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            His name is Alex. He counts every exit in every room.

He sleeps in his clothes. He is Tom's biological son.

Found in foster care in Drammen, six-year-old Alex is a boy 

Who has learned not to trust. Tom must earn something that can't be demanded:

A child's belief that this time, the adults will stay. Meanwhile,

A girl named Nora appears in Stavanger — and the family tree grows in directions no one expected.

      

    


FORBIDDEN CHOICES

Book Three
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Chapter One: The Weight of Knowing
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The highway stretched before them like an accusation.

Tom Andersen gripped the steering wheel at ten and two, his knuckles bloodless, his jaw clenched so tight he could feel the pressure in his temples. The January darkness pressed against the windshield, broken only by the rhythmic sweep of headlights from oncoming traffic and the amber glow of street lamps that painted Rosalyn's face in fleeting stripes of gold.

She hadn't spoken since they left the social services building. Twenty-three minutes. He knew because he'd been counting, the way you count when you're afraid that if you stop, something inside you will come apart.

On her lap sat a manila folder. Inside it: a photograph, a case summary, and a name that had rewritten everything Tom thought he understood about his own life.

Anders.

Not their Anders—not the boy sleeping peacefully in his race-car bed at home, the one who called him Daddy with a certainty that could break your heart. A different Anders. A boy who shared Tom's blood, Tom's eyes, Tom's crooked left incisor. A boy Tom had never held, never read to, never watched blow out birthday candles.

A boy who was six years old, living in a foster home in Drammen, and who had no idea that somewhere across the Norwegian winter, a man was driving through the dark with his entire world caving in. Nina and Henrik’s move to Oslo last September had simplified the custody arrangement—no more two-hour drives to Bergen, no more studio apartment, Anders twenty minutes away instead of a day’s logistics. Tom and Rosalyn had followed six weeks later, trading the house for a place on the city’s outskirts, because proximity to Anders was worth any mortgage. Now the proximity had given them this.

"Tom," Rosalyn said finally. Her voice was steady, the way it always was when things were worst. She had this gift—or curse—of becoming calmer the closer everything got to collapse. "You need to breathe."

"I'm breathing."

"You're white-knuckling the wheel at a hundred and thirty."

He glanced at the speedometer. She was right. He eased off, felt the car settle, and let out a breath that tasted of stale coffee and something metallic—fear, maybe, or the adrenaline that had been coursing through him since Dr. Nygaard had laid the DNA results on the table like a grenade with the pin already pulled.

"I can't—" he started, then stopped. Tried again. "How is this possible?"

Rosalyn's hand moved to the folder on her lap. She didn't open it. She just rested her fingers on the edge, as if she could feel the weight of the child inside through paper and cardboard.

"We knew there were irregularities," she said carefully. "We knew from the beginning that the hospital—"

"Irregularities." The word came out harder than he intended. "They told us our son might not be our biological son. Fine. We dealt with that. We loved him anyway. We chose him. But nobody—" His voice cracked, and he hated it, hated the weakness, hated how his body kept betraying him when he needed it most. "Nobody told me there was another child. A child who is mine. Actually, biologically, undeniably mine."

The silence that followed was different from the one before. This one was heavier, loaded with implications neither of them was ready to unpack.

Rosalyn turned her head toward the passenger window. In the glass, Tom could see the ghostly reflection of her face—beautiful, exhausted, and wearing an expression he'd learned to recognize over eight years of marriage. It was the look she got when she was already three steps ahead of him, when her mind was building frameworks and contingency plans while he was still trying to process the raw data.

"What did you feel," she asked quietly, "when you saw his photo?"

Tom's hands tightened on the wheel again. He loosened them deliberately, finger by finger.

"I don't know."

"Yes, you do."

He drove in silence for another kilometer. The exit for their neighborhood appeared, and he took it automatically, muscle memory guiding the car through turns he could navigate in his sleep.

"I felt like I was looking at myself," he said finally. "At a version of myself that nobody ever came for."

Rosalyn made a small sound—not quite a gasp, not quite a sob. Something in between. When he glanced at her, her eyes were bright with tears she wasn't letting fall.

"That's what terrifies me," she whispered.

* * *
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THEY PULLED INTO THE driveway at eleven-fourteen. The house looked exactly as they'd left it three hours ago—porch light on, the soft glow of the living room lamp visible through the curtains, Camilla's car parked along the curb. Camilla, Rosalyn's sister, who had agreed to babysit without asking questions because she'd seen the look on Rosalyn's face and known that whatever this was, it was too big for questions. Jakob would have been asleep for hours already. Anders would have fought it.

Tom killed the engine but didn't move to get out. They sat in the cooling car, their breath beginning to fog the windows, the tick of the engine the only sound.

"What do we do?" he asked.

It was the first honest thing he'd said all night.

Rosalyn finally opened the folder. She tilted it toward the dome light, and there he was: a boy with Tom's grey-blue eyes and a mouth that seemed too serious for a six-year-old. His hair was lighter than Tom's, almost sandy, and it needed cutting—it hung over his forehead in a way that made him look like he was perpetually peering out from behind a curtain.

His name, according to the file, was Oliver Haugen. The Haugen surname had followed him from his first foster placement and stuck. Before that, according to the incomplete hospital records, he had been registered simply as a male infant, unnamed, his birth mother listed as unknown. Tom and Rosalyn would come to call him Alex—a name Rosalyn suggested one night, simple and clean, a name that belonged to no one else in this impossible story, a way to speak about him without invoking the file or the case number or the weight of everything his legal name carried.

