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‘Start from the beginning,’ she insisted and if I were allowed to smoke, I would have lit a cigarette. I was never good at telling stories and this one always felt like it belonged to someone else; I had been young and stupid. I had been idealistic. I was twenty. Maybe I could start from the first slide of art history class – a black diorite pillar. Hammurabi’s code: two hundred and eighty-two laws and sliding punishments for 18th-century-BC justice, some seemingly logical, an eye for an eye, a surgeon’s hand for a botched surgery, a builder’s life for a collapsed building, some more bizarre – the guilt of the adulterer judged by whether or not they sank when thrown in water – all etched out onto a seven-foot column. But there was nothing for me on the cold black stone. No law had been engraved to deliver due process for what happened to me last year. I had no idea whose hand to chop off.

‘OK. Well, what about her first words? What did she say when you got here?’

I sat silent, arms tightly folded, unable to understand Frau Klein’s persistent interest in the beginning.

The Spa was only for women, all of whom were present for different disorders, and some diseases, most unknown to me. But everyone knew why I was there. I was famous, and the angular whispers of the nurses and patients followed me through the concrete building. However, I found comfort in their efforts to mask these remarks, knowing all too well that outside of The Spa there was no reason to whisper. By the time Berlin’s summer was blazing, we – Hailey Mader and myself, Zoe Beech – were all anyone could talk about.

Sprawling and old, The Spa was situated in a converted primary school somewhere in northern Brandenburg. Its hallways still smelled chalky like the inside of a brick, and most of the bedrooms, once classrooms, were shared by two to three girls. But I was alone, living in what I assumed had once been a very generous broom closet, with my own square window, blue painted chair with matching desk, and a porcelain sink adorned with a halo of dark-brownish mould. I liked to imagine that the ring of mould was a well-run city of tiny spores, filled with good, non-violent mould citizens, maybe even with mould artists and mould curators doing coke at tiny mould clubs.

I spent most of my time in this sort of useless daydream, elbows pressed into the soft wood of the desk, staring out at the unbearably still farmland and then, lightning, an interruption to my doldrums: a body writhing in a lake of blood, flashes strobing, sound blaring, like a Rihanna music video, or a trailer for a horror film. And just as fast as it crested, I’d snap back to the barren field or mildewy sink or the constellation of moles on Frau Klein’s neck.

Frau Klein loved the word par-a-noi-a, letting each syllable slip like a ping-pong ball out of her wet mouth. She was in her early forties but dressed for her sixties, with roadkill-brown hair and potato-sack skirts. We had at this point spent many hours together and I was certain she was living vicariously through me, filling the void of her own existence with my answers and traumas, extracting information she would eventually sell to the tabloids, or her own tell-all.

‘Zoe, how did sex make you feel?’

‘Did you ever fantasise about Hailey?’

Her voice sounded scripted as if she were recording an audio cassette from a language class.

‘What drugs did you do?’

‘What pushed you to do them?’

I watched in disinterested horror, as the saliva began to surface at the edges of her thin lips, thirsty for my reply.

‘I did what was around.’

She nodded. More questions. Whenever I mentioned the name Beatrice her eyes flickered and she would take her stubby blue pen and quietly draw a shape in her notebook. Frau Klein entertained my theories but she always returned to the same head tilt: ‘And what makes you so sure Beatrice was watching you?’

‘She read my emails.’

‘And how can you know that?’

‘I told you already—’

‘But is it possible you imagined it?’

‘No.’

Frau Klein made another shape in her notebook then checked the clock. The stainless-steel lamp on her desk cast an orange circle on her over-moisturised cheek, her skin hanging loose like the Mask of Agamemnon or a glob of half-baked cookie dough.

‘And whose story do you believe you are in right now?’

‘Yours,’ I said, motioning towards her notepad.

Frau Klein made a suggestive nod. ‘And, let’s go back to the beginning again. What were her first words to you when you arrived?’
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‘Guten Tag, Dumpster!’ Hailey called, waving a frantic freckled arm across Hauptbahnhof with an ochre hiking-pack strapped to her athletic frame. She looked ready to move camp every night, which terrified me. While buying our train tickets she perkily explained that Hostel Star was in the East side of the city, a bed cost twenty-two euros a night and each room held eight people with four bunks. I didn’t really understand the intricacies of East or West, but I knew it meant something specific here. The grog of the Dramamine I’d taken somewhere over the Atlantic was wearing off and I felt helpless for relying on all of her arrangements, following, a mute dog, as she babbled, pointing things out on the train: the art museum on our left, Alexanderplatz, the TV Tower.

I rolled my hand-me-down suitcase on the cobblestone sidewalk while Hailey bounded ahead until she abruptly stopped under a neon star winking from a crumbling concrete facade. I followed her in and the smell of mildew and lemon floor cleaner wafted over us.

‘I liked the name Hostel Star,’ she said with a hint of embarrassment while looking around the fading lobby. Finally clutching our new keys, we entered our room on the third floor where we found three guys our age, spread across the furniture, duffle bags and rolling papers littering the dark-blue linoleum. They greeted us with rotund Australian accents.

