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For my loved ones





 It’s such a confidence trick, writing a novel. The main person you have to trick into confidence is yourself. This is hard to do alone.

Zadie Smith
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Prologue from The End



I ALWAYS SURPRISE myself with how stupid I can be. My life is a series of circles, always leading me back to the same point. I do the same things over and over again, without having the self-awareness to see what’s happening in the present. I can only step out of myself once the story is in the past and think, oh, obviously, that’s what that was.

Like my period, for example. Every month, within the span of a couple of days, I’ll feel exactly once like the most beautiful woman on the planet, exactly once like the ugliest hog on the planet, exactly once like I’ll never get out of bed again, and exactly once like I could hunt and kill anything with a heartbeat, in other words, like an apex predator. And then I’ll bleed and go, oh, that’s what that was.

Another circle is writing. I get more and more agitated and numb, disassociated from myself. People ask me how I am and my mind is blank, like, how do I know? How do I know how I am? What an abstract question. I get the sense that I am not well, but I do not know for sure; maybe this is what everyone feels like in the moments where they are alone. And then I sit down to write again, and the tears come finally, and I go, oh, that’s what that was. 

I’m not sure if I’m any good at writing and that’s kind of the thrill of it. My confidence fluctuates violently. This could be something, couldn’t it? Or this could be delusions of grandeur. Something elegant old ladies get laughed at about, behind their back. Am I just a younger version of an older lady? I don’t know if that’s a brilliant or inane thing to say. Who knows which side of the knife’s edge I fall on, or if the sharpness of my own words will one day cut me neatly in two.
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CHAPTER 1



I THINK IT was the third time I got attacked by a stranger on a train that I thought: maybe it’s time to leave Berlin for a while. There was a man throwing candy at people and then asking them for money. His strategy was to throw the candy fast, so it went in a straight line instead of a curved one. Most people would lift and squeeze their hands in front of their face as a reflex. When they looked down to see what they had caught, the man would smile and ask them to pay for it, in the tone of any man behind a counter making a regular transaction. The reason this qualified as an attack in my book—or even as a personal attack—was that I didn’t have the reflexes everyone else did. The confectionery hit me in the forehead and made the sound of a knuckle popping.

I only left my kiez once a week and this was one of the reasons why. Awkward interactions with strangers on trains. The other reason I never left my neighbourhood was because I had nowhere to go. All I had was a project that required me to sit alone in my apartment day and night, drinking stovetop espresso from a black Bialetti. I would be lying if I said I didn’t enjoy the simplicity of only caring about one thing. I let the rest of my life fall away in pieces, like a cliff face collapsing into the sea. I felt like a monk making great sacrifices for divinity. My goal was to write a book in one year and try to not make it about me (but so far it kind of was). Writing about yourself doesn’t feel like the most divine thing ever. There’s supposed to be something other involved, some faith in unseen forces. I read somewhere that writing is like a way of connecting with a higher power, what some people would describe as a dialogue with God. Therapists were good for that too. 

So I caught the train once a week to see Debbie. Her office was on the other side of the ring—in Prenzlauer Berg—a suburb with an inexplicable amount of earthy toy shops and pregnancy yoga. The ring was made by the Ringbahn, the train line that ran in a circle around all the inner city suburbs. Like clockwork, if you imagined clocks that also went backwards at the same time as going forwards, because it ran both clockwise and anticlockwise at all times. It was far, but I was lucky to find a therapist at all, so I went. The train ride was the perfect amount of time for me to run through a bullet point list of neuroses in my head like a military drill. It was when I prepared all my best material. Ask Debbie about Matthew. Ask Debbie about Matthew’s invitation. Ask Debbie if your novel is stupid. Ask Debbie if your life is stupid. Ask Debbie if it’s wrong to be jealous of your best friend’s newborn baby. Don’t ask Debbie but try to ascertain, does Debbie like you?

I was in the middle of this mental drill when the man’s candy made contact with my head and made that disconcerting crack. The mood in the carriage up until that point had been jovial; I think everyone other than me generally enjoyed the man. While waiting for my reflexes to kick in, which never actually happened, I gave the man such a dead-eyed stare that he made off in the opposite direction and didn’t ask me for anything. The passengers sitting to the left and right of me had these dainty 1950s-looking candies and were sucking on them happily as if to say, isn’t life sweet? I looked down at my lap. It was an entire chocolate bar: a perfect square the size of my palm. So I hadn’t imagined it, that my pain was probably worse than everyone else’s. 

Debbie told me that ‘attack’ was too strong a word to describe what happened and that yes, I probably was only imagining that my pain was anything spectacular. Then she laughed, pointed at the egg-shaped lump forming on my forehead, and said: ‘Only in Berlin.’

Some part of me knew all along Debbie was a terrible therapist, but the more I needed her the less I could see that. I needed a stern mother figure to tell it to me straight. I needed to talk to someone apart from Belinay. Things had become complicated since Bel had had the baby; she was someone else’s mother figure now. She was someone else’s literal mother, actually. And I looked forward to seeing Debbie. I liked Debbie. I enjoyed our rapport. She was so mean to me that I was sure she didn’t think I could be suicidal, and I took that as a compliment. I liked to think that I was strong enough to weather all the shitty things she would say to me, so I could glean something good from her, like panning for gold. She was also free, paid for by my compulsory insurance, so there was that. I nicknamed her Debbie because she reminded me of a German version of a modern-day Debbie Harry, and also because Deborah was her actual name. I never asked her how she ended up with such an Anglo name. I never asked her anything about herself at all.

Debbie was crass, unforgiving, and dry. She used the c-word a lot, which reminded me of home and was strangely comforting. She regularly had laughing fits at my expense, and when she did her laugh was deep and raspy. She sounded like she might have fronted a pioneering new wave meets punk rock band throughout the late 1970s and 80s, with a rigorous touring schedule of chain-smoking and heart-destroying. She had a stoicism about her. Her cheekbones were argumentative in themselves. One side of her mouth would curl whenever she was internally disagreeing with me. The only matronly thing about her was her extensive collection of asymmetrical cardigans. Once, when I tried to skip a session because I had nothing to say, Debbie told me she couldn’t afford not to get paid by my insurance company. So I went. I came up with some new material. Maybe I was lonely, but I kind of fucking loved Debbie. 

‘How’s the writing, Kim?’ she asked.

‘I’m more into reading at the moment. I’m doing some research on the horror genre. I’m thinking of starting again, making it more “horror”, you know. I’ve been thinking a lot about romance and horror together, and how the two are always combined for me in real life. Lately, anyway. How I could take that, and turn it into a sort of, like, genre fiction turducken, with something else mixed in there too, like a psychological thriller.’

‘What’s a turducken?’

‘It’s like a bird within a bird within a bird. That you eat.’

‘Sounds too complicated.’

‘And maybe my main character will slowly lose their mind too. Novels usually need an abandoned woman going crazy in them. It’s gonna be, like, commercial, but literary.’

Then came the curling lip. I assumed Debbie didn’t like the word ‘commercial’ because she was a former punk. I looked over at her bookshelf. I knew she would have preferred to have a patient who wrote poetry, who was something like Patti Smith reincarnated, if you didn’t have to be dead to be reincarnated; I was never sure about that. 

‘Matthew sent me a package,’ I said.

‘Oh?’

‘Yes. It was an invitation of sorts, I suppose.’

‘To New York?’ she asked, excited on my behalf. She knew I wanted to go back to the place where we had met, to the time where we had met.

‘No, Frankfurt.’

‘Oh,’ she said, deflated on my behalf. ‘That’s—how do you say it?—a bummer. Why on earth would he invite you there?’

The package was a manila envelope containing a lanyard, a book, and a letter. The envelope was eight and a half inches wide and eleven inches long, so I knew that it was one of his, from America. The lanyard was royal blue and granted me access to the Frankfurt Book Fair. The book was a new release that I could only describe as a collection of sexy little horror stories. A very popular one. I had looked it up and the author was a young woman around my age, who would be appearing at the book fair to promote it. The letter was more of a note, printed on a small piece of cream card: Kim, sorry I’ve been so quiet. I’m in Germany next week. Any chance you could drop by? I can organise a hotel for you. Matthew xo

‘And?’

‘I’m a bit offended at the assumption that I could just drop by Frankfurt from Berlin.’

‘But can’t you?’

‘Well, yeah, but he doesn’t know that.’

‘Don’t you think it’s funny he sent you a book much like the one you are thinking about writing? Sexy and scary?’

 ‘Not really. I’m not surprised by the coincidence. He’s always had good instincts about my writing, about my taste.’

‘What is he to you, Kim?’

I sighed.

‘He’s an obsession,’ I said quietly.

‘And so you should go and find him. Get to the bottom of it.’

I put my fingers to the lump on my forehead, and noticed they were shaking as I brought them down over my eyes.

I feel crazy, I wanted to say. Something felt off. Unearned.

‘I do want to go. I feel it’s time to leave Berlin for a while.’ Then I remembered. ‘But my suitcase is still in the basement.’

She frowned. ‘And you haven’t been in the basement since The Incident?’ The Incident is what we called the first time I was attacked by a stranger on a train.

‘No.’

‘Do you think this new incident today is reminding you of the first time? And that’s why you’re—’

‘No.’

‘Are you sure about that, Kim?’

The honest answer was yes, of course it was. My life was a series of circles. My thoughts, my train rides, my tendencies. Everything would come back to the beginning again.

I opened my mouth to say something, but then Debbie looked over my shoulder and I knew our time was up.




CHAPTER 2



YOU NEED A sense of purpose. Debbie has never said this to me—in fact, she always asked me to entertain the opposite idea: that maybe you don’t, that maybe we are all useless and that’s okay. But I knew it to be true; I did need one. I had spent my entire life without any leads on a sense of purpose for myself, and then all of a sudden, after a few emails appeared in my inbox, I had one. And now I never wanted to know what it was to live without it again. The sense of it, I mean, not the actual purpose. You can never factually prove your purpose in life, you can only feel like you might know what it is. There just needs to be a perceptible whiff of it in the air, so you know where to fix your gaze and when to turn your cheek, like a hunting dog. If I was a hunting dog, and why wouldn’t I be, my chance meeting with Matthew would be like the first time I sensed a twitching live animal near me, the first time that the thought crossed my little doggy mind that maybe I could be the one to hunt it and kill it. My ears would pivot and prick, my nostrils would open wide, tracking whatever was on the wind down to a fixed point. I would feel the first premonition of meat in my starved belly. Matthew was the one who convinced me to write. Matthew was the one who read me, inside and out, and told me: do it. And so I started doing it. I was really doing it. 

And despite how unwilling a muse he was, I still needed to look up from my work occasionally and find another pair of eyes on me, on the text, to reassure me, so I could have the sense that I was on the right track.

Of course I knew it was pathetic to place all this at the feet of a man I barely knew. Of course my best friend Bel gave me best friend advice: that I was just too hot and good and all my problems came from people being intimidated by or jealous of me, that I should seek other forms of validation than just the type that came from this one elusive man, and that I shouldn’t give this man the gift of validating him by craving his validation so much. Bel had bubbled over one day, frustrated. She said: ‘Kim you romanticise everything. You romanticise drinking too much coffee, smoking too many cigarettes, being lonely, being bad at things. And naturally you’ve romanticised writing. You literally romanticised it, as in made your talent inextricable from a perceived romance with a man. And it’s understandable: everything seems to be about romantic love. But there are other types of love, you know.’ She squeezed the thigh of the little baby on her lap, looking furiously at me.

What could I do, though? Our pathetic and problematic little dynamic was working. I had been writing. I had been doing great. Until, little by little, he started to disappear.

When I quit my job in the spring of 2019, I had enough money to live frugally for maybe a year at most. I could write my novel and not work and that’s all I wanted to do. It helped that my grocery bill at Aldi always came to exactly twelve euros, and that included wine. I could survive a whole year if I never drank another latte in public again, and instead made back-to-back stovetop espressos from the one-kilo bags of ground coffee I got on special and kept in my freezer. I tried all the tricks to make it taste good and not depressing. Nothing worked. I got used to the taste and feel of a more extreme version of frugality. Nothing tastes as bad as working feels, I would say to myself. Adapting a thinspo quote from my youth was also problematic, as problematic as being a modern woman obsessed with a man, but I had already decided that I was going to do whatever it took to get it done. There was no room for virtue if I was going to reach my goal. Of course I wanted to be wildly successful more than I wanted to be unproblematic. 

I hoped to write something in that year that would get my insides out of me, flip me inside out and back again, so that I felt brand new afterwards, like a freshly washed doona cover. You mean a duvet. (Bel even spoke back to me in my internal monologue.) Fine, a doona duvet then. I needed to make something good enough so that I would never have to go back again: back to not knowing my purpose, back to nobody knowing me, back to trying to be liked instead of trying to be loved.

Some people would say that taking a year off in your mid-to-late twenties to try something new is not the biggest deal in the scheme of things. But those people are stupid and out of touch and have never read the Wikipedia page for The Bell Jar like I have. They’ve forgotten what it’s like when you’re sitting at the base of the fig tree that could be your life, contemplating which branch to climb. If Sylvia was worried about all the figs drying out and dying while she sat frozen with indecision on the ground, agonising over which path to take, I was worried that by the time I awkwardly crab-walked along the branch of trying to be a novelist and realised there was nothing at the end for me, all the other fruit I could have picked would have withered and died in the meantime. I’d be left with nothing. 

There was another reason why I wanted to write a novel and I had to do it quickly. The urgency was coming from somewhere that I didn’t care to name. It was one of those things that, if I said it out loud, well, it would ruin me. So I let that thought stay murky, just out of reach of my mind’s grasp; articulating it would be like trying to pinch at something small through a doona duvet. Clumsy and imprecise.

•

Debbie had told me what I wanted to hear, which I assume is what therapists are paid to do. I would leave Berlin, I told myself, as I made my way down the stairs to the train platform. The Ringbahn was waiting with its doors open, suspended in a rare moment of inertia, as if time had frozen. I stepped on. The doors closed behind me and everything started moving again. As I headed back in the direction I’d come from, the light draining from the sky, I decided I’d get the suitcase from the basement that night, before the task had time to gather weight and pin me down beneath it.

With some momentum, I would go home, climb up to the fourth floor and get the fistful of complicated keys I needed to get into my storage cage, then march straight down the stairs to the basement so fast that I wouldn’t feel the chill of the dank air on my exposed ankles. So fast that I would only be able to hear my own movement, and none of the mysterious sounds of the basement: the dripping, the squeaking, the unexplainable clicking. I would use my phone light to navigate through the total darkness rather than trust the unpredictable flicker of the overhead light, taking deep breaths in and out to calm myself as I hurried to find the key that fit the padlock. 

As we approached Hermannstrasse station my body denied messages from my brain telling it to stand up and move towards the door.

What if we just stayed on the train? my ribs sang.

Let’s go one more time around, my heart suggested.

We could just sit here, my gut pointed out, and do one more big wonky circle around the city.

The requests were denied by my brain, and my feet alighted obediently at Hermannstrasse, but took the scenic route home in protest. I walked until I hit the edge of Tempelhofer Feld. The abandoned airport was the biggest expanse of nothingness I knew, and this nothingness was my backyard. I often came here during the day to smoke cigarettes and read, although lately strangers had tried to make conversation with me as I smoked and read, so I had started smoking and reading on my modest balcony instead, looking over the modest treetops down Weisestrasse.

The sky was completely dark now, so the field was closed for the night, gates locked. I pressed my hands against the fence. The metal was cold, it bit back at my fingers. If it meant I didn’t have to go home and confront the task awaiting me, I would have gladly jumped over the fence and sprinted to the runway at the centre of the field. I would gladly strip off my clothes, remove my spectacles, and spend the night lying on the wet concrete, and wake up to crows picking at my eyeballs. I wondered what crows would pick at first, when confronted with my naked body. When dressed, most people attended to my eyes. I’m told they are nice, my eyes: green or blue or grey, depending on the colour of the sky or my knitwear. When naked, most people attended to my breasts, the left and then the right. I’m told they are nice too. I thought, yes, I would look good out there on the concrete, a plump drop of bare white flesh stirring at a cold sunrise, gravity doing its thing with my nice breasts as I rolled onto my side, two worlds repositioning themselves as my dewy eyelids blinked away the first meek rays of sunlight. It would be a muted pastel dawn out there on the field, with baby blues and pinks and yellows, and the black crows cawing to each other about the fresh meat they’d found. I shuddered thinking about the sharpness of a crow’s beak on my nipple, which would surely be hard out there in the field at dawn. 

Would I be lying out there naked one day, with everyone passing by able to read my thoughts as I lay there dreaming? Even when I was sleeping, people would be able to hear my most intimate thoughts. They’d be out there permanently for the world to read, and I’d be as if sleepwalking, unable to control where I went or what I was doing. Why did so many people want that for themselves? Why would anyone want to be a writer? It’s debasing. It’s a romanticised service: I’ll do this to myself so that you don’t have to. I’ll be vulnerable so others can reap the rewards. I thought of everything I had written already and sent to Matthew. Everything he knew.

Wait. Was there a way to take it all back?

No, I knew I wouldn’t even if I could.

With my fingers still wrapped around the cold wire, I thought of the last time I was in the basement, after The Incident. I remembered the sound of some incessant subterranean dripping, and the sulphurous smell of a blown light bulb. The feeling of something wet that defied gravity, running up the back of my neck and disappearing into my hairline, wrapping around my skull like a palm. I remembered how my thoughts reached a shrill peak, how scared I was, but how I still, crucially, decided to stay, go through it instead of away from it. That was all very noble, but here I was, leaving anyway. 

How would I know if I’m being crazy or not? It seems futile to try to know anything sometimes, when we can only be sure that truth is splintered between billions of people, and everyone feels they have a right to their own reality. It’s okay to not know; it’s a relief to stop trying to know; it’s the only way I can move forwards with anything. I made my way along the edge of total darkness, and eventually away from it, towards Schillerpromenade. I needed to see Bel.




CHAPTER 3



BELINAY AND I had known each other for exactly fourteen days when she first told me I lacked self-awareness. I attributed this directness to her German half. Later I would meet her Turkish mother and realise that her directness came from her whole being rather than any half in particular. I thought then that we were playing at swapping home truths, even though we barely knew each other at the time. It seemed a dangerous game, but it was her, so I wanted to play. Of course I wanted to see myself reflected back in her eyes; I thought only good could come of it. And so I tried to retort with a similar observation regarding her foibles. But friendships aren’t like an exact science, where you both have the exact same amount of strengths and weaknesses. Best friendships especially so. They are extremely uneven and make absolutely no sense: one person standing steady on higher ground, the other always scrambling up to meet them. At least that’s how I felt about Bel when we first met. She spoke three languages fluently, had a cool intellectual job, and dressed like a sexy communist, while I was … also there. I calmed myself by noting that she was seven years older than me. She was already in her early thirties when we met. I still have time, I thought. Even though I likely moved to this city to postpone adulthood, I was impatient to become an adult in the way that she was, someone with a lease and a sofa and a sense of purpose. On that day, which we both agree marks the day we decided to like each other, I had no real critiques to level at her. So I made one up. 

We were eating gherkins straight out of the jar, which was sat on the table between us, the lid turned wet side up. I reached for a gherkin and as my fingers breached the brine I noticed she was watching my hand in cold distaste, which reminded me she was weird about sharing food.

‘You’re such an only child,’ I said.

She shrugged. ‘Yeah, well, I don’t have any siblings, so, that’s a true statement.’

I laughed incredulously. ‘That’s not fair!’

‘What isn’t?’

‘You can’t just agree when I criticise you. That ruins the game. You’re supposed to get petty and defensive. That’s why it’s fun.’

‘Do you disagree with what I said? That you lack self-awareness?’

‘Obviously. How can someone who thinks about themselves constantly not be self-aware?’

She laughed, so I pretended I was joking.

‘Okay,’ she said, ‘so you mean because I don’t want to share my pickles with you. You know it’s my food, right? You know you live in my house?’

We were sitting in her long, narrow kitchen, which was typical of the apartments in this neighbourhood. I had been subletting Bel’s spare room, which she normally used as a study, and it was true, all the food she was weird about sharing was technically hers. I wiped the gherkin brine on my trousers underneath the table. 

Me staying was a short-term arrangement which pointed to Bel’s kindness and/or financial sensibleness. She could afford to live in the place on her own, but occasionally she took in a stray like me who’d found themselves abruptly without a home due to the fickle nature of the rental market in Berlin. The rent she charged was fair, and much less than she could’ve got if she’d been willing to exploit someone who was new to the city, like me. I had only been in Berlin for six months at that point and was unsure if I would be able to stick it out long term. I was thinking I might have to go home soon, more out of necessity than desire. But I had connected with a small network of fellow ausländer, foreigners, by going to parties and moving from share house to share house, and a friend of a friend knew Bel, and the rest, as they say, is history. I knew already that Bel was a historian and I was determined to work this phrase into the conversation. I could ask her how she got into academia and then, as she was explaining, I would smile and interject, ‘And the rest, as they say, is history,’ and she would have no choice but to be charmed. Even if she rolled her eyes, a small part of her would be forced to love me.

On that day, with the gherkin jar between us, I felt like I was on a date, giddy with connection. We were both selective when it came to friends, only needing one or two or three, and for the two weeks before that day things between us had been somewhat reserved as we sized each other up—or, rather, as she sized me up while I tried to hide in plain sight, intimidated. Bel rose early to head to the university and didn’t return till late. She seemed a little baffled or annoyed by my lack of places to be or things to do. I was adrift, and pretending desperately that I wasn’t.

 On the morning of the gherkin jar evening, Bel was preparing to leave for work when I asked if I could read the paper she was writing. I thought this was something I had to offer: I was good with words and a native English speaker. Bel’s English was native level, thanks to her time at boarding school, but occasionally she would say something weird like, ‘Enjoy, little piggy,’ when she walked into the kitchen and saw me eating cheese. And I wouldn’t know if she was aware of exactly how mean and funny that was, or if it was an innocuous translation of some colloquial expression in German or Turkish. I wondered if she called anyone little piggies in her academic writing. Maybe I could be the one to mark that up in a red pen and suggest she remove it. Maybe that was my value.

‘I’ll trade you,’ she said. ‘You show me yours and I’ll show you mine.’

‘My what?’ I said, looking for a coffee cup.

‘Your writing. You told me you were a writer.’

‘Did I say that? I mean, I’m an aspiring one, sure,’ I said uneasily.

‘What do you do all day,’ she said flatly.

Definitely more of a statement than a question, I thought, wondering whether she really wanted an answer.

‘Write something today. I’ll be home at six and we can do a swap. A little feedback session.’ She looked at me directly, with a hint of warmth, and I felt the force of her full attention on me for the first time since I’d moved in.

I gulped. ‘Well, I do have a trial shift at a cafe today.’

Some of her warmth evaporated and her focus drifted to some crumbs underneath my socked feet.

‘But I’ll have time after,’ I added. ‘I can get something together.’

She smiled approvingly and left, closing the door behind her.

 ‘Wow,’ I said to the empty room.

My one hour of work was demoralising. The manager was direct: I was a bit slow and remarkably bad at making coffee for someone from the Antipodes. I would not be getting the job. My German at the time was nascent, and my attempts to joke with the customers invariably resulted in long uncomfortable pauses while they squinted at me, trying to figure out what I was attempting to say. ‘It’s a joke!’ I yelled at one lady, as she snatched her change from my hand and scampered away.

As I undid my apron the manager handed me five euros out of the till. ‘Good luck,’ he said, which sounded in my head like, Now scram, kid.

I took my five euros to the Turkish market and bought ingredients for a sort of elevated kisir that I had seen in one of the cookbooks in Bel’s kitchen. I couldn’t afford pomegranate molasses but found a bottle at Bel’s later.

I wrote for a few hours and then at 5.55 pm I arranged the salad in a bowl as decorously as I could, and at 6 pm Bel came home and stared at the salad for a long, long time.

Eventually I said, ‘I made dinner?’

An internal rolodex of emotions started spinning behind her eyes and finally she landed on a forced gracious smile and said, ‘Wow.’

After the salad, but before the pickles, we sat at the tiny table in the kitchen with each other’s laptops in front of us. The backs of our computers shared a metallic scraping kiss as we adjusted ourselves and read each other’s work. Bel kept laughing at my thing and I kept frowning at hers. Her paper combined lots of my least favourite types of writing: academic, historical, political. I found it hard to follow, hard to place myself in space and time. I just wanted to read a scene between two people talking. I let the realisation wash over me that Bel was not a better writer than me. I felt my feet touch solid ground, saw myself gaining traction. 

I had written about the people at the cafe, but after Bel read my story she told me I had in fact written about myself.

‘Oh.’

‘But it’s still good,’ she said. ‘It’s funny.’

‘Oh?’

‘I assume it’s supposed to be funny.’

‘Oh. Yeah. Maybe?’ It wasn’t.

‘I don’t really read anything like this. I only read for work, research, and so on. So I don’t have the best notes. But I’m impressed that you did this in a day. Well done.’ The I don’t really know how to respond to this line was possibly the most crushing type of feedback you could get, and I tried to avoid Bel’s feedback on my writing from that day on. But I kept that to myself in the moment, distracted from my own insecurities by something that was burgeoning between us, thrilled at the unfolding dynamic: Bel would challenge me, and I wouldn’t be embarrassed about trying to meet the challenge.

A few weeks later I found an apartment a couple of blocks away. A friend of a friend who was moving in with his boyfriend sublet his flat to me. It was an old lease and therefore very affordable.

Another year passed before I discovered that the cookbook I had found on Bel’s shelf was written by her mother, that the salad I had made was one that punctuated the summers of her youth, which was spent moving from one European city to another, wherever her mother was setting up a restaurant. The salad both reminded her of home and reminded her that she didn’t really know where home was. And she wasn’t weird about sharing food, she was just weird about food, in that she invested it with more meaning than most people could understand. 

Scenes on trains punctuated my life, just as salads did Bel’s. Sitting in a metal box to mark the beginning and the end of my day was almost like a type of sunrise and sunset for my body clock. The warm artificial glow of the lights tells me when I’m leaving home or coming back again. It’s more effective than nature, a good city infrastructure. To realise I rely more on trains than the sun makes me feel terribly modern, and also just terrible. But out of all those rides, all that dead-eyed staring at dead-eyed strangers, there were only three scenes I would call incidents. Incidents that made me want to leave the city I was in to visit another place and look through a different metal-framed window. Three times when I was travelling to or from home, along a familiar grooved track that would obviously go in only one direction, to one place, taking me towards some finite future while I stared out the window, deluding myself that the possibilities were infinite and spread out in every direction before me. When of course there was only one way it could go.




CHAPTER 4



I PUNCHED THE buzzer a few times in quick succession. When Bel picked up the receiver I could hear Baby crying in the background. The sound of Baby crying resonated with me and I let out a childish wail in response.

‘What’s wrong now?’

I gave her my spiel: the invitation, the suitcase, the basement, the egg (on my forehead). I knew better than to mention Matthew; I had noticed how she’d started to bristle when I tried to use her as a sounding board to solve the mystery of him. She had tired of it. To be fair, I had tired of my own shit too. Her intercom worked badly, our voices were both clipped and warped as they tried to reach each other, as if we were each in different dimensions, trying to pull the other across into our own. She was responding, but I couldn’t hear her response at first. Then suddenly I heard very clearly:

‘Is this about your subconscious again?’

‘No!’ I yelled at the silver panel of metal. ‘My literal basement. It’s not, like, a metaphor or anything. I’m just scared to go deep into my own basement.’

 Lots of crackles came through and then I heard: ‘your head?’

‘Well I hadn’t considered it might be something to do with my subconscious, something in my head.’ I realised I was basically talking to myself at this point. ‘Bel?’ I shouted at the intercom. ‘Are you there?’

‘Is it bleeding?’

‘Oh, my literal head. No, it’s not bleeding.’ I caught my reflection in the metal between the rows of buzzers. There was a dark bruise, but no blood. I was so close I could see my breath on the metal. ‘It just hurts,’ I said to the self looking back at me.

I heard Baby crying louder and louder until the line went quiet. Bel didn’t buzz me in, so I guessed she had tried to tell me that now wasn’t a good time.

Sweet, sweet Bel would know what to do. With her kitchen that smelled of steamed squash and other soft foods for Baby, with her sofa that was unstained and great for entertaining, with her series of spreadsheets and productivity methods pinned above her desk. Bel always had groceries to spare for me on Sundays, when I had forgotten again that the shops were closed. She sent me home with loose eggs in my pockets on many a weekend. When she sat and looked at me with her beautiful chubby baby on her lap, she seemed wise and all-knowing. But I was on my own for now.

Church bells started to ring ominously, so I turned and ominously marched towards them, as was my duty. The big red-brick Genezareth church stood in the centre of Herrfurthplatz, the road running around it in a perfect circle. I looked up at the bell tower, my eyes straining against the darkness. The bells really were entirely too loud. No wonder Baby was not sleeping. I thought I saw some broken windows, and things seemed suitably haunted for a minute, before I remembered that these were actually solar panels. Nothing was as haunted as I felt it should be. Everything was fine and modern, and I was the only thing that couldn’t be fine and modern too. I walked in a circle around the church for too long, and felt I might be repeating on myself—or had I changed direction and doubled back? If I just kept going around the circular path would I eventually recognise the beginning again? I needed to feel my way home, but I didn’t know exactly how. 

•

It must have been hours later when I woke up in my bed, knowing I should feel alarmed about something. When had I drifted off? What time was it? My shoes were still on my feet, and I was lying on top of the doona duvet. I was apparently not that worried about developing concussion from the chocolate injury, I had let sleep take me. Normally I was way too jacked up on stovetop espresso for impromptu naps. I sat up, disorientated, and felt a cold draught against the front of my throat. I got to my feet and walked to the front door and saw that it was slightly ajar, and air was needling its way in from the depths of the stairwell. I looked to my left and saw the kitchen chair was out of place. Instead of being next to the table, it sat flush against the corner, facing the wall.

Hearing a noise outside, I closed the door as quietly as I could and pressed my ear to it. Someone was coming up the stairs, breathing heavily. It was an unfamiliar tread, not recognisable as one of my neighbours. The breathing was raspy but indignant, unlike the old man who lived up on level five, who was raspy but always extremely dignified. The person climbing the stairs now was carrying something. I heard the sound of it being dragged and then dropped, dragged and dropped. Getting closer and closer. Shit?

 In my panic, the egg on my forehead began to throb. I went back to my bedroom and looked in the mirror. Shit shit? The dark bruise now looked positively demonic, like my brain was trying to give birth to my third eye. I froze, still staring at my reflection, as the heavy breathing stopped outside my door. There was a final drag and then a thump as an object was dropped with a sense of finality. A jingle of keys, and then the unmistakable sound of my own key being slid into the lock and turned. My heart tried to escape my body, my eyes stuck on their own reflection. I watched the idea that I might die play out on my face.

‘Are you a murderer?’ I cried out, not knowing what else to do.

I looked around my room. It did sort of look like a place where a person would get murdered. It was only a matter of time, if it hadn’t happened already. Visitors called it austere; I called it minimalist. High ceilings and bumpy concrete walls. Lamps threw tall shadows from low angles. My dinky clothes rack looked desolate, like it was grieving all the other furniture that wasn’t there. But I had one corner with some nice things in it, and I stood in it now. A cream shag rug, a pot plant, and a pile of books against the wall. I considered holding a thick book over my heart; I had seen someone stop a bullet with a Bible that way in a Western. I ran my eyes up the spines. Which book would be my Bible? I was overwhelmed with the symbolism involved in picking the one book that was going to save me. I’d almost prefer to die? No, maybe not. Anyway, what were the chances the person in the hallway had a gun and wanted to shoot me? They probably just wanted to engage in some light choking. That was very big in Berlin. I picked up the book on the top of the pile, the sexy-scary book Matthew had sent me. I held it in front of my heart and closed my eyes, waiting.




CHAPTER 5



I HEARD THE front door swing open. I heard the murderer removing their shoes. That seemed polite? They walked into the kitchen. Despite myself, I followed, as if drawn by a magnet. I tripped over a large object in the hall and fell flat on the kitchen tiles. The book flew from my hand and skidded across the floor. I looked up to see Belinay standing on the chair in the corner, beautiful Belinay, out of breath and stretching tall on her socked tiptoes to place the basement keys back in their spot on top of the cabinet. I looked down to see what I had tripped on and saw my suitcase, looking especially dank. Bel and I looked at each other for a long time, wondering who was going to go first.

‘You heard me calling out,’ I said, displeased but relieved.

She smiled. ‘I may have. How are murderers supposed to answer that question, by the way?’ She gestured to the suitcase. ‘And what have you got in there? It’s fucking heavy.’

While she moved the chair back to its original position at the kitchen table, I maintained a petulant silence, because I was embarrassed about what was inside, and because I was somehow deflated that this thing I had been psyching myself up to do I wouldn’t be doing anymore. It wasn’t my fault I’d had an accidental stress sleep. 

‘Kimmy, you may be a little bit scared of your basement, but you really just need to stop reading horror novels. I’m looking forward to when you start reading erotica again and are just horny all the time. That’s a lot more fun for me than this.’ She looked at me, still lying on the floor with the suitcase. ‘And besides,’ she continued, ‘we both know why you’re really afraid to go on this trip.’

‘I thought this was going to be a pep talk,’ I interrupted, not wanting her to name the devil.

‘It’s not a question of pep. You’re going, Kim.’

‘Can I take Baby with me?’

She laughed. ‘No, you’re not taking my baby anywhere.’

My computer made a shrill ping. I pulsed against the floor in alertness, as if the notification for a new email would be the single thing that undid me. ‘If that’s not from Matthew I’m going to fucking kill myself,’ I said.

‘It’s not from Matthew,’ Belinay said, sounding very sure.

‘I’m not going to kill myself,’ I said, also very sure.

‘Happy to hear it.’ She sighed and rubbed her eyes.

‘You look tired.’

‘Yeah, I have a fucking six-month-old baby, you psychopath.’

She prodded the book on the ground with her foot. ‘Would I like this?’

‘No. It’s more of a me thing than a you thing.’

‘Why?’

She picked it up and looked at the cover: a lime-green background, a black-and-white photo.

 I sighed. I knew it hurt Bel’s feelings that I didn’t take her taste in literature seriously. That I didn’t rush to share my work with her either. But she was always so hypercritical of anything I had shared or lent her in the past that I had stopped recommending books to her. Once I had lent her one of my all-time faves, written in the first person from the perspective of a character who was a real piece of shit. When I asked her about it, she said of the main character: ‘I just don’t get why everyone she meets seems so interested in her. And she does almost nothing to deserve it. Like, why is she so special?’

And I replied: ‘I think maybe that response speaks more to your inner psyche than the book. Like, why are you so mad that this fictional character is getting more attention than you?’

‘I just don’t think I like her that much.’

‘I mean, yeah, that’s the point. You’re not supposed to like everyone. Why are people so obsessed with figuring out if someone is likeable or not? And anyway, you can’t conflate not liking the character with not liking the writing.’

‘Oh, well, sorry I didn’t have your desired response to it. But I can and I will conflate whatever I like. You’re so fucking prescriptive sometimes, hey.’

Bel had gotten that from me, adding the word ‘hey’ to the end of sentences. And I loved it when she said it in her posh boarding school accent, like I was bringing her down to my scrappy Antipodean way of speaking. Our conversations about books always ended up this way, with me hoping that Bel would ‘get it’ in the same way I did then being disappointed and hurt when she didn’t, which was unfair and ridiculous of me. She got everything else about me; she just didn’t get this. But still, Bel would always make her way into the nice corner of my apartment where I kept my piles of books, and she’d pick through my recently read pile, read the notes I’d made in the margins, and wordlessly put a couple into her bag to take home. Eventually I realised that Bel was so critical of fiction because she just didn’t like it that much; she preferred her academia and factual arguments. I’ll never forget the day I saw Das Kapital on her bedside table. The dog-eared state of it suggested that she read and reread it often. I bet she was making out with a poster of Karl Marx as a teenager while I was experimenting with the concept of halter tops. 

I couldn’t figure out why she persisted in reading fiction and bringing it up with me, just so we could disagree about it. She only enjoyed things with neos and isms in the title, with subtitles that seemed almost intentionally cumbersome. It occurred to me that maybe she was doing it to get closer to me—sort of like a parent going through their child’s browsing history. I was touched by my own hypothesis but I had no idea if it was true. At the same time, I gave her passions as wide a berth as possible. Politics just made me sadder. And I barely knew what history was.

She turned the sexy-scary book over in her hands now, and I said, not without softness: ‘I just know you’re not gonna like it. It’s short stories. You hate short stories. And actually just stories, most of the time? Matthew sent it to me. I’ve only flicked through it.’

She raised her eyebrows and smiled knowingly, like a schoolgirl who knows who you have a crush on. As she stepped over me on her way to the front door, she dropped it on my chest. ‘Read it on the train.’

‘Maybe I will!’ I said, almost as a threat.

‘So you’re going?’

‘Maybe I will?’ I said, in a singsong voice.

 ‘Ugh, you know I hate that,’ she said, and opened the door. ‘I have to get back to my actual baby. I said I’d only be fifteen minutes.’

‘Is Baby with old neighbour?’

‘No, daddy neighbour, Herr Ernst. He’ll want to be getting back to his own family.’

She took a step then turned back, concern in her eyes. ‘Will it be okay, Kim?’

‘It will be okay, Bel,’ I said, automatically. This was our call-and-response system. One of us asks if it will be okay and the other one says yes it will be. It’s basically the purpose of all friends. ‘I’ll be fine,’ I assured her. ‘If it doesn’t turn out to be what I want it to be, I’ll order room service and watch porn on his company account.’ My stomach twitched in anxiety, because I didn’t know that I’d be fine. I didn’t know anything at all. There were so many gaps in the story.




CHAPTER 6



I LOVED TO walk and, if necessary, to catch a train or tram to get wherever I needed to go, and if a city didn’t let me do that then it was probably a city that happened by accident and not on purpose. I liked things that were on purpose. I liked to think that humans were sometimes in control, that we designed things to be a certain way. Sometimes a tear would show in the painted backdrop of the world, and we could all see straight through it, and it momentarily became clear that the whole of society was essentially by accident. No one was in control and no one knew enough to save us. Some people had just landed on top and were doing their darnedest to stay there at everyone else’s expense. Those moments were the deepest feeling of doom I had ever known. So when I was stopped at the gates to the Messe, Frankfurt’s exhibition centre, and told to get on a bus, it gave me a tiny feeling of doom. Buses did not indicate good design. Buses were proof there was no God.

‘It is not possible to walk, miss,’ the security guard said, when I insisted that I did not need or want to get on the free shuttle bus provided. ‘It’s a ten-minute drive to Hall Seven.’

 I had really wanted to continue walking, plus it was so much warmer and sunnier here than in Berlin. I had gone to the extreme length of looking at a map of Germany and considering the possibility that there were places outside the ring that the Ringbahn made. It took me a while to find Frankfurt. I wanted to figure out how much further south it was, to console myself that it wasn’t just the climate crisis that made it twenty-three degrees out here in the middle of October, to finally decide that it was a little from column a and a little from column b. I felt I had been gifted another mild late-summer’s day, of the kind that had already well and truly slipped away in Berlin, and as I had left my hotel room that morning in an outfit that allowed the sun to touch parts of my bare skin, my heart sang with an unexpected joy. This was some niceness that I hadn’t expected, but here I was, getting it. I bopped along in the warmish air with uncharacteristic zeal as I made my way across the lawn between my hotel and the book fair. I was wearing cropped trousers with leather slip-ons, and a skimpy bra beneath a low-cut singlet with a loose blazer over the top. My favourite bones—my collarbones and slender ankles—were on display for all to see. My plan was to familiarise myself with the fair and see what it had to offer me, before heading to the agents’ table to find Matthew. I was in a fetching mood until I arrived at the gates, took off my headphones, and found that I had to get on an unremarkable bus.

The security guard gestured again to a queue forming for the shuttle, where I saw around a dozen people waiting in single file, all with blue lanyards and blue blazers no different from mine. They were holding papers and pamphlets and leather satchels, sipping from takeaway coffee cups like any morning commuters waiting for a bus or to die. I didn’t like it when people tried to make my life easier for me, robbing me of the mundane tasks that I liked to perform, the little things which took up my day so that when I sat down to write I felt a contrast, I felt lucky to be doing this and not the grocery shopping or paperwork or what have you. Convenience always turned out to be a trap, and I tried to avoid it at all costs. I gave the security guard a defeated look and joined the queue reluctantly. The man in front of me turned around and waved his eyebrows and large coffee cup at me. 

‘It pays to pick one up on the way,’ he said. ‘The coffee here is terrible.’

‘Oh really?’

‘Yeah.’

There was a beat and then I thought I’d better follow up. ‘What’s wrong with it?’

He didn’t expect that question. ‘Well, it’s just bad. It comes from one of those machines.’

‘A coffee machine?’

‘I suppose so, yeah.’

‘Everything’s done by machines these days,’ I said, not sure if it was a joke.

He seemed keener to push out of this mundane conversational corner we had painted ourselves into than me, and so he extended his hand and introduced himself as Benjamin from Australia. Many Australians had started conversations with me by way of complaining about coffee—back home, in Berlin, or wherever I found myself—and I liked someone who knew how to complain well. Benjamin wasn’t the best complainer; he was still too nice about it. He told me he was from a mid-sized independent publisher in Melbourne, and he was here to acquire some titles for them and build a list for the new arm of the company they were starting in the UK. 

‘And you?’ he asked.

‘I am Kim.’

‘Are you an agent?’

‘No. I write.’

‘Ah, okay, so you’re here with your publisher?’

‘No, I’m just here to see a friend. He’s an agent.’

He looked at me more carefully then: first my eyes, then my favourite bones and the way they were structured. He asked a series of questions to verify the veracity of my statements, like the taxi driver who wouldn’t believe me when I said I had a boyfriend who would be waiting for me at home (I didn’t). I looked at him more carefully too: he was fit and his shirt was fitted—a garish red cotton which revealed a tight core. Sun damage looked good on him; it lent him the air of a surfer. His hooded eyes crinkled elegantly in the corners when he smiled, which was almost always, and it was possible he thought his excessive friendliness masked the gentle interrogation which was underway.

‘Where are you meeting your friend?’ he asked me.

‘I’ll bump into him at some point,’ I said. ‘We haven’t made any concrete plans. I’m pretty chill about it.’

‘There’s around seven thousand stalls. Are you shopping a manuscript?’

‘Um … well not exactly. Because I don’t have one. Yet.’

I eyed Benjamin. Ben the vibe killer. He outlined the flaws in my plan for me, explaining it was rare for an unpublished or debut novelist to come to a book fair at all, and it might not be the right place for me to do business, and I definitely wasn’t going to just bump into my friend, because the agents were usually pitching to different editors all day without any gaps in their schedule, and I probably should have arranged something as far in advance as possible. 

‘What exactly are you doing here, may I ask?’ he finished.

‘What’s anyone doing anywhere?’ I countered, trying to conceal the fact that I was starting to worry. Like whatever unfolded here with Matthew wouldn’t be a litmus test for basically everything in my life. A big yes or no to all of my anxieties. Was I any good? Was there love in my future? Of the individual kind (from this man) or the reading audience kind (fame)? Was I talented or deluded? Had I just imagined Matthew’s interest because I desperately wanted and needed it to be true? Was I going crazy or was this just what it felt like when you were making art? Were my neuroses pathetic or the mark of a genius?

Why had Matthew invited me here, of all places? If it was anything like Benjamin said, he wouldn’t have any spare time. His emails had become fewer and further between as I pushed on with my novel, and I hadn’t received feedback on any new chapters in months. Maybe my time would have been better off spent in the hotel room writing. As Benjamin had insinuated, I couldn’t do much without a complete draft.

I knew this, of course. All my external confidence, bravado, and aggressive rebuffing of men like Ben and others I met at the book fair came from a place of deep defensiveness. There was a shield that blocked the artery inside of me that led to my heart, and my heart asked the same question of me every day: am I good? Not like ‘a good person’; obviously I didn’t care about that. The question was really: am I a good and talented writer? And if I am a little bit good, does that mean I’m good enough? To acknowledge the precariousness of my goal to write a whole novel, let alone publish it, would be to lower the shield and allow a complete stranger like Ben to pass up through my main artery and pierce my heart with some lance of sharp reality, and I’d spend the wake of our conversation bleeding out like a painting of Jesus (or some saint that bleeds). I knew these sharp realities too well. Bel and I had crunched the numbers, looked at the statistical likelihood of me becoming a successful writer. Bel had even made me an infographic: the numbers of wannabe writers versus actual ones, then the numbers of those actual writers who made a living from it. I’m not great at maths, but I had to admit the prognosis was extremely not good. It was a small little percentage of humans I was trying to join. I told Bel to take her spreadsheets away, that those little percentage signs were too sharp for my soft and sensitive little heart. I saw % % % as lances sent to bypass my shield and skewer me right in the heart, to make my precarious little dream bleed out of me slowly. And besides, here at the book fair, the tiny % % % were made dull by the fact that 100% of the people I saw around me represented literary success, in one form or another. It was only me who was pretending. A fraud in Frankfurt. But you’re only pretending until you don’t have to anymore, I heard Bel say in my internal monologue. I suppose everyone is a fraud at the start of their career, when you can only promise what you will do, and not what you have done. It’s a reverse résumé. Here’s what I plan to do: be either just good enough or maybe even a genius? Here’s what I have done: never mind about that. The only currency you have to sell your future ideas is the confidence with which you do so. I couldn’t throw the only currency I had away, even if it was fake. 