"He's been in four placements," Rosalyn said, reading from the summary in a voice stripped of everything except fact. "The current family, the Gressviks—they've had him since he was three. They seem stable. The case worker describes him as quiet, intelligent, and—" She paused. "Deeply attached to routine."

"Deeply attached to routine," Tom repeated. He thought of their Anders—their Anders, he couldn't stop the possessive, couldn't stop the instinct to draw a line between the boy inside and the boy in the photograph—who melted down if his bedtime was shifted by ten minutes. Who needed his dinosaur pajamas and his exact cup and his specific corner of the couch. Who had his own rituals and rhythms that Tom and Rosalyn had learned the way you learn a language, through immersion and love and a thousand patient repetitions.

Was that genetic? Was that Tom's legacy—this need for order, for predictability, for a world that held still long enough to trust?

"The Gressviks," he said. "Do they want to adopt him?"

Rosalyn closed the folder. "Dr. Nygaard said they've expressed interest. But the biological father has legal standing, and now that you've been identified—"

"Identified." Another clinical word for something that felt like a knife.

"Tom." She reached for his hand, and he let her take it. Her fingers were cold from the car, but her grip was fierce—the grip of a woman who had already survived one impossible situation and was steeling herself for the next. "We don't have to decide anything tonight."

"I know."

"But we do need to go inside. Camilla's probably worried. And Anders—our Anders—will wake up in seven hours wanting pancakes and wanting you to make them, and he won't know that anything has changed."

The cruelty of that simplicity hit Tom like a wave. His son—the boy he'd raised, the boy who had reshaped his entire existence, the boy who was not his blood but was his in every way that mattered—would wake up tomorrow in a world that looked exactly the same. And somewhere in Drammen, another boy—a boy who was his blood—would wake up in a world that had never included Tom at all.

"Okay," he said. "Let's go in."

* * *
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CAMILLA WAS ON THE couch with a glass of wine and a novel she clearly hadn't been reading, because it was still open to page thirty-seven and she'd been here for three hours. She stood the moment they came through the door, her eyes moving between them with the precision of someone trained to read emotional weather.

"He went down at eight," she said. "No problems. Read The Dinosaur Who Lost His Roar twice, wanted water once, and asked when Daddy would be home."

"Thank you," Rosalyn said, and the steadiness in her voice was remarkable. "Was he—did he seem okay?"

"He was perfect. Happy. Normal." Camilla paused, her gaze sharpening. "Jakob went down at seven without a fuss. Anders took a bit longer. Are you okay?"

Rosalyn glanced at Tom. A conversation passed between them in the space of a heartbeat—the kind of silent negotiation that marriages develop over years, an entire dialogue compressed into eye contact and the slight shift of weight.

"We're fine," Rosalyn said. "Just tired. It was a long meeting."

Camilla didn't believe it. She was too smart for that, and she knew her sister too well. But she also understood boundaries, and whatever was happening behind Rosalyn's careful composure, it wasn't going to come out tonight.

"Okay," Camilla said. She gathered her things, kissed Rosalyn's cheek, squeezed Tom's arm. "Call me if you need anything. I mean it. Any time."

After she left, the house felt enormous. Tom stood in the hallway and listened to the sounds of their life—the hum of the refrigerator, the soft whisper of the heating system, the barely audible rhythm of Anders' breathing from upstairs, and from the room next door, Jakob's occasional sleep-murmur, the formless commentary of a three-year-old's dreams.

"I need to see him," Tom said.

He took the stairs quietly, each step deliberate, and pushed open the door to Anders' room. The nightlight cast a pale blue glow across the ceiling, where glow-in-the-dark stars mapped constellations that didn't exist anywhere except in a five-year-old's imagination. Anders was curled on his side, one arm wrapped around Rex—the stuffed T-Rex that had been his constant companion since he was two—and his face slack with the absolute trust of a child who has never had reason to doubt that the world is safe.

Tom lowered himself to the floor beside the bed. He sat with his back against the wall and watched his son breathe.

My son.

The words felt different now. Not less true—never less true—but complicated in a way they hadn't been twenty-four hours ago, when fatherhood was a single uncomplicated line drawn between Tom's heart and this sleeping boy.

Now there were two lines. One drawn in love, one drawn in blood, and Tom had no idea how to hold both without one of them snapping.

He pressed his palms against his eyes and willed himself not to cry. It didn't work. The tears came silently, spilling through his fingers and onto his jeans, and he let them because there was no one watching and because some truths are too heavy to carry dry-eyed.

Somewhere in the house, he heard Rosalyn running water in the kitchen. Putting the kettle on. Making tea. Doing the small, practical things that kept a household turning, even when the people inside it were falling apart.

After a while—he didn't know how long, time had become unreliable—he heard her footsteps on the stairs. She appeared in the doorway, two mugs in her hands, and when she saw him on the floor she didn't ask if he was okay. She just handed him his tea, sat down beside him, and leaned her head against his shoulder.

They sat like that for a long time, watching their son sleep, and said nothing, because there were no words in any language for what they were feeling.

"I keep thinking," Tom said finally, his voice barely above a whisper, "about what he looks like in the morning."

Rosalyn didn't have to ask which he.

"The photo," Tom continued. "He has this expression—like he's waiting for something bad to happen. Like he's already braced. A six-year-old shouldn't look like that, Ros."

"No," she agreed. "He shouldn't."

"And I think about our Anders waking up and the first thing he does is smile. Every morning. Like the world is this incredible gift he gets to unwrap again. And I think—" His voice fractured. "I think about what made the difference. And the answer is us. We're the difference. And this other boy—he didn't have us."

Rosalyn set down her mug. She took his face in her hands, forcing him to look at her, and in the blue glow of the nightlight her eyes were fierce with something that went beyond sympathy, beyond understanding. It was recognition—the recognition of a woman who could see exactly where this was heading and who loved him enough to walk into it with her eyes open.