‘We are only here until we find something more permanent,’ Hailey whispered after the initial pleasantries, unbuckling her Gore-tex straps and taking a sip from her Smart Water bottle. The three Australians went on to tell us their names, which all sounded like Aaron, Oron or Erin. We reluctantly introduced ourselves. I was relieved when she yawned. Human, after all. We lay down on our bunks and I fell into a syrupy sleep. When I woke from my jet-lagged nap the sky had already turned black, and the reflection of the neon star bounced into our room like a hiccuping sunset. The Aarons asked us if we wanted to go to the club with them. Hailey and I exchanged fuck no glances. They shrugged and began snorting speed off the lip of the top bunk. In one last attempt to persuade us to join them, the tall one bellowed, ‘Every night you miss in Berlin is a night you miss in Berlin.’ We burst into laughter after the door thudded shut.

This became our mantra for when things were either absolutely miserable or absolutely amazing. Every night you miss in Berlin is a night you miss in Berlin. I watched from the top bunk as Hailey scrawled the lines in her orange diary. She was always scribbling, pausing from our conversations to pull out the soft-covered book, her red ponytail a bobbing paint brush as she wrote.

‘All of the great artists kept a diary,’ she’d said to me on our second afternoon, croissant flakes fluttering from her cupid’s-bow lips, ‘I’m taking it really seriously while I’m here.’ I nodded, not sure what I was going to take seriously in Berlin. I wasn’t even sure why I was there. I peered at Hailey over my chai latte, she was so muscular in her certitude, confident of what she wanted from the next months and probably years. I began mentally drafting an email to Jesse, my boyfriend, telling him I would come home early – that Berlin had been a huge mistake, and I had no idea what I was doing.

I had met Hailey in art history class at school in New York, she was from Rhode Island and somehow also Kentucky and Nebraska and Colorado, her dad owned a chain of successful supermarkets inexplicably called Biggles. She was a magazine-cover redhead, always running her fingers through her hair as if there were cameras filming. In class, her freckled limbs were constantly springing into the air to answer questions. Why was Cimabue significant? BECAUSE HE WAS THE SINGLE MOST IMPORTANT TRANSITIONAL FIGURE BETWEEN MEDIEVAL AND RENAISSANCE PAINTING. She was usually right and had a schizophrenic way of switching accents, mutating herself to fit situations; a Southern drawl for asking to borrow a pen, or an ‘r’-less East coast to dish answers.

Hailey had invariably showed up to 9 a.m. class in bright lipstick, either wearing Victoria’s Secret PINK sweatpants or tight lowrider jeans – nothing in-between. Even occasionally donning a Von Dutch hat, arguably retro for 2008, and an absolute anomaly in art school where the average collegiate uniform consisted of paint-stained Carhartts, oversized concert tees and Doc Martens. Like me, she hadn’t grown up on the teat of the avant-garde. She believed pop culture was paramount. She idolised Andy Warhol, and didn’t hesitate walking into the cinephile mecca Kim’s Video on St Marks and requesting Notting Hill from the clerk, who openly eye-rolled.

The only time I had been to Kim’s, I’d buckled to the pressure of the employee favourites and rented a Czech New Wave film, which I’d paid double for after trying, but failing, to watch it four nights in a row.

On Fridays, after art history study group, a pack of us often went to Asian Pub in the East Village, a dive bar with cheap cocktails and a relaxed ID policy. One night a few drinks in, Hailey caught me staring at her nose. It was too perfect, like a children’s ski slope. She leaned in, wafting strawberry daiquiri, and told me that in high school she’d been hit in the face with a lacrosse stick and persuaded her dad to let her get a nose job. She took a slurp of her pink drink, holding my eyes, clearly wanting the subject to linger.

‘I tried out for, like – three Neutrogena ads, kept getting rejected and – I knew.’

‘Oh,’ I said, unsure of what to add.

‘So I took care of it,’ she said, making a batting motion towards her head, her words ringing with high-pitched adolescent pride.

‘You’re saying you did it on purpose?’ a guy next to us butted in.

‘Yup,’ Hailey clucked.

I excused myself to the bathroom, but the image had lodged itself into my brain; Hailey bracing herself as the aluminium shaft throttled towards her sweet teenage face. A few weeks into the semester when I swung by her dorm to pick up a hand-out on Byzantine mosaics, I noticed her modelling pictures taped to the wall above her bed: young Hailey in a plaid mini-skirt in a Delia’s catalogue, drinking a Capri Sun on a soccer field, surrounded by other redheads and a miniature bull terrier for a Target campaign.

‘See, the nose worked,’ she said while digging through her desk; I nodded, both repulsed and intrigued at her pubescent drive.

By the end of sophomore year I desperately wanted to get out of New York. I felt crushed. The slump. The blues. Whatever it was, Carol Gaynor, the guidance counsellor, a slender woman with flawless skin who was married to a famous dermatologist, was going to help plot my escape. Carol would let you curl up in her office as she’d chatter on about irrelevant amenities of far-off universities available for exchange years.

‘There is an orangerie with a cafe near the school that makes really spectacular scones,’ or another, ‘with the nicest sauna just about a mile up the road, and it splooshes right out onto the sea.’

I wanted to go to Helsinki, the one with the sauna.

