crabbed my hands through the bubbles and tossed the phone on the bathmat. “Declan?” I shouted, dabbing the phone with a towel. “Can you help me?”

After a moment, Declan’s head popped through the bathroom door. “Jesus, it’s hot in here.”

“I dropped my phone in the tub.”

“Again? How’d that happen?”

“Um,” I said.

“Keep drying it off,” he said. His head disappeared. After a moment he returned with a mixing bowl filled with dry rice.

“Thank you, duckie,” I said, nestling the phone in the rice like a hen in straw.

“No problem,” he said, without any criticism, my personal knee-jerk reaction to human error. See what I mean about him being a Good Person?

As Declan went back to his office, my phone rang, miraculously. I fished it out of the rice. It was Jemma. “Hello?” I said, putting it on speaker as I stepped out of the tub. “Hello? Hello?”

“Why are you talking so loud?” Jemma said.

“I dropped my phone in the bath. I have a bunch of work to do but I just couldn’t—”

“Again?”

“It doesn’t happen that often!” (It did.) I grabbed a towel. “You can hear me?”

“Yeah, fine. I saw your text!”

We cackled over the absurdity of it all. Jemma told me she was going to be in New York at the same time I was, filming a segment on doggie deep conditioners for one of the morning shows. Thanks to her wildly popular social channels, she flies out to New York or Los Angeles every month to film one of these guest segments. My favorite video of hers is a slo-mo montage, set to “Every Breath You Take,” of a recently blow-dried Pomeranian.

“We’ll meet for lunch in Midtown,” Jemma declared. “My treat.”

“I mean, I guess if I get to see you . . .” I said.

“You guess? This is a coup!”

“Can we go somewhere fancy?” I pumped lotion into my hands and slathered it up and down my arms. “Somewhere with three courses and starched tablecloths?”

“Of course.” Jemma paused. “What’s up? Did Declan say something?”

“Just the usual stuff. ‘Paulie, slow down. Paulie, stop and think. Paulie, why do you always say yes before you know what the question is?’”

“You can’t say he’s inconsistent.”

“Maybe a little too consistent.”

“Frankly, I wouldn’t mind a little consistency.”

Jemma is bisexual, though at this point she mostly dates women; Lucy, her on-again, off-again, was flakier than lead paint. “Anyway,” she said, chewing on what I guessed was the olive oil cake I’d dropped off at her condo that morning. “I’ve got a good feeling about this. Aunt Cecille said her friend who did the show is really close to her Swedish family now. She visits them twice a year, speaks Swedish and everything. Says it was the best experience of her life.”

“Really? You have a good feeling?” I trusted Jemma’s intuition, which had never let us down, except the time we got food poisoning from roadside empanadas in the Yucatán.

“Really,” Jemma said. Her voice turned thoughtful. “Who knows, maybe it’ll be healing.”

“Ha ha!” I said. “Reality TV! Healing!”

We laughed and laughed.




CHAPTER TWO

[image: ]

THE CASTING

Whoever invented the six-a.m. flight was either a sadist or a masochist. Or both! A few weeks later, I almost missed mine to Newark because I’d stayed up too late trying on clothes for my audition. Jemma’d been helping via FaceTime from New York, and by eleven thirty half my closet was on the bed. Declan had kindly decamped to the couch, where he’d dozed off with my grandmother’s copy of The Joy of Cooking on his chest.

“What says ‘pick me’ but also ‘I don’t care’?” I’d asked Jemma.

“A bustier and sweatpants?” she’d said.

Eventually we’d settled on a fun yet respectable plaid miniskirt suit, dressed down with tights and Doc Martens. I was feeling great about my prospects until I slept through two alarms and had to run through the airport with my dirty hair streaming behind me and my backpack flapping like an open mouth. I boarded the plane right as they were closing the gate and slept through both the flight and the bus to Manhattan. When I finally skipped down the shuttle steps near Grand Central and caught sight of Jemma, the exhaust-filled Midtown air seemed to me the sweetest nectar. Jemma screamed when she saw me, and I screamed right back. There’s something thrilling about seeing your best friend in an unfamiliar location, like having sex in the kitchen when you’re used to the bed.

“You look beautiful!” I said as we embraced. Jemma’s dark, curly hair and makeup had been heavily zhuzhed by network professionals. She wore high-waisted trousers and a powerfully purple cashmere sweater that I was certain popped in HDTV. I took my vintage Polaroid 600 out of my backpack—a black, squat loaf with a rainbow stripe and pop-up flash—and snapped a picture fast enough that she didn’t have time to pose. Jemma is excellent at posing—one million followers will do that to a person—but I preferred her pose-free.

“Good girl!” She pointed to the camera. “I haven’t seen that in forever.”