"Then we figure it out," she said. "Whatever it takes. We figure it out."

"How?"

"I don't know yet. But we've survived worse."

Tom looked at her—really looked at her—and felt the familiar ache of gratitude that had become the bedrock of their marriage. This woman. This impossibly strong, impossibly tender woman who had stood beside him through revelation after revelation, who had chosen him and their son and this life with a ferocity that left him breathless.

He kissed her. Not desperately, not with the frantic energy that sometimes overtook them when the world pressed too hard. Gently. With intention. A kiss that said: I'm here. We're here. This is real.

"Let's go to bed," Rosalyn whispered against his mouth. "Tomorrow, we start. Tonight, I just need you close."

They checked Anders one more time—adjusted his blanket, moved Rex to a more secure position in the crook of his arm—and then crossed the hall to their bedroom. Tom closed the door softly and stood in the darkness, listening to Rosalyn undress, the whisper of fabric, the quiet intimacy of a routine they'd shared a thousand times.

When they lay down, she pulled him close, her body warm against his, her heartbeat steady under his palm. He buried his face in her hair and breathed in the scent of her—shampoo—coconut, the weekend kind and underneath it all, the irreducible Rosalyn that no perfume could replicate.

"I'm scared," he said into the dark.

"I know."

"Not of him. Not of Alex. Of what this means. Of what I might have to choose."

She was quiet for a moment. Then she took his hand and pressed it against her heart.

"You don't have to choose tonight," she said. "Tonight, you just have to be here. With me. With Anders. That's all."

He pulled her closer, and she turned in his arms, pressing her back against his chest in the position they always fell asleep in—his arm over her waist, her fingers threaded through his. The position of people who have learned that the safest place in the world is against each other.

Sleep came slowly, in fragments, and when it finally pulled him under, Tom dreamed of two boys standing on opposite sides of a river, both calling his name, both reaching out their hands, and him standing in the middle of the water, unable to move.

* * *
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THE ALARM WENT OFF at six-thirty.

Tom opened his eyes to gray January light filtering through the curtains and for exactly three seconds, he existed in the merciful blankness of early waking, before memory crashed back like a wave and he was underwater all over again.

Beside him, Rosalyn was already awake. He could tell by her breathing—the shallow, measured rhythm of someone who has been lying still and thinking.

"Morning," she said quietly.

Before he could answer, the door burst open and Anders appeared—a small tornado in dinosaur pajamas, his hair sticking up in six directions, Rex clutched under one arm.

"Daddy! Pancakes day! You said Saturday is pancakes day!"

Tom sat up and opened his arms, and Anders launched himself onto the bed with the full-body abandon that only children possess. He crashed into Tom's chest, all elbows and knees and morning warmth, and wrapped his arms around Tom's neck with a grip that could anchor a ship. Behind him, Jakob toddled in on sturdy legs, clutching his stuffed elephant by one ear, his dark curls flattened on one side from sleep. He climbed onto the bed with the determined inefficiency of a three-year-old and inserted himself between Tom and Rosalyn with the absolute certainty that this space belonged to him.

"Pancakes day," Tom confirmed, his voice thick. He held his son—his son—and closed his eyes and breathed.

"With chocolate bits?"

"With chocolate bits."

"And the face? You make the face with the blueberry eyes?"

"Blueberry eyes. Got it."

Anders pulled back and studied Tom's face with the terrifying perceptiveness of young children.

"Daddy, why are your eyes red?"

"Allergies," Tom said.

"In winter?"

"Daddy's special," Rosalyn interjected smoothly, climbing out of bed and scooping Anders up in one practiced motion. "Come on, monster. Let's get you washed up while Daddy makes the batter."

She carried Anders out, throwing Tom a look over her shoulder that was equal parts tenderness and steel. Hold it together. Not in front of him. Whatever falls apart, not in front of him.

Tom sat on the edge of the bed and pressed his hands flat against his thighs, grounding himself the way the therapist had taught him—five things you can see, four things you can touch, three things you can hear.

He could hear Anders laughing in the bathroom, the bright cascade of a child who trusted the morning, who trusted his parents, who had no reason to believe that the architecture of his small, safe world was about to be tested in ways none of them could predict. Beneath the laughter, Jakob’s voice—a three-year-old’s commentary on the injustice of having water in his eyes, delivered with the righteous indignation of someone who believed shampoo was a form of persecution.

Tom stood up. He went downstairs. He made pancakes.

And he didn't look at the manila folder on the kitchen table, because if he looked at it, he would see the photograph, and if he saw the photograph, he would see a boy with his own eyes who had never tasted Saturday morning pancakes with chocolate bits and blueberry-eye faces.

And if he thought about that, he would break.

So he made the batter. He heated the pan. He drew a face with blueberries and called his son to breakfast and set Jakob in his high chair with a banana cut into coins and performed the sacred, ordinary ritual of a Saturday morning with the desperate precision of a man who knows that nothing ordinary will ever feel ordinary again.
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Chapter Two: Fault Lines
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The pancakes were perfect.

Tom had always been good at this—the mechanical execution of routine while his insides dissolved. It was a skill he'd developed in childhood, watching his own father navigate marriage and mortgage and middle-age disappointment with a smile that never reached his eyes, and he'd sworn he would never become that man. Yet here he was, flipping pancakes with theatrical precision while his five-year-old clapped and his wife watched him with eyes that held a storm.