‘You know everything can be fixed by a good schwitz,’ Carol hissed over her coffee mug. I had a Montessori-esque fantasy of hard wooden floors and fractured Finnish light streaming onto a circle of well-mannered art students fiddling with string. I believed Europeans were people of dignity and history and reason. The opposite of my school, which orbited around the sculpture boys, who built mammoth objects with 2x4’s in the woodshop and got drunk in class on whiskey decanted into Pepsi bottles.

Our school was extremely competitive. Critiques of artwork were a sanctioned system for attacking one another. All grievances could be played out in the second-floor classroom, or as most students called it, the pit. Friends were inspired to undercut each other with personal tidbits: Republican parents, unread seminal texts, porn predilections, leveraging weakness and sharing anecdotes that were wholly irrelevant to the work in question, all in the pursuit of power. What power exactly, I still wasn’t sure. Some of it lay in the hands of the professors, who could support a young artist’s move into the misty abyss of the gallery world. But the sculpture boys were untouchable, they screamed profanities at freshmen, misquoted Joseph Beuys, ripped each other’s work off and everyone still wanted to fuck them.

David Chris was the leader of the sculpture-bros, he was the tallest with a big broad face, and looked like he’d just climbed out of a prehistoric cave in France, his hands still wet with paint from his latest renderings of buffaloes. My Aunt Caroline always said in her two-pack-a-day Southern accent, ‘Never trust anyone with two first names.’ And David Chris was no exception. He was the lead architect on a multi-generational mural of freshmen girls in jizzy Sharpie that wrapped the ceiling adjacent the senior studios. Each figure had a nickname scrawled below, sometimes charting who they’d slept with or important facts; Muppy has herpes or Ken-doll has a tight pussy.

My nickname did not have a sexual origin. On Halloween, dressed as a zebra in an American Apparel jumpsuit, I had teetered down eight flights of tight Chinatown stairs, only to trip on the last, landing on a pile of very forgiving trash. David Chris, who was dressed as Paul Bunyan, but did every day anyway, was standing at the bottom with a big grin. And now, in half-dried red Sharpie, my nickname Dumpster is scrawled under a not completely unflattering sketch of me emerging from a trash can looking somewhere between a demented Botticelli Venus and a horny Oscar the Grouch. It wasn’t the worst. Hailey was called Holey because she’d let a guy named Moses finger her on the roof.

I had finally built up the courage to bring in one of my assemblage sculptures to the pit. A hulking, piss-stained, most likely bedbug-infested piece of plywood that I’d found on the Bowery. I drilled hundreds of holes in the warped board, and with silver wire I’d carefully threaded all the pocket-sized debris that I had found on the streets over the month: keys, candy wrappers, little earrings, coins, hair ties, a baby shoe, tarot advertisements, receipts, plastic straws, Lego. It was December. I thought of it as a New York City advent calendar. David Chris was drunk.

A soft lull fell over the room while my fellow students circled my sculpture. Inspecting it, David flicked the splintering edge. I waited, fear strumming my veins. My piece was the last in a long night of heavy spelunking. We’d just spent two hours debating the inherent sentimentality of a still-damp plaster-covered doughnut.

David finally broke the silence, saying the words into his paper cup mid sip, his voice lightly distorted by the echo, ‘Zoe – you realise – this is decorative.’

‘How?’ I asked, softer than I’d meant to.

‘It’s like, domestic … it’s cute …’

‘How is this domestic?’ I asked again, firmer.

‘You can’t escape it.’

‘The hair ties,’ said Jeff gruffly, whose ratty flannel matched David’s.

‘And the way you fastened the wire, it’s so dainty. Like clinging on to past stuff. It’s like a dream catcher – or a jewel box, or—’

‘I think there should be more stuff too,’ David said. He took another sip, ending his presence in the discussion, then turned to a girl who had a brand-new tattoo, still puffy, of a sparrow on her neck and refilled her cup. A few others chimed in their agreement.

‘It seems underdeveloped.’

‘More of a proposal or proposition.’

‘Watered-down Rauschenberg.’

In the pit, the easiest way to dismiss a female’s work was by calling it domestic. Or decorative.

The double D’s. Or as David Chris pronounced domesticity, dumb–ass–titties.

When I’d found the battered piece of plywood on an overcast Wednesday, it was swollen with the liquids of the city and lodged behind a bike rack, anything but the double D’s. I hauled it back to the studio, my fingers still ringing with its weight while I began to scrutinise the board. For all its gritty ugliness it was smooth like driftwood, its jagged edges rounded by its movement through the concrete tides. Every paint fleck and indentation seemed important, telling some traumatic story only I could hear. It felt obvious to me that this board would be home to all the other bits, the treasures I had been finding in the daily currents of the sidewalks and stairwells over the past month. But I didn’t know how to say any of this to the class. I just let their comments wash over me, afraid that if I said any of those things, and they still dismissed it, I would have nothing.