“Grabbed it on my way out the door. Why not?” I turned the lens toward us both and smiled cheesily. Click and whir went the Polaroid. I threw its box chain strap over one shoulder and adjusted my backpack on the other.

Jemma leaned forward and took a big whiff of me. “You smell good. Perfume and—what is that, cookies?”

I confessed I’d eaten a dozen Biscoffs on the plane as we linked arms and headed for the Italian restaurant where Jemma had booked a reservation. Heads turned, as they always did when we were together: Jemma was only an inch shorter than me, which meant we towered over almost everyone on the street. At the restaurant’s best table by the window—a perk of Jemma’s influencer status—we attacked the bread basket and olive oil before ordering two glasses of French champagne, cacio e pepe, gnocchi, and a pear-Gorgonzola-walnut salad to share.

“Grazie mille!” I said when the server put the cacio e pepe in front of us. I snapped a Polaroid of the plate and stuck it under my butt to develop.

“I’m so happy you’re taking pictures again,” Jemma said through a mouthful of gnocchi.

I pointed my fork at her. “Don’t.”

“Don’t what?”

“Don’t use that Make-A-Wish voice on me.”

“I think of it more like ‘encouraging aunt.’”

“I don’ nee’ encoura’ement,” I said through a mouthful of pasta. “I haf’ an MFA.”

Inspired by the greats—Diane Arbus, Dorothea Lange, Nan Goldin, Gillian Wearing—I’d taken up portraiture in my late teens, only to be trampled in university art departments for what (male) faculty and (male) peers decided was boring, domestic, sentimental drivel with “unlikeable subjects” and a lack of “gravitas” and “positionality.”

“I’m just saying, it’s been, what, five years since you quit?” Jemma said during dessert, after I’d taken a picture of our tiny espressos and tiramisu. “The world’s lucky to have you taking pictures again.”

“Your butt’s lucky to have me taking pictures again,” I said, and leaned under the table to snap a Polaroid of our long legs tangled up together.

Jemma sighed and held out her hand. “Will you at least let me post some of these?”

I shrugged and passed her the stack of film. “It’s a free country.”

“One of these days,” Jemma said, flipping through, “you’re just going to have to get used to the fact that some people are never going to like what you do, no matter how well you do it.” She waved the Polaroids. “But then you’ll figure out it doesn’t matter and do it anyway.”

I scraped the bottom of my ramekin with my tiny spoon. “That’s always been true. The difference now is that every Tom, Dick, and Harry can pillory you virtually.”

Jemma signaled for the check. “If I had a dollar for every time I was pilloried virtually, I’d be even richer than I already am.” She was referring to the various crazy people, antisemites, homophobes, and misogynists who slid into her DMs and demanded she feel like crap.

“How do you do it?” I picked up my espresso cup. “I mean it—how do you do it?”

Jemma rummaged through her purse and took out her Tums and her credit card. “I close my eyes and imagine their terrible childhoods, their broken relationships, all the love they long to have and all the love they’re lacking.” She handed the card to the server with a radiant smile, then turned back to me. “And if that doesn’t work, I picture myself fifty feet tall and crushing their houses with my bare feet.”

She signed the bill and we began walking toward the hotel where my interview would be held. Strolling, I thought for the millionth time about how remarkably well-adjusted Jemma was for a celebrity dog groomer. She was one of those emotional ninjas with an intact-enough selfhood that the world’s slings and arrows bounced off her harmlessly, like Nerf foam. Yet her selfhood wasn’t so hard or inflated that she couldn’t weep at soldier-dog reunion videos or get all revved up about my minor successes, like when I learned to make flaky croissants or started taking Polaroids again.

But for me, the world’s slings and arrows pierced hard and fast, like a steak knife to taut plastic wrap. Take my time in the art world. Because I’d been so impressionable, I’d been unable to sift through my colleagues’ valid critiques (my technique was sloppy) from the absurd ones (photographing women’s lives in a naturalistic fashion was either boring, stupid, or exploitative). The nadir came when I took a series of photographs of my great-aunt—my Swedish grandmother’s sister—for my MFA thesis show that paid homage to Sally Mann. My aunt was autistic, and I’d spent months visiting her at the nursing home before taking a single picture, hoping to capture her particular form of beauty, by which I meant her lack of artifice. What I loved about photography, specifically portraiture, was how it could draw a viewer’s attention away from the manufactured images of advertising and social media and toward something more startling. The best picture from my show emerged after I had spent ten minutes rubbing my great-aunt’s shoulders after she complained of back pain. “How does this feel?” I had asked her gently, but with Lady Bountiful undertones.

She’d cocked her head. “I don’t like it.”