Anders ate three pancakes, proclaimed them "the best in all of Norway and also space," and then retreated to the living room, where he arranged his dinosaur figurines in a formation that followed rules only he understood. Tom watched him through the kitchen doorway—the serious concentration, the small hands positioning each plastic creature with exacting care—and felt his heart do something physically painful, a contraction that had nothing to do with medicine and everything to do with love.

"He's fine," Rosalyn said quietly, appearing beside him with the coffee pot. "He doesn't know anything."

"He asked about my eyes."

"He's five. He'll forget by lunchtime."

She poured two cups, black for her, milk and sugar for him—the small knowledge of a long partnership—and sat at the kitchen table. The manila folder was still there, exactly where she'd left it last night. Neither of them had moved it. It sat between the salt shaker and the fruit bowl like an unexploded device.

Tom sat across from her and wrapped his hands around the warm mug. Outside, the January morning was the particular shade of grey that made Scandinavian winters feel eternal—a low sky pressing down on snow that had lost its whiteness and turned the color of old sheets.

"We need to talk about this," Rosalyn said.

"I know."

"Not tonight, not later, not when we're ready. Now. Because if I know you—and I do know you—you're going to spend the next forty-eight hours spiraling inside your own head until you're so deep in guilt and fear that you can't function."

She wasn't wrong. She was almost never wrong about the internal mechanics of Tom Andersen, and the fact that she could map his emotional landscape with such precision was both a comfort and a kind of exposure.

"Okay," he said. "Talk."

Rosalyn opened the folder. She spread its contents across the table with the clinical efficiency of someone who had spent a decade managing complex projects—which she had, before Anders, before everything. Case summary on the left. DNA results in the center. Photograph on the right.

Tom's eyes went to the photograph first. He couldn't help it. The boy—Alex, they were calling him Alex to differentiate, though his legal name was Oliver Haugen—stared back at him with an expression that Tom recognized because he'd seen it in his own bathroom mirror during the worst stretches of the past two years. It was the face of someone who had learned to expect nothing, so that when nothing came, it wouldn't hurt.

"Here's what we know," Rosalyn said, pulling on her reading glasses and adopting the tone she used when she was constructing a problem from its component parts. "Alex—Oliver, legally—was born at Haukeland University Hospital on June twenty-first, twenty-twenty-one. His birth mother is listed as unknown in the hospital records—the file was incomplete, possibly deliberately. He was placed in foster care at fourteen months. Listed father as unknown."

Tom stared at the summary. “But the swap means that the hospital’s records were wrong from the start. Nina was listed as mother of the baby she took home—Anders. The baby she didn’t take home—Alex—was registered with no mother at all. So when the first foster family died and barnevernet searched for next of kin—”

“They found nothing,” Rosalyn finished. “Because there was nothing to find. Nina’s name was attached to the wrong child. Maja’s name had been erased entirely. And the caseworker who could have corrected the records—”

“Didn’t.”

“Didn’t. The swap didn’t just steal children, Tom. It erased the connections that would have found them.”

The silence that followed was the kind that reorganises understanding. Tom had assumed incompetence—paperwork lost, databases not cross-referenced, the ordinary failures of an overstretched system. But this was different. This was architecture. Someone had built a wall between a mother and her child, and that wall had held for six years because no one knew it was there.

"But he's mine."

"The DNA confirms it. Ninety-nine point nine seven percent."

The number sat between them, absolute and irrefutable.

"The hospital's baby-swap investigation identified him eight months ago, but the confirmation of your paternity only came through last week. Bureaucratic delay, they said." Rosalyn's voice tightened on those last two words. "Eight months they sat on this while a six-year-old stayed in foster care."

"Jesus."

"He's been with the Gressvik family since twenty-twenty-three. Before that, two other placements. The first ended when the foster mother had health issues. The second—" She paused, her jaw working. "The report uses the phrase 'environment concerns.' They don't elaborate."

Tom felt something cold move through him. "Abuse?"

"I don't know. They won't share details with us yet. We'd need legal standing."

"I'm his father."

"Biologically, yes. Legally, you have no established relationship. That's what Dr. Nygaard was trying to explain last night—you have rights, but they're not automatic. You'd need to petition for recognition."

Tom pushed back from the table and stood. He couldn't sit still. He paced to the window and stared at the driveway, where their car sat under a dusting of overnight snow, and beyond it, the quiet suburban street where they'd built a life they thought they understood.

"So there's a boy—my boy—who might have been hurt, who has been bounced between strangers for six years, who has my goddamn face—and the system is telling me I need to fill out forms?"

"The system is broken. We knew that. It's the same system that swapped two babies and didn't catch it for years."

From the living room, Anders' voice drifted in: "Rawr! T-Rex is king! Triceratops, you have to bow!"

Tom closed his eyes.

"What are the options?" he asked.

Rosalyn had clearly been thinking about this all night, because her answer came without hesitation. "Option one: we acknowledge Alex's existence legally but don't pursue custody. He stays with the Gressviks, potentially gets adopted by them, and we have some form of contact arrangement."

"No."

"Let me finish. Option two: we pursue full custody of Alex. Bring him into our home. Raise both boys."

"Both boys who are named Anders."

"We'd navigate that."

"How? 'Hey, Anders, this is also Anders. He's technically the Anders we were supposed to have and you're technically not, but don't worry about it'?"

His voice had risen. From the living room, the dinosaur battle paused. They both froze, listening, until the sound effects resumed and they could breathe again.

"Option three," Rosalyn continued, lowering her voice. "Something in between. Gradual introduction. Shared time. A blended arrangement."

"That's not an option, that's a holding pattern."

"And option four." She met his eyes. "We do nothing. We let the Gressviks adopt him, we send birthday cards, and we spend the rest of our lives knowing your son grew up without you."