I was jealous of all the students who had grown up in big cities. They seemed to have the tools for living in New York. Everyone’s parents were interesting: cartographers, novelists, costume makers, environmental lawyers and projectionists at MoMA. My mom worked at a cheesy real-estate agency in Florida. I still tried to perform the New York City stereotypes – I wore a black leather jacket, I rarely washed my brown hair, I drank coffee even if I didn’t like the taste, I had a fake ID, and I was perfectly comfortable saying fuck you. But the alien-hot-air rushing from the subway grates could petrify me. The psychic weight of all the people waiting at the stop light at 14th Street could render me unable to move my legs. Grocery shopping at Trader Joe’s was horrifying, and going to the post office overwhelming. I reminded myself that in some ways I was more equipped for all of this than a lot of my classmates, most of them had never done a load of laundry in their life. I’d explained to at least three pyjama-clad students how to add soap to the big white machines in the basement. I had a nearly full scholarship, I could make an omelette and I knew I wanted to be an artist. I believed that should be enough.

When I was younger, my ability to draw was the only thing that made me, even vaguely, popular. I rendered crayon princesses and dolphins jumping through flames, whatever my peers required of me. It was like printing money. In fifth grade my cross-hatched drawing of the playground won a schoolwide competition for the cover of the 2001 calendar. I turned my skills to collage in middle school, covering binders, lockers and pre-pubescent walls with cut-outs of Destiny’s Child, Leo, Christina and Britney. And in eighth grade, my best friend, Ivy Noble, a ballerina, decided she wanted to go to New York City and dance at Juilliard. Ever competitive, and ever willing to follow her, I decided that I too would go to the big-scary-pick-pocket-city, for art. So I threw myself into studying – she had rehearsals and training, but I had the library. I discovered Man Ray, Basquiat, and the otherworldly collages of Hannah Höch, who pushed me to pervert Leo and Britney into dramatic teenage abstraction.

At least I didn’t cry in class. I had gulped for air in the bathroom after a critique but I’d never cried. And I’d often meet up with Ivy, who had, despite the nearly impossible acceptance rate, made it to Juilliard unstressed. I even had a few friends, and my then boyfriend, Nate Kai. He was one year older than me, a cynical computer dork with an intense MacBook stare – whenever he’d launch into talking, his turtle-green eyes would get a dark zoom while he rummaged for words, like a hand silently dipping into a Scrabble bag, feeling for the next vowel. Nate, the debate champion of his boarding school in Massachusetts, maintained his tradition of choosing an argument-a-day to spar over: Was it morally corrupt to sell your work in a gallery? Was computer-generated painting still painting? Was everything a ready-made in our current age of art-supply manufacturing?

Our relationship scared me. But I thought that was how artists’ relationships should be; unpredictable, tortured, intense. And Nate’s East Coast-ness was the complete opposite of the sunburnt beach brains I had grown up with. I’d even briefly met his parents at the Four Seasons before a UNICEF charity function. They were icy at best, but totally regal. Nate’s father, Ken Kai, born in Japan, was a Wharton-educated banker and his mother, the lemon-meringue-haired Barbra Kai, was an heiress to a small chemical fortune.

Nate had a habit of leaning over my sketch book, his mouth squishing Orbit gum, critiquing me, ‘Zoe – I just think there is – chew – too much going on, don’t be – chew – afraid to waste paper.’

I was afraid to waste anything, I was on scholarship. Nate loved waste. He had his parents’ credit card, and when he got into a fight with his dad, as he often did, we’d take a taxi up to the Carlyle Hotel and order two of the Dover soles deboned table-side on a silver platter. Nate had desperately wanted me to have a fetish. I didn’t. He did. And he wouldn’t tell me what his was unless he truly believed I had one. I googled fetish.

Arousal by insects.

Arousal by stone and gravel.

Arousal by amputees.

I had no idea what to pick. I was with Nate because he made me feel a part of another world, not because I wanted to step on his face in high heels. But I was afraid to lose him, his tickets to the opera and boarding-school anecdotes. One night after colour theory class, we were walking past a grocery store. I told him he could pick out a zucchini and fuck me with it. Vegetables would be my fetish, sure. His eyes lit up, his hands excitedly moving through his iridescent black hair as he inspected each zucchini, measuring it with his index and thumb, squeezing it, finally settling on one with a slight curve. Back at his apartment, mid-act, he suddenly looked down at the squash in horror, certain I was trying to shame the size of his truly normal-sized cock with the girthy vegetable, he began crying and told me to leave. I walked back to the dorms mortified. I googled fetish, again determined; role-play, tentacles, feet, toilet paper, rubber, medical supplies, teddy bears.

A few days later things had calmed down, the squash remained unmentioned, and we were peacefully watching a Kenneth Anger movie he’d already seen, but insisted I see. He ran to get more beer, leaving his phone on the stone counter, it began to shriek, a buzzy hyena. I tried to ignore it, focusing on the Nazi bikers sinking into the blue highway, but it began its electric-howl again. And again. I finally picked the phone off the desk, about to silence it when the text messages popped up. They were from a girl, Sam Cassady, scheduling a time to meet and what he should be wearing. Leather pants and white button-up. When Nate came back up the stairs and saw me holding the phone, his face dropped. His eyes enlarged, the green zoom, he was momentarily speechless, then he dumped me.

Per Carol’s email instructions, I prepared the documentation of my work for the abroad application, pressing each slide into its little plastic sleeve saying an inaudible prayer, which quickly mutated into inaudible fuck-yous.

FUCKYOUDAVIDCHRISANDNATEANDALLOFTHE SCULPTUREMOTHERFUCKERS.