I’d been put off at first, ruffled by her lack of gratitude, until offense gave way to delight. How often in this world did a person say exactly what they meant? I’d started laughing, and I took a picture of my aunt as I did. She’d looked right at me, pleased, as if I’d finally grokked something she’d understood for a long time. In short, it was a joyful project, and by the end of it I had a small yet unmistakable sense that I was onto something. And then:

“If I have to look at one more pathetic fucking portrait of someone’s grandma,” I’d overheard my professor mutter to a colleague at the opening, “I’m going to shoot turpentine in my veins.”

I’d blanched at this remark, then wilted. Then I’d decided to throw out everything I was interested in—intimate pictures of people I loved—in order to throw myself into formalism, the coin of the realm during my school days. My portraits became stiff, stilted, intricate shoots with other white women that took weeks to arrange and days to develop. Think Cindy Sherman, but with less of a wink. There was Jemma on a rocking horse. There was Else in a cemetery. There was Martha, the owner of the coffee shop where I baristaed, surrounded by creepy Victorian dolls. These portraits were sad and solemn and lifeless, and what’s worse, I knew they were sad and solemn and lifeless, but I also knew my truer impulses had thus far led to humiliation and failure. After finishing my program, I spent two years submitting this work to residencies and galleries and juries and got precisely nowhere. And then I just kind of . . . gave up.

Well, I didn’t give up entirely. I got the job at Premiere Prep, started dating Declan, enjoyed lolling about on weekends instead of staging hopeless shoots for hopeless fellowships. Once in a while I’d take pictures at a party the way a lapsed musician might pick up a guitar. It was better that way, I said to myself and anyone who asked. Less pressure. My Pentax and lenses were in a closet somewhere; I used a Diana or Polaroid when I picked up anything besides my phone, which was rare. But for some reason I’d grabbed the camera that morning, even grabbed an extra box of film from the fridge.

“Everyone should have a friend like you,” I said to Jemma when we got to the hotel. “If they did, we’d have world peace.”

She enveloped me in a hug and lifted me off my feet. I grunted from the pressure to my rib cage. “If they don’t fall in love with you in thirty seconds, call me and I’ll make them. Actually, call me anyway.” She set me down gently, like a mother with her child.

“I will.” I pulled out my phone and checked the time. “Oh no!”

“Don’t forget to call me!” Jemma said as I took off at a dead sprint toward the entrance.

“My battery’s almost dead!” I shouted.

“Borrow their phone!” she hollered.

“I can’t borrow their phone!”

“Why not?!” We were both bellowing now. Luckily we were in New York, where no one blinks unless you’ve got a gunshot wound to the abdomen.

“It’s rude!”

“Be rude!” Jemma shouted. “Be shameless! This is reality TV!”

“Okay!” I huffed as I flung open the lobby doors. “Okay! Okay!”

I WAS GREETED at the door of a sixteenth-story suite by two enormous Swedes.

“You are very tall,” the black-haired man said. He looked exactly, I’m afraid to say, like a Viking. This is not a stereotype. His biceps were the size of rump roasts.

“You’re very tall!” I said, and threw my arms open in greeting.

“You are tall,” the blond woman said, and opened the door a little wider.

“As are you!” I said.

“And you are late,” said the woman with a smile.

“Just a couple minutes—”

“Swedes are very punctual,” said the Viking, also smiling.

“Oh—” I faltered.

“Don’t make it a habit!” said the woman.

Because they were smiling, I couldn’t tell if I was in trouble. “I’m . . . sorry?”

“It’s all right, Pauline. Come in.” The woman opened the door wider. I could tell by her lilt that this was Freja. She introduced the Viking as Tocke, the executive producer of Sverige och Mig. “Would you mind taking your shoes off?”

In fact I did mind, for I had a large hole in the toe of my tights. I thought of what Jemma had said. Be shameless.

“Actually, I can’t,” I said.

Freja turned to Tocke with a puzzled glance. “You can’t?”

“I can’t,” I said, and shrugged helplessly, as if an invisible overlord had handed down the decision. “It’s not possible.”

A brief pause, during which Tocke appeared to assess the politics of the situation, as well as my feet.

“All right, then,” he said, and gestured toward a squat armchair. “Please, sit.”

“All right, then!” I said. “Here we go!” I felt a little drunk as I eased into the chair, less from the lunchtime champagne than from the euphoria of refusal. Without asking for permission, I took my camera out of my backpack. Snap—the giant harness boots and chunky sneakers on the floor. Snap—the cords crisscrossing the patterned carpet. Snap—Tocke and Freja settling themselves onto a comically small love seat. Though we were technically in a suite—a sitting room opened out from the foyer, the bedroom was to my left—the word overstates the size and quality of the place, if not the price.

“I thought we were the one taking pictures, ha ha ha,” said Tocke, gesturing to a tripod and camera set up in one corner. There were no windows in the sitting room, just two lamps, one of them neon, like a down-market bar and grill.