The silence after that had weight. It pressed against the walls and the windows and the space between them, heavy as water.

"That's not an option either," he said.

"No," Rosalyn agreed. "It's not."

* * *
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THE PHONE RANG AT TEN. Tom saw the name on the screen and felt his stomach drop.

Nina.

He showed the screen to Rosalyn, who closed her eyes briefly and nodded. They had known this call was coming. Dr. Nygaard had informed all affected parties simultaneously—it was protocol, she'd said, as if protocol could somehow soften the detonation of lives.

Tom answered. "Nina."

"Tell me it's not true." Her voice was controlled the way a wire is controlled when it's pulled taut—one more degree of tension and it would snap. "Tell me there is not another child."

"Nina—"

"Because I have spent two years—two years—rebuilding my life, rebuilding my son's life, learning to share him with people I didn't choose, accepting a situation I never asked for. And now you're telling me there's another boy? Another mistake? Another—" She stopped. He could hear her breathing, harsh and ragged, and behind it, the sound of Henrik's voice, low and steady, saying something Tom couldn't make out.

"I just found out," Tom said. "Last night. I'm as—"

"Don't you dare say you're as shocked as I am. You have no idea what this feels like from where I'm standing."

She was right. He didn't. Nina's position in this catastrophe was uniquely terrible: she had raised the child she loved as her biological son, only to discover he wasn't—and now, the system that had made that error was revealing that the actual biological child had been out there all along, unclaimed, unnamed in any way that mattered.

"What does this mean for us?" Nina demanded. "For our Anders? Is this going to change our arrangement?"

"I don't know yet. We haven't—"

"Because if you think for one second that I'm going to let this situation destabilize what we've built, what Henrik and I have built—"

"Nina." Henrik's voice came through now, closer, as if he'd taken the phone or moved beside her. "Nina, let him talk."

A pause. Then Nina again, quieter but no less fierce: "I need to know that my son is safe. That's all I've ever needed."

"Your son is safe," Tom said, and he meant it with every cell. "Our Anders—the Anders we've all been raising—he's not going anywhere. This doesn't change him. It doesn't change us. It just—it complicates things."

"Complicates." She laughed, and there was nothing funny in it. "God, Tom. You have a gift for understatement."

After they hung up, Tom sat at the table and stared at the phone as if it might ring again, delivering more impossible news. Rosalyn came up behind him and rested her hands on his shoulders, her thumbs pressing into the knots that had taken up permanent residence in the muscles along his spine.

"How bad?" she asked.

"Bad. Scared. Angry. All the things."

"Henrik?"

"Trying to be steady. You could hear it—he's holding her together."

Rosalyn's fingers worked deeper into the tension. "She'll come around. She's afraid, and when Nina's afraid, she attacks. But she loves that boy—both those families love that boy—and nobody is going to let him be hurt."

"And Alex?"

Her hands stilled. "Alex doesn't have anyone attacking on his behalf. That's the difference."

Tom turned in the chair and pulled her onto his lap. She came willingly, folding against him with the ease of long practice, her arms around his neck, her forehead resting against his.

"I can't stop seeing his face," Tom whispered. "That picture. He looks like me, Ros. Not a little bit—exactly like me. My eyes, my jaw, even the way his hair falls. It's like looking at a version of myself that got left behind."

"I know."

"And I keep thinking—what if it was our Anders? What if it was our boy who'd been bounced around, living with strangers, never knowing his real parents? I'd be insane. I'd tear the system apart."

Rosalyn pulled back enough to look at him. Her eyes were clear, resolute, and terrified in equal measure.

"Then we can't leave him there," she said. "Whatever we decide—custody, adoption, some kind of arrangement—we can't just know about him and walk away. That's not who we are."

"It's not that simple."

"I didn't say it was simple. I said it was right."

* * *
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ANDERS FOUND THE PHOTOGRAPH at noon.

Tom had been distracted—a phone call from their lawyer, Daniel Berge, who had heard about the case and wanted to discuss "strategy" as if Alex were a problem to be solved rather than a child to be loved—and he'd left the folder open on the counter while he took the call in the hallway.

He came back to find Anders standing on his stepstool, the photograph in his small hands, studying it with the intense scrutiny children reserve for things they don't understand but know are important.

"Daddy, who's this?"

The floor tilted. Tom felt it actually shift beneath him, a physical manifestation of the psychic earthquake, and he had to grip the doorframe to steady himself.

"That's—" He crossed the kitchen in three steps and gently took the photograph. "That's someone Daddy and Mummy are helping."

"He looks like you."

The observation, delivered with childish casualness, hit Tom like a fist. He crouched to Anders' level, bringing himself eye-to-eye with his son.

"You think so?"

"Yeah. His eyes are like yours. And his hair goes—" Anders made a swooping gesture across his own forehead. "Like yours does when you wake up."

Tom smiled, and it cost him everything. "You're very observant."

"What's observant?"

"It means you notice things."

"Is he your friend?"

"He's—" Tom looked at Rosalyn, who had appeared in the doorway, her face white. "He's a boy who needs help. And your mummy and daddy are figuring out how to help him."

Anders considered this with the gravity of a five-year-old processing adult information. Then he nodded, apparently satisfied, and held out Rex.

"Rex can help. Rex is the bravest."

Tom took the stuffed dinosaur, held it against his chest for a moment, then handed it back.

"Rex is definitely the bravest," he agreed. "How about you and Rex go build something amazing in the living room while Mummy and I finish our boring grown-up stuff?"

Anders departed with the purposeful march of a child on a mission, and Tom collapsed into a chair.

"He saw the picture," he said unnecessarily.