Repeat. I would leave Manhattan, the isle of rotten man.

A few months later, with joyous exuberance, Carol Gaynor called me to her office, which was slender like her, and informed me that I had been accepted to Helsinki for a study abroad year. I would walk to the sauna on the sea and continue my studies with students of dignity. Carol did an embarrassing little dance with her index fingers shooting up above her head. High on my impending exit I treated myself to a box of sushi and a bubble tea and called my mom while sucking down tapioca balls.

I ran into Nate sitting on the steps of the school. And because I was happy I said hello. And he took my smile, my little opening after three months of cold-shouldering, to begin talking about himself and his life, a roaring faucet of banality. Enjoying the tapioca balls expanding in my stomach while staring at his dull face, I was pleased at my ability to ignore him. And then, as if dropping a brick on my sandalled foot, he mentioned how he had just heard he had been accepted to Helsinki. I said nothing, spun around, and walked back to Carol’s office, my brain thudding. Nate had known I was applying to Helsinki. I had even showed him the campus on Google Maps, zooming in on the sauna that splooshed out at the sea. The manipulative prick. Carol informed me there was one spot left at the art school in Berlin.

I had really only known her from a distance, I never imagined spending a year in a foreign country with Hailey Mader. I knew she wore Chanel Mademoiselle – a ubiquitous Windexy vanilla scent that was popular with dental hygienists, gallery assistants and other women proximate to benign power. I knew she possessed the frightening fortitude to break her own nose, chewed Dentyne Ice gum, and decorated her dorm with 1930s posters of Italian liquors – but I had no idea what Hailey’s artwork was like. I’d never seen her in the pit. She’d told me once with an air of deep seriousness that her work was conceptual, as if that explained everything. At school, to me, she was a character in a poorly acted TV show with only the edges of an identity.

Apparently Hailey could speak German, a fact that Carol had been excited to relay while she handed me a wad of brochures. I was relieved I wouldn’t be alone. Relieved someone else might have a plan. I still had Hailey’s number from a study group so I called, and she’d sounded genuinely excited, rattling things off – her tickets were booked, she’d found a hostel, she’d get a new sim card when she got there. But there had been a slight falter in her voice towards the end of the conversation, a barely noticeable shift in tone, as if it were just dawning on her that she would no longer be alone. I imagined Hailey might have wanted to re-invent herself in Berlin. Maybe she’d watched Cabaret with Liza Minnelli too many times. Or planned on cutting short bangs and producing techno, or maybe she too hated the sculpture-dicks. Whatever it was, by the end of the call she knew we were stuck together.

Our first meal in a proper Berlin restaurant was at a fondue place near the hostel, a dark hobbit hole with knobby wooden chairs, thick menus and flickering candles. The waiter was cute in a teenage-heart-throb way, and kept theatrically checking in to make sure we were OK, then retreating with a wink. I asked Hailey why he was being so nice.

‘We are hot and barely twenty. And foreign.’ She stared the waiter down with a fuck me grin while sopping a square of bread through the thick bubbling cheese, he reciprocated with a head nod as if he were going to jerk off in the back room.

‘So, what happened with Ivy?’

I stuttered. I hadn’t realised she knew about Ivy. I’d missed my final crits for the funeral, so I guess everyone in my studio classes knew, but I had somehow hoped to keep her for myself here. Just before I’d left for Berlin I was still regularly forgetting, thinking of things to tell Ivy, pulling out my phone – and only after I’d begun typing would it hit me that she was gone.

‘She was murdered,’ I said matter-of-factly, startling myself.

‘I know,’ Hailey said, subtly gesturing her knife towards her neck. ‘Do you know who did it? Like do you have any ideas?’

‘They think it was random.’ I was mushing the remnants of food on my plate. I wasn’t ready to trust Hailey with Ivy.

She was holding my stare, she wanted more, she jabbed a chunk of bread, ‘Nothing’s random.’

I shifted my focus to the drone of the refrigerator holding chocolate cakes iced in what appeared to be whipped concrete.

‘Did you dye your hair to look like her?’

‘How do you know she was blonde?’ I asked, startled.

‘I looked her up on Facebook,’ she paused, ‘everyone loves a dead girl.’

I nearly choked, Hailey continued. ‘And anyway, we can be best friends now. I’ve never really had one – my family moved around a lot.’

I was relieved when the waiter interrupted my silence and Hailey began speaking in overly enthusiastic German. The language frightened me, every sentence felt like a car being compressed into a cube. It seemed impossible to flirt but the waiter was laughing and Hailey was coquettishly tracing her collarbone. The situation embarrassed me. I stared out the argyle stained-glass window until he left. We counted our shiny new currency, like terrified goblins. Hailey whispered that we didn’t have to tip too much, that it was different in Germany, but it felt too weird, so we tipped like Americans, regretting it as we trudged back to Hostel Star.

Two days later we heard back from a potential apartment on Craigslist, advertised as a fall-to-spring sublet. The Australians had been getting more aggressive, one of them lunging into my bed reeking of cigarettes and urine. Hailey had written explaining that we were students and clean and respectable and so forth. The subletter, who had posted no photos of the apartment, was apparently ‘a fellow ex-pat’ and asked if we could meet later that evening. We took the mustard-coloured subway across town to Schöneberg. The building sat on the end of Bülowstrasse with a ribbon of raised train tracks running directly in front of it, and nestled across the street was a plump brick church surrounded by a pleasant little park with a wooded area. It looked like the Europe I had imagined.