But of course, from a purely logistical level, the first step to writing a novel is, unfortunately just: write a novel. Do the work and finish the thing. That’s the only thing you can really control. But I wasn’t in a state to write. My obsession with hearing from Matthew had been a huge motivator for me for the last few months; it had propelled me forwards. But now I could sense that something was wrong, even though he hadn’t communicated as much to me. He might just have been busy, and have felt so comfortable in our relationship that he didn’t think he needed to rush any response. That we would get to it eventually. Maybe he wasn’t aware of the state it put me in? It had started to distract me now, to the extent that it had slowed my productivity almost to a complete halt. It was having the opposite effect to that intended. I tried to take my mind off the idea that everything was about to turn from sweet to sour. I hoped my mind was playing tricks on me, in an attempt to protect my heart. If only I could email yet again and just ask him: what the fuck is happening between us? Where did you disappear to? But I was too proud, and maybe too smart, to go ahead and yank on the loose thread that might bring my whole little delusional world undone. 

The doors to the bus opened and the queue started shuffling forwards. Benjamin smiled politely as he turned away and alighted the stairs. I wondered if I had to sit next to him. I wondered if I had to get on at all, if the bus would just take me somewhere I didn’t want to go. The thought occurred to me that I was making a mistake, that the more I kept digging the more I would find that disavowed my own version of reality, the one I had carefully constructed, the one that allowed me to continue.

•

Ben’s cheekbone situation and general trim and tautness made me think of the contrast with Matthew, with his round face and round glasses and slightly round belly. Inside his house, he dressed head to toe in grey. When he went out he might add a pop of colour, but at home it was always a calming monotone. I went to Hall Seven that day and searched for a grey wool blazer, I searched for a warm-eyed face, and I saw many a soft, bespectacled man. But each time I drew closer, their face would blur and switch out to something that I didn’t want it to be. When I could see them properly I realised they weren’t the one I wanted. The only face I recognised that first day at the book fair was Ben’s, while he was engaged in conversation with somebody else. When he looked up mid-conversation and caught sight of me, I raised my coffee cup to him. 

‘You were right!’ I said, excessively mouthing the words as if he couldn’t hear me, but also speaking loudly enough for my voice to travel plainly across the busy aisle between the stalls. ‘This is terrible.’




CHAPTER 7



SOMETHING PANTED NEAR me, getting closer and closer. Then I felt a warm body against my shins. It was such a nice surprise I didn’t want to open my eyes and see what it was. I wanted to stay in the moment of unexpected connection; some other being had chosen me. The warm body leaned into me, breathing like sandpaper against a wooden edge. I opened my eyes to see a medium-to-large dog with long, chocolate brown fur, cowering into me like I could protect it from something, and I instinctively reached down to calm the animal, smoothing its fur under my palms. It was well and truly golden hour now, and the dog and I stood on a small mound absorbing the light. I felt like we were posing for a photo, but when I looked around no one was seeing us like I had pictured in my imagination. The dog turned its face up to me, and I stared into its amber eyes. This dog could model, I thought. It looked like it was trying to communicate something to me. What is it, girl? I asked silently. Somehow I knew it was a girl. The edge of its fur was wet and sandy, so I looked towards the water for a sign of trouble. Something wasn’t right; the animal was getting more and more out of breath, even though it wasn’t moving. The breaths were mechanical now, almost industrial in their pace. Its huge tongue lolled about, adding an accent of pink to its brown monochrome outfit. 

‘What’s the matter, sweet dog?’ I asked aloud.

With the dog looking up at me, I felt a ridiculous sense of wellbeing, like I was being seen and accepted. But also urgency, like this dog’s life depended on me, and I only had a matter of minutes to figure out what it was trying to communicate to me.

I heard the sound of liquid hitting leather in a hard stream, sort of like a drumroll, but really more like the sound of one of those wooden instruments with ribbed sides that you rub the stick on up and down. I think they’re called guiros? Anyway, the sound made panic register in my stomach before my brain figured out that the dog was pissing on me. The stream flickered out into a dribble and I didn’t move; I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t want to gasp in disgust, for I felt protective of the dog, like it was my child, and shaming it for pissing would hurt its development. Pissing was normal. Normalise pissing. I’d put it on a t-shirt, for this sweet dog.

‘Blank! Oh, Blank!’

I looked up to see a man approaching, a leash curled up in his hand. Black curly hair, glasses. Round face with a button nose, like a cherub or a cartoon.

‘What are we going to do with you, Blank? And all over this lady’s shoes.’ He bent down to pat the dog and inspect the damage. ‘Sorry about your boots. They’re nice.’ His tone was so easy and familiar that at first I thought he was still talking to his dog. But his dog wasn’t wearing boots.

The man was dressed in a way I envied. Why was it so easy for men to look good? He wore dark denim jeans that were cuffed at the bottom to show an inch of magenta sock peeking out the top of his dirty high-tops. His t-shirt reminded me of Bert and or Ernie from Sesame Street, with striped autumnal colours topped by a yellow ribbed collar which popped against his skin tone. His jacket was a sporty bomber, maroon—the type I would look great in. In my imagination, I dressed myself in his clothes. 

‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘I just got them. This is the first time I’ve worn these boots.’

‘Oh no, Blank!’ He seemed genuinely contrite. ‘I’m so sorry about that. She’s got pretty bad anxiety and she takes medication. She’s on doggy Prozac.’ He smiled to acknowledge that this might sound funny to me, then looked serious again. ‘I’m in the process of trying to lower her dosage, and for the most part she’s responding well, but every now and again, she has a little … accident.’

‘Oh. It’s really okay. I’m glad she feels like she can be herself around me.’

‘Yeah she really homed in on you there. She’s been more social on the lower dose, more engaged and interested in interacting with other dogs and other people. But I’ve never seen her hurtle up to a stranger like this before.’

‘I’m glad somebody likes me.’

‘Well, dogs don’t pee on just anyone. She doesn’t even pee on me.’ He was so softly spoken, at first I had to strain to hear him, my ears adjusted to the too-confident voices I had been listening to all day, my first day in New York City.

‘What’s it like, having a dog with anxiety? I mean, I know what human anxiety looks like’—I drew an exaggerated circle around my face with my finger—‘but how does it present in dogs? Are they capable of worrying about the future?’

 ‘Well, caring for her has taught me a lot about the people in my life who struggle with anxiety, more than I could learn from simply observing them. Sounds weird, but this dog has helped me get better at human relationships.’

I recognised this as something a future husband of mine might say. He continued to talk to me as if we were not just meeting for the first time because his dog had anxiously peed on me, but as if he were comfortable with me, as if with the questions I asked I had opened a faucet to release a huge stream of water which represented his thoughts and concerns about his dog, whom he loved. I wondered why he was being so open in this notoriously unopen place. I liked how he talked and talked, when normally that would make me peevish. I took it as a compliment, because everything he said felt very @ me, like I was reading a perfect novel. When he paused for breath, I remembered myself, and readjusted my body so that it would face towards the sun.

‘Are you okay?’

‘Yeah, I’m great. Perfect. I just arrived in town this morning for a work trip. I’m only here two weeks, so I need to get on top of this jet lag asap, and the best way to do it is to face the sun until it disappears. I need to watch it go down. All the way.’

‘We’ll keep you company then, if you’re comfortable with that? It’s the least we can do for you and your wet boot.’

‘Of course. I would love that.’

‘This is Blank’—he patted Blank’s head so that her ears flattened appreciatively—‘and I’m Matthew.’ He offered me his hand and I shook it.

‘Kim,’ I said softly. Not an intentional softness, just because I momentarily lost my nerve when he touched me. I was trying hard to act like this was all normal for me. I hoped my extreme tiredness was making me come off as cool, even though I was uneasy, worried about something spontaneous happening that I hadn’t manufactured through sheer mental will, like most pleasant interactions I had with a man. Everything I’d managed to take in about Matthew was good; I just hated having to make decisions about men on the spot. I needed to be home alone to process him properly, in retrospect. 

Blank moved around to face the same direction as me and sat, closing her eyes against the last of the sun. Matthew moved around to the other side of her, giving me plenty of space, which I appreciated while at the same time feeling insecure about it, and stood there, echoing my body language. I breathed out, and my shoulder blades relaxed. We all closed our eyes and stood in a line, and he and I both giggled at the ridiculousness, the niceness, the unexpectedness of this moment.

‘Tell me about Blank,’ I said. ‘What is that—French?’

‘No, it’s just what it sounds like: blank. It was supposed to be a placeholder, until I thought of something better. But then I never thought of anything better, and so it’s still Blank, until I think of the exact right name.’

‘Why has it been so difficult to choose?’

‘Oh, it’s just that every time I think I like something, I realise that what I name my dog reflects on me more than her. Like, if I picked an ironic name, then I would feel stupid after a while. So then I go the other direction, and pick something really earnest, like Linda, which was my mother’s name and means beautiful in Spanish. Then I get embarrassed by that too. Then I was thinking, just go with Bo, in an homage to the Obamas’ dog. But then that ages so quickly, and is such thinly veiled virtue signalling.’

 ‘It is very aspirational, what you name a pet, or a child. I get it. What you’re aspiring to can change at any moment, and so can your relationship with this living thing that you are responsible for bringing into the world. It’s like getting a tattoo. You have to be willing to regret it at the time, and then, as time passes, you’ll be surprised when you don’t. It grows with you.’

‘Do you have any tattoos?’ he asked.

‘Yes. And I regret them.’

‘Okay.’

I tried to soothe him as I could see he clearly wanted to be soothed. But on the inside I was glad he had revealed one of his broken parts to me. He clearly had a set of insecurities to rival my own—he was too insecure or neurotic or self-conscious to name a dog. And I liked that he didn’t know what he was aspiring to, that his future was Blank. A little like mine, at the time.

The sun had well and truly gone down, and I started to shiver, perhaps less from the cold and more from some sort of girlish nervousness I hadn’t felt in a while. Though it was getting very cold, so it was hard to say.

We talked about Blank, mostly, until I couldn’t keep my eyes open any longer, despite how I was generally stimulated by our chance meeting. I felt like a set of glass marbles that had been knocked out of their well-worn wooden groove, and now we, the marbles, were splaying out across the flat surface of the wood with a percussive wooden sound, heading in unexpected directions. So, yeah: that was the day we met.




CHAPTER 8



MY HOTEL IN Frankfurt had one of those old phones, cream and gold and metallic with a curly cord, and I couldn’t wait to use it to order some French fries for my sadness. When I lifted the receiver, I realised it was the heaviest phone I’d ever held, that this was how some people lived. Rich people had so many ways to add weight to their words, one of these being to literally speak on a heavy and elaborate telephone for no reason. Matthew was the only old-money person I really knew personally—not that I knew him completely, but I had observed the day-to-day of his life for a little while and was aware enough of his wealth to know that the fact he had offered to cover the cost of this trip didn’t really mean anything. The money was inconsequential to him, and he was raised to be a supporter of the arts. That was his father’s life purpose. For all I knew, he did things like this for writers he worked with all the time. But was I even a writer at this point? And were we even working together? It was convenient for me in that moment to decide, no, our relationship was more personal than professional, so maybe this was a romantic gesture after all. Honestly, it grossed me out how rich he was, but as I looked around my fancy hotel room I was somehow okay with it. 

I had asked Bel for advice on how to use my all-expenses-paid trip, as she was the only other person I knew who had intergenerational wealth. I figured she would know better than me what to do with someone else’s money. And I was right. She found the perfect hotel room for me within half an hour. It was at one of the two main hotels where all the industry people stayed for the book fair, and they’d had a last-minute cancellation on quite a nice suite, which Bel nabbed for me, with the understanding Matthew would reimburse her. She told me that in the evenings this hotel often hosts casual after-hours events for people attending the fair, and these were a good way to meet people. It was cute that Bel thought I wanted to meet people. She kept reminding me that this trip was like work. And after my first day of wandering around fruitlessly at the book fair, I had to agree that it was starting to feel like work. And like all work, I found it demoralising.

When I had left the Messe earlier that day, I had bolted before anyone could tell me to get on a bus again. The whole walk back to the hotel, I had aggressively kicked up piles of fallen autumn leaves like an angry teenager. So much had changed in the six months since Matthew and I had met. Back in spring, the sudden blossoming of flowers seemed to follow us everywhere we went in New York City.

One night he had taken me along to a literary event for emerging writers at the Center for Fiction in Brooklyn. We walked from his house and he pointed out a lifetime of his small memories at various landmarks on the way. There was a bodega where his girlfriend of three months had dumped him and left him completely brokenhearted. It was late, and she’d been trying to find a particular type of cranberry Snapple that was her secret UTI remedy. They were out of stock. Matthew still wondered if he would have been dumped if things had gone differently, and for a long time he held a grudge against the guy behind the counter, who still gave him sad eyes whenever he went in there, like he remembered the scene playing out in front of him. 

‘Maybe he’s just sad?’ I said. ‘Maybe that’s just his face. I also think that a drink full of sugar would have just made her UTI worse. Not that I don’t, like, believe women, you know. But, yeah, I think you were cursed either way. You can probably let it go now. I don’t think a girl has ever dumped a guy because she couldn’t find a Snapple.’

‘I really think it might have been the Snapple,’ Matthew said, sounding unconvinced. He was more neurotic than me, which was arousing.

Next he pointed out the studio of a fashion designer his father had frequently collaborated with for dance productions in the 1990s and 00s. I looked at the window display—the clothes were bleak and asymmetrical and wrapped around themselves many times on the mannequins, giving the effect of edgy babies being swaddled. Matthew’s father was called Matthias, and had called his son Matthew—‘the American version of me’—although Matthew grew up to be a lot more like his mother, and his sister Lot was the one that took after Matthias, but only after his death. Matthias lined up an internship for Matthew at this studio straight out of high school. That particular internship was kind of a big deal at the time, in the early 2000s. Matthew still felt deep shame whenever he walked by, as it had been such a colossal failure, and everyone else there despised him on account of how hard they had worked to get there, while he seemed to have gotten his position by accident. Like he had tripped and fallen and ended up with a better life than them.

 ‘I think I would have hated you too,’ I said, thinking of all the entry-level minimum-wage jobs that I’d almost got in my youth, only to be replaced at the last minute by someone’s daughter.

‘It took me a long time to get over that,’ he said, sighing into the sky. ‘I think it stifled me creatively. It was years before I even sketched again. That’s why I moved to more of a supporter role. It seems like people were more prepared to see me in that position. Hyping up other creatives.’

I prepared myself to dole out some fake sympathy, as was often necessary to stoke the fires of a romance, but to my surprise I felt real compassion rising up out of my chest. I felt it so hard it hurt me. I thought of a teenager, so unsure of who they were when everyone had already decided for them: a talentless brat. Uh-oh, I thought, taking stock of my unexpected feelings; I was on his side already. Wasn’t he the rich-boy enemy? The ultra-privileged? I was a terrible socialist. Okay, I wasn’t a socialist at all. I probably couldn’t even provide a decent definition of the word. But I did know it was cool to be one.

‘Dad and Lot and me, we are all more comfortable in nurturing roles. Dad created a space for talent at his company. It was his favourite thing to do: to lift others up, see them flourish. After he died, Lot moved deeper into the dance world, and she has always preferred choreo to dancing; she hates being on a stage. As his children, people have always expected us to be patrons of the arts, not artists. And I like working as a literary agent. I love developing new voices, lending my knowledge to others. Eventually I realised I didn’t need to work for a big agency, I could just do it on my own, make my own hours. Only take on as much work as I feel like.’

‘Did you ever want to write?’

 ‘No—if anything, I would make music. I’m also really into fashion. But the creative stuff I do is just for me; I just play around with it at home. I’m a bedroom producer.’

‘Do you actually make music in your bedroom?’ I had seen a room in his house that looked like a professional studio. It had a baby grand piano in it.

‘Well, no, I have a little home studio, but the philosophy is the same.’

‘So all your agenting is kind of self-funded?’

‘Not exactly. I still take a commission, and sales are regular enough. But no, I’m not completely profit-driven.’

‘What does drive you then?’

‘Well, nurturing talent, help others in their becoming. What my dad did. But also, our family therapist would say it has something to do with Mom bailing on us when we were so young. We all went into nurture overdrive among ourselves, as a survival technique. And now I’m just really good at it. Maybe I never moved on. But anyway, I don’t really know, I’m still figuring it all out, just like you.’ He nudged me with his shoulder, and I wrapped my arm around him as we walked, our bodies bumping at an irregular tempo. That was the beginning of my wanting, my wanting for him to help me in my becoming something other than what I was. I wasn’t entirely sure what I was to become yet; I just knew how direly I wanted to change states. Take on another form.

That night it was warm enough for me to go bare-legged beneath my skirt, and I had borrowed an oversized knitted sweater from Matthew, as well as some warm socks to go underneath the boots I had bought especially for this trip, because I didn’t know if it was de rigueur to wear sneakers to the New York office. We now called them the doggy-piss boots. 

The moment I laid eyes on the building where the event was to be held I couldn’t help but let out a small gasp. Mainly because I could instantly see for the first time, with my own eyes, that literature was a big fucking deal in this city. I had known this in theory, but seeing the grandness of the tall glass walls at the base of the building, lit from within, I saw it in practice. Grand tall windows wholly dedicated to the idea of writing fiction? It was full of people who had shown up to hear new writers read. And I later found out, via Matthew’s introduction, that there were a lot of established novelists in the audience, there to show support. I didn’t know novelists did that. Congregated in rooms to support each other. Where were all the rooms? How could I get in? I guessed having written a book (past tense) was an unfortunate prerequisite.

The floor-to-ceiling bookcases were the tallest I had ever seen; they dwarfed the people milling around at the bottom of them. And the shelves were lined with novels. All just fiction? It was one of many moments in New York when I realised I had assumed wrongly about the world, that more things were possible than I’d realised. My upbringing had caused me to be too realistic and pessimistic to think that people cared about books this much. And, by extension, that people cared about me? Perhaps that was going too far. We were not in Berlin anymore, where the venues dedicated to English lit events aspired to dinginess. They wanted so hard to be grungy. There were no grand halls, and if there were they were dedicated to German literature, which I had to admit made sense, in Germany. It wasn’t Berlin’s job to nurture English-speaking writers who had fled their home country. The city had its own stories to tell. Or maybe that thought was a defence mechanism, because I wanted so badly to be nurtured and wasn’t. And we were not in my home country anymore. In Australia, the literary scene thrived thanks to the toil of people who took it upon themselves to make it do so, not from any institutional support such as a beautiful building like this, with programs funded in part by the city and the state of New York. From what I had read the one time I browsed Twitter, writers at home generally felt the government was taking a big shit on them most of the time. Did I lack confidence in my home country or did my home country lack confidence in me, as a writer, and the things I might be able to do? I felt annoyed that the stories of home weren’t championed like the stories of America. 

While we were queueing for a drink, Matthew saw a lot of people he knew, whose names I promptly forgot out of excitement of being there. I was concentrating too hard on what I could say to sound normal.

We followed the crowd into a room lined with black plastic chairs facing a slightly elevated stage. The stage had an illuminated screen above it and had nicer chairs on it for the talent. As Matthew and I sat down in the back row, he put his hand on my knee, then, when the readings started and all eyes were firmly fixed on the front of the room, he slid his hand further up the inside of my thigh, underneath my skirt. Eventually his pinky finger rested gently against my panties while we listened and I sipped on cold wine. I wondered if perhaps I hadn’t realised what it was to be happy before.

•

At my hotel in Frankfurt, I flipped through the cream pages of the room service menu looking for the French fries that I felt were rightfully mine. If they came simply on a plate instead of served under a silver cloche I knew I was going to flip my fucking lid. Maybe I could complain to management on the heavy phone? I started a script in my head: ‘Hello, this is Frau Mueller in room four-oh-three. Can I speak to the room service manager, please?’ It had taken me exactly one day to acclimatise to this lifestyle, and to start making demands. Maybe this was the life I had deserved all along. As soon as I had that thought, the phone started to ring, alarming in its metallic bleating loudness, and I jolted upright in shock. I thought maybe it was some omniscient higher power calling, to put me back in my place for feeling too comfortable here, where I didn’t belong. 

Of course it was Bel, the only person who knew where I was. Bel, the benevolent higher power.

‘Why is your phone off?’ she demanded.

‘Oh, I didn’t realise it was.’

‘Well it is, and I’ve been trying to get on to you.’

‘Sorry.’

‘You worried me, Kim.’

I was surprised by how angry she sounded. Pre-Baby, Bel had known me to be offline and unreachable for days at a time, and usually contacted me by ringing my doorbell.

‘I’m sorry,’ I said again. ‘I should’ve let you know. I’ve just had a bad day, and wanted to avoid my phone. You know it makes me anxious.’

‘Yeah, all right.’ She exhaled. ‘Why was it bad?’

‘Well, I didn’t see Matthew.’

‘Okay. What else did you do?’

‘What do you mean what else?’

 She let out a noise of frustration. ‘There’s so much more there for you than just finding him. For all you know he isn’t even there yet. Why don’t you just make a list of things you want to see, and people you want to try to meet? If you see him, you see him; if you don’t, you don’t.’

I was ashamed to admit how little interest I had in doing anything apart from tracking him down.

‘Weren’t you saying that, regardless of what happens with Matthew, you’re happy to use him as, like, a mental trick to keep yourself going, to help you move closer to your goal?’

‘Umm …’ I tried to remember. It sounded like something I might have said to make myself look less crazy. I could sense by the way Bel looked at me sideways when I was talking about Matthew that she was starting to believe me less and less. I couldn’t blame her; I often lost faith in myself, in my own grip on reality.

‘You said something to that effect,’ Bel insisted. ‘You said that as long as it gets your novel written, you don’t really care what happens apart from that. That your ability to write hinges on this external validation, but once you have finished your novel, you’ll be able to look at things with Matthew more realistically.’

‘I mean, yes, but I do care how real it is, this thing with him. I need to know how much of it is just in my imagination.’ Suddenly I wished I had ordered food already. I was feeling weak and not in a mental space to make sense of much. I needed salt.

Bel let out the longest sigh, and for a while neither of us said anything. Then, suddenly, her frustration seemed to drop away from her. Her voice was light when she spoke again.

‘I was just texting with Leo.’

‘Who’s Leo?’ I asked.

 ‘Leonardo? My occasional colleague from Switzerland? I told you about him.’

‘I have no recollection.’

‘He writes history books for trade publication.’

‘Oh, that’s why I don’t remember. History’s boring,’ I said in my faux-jock bully voice.

‘Kim, be serious for a minute.’

‘Okay,’ I said, chastened.

‘Leo’s staying in your hotel. He’s there promoting his latest book.’

‘Oh yeah, I do remember this. A salacious memoir of Prince … Freddy?’

‘It’s a biography of Frederick the Great. Yes. Why are you being such a jerk about this?’

‘Because I’m insanely threatened.’

‘Okay. That checks out.’

Baby began to coo in the background, and when Bel was distracted I made an excuse to get off the phone and called room service. Then I took off all my clothes and walked into the bathroom to find the robe. It really was a shame to go to bed alone when I wasn’t in the mood to. I rotated slowly for myself on the warm bathroom tiles, catching my own eye in the mirror as I looked over my shoulder. I remembered the mirror in Matthew’s bathroom in New York. How flattering the lighting had been. I drafted another potential email to him in my head and checked in with my sense of pride. Was it too humiliating to send another, when he hadn’t answered my last one? Yes. I wished I was the type of person who had no shame, who could just hound someone until I got what I wanted. But at the end of the day, I valued the opportunity to look cool too much.

 I put on the white towelling robe and threw myself onto the bed. I pulled the featherdown doona duvet over me and stayed there until my fries and chocolate shake arrived. Dear reader, there was no cloche.




CHAPTER 9



‘ARE YOU YOUNG, Kim?’ he asked me.

‘Am I young?’

‘You act young.’

‘Well, I’m young at heart and plan to always be.’

‘I meant more like a teenager. You don’t look like a teenager, but you do talk like a teenager.’

‘Oh, I’m twenty-seven. A regular adult woman. I live in Berlin, so … arrested development maybe?’ I laughed self-consciously, not sure if I was proud that this older man perceived me as younger than I really was, or ashamed that my life’s circumstances would allow him to think so. He hadn’t asked me many questions that would enable him to glean much about me, so I told myself I had nothing to be ashamed of, as he didn’t know anything yet. There must have only been ten or so years between us, but he had the gravitas of a man wearing elbow patches, although he was dressed in a casual button-down shirt, rolled up at the sleeves.

We were in the cigar lounge of our hotel and he was smoking a half-cigar which he’d brought to Frankfurt in his suitcase because he liked to have the kind he likes, a kind that was often hard to find. He offered to share it with me but that seemed too intimate for a first meeting with the occasional colleague of a friend. The room smelled like the inner sanctum of some subsection of society that I was grateful was irrelevant to me. 

Leonardo had carved out something of a niche for himself, I learned, writing biographies of historical figures after new details about them had come to light, changing everything we had previously thought to be true. In a sense, he said, he rewrote history, corrected false legacies, took some down a peg and lifted others up, giving credit where credit was due and reallocating it when he saw fit. His latest book had been inspired by the discovery of an erotic poem written by Frederick the Great in the late 1700s about a handsome Italian count whom, it was now unanimously agreed, he had taken as a lover on many occasions. Frederick’s sexuality had been established some time and many books ago, but according to Leo the poem was so salacious it warranted yet another take on how the man was gay and hated his wife.

‘Berlin is where Frederick kept his wife,’ Leo explained. ‘He detested her, naturally.’

I sipped on the whisky that I hoped he was paying for and he talked some more about his book, which he was very good at, until new whiskies arrived. The more he talked, the more water I added to my whisky. A dome of liquid now formed on the top of the glass, so I leaned down to drink from it while it remained on the table. I sat back in my chair, satisfied, and looked at Leo, who had resting stern face. There was a moment where we sat facing each other that I thought one of us might pounce on the other, like a cat on a bird.

 ‘Have you ever been to Peacock Island?’ he asked abruptly, puffing on the half-cigar, the kind he liked.

His question was not exactly expected, but I knew why he was asking. Peacock Island was where Frederick had built a small summer palace in which to house his lovers, not far from the main palace in Potsdam. It was not so far from Berlin and was a common destination for daytrips.

‘Yes, I went there once with a friend. It was her dying wish.’

‘Oh. Sorry for the subject.’

‘It’s okay—she wasn’t really dying, she was just leaving Berlin. Which is sort of the same thing, because we’ll never see each other again.’

‘Oh.’

‘We’d both lived here for a couple of years by then and had never made it to Peacock Island, so she wanted us to go there together before she went back to America. I really miss her.’ To my surprise I was starting to get emotional. ‘It’s one of the hard things about living here.’

‘In Frankfurt?’

‘No, Berlin.’

‘I live in Geneva.’

‘But still.’

‘Not really.’

‘Hmm.’ I shrugged. ‘I mean, it’s hard living in a city where all your friends will leave, one by one. It kind of brings tears to my eyes, the inevitable loss of all the connections everyone is making.’ I blinked sadly. ‘I miss them all so much, it still shocks me.’

‘What did you think of Frederick’s palace on the island? Do you know the story behind the design of it?’ he asked.

 Some men were always trying to bend conversations back to facts and away from our personal circumstances. All I wanted out of most conversations was a volley back and forth, where one person said something and the other person reacted to that thing. Was that so hard? Instead I found myself having conversations like this one was promising to be, where I would lob some intimate or personal thoughts out there for the other person to hit back, and instead they’d dodge them and let them roll away, preferring instead to recite a list of facts at me in a one-way stream, as if I didn’t know how to look up a Wikipedia page on my own to find the information I wanted. My impulse to bicker was kicking in at the most inappropriate time. Who cared if I liked this man, or if he seemed like a person who knew how to be curious about other people or not? I was supposed to be here to glean information from a successful author, that’s all. But just because he was older and successful didn’t mean I really had to listen to him, did it? I was much more interested in myself than in history—was that such a crime? It kind of was.

But my own emotional state helped me to learn about the emotional state of the world, because what made us us more than how we felt? Why were we still talking about how some dead king felt? In my defence, while I was more interested in myself than the past, I was less interested in myself than the future. As a naturally anxious person, I thought about the future all the time. To me, everyone’s future seemed worth making sacrifices for. I wasn’t a completely selfish person. Mainly I wanted the world to continue in good stead after I was gone. But while I was here, I did have some questions, about why things had to be the way they were. About why a lot of things in our lives were so stupid and joyless.

 I thought about Bel and how she had set this meeting up, and my quote unquote career as a quote unquote writer. I should probably try to avoid fucking this evening up, I decided. Leo had that look in his eye like he was preparing his exit strategy (maybe it had something to do with my unprompted near-crying experience), and so I sat back and let the social training of my younger and less assertive self kick in. I would ask him questions that allowed him to keep expounding on a subject I cared very little about. I would facilitate him talking over me even as I hated myself for it, knowing I was betraying young women everywhere: women who just wanted to be able to cry in public at the same time as being taken seriously. Maybe in the future emotions wouldn’t have to be made invisible to favour facts.

What could I say about Peacock Island? I had assumed the name of the island came from the peacocks that seem to roam freely around the island, but if you look at a map of the island it is literally shaped like a peacock, man-made in the shape of a bird. A short ferry ride from the mainland, it had a dairy as well as the palace, manicured pastoral gardens and an aviary complete with a real albino peacock.

‘It was interesting, the palace,’ I offered. ‘It looks incredibly artificial. When I saw it I felt like I was on a film set, or looking at a Disney cartoon castle brought to life. Why is that?’

Leonardo leaned back in his chair and explained that it all started with Jean-Jacques Rousseau. I thought it would have been a nice touch for him to take a slow puff of his cigar before he started, but he left it resting on the ashtray. In the eighteenth-century Rousseau called for a ‘return to nature’ as an antidote to modern life. This inspired European nobility to construct mock farms to imitate the simple country life. Ruins were considered similarly romantic, and so the palace was built to look as if it were already in ruins. Old and authentic from the beginning. 

‘Like shabby chic?’ I suggested.

‘Not exactly,’ he said. Leo went on. The walls were supposed to look like white marble, but on closer inspection were white-painted wood. The dairy resembled a ruined monastery. Upstairs was an impressive gothic hall, and downstairs were the cows. Frederick could milk them himself if he chose, as was in vogue at the time. Apparently the milk was sweeter this way.

‘Sounds like a fetish,’ I said. ‘Dressing up like a farmer and milking cows. Was there rubber involved?’

‘It was a fetishisation of class, if anything,’ Leo said, ignoring my attempt at a tonal shift. ‘It’s not unlike those corporate hunting trips, where groups of wealthy men go on safari and pay real hunters to corner animals for them, so it’s easier for the wealthy men to shoot them. It is meant to replicate the feeling of hunting for one’s food.’

He paused, and I felt a thought forming, so I thought I would try and say something, even though I wasn’t quite sure yet what it would be.

‘Yeah. It kind of reminds me of something more modern, too. Like, people of my generation are still fetishising a certain class, and we’re all sort of playing at living a lifestyle that doesn’t come naturally to us, and mutually agreeing to believe in it, ignoring the obvious signs of artificiality. I guess traditionally people have aspired to move up in class, so it’s more noticeable today when people are trying to move down or across, which people play at when they want to be perceived as arty in Berlin. But I suppose it is reassuring to hear that humans have always played at this type of pretending, even royalty.’ I paused and made a sort of ‘see, I was listening to you’ face before continuing. ‘And what about Frederick’s wife? Does she have a perspective on this in your book, or is she always just the punchline?’ 

‘My book can’t be everything to everyone.’

‘I feel that way about my book too. That it’s not for everyone. That it’s not everything.’

‘I’ll keep an eye out for it.’

‘My book?’

‘Sure.’

Based on what? I wanted to say. We had never got round to talking about it.

‘I assume it’s fiction?’

Finally he had thrown a question my way. Technically it was a statement with an upwards inflection at the end, which is the most you can hope for as a certain type of young woman speaking to a certain type of jowly elbow-patchy man.

There was a long pause in which I was expected to launch into an explanation of my work in progress. But instead of words forming and my tongue moving—in other words, an opening up to another person—I felt the opposite of bodily sensations, a sharp closing-off. My internal metal shield of defensiveness rose inside of me and firmly set itself in front of my heart as if to say: none shall pass. I had created my own little world in which I was important, and I was doing important work: international sad girls everywhere were urgently waiting for me to finish my novel. And in order to protect this world, I had to create a strong exterior to protect myself from all the medieval lances (%) that buried themselves in the conversation like the one that was threatening to happen now. If I let a serious and successful man like Leo through the gates to see what was going on inside, everything would come crumbling down around me. I didn’t trust my resolve to believe in myself in the face of all that institutionalised brilliance represented by Eurocentric penises lounging in European cigar lounges. I imagined if I lowered my defences and let Leo in on my idea, he’d lean in with a metaphorical monocle, and get close enough to see that my confidence was counterfeit. 

I drained my glass and rose from my chair. ‘Yes. Well, thank you for a lovely evening. I don’t know many people here. It was enlightening.’ I resisted the urge to curtsy. I smiled. I left.




CHAPTER 10



EVERYONE WAS ALWAYS talking about likeability, but I didn’t care for it. What I cared for was loveability. And in order to make room to be loved (on a personal and professional level), I was actively trying to shed the need to be liked. As with any change, it wasn’t happening smoothly and it wasn’t a perfect science. Sometimes I overcorrected and things got a little jagged. I was overzealous at times, when I felt the tiny twitch of rage in my stomach, and my impatience with my own intrinsic inclination to always be nice would rear up, out of my control, and I might say something rather cunty. And sometimes I went the other direction, I slid backwards, regressed into a girlish need to be liked, and I would abandon any sense of progress on this front and try to ingratiate myself. But mostly I gave myself permission to be unlikeable, because this seemed like a very modern thing to do. In order to go through with it, though, I had to chip away at myself. And sometimes this hurt. Sometimes, in my quest to be not liked but loved, I felt like I was losing part of myself.

Everyone has a party trick they do to earn love. I use my amazing personality, like a clown does. On a larger scale, I thought writing might help me achieve this. Like maybe I could beam my personality out to a large group of people en masse and receive in return a large and anonymous love that would be there always. There would be no way for me to mess it up because it would be a one-way stream of communication that happened every five years or so, after many redrafts. It would be easy to avoid mistakes, as my offering would be mediated by professionals. Readers wouldn’t even know what I looked like, necessarily, which felt like the most blissful departure from the usual senseless entry point into love: physical beauty. And I wouldn’t really know what they looked like either. It would be a completely disembodied love. So yes, I equated writing with love, a type of love that was less tangible than romantic love, but more reliable, maybe because it would mostly exist in my imagination. 

The only thing standing between me and the thought that life was completely meaningless was the idea that producing something out of all my misery might make things feel worthwhile. There were two parts to that idea: first, the misery; and second, the production. First (misery-wise), I felt that writing about it would validate my misery: taking me from a place where I was constantly comparing my own right to feel sad to the right of others and coming up short, to a place where I could enjoy the banality and the sameness of my misery. There was nothing concrete or physically wrong; there was only my perception of how life could or should be but wasn’t. I was objectively lucky, but the world still sucked. The meaning I could glean from this would be to successfully articulate a sort of universal useless misery that comes from nowhere and makes little sense. Second (production-wise), I wanted to produce a physical object out of my feelings. Bel said it was obvious that I had inhaled more capitalism than her, that productivity was my religion now. Producing things gave my life meaning. And I couldn’t disagree. I wanted to produce something so bad. Something I could hold in my hands and say that I made with my heart. 

Debbie fully supported my quest to be unliked. She had even given me homework: to talk over people as often as I could. She said not to be the listener anymore; I had to be listened to instead. I thought it might be important to try to do both, but she said my listening muscles were freakishly overgrown, basically on steroids. My ‘listen to me’ muscles, on the other hand, were atrophying from self-consciousness. Iron-deficient and unsure of themselves, ‘like a depressed bed-ridden egg’ (Debbie’s words). I had too much self, and I needed to foist as much of it on unsuspecting people around me as I could, preferably new people who I was unlikely to see again after I had endeavoured to talk over them for an entire evening. That was the only way to strengthen the muscles. That was one very good way to be unliked. Debbie thought that was the only way to become a writer. To build that muscle.

•

I was still in bed when Bel texted me the morning after:

B: How did it go with Leo?

K: Um.

B: Just um.

K: Yeah, just um i think.

B: What did you do Kim

K: Oh nothing too bad. How’s le Baby

B: Baby is good. Baby has a new tooth.

K: Love that for them.

 Talking over Leonardo, even for a little bit, left me exhausted and achy, like I had attempted to do ‘exercise’ and now my muscles had filled with lactic acid overnight. I had woken up in my hotel room famished, starved for a conversation with Matthew. I needed to talk to him, to hear his voice, and not just reread his words in one of the better emails that I had bookmarked for easy access. Matthew had something that most other people lacked: curiosity. We were equally curious about each other, I think. The whole time we were communicating, I wanted to hear his voice instead of read his words, I wanted to talk and hear all the things in his voice that he couldn’t put into words, I wanted him to hear the love in mine. I wanted many things, and one of them was to simply talk on the phone. But Matthew was insistent that the thing we had needed to stay in the written word for as long as possible. That everything I wanted him to know I had to say with my writing, both in my correspondence to him and in my regular writing. That I should use the frustration of not being able to use my actual spoken voice and funnel it into making my writing voice more powerful. What he said made sense. It was like a balm to me at times, that he really was trying to make me into a writer, after all.

The emails were the closest thing to love letters I’d ever get from him, but rather than declaring that he was in love with me, which I secretly hoped he would, they told me that he loved who I was as a person, he loved the thing I was creating, he loved my voice. He wanted it to continue to develop, to grow louder.

I had asked Bel one day, ‘Do you prefer love letters or break-up letters?’

‘Am I the sender or the receiver of the letter?’

‘You’re neither. You’re just reading this because you chose to.’

 ‘Oh. Then definitely a break-up letter.’

‘Yes. I agree so much.’

‘There’s something very dark about overhearing other people breaking up. Like you’re part of something so intimate that you’re definitely not supposed to be privy to, simply because the people are hurting too much to keep their voices down.’

‘I know. It’s awesome. And getting to hear someone’s reasons for leaving a relationship is so, so interesting. I feel like it’s a lot less generic than hearing why someone got into a relationship.’

‘Yeah, totally—that’s like, who cares? You were horny or whatever.’

‘Yeah, who does care? Films and TV shows are always like “it’s really a love letter to this city” or “this city is the fifth character”. And it’s like, why would we want to hear why someone likes the most generic and obvious city in the world? Literally everyone does, dude. I want to know why a person breaks up with a place.’

‘Mmm, I’m less interested in that. That was my whole life. And it’s never anything that special. It’s just that my mother got a new job. It’s always just some practical reason.’

‘Oh. Yeah. If you’re a practical person you might leave for a practical reason. But most people aren’t that level-headed.’ I had forgotten about how completely uninterested Bel was in leaving anywhere, her desire to stay in one place forever. How easily she could stare down the barrel of what her life would be, and how completely serene she was sitting in her pain. She never pretended it wasn’t there. She never smiled when she wasn’t really happy. And when she was despairing, she never ended on an obligatory note of hope, the way I did, out of some messed-up sense of social obligation. Why were we all pretending everything was okay all the time? And why did we feel the need to convince our friends of that, even when it was a straight-out lie? I remembered how much her desire to stay put bristled up against my desire to be constantly moving away, getting further and further from the centre in an attempt to go around a problem instead of through it. How I always thought there was something better elsewhere. The problem is, sometimes there isn’t, but you know, sometimes there is? Another thing I can never know, and can never be okay with not knowing. 

I checked my email again. Still no response from Matthew. I threw back my featherdown doona duvet and sat up, finally ready to get out of bed. I was again hungry for validation. I was also hungry in the more literal sense, as in, I needed to eat something badly. This was the perfect condition in which to push on with my draft. The best way to write a novel, I had decided, was to have a mini-breakdown every morning before I started writing. And the best way to bring that about was to delay eating for as long as I could. Everything good I had ever written hinged on some misery of mine, and the most accessible misery was hunger. It was like a Magic 8 Ball for my Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. It would shake me up and make me realise what it was I needed with an urgency that seldom made any sense. Sometimes, like now, it would tell me what I needed was not to write at all. I was too angry. I had been invited here and then ignored, left to rot in my fancy hotel suite. Hunger is a great way to get you out of the house, to get you to take action. Hunger for something will make you do things you wouldn’t normally do.




CHAPTER 11



HALL FIVE WAS different from Hall Seven. I felt as if I were stepping into a luxurious egg made of white wood, lined with rich red carpets. There were curved bookshelves lining the sides of the building and people browsing as if they were in a bookstore. The floor-to-ceiling windows let in large swathes of the blue sky outside and I felt like I was waiting to board a flight, instead of showing up unexpectedly where I possibly wasn’t wanted. I camouflaged myself among some bookshelves that were in the centre of the hall, while I looked around to assess my entry strategy. Between me and the Literary Agents & Scouts Centre stood a small stage where a large crowd had formed to watch a man in chef whites flambéing something with one hand while holding up his cookbook with the other. I cursed myself for not having eaten anything yet.

I wanted to write a very publishable novel. I was still learning about how that could look. Something that was authentically me but still wildly successful. I didn’t ask for much. I looked at all the people who had shown up for the celebrity chef. There were so many more of them than I had seen around other authors the day before. Maybe I should incorporate a cookbook element into my novel? I made a mental note to research this. Horror, romance, and food. I was currently starved of at least two of those three things, but still, nobody ever said that it couldn’t be done. I reached out and touched the shelves in front of me, looked over the books that were arranged face out. Was this what very publishable novels looked like? In front of me all the books were of the same format and thickness: short, stout paperbacks with pages of warm cream-coloured paper. The covers were all a textured matt black, the type I didn’t like because it gathered dust too easily, with large block letters in white or a splash of bold colour – perhaps with a photo of something ominous emerging from the dark background, like a wolf or a spider or a gritty, bearded man. The author’s names were mostly male or Scandinavian or both. There was a section where all the covers featured different objects: rotting bunches of flowers disappearing into black backgrounds, or dirty wedding dresses that had been trodden into the ground. This was the women’s crime section. One book just had a picture of laundry drying. But the laundry looked old and the sky above it was overcast, so you knew some sort of crime had occurred. 

The fact that I had found myself in the crime section made me feel clandestine, like what I was about to do was straight out of a noir thriller, like I was peering through a set of blinds that cast a hard shadow across my face, before sitting back on a desk and taking a long contemplative drag of a cigarette. Or maybe I was more like a woman who was the subject of a true crime documentary, one whose bizarre behaviour is later pieced together by a series of talking heads, people speculating on what the hell I was doing. What drove me to this. I would love to watch that. I would love to know that, too. How did I get here? To be honest, all this casting myself into various stories that happened on screen was a way to romanticise my desperation, to make a playful joke out of my complete and utter vulnerability. Here I was in the physical vicinity of the people in whose hands all my desires rested, people who didn’t know I existed. 

It felt like my past, present, and future hinged on this small period of my life, like I was trapped under a huge weight that would make or, if I didn’t manage to shift it in time, break me. And I needed Matthew to help me lift the weight; I didn’t know how to do this alone. I needed affirmation that I hadn’t imagined the energy flowing back and forth between us since we met. I had nothing but a digital paper trail of it.

Now that my proximity to Matthew was turning from the digital into the physical realm, it did give me pause. I became aware that I was borderline stalking him at this point, but it felt okay because it was for the sake of my career. Women were allowed to do whatever for the sake of their career now, which was cool. If I was just a jilted lover, then this definitely wouldn’t be allowed; it would basically be a crime. Or it would literally be a crime, even. But I was just here to do my job. Everything was riding on the next encounter between me and the literary man, and it made my chest feel tight, like there was a revolver pressed to my breastbone and someone else’s hand was on the trigger. Or like I had drunk four cups of free coffee, which I had.

I moved along the bookshelves until I could see the entrance to the Literary Agents & Scouts Centre. There was a woman with a clipboard who seemed to be checking passes and letting people in. The closed-off area looked less like a gathering of literary powerhouses and more like a school canteen set up for speed dating. There was a series of small tables with a chair on either side. If I was going to find Matthew anywhere it would be in there, meeting with publishers to try to sell the rights to his authors’ work. I asked myself for the hundredth time why he had invited me here. But he had, so I would proceed. I watched the flow in and out of the area from my perch behind the bookshelves. The books in this section were larger format hardbacks with slip jackets, taller and wider but much thinner than the crime novels. Painted portraits of people with tricorn hats or powdered white curls gazed from the covers, unsmiling. History was extremely Caucasian and miserable, apparently. I supposed I was extremely Caucasian and miserable too. Then I saw a familiar name beneath an unfamiliar title: Frederick the Great: King of Pleasure by Leonardo Morretti. I flipped through to the chapter detailing how much he hated his wife. As I read, irritation flicked inside me like a cat’s tail. 

I heard chairs being scraped back from tables and looked at my watch. It was 3 pm on the dot.

Everyone seemed to be in the process of wrapping up one meeting and moving on to the next. The flurry of activity was my opportunity. Removing my glasses, I headed for the entrance guarded by clipboard woman. These glasses were a trademark of sorts—at least, they might be one day, when more people knew who I was. But I didn’t want to be recognised at a later date by virtue of my distinctive glasses, so I put them away and tried to resist my instinct to squint as the far edges of the egg-shaped Hall Seven began to blur.

With my eyes downcast, I attempted to enter the Literary Agents & Scouts Centre in search of Matthew, but the woman at the entrance tapped my shoulder politely with her pen.

‘Excuse me, madam, if you could just show me your ID then I can sign you in for your appointment.’

 ‘Oh, sure. But the thing is: I was just in there and I left my pass on the table. Stupidly.’ I put my hand in my pocket to make sure the blue lanyard wasn’t poking out of it. ‘So I just need to pop in and get it. I’ll be two seconds.’

‘Oh that’s no problem—people do that all the time.’ She beamed at me, a vision of sympathy and understanding. ‘Just give me your name and I’ll go inside and grab it for you.’

Shit.

‘Ah, the name is Morretti.’