Rosalyn moved to the counter and closed the folder, sliding it into a drawer with deliberate finality. "We need to be more careful."

"He said Alex looks like me."

"He does look like you."

"Five years old and he saw it in three seconds."

Rosalyn sat beside him. She took both his hands, and her grip was so tight it almost hurt, but he didn't pull away because the pain was grounding, was real, was a tether to a moment that felt otherwise like free fall.

"Tom. Listen to me. We are going to get through this. We've gotten through everything else—the swap, the investigation, the custody arrangement with Nina and Henrik, all of it. And we'll get through this too. But I need you here. I need you present. Not drowning in guilt, not disappearing into your own head. Here. With me. With Anders."

"Which Anders?" The question slipped out before he could stop it, carrying a bitterness he hadn't intended.

Rosalyn flinched. It was tiny, barely perceptible, but Tom saw it and hated himself for causing it.

"I'm sorry," he said. "I didn't mean—"

"Yes, you did. And it's a fair question." She took a breath. "Both. You need to be here for both of them. And for me. Because I'm terrified too, Tom. I'm terrified of what this means for our family, for our marriage, for everything we've built. But I refuse—I refuse—to let fear make our decisions."

He leaned forward and kissed her forehead. "When did you get so brave?"

"I'm not brave. I'm just stubborn."

"Same thing, in my experience."

She almost smiled. Not quite, but almost, and in this new landscape of impossible choices and phantom children, an almost-smile felt like a victory.

"Call Daniel back," she said. "Tell him we want to know our options. All of them. And then call Dr. Nygaard and ask for a full case file on Alex. Medical history, developmental assessments, everything."

"And then?"

She stood, straightening her shoulders the way she did before important meetings, before difficult conversations, before any moment that required the full deployment of Rosalyn Andersen.

"And then we figure out how to be parents to two boys who don't know about each other yet. One step at a time."

From the living room, Anders' voice rang out: "Mummy! Rex built a castle! Come see!"

Rosalyn went. Tom sat alone in the kitchen, the phantom weight of the photograph still in his hands, and tried to imagine a future that had room for all of them.

He couldn't see it yet. But he could feel it, the way you feel the sun through heavy clouds—invisible but warm, and somewhere above the grey, undeniably there.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Three: The Hours Between
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Sleep had become a country Tom could no longer enter.

He lay in the dark at two-seventeen in the morning, Rosalyn curved against him like a question mark, her breathing the slow tide of deep sleep, and he stared at the ceiling as if the plaster might rearrange itself into answers. The house made its nighttime sounds—the settling of old wood, the distant hum of the boiler, the intermittent whisper of wind against the bedroom window—and each one felt amplified, as though the silence between them was a microphone held up to his failing composure.

Four nights since the meeting with Dr. Nygaard. Four nights of this.

During the day, he could manage. He could be Daddy. He could flip pancakes and build Lego towers and read The Dinosaur Who Lost His Roar with all the voices, and he could look at Anders—their Anders, the only Anders his son knew about—and feel the uncomplicated warmth of fatherhood as it had existed before the folder, before the photograph, before the word biological had detonated in the center of his life like a landmine buried years ago by strangers.

But at night, the machinery of distraction shut down, and Tom was left alone with the geometry of his situation: two boys, one name, and a man in the middle who couldn't figure out how to love one without feeling he was abandoning the other.

He slipped out of bed carefully, extracting himself from Rosalyn's gravity with practiced slowness—she was a light sleeper ordinarily, but exhaustion had pulled her deep tonight, and she didn't stir. He stood in the dark bedroom and watched her for a moment: the fall of her hair across the pillow, the slight parting of her lips, the way one hand remained outstretched toward the space he'd occupied, as if even in sleep she was reaching for him.

I don't deserve you, he thought, and then corrected himself, because the therapist—Dr. Halvorsen, who they'd been seeing since the original baby-swap crisis—had taught him to challenge those narratives. You deserve love. You deserve partnership. The fact that things are hard doesn't make you unworthy.

Fine. He could think the correct thoughts. That didn't mean he felt them.

He pulled on a sweater and went downstairs. The kitchen was blue-grey in the ambient light from the street, and he moved through it by muscle memory, filling the kettle, setting it to boil at a low temperature so the whistle wouldn't carry upstairs. While the water heated, he opened his laptop on the kitchen table.

He shouldn't. He knew he shouldn't. But he did it anyway, the way you press on a bruise to confirm it's still there.

He typed Oliver Haugen Drammen into the search bar.

Nothing came up. Of course nothing came up—the child was six years old and in the foster system, protected by privacy laws that Tom was simultaneously grateful for and enraged by. He tried baby swap Haukeland University Hospital and got the same articles he'd already read forty times, the careful journalistic language that reduced his family's catastrophe to column inches and click metrics. Administrative irregularities. Under investigation. Families affected have been contacted.

He closed the laptop and pressed his palms flat on the table.

What would Alex be doing right now? Sleeping, presumably. In a bed in Drammen, in the Gressvik house, under a roof that wasn't Tom's, dreaming dreams that Tom would never know about. Did he have a stuffed animal? Did he have a nightlight? Did someone sit beside his bed when he was afraid, the way Tom sat beside Anders' bed, and whisper that everything was going to be okay?

Or did he lie in the dark alone, a six-year-old who had learned that no one was coming, that the dark was just the dark and you endured it the way you endured everything else—quietly, without expectation, without hope?

The kettle clicked off. Tom made tea and didn't drink it.

* * *

[image: ]


ROSALYN FOUND HIM AT the table at five-thirty, the tea cold, the laptop closed, his eyes raw.