‘See those women?’ Hailey asked, snapping me from my fantasy, pointing to a cluster of bodies clad in neon stockings with corsets pulled tight over puffed jackets. ‘They’re prostitutes. It’s legal here. They even pay taxes.’

I nodded, not sure if that meant it was a good or bad neighbourhood. Hailey was full of facts, which I was grateful for. I knew nothing. Earlier that morning she calmly informed me that the reason most German toilets have a shelf instead of a water-filled bowl at the bottom is because they liked to inspect their shit.

‘I think it’s a perfect backdrop for our time abroad,’ she said, gesturing towards the street and the stone facade in front of us. I nodded again. We stomped our boots at the door, then trudged up to the second floor. When the door creaked open we were hit by the smell of flowers, like at a funeral, sharp and final. A jet-black-haired woman stuck out a hand equipped with five crimson fingernails, and introduced herself as Beatrice Becks, her B’s popping when she said her name, ‘Beee-atrice Beee-cks.’

I smiled cautiously, tossing the name in my mind like a coin.

Tall and elegant, in a billowing white Oxford, Beatrice ushered us into the entrance hall, her flowery scent intensifying as she extended her arm, pointing towards the coat rack. Her fragrance was something I couldn’t place from my countless hours behind the perfume counter at the mall – maybe Diorissimo by Dior, but that was too creamy, this was pointed; peppery even. She watched closely as we peeled off our coats.

When we knelt to take off our boots, Hailey leaned her head towards mine, ‘She looks like Uma Thurman from Pulp Fiction, right?’

I held in a laugh. I’d never seen it, but knew the poster from Kim’s Video – it was the exact same haircut and red lipstick. I stole another look, Beatrice was waiting for us with her arms crossed, she checked herself in the hallway mirror, lifting her hand to adjust her bangs, then relaxed her jaw and cocked her head. Clearly aware of her best angles.

Hailey stood and I followed her socked feet, then glanced to my right and caught a view of a green-floored kitchen. Beatrice turned left, we trailed, entering the living room, warm with light flickering from a chandelier of candle-like bulbs. Hailey gasped at the beautiful room. The ceilings were at least three times my height with trim that looked like cold butter carved with a spoon. I had seen enough photos from the other options on Craigslist to know this was not normal.

We both jumped. There was another woman sitting in the room, dressed in the same style of Oxford with the same bobbed hair and bangs, but hers a dull grey. Hailey, bowed nervously. The grey haired woman dipped her head in return. I let my eyes fall to the couch she was seated on, which was bright red and lip shaped, in a plump surrealist pout. Beatrice, who had seemed so tall at the door, diminished as she took her place on the couch. The other woman was introduced as Beatrice’s mother, Janet. I stood transfixed by the odd expression of the couch, one corner seemed to be turned up towards the ceiling as if caught in a fake laugh.

The mother and daughter stared at us with the focused eyes of a Renaissance painting. I shivered, noticing the windows were open, but the cold was seemingly unregistered by the two perfect wax figures.

Beatrice broke her silence, ‘I am a writer.’ She said it as if it were a fact we already knew well. ‘And I am leaving my flat to take refuge from the Berlin winter in the warmer climate of Vienna.’

I stared blankly. Hailey chuckled, it was a joke. I followed in a forced burst. Beatrice regained the floor, ‘And we are from California.’

There was an old-world elegance to the way she tongued the word Calii-four-nia, it vibrated with the sound of expensive cars turning on rock driveways and grapes blowing on vines. I assumed she was in her early forties.

‘I will be in the throes of works at the Austrian Federal Chancellery Writers’ Schloss, a mouthful, I know, but a fabulous place to focus.’ Beatrice looked to her mother, searching for something. Janet dipped her pointy chin approvingly, Beatrice seemed to relax, moving her index finger over the red line of her lips. I noticed that Janet, despite her grey hair, didn’t seem that much older than Beatrice and they shared the same features – a strong nose, and nearly black eyes, but everything on Janet was sharper, almost ridged.

We discussed New York, we discussed art. Yes, we were both studying here. Hailey listed her origins from Rhode Island to Kentucky. Yes, we were new to Berlin. Yes, we were new to everything. When Beatrice and her mother weren’t looking Hailey shot me big moon eyes, she wanted the apartment. Hailey switched into her Southern story mode, regaling them with the horrors of the Hostel Star and the Australian Aarons: Every night you miss in Berlin is a night you miss in Berlin. The pair released matching laughs, their necks now oscillating, moving from one another and back to us. They were warming up. You could see Beatrice beginning to see herself in us, the young ex-pats full of wonder. Her questions became rapid as if the clock was running out in a game of charades.

‘Why Berlin?

‘What sort of art do you like?’ 

Hailey talked about Warhol.

‘Have you ever been abroad before?’

Hailey nudged me, I told them about my Mexico City trip in high school, twenty-two girls and one boy.

‘What do your parents do?’

Hailey began a lengthy explanation about how her family’s supermarket chain, Biggles, was re-shaping American consuming.