‘Okay, Miss Morretti—I should be able to see your desk number here …’

While she studied her clipboard I looked past her to the bustle of people coming and going. Blazers crisscrossed the floor, blocking my vision. And then I saw him, right at the back. He was in the far corner, greeting someone, arms outstretched, pulling the other person into a businesslike American hug. Panicking, I momentarily wanted to bolt. Squinting hard I could make out his round face, full cheeks, divine monk-like bone structure and sweet cute cute nose. His head was shaved now, though when we met his curls almost reached his shoulders. He was wearing a grey knit with a white collarless shirt showing at the neck, and the man he was meeting with patted his back cordially before they sat down, Matthew in the chair facing away from me.

‘I can’t find any appointments listed here under Morretti,’ the woman said. ‘Maybe try your first name?’

‘Sure, it’s … Leonora.’

‘Leonora?’

‘That’s right.’

‘Sounds Italian.’ The woman was still beaming.

 ‘Yeah, it does.’ I smiled back, thinking about what I was going to say when I tapped Matthew on the shoulder.

She said something in Italian and I kept smiling. When she seemed to be done I said, ‘Yeah.’

‘I said, it also sounds a lot like the name on the book that is immediately behind me. Like maybe you just read it off there.’

I looked up to see her gesturing to Leo’s book displayed on a nearby stand. This guy was everywhere.

‘Oh no, that’s my book. I didn’t even see it there. That’s so funny. Maybe it’s fate. Anyway, I’ll be right back.’ I started to move past her.

‘Or maybe’—she pressed me back with her pen, which she considered an extension of her finger—‘you are not really Leonora.’ It was not the true fact that hurt so much as the fact that she didn’t want to touch me with her actual finger. ‘I really can’t let you in unless you have an appointment,’ she said firmly. Then she grabbed Leo’s book and opened it to the author picture. There he was: outside a castle with a leg up on a mossy log, elbow resting on his thigh, dark curls pushed back off his forehead by the wind.

I thought for a minute. ‘Okay,’ I said. ‘I’ll be back shortly.’

‘No.’

‘How would I find someone here? Like, look them up. For professional reasons, obviously.’

She sighed and gestured to a table in the corner. ‘Check the directory.’

I flipped through the fair directory, scanning for the name Matthew Danish. I couldn’t find it. Thinking I must have missed it, I went through the directory again. His name definitely wasn’t there. I did see Benjamin’s name, though, under the name of the mid-size Melbourne publisher he had mentioned. Benjamin. ‘Yes!’ I said aloud, making a mental note of the booth number. As I hurried away from the centre, the clipboard woman watched me and said something out of the side of her mouth to the person next to her. She was probably just happy for me. 




CHAPTER 12



I CALLED BEL when I got back to the hotel room. She was on the street, clearly walking. Her words came out breathy when she said: ‘You sound better today.’

‘I feel better today. You sound good too.’

‘Yes. Baby is sleeping well. Mother is happy.’

I thought of Baby, their brown curls which were getting so long they were starting to point out in every direction in cartoonish whisps.

‘Did you end up giving them a haircut?’

‘No. We’re waiting for you to come home. We need your artistic direction.’

‘Full micro fringe, I reckon. Let’s go for a total Berlin destruction look. I want the haircut to say: this baby will ruin your life.’

Bel laughed. She was walking up a set of stairs now. ‘Wow,’ she said. ‘She’s back. Is she back?’

‘I do feel like I might be coming back. Feeling myself again.’

‘Yeah I mean you’re engaging with me on a topic that isn’t …’

‘Myself?’

‘I was going to say your book. Or …’

 ‘Or Matthew?’

‘Yeah, well, I didn’t want to bring him up if you hadn’t. For once.’ Her breathing was becoming choppy as she climbed, which made her words sound casual and unimportant.

‘Okay, sorry. I do get a little … when I’m feeling really anxious about something, I become not that fun to be around.’

‘That you do, my girl. That you do. But I’m proud of you anyway. You’ve become so driven. There’s been a big change in you. I can see that you’re going through something big. It was hard for me to watch you struggle before. You were so stuck.’

‘Yeah. I think I’ve become unstuck. Things feel like they’re beginning to move really fast now. After my whole life just waiting.’

‘Will it be okay, Kim?’

‘It will be okay, Bel.’

I smiled and threw myself down on the bed. I remembered the feeling of relaxing. Of breathing easily. I allowed myself to indulge in my ultimate adult fantasy: that everything would be okay.

I heard a door creak at her end. It sounded familiar.

‘What are you up to?’

‘I’m just arriving at your place to water your thirsty little plants.’

‘Yes, please, plant mummy princess.’

Then I heard her gasp. ‘Oh my god,’ she said.

‘Bel?’

She didn’t reply.

‘What’s wrong?’ I sat up. ‘Has there been a murder?’

‘No, no murder. Why are you so sure there’s going to be a murder in your apartment?’

‘It’s intuition. Believe women.’

I waited for her to tell me what had made her gasp.

 ‘It’s not a murder. It’s just a chicken. There’s a raw chicken sitting on your benchtop.’

I had forgotten to roast the chicken, it was true. I had also forgotten to eat it. But this was one of the advantages of being obsessed with one thing. It allowed me to stop caring about all the other things, the parts of myself which were falling into disrepair. Who cared about the raw chicken? I’d never had the luxury of a one-track mind before I decided to write a novel. I had always tried to optimise my life in every single way at the same time, meaning I was generally failing in all areas.

Before I left my job, when I was so stuck it was hard to watch, according to Bel, I was paralysed by all the things I was obliged to be doing. I would worry about my career, feeling that I should speak up more often in meetings on behalf of every woman alive, even if I truly had nothing to say. Sometimes I just cleared my throat loudly in an effort to lean in, even though my natural inclination was not to lean in, it was to lean out, to the extent that I was almost lying down, mentally. I simply did not care, but that wasn’t acceptable, because I had nothing else to care about at that stage in my life. No child, no talent, no nothing. It wasn’t acceptable for me to exist only for myself; I was supposed to be adjacent to something or someone of value. And when I finished work for the day, for the week, I worried I wasn’t going out enough, wasn’t milking my youth enough, that I should give in and join some sort of social media so I could broadcast the fact that I wore outfits and had friends. But I didn’t want to waste my life away trying to keep up with other people. What can you accumulate in a life like that anyway? You spend your whole life on your phone and then you die, is that the general idea?

 The novel gave me an out. Now I only worried about one thing. The novel and Matthew counted as one thing, one fused obsession. My obsession was a huge liberation. My obsession gave me butterflies in my stomach that alternated between excitement and anxiety. Sometimes the butterflies would flutter all the way up to my heart, to my throat, the insides of my eyelids. They’d make me light-headed and I’d close my eyes and let them pitter patter all over my body, like I’d taken a huge drag of a cigarette and was floating backwards on a dancefloor while my favourite song was playing, and a net of strangers’ arms was waiting to catch me if I fell, from too many cigarettes or Long Island Iced Teas. I’d be in heaven but on the edge of a deeper misery than ever. I’d be on top of the world and then they’d ask me, Did you make the right choice, Kim? Are you currently, still, making the right choices, Kimberly Mueller?

‘I’m sorry about the chicken, Bel. It’s just not a priority for me right now. In my new driven state.’ I got up to retrieve a bottle of white wine from the minibar.

‘You’re disgusting. I’m gonna leave it here for you.’

‘Have you smelled off chicken? Please, mummy princess. Get rid of it for me. I’ll clean up one hundred little baby shits for you.’

‘You have to do that anyway.’

‘Yeah, I know.’

She sighed. ‘Fine.’ I heard her rummaging through the plastic bags under the sink.

‘Don’t use the fancy ones.’

‘You have fancy plastic bags?’

‘The Aldi ones! They’re thick and luxurious.’

‘Okay, fuck, calm down. Hey, did you hear about Leonardo?’

‘No.’

 ‘His book made the hotlist.’

‘Oh,’ I said to buy some time. I was having a visceral reaction, silently, on my end of the line.

‘Yeah, so, the faculty is all aflutter over that.’

‘I bet.’ Resentment seared through me. The hotlist was a list of books presented at the book fair that were indeed hot. Hot off the press, a hot topic in the industry, in hot demand. Predicted to be big sellers. I didn’t like being reminded that I was not hot, even though I hadn’t even written a book yet. Oh god, my feelings again. Of course when I started out on this venture of writing a very publishable novel I did my research, I studied all the hotlists from all the book fairs and predicted the trends likely to be reaching their peak at around the time my novel could foreseeably be published. I would never have guessed Leo would make the list. His title was very circa 2010, not 2020. His angle was dated and lacking a feminist perspective. Feminism had sold a lot of books. It was on an upwards trajectory. But Leo was right and I was wrong. I wanted so badly to be hot like him, to be a hot little writer. Sometimes I thought his world of prestige was a wank, and irrelevant to me. But at other times I wanted validation from every human being on the planet. I was still so hungry for everything. I was still literally and figuratively hungry.

I took a big swig of wine from the bottle and said, ‘I think I’m going to order a whole roast chicken.’

‘Great. More chicken being brought into the world,’ Bel said. I could hear her wrestling to get the chicken carcass formerly known as my food into a bag. ‘What’s your problem with Leo?’ she asked.

‘Honestly, I don’t know why I hate him so much. He just sucks.’

 ‘You’re not really in a position to be turning down successful writer friends. And I’ve always had pretty nice interactions with the guy.’

‘I have Jannick.’

‘Old man Jan? You’ve spoken to him twice.’

‘We have spoken at least three or four times. I have his phone number.’

‘He gives his business card to everyone. It’s like a nervous tic. Every time he stops for a doner kebab he ends up giving out a couple.’

Jan had indeed given me his business card. The first time we met was at a mutual friend’s going-away party at a bar. He wasn’t someone I would normally be drawn to in a crowd, with his curly silver hair and practical outfit that made him look like one half of a sensible couple doing some sort of outdoors activity. I couldn’t see his feet underneath the table he was sitting at, but I felt sure they’d be those shoes with separate toes. When the people either side of him got up to mingle, he sat alone in the corner, and seemed perfectly content to sit there. Seeing this made me want to go and sit next to him, being relatively alone myself.

Jan was having marriage troubles, and he talked to me openly about his love for his wife of over a decade, about how the foundations of their love were cracking and his marriage was disintegrating into rubble. I liked how honest he was. I was glad to meet him but sad our mutual person and reason to meet again would be leaving so soon. I supposed it would be weird for us to become friends, given our age gap and differing demographic. But I liked his energy. He was a gentle man. I was curious about him, but there are some questions you can’t ask the first time you meet someone in Berlin. The main one is: so what do you do? The one people ask instead is: so what brings you here? I had already gleaned that he was from Berlin, so I couldn’t ask that. After he’d finished describing the breakdown of his marriage story, there was a short silence, and then he told me it was time for him to leave. When he stood up from the table, I saw he was wearing regular shoes, plain black Doc Martens. They were actually really nice. I was just being a bitch before, assuming he had ugly shoes. God, I was a terrible person. His nice shoes made my heart hurt, the way oldish men in smart outfits always did. He pulled a business card from his wallet and to my surprise it said simply: 

Jannick

Writer

And His Phone Number

‘What kind of writer are you?’ I asked.

‘Novelist.’ He smiled sadly.

I couldn’t imagine how you could feel sad when you said that.

Just then our mutual friend approached. She pulled Jan into one of those sentimental embraces that are obligatory when someone’s time in Berlin comes to an end.

Jan was the reason I knew my unease around Leo didn’t just come from simple jealousy of someone who was extremely successful at doing the thing I wanted to do. Jan wrote real novels. The type I wanted to write one day. But I never felt an ounce of jealousy in any of our three or four conversations. I was just happy to be in his presence for a short time.

I sipped wine, and tried to come up with a good reason to hate Leo.

‘They’re throwing a party for Leo’s book tonight, Kim. I think you should go.’

 I made a noise of hesitation with the neck of the wine bottle still in my mouth.

‘Swallow your pride and go. It’s at the Frankfurter Hof—I’m texting you the details right now.’

‘I don’t have any pride to swallow.’

‘Okay, good. Then you’re all ready to leave.’

‘I’m too drunk.’ The wine made a distinctive glug sound as it resettled in the bottle.

‘That’s perfect. You’ll be friendlier.’

‘You know it could go either way.’

‘All right, off you go. I’ve got to go.’ I could hear her moving about, gathering her things, preparing to leave my place.

‘Oh, Bel, I need to tell you something—even though I’m not supposed to bring him up.’

‘Sure.’

‘I saw Matthew today.’

‘Oh?’ Bel stopped short again. I heard her become still.

‘Is there another murder?’

She didn’t say anything.

‘Is there another chicken?’ I laughed, but she didn’t. Tough crowd.

She stayed silent, so I continued.

‘Well, I saw him from afar but I couldn’t get to him. He wasn’t wearing his glasses so I couldn’t tell.’

‘Kim, what?’

‘Oh wait, I wasn’t wearing my glasses, sorry. So I couldn’t tell for sure. But like, it was him you know.’

‘So you didn’t talk to him?’

‘No, I couldn’t.’

 ‘Okay. Are you sure it was even him?’

‘Why wouldn’t it be? He’s gotta be here somewhere.’ Then I remembered. ‘Though I did look him up in the directory and I couldn’t find him.’

‘Oh,’ she said, ‘I’ll try. What’s his last name?’ She put me on speaker phone, and I heard her voice echoing off all the surfaces in my kitchen.

‘Danish.’

‘Okay, it’s Danish. But what is it?’

‘No, his last name is Danish. I asked him what it was and he said, “It’s Danish.” Oh wait, unless you think he was saying it’s something Danish.’

‘That’s weird. What are you going to do?’ She sounded concerned for me, which for some reason I found annoying.

‘I’m going to find him. I tried to find this other guy I met to help me, an Australian publishing type, but he wasn’t around. But hey, maybe he’ll be at the party tonight?’

‘Are you sure you aren’t too drunk?’

‘You just convinced me to go.’

‘Maybe … yeah, I don’t know. You seem … emotional.’

A pit grew in my stomach. I was not used to Bel hesitating; I was the only one allowed to do that.

‘I’m just worried about you, Kim,’ she added, as if reading my mind. Her concern for me was no longer annoying; now it was concerning. Was I perhaps not okay? Was fun drunk Kim actually manic scary Kim?

‘Maybe you could stay in and write?’ she suggested. ‘Deal with that stuff when you’re sober?’

 ‘Write? I’m drunk! I’m breaking out of here. Yeah. Yeah I’m just gonna eat a chicken real quick then go. You’re right. I need to get out there. Just a chicken and a bottle and then I’m out. Thank youuuuuu—you’re the best and always correct.’

I hung up and ordered a whole roast chicken and another bottle of riesling. Finally I would eat and become happy; my misery was of no use to me anymore. I went to the bathroom and applied a liberal amount of eyeliner. Lashings of it, in fact. I dug the beret I’d brought (forest green with a black leather trim) out of my suitcase and crowned myself like the king of wearing European hats. I did some royal lunges to warm up, making small noises of exertion as I stepped across the hotel room. I felt like I might be having fun for the first time in a long while. Everything was within reach again.




CHAPTER 13



APPARENTLY I WAS still hungry because I found myself at the party eating a whole orange over the bathroom sink. I couldn’t find any plates. The sink was one of those raised porcelain cubes that sat loose on top of a marble bench, like it had been placed there as an afterthought. I suddenly had the impulse to push the heavy porcelain with my fingers and see if it would slide right off the marble and smash all over the floor. Was that my idea of fun? Sort of. But there was plumbing involved. A hole at the bottom. I knew it wouldn’t work. I looked at myself in the mirror over a large bouquet of flowers that partially obstructed my view. Birds of paradise, I thought, in this economy? I watched myself eating the orange to supervise that the juice went into my mouth and not down my front. The beret itched and pulled tight against my forehead where I still had a lump from the train man’s confectionery. I wanted to take it off already, as soon as my fingers were no longer sticky from the orange. I compared my messy self to my polished surroundings. I felt such an outsider here that it made me feel like less of an outsider in my everyday life, and I felt a sudden pang of homesickness not for home home but for Berlin, like my emotional GPS had repositioned itself without asking my permission. The nearness of that home filled me with warmth, and I began to sway in a barely perceptible way, either from drunkenness or nostalgia, as I leaned against the sink. I ached to return, to the messy young adults of Berlin that appeared to me now like an oasis of un-ambitiousness, like a mirage in a desert of ruthless efficiency. Maybe I needed that place, to help me feel grown by comparison. I was getting smaller and smaller here. I observed the polished interior of the function space behind me, the polished people that floated to and fro, in and out of the bathroom. These people were so impressed with themselves. With their careers, with their love of books. Their places to go and people to see. True, I had been equally impressed with myself until a few hours ago, when I had found out that Leo had made the hotlist, and I was reminded again that despite all my fantasies of the book that I would write, I still hadn’t written it, I was still a nobody. Maybe all my inklings of what I could be were simply delusions after all. I would never belong with Leo and his ilk. Maybe that was the tone I had detected in Bel’s voice on the phone earlier. 

I watched people come in and out of the bathroom like they were in such a rush, they barely had time to pee! They had so much to do! Their lives were so industrious. I had been working up to going to the bathroom as the main event of the party. The one task I had to occupy myself. I didn’t want to blow it and go too early, and then feel purposeless and unmoored for the rest of the evening. I was saving it.

‘Nice hat.’

My eyes darted to the left in the mirror. Benjamin. I couldn’t respond because I was separating a large orange segment from its skin with my teeth, but I corrected him internally. It’s a beret.

‘You know they have hors d’oeuvres here,’ he said.

 ‘Really? Fuck!’ I replied through a mouthful of pulp. ‘I thought these were the hors d’oeuvres.’ There had been a large pyramid of oranges balanced in a white ceramic bowl in the very shiny lobby.

‘I think those are just for display.’ He gestured for me to make room for him at the sink, so he could wash his hands.

‘Oh, that’s so nineties,’ I said, moving aside.

‘What do you mean?’

‘I’m not sure. I sometimes say things that are intentionally opaque hoping nobody will ask me what they mean. It’s stupid.’

He was next to me now, and I felt relaxed enough to give him a citrussy smile.

‘Anyway, an orange is an orange is an orange.’ Oh no, what did that mean?

He laughed. ‘There’s much better stuff over there.’ He nodded over his shoulder while he dried his hands. ‘I’ll show you.’

He had been right about the coffee, so I washed my hands, chin, neck, and wrists, and followed him across the room.

I took a plate and piled canapés on it, eyeing Ben appreciatively. I asked him how the fair was going and he said it was going well enough, but he was a little tired of being ‘on’ all the time. He said he missed the ocean and being outside and people giving him an appropriate amount of personal space. His days were spent in cramped conference halls, having meeting after meeting. His evenings were spent at events like this, where people came and stood far too close to him at the bar while he was waiting for his drink. People had no sense of personal space in Europe, he said. I resented how busy he sounded; I took it as a personal attack on my aimlessness in Frankfurt and in life. But still, I took a step backwards to make him feel more comfortable.

 He showed me some pictures on his phone. There was a sunrise over the beach with surfers dotted on the swell, little ant men in their wetsuits straddling surf boards. The sky looked like a delicious orange. ‘My partner took it this morning.’ Partner. Like surfing partner? Then he showed me a bowl of red tomatoes, the harvest of their veggie patch. Partner like agricultural partner? I was sick of everyone having romantic partners except me. It made me feel more alone. I wanted people to talk about their platonic partners sometimes, like the way I always talked about Bel.

Someone clinked metal repeatedly against a glass. A man gave a short speech in German. I whispered a bad translation into Ben’s ear. I was guessing at a lot of the words, my subconscious confidently filling in the blanks. We had spoken on the bus on the first day about how we were both bilingual; he spoke Mandarin because of his parents and I spoke German because of my grandparents. The speech was repeated in English anyway. I leaned away from Benjamin to give him some personal space, giving myself a mental wink and thumbs-up for listening.

Then Leo was summoned to the podium to say a few words about the great pleasure king. I tried to catch Ben’s eye so I could roll my eyes exaggeratedly and maybe mime jerking off to emphasise what a wanker Leo was, but Ben was listening with reverence, and seemed way sober.

‘Do people really care about history?’ I asked.

He gestured wordlessly at the guests milling around the party, then turned back to the podium, intent on Leo’s speech.

I made a loud unconvinced sound.

He breathed out sharply and turned to face me again.

 ‘The publisher is known for their European history imprint, and they’ve done a good job of modernising it with titles like Leo’s. They’re looking for American titles now. That’s why all the American agents are out and about tonight. You should go mingle!’ He ushered me away with the back of his hand.

My chest tightened. I had been counting down the time silently in my head until I could tell Ben about Matthew, and ask him to help me hatch a plan to run into him accidentally on purpose and pretend I wasn’t fazed by the unanswered emails because I had met all these new friends like Ben and Leo. I looked down at my empty wineglass. I needed to knock another one back for good measure. I looked around for a waiter carrying a tray of drinks, and that was when I saw him moving through the crowd. It was Matthew, there was no doubt about it—one hundred per cent Matthew. He had switched into a light grey sports jacket over a dark grey tee, but his round glasses were chocolate brown, the same as the last time I saw him. I had to go after him.

I thrust my wineglass into Ben’s hand and leaned forwards, using Ben’s body as a shield while I removed the fucking stupid hat that didn’t work, then I straightened myself up and flipped my hair back, scrunching it manically to add volume. Matthew was almost at the exit now. I hurried after him.




CHAPTER 14



WHEN I HAD arrived at the party an hour earlier, Leo had welcomed me personally, as if I were there to see him. In retrospect this wasn’t an outrageous assumption, as it was his party, but at the time it made me think to myself: the gall of this man.

He was wearing a button-up shirt of thick cotton and smelled like a masculine cinnamon stick. He seemed drunker than I was (wow?), and had made a small unsolicited speech.

‘You know I used to write fiction,’ he hiccupped. ‘Before the history. And you seem like a person who is anxious about the future, is that right, Kim? So I want to tell you a little bit about your future, if you would allow me.’

I wanted to ask if anyone had been anxious about the past. I wanted to say that thinking about the past is called depression, thinking about the future is called anxiety. But I didn’t call it that, I called it planning ahead, I called it dreaming, and I was happy there, in the near future I imagined that seemed unlikely to everyone but me. It was one of the things that could only be seen by my set of eyeballs, and that’s why it was worth seeing. But I didn’t argue with him. Something about him standing over me, his chin lowered either to look me more directly in the face or to stifle his next hiccup, made me eager to hear his advice or whatever this was. I gestured for him to go on. 

‘This is what happened to me with the first book. Well, I wrote the novel, yes, it was an autobiographical story, about trauma, about philosophy … more or less. It took a lot out of me and I sacrificed a lot to get it done. I told myself the sacrifice was okay, because it was only a temporary state, that it would be over soon and then it would pay off. I finished the story, I sent it to two publishers. The one I really wanted declined, and the one I didn’t want so much accepted it. Then the book came out. And then the strangest thing happened. Nothing. Nothing happened. My life was exactly the same as before the book was published. There were some sales, and a few people wrote to me to say that they enjoyed it. But everything was the same as before.’ He took a breath. ‘You’ll get exactly what you want, Kim, and I believe you will—get what you want, that is. You seem like that type of woman. But just be ready for nothing to happen when it does. That’s all.’

I was making my way through the crowd in pursuit of Matthew when Leo’s words came back to me. I had hoped they would go in one ear and out the other, but here they were, bouncing between the two an hour later. Those words made me falter mid-stride. I stopped and started like a horse who was chomping at the bit while being reigned in at the same time. I thought of success. I thought of failure. I wondered if I wanted any of it. Or if I wanted to stay permanently in this state of not knowing if I was any good or not. A place where I could always dream that I was, where I had no evidence that I wasn’t.

 I glanced back at Ben, who was holding my empty wineglass and frowning. I looked ahead and saw Matthew slip from the room. I bolted after him.

I ran into the very shiny, very large lobby, but I couldn’t see Matthew among the people moving through the golden revolving doors. Then I heard the ding of elevator doors opening, and turned to see Matthew’s profile down the other end of a long hallway on my left. He produced a room card from his jacket pocket and drummed his fingers impatiently against his legs as he waited for people exiting the lift. Then he stepped inside of it. I ran along the corridor towards him, and arrived just in time to see the doors closing smoothly in front of his newly shaved head, which was bent down, inspecting the back of his neatly manicured hand.

I hit all the buttons I could to make another elevator come, running from one to the other. The next set of doors opened and I jumped on and pressed the buttons for all the floors, thinking I would check all the hallways. But the elevator didn’t move. I needed a room key to go anywhere; I needed to be a guest of this hotel and not the Hessischer Hof across the way. I pressed the buttons a few more times, but nothing happened, just as Leo had warned.
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CHAPTER 15



THE SECOND TIME I was attacked by a stranger on a train in Berlin was certainly the most bizarre of the three incidents, and even when it happened I thought: well, this serves me right. If there was some sort of karmic energy operating in the universe that brought things to those who had it coming, it would probably make most sense for the karma headquarters to be here, on the U8 line, somewhere between Leinestrasse and Schönleinstrasse stations, where the seven deadly sins are always in high rotation. It had a sense of German efficiency about it, that all the sinning and all the retributions for said sins could be doled out in the same place, looping around on a train that was never more than a minute late, despite the chaos it carried all day and all night. The karma headquarters were all situated around twenty metres underground, in a dark tunnel lined with grimy tiles that were beginning to loosen, exposed wires that never sparked but looked like they were about to, and fluorescent lights which were permanently on the blink, coming and going with the wind, apparently.

 Down there the connection was bad, so sometimes, as in my case, someone got their wires crossed and the karmic retributions weren’t quite fair. On that day certainly, considering the sins I had committed, the universe dealt me an amount of pain that was more than a little excessive, even by the universe’s heavy-handed standards.

This was before I met Matthew, so before I quit my job as a result of meeting Matthew. So I was on my way to the job which I still had, at around 9 am, sitting on a two-seater bench that faced another. I was against the window and the seat across from me was empty. Diagonally opposite sat a bird-like elderly woman with a collection of empty Aldi tote bags on her lap and a walking stick leaning against her seat, the rubber tip poking out into the aisle. My hair was still wet from the shower, and I wore it with a severe centre part and the ends pinned back into two small buns. I felt the tiny bird woman staring at my centre part as I lowered my head to stare at my phone; I was exchanging messages with a boy from Mitte, who was teasing me about having to make my morning commute on the U8. He simply walked to the office every day, he wrote. I had been in Berlin long enough to know that this was supposed to be flirting and had partially composed a text back—the contents of which were one of the things that made me think I might have deserved what happened next: something about the regulars on the U8 adding colour and texture to my daily routine—when my phone was knocked out of my hand by the body of an unconscious man falling from above.

The man was not a small man but rather a large one, in height and, yes, according to the current sensation in my ankle, which was pinned beneath him, weight. Before he fell, he had been leaning over me, swaying with the movement of the train, one hand holding up a newspaper he was selling for small change and the other hand stuck through one of the plastic loops hanging from the ceiling of the carriage that are intended to help you keep your balance. I guess they only help you keep your balance if you are sober enough to hold on, instead of limply placing your hand through the loop as if it were a sling for your wrist. He was having trouble keeping his eyes open, and as we went around the sharp corner approaching Hermannplatz, he’d toppled over. 

What struck me even more than the literal striking was how long he stayed down. The whole thing lasted around five minutes, before he regained enough consciousness to roll off me. The bird woman had been faster than me, smarter than me, because she hadn’t allowed herself to become lost inside her phone when our senses were required in the present. She had slid her knees out of the space between the benches and pivoted herself and her cane into the aisle before he fell and got jammed in between the seats, on top of my legs and particularly my ankle.

I’d once had a man who’d just shot up pass out on me on a tram in Melbourne, but that man was much smaller; he had the kind of frame you would expect a frequent drug user to have. It was hot and we were above ground. The late afternoon sun was streaming in through the open windows, heating the passengers like it was preparing to pull us out of an oven and eat us. Everyone on board was swaying drowsily together, me on my way home from work in a silk sundress, him drinking a slushie from 7-Eleven. He looks happier than me, I remember thinking; his eyes were open just a touch and he had a smile plastered from ear to ear. And then he momentarily lost consciousness and let himself go, pressing into me for a short moment on his way to the floor, his face sliding off my shoulder like a Dalí clock. He descended slowly to the floor of the tram like a horse trying to figure out how to lie down, and eventually settled in a dreamy puddle on his back, while his slushie settled into a dreamy blue puddle beside him, and I inspected the new wetness on my shoulder. Then, like this second time in Berlin, I didn’t react in a way that drew people’s attention to me, because I didn’t know how. Everyone on the tram went back to staring at their phones or their lap or out the window, and I just stared at my shoulder, the place where we had briefly connected. 

The memory of that smaller man falling on me back home felt like a sublime work of art to me now; it visited me there on the cold underground train in Berlin, with the large man lying on my legs. I looked up and down the carriage for somebody to help dislodge him. A few people made eye contact with me and shrugged like, what are you gonna do, while others gazed fixedly out the window into the pitch-black tunnel, only sneaking glances at me via their ghostly reflections in the window. The train pulled in to the next station and new people boarded. They looked at me like I was crazy. I practised making a noise, attempting a cry for help. I’m sure something came out—I felt it leave my throat—but no one came to my aid. My proximity to the man apparently made my pain also ignorable, like his.

We stayed like this, the large man and me, all the way to Kottbusser Tor, where some guy came and roused the large man, who rolled off me and exited the train. He looked at me for a second before he left, but didn’t say anything, or seem aware of our connection to each other.

•

Because I had injured myself on the commute to work, technically that made it a wegeunfall, meaning for insurance purposes I had to see a doctor approved by my company. So I spent an hour hidden away in a meeting room at the office trying to figure out where I could go for treatment. I worked in an open-plan office and didn’t fancy crying in front of all my colleagues at once, so I sent my colleague Karo a message to come and find me. She pulled me into a big maternal hug then made all the necessary phone calls and booked me an Uber. At the clinic, I had to explain to the nurse in German what had happened—again, this was necessary for insurance purposes—and I couldn’t find the words to describe a person who took drugs in public (on public transport) but not in the way that I took drugs in public (at my house before I got on public transport). I could only combine drogen and benutzer to make ‘drug user’, a possibly offensive term, even though it applied to me and everyone. So I could only say, ‘A very large drug user fell on me and now my ankle hurts.’ There was no box to tick on the form for that, so the nurse had to wave a second nurse over and I repeated my line. The nurses giggled while they filled out the report. 

‘How large was the man?’

‘Very large. Perhaps one hundred and fifty kilos.’

‘And so … he just fell? How did this happen?’

‘He took some drugs and passed out.’

‘Where did the accident take place?’

‘On the U8.’

‘That makes sense.’

They looked at me apologetically in between bouts of laughter, but I didn’t begrudge them the great time they were having.

‘I’m sorry,’ one of the nurses said, shrugging. ‘It’s … it’s just that it’s only in Berlin, you know.’

 After the doctor’s appointment I went into the bathroom and photographed my bandage. I had to sit up on the sink and lift my ankle into the air like I was on the cover of Vogue magazine, truly editorial. I sent the photo to my friend who wasn’t Bel and she wrote back:

Why do women always have to absorb everyone else’s pain?

I thought it was a good headline, perhaps it would make a clickable essay title, but I don’t think I absorbed any of that man’s pain. Perhaps he microdosed me with it, but I’m sure when he rolled off me and stepped off the train and out of my life he was just as heavy with it as before. I was just left with a limp and a sense that whenever I cursed Berlin, even in a text message to a boy I barely knew, someone was watching, and karmic retribution would be doled out. I was an ungrateful outsider.

•

Later that day, when I was at home with my ankle elevated, resting on top of every pillow I owned (It was two. Two extremely flat German pillows), my computer buzzed with a Slack notification, which always sounded to me like a person making a hissing sound and then flicking their own cheeks repeatedly to make the pop pop. It was my boss, asking if I wanted to take a trip to the New York office.

That one hiss pop pop may have been the reason I developed a physiological stress response to notifications. I really thought that one day I would get another notification which would change my life just as profoundly. After my trip to New York, my anticipation of the hiss pop pop of the Slack message would turn into a craving for the digital glockenspiel of the new email notification—because it could be from Matthew, who I had decided that I sort of loved. (The only message tone that didn’t set me off was WhatsApp—the simple chime of a triangle—because those were mostly from Belinay. We went back and forth around a hundred times a day—or we did when we both had office jobs, at least. We texted constantly, and sometimes I’d get up from my desk in the open-plan office and go to the bathroom to record a voice note to her, a sort of personalised podcast about my day, in which absolutely nothing interesting had happened. We made each other feel famous that way.) So I waited for another notification to change my life; an email, a message, I waited for the thing to happen, scared that nothing would happen, but also scared that it would. I lived this part of my life ready for every audible ding and ping to be a turning point, something to spin me into the next act of my life. 

Maybe someone would write an algorithm one day, create some technology capable of telling you in advance how your story would end so you didn’t have to wait, fretting, jumping at every notification, not knowing whether or not it would change your life. No energy would be wasted. I feel that if anyone deserves to have the power to predict the future, it’s me. It appeals to my personal sense of efficiency. But no one had invented that yet, so I had no idea what was waiting for me in New York. But my ankle ached and my cheeks still burned with the awkwardness of my interaction with the stranger on the train. I couldn’t believe that nobody had helped me. I couldn’t believe that I didn’t ask for help. Was I still so self-conscious, so unsure of myself? Times like these made me wonder what the hell I was doing here, if I was making any progress at all. Obviously it was time to leave Berlin again for a while.




CHAPTER 16



THE ONLY THING that would stop me going to New York was a very pregnant Bel. The girl was about ready to pop. And I needed to be there when she did. We always joked about how we were each other’s primary partners except that it wasn’t really a joke because basically we were, minus the sexual element. We both dated boys, and encouraged each other to do so, but nothing serious had ever caught on for either of us in the few years we had been friends. It wasn’t for lack of trying—a steady stream of boys came and went—but something about Berlin drew girls like Belinay and me (in our own words: amazing), and boys with the emotional maturity of squashed peas. Berlin boys were stuck in a perpetual state of adolescence, and usually weren’t able to wean themselves off the never-emptying titties of male uselessness: clubs, drugs, video games, hanging out with girls but not labelling things, while wearing tracksuit pants that were always labelled with three Adidas stripes down the side. The good ones, the boys we met that knew how to be boyfriends, usually already were. Some of those boyfriends were in open relationships and so we were afforded glimpses of love from those who weren’t afraid to talk about their emotions because there was no threat of any real commitment on account of their real girlfriends, who were usually German and therefore considered a more sensible choice. This is all just to say that this is how, so far away from our families, Bel and I came to lean on each other for emotional support. We each knew how to cheer the other up: with a walk around Tempelhofer Feld and a baked good; a badly rolled cigarette and a non-dairy ice cream that wouldn’t cause the other to flatulate; a plate of falafel from that place with the richest peanut sauce and a wet wipe in our pockets so we could use the bathroom there. We developed a shorthand call and response for this process, when one would simply text the other ‘is it going to be okay’ and then the other would call them pretty much immediately, sort of like a doctor with a beeper in the nineties, except no one was dying. 

I was sitting on Bel’s lovely sofa one day when she rolled her face towards mine and said: ‘So. I am with child.’

She immediately looked away so as to avoid my reaction and give me a second to compose myself, staring at the floor with an aggressive matter-of-factness. Her dark hair was tied up in a red silk scarf and I inspected the way she had twisted and tucked it up and away at the back. She wore a navy unisex boilersuit and I instinctively looked down to where it fell loosely over her stomach.

Was there such a thing as being too competent for your own good? If there was, I worried Belinay was the poster child for it. She was so completely capable of doing everything alone that there were no barriers to stop her from taking on anything she wanted. And that wasn’t always a good thing, I was thinking, that day on the sofa.

I was both jealous and in awe of her ability to make this decision. Her parents were not in Berlin but they weren’t that far away. Her mother was extremely enthusiastic about the pregnancy, and declared herself ready to relocate from Istanbul should Bel give her the nod. But Bel did not give her the nod; she held her mother at arm’s length for some tangled reason, and it was made clear to me early on that I should never attempt to untangle this. Bel’s father could travel up from Bavaria when required to put up a shelf or install any weird baby furniture, or if Bel had to travel for work and needed him to mind Baby. She had a secure job at the university, but even without that, she and Baby would be all right. Her family had money, quite a lot of money, and would happily step in with financial support—and I knew already that I was to be her emotional support. As I saw it, this was my opportunity to equalise the friendship, finally. In my mind, there had been a friendship debt growing between us, long before Baby became a concept in her belly. Bel did so many things for me I could never do for her. Some of it she seemed to enjoy, I admit—like when she pretended to be me on the phone in order to help me with some bureaucratic task like paying taxes or getting out of a fine. Sometimes, I needed the combination of her perfect German and my German last name to get the desired result from a German person. 

Watching Bel make these phone calls would unsettle me a little. Something would get into her. She would really get into character, sometimes speaking to the operator of her childhood in Australia, inventing things. She was quite bad at it too. When she was pretending to be me she would say things like: ‘Oh, there’s a compulsory TV and radio tax here in Germany? I wouldn’t know about those things because I am an Australian woman. So, I am tanned and blonde and enjoy the wellness industry, but do not know how to pay my taxes.’ Maybe even Bel liked to be someone else sometimes.

 I was touched by her efforts—she often got me out of late fees—and so I knew within seconds of her announcement that I would offer myself up as baby servant. It was perfect actually; she had always challenged me and I had always nourished her, ever since that day that we decided to like each other over a pickle jar. And this was an unexpected challenge for me, and I hoped to provide her with unexpected nourishment, of both the emotional and edible kind, throughout her pregnancy.

She pulled her gaze from the floorboards and turned her face to me, so I knew I was allowed to say something now. I saw for a moment how scared she was, how she was bracing herself for my reaction.

‘How?’ I asked her.

‘I got some sperms from somewhere.’ That’s what we always called it: sperms.

‘Okay. So the daddy is …’

‘Not an issue.’

‘When did you make this decision?’

‘We talked about it out on the field one day.’

I laughed. ‘I thought that conversation was purely theoretical!’

She laughed with me and then abruptly stopped and patted her belly. ‘Well, it gave me an idea. And now it’s real. I’ve put your theory into practice.’

I hugged her then, partially so she wouldn’t see on my face that my guts were falling out of my body. My theory? I didn’t know anyone ever listened to my theories. The discussion she referred to had taken place when we were walking around the abandoned airport, bare ankles being whipped by the weeds in the windy field. I said lots of things on our walks out there that I couldn’t possibly back up once we were in a claustrophobic city street, back in real life. I was usually emboldened by the impossibly huge sky above us. This was the only place we ever went where the skyline wasn’t cluttered with apartment buildings, warm bricks stacked high, in various geometric arrangements that seemed as though they could topple inwards on us at any time. Things were different when you could see the sky. I think that’s because wide open skies felt like home to me. And when I felt a sense of home in my heart, home home, I remembered that I had another life, one I’d left behind, and that, that, hit me in the chest like the thin edge of a large wedge. I always blinked the thought-wedge away before it split me open. It was easy when I looked at Belinay’s face. But the memory of my former life reminded me that my tiny brain could never comprehend all the possibilities that were available to me. What would my teenage self say, to see me living on the other side of the planet, being so totally European? So many things were possible, happening all the time all over the world, in parallel. So I can only imagine the sky is the reason I said what I said. 

Bel had been lamenting the fact that she was expected, at her age, to plan her life and motherhood according to a non-existent man. Bel was approaching her mid-thirties and often explained to me that dating was all the more exhausting and humiliating because she was expected to be sizing these men up for fatherhood when there were more pertinent issues at hand, like a potential ghosting, unannounced polyamory, or a soon-to-expire visa. Finding a suitable partner with whom to start a family was one thing Bel could not control. When Bel couldn’t control something she felt as if she had been lopped off at the knees, cut down, buckled, bent, and more synonyms of that nature.

Outwardly, in mixed company, she would make jokes at men’s expense and act like this was a problem that existed at a societal level, and that she didn’t take it personally. She would quote statistics from newspaper articles on Germany’s ageing population: ‘People wrongly attribute the low birth rate to our generation’s lack of financial security, but the research shows clearly that the number one reason is that women are not able to find a suitable partner in time.’ This would set off a series of groans and knowing nods among the women at the table, while the men mostly stayed mute, not knowing what else would be an appropriate response. 

But inwardly, to me and me alone, it was clear she did take it personally: that she saw it as some sort of failure on her part to strategise proficiently and be in the right place at the right time to make a baby with another human. It was hard for me to watch her circle back to this idea over and over again, when there was nothing I could say to appease her. If Bel’s research was correct—and it always was—and women ‘not being able to find a man’ was low-key ending the human race in certain countries in certain echelons, then that was one of the most depressing things I had ever heard. As modern women, we were supposed to be free of this quest to ‘find a man’. It was an accusation hurled at any woman doing almost anything that upset almost anyone: that she was acting out because she couldn’t ‘find a man’. It was so gross to me that both our futures depended on this at some point, though for completely different reasons. Bel needed a baby; I only needed love. I wasn’t planning on having children, and normally I didn’t care that much about things which didn’t affect me. But it was affecting Bel, so in her honour I considered modern procreation problems for the first time. I went to work doing what I do best: thinking about things until I’d had every thought that could be thunk about a problem, until I’d reached the bottom of the thought bucket and had somehow come up with an original idea about something as eternal as mating, as the reproduction of our species. I only wanted a way out for her, that’s all I was trying to do. 

So we were out under the open sky in the open field when I shot my shot. What I thought was my theoretical shot. This was probably only a month or two before Bel surprised me on her sofa with news of her pregnancy.

‘The only boys I get crushes on are in their twenties,’ she said, in a way that made it clear she thought this was a problem, something about herself she needed to solve.

‘Why do you think that is?’

She considered this for a while, kicking some grass as we walked. The wind whipped hair into her mouth.

‘Because they’re hot?’ she said.

‘Or maybe there’s some deeper reasons you’re attracted to younger men. Maybe you’re more comfortable having the upper hand? Having people around you who respect you and look up to you as the alpha? I assume that’s why you’re friends with me. To be fair, that’s how every man should think about you. You are mega alpha.’

She smiled then shook her head. ‘I don’t know. They just seem less sad. I like being around them. Maybe they’ve had their hearts broken less, on average, so they aren’t too traumatised to love me. Or begin to love me.’

‘So, why is it a bad thing, then? It’s fine to date guys in their twenties if you like it.’

‘Because they’re at a different stage of life to me. I don’t see any of them randomly wanting to have a baby. It’s just horrible, always sizing up someone as the person you might want to have a baby with. How could you ever tell, unless you know someone deeply? I don’t feel like I have the patience to get to know one more person deeply. When I calculate how much time I spend just trying to know someone, it’s exhausting. I don’t even want to know them. I just know I want a baby one day.’ 

More than anything I wanted to offer her a way out. I wanted her to feel like she could stop. It seemed like she wanted to stop dating, and that she felt she needed permission. She needed to know that she could stop dating now, without being blamed later for her potential infertility, as if it were her fault for not trying hard enough when it mattered.

‘If you think about it, you’re in a position of power here, compared to a man.’

Bel’s face did not agree.

‘Well, if a man was desperate to have a child, he’d need to find a woman to do that for him. That’s a lot for any woman to agree to. He’d need to do it on her timeline. But if you’re a woman, you don’t need to find anyone. You have all the equipment you need. When the time comes, all you need to do is find a little bit of sperms. Sperms are everywhere.’ I gestured to the blue sky above us when I said this, which didn’t really make sense; I knew they weren’t up there. Although there were a lot of kites, wiggling in a suggestive way. Maybe if we had been surrounded by apartment buildings where people all lived on top of each other doing the same thing over and over again I wouldn’t have suggested that there was a way to do it other than theirs. I was using ‘you’ in the general sense, as in, ‘One does not necessarily need a man to have a baby,’ because I truly wanted to believe that one did not need a man to do much at all. It wasn’t about needing someone of the opposite gender; it was about the idea of needing another person at all to achieve something that was so close to your heart. Depending on other people to live your dreams seemed unfair to me, seemed a fault in the design of any modern young person. Couldn’t we all find everything we needed internally? Weren’t we living in the age of self-love and self-care and self self self? The only cult I would join would be my own, the cult of myself. 

Bel was the most self-sufficient person I knew. I didn’t want to think that she depended on an unknown person. What would that mean for the rest of us?

She nodded, and maybe if I was looking at her face I would have had a clue of what was to come later. But it was a windy day and there were so many kites in the sky, of different shapes and sizes, and I was staring up at them. There were so many kites, in fact, each so individual, that it occurred to me we must be witnessing some sort of kite convention. I said this aloud, but Bel did not respond.

Ahead of us on the old airfield was a huge patch of grass on which the kite-fliers stood, tiny figures all craning their necks to watch their own personal creations floating and spinning, rising and falling. They were only attached to them by a piece of string. I thought it must be a funny thing, to create something with such care, and then let it go, let it fly away from you, and the only promise you have that it’s yours, that it will ever come back to you, is a flimsy piece of string which is barely visible to the rest of the world. I thought of Bel and her mother. I thought of me and mine. I thought of how far the strings were currently stretched. Having a child suddenly seemed a courageous thing to me.

One of the kites looked exceptionally embarrassing, a diamond shape with huge googly eyes stitched onto it and a cartoonish tail. It wiggled like a baby stingray up fast and high, then the wind changed, and it dove violently into the ground. How humiliating, I thought, looking at the tiny figure chasing after it.

 •

Now I was on Bel’s sofa, staring at her belly through her navy boilersuit. I wondered if it would be petty to point out that when I had put forward my theory I was using the general ‘you’, not the specific second-person ‘you’, as in, ‘You, Bel, go have a baby now.’ This never would have happened if we were speaking German, which is more precise. The German language would have allowed me to detach myself from making an imperative statement. I never meant it to be imperative!