She didn't say anything at first. She just stood in the doorway in his old university t-shirt—the one she'd claimed years ago and that fit her like a dress, hanging to mid-thigh, the collar stretched wide enough to show the slope of her collarbone—and looked at him with an expression that contained multitudes.

"How long?" she asked.

"Since two."

"Tom."

"I know."

She crossed the kitchen and took the cold mug from his hands, emptying it in the sink and starting fresh. While the kettle reboiled, she stood with her back to the counter, arms crossed, studying him the way she studied problems at work—not with judgment, but with the focused attention of someone who intended to solve whatever was in front of her.

"You can't keep doing this," she said. "You're not sleeping, you're barely eating, and yesterday you put Anders' lunch in the washing machine."

"It was near the lunch box."

"It was a banana, Tom. In the washing machine."

He almost laughed. The absurdity of it, the banana spinning among the darks cycle—it was the kind of thing they would have laughed about before. In the before, which was how he'd started thinking of everything prior to that evening in Dr. Nygaard's office. Before and after. Two countries separated by a folder and a photograph.

"I keep seeing his face," Tom said. "Not in a—not metaphorically. Literally. I close my eyes and he's there. Those eyes. My eyes. In a face that nobody tucked in last night."

Rosalyn poured two fresh mugs and sat across from him. Under the kitchen's overhead light, she looked tired in a way that went beyond sleep deprivation—a soul-tiredness, the weariness of a woman who had been holding too much for too long and was starting to feel the weight in her bones.

"Daniel called again yesterday," she said. "While you were at the store with Anders."

"What did he say?"

"He's filed the paternity recognition petition. It should be processed within two to three weeks. After that, you'll have legal standing to request information, visits—"

"Two to three weeks." Tom's jaw tightened. "That's two to three more weeks where my son is living with strangers."

"The Gressviks aren't strangers to him. They're the closest thing to parents he's had."

"That doesn't make it okay."

"No. It makes it complicated." She reached across the table and took his hand. Her fingers were warm from the mug, and the contact sent a current through him—not electric, but thermal, the steady heat of a woman who was his home in every sense that mattered. "We need to talk about something else."

"What?"

"Us."

The word landed differently than it should have. Us had always been solid ground, the one foundation Tom trusted absolutely. But he heard something in Rosalyn's voice—a careful quality, as if she were stepping onto ice and testing its thickness with each word.

"What about us?" he asked.

"You've been somewhere else for four days. Physically here, mentally—gone. And I understand why, I do. But Anders notices. He asked Camilla yesterday if daddies sometimes forget how to smile."

The sentence hit Tom like a physical blow. He pulled his hand back and pressed it over his eyes, and for a terrible moment, the grief he'd been containing rose up and threatened to spill over in a way he wouldn't be able to control.

"Oh God."

"He's five. He doesn't understand the details, but he understands atmosphere. He knows something is wrong, and his default assumption—the assumption of every child his age—is that it's his fault."

"It's not his fault. Jesus, Ros, none of this is his fault."

"Then show him that. Be present. Not just in the room—present. Because right now, you're so consumed with the child you don't have that you're disappearing from the one you do."

The words were precise and devastating, and Tom knew she was right. He knew it the way you know a diagnosis—with resistance first, then the terrible clarity of recognition.

"I'm sorry," he said.

"I don't want sorry. I want you." She stood and moved around the table, and then she was standing between his knees, her hands on his shoulders, her face close enough that he could see the green flecks in her brown eyes, the tiny scar above her left eyebrow from a childhood fall she'd told him about on their third date. "I need my husband back. Not perfect, not fixed—just here. In this kitchen. In this family. With me."

He looked up at her, and something shifted in the space between them—the air charged with something older and deeper than the crisis, something that lived in the bedrock of their relationship and had survived every earthquake the world had thrown at it.

"I'm here," he said. "I'm right here."

"Prove it."

It wasn't a challenge. It was an invitation. He saw it in her eyes, felt it in the way her fingers moved from his shoulders to the back of his neck, tracing the line of his haircut, the gesture she always made when she wanted him to stop thinking and start feeling.

He stood, and the movement brought them flush together, her body against his, the thin cotton of his t-shirt the only barrier between her skin and the morning air. He kissed her—not gently this time, not with the careful tenderness of the past four nights. This was different. This was need stripped of pretense, the raw admission that he was drowning and she was air.

Rosalyn responded with equal urgency. Her hands fisted in his sweater, pulling him closer, and when she gasped against his mouth, the sound unlocked something in Tom that he'd been keeping caged since the moment Dr. Nygaard had opened that folder.

"Upstairs," she whispered. "Before Anders wakes up."

They moved through the house like conspirators, quiet and quick, and when they reached the bedroom, Rosalyn pushed the door shut with her foot and pulled his sweater over his head in one smooth motion. The room was warming with the first light, the sky through the curtains shifting from charcoal to pearl, and in that half-light she was luminous—the curve of her waist, the shadow of her throat, the way she looked at him as if he were the only solid thing in a liquid world.

"Don't think," she said, her voice low. "Whatever's in your head—put it down. Just for now. Be here with me."

She pulled his t-shirt—her t-shirt—over her head, and Tom's breath caught the way it always did, because even after eight years, even after everything, the sight of her still reset something fundamental in his nervous system. She was beautiful in a way that had nothing to do with perfection and everything to do with familiarity—this body he knew like his own, these curves his hands had memorized, this skin that carried the history of their life together in stretch marks and freckles and the small scar on her hip from the C-section that had brought Anders into the world.

He pulled her close and buried his face in the curve of her neck, breathing her in—sleep-warm skin, the faint trace of the jasmine lotion she applied every night, and underneath, the scent that was purely her, the one he could find in a dark room among a thousand women.