‘Are you involved?’ Beatrice said, ignoring Hailey’s monologue on perishables. It took us a beat to realise what she meant. Hailey happily told her about her boyfriend Zander, ‘the genius’, trailing on about their open relationship and how he had been recently nominated for a prize for his work in robotics. Beatrice began to inspect her fingernails. Janet yawned and shot a look at her daughter. In a panic, Hailey clicked her tongue, ‘Zoe is dating her murdered best friend’s ex-boyfriend.’

I flushed. How had Hailey found out? I had only told her I was dating someone named Jesse. She must have put the pieces together from Facebook. Beatrice’s eyes flashed, she looked towards me with a tight smile and Janet seemed to finally truly come alive.

‘Oh. I’m terribly sorry. How did it happen?’ Janet asked.

‘Stabbed,’ Hailey said, as if explaining how she wanted her steak cooked. Beatrice and Janet both raised their eyebrows, clearly wanting more.

‘Where?’

‘In the neck and chest, fourteen times,’ Hailey responded.

‘I mean geographically?’

‘Florida. She was a ballerina.’ Hailey glanced at me to continue. I looked down at the ground, a wide silence settled in the room, I hadn’t told Hailey any of that. Why was she doing this? I wanted to scream. Beatrice cocked her head with faint pleasure. Everyone was looking at me. A train rumbled by, casting a yellowish glow into the room. It was just close enough that you could make out the silhouettes of passengers gazing dimly out into the night. I wondered if they could see us, if they also knew the room was waiting for me to speak.

‘Why do you live in Berlin?’ Hailey asked Beatrice, finally claiming the emptiness after the train’s whooshing exit.

Beatrice sat up, turning her cheek to the side in thought, but before she could answer, Janet cut in, ‘It’s a wonderful place to write, one can still entertain darkness here – but we keep our main residence in Calii-four-nia, and my favourite – a Friesian cottage on the coast of Sylt.’

Hailey smiled as if that explanation made perfect sense.

‘What’s a Friesian cottage?’ I mumbled, trying to make up for my earlier silence. Hailey glared at me like I was an idiot.

‘It is a style of thatched farmhouse, ubiquitous on Sylt – an island up north,’ Janet explained.

‘I love those cottages,’ Hailey added.

‘They are darling, but need constant maintenance.’

‘All right then,’ Beatrice clipped, clearly annoyed at her mother’s blabbering. She lifted her bony figure off the couch and beckoned us to follow, her crimson nails flying around as she pointed things out – the brand-new washing machine, a windowless bathroom, a nice nook for reading. The kitchen was clad in fading ’70s floral wallpaper and floor-to-ceiling books. I lingered, peering out the window near the sink at an empty courtyard.

‘And here is the bookshelf with all my own works,’ she said, gesturing to the twelve-tier rainbow that stood behind her in the foyer. I shuffled out of the kitchen just as she paused in front of the shelf as if for a photograph, her black hair reflecting the overhead light.

Beatrice ran to answer her phone, leaving us momentarily alone in the foyer.

‘I fucking knew it. She’s famous, her books are in airports,’ Hailey whispered with zeal. Her love of pop extended to the literary, with a penchant for carrying around fat brick-like books with embossed covers and bloody fonts. She was giddy.

Beatrice returned. ‘So as you can see there is a primary bedroom, but the living room has a lovely day bed.’

‘Fantastic,’ Hailey said with a shit-eating grin.

I flushed with anger at her empty exuberance. She had thrown Ivy on the table like a poker chip. She had no filter. No breaks.

‘Take a look around,’ Beatrice said, bangs fluttering as she nodded towards the entrance to the bedroom.

Separated into two enormous rooms, the once ballroom was partitioned by carved double doors painted white with gold handles, pre-war, or as Beatrice had said, Altbau. The floors were patterned in parquet diamonds with thin strips of dark cherry running along the edges and covered in a smattering of carpets. The biggest room, the bedroom, had a bay window overlooking the park, a wrought-iron bed, and a glossy upright Blüthner piano. And the slightly smaller room, the living room, where Janet sat rigidly on the lip-shaped couch, boasted a large oak dining table and a collection of bookshelves. Both rooms had a massive ceramic-tiled rectangle in the corner.

‘Ah yes, the proverbial elephant in the room. It’s the only drawback, girls – coal heating. But it’s terribly efficient once you get the knack,’ Beatrice said gingerly as she caught Hailey side-eyeing the tiled mass.

After the tour we headed towards the entrance hall and retrieved our jackets, Beatrice gave us each a stiff embrace, covering us in her mutant floral scent. ‘It would be so nice to have you girls stay here, my fellow travellers,’ she cooed. Janet joined her daughter in the door frame, both women now backlit, their matching bobs silhouetted.

‘So we – can – have it?’ Hailey asked nervously.

‘Yes, I don’t see why not,’ Janet said, leaning her neck out. 

Beatrice shot her mother a look. ‘I’ll be in touch with the details.’

‘And I do hope you girls will enjoy our library,’ Janet added just before the door shut.