I’d thought when we talked while walking around the field that day, I was just reassuring her that, when the time came, she could find a way to do what she wanted to do, that she could stop searching for a partner, which only seemed to distress her. And perhaps, although I wasn’t aware of this at the time, I felt that she already had a partner in me. And I didn’t like the idea of her partnering up romantically with someone who didn’t meet her standards and who, yes, would also take her away from me. If I was going to lose her, it had to be to someone good.

I was uncomfortable at being implicated in this plan Bel had hatched, but I said nothing to indicate that. Spontaneously deciding to have a baby without really consulting anyone was probably the most Bel thing that Bel could do, and I loved her for it, even while my guts felt like they might spill all over her sofa.

•

As baby servant, I was the doer of things (goer to doctor’s appointments, looker-at of ultrasounds, downloader of apps that told you which type of fruit your baby was the same size as), but more importantly I was the sayer of things. One of the things I said often was: everything is going to be okay. Did I know this to be true? Absolutely not. I tricked her into believing I did know it, though. As the sayer of things, I went about creating a world in which everything she wanted to happen would: we’d get this baby out of her; she’d be surrounded by people who loved and supported and helped her; and, in time, she would fall in love with the right person, maybe in a couple of years, maybe in a couple of decades. Bel was still, despite her constant practical issues with romance, a hopeless romantic, and I wanted to keep all her little hopes and dreams alive. Everything would work out, the sayer of things would say. She would have it all, and everyone else would be wondering why people didn’t just do it this way all along; she made it look so easy, this departure from the norm. 

The trick to lifting her spirits those times when they dipped dangerously low was not to ever tell her about my self-appointed role as the sayer of things. I acted like all the words just came out of me naturally because I believed them, that it hadn’t been a conscious decision of mine to construct them. Convincing Bel was sort of like trying to keep a hot air balloon afloat with her inside, without her realising at any point that I was flying it, steering us somewhere on purpose. It was as though, if I named the strings I was pulling and the hot air I was blowing, I would be acknowledging the level of artifice involved, and once we both acknowledged the confidence trick I was pulling, we’d come crashing down. The magic would go, seeping out like a sad flatulence. Together in our pretending we kept it afloat. This is the type of benevolent trickery that best friendships are full of, I know that now. This is the type of benevolent trickery that can be addictive, that can become a sort of mutual delusion.

 •

Being the sayer of things was a relief: it gave me something to do, a purpose. Maybe it was this taste of having a purpose that fed my hunger to find another purpose—one all of my own.

I was brewing some sort of herbal tincture for Bel on her stove when I brought up the trip to New York, and the dates. My ankle was still in a bandage and I rested my injured heel against the opposite calf, like some sort of curvy flamingo at rest, hip resting against the warm stovetop. Bel lay round and supine on the sofa, hands on her gigantic stomach, which sat atop her like some sort of crystal ball containing multiple futures. She frowned at the plastered wall and I could see her bringing up a mental projection of her birth calendar (Bel’s hobby was looking at calendars and scheduling things). She did the maths effortlessly, robotically. Maths was obscure to me, as was the concept of time, so I was always impressed by her skill.

‘You’ll be back a week before the birth,’ she said. ‘You should go.’

‘Who’s gonna make you tea and fetch you things?’

‘Mum’s coming from Istanbul then anyway.’

‘Oh,’ I said. ‘You’ve invited her to stay?’

‘It’s cute, though,’ she said, ignoring my question.

‘What is?’

She smiled. ‘That you think you have to ask my permission to leave.’

I smiled back into the sage leaves I was swilling around in hot water.

‘You can leave whenever you want, Kim. I’m not going to let you miss out on anything on my account.’

‘You sound like my mother,’ I said.

 ‘Why?’

‘I don’t know.’ I felt shy all of a sudden. ‘Maybe letting people you love leave is a very maternal thing.’

Bel shrugged.

‘I’m not maternal,’ I added. ‘I’m a child. That’s why you’re never allowed to leave me.’

‘Look at me,’ she said from her spot on the sofa, fingers stretched over her distended belly. ‘I couldn’t if I tried.’

I did know why she had reminded me of my mother when she told me that I was always allowed to leave. Years before, I had been preparing to leave Home Town in Home Country for any other city in any other country in the world. (I referred to Australia as my home country so often because most of the time, among ausländer, it didn’t really matter where we were from, just that we were all from somewhere else and were now here together. There were identity markers that lassoed us together much more efficiently than the slippery rope of nationality; like age, class, a certain amount of privilege, and an aversion to working full-time. I was the most generic ausländer there was; I was just someone from another country.)

But before I left, I still called it Australia. I’d been working in a data entry job and had almost saved up enough money to go. Then I heard through my sister that my mother’s health had taken a turn for the worse. My siblings and I were prepared for her body to pack it in one day, after a lifetime of full-time manual labour on top of the manual labour involved in raising four children. And it would have been easier if it was her body that was failing her, but it wasn’t: it was her mind. She had started acting strange. She hid it well, which was why I only learned about it second-hand.

 When my sister told me she was concerned, I mentally unpacked my suitcase and prepared to stay home to be with my mother. I went to visit her at her property and things felt almost eerie as I steered down the long driveway towards the dark house. I thought maybe something really was wrong. It didn’t feel like home anymore.

I was relieved to see the light on in her shed, and then hear the familiar sounds of her talkback radio station, the one she listened to as she worked. I found her leaning over the engine of one of her many machines: the quad bike that she basically only used to exercise the dog, running him in rings around the perimeter of the fence. He was a working dog with no work to do, no sheep to round up. The only thing that dog guarded was my mum’s brassica patch, the kale she had planted for me during my super foods phase, which I had lost interest in before its season came. Mum was wearing her work overalls, as ever, pouring some oil into some engine part.

‘Hi, darling,’ she said, pretending to be surprised to see me.

We both knew why I was there.

I walked up to her and let her wrap her greasy arms around me, an oily rag still in her hand. She smelled like a pot of tea. I let her hug me a long time.

‘Before you say anything, I just have one word to say to you, Kimberly. And it’s the greatest gift I have to give to you.’ She disentangled herself from our embrace and put her hands on my shoulders, trying to look me in the eye. I stared over her shoulder at her workbench, focusing on the orderly ways the tools were pinned to the walls, to stop the tears from flowing.

I knew already what the word was going to be.

‘Go,’ she said.

 I shook my head. I was definitely crying now.

‘So your sister thinks I’m crazy. Name one person in this family who isn’t.’

I laughed and she dabbed at my tears with her cloth.

‘You better fucking do it, Kim.’

‘What?’

‘Go.’




CHAPTER 17



I’M NOT GOING to pretend that I didn’t feel incredibly grown-up going on a work trip. I felt the oldest I had ever been in my life, which I suppose was true, and is technically true all of the time. I was a twenty-seven-year-old woman but still often treated like a girl. I didn’t know if it was something about me or something about the world. Did I lack confidence or did the world lack confidence in me? My fault or yours? I said suggestively to society, like I was asking it to come home with me after a night of heavy flirting.

It was crisp and very early in the morning as I stepped out of JFK into a taxi that I was assured I’d be reimbursed for later. I clutched my bad airport coffee and looked out the window, allowing myself to feel like I was really living my life for a couple of deep breaths before I opened my work calendar and started to feel like I wanted to die. It was a golden morning, and I felt as if I was entering a golden metal beehive, full of yellow cubes dripping honey with busy little people inside. I balanced my laptop on my knees and switched it to local time. My heart dropped as my calendar filled up with blue blocks, which I saw extended even beyond business hours. My entire day was sky blue, bumper to bumper, each square indicating a mixer, an icebreaker, a coffee, beer o’clock, a tearoom intro to so and so. All these events had names like drinks and seemed like an inefficient use of my time. Had they all been arranged in my honour? I felt queasy at the thought of being the centre of attention in the office. Not because I didn’t want attention—I did! But not at work. I was nervous about making a good impression on the Americans. I was nervous about working, mainly because I didn’t want to do it at all. Was it as okay to not care about your job here as it was in Berlin? I had a feeling the answer was no. Feeling like I was heading towards a test that I hadn’t studied for, I imagined all the awkward conversations I was going to have that day when I couldn’t summon the passion required for the ATM software we sold. What colour should the Confirm button be? Let’s unpack! The answer was always: green, obviously green. I just wanted to be alone, walking down the street, most of the time. I wanted strangers to be jealous of me when they saw me walking by. 

When we were almost at my Airbnb, stalled in traffic, I rolled down my window to try to smell the cherry blossoms that lined a square we were idling alongside. I smelled something else entirely. Not piss, but like, almost? The driver regarded me in the rear-vision mirror through sleepy eyes, his head tilting back against the seat. Even if I couldn’t smell the flowers, spring was undeniable, if only for the unspoken sex in the air. The fact that I was wearing fewer clothes than I had been all year was not lost on me, or on the driver. I had just stopped thinking about myself enough to notice him noticing me. Stepping out without a winter jacket made me feel weightless. Seeing my body in public always had the effect of reminding me that I had a body, and that my body wanted things, it had desires that my brain was completely unaware of until the point when my bodily urges forced my brain to overturn its own decisions and act in favour of the physical. This usually involved sex or food or dancing. It was this feeling in my body, plus the aggressive loose-endedness of my brain, which pushed my desire for pleasure into overdrive. Physical pleasure was one way I knew how to nourish myself. My ankle still ached underneath my new calfskin boots bought especially for this trip. I thought of my normal commute to work on the U8, so deep underground there was no chance of smelling any flowers. No one in the seat in front of me, openly watching me in a mirror. 

•

My eight hours of work were demoralising. Just as I had predicted, I couldn’t summon the passion required for ATM software to impress in an office environment. In fact, I couldn’t match the enthusiasm of any of my American colleagues in any department. Even in the area of greetings, I couldn’t verbally add as many exclamation marks as they added.

A perky teen at reception, who I later found out was actually older than me: ‘Welcome! Let’s get you settled in!’

As I was walked to my desk: ‘I’ll introduce you to our COO Sarah—she’s so pumped to meet you!’

Pointing at the cleaning lady: ‘She’s an integral member of our family!’

Some guy in the kitchenette using my full name without permission: ‘Have an awesome day, Kimberly!! And hey, cool lunchbox!!’

I looked down at the oily cardboard box that held my takeaway salad, and tried to hide it behind my leg so he would stop talking to me.

 The COO Sarah, when I remarked how unnecessarily nice everyone was: ‘Hey, that’s fintech life!!!’

Are ATMs really fintech? I thought about saying but didn’t.

The best way for me to get through any work day, normally, was to completely disengage, try not to care about anything that happened, and deflect any accidentally mean thing that someone might say to me or about my work. It was an energy-saving technique, really. This strategy was disarmed by the earnestness of my American colleagues. Not caring was not going to cut it here. Someone had already tried to hug me. I was irritated by how much everyone wanted to engage me, wanted me to be present. I wanted to keep myself in reserve for when I left the office, but by the time the day ended I felt spent. Spent on people who were asking me reasonable questions, questions it was my literal job to answer. But I just didn’t have it in me. Even then I knew this was not my purpose, even if I didn’t have another one lined up yet.

The day was lonely and I was dying inside. I hadn’t said anything remotely inappropriate or interesting to anyone, I had made myself suitably inoffensive and bland. But as I stepped out of the office after my first day, I started to feel like me again. Exhausted and alive. My true self, jet-lagged and delirious, could no longer be suppressed, and she began to rattle the door of her cage.

My three-pronged approach to jet lag was: drugs, sunsets, and train rides. That’s how I always tricked my body and my mind into anything I wanted them to do. For the drugs: always have very powerful prescription drugs on hand that could be taken morning and night and sometimes also in the middle of the day. I never really took these pills; it was having them on hand that was important, so you never feel like you are going to be trapped in your current state. Knowing that you have to stay the same is the worst feeling. For the sunset: always be outside watching it on your first day anywhere. You need a full frontal sunset to trick yourself into thinking it’s time to go to sleep. And lastly, always catch a train home at the end of the day, to replicate a commute, so your body knows that the industrial nightmare known as working for money is over. 

Apparently there was a dog beach in Prospect Park. Even though I was sceptical of all beaches in the northern hemisphere (they were inevitably disappointing to me in some way), it seemed like a good place for me to stop on my way home, after I got off the F train at 7th Avenue. The main thing I noticed on the train was, wow, these people all have lives. Is it possible they are just as important as me? I often felt overwhelmed by masses of people who clearly had inner worlds, maybe even as complex as mine, who maybe even had bigger problems than I did. No, impossible. How was there space in the world for everyone’s neuroses? Surely thoughts, in huge numbers, would occupy some sort of physical space like a cloud, and one day it would be full. What started as me staring at people on the subway contemplating the possibility that maybe they were also thinking their own thoughts that were just as intense as mine ended in me approaching the dog beach in the park, looking around, and knowing that these people all had important lives, and I … well, I had nothing. I was nothing. This was the type of thing I would relay to Debbie and she would sigh and tell me to spend less time alone.

Work drove me to my old routine, the one I had in Berlin, where I would come home from the office via the dog park in Tempelhofer Feld, with my baseball cap pulled down low over my eyes so the dog owners wouldn’t recognise me as a dogless person who came there too often. That girl hanging over the wire fence to catch a glimpse of their fur babies. I hated the term ‘fur baby’. Were humans so overly domesticated that we outsourced our primal instincts to dogs now? I also wanted one badly, my own fur baby, but was always too far from home. So that’s how I ended up at the dog beach at Prospect Park on my first day, meeting a dog called Blank, and a man named Matthew Danish. 




CHAPTER 18



I HAD BEEN told to let myself up onto the rooftop, the door would be open. It still felt strange, following somebody else into the front door of the red-brick building, while looking at my phone, an action I performed when I wanted to seem like I belonged. The neighbour peeled off into a separate direction to check their letterbox, and I took the lift as high up as it would go. Then I took the stairs the rest of the way until I saw some light making its way down the murky shaft of the dilapidated staircase. The door to the roof was indeed propped open for me, as promised.

I stood with my heart in my throat listening to the music before I had the courage to step out. In a new city you were always anonymous until moments like these, when you chose to make yourself known to a group of people. Sometimes it ended up being a bad idea, and you were better off before, rolling around the streets and fantasising about what your life would be like if you lived here. Sometimes the reality of how the locals regarded you was grating, and snapped you out of any lofty ideas you might have had about your alternative fantasy life here. After twenty-four hours in Milan, I saw myself learning fluent Italian and wearing amazing shoes the rest of my life, and maybe winning over a future paramour’s traditional Italian family with my mastery of homemade ravioli, despite being a lanky white lady with sacrilegious views about chopping basil (apparently you have to tear it by hand, never chop it with a knife). Then, on day two, I had the nerve to try to order a coffee in Italian, and the beautiful woman behind the counter fixed me with a look that said: no, not on your life, not now, not ever. This moment, and many more like it, ran through me like a small tremor as I paused in the shaft of sunlight, hidden from those on the roof. The only human sound I heard was the sound of a woman’s voice over the music, instructing: ‘Again … Again … Again.’ 

As I stepped out the song hit the horn break, which lifted me on its wings into the space, full of temporary confidence. The familiar refrain gave me a serendipitous feeling, like things were going to go well. I felt the heat of the unseasonably warm spring day touch me softly, and realised I had been waiting to be on this rooftop since I’d arrived in New York. There was a spaciousness up high, but not an aloneness. We were close enough to the neighbouring apartment buildings for me to see people moving around within the giant red and brown and grey blocks that comprised the jagged skyline of the Upper West Side.

Closest to me, three bodies moved in unison, in sweatpants and sports socks and eighties sneakers and tank tops that showed shoulders or t-shirts that showed midriffs that had to be a body part of a professional male dancer and not a normal person. They danced casually, and each broke their concentration for a second to glance in my direction, before effortlessly moving back into the steps. Each dancer seemed to be improvising while somehow still feeding into the others, still all interconnected and synchronised for short bursts. The three men looked at one another with pure joy at moments, they caught each other’s eyes as they spun and smiled broadly. One lifted the other, and thighs and knackärsche (which translates to: firm, erotic, sexy asses) sprung effortlessly up and over one another. They bopped in unison, raising to the sky, then dropping down, again and again, feet arching, toes pointing, booties bouncing, hands grasping. I had never appreciated that male dancers were so … large. The song was one I loved, one I grew up listening to, one I danced to in the kitchen with my father, and these men embodied it like I never could. I wanted to dance with them, but I knew the effect would be unintentionally comedic, no matter how earnest I was. I could only move ironically next to people who were more brilliant than me. And irony was for people with no talent who didn’t know how to do anything real. So I sort of smiled and nodded my head, like a mum watching her kids do something cool, knowing she would ruin it for them if she tried to join in. 

Through their moving limbs I saw two figures, made to look shorter and squatter by virtue of the three dancing adonises who were owning the space. One was Matthew, sitting on the wall at the edge of the roof. He waved and lifted a drink in welcome. He was dressed in a different striped t-shirt, which was similarly autumnal in colour, and had a dark denim jacket half peeled off tentatively, so a few inches of his upper arms were exposed to the sun. I wondered if this hinted at a self-consciousness about his thickish body next to the dancers, or if he just ran cold.

Next to him was a small athletic woman in a white ribbed tank top tucked into baggy pants, with a sweatshirt tied across her chest diagonally. She was dewy with perspiration, her curly hair slicked to her temples in places and flew away from her face in others. They both watched the dancers and moved together in small gestures of the dancers’ movements, the bodily version of mouthing along with the words. The woman didn’t look at me. She didn’t take her eyes from the men. 

The music stopped, and the three dancers put their hands on their knees and breathed heavily, before the woman said, ‘Again,’ and they threw their heads back and widened their eyes in disbelief, in wordless protest, before resetting for another round.

Matthew held up a hand to pause the proceedings and waved me over, and the three dancers turned to watch as I hurried across the roof, smiling perfunctorily as I passed. I took my spot next to Matthew, leaning on the ledge, and quietly whispered hello, sort of wanting to disappear, so I could keep observing without having any effect on the natural way anyone would behave.

The woman, who hadn’t acknowledged me yet, declared that this time they would dance without music. She got up to lead the men, turning to face the new audience of Matthew and me. The four of them started to move together, and now all I could hear was their jagged breaths, punctuated by the sound of their shoes pivoting grit around on the concrete as they moved. As the moments passed I started to tune in to the traffic moving sluggishly below, and could feel Matthew’s chest rising and falling beside me. The sky had turned a ludicrous pastel pink, and orange spilled from the undersides of the white clouds, as the sun slipped away like the yolk of a raw egg.

‘Wow. How’s that for your second sunset in the city?’ Matthew whispered into my ear, while he pressed a drink into my hand.

I had never been so happy to be confronted by all the things I lacked. It was truly bizarre to me that this was only the second time we had met, that we had only had one long conversation about his dog, exactly twenty-four hours before, and I was already here, almost tucked underneath his arm but not quite, at a sort of safe semi-platonic distance, and it felt like the most natural thing in the world. The previous night I had gone home alone and reflected on him and decided yes, I would go along with this, whatever it was. Matthew hadn’t told me what I would be walking into tonight, and now I felt comforted by that rather than concerned, like it displayed his confidence in me. He had simply texted me a couple of hours before, inviting me for after-work drinks on a rooftop. And I had gone into the bathroom at work to try to do something interesting with my hair, and then replied: yes, of course. 

Later I found out the woman was called Lot, a shortened form of Charlotte. I asked her, by way of making conversation, how long she had lived in this apartment.

‘Always. Matthew and I grew up here. In this building.’

‘Oh, you two are siblings?’

‘Yes.’ She gestured to her face and to his. ‘Normally we don’t need to explain that.’

‘Ah, I see. Yes it makes sense now,’ I said, although I didn’t think they looked so alike. Her eyes were massive and glossy, searching me. They made her look on edge. Matthew, on the other hand, had barely looked me in the eye yet—out of shyness, I presumed, or hoped—and his eyes were matt, making him seem like he might be far away. I hated the word chill, but he struck me as incredibly chill, unlike Lot. He was calm. They did have the same thick lashes and brows, and sweet dollop-of-cream noses. And the same bone structure and skin tone. Okay, I guess they were quite obviously siblings.

‘And you—how do you know Matthew?’

 I opened my mouth to respond but he answered for me.

‘Kim is Blank’s favourite person.’

‘Oh, that’s sweet.’

‘She’s just visiting the city. That’s why I invited her along. To get a glimpse of your rooftop, Lot-Lot. And to see you in action, my sister, the choreo queen.’

She visibly relaxed at this.

‘Yes, that was truly beautiful to watch,’ I added. ‘Thank you so much for letting me come and observe.’

‘Well, you’re welcome, Kim. Any friend of Matthew’s is a friend of mine,’ she said, clearly not meaning it. ‘What do you do?’

‘I work …’ I paused, trying to think how to summarise my job, which already seemed an abstract concept although I had only left the office an hour or two ago.

‘Kim’s a writer,’ Matthew answered.

‘Well … I don’t necessarily—’

‘No, no. Don’t deny it. You told me last night. You write.’ To Lot he said: ‘She wrote a poem to her dead dog. It sounded fascinating.’

I had forgotten I’d told Matthew that. About the poem I wrote as a teenager when my dog was put down.

‘Ah, I see. Yes, you two make sense now. I’d like to read your dead dog poem, Kim,’ she said, clearly not meaning it.

I finished the rest of my drink in one sip and looked around to locate another one.

‘I’ll grab some ice from downstairs,’ Lot said, and disappeared.

I turned to Matthew. ‘Why do we make sense now?’

‘I’m a literary agent. That’s sort of part-time right now. I’m also into fashion. And I draw things. Sometimes I make music too. But literature is my main thing, my bread and butter.’

 ‘Oh, wow. Okay. So you live here with your family?’ I was trying not to sound like I was speculating on how he could afford that particular blend of occupations. How could literature be anyone’s bread and butter? That had to be a lie. Or maybe it was possible, here in New York. I didn’t know. I always forgot other people also liked books. I supposed they bought them too, all those people. I supposed the money had to be flowing somewhere; maybe it was flowing to the beautiful man beside me. I didn’t see any reason why he shouldn’t be the exception to the rule.

‘No, no. We did grow up here, but I moved over to Park Slope more than ten years ago. Our parents bought a place there back in the eighties. When my dad passed away, I asked the tenants to move out so I could live there. I was studying nearby at the time, so it made sense. The Brooklyn Conservatory of Music is, like, a block away from my place, and I started taking piano there straight out of high school. I thought I was going to be a pianist. But now I’ve diversified. I do a little bit of everything. Lot-Lot lives here by herself now; she uses the extra space as a dance studio. And they dance up here when it’s nice out. So it’s worked well for her.’

‘Oh.’ This was a lot to take in. Old money. Many hobbies. Dead parents?

•

Later, when we were a few drinks deep, the dancers were dancing off-duty (which was somehow even better than before) and one of them (Marc, Devon, or Rye) encouraged me to join in, and a few drinks after that, Lot even let me choose a song, although Matthew kind of forced her to. With all six of us dancing there were no witnesses anymore, and this changed the energy. I realised positioning myself as only an observer was lazy, it was taking the easy way out. It was more comfortable to me, and I thought I was being self-deprecating and modest by sitting myself out of the beautiful scene, full of beautiful people moving and sweating and being together, letting them excel while I simply soaked it up. But as I sipped more rum and ice and lime, and started to move tentatively, I realised that sitting on the fringes and watching people, letting them inspire you with their creative self-expression without expressing yourself in turn, was really just taking from the world and not giving. As I relaxed onto the dancefloor, and started to throw some goofy shapes in here and there, a softness and openness was extended to me by the others, and soon enough I was a part of it, all of us grins and limbs morphing around in the fading light. I was on a sort of introvert’s high, the kind where I was reminded how much fun other people could be, if you were forced to talk and dance with them. As I emptied the rest of the bottle of spiced rum into everyone’s glasses, I thought, you know what, I will show Lot my dead dog poem, I will. She does want to see it. She asked me! We could be friends! 

I did not show Lot any poem. But when I started writing more seriously later, I realised that this—dancing—was the type of release I was aiming to replicate when I wrote. Some sort of physical release, the creative equivalent of screaming into a pillow. It was a lot harder to do with writing, because of its inherent aloneness, and the lack of physical strength or prowess required. But it’s what I would always be striving for with my words, something as real and effortless and strong as simply dancing. I felt a streak of it there on the rooftop, this refocusing of what the joy of the thing was. I put aside the concept of aiming for success (though it always returned to me with sobriety, no matter how hard I tried to keep it at bay). The joy of the thing was this moment, the moment when you let go of overthinking and over-intellectualising and overprotectiveness of your own ego and … opened up. It was the same as being high, or ecstatic; the same as that getting-drunk-and-gassed-up-with-your-friends feeling, that forgetting-about-everything-else feeling. 

I dance-cornered Matthew away from the group.

‘I’m really glad I came tonight,’ I said.

‘Me too. I can see how much you’re enjoying yourself. And it’s making me enjoy myself.’

‘Yeah. I really am. Your sister is, like … incredible.’

‘Yeah.’

We swayed a little longer there in the darkness, in our pretend-private corner of the rooftop. I willed him with my eyes to say something declarative. I tried to make it sparkle in my eyes: I need men to be declarative.

‘You would look so good with bangs,’ he said.

That was good enough for me. He was saying he thought I was beautiful, in his own shy American way, I supposed.

‘What do you have on in the morning?’ I asked him.

‘I have some calls. But I’m thinking I’ll reschedule them, so I can have a slow morning.’ This pleased me. ‘How about you: what time do you need to be in?’

I shrugged my shoulders. ‘It doesn’t matter. It’s only a Wednesday.’

He looked at his watch. ‘I need to get home to feed Blank; she’ll be starving. Do you wanna ride with me to Park Slope?’

Yes, of course I did. I wanted him to take care of me like he took care of her, his anxious dog.




CHAPTER 19



ON THE RIDE home, we were sitting in the back of the Uber together when we suddenly crossed the threshold onto the bridge, and as the ground dropped out beneath us and turned to water I felt a drop in my stomach like I was going up in a lift fast. I was tipsy, my eyelids heavy with rum, sprawled across the back seat like I belonged there. As I felt the drop, I reached out with my hand like I was falling, and Matthew grabbed it and laughed. He held my hand, then looked up at me, seemingly asking for permission, and when I smiled and relaxed back into my seat, softening my arm towards him, he brought my fingers to his lips and kissed them. His lips were more textured than I expected; I felt them brushing the backs of my fingers like a gentle exfoliant, like we were at the beach and things were mildly sandy. Then he turned my hand over and pressed his face hard into my cupped palm, and kissed me on my lifeline. He kept holding my hand until the car rolled to a stop in front of his house. I opened my door first and tugged his arm gently towards me in a wordless indication that I would be coming home with him. He followed me out my side of the car onto the street. When the car started to move away, I pulled his hands to my face and kissed his knuckles back, staring into his eyes like we were on a reality TV dating show. 

When he opened the door to his brownstone I cast my eyes up the narrow chestnut wood staircase. He closed the door so softly behind him, like he was sneaking in after curfew.

‘Oh. Do you have housemates?’ I was asking both because of his attempts at quietness, and because the house was huge.

He laughed and shook his head no, as if that was a ridiculous question.

Despite knowing we were there alone, I was conscious of how loud my wooden heels would be against his wooden floorboards, so I slipped them off and left them by the door, and hung my cream trench on a curved wooden hook on the wall. Matthew and I were now more or less the same height; I no longer stood over him. We faced each other squarely at the base of the stairs. I placed my hand on the banister, rubbing at the varnish with my thumb, and he fidgeted with his keys, which were wrapped around his index finger.

I knew we were about to kiss. I wanted to say something to break the silence so badly but also didn’t want to do that thing where I made some inane comment into someone’s mouth as we shared our first kiss.

As he leaned in, I couldn’t help myself. ‘Where’s the dog?’ I asked, and he paused, his face a few inches from mine. He decided to ignore my question, thankfully, instead placing his fingers on the back of my left hip and directing me forwards, like a ballroom dancer, and I took his direction and moved my hips towards his. I pressed the front of my blue jeans into the front of his blue jeans. I leaned back with my feet and my face, so our bodies made a shape like two brackets back to back.
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 Then we kissed, our bodies straightening into each other, and he walked me back against a wall, again like a type of choreographed dance as we stepped together, left foot right foot left foot. Then I felt the plaster behind me and we became two parallel lines trying to be just one thicker line.
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I could taste the lime I’d been squeezing into his drink all night. I’d become accustomed to his lips, the small grains of roughness here and there, and they felt soft to me already. I ventured to put my fingers around his neck and stretch them down the back of his shirt. He placed his hand underneath my long button-up shirt and found some skin above the waistline of my jeans, which sat low on my hips. As he did, the keys dropped from his finger and cracked loudly against the floor, the decisive sound of someone arriving home. He exhaled in exaggerated frustration and said, ‘Okay, here’s the dog.’

I heard Blank’s feet scrabbling against the wooden floor upstairs, as if she had been sleeping and now had bolted upright, trying wildly to gain purchase, create some traction, so she could speed around a corner.

Blank slid into view at the top of the stairs, Tokyo Drift-style, then came bounding down. I considered the Fast & Furious franchise briefly, and marvelled at how it had somehow entered my lexicon.

Matthew went off to feed Blank, and I climbed the stairs in my bare feet. On entering his bedroom and seeing his giant bed with layers of pinstripe down bedding, I realised how much I needed to get in it immediately. I stripped off my shirt and hung it around the back of an armchair in the corner, and stepped out of my loose jeans, leaving them in place on the floor, still half standing, like a sinking statue. I slipped between the extremely nice cotton sheets. Before I knew what was happening I was fast asleep, likely snoring, which I would blame on jet lag or pollen if it turned out that I was. 

•

I woke a few hours later to see that light was starting to creep in through the curtains. Matthew was fast asleep on the other side of the bed. It was a huge bed, like I would need to make an effort to go and visit him over there. If he had a smaller bed, would he still have got in next to me? Would we be touching right now? I was so wide awake and he was so fast asleep. My stomach felt scooped out with hunger. He was lying on his front, with his arms making a diamond shape over his head, and his mouth rested against the back of his bicep. I considered touching him, but it seemed inappropriate, somehow.

I lay there for what felt like hours, trying to go back to sleep. I checked the time on my phone which was underneath my pillow. The day came closer and I watched the heavy curtains over the window change colour. Or get brighter, rather, as there seemed to be no colour in here; everything was monochrome shafts of light that made the room look grainy. Like I was looking at a black-and-white photograph or watching the beginning bit of a black-and-white film, where the birds started to sing outside a morning window, and things were about to start. I could see the shadows and silhouettes of all the furniture in Matthew’s room, make out the thick carpet, some of his clothes strewn over the floor near my sinking jeans. Maybe I remember Matthew’s house as monochrome because he always wore grey when he was at home, always. He was as committed to it as an eccentric old lady could be committed to wearing a thousand bangles every day. Or maybe, I thought, the light looked like something out of a movie to me because I had woken up at dawn so rarely that I recognised New York morning light more than the morning light of any home I’d ever had, because I had seen it more often on television than in real life. Normally I slept like a corpse until as late as possible. 

I saw that Matthew had placed a glass of water next to my side of the bed. I sat up and drank it, hoping it would make my stomach relax a little. I moved my pillow over to his so our faces were closer together, keeping a respectable distance between our two bodies.
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Soon after I finally drifted off I felt my alarm start. Work? I thought. Not possible. As I typed the message, I tried to convince myself that I had crippling social anxiety and that was the reason I couldn’t go in to work, and that it was real. I couldn’t go; it wasn’t just that I didn’t want to. And it definitely wasn’t that I had woken up in the beautiful home of a beautiful man and didn’t want to leave any time soon. What was the difference anyway, between being unable to and not wanting to? Did you have to have a diagnosed condition before you were freed from obligations, free to make yourself happy? In my opinion, existential dread is a valid excuse that should be available to everyone at any time should they need it; you shouldn’t need a medical professional to tell you that you feel it.

I had warned Matthew the previous night that I wasn’t really a morning person, a standard pre-emptive move on my part, to soften the impact should I want to part ways with a man swiftly the next morning. I worried about their feelings too much, Debbie told me. I wondered if Debbie was secretly a bit of a cunt. If I said this aloud to her she would enjoy it, and lean back in her armchair like she was about to play a game with me, and in that moment I would feel excited, like therapy was finally about to happen. She would make a face that said: let’s entertain this thought. It’s that therapist moment when you say something insightful and then they act like they were trying to get you to say that all along, and they meet you with a meaningful silence. Then she would reply in her deep, gravelly voice: ‘And so what if I am? Maybe I’m your inner cunt, Kimberly. Does that serve you? Is that what you need me to be?’ But my actual cunt was already my inner cunt, wasn’t it? It’s both inner and outer, by design. 

I pressed send on the message. If I didn’t have my own inner cunt, would I be able to call in sick on my third day of work for basically no reason?

I double-checked it was on silent, then threw my phone facedown on the floor and shimmied backwards towards Matthew, who was still out cold. Then I surprised myself by sleeping like a fucking baby. Maybe that moment with the message was more about trying to make myself feel guilty instead of trying to make myself feel not guilty. Or maybe there was another reason why I slept so well next to this person I barely knew. I felt incredibly comfortable there, which was very unusual, but not a feeling I was going to fight.

At one point the dog came in and stuck her wet nose between my shins and gave a colossal sniff. I woke with a start but Matthew was already rising from the bed. He squeezed my arm and said, ‘No, no, stay right there. Go back to sleep.’ One of them kissed me wetly on the cheek and then they clattered down the stairs and there was the sound of the front door opening and closing. Still in a dream world, I heard Bel willing me to get up and snoop around Matthew’s irrationally nice house while he was out, but I shushed her. I felt perfectly content to stay in bed.

 When he returned, Matthew called up the stairs that he was just putting Blank in ‘her room’ with her breakfast—which, I learned later, was her daily dose of doggy Prozac buried in some leftover lamb risotto he found in the fridge. Then he edged through the bedroom door with a brown paper bag containing a styrofoam box with pancakes inside, as well as two large cups of diner coffee. He was dressed in dark denim jeans I recognised from the park and a well-worn grey marl sweatshirt which had a stretched neck and small holes at the armpit seam, with something like AMERICAN VARSITY ACADEMY SPORTS TIME on the front in a blocky font. He sat on the edge of the bed and started laying out all the treats he had bought us, giving each item a backstory. He used to get his coffee from a cute old man named Harold, but then Harold handed over the business to his son, and now the coffee was kind of bad, but he couldn’t stop going. The son always gave Matthew the real maple syrup and double portions of butter on his pancakes, so it worked out pretty well. I started to laugh at this stage, and Matthew paused and looked at me, bewildered, like he was trying to figure out what he had done wrong.

‘Oh no, I’m laughing like, you’re ridiculous,’ I explained.

He still looked stricken.

‘No, like, it’s a good thing. I’m just enjoying you.’

He relaxed, but not completely.

It was hard to explain why I was laughing. Basically, he seemed so perfect to me it made me laugh. I couldn’t imagine any woman or person ever saying no to him. I couldn’t imagine his local diner guy ever not giving him double butter. I couldn’t understand why he was so interested in me. He was a sweet and gentle and perfect man. But I couldn’t say that.

 He watched me eating the pancakes, and waited for my assurance that they were good, really fucking good. And they were. Then I put my styrofoam tray to the side, got up on my knees, and moved towards where he sat on the bed. I put my hands on his face and kissed him, and wondered if it was too corny to point out that he was sweet like real maple syrup. He leaned back on the bed and I leaned over him a little, holding myself above him while I smelled him and tasted him, running my tongue along the insides of his mouth, coffee and pancakes and vanilla and some sort of manly spice. He touched me and a quiet throbbing started up again inside of me, just like in the car home last night, just like at the bottom of the stairs, but now I was wide awake.

After a couple of minutes we pulled apart to move everything off the bed, and I lifted his sweatshirt to find he wasn’t wearing anything underneath, and kissed him down his stomach, following the trail of hair underneath his belly button. I yanked the fabric up to indicate to him he should take it off, which he did, swiftly. I unbuttoned his jeans and started to peel them open. There was nothing under those either, no underwear, and I kissed across the top of his pelvic bone, feeling his hair against my chin. Together we pulled his pants off, then he pulled me up so I was lying flat on top of him, and his skin was warm and soft against mine. I paused and looked at him, wanting to check in. He looked at me. He looked at the clock.

‘How long do we have?’

‘Um, we have all day? I decided not to go in today.’ I suddenly realised I might have misread things.

‘You called in sick?’ He laughed. ‘That’s a lot of pressure.’

‘Is it weird?’

 ‘No. No. I called in sick too. Well, I cancelled all my stuff. So we could hang out today. If you wanted to.’

‘Okay. Okay, good.’ I laughed with relief into his neck.

With the conversational interlude over, we started making out again, both propped up with one shoulder off the bed. Eventually, after way too long, he moved my panties out of the way and started touching me. I felt him get harder against my stomach. I looked down. His dick was so incredibly beautiful, it almost made me roll my eyes to see it. Ugh. Tan and pink and straight and soft, pressing against itself, pressing into me. I moved down and took it in my mouth and he moaned and pulled my hair a little, matching my intensity. I felt myself opening up to him and took him deeper and deeper. I pulled him up onto his knees and lay on my stomach. I kept going down on him. He leaned forwards and reached into my panties from behind, putting his fingers inside of me. I was slick with him and me combined. He kept leaning back and moaning, thrusting forwards, doing a little back bend, but every time he did he couldn’t reach me anymore, and it was agony and ecstasy at the same time, to have him stopping and starting like that. He must have sensed I couldn’t wait any longer, so he pulled me up onto my knees again, and we kissed like that for a long time, both reaching down to touch the other, and then I turned myself around so he was behind me. He leaned sideways off the bed to get a condom out of the drawer, and kissed my neck while he put it on, and then guided himself into me from behind, and now we were both thrusting forwards and bending backwards, except in opposite movements, so we would meet in the middle, with force, more and more of it. I told him when he found the right spot, to keep going like that, and I told him I was coming, and he said he was coming too, and then I said again, I’m coming, I’m coming, I’m coming, and I came so big and so quick that I had to laugh, but this time he knew it was a good laugh, and we fell forwards into the pillows, exhausted, not moving or saying anything for a long time, his weight on top of me, pinning me down. Both of us at the same time startled but not at all surprised at how good it was. 

There were lots of different ways it could be that good for us, and we intended to find all of them. I suppose we knew our time was limited from the start, that the days were already running out. We had to work quickly. There was a big and sudden softening inside of me, and things started to fall roughly inwards, like quicksand. All the things that I kept in a certain place so I always knew where they would be if I needed them: I lost them, I let everything fall. It all swam around inside of me in some sort of sexed-up swirl of thick molasses, and I didn’t know which way was up or which way was down, but there was no more finding my way back to solid ground, that much was clear.

•

I told Bel about the quicksand feeling a couple of days later.

‘Oh, babe, you’ve fallen in the dick-sand, more like it.’

We were on a video call, while I sat curled up in a chair on some high floor of Matthew’s house. He was out walking the dog. My phone was cradled in my hand. Bel’s phone was propped up on her kitchen bench while she moved in and out of frame, very pixelated and very pregnant.

I had just finished telling her the highlights of the previous days. The kisses on the street, the afternoon breakfasts in diners while we wiped sleep from our eyes, the sudden blooming of flowers everywhere.

 Bel must have noticed my intentional silence at her dick-sand comment. I wanted for this not to be written off as a simple swirl of horniness, hormones, and aspirations. It was more than that. She appeared closer now, her face filling the screen of my phone, looking radiant and giving me an intentionally charming half-smile.

‘I’m sorry, Kim, I’m just being silly. It sounds really beautiful. I’m happy for you. Take me on a tour of the house. Open all the drawers for me.’

I laughed uncomfortably. ‘No, you creep.’

‘Come on, you’re home alone, aren’t you?’

‘I’ll show you the view out the window,’ I offered as a consolation. ‘It’s crazy. He has a whole empty room just for this one chair and a fireplace? This chair has more space for itself than I do in my whole apartment.’

I stepped away from the chair and deeper into the room, so I could get the entirety of the exposed brick wall into frame, some of the parquet flooring, and the two windows with painted black edges, which looked out onto green treetops that swayed gently. One of Matthew’s notebooks lay on the floor.

I heard a noise downstairs.

‘Oh, they’re home,’ I whispered into the phone.

‘You’re not hanging up on me.’

‘Okay.’

Blank came bounding up the stairs. I started loudly introducing the dog to Bel so that Matthew would know I was on the phone and maybe stay downstairs, but I heard his footsteps coming up.

I sat in the chair underneath the window again, trying to look casual. When I saw him, I mouthed, ‘I’m on the phone, sorry,’ as a signal that he should leave me alone, but he came over and perched on the back of the chair, put his arm around me. He looked into my phone. 

‘Hey,’ he said to Bel.

‘Hi,’ Bel said back.

‘This is my best friend Bel. The preggers one I told you about.’

‘Oh yes, of course. How awesome! You’re glowing,’ Matthew said.

Bel laughed out of politeness. After an awkward pause that perhaps only I felt she said, ‘Beautiful dog. Let me guess: she’s a rescue?’

I winced because I knew Bel was being facetious, and I knew Matthew wouldn’t know that.

‘She actually is a rescue, yeah. I got her from a shelter, even though she’s a purebred GLP. I mean, a German long-haired pointer.’

‘She’s one of your countrymen, Bel,’ I said. ‘Bel’s a German long-haired …’ They both waited for my next word, even though I had nothing to finish with, so I just said, ‘Pregnant?’ and panned the camera towards Blank awkwardly. It seemed I didn’t know who to be under the combined gaze of the two of them and a fuse had shorted in my brain. Then I noticed on my screen that Blank was out of sorts too. She was just standing rigid, watching us, but not like a dog stands in a photo that’s like an ad for a dog, proud and serene; she more had the posture of a cat being quietly electrocuted, almost a curved back, staring at us with a frazzled but vacant look, like something was wrong. She was breathing hard again, like the day I met her. She was hovering by the fire, not curling up and lying down in front of it like you want a dog to. Blank and I were suddenly anxious.

‘Oh,’ Matthew said, ‘she’s in one of her moods. It’s hard—she had this whole life before me and I have no idea what caused her issues. But we’re working on it. She’s trusting me more and more every day.’

 ‘And how are you earning her trust?’ Bel asked, sounding overprotective.

‘We are talking about the dog here by the way?’ I said in an extremely corny voice, pretending to pull uncomfortably at my collar. They both graciously ignored me and continued talking to each other.

‘Are you doing doggy therapy?’

‘No, I’m not sure if that’s a thing. But she is medicated.’

‘And her name is Blank?’

‘Yeah.’

‘I see,’ Bel said. ‘Is that because you’re a man who likes to keep his options open?’

I tried to make a face at Bel, to tell her that she was being too much, but it was hard to create a private side eye between us when my face was reflected back on the screen next to Matthew’s. And I had noticed Matthew was primarily looking at his own reflection, perhaps very keen to make a good impression.

‘Uh, yeah, maybe?’ Matthew readjusted himself on the chair. ‘Sometimes that’s okay. I mean, it’s just a name.’

Bel smiled with pretend calmness. ‘What’s in a name, right? What’s your surname, by the way? I am just always so curious about Kim’s friends.’

‘Okay,’ I interjected. ‘His surname is Danish. We should probably wrap this up. Bel, I think I heard your water breaking just now. I need to make more coffee. We all have important things to do. Bye bye bye.’ I hung up before she could reply.

Matthew looked puzzled.

‘I didn’t really hear her water break,’ I told him.

‘Yeah, I didn’t think you did. That would be an insane thing to happen.’

 ‘Okay. Because that’s not supposed to happen for at least another couple of weeks.’

‘All right.’ He smiled at me. ‘What are your plans until then?’

‘Well, I should probably go back in to work tomorrow. My quote unquote gastro would probably have cleared by now.’

‘It sounds like you don’t want to go.’

I dropped my head back against his thigh and looked up at him imploringly. ‘I really, really don’t want to go. I want to stay here with you.’

‘Then don’t. Don’t go back to work.’

‘I suppose I could take another day.’

‘No, I mean ever. Life is too short to spend it doing something that destroys you.’ He said it so flippantly I felt a tiny flash of rage, even though I had literally just asked him with my imploring eyes to give me a reason not to go to work.

‘I mean, yeah. I agree. But I also need money. Not everyone …’ I trailed off and gestured to his fireplace, which had its own room. He leaned forwards over the back of the chair and put his hands on my shoulders. I stared up at him. Maybe gravity was making my growing concern invisible, melting backwards off my face along with any excess fat in my cheeks.

‘I’m serious. You’re wasted on that job, Kim. You’re too good for it. You should quit and do something else.’

Now I wanted to punch him. I wanted to say: do you think that hasn’t occurred to me before? Do you think any human who is working for a company that could replace them in a day via a LinkedIn ad is only doing it because they haven’t had the genius idea that they should just consider not working?

 ‘First,’ I said, ‘I don’t think you understand what the job market is like in Berlin for someone who doesn’t speak German fluently. Second, what are you basing this on? How do you know I’m too good for it?’

‘It’s the way you talk. The things you say. That’s what draws me to you. You need to share yourself with the world.’

Okay, that was a good answer and I was wildly flattered. But still, I hated how much his approach to life differed from mine simply because he had family money. Like I didn’t know how much I hated my job. How much better it would be to work on things I cared about. Like he alone saw how capitalism was bad and managed to opt out of it because of some wisdom he had that I didn’t.

‘You should write a novel.’

‘All right,’ I said in a way that meant, all right, I’ve had enough of this, not, all right, I’ll write a novel. I stood up and crossed my arms.

‘Why not?’

‘What do you mean why not? Like it’s that easy?’

‘Well you tell me why not, and we’ll go from there.’

‘This is stupid.’

‘Come on.’ He sat me back down in the chair. ‘Why can’t you write a novel. Tell me.’