"I love you," he said against her throat. "I love you and I'm terrified."

"I know." She arched into him, her fingers trailing down his spine with a pressure that made his muscles release one by one, as if she were unlocking a combination. "But right now, there's nothing to be afraid of. Right now, it's just us."

She guided him to the bed, and they fell together with the grace of long practice, bodies finding their familiar choreography even as something new moved between them—an intensity born of fear, of fragility, of the understanding that the foundation they stood on had shifted and they needed to find each other again in the new topography.

Tom traced the landscape of her body with hands that trembled slightly—not from cold, not from nerves, but from the sheer overwhelm of sensation after days of numbness. Every point of contact was a reclamation, a way of saying I'm still here, I'm still yours, this is still real. Her collarbone under his lips. The impossible softness of her inner thigh against his hip. The way she whispered his name—just his name, nothing else, Tom—as if it were the answer to a question she'd been asking all week.

When he entered her, slowly, with a deliberateness that had nothing to do with technique and everything to do with intention, Rosalyn's eyes opened and locked onto his, and for a suspended moment, the rest of the world—the folder, the photograph, the two boys, the impossible math of love—fell away. There was only this: two people who had chosen each other, who kept choosing each other, moving together in the grey January light with a desperation that was also, somehow, a kind of prayer.

She wrapped her legs around him and pulled him deeper, and the sound she made—low, involuntary, almost pained—sent a shockwave through him that obliterated thought. He moved with her, finding the rhythm that was theirs alone, the one they'd discovered early in their relationship and had refined over years into something that felt less like sex and more like communication. Every thrust was a sentence. Every gasp was a response. The conversation they couldn't have with words, they had with their bodies—the fear, the anger, the love, the absolute refusal to let go.

"Stay with me," Rosalyn breathed, and he didn't know if she meant in this moment or in this life, and it didn't matter because the answer to both was the same.

"Always."

She came first, her body arching beneath him, her fingers digging into his back hard enough to leave marks he'd feel in the shower later, and the sight of her—undone, unguarded, completely his—pushed Tom over the edge with a force that felt less like release and more like collapse. He buried his face in her hair and let go of everything—the control, the guilt, the fear, the relentless machinery of his anxiety—and for thirty seconds, maybe forty, he existed in a space where nothing hurt and everything was simple.

They lay tangled afterward, breathing hard, sweat cooling on skin that was slowly reclaiming its ordinary temperature. Rosalyn's head was on his chest, her finger tracing idle patterns through the hair below his navel, and Tom stared at the ceiling with eyes that felt, for the first time in four days, like they might actually close.

"Do you know what I was thinking?" she murmured.

"Mm?"

"That we're going to be okay." She lifted her head to look at him. Her hair was wild, her cheeks flushed, her lips slightly swollen, and she looked like something out of a painting—not a polished one, but something raw, impressionistic, full of color and movement. "Not because the situation is okay. It's not. It's a disaster. But because we're this." She gestured between them. "We're still this. And as long as we're this, we can handle anything."

Tom ran his fingers through her hair, untangling a knot at the base of her neck with the patience of a man who had all the time in the world, even though he didn't.

"You're the strongest person I know," he said.

"I'm not strong. I just refuse to fall apart when there are pancakes to make."

He laughed—a real laugh, the first one in days—and the sound surprised both of them. She grinned, and in that grin, he saw the woman he'd fallen in love with at a dinner party in Bergen eight years ago, the one who'd argued with him about maritime law for forty minutes and then kissed him in the coat closet with a boldness that had rearranged his entire understanding of what he wanted from life.

"We should get up," she said. "He'll be awake soon."

"Five more minutes."

"Three."

"Four."

"Fine. Four." She settled back against his chest. "But Tom?"

"Yeah?"

"Tonight, you sleep. Even if I have to drug your tea."

"Noted."

They lay in the warming light, and for four minutes—exactly four, because Rosalyn counted—the world was small enough to hold.

* * *
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ANDERS WOKE AT SIX forty-five with his usual declaration of consciousness: a sustained roar that was part dinosaur, part alarm clock, and entirely impossible to sleep through.

Tom went to him. This time, when Anders launched himself into his arms, Tom held on longer than usual, pressing his face into his son's hair and breathing in the sweet, biscuity scent of a child who still smelled like sleep and shampoo and innocence.

"Daddy, you're squishing."

"Sorry, buddy. Just a big hug."

"A REALLY big hug."

"The biggest."

Anders pulled back and examined Tom's face with those perceptive eyes that missed nothing.

"You look better today, Daddy."

"I feel better today."

It was only half a lie. The other half was something closer to resolve—not the resolution of his dilemma, which remained as intractable as ever, but a resolution of self. He would not disappear. He would not become a ghost in his own house, haunting the rooms while his family carried on without him. Whatever came next—Alex, the Gressviks, the legal labyrinth, the thousand decisions that lay ahead like a minefield—he would face it standing up, with Rosalyn beside him and Anders in his arms.

"Can we go to the park today?" Anders asked. "The one with the big slide?"

"It's January, buddy. There's snow."

"Snow slide!"

"That's... actually kind of genius."

Anders beamed with the radiant pride of a child who has been told his idea is genius, and Tom carried him downstairs, where Rosalyn was already in the kitchen, hair piled in a messy bun, making coffee with the efficient grace of a woman who had rebuilt herself in the shower and emerged armored for whatever the day would throw.

She caught Tom's eye over Anders' head and smiled—a real smile, tired but warm, carrying in it the memory of what they'd shared an hour ago and the promise that they would share it again, that the thread between them was not fraying but strengthening, pulled taut by the very forces that might have snapped a lesser bond.
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