“You are a photographer? I do not remember this from your application, only the baking,” Freja said. She wore an oversized black jumpsuit and thick black glasses, which made her fair hair and skin seem even fairer. Stockholm women, I knew from fashion blogs, had a certain je ne sais quoi, though different from the French, of chic minimalism and casual disregard of the gender binary.

“No, it’s just for fun.” I held up the still-hazy pictures. “I’ll give them to you, if you’d like.”

Tocke waved his hand in a no-thank-you manner, and I noticed the red light on the camera was blinking. I hadn’t even checked my teeth for parsley!

“Tell us why you want to be a part of Sverige och Mig,” Tocke said. “This means ‘Sweden and Me’ in English, you know this, yes?”

“Oh! Right. Of course, definitely,” I said. “But first, um, why don’t you tell me a little about your journey?” I interlaced my fingers over my knees. “I mean, why’d you create Sweden and Me, and what makes you keep at it after a whole decade?”

This put Tocke back on his heels for a second. I had learned this approach to interviewing from a quick Google search in the elevator.

“Actually, it all started with our sister show in Norway,” Tocke said after a beat, and went on to explain that the Norwegians had years before schemed up a competitive reality show called Sjokkere Meg! (Shock me!), in which Americans with Norwegian heritage flew to their homeland to compete in a heartless boot camp with challenges like gutting fish, binge-eating lutefisk, and skiing cross-country with no prior experience. “The winner met their Norwegian family and got ten thousand dollars,” Tocke said, snapping a rubber band on his wrist, “but they learned nothing about their ancestors and their family stories. It was obvious that viewers were interested in that. We saw the DNA tests and the popularity of your genealogy shows here in the States—as you know, Sweden lost twenty percent of its population to immigration in the nineteenth century . . .” He trailed off, looking fondly into the distance. “So we thought, why don’t we relax the show, bring in a historian, keep the competition but not have it be so . . . what is the word . . . ?”

“Harsh,” Freja supplied. “The Norwegians are very harsh.”

“Yes, not so harsh, and also change the focus of the show from the culture shock to the family, to meeting the family.”

“They are also very rich, Norwegians,” Freja said. She shook her head. “From the oil. It is almost disgusting.”

Inflatable dollar signs were dancing above in my head. “And the ten thousand dollars?”

“Never.” Tocke looked horrified. “That is not what our show is about.”

“Oh,” I said. The dollar signs sputtered across the room, deflated. “Right.”

Tocke cleared his throat. “They are beautiful stories, the family stories. Every one. You have watched online, yes?”

“Um, just a little,” I said, recalling Declan’s screaming maypole.

“This is smart.” Tocke nodded. “It is better when you are surprised.”

“It is the most popular show in Sweden,” Freja said. “Last year we won an Emmy.”

“Did you?” I said. “I don’t remember seeing you on TV.”

“Well, it was an international Emmy,” Freja conceded.

“I keep it in our offices,” Tocke said, and to my great surprise I saw his eyes mist over. I had never seen a Viking cry before. The incongruity was touching, like watching a bear use a fork and knife.

“Congratulations,” I offered. “I mean, wow, that’s amazing.”

Tocke smiled. His eyes were still wet. “Why do Americans always say ‘amazing’? Everything is either amazing or awesome. What if something is not amazing? What if it is just fine?”

“My six-a.m. flight was just fine,” I said.

Tocke laughed at this. Or I hoped it was a laugh—a brief, guttural bark. “You are funny,” he said with a granite expression.

“Beautiful too,” Freja said to him, as if I weren’t there. She whipped her phone off the coffee table and started taking close-ups of my face. “Look at that,” she muttered to Tocke as she showed him the screen.

I patted my left cheek, then my right. I had never taken pictures of myself during all my years of portraiture. Jemma said I was too Midwestern for self-documentation; Karen Hamburger, my group therapist, said it was my fear of being seen. I told them both it was a protest against a culture of rampant narcissism, and somehow neither of them believed me.

“But tell me now”—Tocke leaned forward on the love seat—“why do you want to be a part of Sverige och Mig?”

“Um,” I said.

His question posed the same problem as all job interview questions: Did you answer candidly, or did you say what the interviewer slow-pitched you to say?

Because I want a new job, I could have said.

Because I want a new family, I could have said.

Because I want to be on TV! I could have said.

“Because I’ve, um, longed for years to understand who I am and where I come from,” I said. I put my chin in my hands and tried to gaze in a ponderous manner toward the neon lamp. “My whole life has maybe, um, led to this moment?”

“And why is that?” Tocke said, nodding along and scribbling something on a notepad.

“Um,” I said. I thought again of what Jemma said. Be shameless.

I took the Altoids tin out of my backpack and popped four in my mouth. “Because my family’s a teaspoon of
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