I shrugged angrily. ‘Because.’ A million reasons rushed at me at once. ‘Why should I get to? What’s special about me?’

‘Nothing. There doesn’t need to be anything special about you. Some of the best novels are about the complete ordinariness of the lives of their author and protagonist. We are all so incredibly ordinary. Next reason.’

‘I’ve never even, like, seen a novelist up close, apart from through you. I’m not like you; I didn’t grow up around artists and writers. I need to make a living.’

 ‘Well I know plenty of writers and creatives and, trust me, there’s no magical quality they have that you don’t. They’re just people. A lot of them grew up with the privilege of free time to spend honing their craft, that’s true. But maybe your perspective is more valuable than theirs. You’ve been working just to pay the rent and keep the lights on your entire adult life. There’s a lot of pent-up stories in there, I can tell. You live in the real world, among the real people, so now it’s your job to write about it, and not give us another insular “writers writing about writers writing” book. Next reason.’

I wasn’t entirely sure a pretend fintech company in Berlin was the real world, but I was seduced by his portrayal of me as some sort of working-class hero. Did he see me as some sort of literary Bruce Springsteen just because I rented and hadn’t inherited property?

‘Well, what if I don’t know how?’

‘Nobody knows how. You figure it out as you go along. A novel is a writer asking themselves a question and then answering it. You are not supposed to know how. Next reason.’

‘How will I survive?’

‘Just keep breathing, eating, and sleeping, same as always.’

‘No, I mean financially.’

‘You’ll figure it out. Borrow some money. How’s your credit score?’

‘I’m not going to take out a loan to write a novel.’

‘Do you have savings?’

‘I have some meagre savings, yeah, but, I don’t want to live down to my last dollar again.’

‘Do it. Get down to your last dollar. People write better when their backs are against the wall. You don’t have any dependents. You don’t have to provide for anyone. What’s the worst that could happen? Next reason.’

 I stared back at him, angry at how effortless he was making it look, disassembling all my self-doubts in a matter of minutes. At the time, I really, really hated that Matthew knew I wanted to write a novel. I wouldn’t even say that I had truly wanted to before I met him and started having conversations like these. It had never occurred to me that I could. The desire embarrassed me, made me vulnerable to him in ways I couldn’t control. He had wheedled it out of me at the event at the Center for Fiction, where we were surrounded by dozens of actual novelists, more than I had ever seen in real life. Something about being surrounded by people who had actually done it emboldened me to say that maybe I wanted to do it too.

‘No more reasons? That’s all the reasons? That was easier than I thought it was going to be,’ he remarked.

‘Don’t you think it takes a certain amount of delusion to think that you deserve to write a novel? To think that you’re better than the majority? That people should be listening to you instead of the other way around?’

‘Delusion never stopped anyone from doing anything great. In fact, it’s necessary to pull anything off. When my dad started his dance company—’

‘He was already a millionaire?’

Matthew exhaled. ‘Look, Kim: I have complete confidence in you.’

‘You haven’t even seen any of my writing.’

‘I work with writers all the time, and you are one, I can tell. You have the necessary ability to delude yourself—’

I scoffed.

‘—which takes imagination, is what I was going to say. You are determined to live in your own reality. That’s a skill. It takes a certain tenacity. And your imagination and ideas are all evidence of an extremely fertile mind.’ 

He watched me sit in silence for a while, considering his words. Eventually I must have looked visibly taken by the idea, and he jumped forwards excitedly.

‘Did it work? Will you play hooky and hang out with me?’ He grabbed my hand and looked at me with exaggerated hopefulness.

I nodded and he pressed his face into my hand. I had already been subconsciously working on a plan to take the whole two weeks off work and not go back to the office after that terrible first day, when people had expected me to make small talk and do things like my job. I would call my German GP and get a certificate for burnout. In Germany burnout was a noun: people were always ‘having a burnout’. You were pretty much allowed to have several per year, and your doctor would write you a sick note for one whenever. The symptoms were being exhausted and not being able to think straight—so really I was never not having a burnout, especially in my clubbing (druggo) phases, which came and went. I usually declined the diagnosis of having a burnout and the offer of the weeks off, because I didn’t like the idea of being miserable to a medical degree. So I figured I had some time up my sleeve, from an ethical perspective. On top of burnout time off, there was antibiotics time off. Every time I asked my GP for antibiotics, she said no, drink some tea and take one or two weeks off. Even when I had tonsillitis, I had to go back three times before she would prescribe me something more serious than sage tea and time off. The step up from just drinking tea was dunking your feet in tea; she seemed to think that would heal more. The aversion to overprescribing antibiotics to the community came out of a strong social conscience to do the right thing. It was the norm to take long periods off to recover from illness, be it physical or mental, and there was no limit to the sick leave you could take. Wasn’t I also doing the right thing by playing the system to become a happier citizen and maybe even an artist? Society needs those. Society would be healthier as a whole if I was an artist. GPs took an oath along those lines, I was pretty sure. So I applied some of those famous European worker’s rights to myself while I was in the United States. The world needed me to be a writer more than it needed me to give half-hearted presentations about ATMs. 

‘I do feel a little irresponsible,’ I objected, playing devil’s advocate. ‘Getting flown over here and then only going in to the office for two days.’

‘Irresponsibility is essential. It will make you a better artist.’

‘It’s also a privilege.’

‘Well, you’d better make the most of your privilege, like I do.’ He leaned in to kiss my neck, in one of the more problematic sexy moments of my life. Then he pulled me into a tight hug, and I softened into whatever this was. Who needed a fucking job? Well, I knew I definitely did, but it was intoxicating to step so close to him that I could see things from his perspective for a while. I started to look at my life through his eyes and see all the things I could do. It gave me a heady rush to turn my back on all my obligations and exist purely for myself and for the short amount of time that lay in front of us. I couldn’t tell if this little thrill of turning towards my own insularity and away from anything outside of me and us was what it felt like to be a writer or to be rich or to be falling in love.

•

 With time I was glad that I had let my desire to write seep out of me accidentally and without my control, like a fart. And it was serendipitous that, unlike a fart, Matthew had acknowledged it as something that had happened, and that he took my desire and ran with it, despite how humiliated I had been by my admission at the time. I was so full of wanting for something I thought I could not have, that I was not good enough to deserve. But by the time I returned from New York, I was transformed into the aforementioned hunting dog. I sensed an abundance of live animals twitching near me and knew, for the first time, that it was my job to hunt something and kill it. That it could be me, that I could feed myself with my animal instinct alone. I was intrinsically born with what it took to smell, hunt, kill, and survive. I could feed and nourish myself with all the parts of me that made me me, and didn’t need to pretend to be a person who could work in an office for one more day, minute, or second. I could be my true animal self.




CHAPTER 20



THE FOLLOWING DAYS passed in much the same heady rush. I was never hungry and I never got tired. Matthew and I were not shy about sharing our desires with each other, as if we were each looking over the other’s shoulder at sand slipping through an hourglass the entire time. We had to rush to get all the words out, we had to make sure the expressions that passed over our tongues were keeping up with the way our bodies were wordlessly communicating every day, through a series of pushing and pulling and coming and going coming.

I had no problem saying I want I want I want. I want you to do this. I want you to want this. I want you to tell me what you want. Oh, I want to want that too, but I don’t yet. We wanted things together. The most daring thing I could say to him, or out loud at all for that matter, the desire I was most embarrassed about, was not at all sexual; it was: I want to write a novel.

He knew I wanted it, of course, but it was still hard for me to say the words. It was a cliché for all lost white girls in major metropolises to think they had a novel in them. There was a certain type of girl I didn’t want to be: one who wrote for the aesthetics of it, for all the photos of open notebooks full of lines of neat handwriting that they could use to pad out their social media content and their personality. Ones who were drawn to the concept of being a writer more than any actual writing. Ones who talked constantly about writing without ever just sitting down and doing it, without an audience. They only wrote for attention in cafes over an oat milk cappuccino. I mean, I did love oat milk cappuccinos, but I hated people seeing me write, seeing me trying to be a writer. I had convinced myself that there was something deeply artistic about how private I was about it, when of course I knew that the privacy was driven by the fear that I wasn’t good enough and never would be. At the same time, it was the only thing I ever did that made me feel any better about being alive. It felt like I imagined praying would, if you believed in God. So naturally I didn’t want anyone to see me performing my version of prayer, to catch me in a private moment that was meaningful to me and make fun of me, the way I had ruthlessly made fun of others for doing the exact same thing. For wanting to write. 

While the image of all the lost girls of major metropolises thinking they could write a novel made me cringe, at least the girls who thought that had dedicated their life to reading books, and usually had a sense that it took dedication and perseverance. It might take a lifetime before you would be good enough. Women lacked confidence in a way that was deeply familiar to me, it was me, it was my essence, how I had been taught to think too: you probably don’t deserve anything you want. Then there were the boys who thought they deserved to write a novel. Boys with the unearned confidence of kings. Boys who read exactly one book, such as Sapiens or Moneyball, then decided that qualified them to write a memoir about losing their virginity in college or something. What’s more, if they knew I was a bookish type, they’d ask me to read it and give them praise. When I asked a virginity memoir guy what his angle was, he said, ‘Well, most people lose their virginity in high school. I didn’t lose mine till college. So that’s the point of intrigue here.’ There was another guy I met who had taken a year off work to write a novel and asked me to take a look at it. When he shared the document with me, it was just a lot of text he had copy-and-pasted from Reddit, a mix of stories about crypto, boxing, and intermittent fasting. ‘Mmm, the beginnings of something,’ he had said, like a too-handsome man playing a writer in a movie. It was interactions like this that gave me the fear, that made me feel reluctant to declare my ambition. What differentiated me from these people I was so snide about? Nothing that I had concrete evidence of. These were the thoughts that I had to learn to push aside. 

It was ridiculous, really, how close Matthew and I were in that period, and how I still couldn’t manage to share any of my writing with him, considering how eager I was for him to deem me talented. He was literally inside me several times a day, but giving him access to one of my Google Docs was just way too intimate. Something told me not to—not yet. It wasn’t until some months later, after New York and before Frankfurt, when we had started emailing, that I shared something with him. When we started writing to each other my reservations dropped away. I would send him something a little vulnerable, almost as a test, and he would give me back exactly what I wanted. Using that process, my emails to him eventually transformed into something more like ‘writing’. And it was only later, when the chapter in New York was closed, that I realised, oh, that’s what that was. It was another one of my circles that I couldn’t see until after the fact. I was in the thick of writing, in the thick of my project, and I had finally admitted to myself what I really wanted, when I wrote Matthew the following email. 


To: matthew@literaryagent.vip

From: kimberlymueller92@gmail.com

Subject: Becoming, becoming, gone

I don’t envy anyone who is trying to become anything. It’s this process of becoming which preoccupies and exhausts completely, with no promise that you’ll ever actually be anything. No promises that someone will talk about you one day, and say, wasn’t it brilliant, the way she became x, or developed into y, or is z? Not to mention all the awkwardness involved in trying to be something that you aren’t. Yet.

I look back at my younger self and all the stages where I had to become something, and think, thank god I never have to do any of that again.

Becoming a girl, and no longer just a child? Awful. It happened when I stopped wearing my hair extremely short and parted in the middle, in the style of all the nineties boys on TV that were universally crushed on. I started wearing it long, like a girl, and felt embarrassed to be doing so, but was told that the longer braids were, indeed, quite becoming.

Becoming a young woman, and no longer just a girl? That sucked more. I bled and got little bee-sting breasts. I longed for bigger boobies and no boobies at all. There was no way to win, I realised quickly. I would always be too much and not enough; all girls would be. My school uniform scratched against my neck and my cheeks threatened to redden whenever anyone acknowledged the young woman I was, inevitably, becoming.

Becoming sexually active, no longer a knock-kneed virgin? A moment of awkwardness so universal its tremor can be felt across the world.


Becoming an adult and no longer an adolescent? Disgusting and largely impossible.

Becoming a mother? Who cares. Irrelevant to me.

I wouldn’t go back there for anything in the world. Yet here I am again, trying to become a writer. If there was an easier option, I would take it. But there’s nothing else for me out there. I have to persist, despite the awkwardness and exhaustion involved.

You’re American, so maybe you don’t understand. Maybe it’s a product of where I come from that I think it takes a lot of gall to simply say you want to become something. They call it Tall Poppy Syndrome in my country. It means the flowers who dare to stand the tallest will always be the first to be cut down. The safest place is down low, on your knees, grovelling in faux self-deprecation.

Now that I think about it, perhaps this is where my lack of confidence stems from. (Stems? Should I delete that, or capitalise it, to make it obvious that I’m doing a bit about flowers?)

Anyway, speaking of flowers, I miss your prick. I hope I’ll be coming one day soon.

Yours,

Kim xx



Matthew had replied, gushing. He felt he understood me now, my initial reservations. He also wrote, ‘I have no idea how a lot of that feels, because I am a man, an American man,’ which I guessed was his attempt at poeticism. I was well aware of his faults, all the things he said that bumped for me, even during our time together in New York. I ran towards them, hoping they’d get bigger as I got closer to them. Every imperfection of his only increased the chances of him falling in love with me, the way I saw it. There were a lot of things wrong with him, and that made me like him harder. I saw the opportunity to make him feel loved for his flaws. In those days in New York, I tallied the flaws like I was chalking up days in prison. I collected them, sure they would culminate in some sort of eventual freedom. 

Lot came to visit once, after I had been at Matthew’s house for around a week. He left the room for a minute and she turned her toned dancer’s body to me.

‘He does this,’ she said. ‘He tethers himself to people.’

‘Oh. Isn’t that what we all do, though? Isn’t that bonding? Isn’t that love?’

‘It’s something lost people do,’ she said, looking me up and down. ‘And when he finds another lost person, well …’ She flicked the back of her hand towards me. I wasn’t sure if she was trying to protect me or him. But I was glad for the context. I felt like you always needed a triangle of people to learn anything about anyone. When it was just me and Matthew, I couldn’t tell up from down, but once Lot or Bel passed judgement, that clarified things somehow. I needed to triangulate men with the help of another woman.

‘It’s why he’s so close to Blank,’ Lot continued. ‘She was lost without him.’

‘Well, she’s just a dog,’ I replied. ‘Of course she was lost. I mean, she was literally a lost dog. I’m a human woman.’

‘Mmm.’ She looked at me like I was a lost cause, or like she was just done talking to me.

Matthew came back into the room with whatever it was Lot had come over to borrow, and I never got to speak to her privately again.

•

 It was my last night in New York when I heard Matthew playing the piano as dusk fell. I was on another level of the house, reclining on an impossibly soft sofa and reading a book. I don’t remember what song he was playing, but when I think back to this scene, I always hear ‘Oh to Be in Love’ by Kate Bush. I stood up and followed the music upstairs to the studio, and I stood in the doorway watching him. He sat at the piano, his back to me, and the last of the daylight seemed to reach through the window and place its hands on his shoulders. His t-shirt was grey, his tracksuit pants were grey. His dark hair caught some of the last light too, and it was reflected in the slick black lid of his piano. There were no lights on in the house or in any of the windows I could see across the street. It was that time of night when everyone sat idly in grey for as long as possible before getting up to turn on a light, make dinner, decide what to do with themselves. I watched Matthew stop and start with the keys, trying out different things. He didn’t seem like an amazing piano player, but it was endearing; I felt tender towards him, watching him try to figure something out. I went and stood behind him, and he smiled up at me, leaning his head against my chest, while his fingers kept moving across the keys. Then he pulled me around with one hand, so I stood between him and the keyboard, facing him. He stared at me and I lifted one leg over so I was straddling him on the bench, while he kept playing, although it was sounding less and less like a song now. He reached underneath the long sweater I was wearing and started touching me everywhere. Somehow we got his pants off, with an awkward break between our bodies, then we joined up again, and pressed against each other, our breath becoming more and more jagged, until we were sitting in total darkness, trying to catch it again.

 I didn’t want that to be my last night with him, but that was when the message came: the only message that would make me leave. Baby was coming.

I took the next flight home.




CHAPTER 21



THE ONE THING I know about someone else giving birth is that you’re not supposed to make it about you. It has to be about either the mother or the child. But how can you not be feeling your own feelings more intensely when something so visceral is happening to your favourite person in the world? The birth was like a war that left me shell-shocked and radicalised. Not to make it about me, because I know I’m not allowed, but the main thing I remember about that day was my own feeling of being reborn, my eyes newly open to the world. I supposed once a baby gets a bit of weight on it, and gets a personality, I might have an easier time seeing things from their point of view. But when they arrive they’re so tiny, with absolutely no gravitas of their own, that it’s hard to give their sense of perspective any weight at all. Adults are just obviously more important. But I’m not jealous of a baby, and this isn’t about me, as I said.

I had never paid much attention to the idea of having a baby, and had a feeling up until Baby was born that perhaps the whole thing was overhyped, out of the necessity to continue the human race and so on and so forth.

 Bel was to give birth at the hospital in Kreuzberg, which was usually referred to as the Urban, because it backed onto Urbanstrasse, but I like to think it was a soulless branding exercise. The hospital’s main building had been designed in the 1970s, and opened up in an austere V shape towards the canal.

I was first on the scene, still jet-lagged and sleep-deprived from my flight back from New York. I didn’t understand immediately why Elif, Belinay’s mother, wasn’t there already, as she had come to Berlin for the express reason of being present for the birth. Bel said only: ‘She’s on her way, she’s on her way, she’ll be here soon, she has to be.’

I sat by the side of the bed, my hand on Bel’s forearm, sometimes pressing it to her brow, in a way I had seen people comfort others in hospital beds before.

The staff—I couldn’t tell if they were doctors or nurses or midwives or what—moved about the room, calm and reassuring. Status was always obscured in Berlin in a way I wasn’t accustomed to; it seemed gauche to mark yourself out as important or rich here. So I observed them closely, trying to figure out the hierarchy, and I realised with some surprise that they all seemed around our age, more or less, and that I hadn’t been to a hospital since doctors were supposed to be older and paternal. Now, in my late twenties, I was probably older than some of the medical practitioners in the room, but somehow had no seniority at all. Not only did everyone else have a practical and life-saving use—which is triggering at the best of times for an aspiring writer—they also seemed to be better-looking and way fitter than me. One trim young woman wore a white polo shirt tucked into white jeans. She wore pristine Reebok classics, and moved with efficiency and intention. I envied the shape of her eyebrows. I think she was their leader.

 Bel was as if in a trance, looking at me, looking at the staff. She reminded me of a wounded animal from a nature documentary, turned suddenly docile in the grip of something more powerful than her, just breathing and blinking, unexpectedly serene. There were several minutes between each contraction. We sat in silence as the nurse checked Bel’s pulse and placed a monitor on her abdomen to listen to the heartbeat of the baby. I couldn’t help but say, ‘I can’t believe there’s actually a baby in there,’ at which everyone rolled their eyes, like I was some clueless father, late to the party. I remembered I was supposed to play relaxing music at this point, in the active phase of labour. I produced a small speaker from my bag and scrolled through my phone.

‘Okay, I’m putting on “This Woman’s Work” by Kate Bush. Okay, Bel?’

She only hummed in response.

‘Or do you want the Maxwell version?’

She hummed again. Perhaps it was a moan.

‘Okay, the original. I think that’s the right choice. She wrote it for the soundtrack for She’s Having a Baby. And she’s really having a baby.’

Bel was silent for a minute.

‘By she I mean you,’ I added.

Bel started having another contraction, breathing hard.

‘I haven’t seen the movie, I just read about it on Wikipedia when I was coming up with your labour playlist. I just wanted it to be perfect. I did a bit of research.’

Her hum turned into a definite moan, and then a hiss, which I took to mean: shush, Kim, stop talking.

An hour passed, maybe. We barely spoke; the only words were song lyrics and the quiet assurances of the staff.

 Then all of a sudden the serene part was over, and we were plummeting into something else. Bel jolted upright, grabbed me by the collar, and started speaking urgently into my face, alternating between a vehement whisper and a low growl.

Okay here we go, I thought, this is it. I was ready for a real, wild, bona fide birthing, something primal. I had watched endless YouTube tutorials about this. I knew it was my job to weather any storms that swept through that delivery room.

Her words were a stream of revelations, things I had never known my friend to say: ‘I can’t do this. I don’t think I can. I can’t. I want to stop. I want to go back.’

‘Go back? Go back to what? You can’t stop now, Bel,’ was all I could think to say. I had marvelled at how, for her entire pregnancy, she had never expressed any doubt about what she was doing; she always seemed so sure. ‘Besides, you’re already doing this,’ I reminded her. ‘You’ve done all the work already; you’ve created a baby inside of you. Now you just need to push it out.’ Then I added hastily, ‘But don’t actually push. You’re still in your transition phase. You may feel the need to push, but don’t until the doctor tells you to. You’re not ready.’

She continued to rail at me, at the world.

Labour, according to the books I had read, was broken up into different phases in much the same way as anything we consider work, whether having a baby (the work of producing a body) or writing a book (producing a body of work). It’s not just applicable to having a baby or writing a novel, of course; I just tend to view everything through those lenses because I am obsessed with myself and obsessed with my best friend. It’s about any body trying to do any thing over a sustained period of time; completing phases gives us a sense of achievement, provides an artificial boost to our flagging spirits. In the birth of a baby, just as in the creative process, there is always a beginning, a middle, and an end. The first stage of labour, the beginning, is when you start to soften and open up. There is pain but also lots of good things—like optimism—to counter it with. The middle stage is the transition. Something changes, and you might feel the urge to push it out but you shouldn’t because you’re not ready. The third and final stage is the delivery. 

In the beginning, the first stage of labour, things are relatively dreamy. Literally, you are filled with dreams for the future of your long-term project, child, love affair, what have you. In fact, dreaming is how I would describe writing to a non-writer, because it requires you to have faith in something you will never know for sure to be true. Dreaming about your future life with your child takes an equal amount of faith, because you have little control over that either. Dreaming about your thing, the product of your labour, is like keeping a little something alight deep inside your chest. During later phases of your labour, the world becomes full of sharp gusts of wind, which somehow perforate your skin and rib cage and the tissues of your lungs, and try to blow you out. You must not get blown out, I said to Bel in my head constantly (as the sayer of things), even though I myself was blown out all the time. So far in my life, I only knew what the beginning looked like, I had not yet written a novel and didn’t know if I ever would be able to. Bel, as always, forged ahead of me in her creative process as she did in everything. In that hospital room I felt her gathering speed and pulling away, moving on from one stage to the next.

Bel dug her fingers into my forearm and I looked at her again. She narrowed her eyes at me like something was dawning on her.

 ‘You tricked me, Kim,’ she hissed.

I was at a loss. I wasn’t ready for it to become personal. I’d thought she would be raging against the machine, against Mother Nature, not against me. I looked at the Reebok lady to reassure me. She seemed like she had more important things to do.

‘You fucking fooled me!’ Bel said, her voice reaching a new pitch, her fingers moving from my forearm to grasp the collar of my shirt, making fists that bumped against my clavicles.

‘Bel’—I rubbed her arm—‘I’m here, I’m here. You can do this, you already are doing it. Everything is in motion, just the way it’s supposed to be.’

‘No, Kim.’ She sat up and fixed me with a steely look. ‘You made me think I could do this. You convinced me I could. And look at you now: you’re as white as a sheet and I’m haemorrhaging blood and you have no fucking idea what you’ve done! This is real for me now. Real! Real pain!’

I turned to the Reebok lady. ‘Is she really haemorrhaging blood?’ I asked in English, too panicked to form a poor translation.

‘No, she’s absolutely fine. We keep telling her so.’ She turned to Bel, and said in German. ‘Nah, Belinay? In your imagination there’s a problem, but I can assure you that everything looks fine to us.’

‘Bel, everything’s fine,’ I repeated. ‘You’re going to have a happy and healthy baby. They said it will be over in, what, a matter of hours? It’s all going to plan.’ My voice was shaking, betraying my panic.

‘Hours? Each minute is a lifetime. I just want to go home. Get me out of here, Kimberly. I. Want. Out.’

It was always easier to minimise someone else’s pain, to feel so sure that everything was going to work out okay for them. Just keep going, was all I could think. And soon you’ll be holding your creation in your arms. 

‘What can I do, Bel? Can we get you more drugs?’

‘Kim, you tricked me.’ She was breathing hard now, through gritted teeth. ‘You tricked me.’

‘Maybe you should step outside for a while,’ Reeboks suggested to me. ‘You seem to make her angry.’ She looked around to the other staff and asked in German, ‘Where’s the mother?’

‘No, it’s all right. I’m going to help. Bel’s mother’s on her way, but in the meantime … I’ll help.’ I looked around for something I could do. Seeing the sweat on Bel’s brow, I said, ‘Can we turn on the air? It’s too hot in here.’

‘There’s no air conditioning.’

‘In a hospital? No air conditioning? That’s barbaric!’ I panicked and went to the window to see if I could open it any further. We were high up on the fifth floor, and I looked out at the scene below. The sun hit the rippling water of the canal in big pixelated squares, and young people were lazing on the grass, beers in hand. I could hear music coming from portable speakers, psy trance clashing with reggae clashing with some guy just vibing out loud about anarchism. I used to be one of them, I thought, with my back turned on the stress involved in trying to create new life.

When I turned back to face the room, a midwife in white low-top Converses was whispering, ‘Push, push, push,’ in Bel’s ear as she screamed with exertion. I felt like the only thing I was equipped to do was complain about the air conditioning. I pulled some notepaper out of my bag and started fanning Bel while she screamed, and every now and again I would realise I was fanning myself instead.

 I had heard that some women only scream in childbirth because they’ve seen it in movies, sort of like people only fall in love because they heard about it first. That it is possible to have a peaceful and quiet birth, the same way it’s possible to live an entire life without constantly worrying about romantic love, when you might find it, how you might keep it, when you might lose it. But Belinay was always so composed, it made me happy to see her release herself, make her pain known.

As I returned to Bel’s side, a tiny woman with intense brown eyes and notably bony collarbones burst into the room. She looked like she’d been swimming, her long dark hair brushed back off her face and left to dry in a crispy slick-back. She wore a black one-piece bathing suit with a deep V neck, a loose black linen shirt open over the top of it, black sweatpants, and black Birkenstocks. She carried a red tote bag from the pharmacy, with a big R logo on it.

‘Belinay,’ she said as the authoritative people in white parted for her.

Belinay called out for her mother.

Elif approached the bed and, for a moment, we each held one of Bel’s hands, and I hoped that’s how it would continue once Baby was here. There was a brief back and forth in which Reeboks and Elif settled on Turkish as their shared language rather than German. Then Elif looked at me with curiosity, as if she had only just noticed I was there.

‘You must be Kim.’ I could tell from her protective gaze that I didn’t have her immediate approval. ‘You look very pale. Are you okay? You look like you could faint.’

 ‘She always looks like that,’ Bel managed to say in between pushes, and I know she would have shot me a wry smile if she could. ‘That’s just her face.’

Reeboks turned to me and said: ‘You can go now. The mother has arrived.’




CHAPTER 22



I PACED OUT the front of the hospital with a cigarette for some time, crunching gravel underneath my feet. Patients stood around in their hospital gowns, smoking, occasionally meandering down to the water’s edge to visit the swans. I looked up at the windows on the fifth floor, tried to locate the one that I had attempted to open. Finally, realising that I wasn’t going to be called back to Bel’s side any time soon, I decided that to go in a small circle might calm me. I walked along the canal to the nearest bridge, crossed, and walked up the other side to the next bridge. My route made the shape of a long and wonky zero, which was what I had contributed to Bel’s birthing experience, apparently.

Beside one of the bridges was an ice-cream truck—pink body, white roof, kitsch signage. I bought myself a pathetic vanilla soft serve which instantly started dripping all over my hands in the strange, unseasonable heat. Something about buying an ice cream to cheer myself up made me feel even sadder, and I walked over to the canal and dropped the ice cream into the water, my lip quivering with self-pity.

 Of course I was immediately told off by a German woman for littering. She had grown-out bleached-blonde hair and her black eyeshadow looked like it had been applied without a mirror. I could only imagine she had used the pointer and middle finger of both hands at the same time, and had applied it like war paint over her eyelids. She wore a black hoodie and black leggings and black platform sneakers which made me sweat to look at. Of course I would get yelled at by a punk for littering. When she saw that I was on the verge of tears, she stopped yelling and gave me a hug. To my surprise, I returned it, grateful for the softness of her hoodie. She didn’t ask me what was wrong, just called me ‘sweetie’ three times in a consoling tone (schätzchen, schätzchen, schätzchen) and then abruptly released me to chase after her dog. That dog should really be on a leash, I thought to myself, if we are playing a game of ‘follow society’s rules’.

I walked on through Böckler Park. Extremely jacked-up men were working out on the monkey bars, and I watched them surreptitiously for a while as I rolled myself another cigarette, trying to keep at bay the thoughts that I knew were coming, trying to avoid the inevitable. I kept walking until I was directly opposite the hospital, staring up at it from across the canal. You didn’t have to know anything about brutalist architecture to recognise that this was an example of it, just based off the name. It was imposing. The grey concrete was grainy and textured, like an old photograph, and most windows had orange blinds rolled down to keep out the sun. I sighed. Trick. That was the thought, the word I didn’t want to think about. I never would have called it a trick, what I did to Belinay, the things I said to give her the confidence to do what she clearly was driven to do all on her own. A trick was like a ruse, a ploy, an artifice. To trick was to delude, hoodwink, outwit. I had been completely blindsided by her accusation, with no idea I had played such a big part in her decision to have a baby. At the time, I thought it was simple encouragement, telling her what she wanted to hear, that she had options, that she could do whatever she wished. To make someone believe something—was that really a trick? I’d thought it was a talent, to make people believe in the things you envisioned in your head. It’s what I aspired to be able to do one day as a writer. Had I been practising on Bel already, accidentally, in real life? 

The thing I was supposed to be good at was putting things into words, but I couldn’t figure out what I would say to her when I went back inside. I wasn’t sure what I could contribute if my words were now considered acts of delusion. Bel always knew I was deluded, didn’t she? And deluded people delude people. (See: hurt people hurt people). What else can you offer a person at their darkest hour but words of affirmation?

The truth was she had already done so much that she didn’t give herself credit for. She’d gathered all these cells, grown a thing inside of her that had fingernails and eyelashes, a heart that took on a life of its own, that had started to beat and bring joy into the lives of loved ones before it really even came into the world properly. And most of all, she’d had the courage to do it. That was the most admirable thing. Deciding to do it. Because once that thing was out in the world, that version of herself, things would be set into motion, there would be no going back. She would be forever made vulnerable and proud by her child.

I sensed I needed to get back. I walked down to Admiralbrücke and crossed, wading through a sea of young people sitting cross-legged on the bridge, bottles of cheap beer on their laps, and turned right towards the hospital. I sat on a rock near the entrance and exhaled. The smokers around me were looking at their phones and, reflexively, I checked mine. There’d been no word from Matthew yet, but it hadn’t even been twenty-four hours since I left his house in New York. I had left him a note with my email address and actual address, asking him to write to me. There was something more romantic about long emails than short text messages, in which communication was reduced to a medium that didn’t allow basic formatting, like italics or indents or line breaks. 

‘I didn’t know you smoked.’ I looked up and Elif was approaching, looking matronly in the best way, the soft wind fluttering at her linen layers. Her expression had changed, like a nineties mood ring, from alarmed to peaceful. She placed a hand on my shoulder.

‘You don’t know anything about me,’ I said. ‘We’ve only just met.’

‘Of course I know,’ she said. ‘Bel has told me everything. Almost.’

I nodded. ‘And so, are you a grandmother?’

She tut-tutted. ‘We don’t use that word. But yes, my grandchild is here. Belinay is well and resting.’

I smiled. The wind rippled through the willow trees that were weeping over the water, shaking their branches like streamers. Relief rushed over me and I realised with certainty that I was going to cry, and that had been what I needed all along, to let myself feel the emotion instead of trying to think myself to the bottom of it, to find the perfect words.

‘You arrived just in time. I was worried you were going to miss the birth.’

‘I was at the lake. I felt called to visit the place where Bel was conceived.’

‘Bel was conceived here in Berlin?’

 ‘Yes, well, just outside of it. Her father and I spent many summers here in the late eighties. Actually, all the summers we spent together were spent here in Berlin or in the cabin out by the lake. Our romantic connection ended before Belinay was born, so I returned to Istanbul, to be near my own mother, for the birth. Then I moved around a lot for work, and I took Belinay with me everywhere I went. But eventually she grew up and got tired of it: got tired of moving around, got tired of me.’ Elif smiled sadly. ‘Then she asked to be sent to boarding school in England and, well, I’m sure you know the rest.’

I knew that Elif was a chef, had worked in restaurants all over the world. When Bel was young, in the 1990s and early 2000s, Elif had done long stints in Paris, London, and Barcelona, and shorter stints in many other cities. Nowadays she wrote cookbooks and appeared on television. I knew that after the childhood she had, Bel valued the opportunity to stay in one place as much as I valued the opportunity not to.

‘That’s where her name comes from.’

‘Boarding school?’

‘No, the lake.’

‘Oh.’

Elif continued, a faraway look in her eyes: ‘I’ll remember it forever. There was an intense full moon, that part’s important. We were near the cabin, on a small sandy beach surrounded by trees. It was the middle of the night and there was no one else around, and as we made love we were glowing silver, Bel’s father and I, in the light of the full moon. Afterwards, we stared at the moon’s reflection in the lake until we fell asleep. So it was easy to choose her name. Belinay: in Turkish it means “the reflection of the moon on a lake”. It’s not common at all, but, I was watching that exact thing the moment my child came into existence.’ 

I thought of the new child. ‘Wow. I wonder what Bel was looking at the moment her baby was conceived.’

‘I really don’t know—a turkey baster?’ Elif brightened for a moment, then smiled the same sad smile Bel did sometimes. ‘If it even happened that way. She hasn’t told me anything about the father. Has she told you?’

I shook my head. I had never thought to ask or even been particularly curious. I’d thought this part of Baby’s life was supposed to happen offscreen, had assumed Bel didn’t want it to be part of the story.

‘Damn it, I thought you would be able to tell me. That’s why I’m being nice to you,’ Elif said. ‘I wasted that whole damn story on a girl without any clues!’ She threw her arms up in mock exasperation.

I liked that Elif had seen some value in me, even if it was just as a potential source of information that Bel didn’t want to share with her mother.

‘I loved that story about Bel’s name, though,’ I said. ‘Thank you for telling me. I can’t wait to see what name Baby chooses for themself.’

‘Me either,’ Elif said. ‘I think it’s a good idea of Bel’s, to wait until Baby knows.’

Bel and I had been referring to Baby as das Baby the entire time she was pregnant. It took the gender neutral definite article das, instead of the feminine die or the masculine der. Bel thought it strange that she should investigate the genitals of her baby before it was born. Or after, for that matter. She would let Baby choose who they were.

A sturdy man in a hospital gown passed us, wheeling his IV drip. The wind gently parted his papery gown and the dimples in his butt cheeks winked at me as he hurried to a patch of grass in the sun. He held a pack of cigarettes in his hand. He looked happy to be alive, which was all the more impressive because he seemed particularly close to death. I smiled back at the man’s behind. I would remember this day forever. I would remember my walk, that long and wonky zero, forever. What it was like to just exist, going around and around in circles, near so many people creating so many things. Life would always continue around me, on a small scale and a grand scale, even when I was stuck in my own neuroses, trying to think my way out of something, believing that my own thoughts were the most important thing. 

•

Upstairs in her hospital room, Bel was a woman transformed, holding das Baby in her arms and beaming. My birthing partner playlist was still on shuffle. ‘Zaubertrick’ by Nena was playing. Magic trick. Of course, there was at least one type of trick that was nice: a trick that brought unexpected happiness and delight.

A wave of warmth and smells hit me as I approached the bed. I made out Baby’s brown eyes, the beginnings of a dimple on their cheek, their tiny wrinkled-by-bathwater feet. I felt the contentment and joy radiating from Bel and filling the room to the brim.

‘How do you feel?’ I asked, stroking one of Baby’s arms with the back of my finger.

‘Grateful. Only grateful. I’m in love. I’m in love with what I made.’

•

A couple of weeks later, I received my first email from Matthew. It was wonderful. He was so much better at expressing himself in writing than face to face; he sounded like a different person completely. He said everything I needed to hear, words full of encouragement, urging me to take the momentum from my trip and run with it. That I should just do it. 

I discussed it with Bel, who was still on bedrest, and together we drew up a plan. She typed away on my laptop, propped up by pillows, and I held Baby while she worked. She even drafted my resignation letter for me, and helped me negotiate the option of future freelance work at a much higher rate than my usual salary. Her work in academia meant she was a lot better at all of this than I was; she was better than me at almost everything, except writing and doing funny voices. As I dictated to her my hopes and dreams for how I would spend the next year, she wrote it all down, making notes for my research, compiling reading lists, sourcing English translations.

I started work on my project, letting all the other parts of my life drop away. I stopped going out, stopped dating. I had no interest in dating; I just wanted what I had with Matthew. I was fulfilled, intellectually and emotionally, and for the first time that was enough. I didn’t crave physical affection from anyone else, which gave me a lot more free time to spend on myself. I emailed ideas and excerpts to him, and he provided feedback and mentoring. And those emails sustained me for months and months, until I left for Frankfurt with the hope of seeing him again, the hope of hearing his voice instead of reading it.
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CHAPTER 23



THE MOST IMPORTANT part of travel is what you do when you return home. Whatever layers were added to you when you were away, internally or externally, the moment you step inside the door to your own home is when you decide which parts you’ll shuck off like an overcoat, and which parts you’ll keep for a while, like a haircut or a tan.

As I made my way down the large escalator at Hauptbahnhof, the giant tower of Ritter Sport bars came into view. Realistically, the sculpture—a 3D equivalent of an advertising billboard—was probably made of fibreglass and not chocolate. Ritter Sport was not only a chocolate bar that came in perfect squares and infinite flavours, it was also the chocolate bar that had hit me in the head on the train before I left for Frankfurt. Things were feeling familiar again, as I exited the station and my attention turned from the Ritter Sport tower to Berlin’s TV tower. The TV tower was a permanent fixture on the skyline and was visible from all over the city. Belinay and I had seen it when we rode our bikes down Frankfurter Allee, lay on Tempelhofer Feld, protested racism at the base of it, or went shopping at Uniqlo. We craned our necks to look at it from all angles at all times. At golden hour the sun hit its windows and sparkled gold and orange, while some winters it was completely obscured by snow or fog, and its absence meant something we couldn’t put into words. The TV tower is the only landmark by which one might orientate oneself in all parts of Berlin, but because it’s perfectly circular it looks exactly the same from every angle. 

This might be the reason there are so many lost young people in Berlin, full of creativity and devoid of navigation skills, not knowing how to get home.

•

Out the front of my apartment building, I allowed myself to stop for breath for the first time since leaving Frankfurt. I glanced up at my balcony and could see even from four floors below that the plants on my sill were basically dead. Surprising, as I thought Belinay would have known to bring them inside out of the cold, which even now was nipping at my ankle bones.

I unlocked the door and entered the building. There wasn’t a thing you couldn’t tell about a person from their apartment, and I wanted to know everything there was to know about everyone in my building. Except I wouldn’t go so far as to talk to anyone, or ask them questions, or make eye contact. That didn’t really seem de rigueur in this city. When I was new in the building I had tried to smile at people, and it had not gone down well. My ego could only handle so many unreturned smiles, so I had withdrawn, and taken to learning about my neighbours only when I had to collect a package or some mail they had accepted on my behalf, or when they had left the door open while I happened to be making my way down the staircase, and I could greedily look inside, to the coat rack, search their jacket pockets with my eyes, hungrily assess their hall table and wall art, look at their shoe collection, try and place their nationality and general vibe. While I guessed there had to be ten apartments in the front building, two on each of the five floors, and maybe that many again in the rear building, I only saw the same few people over and over again. There was an extremely sleepy Turkish man who lived on the ground floor with his ginger cat and German wife and cute children with their tiny pink bikes in the hall. Packages went to him most often, because he seemed to be always home, and if I went to fetch them before midday, he’d come to the door yawning with his hair sideways, big rings under his eyes. If I lingered in the internal courtyard while I locked up my bike, I could look into his kitchen, where he’d lean the window open and call his cat to return while he made coffee on the stovetop. I never learned her name because he called her simply katze. 

Then there was the beautiful family just downstairs. I knew they had a maroon rug, warm lighting and an extravagant hall stand made of dimpled silver. There was a French couple diagonally below who had very vibrant scarves of primary colours on their coat rack every time I checked, and had a framed print of a Mondrian behind it, as if to say: yes, we are French. Across from me lived a couple who seemed to always have a dark cloud over them. The way the man talked confused me, like he was French once, a long time ago, or permanently on a drug I wasn’t familiar with. The woman seemed to be German and hid her face behind her hair most of the time, dressing in practical gear like leg warmers and cowl scarves. Once I had heard a loud banging, and gone out to see the beautiful husband from the beautiful family, the hausmeister’s son, banging on the door. I watched through my peephole, as he seemed to go in and check the woman was okay. I could never let my imagination rest after that. I would try and catch her eye for weeks after, but it was always behind the curtain of her silky fringe. 

Our stairwell was many shades of blue, the walls a baby blue, the cornices on the doors a cornflower, and some parts of the wall were covered in sky blue linoleum. It was a lot of blue, but never too much for me. Blue is a colour that recedes as you move towards it. Blue spaces look bigger, and red rooms feel smaller. Sometimes I felt my apartment was receding from me as I walked up that blue staircase, like I was walking and walking but not getting any closer to my destination.

I lugged my suitcase up and up the staircase, and the blue of the walls seemed to get darker as I went, darkening like my mood. When I finally reached my apartment, I closed the door behind me and leaned against it for a moment, not sure which parts of the trip to Frankfurt I should keep and which I would shed. The main thing I’d brought home with me was rejection, and I wished that my talent for self-delusion was powerful enough to shrug the feeling off like it was a jacket I wore slung over my shoulders in the way preppy people in movies did.

Jan, my only writer friend, had lectured me about rejection one day over a cup of coffee on Hermannstrasse.

‘This is what I tell anyone who comes to me and asks me for advice. I should record it, to save myself from repeating it over and over again.’

It was summer, shortly after I’d quit my job, and we were sitting in a courtyard that was shaded by a pergola covered in flowering vines. Jan had chosen this cafe not far from my place in Schillerkiez.

 ‘Maybe you should make a podcast about it.’

‘Nee, nee. Well, I thought about it. But my wife told me old men only make podcasts to avoid going to therapy or dealing with their real problems, which in my case was to avoid finishing my latest novel about steel.’

‘You’re not old. I’d listen to your podcast about how hard it is to write about steel.’ I thought guiltily of Bel’s nickname for Jan: Old man Jan.

‘You’re very kind, Kimberly. My wife just wants me to leave the house more, so it’s nice when young acquaintances like you invite me out.’

We were an odd couple. Maybe he had accepted my invitation so he could spend time with someone who wasn’t easily fed up with him, like his wife. It must be nice, I thought, to have people look up to you.

As he began his lecture, I tried not to be too preoccupied with acting in a way that made it clear that we weren’t on a date and that he wasn’t my dad. I briefly considered pulling out a pen and paper.

‘Writing is a life of rejection,’ he started. ‘If you go ahead with trying, you need to know that and be okay with it. You need to make rejection your friend, become accustomed to seeing its face at your writing desk, your dinner table. Anywhere or anytime you slow down for a minute to breathe, it will catch up with you. You’ll only succeed if you make it an intimate friend, if you raise a metaphorical glass to it and say: Without you, there’d be no writing, no living, so, welcome to my table, old friend.’ He paused and looked at me. ‘How have you dealt with rejection thus far?’ he asked.

‘You mean writing rejection? Well, I’ve never had any.’

‘Oh?’

 ‘Because I’ve never really tried. I’ve never … finished anything before.’

‘Okay. So you’re that girl,’ he said. (It sounded even cattier in his accent.) ‘You’ve never submitted a short story?’

‘I’ve never written a short story.’

‘Hmm. Okay, well, that’s where I would start. It’s incredibly risky to go straight into writing a novel. You’re setting yourself up for a colossal heartbreak, if it doesn’t work out. Start out with a small dose of rejection first, to build up your immunity. Write something short, send it to a couple of places, and then they’ll likely send you a rejection letter—just statistically speaking, not because I’m presuming you’re bad—and then you’ll have your first literary rejection, in the form of an email. But then, after a while, you’ll graduate from the rejection letter to something called a soft rejection. This is when they write back to say no, we don’t want to publish this piece, but please send us more in the future, because we really like your work. Basically they are keeping the door open.’

‘How do you know if you’re being hard-rejected or soft-rejected?’

‘There’s a thing called “rejection wiki” online. You can look up your rejection and see where it sits on the scale from hard to soft.’

This didn’t sound like me. My favourite way to deal with rejection was to pretend it wasn’t happening, to try to move on to the next thing so fast that I wouldn’t have time to feel anything at all. This was what I planned to do now, as I stepped into my apartment on returning from Frankfurt. I knew if I stopped to confront any sort of reality, it would be the beginning of the feeling of colossal heartbreak Jan had warned me about. I hadn’t followed his advice, of course; I had never finished anything or submitted it, never so much as confronted a whiff of rejection. I had read a bunch of other people’s rejections on the internet, to try build up my strength, without risking anything. My sense of self relied on the slim chance that I might just be a genius, so I never went looking for confirmation that this might not be the case. As far as I knew, Jan had never gone through a simultaneous heartbreak, both romantic and literary, like I was currently experiencing. So his advice was meaningless; it wouldn’t have worked anyway. 

I was still leaning against the front door, letting my jacket and bags fall in slow motion to the ground, when I saw a letter on the kitchen table. A rejection letter, I thought, in a magical Disney voice. I imagined the contents:


Dear Kimberly,

Thank you for your patience while I evaluated ‘You as a Person’. We have been overwhelmed by the amount of quality submissions to be my Sexy Talented Girl and protégée. While we can’t find a place for you in our lives right now, our editorial team (my dog and myself) enjoyed reading it—reading you!—and enjoyed getting to know you very much.

I have quarterly (emotional) issues appearing regularly, and might be able to find a place for you in one of these in the future, so I invite you to keep trying to secure my approval.




Best regards,

Matthew Danish

Head Love Interest at M.Y. cLit Review



Something like this would have helped me to start the healing process. In reality, I didn’t know where Matthew was, or why he had stopped replying to me, or if he had seen me at the book fair or not.

 But when I opened the letter, it was from Bel. I gasped audibly. She had torn out a page of her diary, which I was always begging to read but was never allowed to, and left it for me to read upon my return. She had added a heading across the top in a different coloured pen:


Back at the beginning of everything. You went, you tried. I’m so proud of how far you’ve come, Kimberly Trash. Love, Bel xx

I made a new friend today. Her name is Kim. Kimberly Mueller. I don’t know how to describe her. I recently reached my optimum level of close friends (two) and wasn’t planning on making any more. But it’s something that seems to have happened organically, without me planning it, which normally I hate. She put her name in my phone as Kimberly Müll and I don’t know if she knows that that means trash, Kimberly Trash. She’s staying in my house and she asks a lot of questions and sometimes I want to get away from her but most of the time I don’t. She often makes fun of my entire way of life and profession and that makes me feel a little lighter about things, like perhaps it’s not so important and I should just do what I want. She seems like she could be a person, if she just matured and mellowed. Her anxiety is really there, she just goes around in circles always. She’s a mess but I like her. I like how unpredictable she is. She makes me feel like everything she’s not, everything she wants to be, which is a lot of pressure. She’ll see I’m just a person soon, though. I like her warmth, how I can see affection in her eyes. She can’t help but smile all the time. She’s like a weak little lost puppy. I smile back. She’s a catastrophe but she’s beautiful, she’s interesting, she’s modern.



 The last line was a reference to ‘Mayakovsky’, a Frank O’Hara poem I had shared with her in those early days when I was trying to impress and pretend I read poetry. I touched the paper and tried not to let a tear fall on it as I finished reading (even though I knew that would look incredibly cool), and knew I couldn’t tell Bel how far backwards the trip had really set me. I was back at the beginning again, again.

As I began to unpack, I felt—once more—the agony of looking at my life through the eyes of someone who had rejected me. Taking in the interior of my modest apartment through Matthew’s eyes revealed a lot of things I didn’t like to admit. I had commitment issues, as evidenced by the lack of a bedframe or any non-essential large pieces of furniture. My bed was a mattress on the floor, with plain bedding and a couple of square pillows which I never knew how to sleep on. I lived in an altbau, an old building, and the high ceilings were forgiving of my lack of furniture, made it look deliberate—pared back and bohemian—I hoped.

There was a small balcony off my bedroom, and I opened the doors now to let a little fresh air in. I stepped outside and, looking to the left, I could see all the way down to the open sky above Tempelhofer Feld, now that the tops of the trees were beginning to thin into their winter form. This part was good, at least; I imagined Matthew sitting out here with me while I smoked and he read. Inside, I had only the mattress on the floor and a clothes rack, a writing desk that I had picked up for ten euros on Facebook Marketplace, an extremely sad-looking wooden chair that I’d picked up from the street, and a mirror leaning against the wall. There was also my bookshelf, and a cream shag rug which a friend had left for me when she left Berlin. My kitchen had your basic starter kit from IKEA. There were a few items I took joy in: my black Bialetti, which sat permanently on the stovetop; some ceramics I had picked up as souvenirs in Sicily; a citrus squeezer that I liked just because it was a really good citrus squeezer, with a green part for limes and a yellow one for lemons. At least I could mix a good drink for my imaginary guest on the balcony. 

There were certain thoughts that I had been trying to keep at bay, but now that I was home, I gave in to them.

Had Matthew seen me? I wasn’t sure, and I wished I knew one way or the other. I tried to think of some rom-com storyline, some comedy of errors that would explain his behaviour, some way that meant everything could turn out as I had planned.

I lowered myself onto my bed on the floor and thought of Matthew’s bed, up high and luxurious. I felt his sheets on my skin, silky soft against my back as he had lain on top of me, his warm chest on mine, his weight holding me down in a place that I desperately wanted to be. Here I was a jittery feather, never able to fully settle in one place, quivering all over my high-ceilinged empty home.

I needed attention. I needed to be admired and desired. Some sort of thing coming from some sort of other person, that would tether me down, ping me, propel me, spin me in any direction.

I decided to masturbate in the hope that it would relax me, so I could take a nap. If I was going to be seeing myself through Matthew’s eyes, it might as well be in a sexy way. Over my life, I could track the increase of my sexual enjoyment not to my partners at the time, but to a skill I was honing over the years: the skill of seeing myself in the eyes of others as some sort of fantasy. It was how every woman had been taught to turn herself on, when necessary, and I wished there was another way, but it was the way I knew. 

I moved my full-length mirror to lean against the wall at the end of my bed. I sat down on the mattress and peeled my panties off, opened my legs to my own reflection. The late afternoon night was forgiving on my pale skin, made me look filtered and warm. I touched myself until my back began to arch, thinking, I might really be the best. Or imagining Matthew thinking I was his favourite. There was something special about me, I was not like other girls. I turned to the side, keeping my gaze on the mirror. That was a unique butt cheek. I pulled off my t-shirt and lay back in bed, staring at the plaster detailing of the roof until my muscles hardened and softened, spasmed comfortably, and finally I relaxed, settled in one place, and closed my eyes.




CHAPTER 24



IT’S THE DEAD of winter and I’m on my way to work, on the U-Bahn again. I’m travelling down a sleepy warm beam of light, like a fish in a tube. I’m so deep in my daily routine I don’t want to look up until I get to work, until I get in the lift, until I get to my desk, until I turn on my computer. Something is strange about the train today, though; unheimlich, eerie. When I step on, it is already full, and there is nowhere to sit, even though the station where I get on is only the second one on the line. I look at the other commuters’ slushy snow boots, at the heaters behind their ankles blowing hot air at the wet mess on the floor. It’s so warm and dreary I feel as if I’m moving through honey, as if we are being rocked to sleep. Nothing comes into focus; other people’s faces bob and blur at the periphery of my awareness. I have already tired myself out just by putting on clothes today, heavy snow boots which I struggle to lift, too many layers of warm things underneath my jeans.

I’m staring straight out the window, trying not to engage with anyone, but we’re underground and the windows are black, and golden circles with eyes stare back at me. I see the reflection of a face and my heart feels like it truly stops, just pauses mid-squeeze and stays clenched. I turn slowly, a distant thrum in my ears. How to describe when you see another person, think you are looking at a stranger, and then genuinely think it might be you, that you might be looking at yourself? It wasn’t even in the details, it was in the whole picture, the way she leaned, her posture, the way her tote bag slumped loosely over her puffy coat, the way her other arm bent across to lazily hold it in place so it didn’t fall onto the floor. It was me, another me. My first thought was a conceited one: she is pretty. I feel for her; for a moment I feel a kindness towards my present self, a benevolence that I have never known in real time, only in retrospect. The clicking of the train on the tracks gets louder. 

Then a man sits down next to her, and a pounding starts in my ears. It is Matthew. He places his hand on her cheek and says to her: ‘You’re talented, you really have something.’

She doesn’t respond, just looks at him blankly. So he spins on the orange plastic chair and turns to the woman on his other side, whose face I can’t see. He shakes her hand and hands her his business card.

‘Hi, I’m Matthew and I think you’re really talented, please love me.’

The woman ignores him.

Matthew stands up and crosses to the bench opposite. He catches another woman’s eye. ‘Hey, we should get married one day.’

She too ignores him.

‘Because you’re so talented. I think you really have something special. No? Nothing? Okay.’

Irritated, he scans the rest of the carriage.

Watching, I realise that every passenger in the carriage is me, or imperceptible from me.

 Matthew approaches them indiscriminately, going to great lengths to convince them all that they are special.

The only one who falls for it is me. The real me. It’s so easy for him, like shooting a fish in a barrel.

An electronic beeping sound is coming for me, invading my senses, and I move backwards, trying to escape. The doors slide open behind me, and I step out. Matthew comes to stand at the door, and we look at each other mutely as they slide closed between us. Then the train starts on its slow roll, and he glides away with it.

•

I woke with a start, the mirror still at the end of the bed. My phone alarm was going off, and I searched for it wildly in the covers. When I found it the reminder on the screen said: Debbie.




CHAPTER 25



‘DON’T BE DIGNIFIED Kim, that’s the last thing you should do. Be crazy. It works. I do it all the time.’

I stayed silent, and Debbie seemed to know I intended to ignore her advice.

‘Don’t be silent Kim, don’t be dignified. If you don’t have the confidence to handle this assertively then at least pretend you do. You’ll feel better.’

I looked down, and started to push back the cuticle on my left thumb.

Debbie went on; she was ramping up now. ‘You know, it’s an act of violence to disappear suddenly without explaining why. It’s an act of violence to let a relationship terminate like that, with no explanation. You can use that in your email.’ She made a gesture of ‘write that down’, raising her eyebrows and waving an invisible pen in the air. I nodded sadly, knowing I would never write Matthew an email accusing him of committing ‘an act of violence’ towards me.

‘What words have you used already? To him, I mean.’

 I tried to think. ‘I haven’t really said much. I asked him where he was a bunch of times, but also talked at length about what a good time I was having at the book fair, meeting lots of important people, how grateful I was for the invitation. But he didn’t answer any of my emails.’ My voice started to waver as I said, ‘And I guess that’s going to be the end of it.’

She made a face like she’d expected so much more from me. One side of her mouth curled further towards her ear. She wanted more.

‘But, Kim, if he’s just letters on a screen, then why do you think you love him?’

‘Because he made me feel … capable, like I could do things. Like life is as simple as making a decision and then following through. That a different sort of life was possible for me.’

‘But isn’t it? Haven’t you done that? You made the decision to leave your job, you started writing, you sent your writing to Matthew. Yes, he confirmed what you wanted to hear, which gave you the confidence to keep going, but it all came from within you. Wouldn’t you have the same result whether he existed or not? What did he really do to get you to this point? Kim, for your homework’—she gestured with the pen in the air again—‘write down all the ways you have agency.’

‘But I never would have done it if he didn’t tell me to.’

‘Okay, Kim.’ She breathed out and sat back, visibly frustrated. She sighed again, blowing a chunk of her dyed blonde hair out of her face, almost comically annoyed. Comical if she wasn’t my therapist, and if I didn’t feel on the verge of a complete meltdown. The meltdown would be mute, as mine always were, happening internally with no outward signs. I knew why she was trying to press me. It was difficult for me to recall all those unanswered emails; the recollection of writing them made me cringe. Artfully constructing words that both hinted at what I wanted without revealing how much I depended on it. I needed to change the subject, and veer away from a memory that hurt to touch, like the lump on my forehead, which was still tender. 

‘It’s just so unlike him,’ I said, genuinely perplexed. ‘Up until we went to Frankfurt, it was like he knew exactly what to say to me and when. Sometimes I felt like he could sense what was going on with me from the other side of the ocean, and knew what I needed to hear. If it wasn’t so unromantic, I’d say he was somehow spying on me, listening in on my conversations, instead of just innately knowing me. He always piped up just at the right time, an email arriving in my inbox right at the moment when I felt like giving up—on him, on writing. He’d suggest the perfect thing to read for whatever genre I was researching. A new book would appear in my letterbox the moment I had finished the last.’

‘What genre are you on now?’

It irritated me that Debbie always wanted to talk about my writing, when I just wanted her to help me figure out how to make certain people like me. I couldn’t think about writing either, right now, but that area didn’t even hurt to touch. It wasn’t like pressing on an emotional bruise, like recalling how abysmally I’d tried to express myself to Matthew. The concept of writing felt more like having a dislocated limb that had gone completely numb. I was grateful for the dislocation; I leaned into it.

‘I was doing romance,’ I said flatly, ‘and lately I’ve moved on to horror. But on the train home I realised it’s time for me to just start reading straight erotica.’

She made a salacious face, her eyebrows flirting with her hairline. Sometimes I thought Debbie wanted me as a patient just because she was interested in my projects. Maybe she was planning to pen her own novel one day, and was rinsing me for information. 

‘So will you keep writing without him?’

I was now pushing back the cuticle on my left index finger.

‘Kim …’ She sat forwards, her hair falling back into her face. ‘Are you going to answer my question?’

After a long time I shrugged, and she looked incredulous. Reluctantly, she moved on.

‘You said earlier you wanted to give up and go home. Home home. Why do you think you’re longing for home?’

‘I want … I just want to be held in the arms of someone who has to love me.’

‘Who is that who has to love you?’

I said nothing, feeling a tidal wave of something hit me in the back of my eyes.

‘You mean your family?’ she persisted.

‘Yes, I suppose I do.’ Of course it was them, but I couldn’t say their names or even bring their images to my mind without crying. I spent a lot of energy removing them from my daily thoughts, my siblings, my parents, in order to succeed here. Homesickness was amorphous, and attacked my brain from time to time. I didn’t know who or what I missed, or if it had ever even existed in the first place. I couldn’t even name what I longed for. I had been away so long, I had forgotten what unconditional love felt like. Being so far away had forced me to grow up, to forget the idea of letting my whole life just fall to the floor occasionally. I had no safe haven to return to, no parents’ fridge full of free cheese, no sibling’s couch on which to lie and burp ceremoniously until I felt better.

 I started to cry, and Debbie pushed a small table towards me with her foot, without uncrossing her legs. On top of the table was a box of tissues. I looked at it, but my hands stayed where they were, pressing into the fabric of the chair, and warm tears began to run down my face, pausing at my jawline, hanging for a moment, before taking the leap onto my t-shirt, leaving translucent dots on the white cotton.

‘I wish I could just go home. But I’m not ready to give up yet.’

‘Why would it mean giving up?’

‘Because I came here to do something. Everyone is expecting me to do something with my time here. I can’t go home until I’ve done it. I left my ailing mother to come here and live this life. I need it to be worth it.’

‘Are you sure your family is really that concerned with what you do? Won’t they just love you anyway, your family?’

‘My mother said, “Go.” As in, go and do the damned thing.’

‘What’s the damned thing?’

‘Well, for me it’s my project.’

‘Maybe she just meant: go and have a great time. Be iconic and do drugs and so on.’

‘It’s not about what she wants. It’s about what I want. I can’t write a novel while living back in the comfort of family life. I need to be completely alone. And I need to make the suffering worth it.’

She sighed. ‘You’re going to do it even if it kills you. You know that, right?’

‘No, I don’t—that’s not how I see myself at all.’

‘It’s how others see you. I’m sure it’s how Bel sees you. You’re going to run yourself into the ground, to commit yourself to this idea of being all alone, untethered and unmoored, the solitary writer. It’s so intrinsic to your sense of self now that you can’t admit that you aren’t alone. You’re making it all up. You have a family waiting for you at home, you have your friend Bel. Have you talked to her about everything that’s going on?’ 

I sighed, knowing I’d get in trouble again.

‘I haven’t told her how I’m feeling. I lied. I played it down. I pretended I’ve bounced back, when I’ve actually bounced … off into another planet. I told her it didn’t hurt that much. But it does.’

‘Why did you lie to Bel?’

‘Because …’ I looked at the floor and sniffed. ‘Mainly because I think it would hurt her to know how hurt I am. And because I don’t want her to be disappointed in me, in my failure. And I don’t want to put too much pressure on the relationship. Sometimes I think I need her too much. She’s the only person who connects me to the person I want to be. It hurts to acknowledge that, and to feel that, and to consider the absence of that forever if I leave. I’m also embarrassed to tell her that I let a man do this to me, that I let a man hurt me so much. I feel like we’re not allowed to do that anymore.’

‘Who?’

‘Women.’

She pulled a face like she sort of agreed.

‘And if I tell Belinay that I want to leave, well, that’s complicated, because she needs me to stay. She needs me emotionally, and I need to help her with Baby. She would never even have had that baby if it wasn’t for me! It would be hard for her if I left. But I’m just in so much pain right now, all I want to do is leave, to stop feeling the way I feel.’

‘I think you want to leave your body, not this city.’

‘I think so too.’ Relief. I wasn’t ready to leave. I needed any other way out of this.

 ‘Have you been taking drugs?’

‘Why would you ask that?’

‘Because they’re an excellent way to leave your body. For a while. I know you used to do a lot when we started seeing each other. Are you still taking them?’

I shook my head. ‘Not since I started writing almost six months ago. I’ve been enjoying the single-mindedness of just working on my project. Besides, coke makes me feel like a loser for exactly five days after I do it. Or, like, five weeks. Or five months.’

‘Well, take something other than cocaine, dummy. So you’re basically at the halfway point of your novel? Six months down, six months to go. That’s always going to be the most difficult part to push through.’

‘This is not about my novel!’ I burst out. ‘It’s my project—I call it my project.’ I didn’t like the word ‘novel’; I had never thought about why and didn’t want to now.

‘Maybe drugs would help you. You are talking about leaving the city, but I suspect what you really mean is you want to leave your body, or get out of your own mind, or get away from yourself. Drugs might help you do that. Recreational ones, I mean. Unfortunately I can’t prescribe anything; I’m not a psychiatrist. I’m worried about you, Kim. Things are escalating.’

•

Debbie’s concern was concerning. As I escalated myself further down the escalator onto the train platform at Prenzlauer Allee, I felt a new sense of alarm at my interior state. There was no sensible explanation for what happened in Frankfurt, her face had said so as I laid out the facts, piece by piece. I had hoped that Debbie would be able to interpret the events in a way that soothed me. I had thought perhaps there was something I was missing, something that was obvious to everyone but me. But she couldn’t give me any answers either, and I bounced off her confusion into an even more highly strung state. Something strange had happened between New York and Frankfurt. Something unheimlich, like on the dream train. I just didn’t know what, and I knew my mind wouldn’t rest until I had an answer. I was destined to churn through every possibility in my head until I died. Unless I could somehow escape from myself for a while. 




CHAPTER 26



WE MET AT a bar, as arranged, and I was immediately intimidated by his handsomeness and neat sweater.

‘You can call me Bené for short,’ he said, when I arrived. He was waiting out the front, perched at a table, two cocktail menus at the ready.

‘Bené?’

‘Yes, Bené.’

No thank you, I thought to myself. If we knew each other better, or at all, I would have suggested I use the other part of his name, and said, ‘How about just Dict?’

‘I like the name Benedict very much,’ I said instead, letting out the first of many smiles to him.

‘Very well, Kimberly.’ He smiled back, gesturing for me to sit down.

I was nervous, and jonesing to order myself a stiff drink. I wanted to take my denim jacket off to reveal my proper (cooler) outfit underneath, but my teeth were chattering with nerves and cold combined. Within one minute of me arriving, he excused himself and went inside. My heart sank. Oh, had my old friend rejection joined me this evening, trailed me on the U8 from Schillerkiez to Kottbusser Tor? The whole purpose of this endeavour was to numb that feeling, not endure more of it. 

He was gone a few minutes, and I fought the urge to look at my phone, to check my emails. Instead I stared down every person that walked past.

Eventually he returned to say, ‘We can move inside, they’re just setting up a table for us. It’s warmer in there.’

‘Oh, nice,’ I said, picking up my bag and following him into the bar.

We sat in a dark leather booth at the rear, and he crossed and uncrossed his lanky legs as I talked, running his elegant fingers up and down the sides of his whisky sour as he turned my words over in his mind. He looked like he had belonged everywhere at some stage in his life: this dimly lit bar, now; some private school swim team, in his youth; a well-known degenerate squat for anti-capitalists on the edge of Berlin, just a couple of years ago. Maybe it was his name, Benedict, that made me think of an altar boy turned bad.

He was clearly very intelligent, and seemed like he wanted to debate Big Things with me. Instantly we locked horns over some unsexy topic like socialism, and I asked him a question he didn’t know the answer to. Instead of pretending, or gracefully deflecting, he blushed. A deep crimson spread across his tan cheeks, and he stared down at the table, looking embarrassed or caught out. I found it incredibly endearing, and from that moment on I was putty in his hands. Later, he’d tell me he had felt like putty in mine.

‘So, Kim, tell me: what made you choose me?’

He was referring to the dating app on which we met, where I had to start the conversation and did so by making small talk about Spanish olives. I wished he hadn’t brought it up, and we could just pretend we met here, coincidentally, in this dark little bar on Oranienstrasse. How to tell him I chose him because he looked big and strong and like he could erase me, just wipe me out? He looked like the aesthetic opposite of Matthew. Benedict was very tall, lean, elongated and sharp-featured. He was as pan-European as Matthew was all-American. When we messaged back and forth, he said he only read non-fiction, mostly science and politics. He also implied he knew how to party. So I knew this was my guy. There was no chance I would fall in love with a non-fiction reader, a man of science. And there was every chance of erasure, or at the very least, distraction. 

‘I like your face. I think you’re hot. When we chatted you seemed like you were … up for a good time.’ I smiled again, wider this time, like a Cheshire cat.

‘You’re going to make me blush again,’ he said.

‘Oh, come on now. You must know.’

‘Women have told me before that I’m handsome. It started in high school. So yeah, I do know.’

I wondered what it was like to be that confident, to be able to say something positive about yourself so matter-of-factly, without trying to self-deprecate immediately after, like I felt I had to.

‘And you, Benedict? Why did you choose me?’

‘Well … obviously I think you’re very pretty. When you arrived tonight, I thought you were too pretty. I almost bolted.’ He laughed. ‘I had to go give myself a pep talk in the bathroom.’ That explained his abrupt absence earlier. I considered that he might be lying, to flatter me.

‘I also think you seem fun,’ he added. ‘I like how curious you are about me.’

 We got through a few rounds of drinks talking about I-don’t-know-what, because the-topic-wasn’t-important. Nothing would have made me move from that chair, taken me away from this conversation in which I could spin a new version of myself, a self that was effortlessly confident and constantly desired, while he believed it or pretended to, and made himself into some suitable version of Benedict for the occasion. He seemed incredibly well-socialised, like he could move freely into any room, any space, and know he would expand within it, feel at home, touch both walls with his incredible wing span, welcome the world as it welcomed him back.

He stood up to go to the bathroom. He paused there, standing over the table, and I glanced up at him from my seat, not ready for how I would feel when we made eye contact. I felt the pace of my blood quicken, as if learning what unmitigated sexual attraction felt like. Normally, charting my sexual attraction to a man was like trying to do an astrological reading on my own desire, mapping aspirations, power dynamics, my mood, my loneliness, my distraction, my hair removal situation, where I was in my cycle … everything had to be in alignment. With Benedict, I just knew. It was scary, but just what I was looking for.

•

There was something about the fleeting nature of any good romantic thing that I couldn’t accept. That night I must have been fighting the transient nature of all love and attachment for people like me: I wanted a tangible souvenir of the evening, something I could feel between my fingers and keep in a drawer for time immemorial, after we stopped seeing and feeling and thinking about each other. After many drinks and a share plate of Spanish olives and artichokes, I proposed my idea of tangibility to Benedict and to my surprise he acquiesced immediately. I dragged him out of the bar and down Oranienstrasse to a photo booth nearby. It was the dirtiest one, with the blinkiest white and red photoautomat light, where the floor was often covered in a couple of inches of piss. A friend of mine had recently refused to have a photo taken with me there because it was ‘infected’. But Benedict didn’t refuse. Instead, he suggested we swap clothes for the photo. 

It felt serendipitous that I was dressed almost completely in large men’s clothes already. I took it as a personal challenge to look sexy in baggy clothes designed for men, to see in what ways my bombastic femininity could pop out of my outfit unexpectedly, spilling through an unbuttoned collar, peeking out from underneath a shirt I had tied at the waist, and I could pretend it was all accidental, and cover it up again like a game of demure and feminine whack-a-mole. That night I was wearing my oversized denim jacket, and when viewed from the side my female body was almost eclipsed, my breasts, hips, and arse concealed completely. My long and athletic thighs were encased in the non-stretch fabric of my dad jeans. I felt safe in this shell, and as he started to remove his clothes, I felt safe emerging from it, right there on the grey street, as if the heavy air was an invisibility cloak.

I stripped down to my bra, and he removed both his sweater and t-shirt in one swift movement. His olive-shaped nipples prickled out from his olive-skinned chest in the cold air. He handed me his soft t-shirt and neat knitted jumper, which smelled not of the smoky bar but of the warmth of his body. In the cold white light of the photo booth sign, we were silhouetted to passers-by making their way through Kottbusser Tor, a late night thoroughfare of drunks and families and mean-looking teens and doner kebabs. We looked at each other’s bodies but tried not to look too much. I giggled at how stupid his body made me, how it rendered my intelligence obsolete; my tongue grew thick and heavy in my mouth and I couldn’t think of forming a sentence or why I would want to, when all I had to do was reach out and run my fingers down his stomach and that would somehow express everything. He looked like an Olympic swimmer from my youth, one I had watched on television as he won a lot of gold medals, and maybe I equated Benedict’s physique with that of a national hero. The smell of youthful chlorinated summers was somehow erotic to me in that moment, thinking of my home country the way Europeans saw it, as somewhere sunny and exotic, full of cool blue water, suburban and simple. It was a seductive but untrue ideal; my home country was not that wholesome. 

He put his arms around me and turned me to face the makeshift mirror, the reflective metal exterior wall of the photo booth which was scratched up and pissed on, kicked, bent, dented and smeared with what was probably garlic sauce from a doner kebab. There was one clear section in which our faces could peer back at us, from five foot eight to six foot three. We looked different from one another, I thought. We were different. His height made me feel unusually short, his hardness made me unusually soft, his tan made me unusually white, the blush of his cheeks made me unusually bold. I was yet to find out the different ways our minds worked, but for now, we had in common the fact that we wanted each other, and we wanted to the power of our horniness to banish any problematic red flags waving wildly after the hours we had just spent together. One red flag was his taste in music; he seemed to like a lot of folksy guitar-strumming bands that I remembered being popular when I was in high school. But that night I chose to interpret it as cute. 

His clothes were big and soft on me, and my oversized clothes fit him neatly. We put two euros in the slot and struck four black-and-white poses. When the photos emerged from the slot I waved them in the air to dry and then put them in my pocket. Whatever happened, I would have my souvenir, something analogue I could pinch between my fingers. The slipperiness of digital love had made me wary. Words on a screen could never be evidence that something had happened; they could dissolve at any moment. Some glitch may cause them to disappear, letter by letter, like drops of water floating back up into an impenetrable system of clouds that contained every digital word ever uttered between two people. How would I find my memory of love or emotion among all that? I wanted something real. That’s why I needed to read books: physical objects that I could put my hand on to reassure myself that the story had really happened. I could turn the pages and see where the story started and ended, knowing that these were the exact words I had read. This flimsy barrier between the digital and the real world meant something to me that I knew wouldn’t make sense to someone only a couple of years younger, like Benedict. So I pocketed the photos from the photo booth. They didn’t mean anything to him.

•

After meeting Benedict, I went from checking my email every hour to not looking for days at a time, sometimes weeks. I didn’t care what Matthew was doing. I didn’t care what he thought of the words I was or wasn’t writing as a result of Benedict knocking something loose inside of me.

 I guessed that, with Benedict, it was just a matter of our worlds colliding once, or a few times, before we barrelled away from each other on our different orbits. I drank up all these fleeting moments, sexual or otherwise, where I located myself in a place and time I never thought I’d belong. But here I was, despite the odds, belonging.




CHAPTER 27



I HAD SPENT my life chasing something that would move me deeply. A thought, a book, a film, the observations of a friend, a city. But maybe I had been over-intellectualising the whole thing. I needed to think about it more literally than that. There was a physical object that could move me deeply; it would grow stiff against my wrist and stare me right in the face, so to speak. You couldn’t miss it. I just needed to be with Benedict, on an almost daily basis, and he would reach so deep inside of me that I felt that something was knocked loose every time.

And he would go back home and whatever the thing was that he’d knocked loose would course through my veins and come through my fingers while I sat at my laptop and waited until some emotions poured out. There were more of them, when I was fucking Benedict, swimming around inside me and filling me with the sense that I was a living thing, feeling the highs and lows of what it was to be alive in this world. I was optimistic, in the beginning of Benedict, that this would all be good for my writing. Foolishly so.

 It seemed I needed someone to witness me being moved deeply for it to matter. Every time I read something that struck a chord with me I’d lift my head and look around my bedroom as if there might be someone there and then I could tell them; wow, this is great. If I went to an exhibition that moved me, I’d look at everyone else in the gallery and wonder: do you all see what I see? Are you as moved by this as I am?

But more often than not I was being moved alone. A balloon of emotion would rise in me and hit the ceiling, then descend, unseen by anyone else, undocumented, to rest I don’t know where. I stopped paying attention when I realised it wasn’t resonating with anybody else. I suppose that’s why I started to write things down in the first place: in the hope that one person might read it and say, yes, I felt that too.

But Benedict was always right there when he fucked me. His cheek would be pressed against mine, or he’d pull back and watch me closely, while I seemed to be getting messages from the gods, while my face conveyed all the amazing things I was realising again and again. My eyes would widen and my mouth would open and gasp for air and I would say things that all the great minds said when they realised important things like: jesus, fuck, oh my god, jesus christ, wow, oh shit, fuck?!?!? And he was there, and yes, he felt it too.

•


To: matthew@literaryagent.vip

From: kimberlymueller92@gmail.com

Subject: Benedicked




Dear Matthew,

My European lover is called Benedict. I don’t know why anyone is ever not having sex with Benedict. There is nothing comparable  to the feeling of his big hands wrapping around different parts of my body and squeezing and pressing and pulling, making my flesh more malleable than I know it to be.

I feel sorry for men who aren’t Benedict.

I feel sorry for you, Matthew, over there in New York, with no idea that I’m in love with you and therefore no idea what you’re missing out on while I have great sex with Benedict. You’re probably just sitting around in your huge house, reading some shitty manuscript that isn’t mine.

Matthew, I’ll key your car. Not literally but spiritually, from afar. I’ll key your car every night in my dreams. When I remember to think about you, that is.



I saved the email in my drafts, sure I would never send it. At least I could tell Debbie that I’d attempted my homework.

•

Benedict always had drugs in his pocket or his sock or his man purse. You could tell which point of the night we were at by where Bené had his goods.

In the beginning, we’d be at a bar, and they’d be in his pocket. We’d be with his friends: lots of chatty boys from various parts of the northern hemisphere who had an incomprehensible propensity to party and party and never get sick of it or indeed physically sick or indeed fired from their jobs. The key to that, I found out later, was not to have a job in the first place, or to have a job in one of the many industries in Berlin where it was socially acceptable to wipe yourself out on weekends and not really function on Mondays and Tuesdays. Once I had been around for a few weekends, they seemed to accept me. It wasn’t that hard; I just had to prove I could rail drugs and dance for hours like the rest of them. I also had to pretend I was chill and non-judgemental, when I was secretly anxious and judging them all constantly. 

So these boys served as party doulas while I rebirthed myself. Emerging from my cocoon of single-minded focus on my project, turning my back on my chosen religion of productivity, rotating my face instead to bask in the sun that always shone in Berlin. Even as the grey winter inched towards us, the sun of hedonistic nonstop pleasure never dimmed. The city orbited around the warm artificial glow that could be found at the best parties: a glow that usually started around midnight on Saturday and ended around midday on Monday. I wanted the floating warmth that came from the inimitable feeling that we were in the best club in the world, dancing to the best DJs in the world, on a cocktail of the best and most affordable drugs in the world.

Benedict would move his drugs from his pocket to his sock when we arrived at the club, queueing for minutes or hours before we were subjected to an unenthusiastic pat-down by some bouncer who didn’t really want to find anything and waved us through. As we moved inside towards the glow I’d already feel a sort of high, just by virtue of being there, the anticipation of the session we were about to have.

Then, on a crowded dancefloor, Benedict would move the drugs from his sock into his man purse, marking the final stage of the weekend, which could last for as many hours as we wanted. The party never had to end before you were ready, another element of losing myself that I found impossible to replicate in any other part of the world. Benedict and his friends all had these man purses, which they called raver bags and I called bum bags. Benedict and Florian and Christopher and Finbar all wore a type of uniform. It was always a plain black or plain white t-shirt; some sort of sporty black trouser, looking equal parts Kanye capsule collection and off the rack from Cos; and sneakers, always dirty white sneakers. Across the chest and over one shoulder were the black zippered raver bags, holding all the essential party supplies: cash, phone, keys, powders. If part of me felt guilty for what I was doing, there was enough in there to make me forget. 

‘Toilet?’ Benedict asked the group, tapping his left nostril open and closed in pantomime, as none of us could hear a word the others were saying through our earplugs. We all nodded in wordless agreement, and followed him off the dancefloor.

In the toilet the boys would go to work like a Formula One pitstop team. Was I the Ferrari? No, I don’t think I was the Ferrari. We were all machines that needed servicing. We’d decide on what combination we wanted and how much. Florian would place a fifty-euro note on a flat surface, topping it with anything chunky that needed smoothing out, then put another fifty-euro note on top, making a sort of drug-and-money sandwich. Florian would say, ‘Card,’ like a surgeon asking for a scalpel. As none of us wanted to use our driver’s licences—usually issued in our home country and hard to replace—we’d offer up instead our German health insurance card, the one you needed in order to stay in the country and access free health care. Benedict’s photo ID showed him one or two haircuts ago, a men’s style that Bel and I called the Caesar, which was very popular in clubbing circles. I had thought Bel made it up and that this was very historian-like of her, but it was commonly referred to as the Caesar style or the Berghain cut: shaved sides, short on top, with a severe fringe. Since then, Benedict had let his dark curly hair grow long on top and he wore it parted down the middle, so that he looked like the nineties heart-throbs of my tweendom.

 It was usually Florian, the head of the F1 pitstop team, who would take the card and run it over the top note, crunching the drugs underneath, combing plastic backwards and forwards until he had made a smooth sand. When the lines were being divvied up, I’d ask for a slug or a baby, depending on the level of incoherence I had already achieved. The aim was to render my thoughts so incoherent that I forgot myself, forgot Matthew and the unanswered mystery of what had transpired between us. My imagination was equal parts neurotic and erotic—neurotica, I had taken to calling it—and I desperately sought a reprieve from it.

‘Dancefloor?’ Benedict would say after we were done, and we’d wordlessly float along after him.

Usually I stayed so long that I’d be sidestepping when the sun came up and then when it went down again. My response to a new day was to run my tongue over my top teeth and try to recall the last time I’d brushed them, meaning the last time I had been home. I considered getting my own raver bag, and carrying around a toothbrush and toothpaste, but something about that was way too dark for me. Besides, I liked that the boys had bags, and I had nothing. I was free and weightless, I left everything at the coat check. The only thing I needed on me was one single house key so that no matter what happened: I could get home. I wore the token from coat check on a rope around my neck, but I knew I could lose it in some fit of manic dancing or in acting out some good idea that was actually a very bad idea, like hanging backwards off a sticky couch so that my hair dipped into even stickier ground soup, as I slid towards the floor in gross slow motion. In many altered states I would check it was still there, imprinting itself onto the bottom of my left boob. My way home was always appropriately close to my heart.

 As time passed, I started to feel troubled by that new day feeling, that furry mouth feeling, sensing the wrongness and the disorderedness of it all. Surely there would eventually be consequences to having this much fun? So I’d go to the bar for a shot of pfeffi, the peppermint schnapps like a type of fun mouthwash, renewing me, making me feel like all was right in the world.

And so it went. Toilet dancefloor toilet dancefloor.

The calibre of the music was the one thing that stopped me from feeling like a full-blown degenerate. The drugs might be the same everywhere, but the music—the music was high art. Once again I was drawn to something where I was an outsider, hypnotised by what I lacked. Debbie said I had constructed for myself a ‘narrative of lack’, and I supposed it was true, and that’s why I felt propelled to go places, leave myself, again and again. That was why I was drawn to people who seemed to have the things I didn’t.

Music, like dancing, real dancing like on the rooftop in New York, was so different from what I was good at. I spent my days locked in my own interior world, desperate for any moment of instantaneous connection, wondering if I could survive until the day when people actually read what I was working on. By the time that happened, would I even care anymore? I may never get the chance to find out, if I stay on this dancefloor, I thought sadly. I’ll never finish anything in the first place.

During the late autumn and early winter of 2019, for the six or so weeks in which I lost myself on this particular dancefloor, the one upstairs with warm lights and miscellaneous happy genres of electronica, there was an influx of women DJing and performing. They came in all shapes and sizes, they were curvy and feminine, or petite and tomboyish, powerful and butch, demure and cute, understated, glamorous, casual; they wore silk, flannel, headpieces, baggy t-shirts, sports bras, no bras, mesh, nothing. They were everything, all at once. Sometimes they stood on a milk crate behind the decks and sang or spoke into the mic. They came from different countries, different cultural backgrounds, they were cis, trans, straight, queer. They brought their collected experiences on wheels, in bags, in cases of records which contained worlds, novels which could only be consumed live, when lots of bodies collected in the same space to hear them and be moved by them. 

I was jealous, even as I loved them, even as they gave me everything. I wished I could have a craft like that, one where I could move people in real time, right in front of me, and I could move with them, be encouraged, and amplify my stories in response, let myself roll away in waves of joy. Part of me thought it would take less confidence in myself to do that, what they were doing, than what I was trying to do, pushing through such long-sustained and painful periods of doubt that they had to be diagnosed as chronic. Giving up was looking like my best option. Or maybe I already had?

That autumn, the writing part of myself was at risk of withering and dying there on the dancefloor, just like the plants on my windowsill. Until I could figure out how to get the inside outside, no one would have a chance at knowing me, and that was a sort of death too. It felt so lonely, realising that, even as I felt so much strange stranger skin pressing on me. I didn’t think it was my own skin that was touching me, my own arms wrapping around my sweaty shoulders, my own fingers placed gently on my neck as my head reclined, but I couldn’t be sure.

The lighting woman, who was perched on a stool in the corner behind the deck, reached down and pressed a button which opened the shutters to the outside world. Everyone raised their arms and cheered at the first signs of daylight: it meant we’d made it to another day. Normally I was right there with them, but on that morning the light felt ominous; it reminded me that time was passing and I was wasting it. I felt tired and hungry. I felt empty and cavernous. I knew it was time to leave. 

When I retrieved my stuff from coat check, I saw I had a string of missed calls and messages from Belinay, the meaning of which I still felt too sideways to contemplate. I was numb to the pang of guilt that was surely piercing my chest at the thought of sweet Bel, sitting with Baby on her beautiful sofa, waiting for me to return to my senses, or at least to return her call. Opening up an honest dialogue with Bel meant opening up an honest dialogue with myself, about why I was behaving this way, and I wasn’t ready to have that conversation.

Outside I squinted at the bright grey light. My temples wrinkled, I felt the grit of the previous twenty-four hours or so readjust itself on my skin and stumbled towards one of the taxis queued down the long gravel driveway. With great concentration I managed to recite my address, before tilting my head back against the seat and falling asleep as the early morning went by outside my window.




CHAPTER 28



I DON’T KNOW how many hours I had been dead to the world before I was awoken by my doorbell. I had to muster the energy to make my eyelids move, and spent some time fluttering them, willing them to fully open. When I did, I saw the interior of my bedroom, curtains drawn against the afternoon light. I looked at the empty space in bed next to me and said, half-annoyed, half-pleased: ‘Benedict.’ My voice surprised me by coming out intact, though raspy. I shuffled to the intercom and pressed the button to open the main door downstairs, and left my apartment door ajar before shuffling back to bed, groaning. The routine was always the same with Benedict and me, and when executed perfectly ended with us sleepily eating pizza in my bathtub.

I’d started peeling away from him and the boys earlier and earlier when we went out, as if having to talk to people and keep up social graces kept me too grounded in reality. It defeated the point of the exercise.

In order to attain the feeling I was chasing as quickly and efficiently as possible, it was better for me to operate as a solo unit. If only I could translate that self-sufficiency to other areas of my life. I wished I could validate myself, motivate myself, push myself, love myself, without needing it to come from external sources. 

On these nights alone, I’d burn out fast and leave without saying goodbye. Benedict would eventually tire too, and then he would head to my place and crash in the bed beside me. When we were both awake, I’d run the bath and he’d go out for artichoke pizza, stopping to grab some beers and ice cream from the shop downstairs.

After I crawled back into bed I heard footsteps on the stairs, heard the front door creak open. I waited for him to call out, but there was silence. Then I heard her sigh. It was a long exhale, containing reticence, impatience, sadness, pity. The jingle of her boot buckle was familiar as she removed her shoes and left them in their usual spot by the door. I thought of her messages and missed calls, still just unopened notifications on my phone. I was refusing to be notified.

I rolled over so my back was to the door. Could I pretend to be asleep? I wished the person in the hallway was an intruder and not my best friend; that would be easier for me to deal with in my current state. My brain was swollen. My throat was sandpaper.

I heard her approach the bed and sigh again, as if I could have missed the first one. Then she surprised me, by lying down on the mattress next to me.

‘Kimberly.’

I made a noise of reluctant acknowledgement.

‘It smells like arse in here.’

I grunted in confirmation.

‘First of all, Kim, I miss you.’

She flung an arm over me and squeezed, and I was shocked by my quick softening, by how easily my defensiveness crumbled, and I had that feeling behind my eyes like if I didn’t think another thought quickly I would cry. I buried my face deeper into the pillow and tried to think of something but I couldn’t. 

I rolled over to face her.

Bel looked troubled.

‘Where’s Baby?’ I asked, looking behind her, as if they still might be making their way up the stairs.

‘Baby started day care.’

‘Oh, shit. Already?’ I propped myself on my elbows. ‘Bel, I’m so sorry. I’ve missed so much. I’ve absolutely fucked it.’

Bel shrugged.

‘Wait, Baby’s at day care on a Sunday?’

‘It’s Monday, Kim. I’m on my way home from work.’

‘Oh.’

‘Day care is Monday, Tuesday, Thursday.’

I took this in. ‘You mean you’ve gone back to work?’

She nodded.

I lay back down, rubbing my eyes in hard circles. ‘Oh my gosh, Bel. I’m a bad friend. I’m a bad person. I am bad, bad, bad.’

I wished she would say something, but she just looked at me, and in the darkened room her huge brown eyes looked full of emotions—I just couldn’t put my finger on which ones. My own emotions were well and truly depleted in every way, drained dry. I didn’t feel as bad as I knew I would feel once I was replenished. God, I needed a drink of water.

‘I wish you would say something, Bel.’

She was sitting on the edge of the bed now, looking utterly tormented.

 ‘I know I should have been helping more with Baby. I know you’re disappointed in me. I know you’ve supported me so much with my project, and now I’m just pissing it all away. And I know you want me to turn this ship around, get back on track. I know I only have enough money to last a few more months and then I’ll be out of time. I know, I know, I know.’

She rose and walked to the windows, seeming on the verge of tears. She opened the curtains to crack the balcony door open and let some air in. A shaft of light fell across my mattress, and when she turned she took me in, newly illuminated. I was sure I looked almost translucent, perhaps a little glittery from rubbing against something or someone at some point. I was sure my veins would be throbbing visibly through my deathly pale skin, that make-up had collected in the folds of my eyes, that I had a telltale cake of grime around the rims of my nostrils.

She finally spoke. ‘Kim, you look fucking awful. I didn’t know you would take it this hard.’

I blinked sadly into the light, happy that at least my misery was being seen, that I didn’t have to hide it anymore.

‘But I’ve been having fun,’ I said meekly, which I truly believed, or at least hoped, at the same time as knowing I was experiencing the deepest misery I had ever felt or would feel.

‘It wasn’t supposed to happen this way, this year of writing. I’m truly sorry that it has all unfolded like this. I wanted something else for you.’

‘It’s not over yet,’ I said, alarmed. She seemed to be affirming something I feared: that I was giving up. ‘And even if it was, it’s not your fault, Bel. It’s Matthew’s fault. It’s my fault. For believing in him. For believing in any of it. Who did I think I was, a fucking artist or something? I’m Kimberly Mueller. Just a person. I should be happy with that. Not everyone gets to be special. And I don’t care about any of that anyway. I have you. I’m so lucky to have a friend like you.’ 

A long pause, during which her eyebrows moved down at the edges and up in the middle like a bridge opening for a tall ship to pass through. Then the line of her mouth flipped from concave to convex and back again, suppressing some quell of emotion.

She looked defeated. I felt something tug at my chest.

‘Belinay, you look fucking awful too. Are you okay?’

She continued to stand at the balcony door, her fingers fluttering nervously.

I sat up and moved to the edge of the mattress, reaching for her hands as she stood over me. ‘Please, Bel. Talk to me. Is it Baby? Is it me? Is it everything?’

She drew a breath in, but before she could speak the doorbell rang.

Bel glanced towards the front door.

‘That will be Benedict,’ I said. ‘Just ignore it.’

‘I should go,’ she said and moved quickly out of the room.

I stood to go after her and my head started pounding, from dehydration and confusion. I leaned against the wall as she wrestled her boots on. This was uncharted territory for our friendship; we’d never not talked about things. I didn’t know what to do, whether to shake her by the shoulders and demand she speak, or respectfully let her go. I felt too faint to do much. In the end she decided for me.

‘Go back to bed, Kim,’ she said. ‘I’ll let your man up on my way out.’




CHAPTER 29



IT WAS EASIER to alter my state than my reality; my mentality over my geographical location. Debbie was right. Euphoria, numbness, escape, erasure. I could crush powder beneath a note or a bankcard and forget about the pain which was only a matter of my brain’s perception. I was lucky; my problems were insignificant in the scheme of things. Most of the time it was just my brain, not the world, wasn’t it?

Benedict and I were in the bath that evening when he told me another of his problematic theories. In truth, Benedict was deeply problematic, and a part of me had known this since the day we met but didn’t want to acknowledge it. I usually averted my gaze whenever he showed me a glimpse of a person I couldn’t keep hanging out with, because he enabled me to do what I felt I needed to do.

When he expounded on one of his theories, it was never a two-way conversation in which I was expected to participate; it was, rather, a one-way stream of consciousness. It was like he was tuning a radio to Benedict FM. My job was to sit and listen, passively reflecting his own intellect back at him.

 ‘Most of the time, women are happiest on the first couple of dates. In the courting period. Everything is comfortable for them at that stage, because the man is on the back foot. Women have all the power then; they get to make the decisions, to approve or disapprove, to give someone the green light or not. It is a basic supply and demand issue.’

I stared into the bathwater, wondering if I could submerge myself in it, as a cute way to get him to stop talking.

‘And then, as a man and woman move into dating, there’s a switch in power, when some of the power has to be transferred back to the man, so that things equalise. And that’s when there are issues, when the woman doesn’t want to give up her power. Doesn’t want to accept how the man wants things.’

He seemed to take my lack of response to mean that he needed to simplify the argument for me, so he explained: ‘Basically, man chase girl, girl like, then girl chase man, and girl no like.’

It was a sign of how deeply fatigued I was that I chose not to react to this. I just gestured for him to pass me a slice of pizza, closed my eyes and tried to enjoy the mozzarella.

This was the problem with meeting strangers on the internet, this part right here, where some thread came loose and you knew if you pulled at it the whole thing could unravel in minutes. I didn’t want this relationship to reach its inevitable conclusion, not now; I wasn’t ready yet. But I needed to turn off Benedict FM, so I sank down in the bath until the water covered my ears, ashamed of myself for not doing more. This was one of those moments where I was supposed to rise to the occasion and educate a man for the sake of all the future women in his life, but I was tired: so, so tired. And such moments always left the man better informed and me alone again. I had taken too many drugs to be alone right now. I needed a warm body, which meant denying who this person was for a little longer. I made a pact with myself to write about it at least, but as I watched pizza oil drip into the bath, I knew that the chances of me doing anything of substance were slim. 

•

I woke a few hours later, clean and cold in the darkness. I saw Benedict was awake too, scrolling through his phone. My mind was racing; I sensed danger. I decided to ask Benedict a couple of follow-up questions about his theory, knowing where it would lead. Perhaps his new proximity to Bel, who I knew would have passed him in the stairwell a few hours earlier, made me appraise him more honestly: as if I once more needed Bel to be proud of me. As we lay in the last moments of darkness before the morning light, the blind eye I had been turning since we’d met finally came full circle, and I saw him clearly as if for the first time.

‘Is that what you really think about me and you?’ I began. ‘That we’ll only work if I’m happy for the power dynamic to shift back into your hands?’

‘Mmm. I don’t necessarily believe what I’m saying all the time. What I said in the bath was just a thought exercise.’

‘Okay.’

‘I like to play at being a contrarian in today’s overly sensitive world—it’s necessary. But it doesn’t mean I actually believe anything problematic.’

‘So what do you actually believe?’

‘I believe it doesn’t matter what I believe, just that I continue to question the dominant narrative that I’m told to ascribe to.’

I sighed. ‘That seems like a bit of a cop-out.’

 ‘How so? I’m just playing my part.’

‘But it’s not fair. To refuse to stand behind anything you say, and just to pick apart what other people say and do.’

‘Why not? There’s plenty of people like you: foot soldiers in the culture wars, thinking you can change the world simply by believing things. You don’t stop to think whether what you believe is right. You just sign up to think what you’re told to think. Someone needs to do what I do and question everything. You know, there are enough people advocating for women in the world. It’s on the front page of every newspaper these days. Respecting women. Believing women. Everything women women women.’

Oblivious to my growing alarm, he continued: ‘And I don’t have a problem with that. I really don’t. I just think there’s enough people paying attention to that issue, so I don’t need to focus on it.’

‘So what issue are you focusing on instead?’

‘I don’t know, like, ending world poverty?’

‘And what are you currently doing to end world poverty?’

‘That’s not the point, Kim. What are you currently doing for feminism?’

‘Existing,’ I said, not equipped in my current state to argue my point any more articulately than that.

I heard the sound of his palm hitting his naked chest, which was the end of a ‘well, you just made my point for me,’ type of hand gesture.

He no longer resembled that boy who would simply blush and tell me he didn’t know the answer. Now that he had his footing with me, he would argue any point, just for the sake of it. Pick apart who I said I was, all in the name of playing devil’s advocate. Recognising a person as someone who would refer to themselves as a ‘devil’s advocate’ was the first step in a game Belinay and I called Six Degrees of Jordan Peterson. Just like its namesake Six Degrees of Kevin Bacon, it involved realising that while the person in question—preferably not the man you were dating—might not himself be a fan of Jordan Peterson, he was likely a fan of someone once removed from him, like Joe Rogan, or someone once removed from Joe Rogan, like Elon Musk. Or he ‘might not agree with everything’ a certain problematic person said, but thought he ‘had some good ideas’. Or he didn’t get what the big deal with Louis C.K. was. (‘There’s power dynamics at play in every relationship! What’s the difference?’) Or he refused to acknowledge basic truths about equal pay. The man at the centre of this game was somewhere along the chain of the men’s rights YouTube algorithm, just a few degrees separated from whatever or whomever he would play next. I really didn’t want to play this game with Benedict, but it was already set in motion. 

‘Do you have any female friends who you talk to about your theories?’ I asked him.

‘I talk to my mother. A lot. We argue for hours, but I can always get her to agree with me eventually.’

I imagined being Benedict’s poor mother. Was that another aspect of motherhood I hadn’t thought of yet—not being allowed to submerge yourself in bathwater when you didn’t want to listen to your idiotic son?

European men were so fucking confusing. My virtue-signalling system was all out of whack here, lost in translation. Their accents concealed so much. In my home country, I could tell something from the way a person pronounced any word to do with a woman. I would have recognised a long time ago that Benedict was just a bit of a dick. That he revered his mother at the same time as punishing her with his need to constantly be hosting Benedict FM. At home, I could tell a man’s politics by the way he dressed. Not who he was as a person, perhaps, but at least who he was trying to be. Sunglasses, in particular, functioned as either a green flag or a red flag. In my home city, I could tell by the shape of someone’s sunglasses which side of the river they lived on, which political party they voted for, whether they would ever wear flip-flops with jeans or go to the supermarket barefoot. European men wore such nice outfits, which drew me in like a bee to honey. They wore tailored waists, classic silhouettes, sophisticated and timeless knits. But in the end, they often had such traditional and terrible opinions lurking not too far beneath the surface, which didn’t sting any less no matter how attractive they were. Europe was so terribly unmodern in a lot of ways. Benedict was the boyfriend out of an eighties film, with his silk button-up shirts that draped just so over his chest, his long tubular jeans that made his butt look unfairly wholesome, his vintage high-top sneakers. He could be so cold and so handsome at the same time. 

I decided to go out on a limb and tell him about Six Degrees of Jordan Peterson. In the best-case scenario, I’d get a laugh out of him.

‘Oh, you don’t like Jordan Peterson?’ he asked.

‘Um, I mean, he’s one of the famously bad men on the internet.’

‘He has some really good ideas.’

I was at a loss. ‘Like what?’

‘Well, nothing I necessarily subscribe to; I just like to entertain his thought process. There’s one video you need to see.’

He started to pull something up on his phone, and I groaned and pressed my face into my pillow.

He pointed to me then: ‘That’s the problem with our generation. All it takes is for you to like one little thing that the other person doesn’t, and you are completely written off.’

 I thought about my attitude towards men and the sunglasses they mysteriously chose to wear. He was sort of right, but I didn’t care.

He continued: ‘It’s ridiculous how sensitive people are, how little tolerance they have for people with different opinions from them. Even if the thing you are apparently passionate about is having tolerance for others, you don’t have tolerance for those who don’t have that tolerance. It’s hypocritical.’

He then got completely absorbed in finding the particular YouTube video that I had to watch, navigating his bookmarks and browsing history with an urgency that suggested me watching this video was going to fix everything. While he was doing that, I started to cry, which was the last thing I wanted to do in front of someone who regarded people like me as overly sensitive, but my emotions were coming back to me now. The numbness was gone and I missed it. I had to assume responsibility for this in a way, as I had never really asked him anything of substance before, I had never wanted to know who he really was. I’d been projecting on him everything I wanted him to be. It wasn’t fair on either of us.

‘Do you think that’s why we’ve been spending time together? Because I’m happy transferring the power over to you slowly the more we hang out, and I let you have things your way?’

He put his phone down and stared into the middle distance for a minute before speaking.

‘I think you enjoy having a certain power over other people. And I’ve been letting you have that power, as I can tell you need it. You like to sit back and have things done for you. It’s why you come clubbing with me and the boys. You want us to get you in, you want us to provide you with drugs, it makes you feel good that you can get other people to do things for you. You think the gift you’re giving to the group is your presence and your pretty face, your personality and your witty asides, like that’s payment enough for all the things you need from us. From me. That’s what makes you feel powerful.’ 

I didn’t say anything for a long time, and he started looking through his phone again.

‘Stop looking for the video, Benedict. I don’t need or want to see it. I just want to be alone right now, and go back to sleep. I can call you an Uber if you want.’

‘I think it’s time for me to leave,’ he said.

‘Yeah, that’s what I just asked you to do.’

‘I know.’

‘It’s just that you’re acting like it was your idea. It wasn’t—it was mine.’

‘Okay, Kim. Whatever you want.’

After he left, I picked up my phone to message Belinay and tell her all about it. Staring at the empty text field, I hesitated, not knowing what letters to put in the white oblong with its blinking cursor. I put the phone down. I fell back asleep.




CHAPTER 30



THE FOLLOWING WEEKEND I went back to the club for one more dance. I wanted to get higher than ever before, seek a joy that would fill the negative space left by all three of them: my best friend, temporary lover, and future husband.

I was living on the other side of the world from my home home, and another connection had been cut off, so that I found myself at an even looser end than previously. After every break-up—romantic, platonic, professional or otherwise—I think there’s a point when every transplant draws back into themselves and wonders, why am I even here, in this new place, at all? We look at the new city through colder eyes for a while when the city has hurt our feelings. I watched the bodies on the dancefloor. What a strange place it was. I opened the Notes app on my phone. Notes apps: a refuge for the high and lonely who are having incredibly deep thoughts. For the heading I wrote Am I Fucked? And for the body text:


Is the excessive amount of ausländer here changing Berlin for the better, adding to it, making the idea of living here more desirable? Or are we the ones who are simultaneously making Berlin unaffordable, unliveable, drawing people into the city at the same time as making it impossible for them to come? Are we making or breaking the thing we love? 



I felt myself to be the enemy. Perhaps leaving Berlin would be an act of kindness, would slow the changes the waves of newcomers were making. If enough of us left, perhaps it would even turn the tide. But where would we all go? Home was so many different places. Then I admonished myself for my moral superiority, thinking anything I did mattered, thinking that I would be better than them if I left (who ‘they’ were I wasn’t quite sure), thinking that what I did as an individual would make a difference. Wasn’t it just that time passing plus capitalism = the decline of good things?

In the days (or weeks?) that Belinay and I weren’t talking, I felt unmoored to a degree I hadn’t felt since moving to this city. Even in the middle of a dancefloor, surrounded by smiling, sweating people who would surely open their arms to me if I opened my arms first. No amount of being at the centre could stop me feeling like an outsider. Was this all pain, or all joy? Drugs were an obvious way to escape pain, to have way more fun than usual, reach higher levels of ecstasy than usual. The people I stood shoulder to shoulder with clearly derived real meaning from spending their time that way. It looked like a joyous religion to me. But being around beautiful people who were poetically nonchalant about their future didn’t make me feel beautiful or poetically nonchalant about my future anymore. I felt like a dried-up old crone. I wanted normalcy and dependability and a plan. I wanted Bel. I felt for my key under my left breast instinctively, to remind myself that I could get home. But the action somehow ended in me taking one more bump off said key, squatting half-heartedly in the middle of the dancefloor. When I stood, my feet were floating up somewhere on the wall; I was completely sideways. I felt gravity twist itself around me as I stepped into the air, floating across the heads of all the dancers towards coat check. 

•

I made my way to Bel’s house, unaware of the time, unaware of how high I was, unaware that it was a terrible idea. I rang her bell again and again, and she buzzed me up without saying a word. The door was ajar and I went first to the baby’s room, which was also Bel’s study, and saw that Baby was sleeping like an angel, their mouth a perfect circle, a silent coo to themselves.

I only remember fragments of what was said that night, but I do remember falling onto Bel’s bed, putting my arm around her and telling the back of her head that I missed her. I had a rush of things to tell her, I needed to drown her in my platonic love and praise and admiration until everything was okay and she would open up to me again. I remember her growing concern as I came clean about everything, all of it. I told her how ruined I was by what had happened with Matthew. How it continued to tear me up inside, and how his ghosting of me had confirmed everything I feared about myself. That I was not good. Simply not good at all. I was a bad girl and a bad friend. Everything I had done since was an attempt to eclipse the terrible heartache with a moon made out of other things, as if I could block Matthew’s light with the body of Benedict in a black t-shirt and by physically exerting myself one way or another until I passed out most nights. I remember how Bel turned around, propped herself up on her elbows, and stared at me with her huge eyes while I let it all out. It might have been the drugs, but it seemed to me that the expression I saw on her face was horror, unmitigated horror. She told me she would fix it. She asked me if I wanted a German pillow or a normal one, and then slid it beneath my ear and told me to stop talking and go to sleep. 

•

I woke to the sound of voices murmuring in German, dishes clinking in the kitchen. It took me back to my childhood: the feeling of waking up among a family instead of alone, my grandparents bickering in hushed German, then becoming overly cheerful as the grandchildren awoke and entered the kitchen one by one; the feeling of other people in the kitchen before me in the morning, preparing something other than black coffee. I rubbed my eyes and felt the unmistakable feeling of love, and realised I must still be high.

I pushed open the kitchen door and Belinay and an older man turned abruptly to face me. The man had blue eyes and Baby on his hip. The sight shocked me. I had never seen Baby with anyone apart from Bel. The combination of his heart-shaped face, which he shared with Bel, and his greeting, in a southern German dialect, made me realise this must be her father, Baby’s opa. He was young, so much hotter than my opa.

He looked at me warmly. ‘You must be Kimberly. I’m Joachim. Apparently you two are running late.’

‘Hi, yes. Nice to meet you. Late for what?’

Joachim looked at me incredulously. ‘Your research trip. Belinay just told me you were going with her as a sort of assistant. I didn’t know.’

‘I didn’t know either,’ I said. I looked at Bel, but she had her head down, looking at the toast she was buttering for me.

 ‘When did you get in, Joachim?’ I asked, attempting parental banter.

‘This morning on the train. Got here just in time so you can head off for your flight.’

‘Wait, what flight?’ I said.

‘Kim needs an escape from the winter, Papa,’ Bel said. ‘Needs to defrost her little southern hemispheric bones.’ She pushed the buttered toast into my hand and pointed at the bench, ordering me to sit. I wasn’t sure how to read this mood of hers, which included forced cheerfulness and avoiding my eye.

‘What flight?’ I said again. ‘I don’t have any stuff here.’

‘We’re sharing a suitcase, already packed,’ Bel said. As she opened the fridge door to put the butter away, I saw bottles of breastmilk, pre-expressed.

‘I’m so confused.’

‘I went over to your place this morning and grabbed some of your things.’

I rubbed my temples, trying to make sense of what was happening.

‘Belinay, your mother sent me some hammam recommendations for you. Turns out she knows the city well, of course.’

‘Of course.’ Belinay and her father exchanged knowing smiles. Of course Elif knew. Elif had a recommendation for every place in the world, no matter how obscure, a story of another life she’d lived there, before Bel was born, or after Bel went to boarding school. I noticed the affection with which Joachim spoke of Elif. Even though they had broken up before Belinay was born, they had since become the best of friends. God, they were modern people. I took back everything I ever said about Europeans being unmodern. Bel’s parents were an inspiration.

‘What city?’ I said. ‘Where are we going?’

 They both ignored me.

‘I’m going to print out the list for you,’ Joachim said.

‘I don’t need it printed out, Papa, just email it to me,’ Bel said irritably as she took some milk off the stovetop for our coffees.

‘It’s always best to have a paper copy,’ Joachim said, as he and Baby left the kitchen, leaving Bel and me alone.

I smiled at Bel, but she still wasn’t looking at me.

‘So, about last night …’ I said.

She took a deep breath.

‘Bel, where are your envelopes?’ Joachim called from the other room. We could hear him opening and closing drawers in the study, riffling through papers.

‘About last night …’ she said, and raised her eyebrows at me.

‘Never mind, found them!’ Joachim called. The printer started bleating in the other room.

Bel continued: ‘I’m glad you came over, Kim. Said the things you said, finally opened up to me. It helped me realise what I need to do. How I can … make things better for you. And the role I play in all of this.’ She gestured towards me, and I guessed the word ‘mess’ was implied.

‘Why are you helping me, Bel? I should be helping you. I came over last night to apologise to you for getting myself into this slump, for neglecting you and Baby.’

‘Kim, there’s something I need to tell you. Something I’m going to tell you. But not here. We need you to be on our own, away from all this. And we need to get you feeling better first. That’s why I’m taking you with me.’

‘Taking me where? To do what?’

 Before she could answer, Joachim returned to the kitchen, holding an envelope which he folded and thrust into some external pocket of the suitcase. As he did, his phone pinged. ‘Your car is here, sweetie. Say goodbye to Baby.’

Then he turned to me. ‘Take care of my girl.’
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CHAPTER 31



THINKING BACK TO the first time I was attacked by a stranger on the train in Berlin, I was reminded of the princess and the pea, not so much because of the intended moral of the story—something about proving you are worthy by being incredibly sensitive, which is not something I’ve ever felt insecure about because everyone everywhere, including my therapist, is constantly telling me how sensitive I am—but because it made me aware of the layers of softness and protection between me and any hard thing in the world. Even if the tiny hard thing did leave me with a bruise, proving that I am, according to the logic of the fairytale, a gross little princess.

Bel wouldn’t speak to me in the car ride to the airport, which left me to stare out the window feeling gross, playing a movie about what a terrible person I was in my head. I never thought about The Incident; it meant acknowledging that there were limits to the things I could understand: no amount of thinking about it could ever explain why it had the effect on me it did. Trying to understand it now was a form of self-flagellation: when my brain was well and truly drained of any happy chemicals, my body sore and aching from all my attempts to destroy it, my best friend whisking me away to an unknown location without being able to look me in the eye. Was she rescuing me, pitying me, or hating me? 

The Incident was something I was sure I almost manifested into being—not in the fun way that you manifest a boyfriend or winning the lottery, but in the terrible way where you fixate on some horrible paranoid thought until that thing pretty much has no choice but to form into something real out of the smoky air created by your malfunctioning brain.

At that time I had only been living in the city a year or two. I wasn’t writing yet, which left me open to obsess over other things, like accidents involving trains. I heard the most awful story about a man being pushed under an oncoming train intentionally. It made everyone late for work, which, sadly, was the only reason I knew about it. I didn’t read any news online, didn’t own a television or a radio, wouldn’t even have known how to access the relevant information. I had deleted all forms of social media pretty soon after I started working in tech, after learning what it was doing to me, what it was designed to do to everyone. Which also meant I wasn’t privy even to the discussions on ausländer social media, which were usually in-jokes about the door policies of various clubs or how to get some piece of paper you needed for bureaucratic reasons. In retrospect, being so unplugged from society was what made my early years in Berlin the happiest I had ever known. I was able to put some distance between myself and the politics of my home country, which had been a source of angst my entire life, and I was new enough to Germany that I wasn’t expected to think about its politics too deeply. It’s not something I’m proud of, but it’s something I did nonetheless. I would say I did it as a survival technique, but to be honest I was always going to survive. I wasn’t at the pointy end of any of the political oppression which distressed me, the hot topics that I had spent my prior life reading about anxiously, doing nothing about avoidantly, talking to my friends about sanctimoniously. I was a person who was allowed to leave, to come and go in more spaces than the majority of other people. Without having to prove anything or be particularly good, I was always given the benefit of the doubt, seen as a nice blonde lady with the best of intentions. So I didn’t seek out this insular world to survive, but perhaps I did it to thrive. Is there a way to say that without hating myself? No, I don’t think there is. But to this day, living in my own little world is the only way I really know how to thrive. 

A big part of me always felt it was callous of me not to know about all the terrible things that were happening in the immediate geographical region around me and keep on living in it. A smaller part of me didn’t feel it but knew it and condemned myself, imagining that others would too, if they were able to somehow see my inner apathy, which I worked hard to conceal. I had achieved a level of detachment which I imagined was the domain of sad rich housewives who had blank cheques written by their husbands, and blank prescriptions written by their doctors, who were probably also their husbands. Bored housewives of reality television were a modern type of princess, with their tiers of pink on pink, their chandeliered houses, and their speckly hairless little lapdogs that they favoured over their speckly hairless little husbands. I had taken to watching these shows when I was alone to reassure me: I am not a princess; I am not that privileged. Those women seemed to be given more screen time the more out of touch they were with the plight of the common people; they endeavoured to be out of touch. Was I not a common person, with a plight of my own? I felt nothing if not common most of the time. And I wanted to be common, and at the same time part of me felt like I was secretly better than everyone else, but too humble to let it be known. I had main character syndrome, of course. Is it still called that if you literally are the main character? Who else would that be in my life? Maybe Baby. Motherhood was the ultimate antidote to main character syndrome, and even being adjacent to it when my best friend had a baby was too big a threat to my ego. I would collapse like a house of cards if I gave birth to a living being who was more important than me, that was also alive (unlike a book). That was why I was trying to birth a book: something independent from my body that would never paw at me for sustenance. A baby would relegate me to the periphery of my own narrative, as a supporting cast member. No, that wasn’t for me. But I couldn’t be the main character on TV, I couldn’t be a real housewife of Berlin. For a start, I didn’t have a house; I rented an apartment. I wasn’t a wife; I was alone. I wasn’t on prescription drugs, just recreational. And most of all, I didn’t have any money back then. 

I was often broke and had been since my late teens. I wanted to do a relatively ‘cool’ job that paid minimum wage but wasn’t going to suck the life out of me (spoiler alert: it sucked the life out of me anyway). Then, on arriving in Berlin, I was broke in a new way, due to my lack of proficiency in any language other than English. So I just needed to do any job, and the start-up world is one industry in which you can get hired without making any effort to assimilate into the society around you (handy!). I started working at a dull company which called itself a fintech start-up but really just designed ATM screens. The ‘fin’ part was true, the ‘tech’ and the ‘start-up’ were just included so they could pay me less than the minimum wage in my home country. But still, it was something. 

I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was a spoiled brat, and when I had reached the stage where it was time to grow up in my home country, I had left it for a place where I never needed to grow up. Instead, I would use someone else’s city as my playground, like an overgrown toddler, rather than just, you know, accepting that life was bad and boring and rolling up my sleeves and embarking on the bad and boring life on offer. Was it entitled of me to think I deserved more? I didn’t care, to be honest, if being called entitled turned out to be the price of living. What I defined as living, anyway.

•

On the day the man was pushed under the train, my colleagues arrived at the office looking shaken and breathless from rushing; they’d had to get off the train at the station where it happened and walk the rest of the way to work. My local colleagues recalled a handful of other incidents in the same vein, as if this were nothing special.

Uwe, who had a baggy beanie and an eyebrow ring, shrugged his shoulders and positioned his mouth in a way which is always ascribed to the French when they are about to say something very French. But I will always think of this contemplative pout, often accompanied by an audible ‘mmmmm’, as something German people do when they are searching for the right words in which to say something devastatingly elegant in English.

‘Unfortunately, due to the socioeconomic cross-sections we have here, things like this are all too commonplace on one’s morning commute in Berlin,’ Uwe said. Uwe was always apologising for his clumsy English, while being endlessly patient with my pile of turd German.

 After a similar incident in my home town, when everyone was late to work because of a suicide on the train tracks, my colleague had started stretching and turned his face away from me, the way some Australian men do when they are uncomfortable about the emotional nature of the thing they are about to say. ‘Sad!’ he said, pretending to yawn to stop any emotion from seeping out of his vocal cords.

As the day went on, my colleagues returned to normal, colour returned to their cheeks, they seemed to forget. Or maybe there was just nothing more to say on the matter. But I was deeply disturbed, fixated on the man, obsessively scouring the internet for news. The man was described in all the reporting as an immigrant, and ascribed no nationality. He was pushed onto the tracks by ‘a group of men’ after they had ‘a disagreement’. I tried to imagine the cause of the disagreement. A drug deal gone wrong? I knew the platform well, imagined the scene from every angle, and avoided that station ever after, even if it meant walking through the snow to the next station on the line. I started to stand behind big concrete pillars whenever I waited for the U-Bahn instead of hovering near the yellow line, so I couldn’t trip and fall onto the tracks, or suddenly have a disagreement with a group of men who would push me, make me a story in the newspaper.

It was this level of obsession which made me think that The Incident was manifested, and maybe all the other ones after that too; I somehow brought on myself all the things that happened to me on trains. The Incident was short, one minute, maybe two. It was, and still is, the only time I’ve ever been hit in the face; in fact, the only time I’ve been hit intentionally at all. Afterwards, I couldn’t say the words ‘I got punched in the face’ to Bel without laughing, being so unaccustomed to the phrase being a reality rather than a threat. There was something sinister about the way I had to laugh every time I said it, to prove I was fine, and the whole thing was simply amusing. The Incident was the last time I rode in the middle carriage. 

Why the middle carriage? When you’re in the middle carriage, you’re the furthest from the station exits. Everyone else makes it to the stairs before you, starts ascending to the street level, and all of a sudden you’re alone down there. If you’re too slow, have your noise-cancelling headphones on, are not paying attention to what’s going on around you, then you might think you’re alone, until there’s a movement on one of the benches and you realise there’s a man lying on it, and now he’s trying to stand up. Then he’s upright, glass bottles are rolling noisily over the concrete, and he’s staggering towards you, yelling words that you can’t decipher. The man is old, his face is red and his beard is long and grey, his hands are wrapped in bandages. You put your head down, think you’ll be able to walk past the way you always do, but when you look up he is blocking your path, and the words he is muttering in a low growl are directed at you. You are forced to stop. Then he is closing in on you, almost losing his balance every time he takes a swing at the air with a closed fist. Eventually you have to start backing towards the tracks, and then you’re on the edge of the platform, wishing you weren’t wearing such a heavy backpack, wishing you were a person who was more confident of your footing. And it’s then, as you’re teetering on the edge with the man advancing towards you, that you hear the train coming and, glancing over your shoulder, you see its headlights rounding the corner in the darkened tunnel. The man is close enough that you can smell each other, you can see that you both have the same cloudy-coloured irises. He swings again, and his fist connects with your cheekbone and you bend your knees and fall forwards onto the ground, scraping forwards on your hands and knees to get away from the edge of the platform, and you keep crawling until you feel safe, head down, bum up. At some point you’ve called out for help, and now a few people are running towards you, helping you to your feet. The train has safely come into the station now, and someone has run up to the driver’s window and knocked on it. They usher you over, ask you to tell the driver what happened. You point to the man, try to explain, and the driver pokes his head out the window, sees the old man, and says, ‘Oh yes, we know him,’ before slamming his window shut and moving the U-Bahn along. People are crowding around to help you now that they’ve heard a woman was punched. You put your hand to your cheek and realise, when it’s too late to reel back your reaction, that he barely touched you. 

What I feared was being pushed under an oncoming train, and what I got was a tap on the temple from a frail old man. The layers between what I feared and what actually happened to me were always so thick and numerous, like the twenty mattresses between the princess and the pea. Except I wanted desperately to not feel like a gross princess, I wanted desperately not to feel so affected by small things. But the spectrum of my life experiences was so narrow, I only had small things to be shaped by. Poor me.

In the Hans Christian Andersen fairytale, a strange woman arrives in town claiming to be a princess. It’s raining and she’s a hot mess, she doesn’t appear to be a princess. She is taken in for the night and offered a bed comprising of twenty mattresses, with a pea placed beneath the bottom one. If she is indeed a true, sensitive princess, she should emerge in the morning and remark how badly she slept, her body black and blue from the pea. She’s not supposed to think it weird she had to climb a ladder to get into bed. The first English translation of the story, by Charles Boner—who I like to refer to as Chuck: Chuck Boner (lol)—tried to make the story more realistic by replacing the single pea with a trio of peas, like if three small bad things happened it would be more believable for the princess to respond in such a way. I think of my three incidents on the train, the way I string them together like pearls, and wonder if it’s a similar ploy for believability, for justification of my hypersensitivity. Andersen’s story ends with a joke, that the pea was kept in the Danish museum, which makes it clear (to me at least) that he intended the story as a type of satire about the ridiculousness of polite society. But Chuck Boner’s translation replaced the joke with a more earnest finishing note: Now was not that a lady of exquisite feeling?

As I left the station after The Incident I felt cloaked in a shroud made up of something like shame, embarrassment, and the sense that I didn’t belong, I was out of my depth here. It felt like a supernatural presence was clinging to me, and if I went back to my home the shroud would fall in ghostly folds onto my bare floorboards and stay there, wrapping itself around me whenever it desired. So I didn’t go home. I walked aimlessly through the streets of Neukölln until it got too cold to stay outside. Not knowing where else to go, I hovered outside my apartment a while, then eventually, I let myself into the basement, hoping the cold shroud that was wrapped around my neck and shoulders would feel at home there, recognise that this cold and creepy place would make a nice home for it, similar to where I had picked it up, in a dank underground train station. I made my way through the dark tunnels of the basement, with the light blinking frantically above me, and let myself into my storage cage. The only thing I kept in there was my empty suitcase. The building’s caretaker had made use of the rest of the space, storing construction materials in there. The shroud seemed to look at the suitcase and say to me: Perfect. You can pack your bags and go home right now. What else do you need to hear? Yes, yes, you’re a lady of exquisite feeling. Now, go back from whence you came.

I felt compelled to make a statement to the shroud. I unzipped the suitcase, and started filling it with the caretaker’s bricks. The bricks were stinky and wet but, importantly, they weighed a tonne. I could never have foreseen that Belinay, who I hadn’t even met at that stage, would eventually have to lug my emotional baggage up the staircase for me. So I filled the case with bricks. I would make this thing so heavy that it would be harder to leave than to stay. I would make a life here.




CHAPTER 32



NASIR WAS SHOWING Belinay around while I sat in the interior courtyard on the ground floor of the riad, drinking tea served in a tall glass on a silver platter. The building didn’t have a ceiling, which I found jarring after my small, hermetically sealed apartment. When I looked up, I could see the blue sky. Shafts of sunlight fell on the green fronds of huge palms that were reaching out towards the open air from various landings on the three floors above. Their shadows fell over the white plaster interior walls of the building in a way I had only seen in movies, which made me wonder where we were in relation to the sun. My SIM wasn’t working here, so I connected to the hotel wi-fi and checked the weather. Twenty degrees in December, I marvelled, gazing at the small pictures of suns for the days to come.

Nasir had greeted us on our arrival at the hotel. I had been trying to figure out how old he was, whether he was a boy or a young man. He had braces and his hair was gelled into ringlets that ran across his forehead. He wore a tailored red leather jacket and matching red sneakers. He’d put his number in my phone as we arrived, and WhatsApped me a sun emoji and told me to text him one back. I sent him the smiley moon instead, because I resented being micromanaged. 

He smiled. ‘Now you can reach me anytime you have a question.’

I took another sip of tea and watched Nasir and Bel’s hands on the banisters as they climbed up to the top level and disappeared out onto the rooftop. Bel had never brought me along on a work trip before, so I had decided to hang back and give her some space while I worked out how I could be useful. When we arrived at Marrakesh Menara Airport I had summoned my high school French to negotiate a taxi ride, as neither Bel nor I spoke Arabic. It was strange how much more confident I was speaking French than German, when the pressure to be good at it was removed and I could just stumble through, not caring how foolish I sounded. I was just a tourist here, after all, no longer an immigrant.

Bel had taught me to refer to myself as an immigrant in Germany. It was easy to see why ‘expat’ was problematic; white people were always called expats no matter what, and people of colour from ‘Western’ or English-speaking countries were called expats, and extremely wealthy people from anywhere in the world were called expats too, or émigrés. Everyone else was called an immigrant. When you moved to a new country with your family, or started having children there, then it became even more confusing to determine who was called what. Occasionally, when Bel and I were out in public and needed to approach strangers for some reason, and we were over on the west side far away from Neukölln, she had been treated as an immigrant because of her Turkish name and/or appearance, even though she was as German as she was Turkish. And I had been assumed to be German before opening my mouth, and even after I did and revealed myself to be a foreigner, people would continue to address me in German rather than Bel, who was a native speaker. This was why I didn’t call myself an expat, and used the broader term immigrant instead. The hope was that if the word died so would some of the sentiments behind it. 

Being a tourist is easier to define: there are always suitcases involved, and they are always within reach; they never make it down to the basement. If you think you’re one, then you are—it’s simple. Being a tourist speaking a second language badly is like being extremely hot and famous: you’re constantly applauded no matter how inept you are; you are expected to do almost nothing for yourself; and people fawn over you when you make the slightest effort. Being an immigrant and speaking the local language badly feels like what I imagine happens to hot and famous women when they’re over the hill and are deemed unfuckable: everything you say to strangers seems to annoy them and your attempts at charm are greeted by almost-audible groans. I guess one of the differences is, tourists bring money into the system, and immigrants are perceived to be taking money out of it. Or maybe the difference is that I was often a tourist in warmer countries, but an immigrant in a cold one. Or maybe the tipping point comes when you stay too long, start to wear out your welcome, and the locals start to think: it’s time for you to leave.

So I was confident about spouting my terrible French within the obvious touristic context. I wasn’t sure I had managed to say a single recognisable word, but eventually the taxi driver nodded, and we pulled away from the kerb. The airport started to shrink behind us, a huge white structure of diamond shapes, connected by modern mosaic cut-outs that cast intricate shadows, like lace.

 Another way I could be useful was to help Belinay come up with a title for the paper she was here to research. She was interested in historical bathing culture, the private grooming rituals which were passed on from generation to generation, and the places in which they were enacted. I pulled out my notebook and wrote: Platonic Intimacies Among Women.

It seemed like Bel wasn’t coming back any time soon. I wondered how long she would spend on the rooftop making small talk with Nasir to avoid talking to me, if she was even aware that this was what she was doing. I looked around impatiently.

The young woman who’d poured my tea returned. ‘Would you like some more?’

‘Sure, it’s delicious. Thank you.’ I gestured towards the sky. ‘Any idea how long they’re going to be up there?’

She laughed. ‘Who knows? Nasir is never in a hurry. He likes to point out every building on the skyline. Tourists always get lost on their first night here, that’s why he takes it very seriously.’ In an imitation of his voice she said, ‘It’s very important to orientate yourself in this city. You mustn’t go out walking until you know where you are, otherwise you’ll end up sleeping in the souks.’ She switched back to her own voice. ‘Like people don’t have Google Maps.’ She eyed me. ‘You know what the souks are?’

‘Yes! The markets, right? I read an article on the plane called “Get Lost in the Souks”.’

She laughed. ‘Well, don’t take that literally.’

I thought back to Herrfurthplatz, which ran around Genezareth church, how I sometimes grew disorientated when walking around it at night, even though it was only two blocks from my apartment. All the cities of my youth had been perfect grids made up of straight lines, so anything that curved tended to throw me, spin me out. 

‘I should get a map,’ I said. ‘I should get my phone working.’

‘You can just look for the eyes—the optometrist’s sign at the front of the building. It stays on all night.’

I had noticed the sign on the way in: a giant pair of spectacles, complete with eyes painted in them, which seemed to follow you wherever you went.

‘Or, you know, get a SIM card from one of the little phone shops. Nasir can take you.’ The young woman looked towards the rooftop again. ‘If your friend is curious and asking questions, that will only encourage him. He can talk for hours. She’s the academic, your friend, is that right? Or is that you?’

‘It’s her. I’m just …’ I didn’t know what I was. Didn’t know why Bel had brought me here. ‘I’m just a friend.’ I smiled. ‘I’m Kim.’

She smiled back. ‘I’m Yasmin.’

‘Do you know which room is ours, Yasmin?’

‘Of course, you’re on the third floor,’ she said. ‘Come with me.’

As we started up the stairs, I asked Yasmin which was the best bathhouse in town.

‘Oh yes,’ she said, ‘your friend is here to study the hammams. Well, your question is kind of … stupid. There is no single best one. Only favourites, because of sentimental reasons. Of course my favourite is the one I go to with my sister. But tourists don’t like that one so much. Maybe you want one of the older ones? Or one of the more modern ones? I don’t know your taste. You really don’t have any recommendations already?’

I thought of the handwritten notes which Elif had scanned in and sent to Bel’s father to print out for her. ‘We do, yes. We have a few.’

 ‘Here we are,’ Yasmin said, slightly out of breath as she opened the door to our room, then left me alone.

The smell of orange blossom was a little too powerful, but the room was simple and elegant: cream-tiled floor, multiple intersecting archways. Our single shared suitcase had been placed in the centre of our single shared bed. I immediately went and opened the shutters to the small window. It looked out over a narrow alleyway. Children played soccer below.

I started foraging in the small exterior pocket of the suitcase for Joachim’s envelope, which I had seen him stuff in there. I had just located it when Bel and Nasir entered the room, seeming surprised to find me there.

Noticing the envelope in my hand, Bel rushed over and snatched it from me, thrusting it into the tote bag slung over her shoulder.

‘That’s mine,’ she said, her eyes flashing.

‘I was just trying to help,’ I said, wounded.

We stood in tense silence for a moment, until Nasir shifted in the doorway uncomfortably. ‘Do you want to see the rooftop?’ he asked me.

Bel replied before I could. ‘No, we’re on our way out.’

I eyed the bed longingly, calculating the sleep deficit I had accrued over the past weeks.

‘We’re going to relax now,’ she told me. ‘It’s in the itinerary.’

‘Okay,’ I said glumly.

•

Belinay led us through the souks in an extremely unrelaxed but efficient way. She glanced between the map on her phone and the narrow winding paths of the souk as she charged ahead, ever the competent leader, always in control. Following in her wake, I gazed in wonder at the towering cones of spices, the leather, the porcelain, the tapestries, the jewellery. When Bel stopped at a soap stall to purchase a jar of greenish black gel, I realised where we must be going. 

•

The lady behind the counter handed me a paper thong to change into. I wondered what melange of cultural customs had led to this. Did you traditionally go naked but now, thanks to tourists, we had to resort to this weird, translucent V-shaped piece of paper? Something that didn’t really cover anything so much as make a statement that you were attempting to cover something? Modesty manifested itself in strange ways. I wanted to know: who was responsible for this thong? I thought it would make a good subtitle for Bel’s paper. Maybe I would pitch it later.

We went into the change rooms and put on our paper panties and robes, stuffing our clothes and bags into the locker provided. I brought my book with me and wore my glasses, thinking there’d be time to lounge and read, like outside the saunas in Berlin. We entered a candlelit private bathing room, tiled ceiling to floor, with a small fountain in the centre. It was dark, and a deep blue LED backlight seemed to absorb everything and everyone in the room. Two women in green uniforms that resembled hospital scrubs were waiting for us. They both wore shoes that looked like Crocs. One of the women pointed at my book and said, ‘No, too wet.’ That explained the shoes.

I turned to Bel, who was disrobing in the shadows, and said, ‘I’ll be back in a minute.’

As I was putting my book back in the locker, Bel’s phone began to ring. I thought of Joachim at home with Baby, and rummaged for the phone in Bel’s tote. But when I found the phone, the caller ID showed a familiar but unexpected name: Leonardo Moretti. I knew he and Bel were colleagues, but I hadn’t realised he and Bel were in touch. It could be a work thing, I supposed. But it gave me pause. I silenced the call and stood contemplating. Was I becoming completely paranoid, making things about me when they weren’t? Or was it weird for him to be calling her? 

Next to the phone was the envelope with Elif’s notes inside. If I hadn’t been made suspicious by the phone call, maybe I wouldn’t have been suspicious of the envelope. When Bel had snatched it away from me in the hotel room, I’d seen a flash of her as a little girl, an only child with lots of toys who didn’t want to share her good fortune with the other children. I knew I should respect her privacy, but I longed to see what secrets it contained, what it was she was guarding so jealously.

As I unfolded the envelope and bent it back against itself to flatten the creases, I was hit with a sense of deja vu. There was the Pavlovian rise of excitement in my chest I felt whenever I saw Matthew’s name in my email inbox or received one of his packages. Then I realised: this was the same kind of envelope. Shorter and stouter than an A4 page, it was American dimensions. But why would Belinay have American stationery in her study? And why had she tried to hide the envelope from me?

Footsteps approached from behind and I jumped.

‘Miss?’ One of the women in green was standing in the doorway. ‘Are you ready?’

‘Yes … yes,’ I said, my mind still stuttering. Hastily I put the phone and envelope back into Bel’s bag.

 ‘Those too,’ she said, pointing to my glasses, so I took them off and put them away.

When I looked back at the woman, her face was a blur. She took me by the hand and led me back to the blue-lit room, the first of many strange intimacies.

For the next forty-five minutes the two women in green ushered us around with a series of practised hand movements, directing us from the showers to tiled concrete slabs, instructing us to sit up or lie down. They chatted to each other throughout, but there was no such easy exchange between Bel and me, only a stony silence.

We were bathed and washed with the soap Bel had purchased: a dark gel made of olive oil and macerated olives. I knew this was supposed to be a pampering experience, but I was growing more and more tense with every minute that passed, as thoughts about stationery swirled in my head. Lying flat on my concrete bench, I peered over at Bel in the blue light. She had her eyes closed, and even though she was a blur without my glasses, I could sense that she was smiling ear to ear. I hadn’t seen her so relaxed in a long time.

After covering us with the olive gel, the attendants put mitts on their hands and started to exfoliate us. They scrubbed us like we had secrets inside, just one, two, three, layers of skin beneath the surface, and it was their job to bring them out. I felt I was being rubbed raw. When I surreptitiously ran my fingers over my thighs to see if they were still there, pieces of my own dead skin rolled between them.

My attendant gestured for me to sit up, and when I did, she poured bucket after bucket of water over me. It was an act of care that echoed a form of torture. Debbie, I knew, would say it didn’t count as torture, just like being hit with the chocolate bar on the train didn’t count as an attack. I opened my eyes and saw Bel was sitting up too, her eyes closed as she was sluiced with water. 

We faced each other, two blue bodies, naked and cleansed. Candlelight flickered, lighting her face from below, making her eyes recede into deep shadow. It gave her the air of an evil genius. Her face signified to me all that was good, but I let myself reconsider for a moment: what if she was bad? What if she was the source of all evil? Only evil people were lit from underneath in such a dramatic fashion. Why would she have that American envelope in her study? I supposed it was possible she had been corresponding with Matthew this whole time, and I supposed she could have been doing it with the best intentions, to protect me. But the envelope was blank and fresh, it hadn’t been used before. She had said that she had something to tell me, and I wanted to demand that she do so right there and then, rather than making me wait until she decided it was time. Part of her being so much more competent than me at everything meant that things were always on her terms. But maybe she wasn’t just helpful. Maybe she was controlling and perverse, and I’d been too good-natured to recognise it.

At that moment Bel opened her eyes and smiled. ‘Isn’t this good? Don’t you feel refreshed?’ She leaned forwards and her blurred features came into focus for a moment, and she was sweet, beautiful Belinay again, and I knew I had been betraying her with my thoughts. There would be an explanation. Of course there would. My self-obsession and paranoia were holding hands and doing a linedance in my brain. That was all.

The women in green started washing our hair. Another strangely intimate moment: having shampoo massaged into my scalp while I sat there completely naked. I felt like a cross between a baby and some sort of ancient queen. I held myself perfectly still. Something about the closeness of all four of us in the room pressed into my throat, and I felt I had to speak. Whenever I recognised unexpected intimacy I always felt on high alert. Usually the next thing that would happen was that I would get emotionally shanked. A one-two punch. 

‘You got a call before,’ I said casually.

‘Oh?’

‘It was Leonardo Morretti.’

‘Oh.’

‘I didn’t know you two were in touch.’

‘Yeah. I reached out to him.’

‘Why?’

‘I was asking his advice. About you.’

‘He doesn’t know me.’

‘He knows you a little. He knows about getting books written. I thought he could help you, act as a kind of mentor. Do you like him?’

I tried to extricate my true impression of Leo from my envy of his success. I shrugged. ‘He’s fine.’

‘Just fine?’

‘I don’t need you to help me, Bel.’

I sensed her eyebrows raising in the dark, saw the silhouette of her head tilting to one side, as if to say: you know that’s the opposite of the truth, Kimberly.

She closed her eyes, done with this conversation, and I watched her face, or the blurry circle where I knew her face to be. I saw the envelope. I imagined saying it. But I needed to wait until we were no longer in darkness before we had that conversation. I no longer trusted what she might say; I needed to see the truth play itself out across her face.




CHAPTER 33



ON THE STREET outside a monochrome dusk was starting to fall. The grey pink purple of the high walls of the old city matched the grey pink purple of the sky, except for the tiny white circle the moon made. We walked a short way down the street, then I stopped at the opening to an undercover souk, leaning against the wall, making Belinay stop too. We stared at the lamp stall near the market’s entrance. There was a man behind the counter wearing a Balenciaga t-shirt and scrolling through his phone.

Bel and I turned to look at each other. There was a vicious tension between us.

Bel said: ‘You seem upset.’

‘I am upset—more than upset.’ I paused. ‘I found something in your bag.’

‘You shouldn’t have gone looking for it.’

‘Looking for what?’

‘A reason to give up.’

‘That’s a little manipulative. You’re withholding something from me. Of course I’m going to be curious.’

 ‘I suppose.’

‘Why do you have one of Matthew’s envelopes?’

‘Do you really want to talk about it?’

‘Of course I want to talk about it.’

‘It could ruin everything.’

‘Bel, I honestly have no clue what you are talking about.’

‘If you say so, Kim.’

We stared at each other for a long time. Bel looked irritated, her features crowding in on themselves in the centre of her face. Then she seemed to come to some sort of realisation or idea, and she softened, her eyes and mouth releasing themselves again.

‘Does it have something to do with what you wanted to tell me?’

‘I thought you knew already. Well, I wanted to feel that out. Once you were feeling better.’

‘I’m feeling at my absolute worst now, and it seems like we’re having the conversation. So just say it, Bel.’

‘Come on, Kim. It was me the whole time. It was always me.’

A long pause.

‘I really thought you knew, Kim. But I’m realising now that you didn’t.’

‘Didn’t know what?’ Then the truth materialised on my tongue: ‘That you’re Matthew?’

‘Come on, we invented him together, Kim. It was an unspoken thing between us, one of those truths we couldn’t put into words without making it disappear. A confidence trick.’

‘A confidence trick? What the fuck do you mean? I didn’t invent anyone. I spent two weeks with a real man in New York. I may be crazy-lite but I’m not completely out of my mind. We touched. We were touching a lot! So much! He’s real. We had sex.’

 ‘Yes I know, but after New York. The emails. The letters. I thought you’d recognise me in the words. Just like my pregnancy: you started it, you conceived the idea, then I finished it, I delivered it.’

‘That’s psychotic.’

‘It escalated. I was trying to help you the way you helped me have my baby.’

‘You actually think I tricked you into having a baby?’

‘I mean, I told you that at the birth.’

‘Oh. I didn’t think you’d remember that.’

‘Well I do.’

‘You were on a lot of drugs.’

‘Well, babe, you’re kind of on a lot of drugs now. I mean, I’m sure they’re still in your system. And maybe after this, after you come the right way up again, you’ll realise that I tricked you in a good way.’

‘Jesus, Bel.’

‘Things kept getting more elaborate. I planned the trip to Frankfurt for you. I thought you’d go, then I’d send you an email from Matthew saying he couldn’t make it, and then you’d meet someone else, some other literary man to latch on to. I even provided you with one such man.’

‘Stop.’

‘I didn’t realise I’d have to sustain the delusion for so long. I thought this novel would be written in a year.’

‘It’s going to take so much longer than a year.’

‘I thought you would go and meet a new person or some new people. That was supposed to be the end of me as Matthew. That was supposed to wean you off him.’

‘Wean me off?’

‘Yeah, like wean you off the teat.’

 ‘I know what it means. It’s just very patronising.’

‘Well, if the shoe fits.’

‘Fuck, dude. Go easy.’

‘I’m just very, very tired Kim. I didn’t know that the real Matthew would actually be in Frankfurt. I thought he was some rich kid who never did any actual work.’

‘As opposed to a rich kid who does way too much work, like you? This never would’ve happened if you hadn’t overstepped and tried to be an overachiever. Just be lazy! You have a job and a baby. That’s enough! Fucking go lie down or something, or get a hobby. Don’t try to ruin my life.’

‘I believe you were the one who started ruining your own life, Kim. You went on one enormous solo downwards spiral. You did that thing you do, where no one can bring you back from yourself. Short of flying you to Morocco. That thing where you convince yourself your problems are bigger than everyone else’s.’

‘My problems are big. My problems are huge!’

‘The thing I need an answer to, Kim, is this: why does it mean so much more coming from Matthew than from me? Why do you give the opinion of some guy you knew for two weeks more weight than mine? I’ve said things to you as myself, only to be ignored, and then rewritten them in Matthew’s voice in an email, and then you take his word as gospel. All the books he recommended for you, they were all from me. Everything “he” saw in you, it was me who was seeing it. It all had to come from some virtual stranger in order to be validating. I’m your biggest fan, Kim. Isn’t that enough?’

‘Oh, you can absolutely fuck right off, Belinay. You barely even read books? Sorry, but your opinion doesn’t hold the same weight. And you cannot be offended by that. It’s just objectively true.’

 ‘I read books.’

‘Academia doesn’t count.’

‘Sorry, Kim, I’m so sorry that I don’t spend all day reading sad bitch novels like you.’

‘I mean, that’s actually a really good term for the type of thing I like. But get fucked!’

I was yelling now, and the man behind the counter at the lamp stall shifted in his chair and turned on the radio. The sound of a woman’s voice singing drowned us out. I tried to catch my breath but couldn’t.

‘Of course it’s a good term,’ Bel said. ‘Has it occurred to you that I might know what I’m talking about? That if I read your excerpts and say they’re good, they might really be good?’

‘No. What’s occurred to me is that I’ve just spent the better part of a year and my entire life’s savings writing a “sad bitch novel”, and it’s completely plausible that I’m one hundred per cent talentless. The only person who has read my work is my best friend.’

‘You’re so unappreciative. You’re determined to be miserable.’

‘I want to be like you, Bel. I want to be competent. I want to have a purpose. I want the confidence to just do the things I dream about. But I’m just … not.’

‘You think it’s easy for me to do all the things I’ve done? I’m exhausted. All the time. And I feel like an idiot. For thinking we had this agreement. I thought we had silently made a promise: to be there for each other, always.’

‘I mean, that is how I feel. I want to be there whenever you need me.’

‘Well, I’ve been needing you, Kim. I’ve been needing you. I have a little baby at home, for fuck’s sake, and you’ve been going on a self-indulgent bender. I’m disappointed in you.’

 ‘You’re disappointed in me? You’ve been masquerading as a man I thought I loved! The mind literally boggles.’

‘I don’t think the mind ever literally boggles, Kim. At which point did you fall in love with him exactly—before or after he started writing to you? And what was it you loved? His unwavering support? I know it’s partly my fault. That’s why I can’t look at you. But you didn’t know it was my fault until now, so it still feels like a betrayal. You’ve hurt me.’

‘In what way?’

‘You made me feel like a single mother.’

‘Oh, you’re not like “a single mother”, though.’

‘Yes I am, Kim. Since you fell off the face of the earth, I am.’

‘That’s temporary, trust me. People love you, Bel. You are infinitely loveable and people want to be around you always, including me. Look, there are a lot of things you have that I don’t have: a family, financial security, a baby, an EU passport, a sense of belonging, a sense that your home now is your forever home, a long-term sofa. Your job is your passion. What you do for a living matters. The list goes on. But the one thing I’ve had through all of this, or thought that I had, is talent. I thought it was this thing I had that no money could buy, that nobody could take away. And now I probably don’t even have that. I need to …’ I broke off, hesitating.

‘Kim.’

‘I need to leave,’ I said, and bolted into the souk like a madwoman, turning corners at random, so she wouldn’t be able to follow. It was easy to lose myself. I rubbed my bleary eyes as I walked down aisle after aisle. I would go straight to the airport and catch a plane home, I decided. But then I thought of my passport, back at the hotel.

 ‘Miss. Miss.’ Men were calling to me quietly, trying to sell me things, directing my eyes to items with their hands, waving me through like air traffic control. I was so directionless it worked, and I spent a long time listening to a man talking about carpets, tears forming in the corners of my eyes while I nodded politely. I was so weak that politeness was coming back to me. All my work at being rude and unlikeable was undoing itself, so that I was wasting their time and my own, but I lacked the confidence to walk away decisively. Was I agreeing to some sort of doctored reality by just standing there, pretending to be a potential customer? What else had I agreed to without knowing? Bel thought I’d known it was her all along. Had I perhaps known, at some level, all the unsaid things that I was somehow complicit in? I tried to interrogate myself. But I didn’t know if I knew anything. The bottom had fallen out of my mind. I tried to remember the last time I had slept in my own bed.

As I walked I saw pair after pair of huge fibreglass spectacles hanging out the front of stores. There were optometrists everywhere, down every side street. Had Yasmin given me any other details about how to find my way back?

Eventually, all roads led to the main square, Jemaa el-Fnaa, a huge thoroughfare humming with tourists and locals who milled around market stalls and strolled from one set of musicians to another. Was that a snake charmer? I followed the sound and walked over to investigate but the man waved me away, placing a lid over his wicker basket, which had a snake coiled inside. He was packing up for the night.

I walked up to a row of tiny cages and a man put a small chameleon in my hand. It blinked at me. I thought of Bel, more like a chameleon than a snake, her changing colours, the way she had switched from herself to Matthew and back again. Was she more creative than me? That wouldn’t be fair. I tried to remember the contents of the emails, if they had ever got sexual. But sex wouldn’t have been as embarrassing to me as the times when I was casually trying to impress him and Bel would know exactly how hard I was trying. 

As night fell, the square seemed to change hands. Animals disappeared and musicians appeared. A man in a suit opened a briefcase and held it out in front of him. It was full of gleaming tubes of toothpaste. I bought toothpaste and a toothbrush, fancying myself on the run. I did feel like a little girl runaway, and that at any moment now some guardian would come and sweep me up and say, ‘Okay, you’ve had your fun.’

But no one was coming. My phone sat dark and useless in my bag. I wondered if Bel had tried to call, or if she’d just let me go.




CHAPTER 34



ON CHRISTMAS DAY I was invited to the new studio apartment of my only writer friend, Jan. Jan was divorced by now and living apart from his wife and children for the first time. He had no desire to temper the sadness this caused him—like, for example, taking a two-hour train trip to see his siblings and parents. When I told him I couldn’t afford the plane fare to see mine, he immediately offered to have me over, promising to cook me a goose. We both agreed it was the saddest Christmas Day either of us had ever had.

My usual Christmas traditions were rendered obsolete here: oysters, crayfish, my own body weight in prawns, a light salad—none of these were a welcome addition to any Christmas table in a freezing landlocked city. Instead I brought a bottle of cheap red wine, and Jan made gluhwein, pouring the wine into a saucepan and adding cinnamon sticks, cloves, slices of orange and some very European red berries I didn’t know the name of. He winked at me as he added a little brandy, and for a split second I was so grateful I wanted to hug him.

 ‘This is how we make it in my family—or used to make it, past tense maybe, or … I don’t know,’ he said.

I sighed and placed a single finger on the bottom of the brandy bottle that he was pouring into the saucepan, forcing him to tip it at a sharper angle, adding more. He smiled.

‘What do you normally do on Christmas with your kids?’ I asked.

‘We play games.’

‘Yeah?’ I asked, whiffing a sense of possible joy.

‘But none of them work with just two people.’

‘Okay,’ I said, my chest growing icy again.

Jan’s apartment had a recently divorced air to it. There was a bed and a small fold-out table flanked by two stools. He had a projector set up so that the image covered a huge section of a blank white wall, which made the apartment’s single room feel even smaller. Because we had hoped for snow and didn’t get it, and I had never had a white Christmas, Jan had found a thirteen-hour long YouTube video taken from the front of a train ploughing through the snow in Norway. After we’d eaten the goose, we lay side by side on his bed sexlessly, an arm’s length between us, watching the train tracks covered in snow disappear beneath us. I would have been more comfortable on a sofa but there wasn’t one. The video had a magical effect, washing the tiny room in its white glow, and I imagined it may appear to anyone looking through the window that we were inside a frenzied snow globe.

Jan and I had never been alone in a room together. He was a novelist, so obviously I assumed he was an interesting person without ever requiring him to prove it. Previously, he had bummed me out by talking about the endless rejection of being a writer, but I thought it was incredibly kind of him to take me in for Christmas Day, seeing as he barely knew me. And how lucky that we were both sad. What good fortune! The tone was set. I appreciated something in him that I appreciated in German men generally: they felt no need to pretend to be happy when they weren’t. You didn’t owe anyone a smile. You could just drink hot liquor and stare at a video of a train in silence next to each other, if you so desired. 

Even the way we lay on the bed was symbolic of what was in each of our minds. Pressed into the mattress in the negative space between us was the absence of Jan’s wife, and Bel, with maybe a little space for Baby too. I had imagined I would be there for Baby’s first Christmas.

Jan said he planned to fill the blank space left by his wife with a novel.

‘Ooh, can a novel be a stand-in for a person?’ I asked, with childish excitement. That was a good idea. ‘Maybe I’ll be alone forever, with no children of my own, but it won’t matter, because I’ll write great novels and I’ll have them to keep me company.’

Jan looked over at me gravely, as if deciding whether to break my heart.

‘You may write some great novels, but novels can’t play games with you at Christmas time. Best you have some people to love. Unless you’re happy watching trains alone.’ He pursed his lips, then scratched his jaw. ‘But when you’re licking your wounds, when you’re healing, when you’ve lost one of those people you love, then sure, writing a novel is a great way to keep yourself sane. Most novelists have a divorce novel, and who am I to break with tradition?’ He raised his glass.

‘Let’s drink to tradition! To your divorce!’ I said, feeling like I was doing old man cosplay. We both finished off our gluhwein and I jumped up to refill our glasses.

 ‘But … isn’t it scary when you’re in such a fragile state?’ I asked, when I’d returned to the bed. ‘To take risks, to push further into your own pain? Don’t you worry that it’s going to hurt you even more? That maybe you’ll just write a really shit novel that everyone hates, as well as losing your wife, and then everything would just doubly suck?’

‘No, never,’ he said. ‘I don’t worry it’s going to be bad. I know it will be good. What I worry about is loneliness. The crushing loneliness of writing a novel.’

‘Is it still lonely for you, though? Even when you have an editor and an agent and a wife and you’re a man and your readers are waiting patiently for everything you do?’

He turned to me. ‘Kimberly, writing a novel is so lonely. You are literally building your own world, and then you have to go and live in that world alone for years—or however long it takes to write it. Imagine another world, another planet, just as big as the one we all share, but you go there alone every day, you’re the only person who knows this place exists. And you can try to describe it to people, but there’s no way they can really know it, because it only exists in your imagination. So you sit there all alone in your imaginary world, hoping that you’ll be able to pull it out of the unreal place and into the real place, to give it some tangible form, so that someone else might know it one day, that someone else might appreciate what you’re doing.’

I widened my eyes, trying to indicate that this was too much for me to take in. I looked back at the snow disappearing beneath the train.

‘And you?’ he said. ‘What is it with your blank space?’ He gestured to the space between us, so I knew he was talking about Bel.

‘She played a mean trick on me.’

‘Oh. Who calls it mean?’

 ‘I do. She calls it a confidence trick. She thinks she was trying to help me. In a nutshell, I met this man back in spring, and we’ve been talking online ever since. I’ve found great solace in his words. Our relationship has comforted me, has made me feel like I have enough, that I didn’t need to be out there seeking more. Which is the main thing I needed in order to get to work, I guess. I was in love with him. I still am, maybe. But we never video-called or even spoke on the phone …’

‘I see where this is going.’

‘You do?’

‘Yes, it reminds me of Catfish.’

‘Catfish?’

‘My favourite TV show.’

‘That’s your favourite show?’

‘Why wouldn’t it be?’

‘You write novels about climate change and birdwatching and men who operate large machinery while trying to never cry. And rust, you have a whole novel about the poeticism of rust.’

‘I still write fiction. It’s about the people in the story. And there’s fiction to be found in our everyday lives, in our interpersonal relationships. We are all lying to each other constantly—lying to ourselves, too. And Catfish is like the perfect example of that, compressed into a thirty-minute format. People allow themselves to be deceived for years and years. It’s fascinating, what hope can do to a person, the way our imaginations can lacerate us with the difference between fantasy and reality. Plus the dynamic between Nev and Max is ganz cute.’

‘They do have a good dynamic. What season is it even up to? I feel like I used to watch that show, like, ten years ago.’

 ‘I re-watch the early seasons. I have them all downloaded on my external hard drive. There was a purity to them that can no longer be attained. Because at this point, in modern times, if you haven’t got them on a video call, well …’ He turns his palms towards the ceiling. ‘As Max always says, you gotta get them on a video call.’

This was not what I had been expecting from Jan. I must have looked a little surprised because he elbowed me and said: ‘What, you were expecting a Cyrano de Bergerac reference? Catfish is so fascinating because a lot of times, the real person pretending to be someone else is simply a friend, or a “frenemy”, of the person who is being deceived. And sometimes they invent this character to help their friend. And sometimes it works! It gets them through their hard times, or their depression, or whatever. And with you, would you say it worked?’

I thought of all the time I had spent dreaming and playing with my genre fiction turducken, my romance horror psychological thriller for sad girls, before I went to Frankfurt. It hadn’t exactly been joyful, but it had been an escape. A sort of freedom. Disappearing from modern life, thinking I could build a new world, word by word, in private. I couldn’t put any of this into words, and I didn’t know if it was worth it, what Bel did to me.

‘You know, it kind of sounds like what my wife does to help me write. When I was doing my best work, she was always in the background, as if with a shovel, just heaping fertiliser onto my delusion, helping it grow.’

‘And what will you do without her?’

‘I love her dearly, but I don’t need her anymore. I have the confidence to do it alone now, my tenth time around, or whatever it is.’

 ‘How do you have so much confidence? And why do I have so little?’

‘I think … confidence comes from necessity. You make things work because you have to. When I started writing, I had a young family. I had to believe it was going to work out, otherwise everything would have come tumbling down around me. Around us.’

‘I think confidence is such a con. There always seem to be so many mental tricks involved. Con-fidence.’

‘Ah, well’—Jan lifted a finger from his glass—‘that’s in English. Confidence. Con meaning with, and fidence comes from the Latin fidere, meaning to trust. As in to have full trust in yourself, or something. To have faith.’

He took such a long sip of his drink I thought he might have finished talking.

‘Or to con someone into trusting, having faith. To con your—’

‘But! However!’ he interrupted. ‘Here’s where it’s interesting. In German we say selbstbewusst to mean confident, which means literally “self” and “conscious”. In English to be self-conscious is the opposite of being confident, but in German it’s a good thing, it’s the same thing: to be conscious of yourself, to know yourself, is the basis of self-confidence. Self-consciousness and self-confidence don’t have to be mutually exclusive.’

‘I think I have a different idea of confidence,’ I said. ‘It seems to me that a really confident person is perhaps less sensitive than others. There are lots of thoughts that never enter their head. They are blissfully unaware. A little bit stupid.’

‘Well, that’s something you need to unlearn. I mean, you—you are an extremely self-conscious person.’

‘Do you mean in the German way?

 ‘No, just self-conscious in general.’

‘Oh.’

‘You should thank me. It’s still a compliment.’

‘Okay.’

‘But, as for your question about why you don’t have any confidence? This is something for your therapist. What do I know? I’m a lonely old man. But you’re young, and you haven’t done anything yet, so if you had as much confidence as I do then that just wouldn’t be fair, would it? It’s a boring answer but … it’s just experience. Once you do something, you know that you can do it again.’

‘But what if doing the thing takes an entire year or more of your life, and you don’t find out until the end whether you can actually do it?’

‘Then so be it. You waste a year of your young life on writing a young person’s novel, or spend your whole life regretting that you didn’t waste any more time on writing when you were young. I know which I’d prefer. There are some stories you can only get away with when you’re young. You know, the whole coming-of-age thing. When you’re an old man like me you just sound pathetic when you admit that you are lost, that you don’t really know who you are. Life is just a cycle of thinking you know things then realising you don’t, a cycle of forgetting what you once knew and having to learn again. If you want to write, you have to get used to delayed gratification. Or, more realistically, no gratification at all.’ He laughed.

‘But writing a novel is hard.’ I tried to follow up this inane statement with a stronger image. ‘It’s like doing therapy in a public place, where everyone can hear you. Like you’re sitting in a glass box in the middle of a town square, talking about all your insecurities and anxieties, and any passer-by can come and listen in at any time.’

 Jan sat up and held his mouth in a way that indicated he was about to say something devastatingly elegant.

‘Well, thank god for those people sitting in glass boxes. They make the rest of us feel better, painfully scooping out their insides for us to see, so we can take comfort in the fact that all our innards look remarkably similar.’

‘I can’t believe you know the word “innards”.’

•

Later, as I was leaving, Jan handed me a present which looked like it had been wrapped in a hurry. It was obviously a book, and I wondered if he had just grabbed it off the shelf spontaneously at some point in the evening. I would have liked it, if that was the case.

‘Merry Christmas,’ he said, as I stepped out into the hallway. His voice was sad but not unkind.




CHAPTER 35



SO I WAS on my weekly train ride to go see Debbie, but had decided to approach her from a different direction. Usually I took the Ringbahn in an anticlockwise direction, but this time I was riding clockwise, so I had a longer ride in which to nail down the list of neuroses I wanted to ask Debbie about, and a visual sense that things didn’t always have to be the same, day in, day out. This way I could see things in reverse. It was one of the last days of December, and everyone on the train and outside of it was preparing to slide into a new year and out of the old one.

I eyed the TV tower out the window as it glided in and out view. I wished it was a surveillance camera. I wished that every time Bel and I had looked up at it together it had snapped a grainy photograph of us that would be documented and stored somewhere. I wished I could see all those photos of us together in a grid, looking like grainy spy photos, as we walked down Frankfurter Allee among all the austere buildings that looked like something out of a movie because they were something out of a movie. Our outfits would change with the weather: loose button-up shirts, tank tops, beige trenches, camel mohair, berets, leather boots, fur-trimmed hoods and maybe even those fluffy Soviet hats. The grey air that hung between us and the lens was something that only existed in old retro photos, historical, because we were now a part of history. 

I wished that there was evidence of us doing the following things:


	Lying in a golden field, reading, the pages of our books oily from the erdnuss flippies on our fingers; greasy peanut puffs being the only snack available at the closest späti.

	Riding our bikes home from Thai Park, the street food market, as it gets dark, stopping in a picturesque street in Schöneberg as we realise that we are both about to get violent food poisoning all over our bike seats from a raw mango salad we ate.

	Sitting on the train that takes us to Rogacki, the deli in Charlottenburg where I buy smoked fish and you don’t, because you say it is a waste of money, even though you have so much money. We stop at the budget supermarket on the way home and you buy a weird potato salad and a small plastic container of shrimp for a fraction of the price. You are so proud of yourself and so German.

	Cycling to the lake on the hottest day of the year. Why are we doing this? we ask over and over, sweat everywhere, even on our eyeballs. Then we have to stop, because I discover for the first time that I’m allergic to pollen, and it feels like my throat and chest and nose and eyes are closing up. You see an ambulance stopped by the McDonald’s on the side of the highway, and you ask for help. But the paramedic just wants to eat his Filet-O-Fish in peace. I go inside; the bathroom is disgusting. I dunk my entire face in the sink anyway, and the cold water soothes me.



 And memories five to one thousand, I wanted them preserved too.

I wished to see us everywhere, all the time. I wished there was some sort of proof. I wished we weren’t coming to the end of something, and that we would always have it, be there, at the beginning and then the middle. I wished it wasn’t always time to leave already.

Through the window I saw an ad for the Stasi Museum, and realised my desire to be surveilled might be inappropriate, insensitive even. But I hadn’t been thinking about surveillance in the historical sense; that was more Bel’s area. I realised with horror that the grid of photos I was imagining was more like an Instagram grid, with a vintage filter on it. But I didn’t want us to be posing; I wanted us to be unaware we were being watched. There was no way to bring my desire into the present without cheapening it, making it something like a staged paparazzi collection.

The internet makes everyone feel famous, because their lives are being documented, which is just a nicer way of saying that it makes everyone feel surveilled. Which is just to say that it’s proof you exist. Is there a difference between documentation and surveillance, when you point back to the digital footprint you left behind you and say, look, I was here, we both were? Will the difference matter?

•

‘And so it was Bel the whole time.’

I waited for a look of shock to come over Debbie’s face, but instead she was staring absent-mindedly out the window behind me.

‘Aren’t you going to react?’

‘Yeah,’ she said, and then a second later fixed her eyes on me and raised her eyebrows. ‘That’s a surprise to you, is it?’

 ‘Of course.’

‘Interesting.’ She wrote something down on her notepad.

‘Is it a surprise to you?’

‘Is it so important to you what I think, all of a sudden? And do you think it’s my job to help you sustain a delusion? Or is what you want from me to help you break it and pull you out from inside of it, so you can see reality?’

‘Are you mad at me or something?’

‘Not mad, just disappointed.’

‘Because I didn’t clock what was happening earlier?’

‘No, not that, but we can talk about how much you did and didn’t clock, across your different levels of consciousness, later. I’m disappointed in your appointment etiquette. Not showing up, cancelling at the last minute … these are not things I can forget easily. If you don’t want to help yourself, then …’ She shrugged. I thought about reminding her that she was the one who advised me to turn to drugs in the first place, as a way to escape myself for a while.

‘And so you just left your friend behind? In another country?’

I nodded my head yes.

‘Have you spoken since?’

I shook my head no.

‘Do you feel good about this?’

I lifted my shoulders. ‘The concept of feeling good has been foreign to me for a while.’

Debbie frowned.

‘I know she’s okay, though,’ I said. ‘On Christmas Day, I rang her bell on my way home and she answered. I heard Baby crying in the background.’

‘What did you say?’

 ‘I didn’t say anything. I just wanted to know she had made it back okay.’

‘So this is after your tragic Christmas with your old man friend? You said he told you to ask me something.’

‘Yes, he said I should ask you about confidence. How I can get more of it.’

‘Hmm.’ There was a long pause.

‘So … can you tell me? How do you gain confidence?’

‘Well, that’s the million-dollar question.’

‘I feel like you’re supposed to have a better answer than that.’

‘You’re being surprisingly prescriptive about what I must talk to you about. It’s supposed to be me that is prescribing you things.’

The vibe was definitely shifting. I sat forwards in my chair. ‘I’m just asking you for help.’

‘Okay, well, if you insist. I think the version of you that comes into this room is already pretty confident. You always seem to think you know better than me. That my advice is not good enough. I can sense you feel that way.’

I was surprised she had picked up on that, and felt immediately sorry for it. But also some of her advice was just objectively not good. Were therapists allowed to tell you when you hurt their feelings? Were they allowed to be mad at you? I felt that part of me starting up, where I started to pick at a person until I couldn’t stop, until I had broken something between us.

‘You are also confident about the way you look. Most women who come here tell me that they hate their bodies. You hate yourself for entirely different reasons.’

‘I suppose that’s a positive.’

 ‘It’s not about positive and negative. It’s that we each have lots of different selves within us. But those selves are watery and undefined, swimming around loosely, the confidence of each self fluctuates, ebbs and flows. They take turns steering you. Some of your inner selves are more confident than others. It’s natural.’

‘Do you know any other theories?’

‘Yes, I know lots of theories,’ she said defensively. ‘About one’s attitude to history, for example. Confident people seem to be aware that history is still in the making, that they are living in the middle of it. That they have an opportunity to make history themselves, should it be their destiny. People who lack confidence seem to view history as closed off, something that has already happened, as if the ways of the world are already set. They revere history, give it too much weight. You seem to have absolutely no respect for history, or are at least completely ignorant of it. So that’s something.’

‘But my best friend is a historian, and I think she’s the most confident person I know.’

In a previous session, when I had felt particularly nihilistic, I had sighed and said to Debbie, I think the world might be by accident. The ways of the world as we knew them seemed to me to be completely arbitrary and random, and seemed more so as my mental health declined. Like certain people landed on top and then convinced the rest of us they were on top for good reason, and things should stay that way. It both depressed me and relieved me to think that history was just a randomly generated code, written by the people who had been lucky enough to learn that code. Bel, on the other hand, knew all the plot points of history too intimately, saw how one thing led to another led to another, and so everything had a lot more meaning to her. History was a bunch of stories to her; it was how she made sense of the world. But my stories were all contemporary, mostly about sad women who were miserable for no obvious reason. The lack of a good reason to be sad often made them more sad. That’s the type of story I liked. I had unsubscribed from history. 

‘Another way to think about it,’ Debbie continued, ‘another theory, is that there are two types of confidence: the American way and the other way. Let’s say the American way and the Australian way, for your sake. American confidence is all like …’ She made her hands into pistols and started firing them from her hips like Yosemite Sam. I supposed this gesture was meant to accompany some words, but she couldn’t think of the words yet, so she just said again ‘it’s all like …’ and kept doing the shooting thing with her fingers, while I grew more on edge.

‘It’s all like, I’m the best, I’m awesome, I’m number one. I’m successful because I deserve it. I’m the underdog, I came from nothing, I rose to prominence because I am the best, better than the rest.’ She had switched from shooting to boxing now, punching the air with each self-affirmation she mocked.

‘Have you met any Americans?’ I asked.

‘It doesn’t matter, it’s just a style of thinking … just come along with me.’

‘Okay.’

‘And then the other style, the Australian way as I am calling it, is that you see everything as the opposite. No one is amazing, no one is the best, we are all idiots. There’s no risk in trying anything, because we are all fools, so therefore there is nothing to lose. And I think that’s what will work for you, the idea that you have nothing to lose. No one is better than you, and you don’t put anyone up on a pedestal. Except maybe your friend Bel.’

‘It is true. I was always in awe of Bel.’

 ‘Why do you say “was”?’

‘Maybe what happened in Marrakesh made me see her differently. I saw she was embarrassed. I saw her plan didn’t work. She seems more human to me now. But, no, I’m still in awe of her. I just think something’s fractured between us. I think she’s fading away.’

‘Or maybe it is you who is fading away.’

‘I really don’t know. I … I just hope that it’s like, the darkest hour is before the dawn, you know?’

‘I don’t get it,’ Debbie said.

‘It’s just an expression. I mean that I hope things will get better soon, because I can’t take this anymore. I can’t bear the thought of going home and trying to look after myself.’

‘You know, you have options. You have health insurance.’ She said this out of the side of her mouth like she was giving me classified information.

‘Yes …’ I said. It was the only reason I could afford therapy: because it was free. Praise be to Angela Merkel.

‘If you feel like you can’t take care of yourself, someone can take care of you.’

‘What do you mean? Like who?’

‘The state.’

‘The state?!’ (Mummy Merkel?)

‘Yes, there are places for people who are burnt out like you. Retreats. Or, you just walk into a hospital and say, I can’t do this anymore. That’s what the healthcare system is for.’

‘As far as I’m aware that’s not really what it’s for. I mean, I don’t think I am deserving of that sort of assistance from the state. I’m not even from here. Besides, I can’t afford a retreat. And what am I burnt out from? I don’t have a job, and I don’t even write.’

 ‘It’s free. It could be free, if you qualify. And you are burnt out from trying to live. It’s okay, Kim. You’re just getting started. It takes a great gathering of wood before a fire can really burn.’

‘So am I burnt out, or about to burn?’

‘I’m talking about your project. You’ve been building a fire. Your subconscious has been gathering pieces of wood. Stacking them together in various formations. Soon something is going to set it alight, and your creativity is going to burn out of control. Just have faith. Maybe some fireworks tomorrow at New Year’s Eve?’ She laughed uproariously, while I looked on horrified.

Debbie had a habit of introducing extremely alarming concepts right at the end of our sessions. Once, when I happened to mention that I was ‘addicted’ to artichokes, she had tried to convince me I had an eating disorder within the last two minutes of the session. The next week she had forgotten all about it. But I had stopped buying three-kilo jars of artichokes at the Turkish supermarket, so I guess she cured me. But now, suggesting I put myself in the care of the state moments before our session ended, that was a real doozy. And sure enough, when Debbie’s laughter trailed off (which took longer than I expected), she looked over my shoulder, and I knew our time was up.

I stood up in a daze, and before I left, Debbie hugged me, for the first time ever, and I didn’t know why. We had never touched before. Perhaps she knew then that it was a goodbye hug, but I didn’t. I was still reeling from the session.

Later, I would google her theories on confidence and realise they all came from the highest-ranked YouTube videos on the topic. Later still, I would realise what she was really doing when she suggested I place myself into someone else’s care. Debbie was breaking up with me.




CHAPTER 36



‘WELL THIS IS suitably dramatic,’ Bel said as she slid back the curtain around my bed.

‘Debbie told me to,’ I said meekly.

‘How long have you been here?’

‘A couple of hours.’

‘I cannot believe you checked yourself into hospital, Kimberly Mueller.’ Her tone was playfully admonishing.

I couldn’t think of anything to say that wouldn’t seem ridiculous to her, so I just toyed with the wristband on which my name was written.

She sat down on the plastic chair next to my bed. It seemed like she was trying to suppress a smile. Suddenly, in the presence of Bel and her thinly veiled amusement at me, I felt better. I had told myself that I was bringing myself here, back to this V-shaped hospital, as some sort of ritual of sadness. A ritual was a way to make the internal external, I reasoned, to turn an emotion into an action, something tangible that could be perceived by others. But now I supposed I had only brought myself here to get her attention after all, to see that smile again.

 ‘Well, I got you something in Morocco, you know, after you decided to casually flee,’ she said, and she produced a pair of plastic novelty glasses made up of the numerals 2020. She stood up and slid them onto my face, over the top of my glasses, so that I looked at her through the two zeros.

‘So you don’t call, don’t check in on me, but you buy me gifts?’

‘I talked to Nasir. He told me you got lost and he came to collect you, and that he gave you another room. I knew you were okay and that you wouldn’t want to hear from me. I’m sorry about the way everything came out. That wasn’t what I planned. I didn’t realise at the time that you were so … fragile.’

‘Fragile?! I’m fine. You don’t need to treat me like some sort of …’

‘What? Patient? You’re literally in a hospital bed. Please, Kim, stop playing tough with me. I had no way of knowing you were hurting like this; you were withholding so much. We can talk about anything. I’m incredibly sorry and regretful about this whole thing. I just thought we had the type of friendship where we could, like, I don’t know—be mean to each other, as a means to an end? Like family.’

‘Some family.’ I was secretly flattered.

‘I just thought it was really important to you to finish your book, to keep writing. That you wanted to get it done, no matter what. You told me you were willing to make sacrifices. I could see how scared you were, how vulnerable it made you, to produce something and put it out into the world. But you need to do it, Kim. Trust me. And you’ve really done most of it, done most of the work. You just need to see it through to the end. Is this pep talk sounding familiar?’

I stared at the ceiling, Bel sat back in her chair, and neither of us said anything for a few minutes. Then Bel rose and walked to the window and looked out at the icy canal. She fiddled with the latch on the window, smiling. 

‘It’s strange to be back here again,’ she said.

I hadn’t been able to stop thinking about it either, the last time we were here, Bel in the bed and me standing by the window.

I did my best impression of Bel that day: ‘You tricked me, you tricked me,’ I said to the back of Bel’s head as she stared out the window.

I expected a response, but she stood perfectly still.

‘You fooled me,’ I said, acting like I was in a bad high school play, reciting the words stiffly.

She turned around and locked eyes with me.

I continued in the manner of a bad actor. ‘You had no idea what you were doing when you told me I could do this. You’re no authority on the matter. And now look how much pain I am in. You made up some idea, which has caused me real pain.’

Bel’s eyes were wet. She came over to the side of the bed, placing her hand on my forehead, the way I had seen people do in hospital before.

‘Are you really haemorrhaging blood?’ she said, doing her best Australian accent, which was awful and embarrassing for both of us.

I smiled. ‘No, I’m just convinced something is wrong. But they tell me I’m absolutely fine. They keep telling me so.’

‘See, Kimmy? Everything is fine. You’re going to make a happy and healthy baby book. You have what? A few months left until your deadline?’

‘A few months? Every minute feels like a lifetime. I want this to end. I want to go home.’ I remembered which part came next, and wondered if Bel would say the line or amend it.

‘What can we do, Kimberly? We’re not giving you any more drugs.’

I laughed.

 She removed the silly glasses from my face. ‘You should probably take these off,’ she whispered in her real voice, like one actor reminding the other how to do the scene.

I remembered that at this point Elif had burst into the room and made everything better. Bel must have been thinking of the same moment.

‘Do you need your mother?’ Bel asked.

‘I think maybe I do?’ I said, my voice cracking, breaking from the script. I cleared my throat. ‘But first I need to get this thing out of me.’

Bel nodded sadly. ‘Well, are you going to be with your mother in time for the birth?’ she asked.

I didn’t know what to say.

‘Are you going to go home to finish your book? Home home?’

‘No, I can’t fly in this condition,’ I said, touching my pretend pregnant stomach. ‘I’ve got another few months here to get it out of me. Then it’ll be time for me to leave.’

‘Are we still playing the game?’ she asked.

‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘I just need to go home for a while. I’ll be back by the summer. I’ll come back to you and Baby. Of course I will.’

‘You can’t really promise me that, Kim. You can’t be constantly leaving.’

‘I wish I could go back and un-leave now, but I can’t.’

‘Which times?’

‘All the times I left you. And also maybe the original time? The time I left my real home. Maybe I need to un-leave my home, maybe that’s the answer to all this. I don’t know.’

I looked at her, feeling fatigued, and rubbed crumbs of mascara from underneath my eyes. I hadn’t seen myself for a while. I imagined my skin was grey, and that my eyes had gone dark the way they do when there’s less light in the world; when there’s no light left in me to shine back out at it. My hair was darker too, without the sunshine of my home country. It was limp and greasy, absorbing the dull tones and soup smells of the hospital. 

‘You do remember, don’t you, what you said to me that day out on the field,’ she said, and started to quote myself back at me: ‘“You have all the equipment you need. When the time comes, all you need to do is find a little bit of sperms. Sperms are everywhere.” You see what I was trying to do, don’t you? You’re the one who invented Matthew, Kim—you told me what you wanted him to be and then I became it. All the books he recommended, and his words of encouragement, I came up with them because I was inspired by you. You had all the components within you the whole time; you just craved something external. But that was about one per cent of the process. The other ninety-nine per cent was all you. You just needed—’

‘A little bit of sperms. Sperms are everywhere,’ I finished.

She smiled, satisfied that, even if I was mad, I did at least still understand her, and she me, more than anyone. And I smiled because her stupid plan had worked. I did see it now: that I didn’t need anyone else. I wasn’t an actor who needed someone to give me a role, or a musician who needed other musicians to play with. I didn’t even need to think I was any good. I just needed myself, and the will to continue—and even that will didn’t need to be continuous. I could work in fits and starts, and it would still get done one day. Dying unexpectedly would be the only thing that could stop me. (I must give Bel all my passwords in case I die, I thought.) I had the power of imagination to invent external validation, if that’s what I needed. But, more importantly, I saw that anyone external to me was just a crutch, invented to distract me from the loneliness of going it alone. But Jan had assured me it was going to be lonely regardless, so there was no point trying to mitigate that by seeking out other people to reflect myself back at me. 

Realising I’d had everything I needed within myself all along did not make me happy. It made me feel even sadder and … aloner. Maybe that was why I had checked myself into hospital: because I had felt the full weight of being alone press itself down on my chest for the first time. But confidence? Yes, by all definitions of the word, I had it now. I knew I could trust myself to pull it off. Bel had done it, she had succeeded in convincing me of that.

She lifted my hand off the bed and squeezed it.

‘Sperms are everywhere,’ she said.

We were quiet for a while, listening to the squeaking of the nurses’ shoes as they moved up and down the hallway. It had got so grey inside the room, like we were in a black-and-white photo.

‘Should we get you out of here? It’s New Year’s Eve. These doctors have to help actual people who blow themselves up with actual fireworks.’

‘Okay. Take me home,’ I said, holding my bent wrists out to her as a show of patheticness.

‘You think you can handle walking to the station?’

‘Sure. There’s something I’ve been thinking about, though; something I want to ask you.’

‘Anything.’

‘How did you know that Matthew wouldn’t contact me? The whole jig would have been up.’

Bel looked at the floor. ‘I didn’t know that. When he didn’t get in touch after a couple of weeks, I … decided to block his number. I made a new email address and reached out to you from there, so you wouldn’t go looking for his contact details.’ 

I remembered all the times I had cradled Baby in the next room while Bel used my phone and my laptop to organise me in those weeks after the birth.

‘And then later I found out that you literally thought his last name was Danish, not that it was “something Danish”, so I didn’t really need to worry that hard about you finding him.’

‘So he could be trying to get in touch with me?’

‘I suppose.’

Surprisingly, I didn’t think I really cared anymore. I had conceded that most of the things I liked about Matthew were in my head, that they came from within me. Maybe I would never know if the love I felt was real or something I invented because I felt I needed it in order to go on. Perhaps he had been a sort of carte blanche of a man the entire time.

‘I’m just confused about what really happened in Frankfurt. Did he see me or not?’

‘You could always unblock him and ask.’

I shrugged. It was painful territory. It seemed I would prefer to imagine the answer, that all the components to an answer were internal, and I just had to rearrange them with my imagination to make sense of them. Maybe that was something? I consulted my subconscious. Maybe it was that powerful, maybe it had been working on my story in the background, while I hadn’t been writing. Had my genre fiction turducken been cooking away this whole time? A romance inside horror inside something-about-an-abandoned-woman-going-crazy? All those nights with Benedict, all that dancing, all the soppy, wet, messed-up fun on a nightclub dancefloor, I could suck it all up, make it the juice in my turkey baster, and inject it into my turducken. I had found some fertile ground, and now I had a turkey baster. You needed input for output right? Was that anything? 

I squeezed Bel’s hand and thought about Baby’s genesis story, whether it involved a turkey baster, like Elif had joked on the day Baby was born. I almost asked Bel then: where did Baby come from? But I couldn’t bring myself to do it. We owed it to each other to allow certain parts of our lives to happen offscreen. We made each other feel famous that way.




CHAPTER 37



WHEN WE LEFT the hospital it was already dark, and even though midnight was still hours away, some people were letting off fireworks already. We could see flashes of light in the park across the canal and hear screams of joy and occasional panic.

I leaned on Bel the way I’d seen other people lean on their loved ones when leaving this hospital, as if I were recovering from some fall, and we were an old married couple. We started across the bridge, stopping in the middle to stare down at the water.

‘Will it be okay, Kim?’

‘It will be okay, Bel,’ I replied automatically, before pausing to consider if I meant it.

‘So, I kinda made the birth about me in the end,’ I said glumly.

‘Heck yeah you did,’ Bel said. She turned to high-five me, and I smiled despite myself.

We continued walking towards the U-Bahn.

‘It’s nice having foibles where you can see them, I guess.’

 ‘Don’t worry, Kim, I know exactly what’s wrong with you. You’re not aware enough of your bad qualities to properly conceal them.’

‘Thanks?’

‘Do you want to come and spend the evening with us? My mother is staying with me.’

‘What’s she doing in Berlin?’

‘There’s some work here for her. She’s looking at taking over a restaurant.’

‘Oh, wow,’ I said. I crushed some gravel underneath my boot. ‘I feel like I might just go home, Bel.’

‘Home,’ Bel responded. ‘Where is that? What is that?’

I thought at first of Baby’s small hand squeezing my pinky. That surprised me, that I thought Baby was my home. But then I could smell a familiar tree, a eucalypt, and feel a dry heat. While we stood in the chill air of the northern hemisphere winter, it was summer in my home country on the other side of the world. I wondered if the baby’s hand I was picturing was my own, and the adult’s hand belonged to my own mother.

Bel and I lingered by the stairs to the station, neither of us seeming sure of what to do.

Where was home? I closed my eyes and tried again to find an answer to Bel’s question. I had a vision of myself hunched over a desk, doing horrible things to my posture in order to try to figure it all out. I wasn’t in my Berlin apartment, though, with a bumpy white plaster wall in front of me. My desk was facing a window, and silver trees were swaying outside, dogs barked, and my mother was there. She was wearing her work overalls, which were covered in white paint. She was working too, beside me. We shared a pot of extremely strong tea, not speaking, only working. 

I remembered the first time I’d learned that my mother was capable of deceiving me for my own good. She pretended not to know that I was skipping school. She gave me time to self-correct. And I did. She only told me years later that she was in constant communication with my teachers about it. She pretended not to know a lot of things, so that I would find them out for myself. As a little girl, if I made my bed badly, she would never remake it for me. I had to lie in the bed I made, literally. And we would both pretend I was doing a great job. She said she would consider herself a success as a mother when I felt I could leave her, that it was the most painful and beautiful part of being a parent.

Bel was a natural mother. Whether intentionally or inadvertently, through her confidence trick she had made me realise that I didn’t need her, that I was going to do this whole thing on my own. Not just my project, but this whole life thing, for a while. The only price to pay for that was sadness: the sadness of leaving her behind. But I was tired, so tired, of being on the outside looking in at other people who belonged, at people who could make a difference to their surroundings. People who could reach out and touch their community with their actual fingers, instead of hovering around from the other side of the world as a weird digital ghost of themselves.

I had thought I was struggling with whether it was time to leave a place. But really I was struggling with the idea of leaving a person. Not forever, just for a while, I told myself. I would be back again, wouldn’t I? The idea that we make progress in a linear fashion is just a dream. Really, we go back and forth, covering the same ground. We go round and round in circles, like a train drawing a ring around a city. I’m still surprised by how stupid I can be, my life a series of circles, taking me back to the beginning again and again, back to where it all started. 




Epilogue from The Beginning (again)



ON NEW YEAR’S day I sat down and wrote the new beginning of my novel ten times in a row without stopping. I decided I would pick my favourite of those beginnings and just keep going, follow it through to completion, wherever it took me, without stopping to look back or figure out if I was any good or not. I was done wondering about that. I decided that by the time I had written my first sentence, I would essentially know on some subconscious level what the last one should be. I will use a train metaphor again, because you already know that I will. I decided that the opening sentence would be like a departure, and like a departure on a train, it would be something that you can’t just take back and change your mind about, you would have to keep going, and the string of sentences that followed would be like the track appearing before me as I moved forwards at great speed, and I would just have to close my eyes and believe that the track would keep appearing there fast enough, even though I would never know for sure that I wasn’t moments away from some crash, some catastrophe of the self. 

Missing Bel from the other side of the world would feel like I was waiting to read her diary again, to read that page where she misquoted a Frank O’Hara poem. Once I left, I’d just be waiting for the catastrophe of my personality to seem beautiful again, and interesting, and modern.
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