Hailey hummed excitedly, releasing a, ‘Fuck yes,’ as we hit the street. I couldn’t celebrate. As the apartment faded into darkness I felt choked in anger at Hailey for mentioning the ‘murdered friend’s ex-boyfriend’. I snapped at her, ‘Hailey, that wasn’t—’

She didn’t even let me finish. ‘Oh, come on. It’s Beatrice Becks, we needed to tell her a good story so she’d give us the apartment. Look at what we got – it’s insane, it’s the best apartment in Berlin. What, do you have a better plan?’

I didn’t. This was the invisible weight between us. It was Hailey who spoke German, it was Hailey who understood the map of the city, who wasn’t afraid to ask strangers directions and send emails about apartments. I sighed, letting her comment melt away on the train.

Later that night, after receiving the confirmation and details from Beatrice, we were on a cloud, even joining the Australian Aarons in smoking weed out the window, while they regaled us about a club called Berghain.

‘You gotta try, man. No one gets in, we’ve been rejected two nights in a row.’

‘It’s just a roll of the dice – the hardest club to get into in the world.’

‘It’s a motherfucking church of sound.’

‘Oy, we will – and we’ll get in,’ Hailey said, making fun of their accents while passing the joint to me.

Ten minutes later the Australians were putting on jackets and straightening beanies, readying their luck.

Hailey called to them just as they were opening the door, ‘I have ecstasy. It’s the good stuff, if you want it.’

The boys yipped. Hailey dug into her toiletries, removing three blue pills.

‘Thanks, babe, you’re the best,’ the tallest said, palming the pills and knocking a peck on her cheek.

The door shut behind them, Hailey wiped her face.

‘You have ecstasy?’

‘Sleeping pills. I scratched off the logo.’

I snorted, then was hit with concern for the Australians and their impending lethal tox reports.

‘Revenge, served with a yawn,’ Hailey laughed.

We finally drifted off, the door knobs of Beatrice’s apartment dancing like sugar plums in our stoned heads.

We had a week until we could move into Beatrice’s apartment. We drank beers in the lemon-scented lobby bar of the hostel, which consisted of a mini fridge, sloppily muralled map of Berlin pubs and a TV Tower-shaped honour box chained to the window. Hailey turned to me, ‘You know what we need?’ I shook my head. ‘We need to go out, it’s our last weekend before school – we’ll probably be too busy once it starts.’

‘Where?’ I asked, contorting my neck, sarcastically motioning to the map of cartoon bier-steins above us.

‘Berghain.’

My image of European clubs was mainly derived from Alias episodes where Jennifer Garner donned short black wigs and spoke in Russian to meaty bouncers and snaky women, the Australians being rejected made perfect sense; they didn’t belong.

‘Come on, we can prove to them that they’re losers.’

‘Yeah, let’s,’ I said.

Hailey settled on a pair of purple low-riders and an iridescent butter-cream blouse, me in silver American Apparel tights under ripped jeans and a leather jacket with hoop earrings. The club wasn’t far from Hostel Star. We bought a small-ish bottle of vodka and drank it as we walked, its rim slick with Hailey’s ruby Dior lipstick.

The industrial building stood alone in a field dotted with chain-link fence and locked bikes, it was well past midnight and the line was at least a hundred people long.

‘Everyone’s ugly,’ Hailey said too loudly towards the queue, ‘we’ll definitely get in.’ We had drained the bottle of vodka. My legs felt loose but waiting for our fate at the door made my nerves stretch like piano wire.

‘I know we’ll get in,’ Hailey kept saying to no one in particular. She popped another wad of her imported Dentyne Ice into her mouth and began smacking. We got closer, we could see clumps getting rejected and some let in.

‘Let me do the talking in German, I’m sure they hate tourists.’ I nodded, picking at my cuticles. ‘And here, put on my lipstick.’

I obeyed, squishing the plastic wand into the bright-red hole, then rimming my lips. ‘God, everyone’s in black,’ she gestured towards the fifty or so people who stood, winding back and forth in the cattle-corral between us and the door. ‘We shouldn’t have worn so much colour.’ A hooded guy swooped in and offered to sell us cocaine. Hailey shrugged and exchanged two twenties for a white plastic baggie.

‘We have to do it before we get in, I heard they really search you …’ she said, fondling the baggie, panic ricocheting through her voice. A group of four were rejected. A lanky guy in a bomber was let in. Hailey and I hid behind the lumbering bodies in front of us and snorted rough wet mounds off of her plastic wallet. I knew immediately it wasn’t coke. Maybe speed. Something intense. We became way too high. ‘I’ll put the rest in my underwear,’ I suggested. Hailey nodded, her face anaesthetised. Finally, the three tall bodies in front of us were let in. The bouncer, with a thick neck and mean stare, looked us up and down quickly, ‘Heute leider nicht.’

I didn’t need to speak German to know. I began walking away quickly, my eyes glued to the dirt, my heart sunk deep into my stomach. Nostrils burning. Where was she? I looked back. Hailey was arguing with the bouncer. It sank further. ‘Hailey come on,’ I called, desperate for the situation to fade behind us. Desperate to be anywhere but standing in front of that line, all those other eyes, calculating the signifiers of our rejection. She finally turned and left.

‘Asshole told me it’s ’cause he hated my shoes.’

I looked down at her strappy Marc Jacobs gladiator boots. They were hideous.

‘But I think it’s because we weren’t wearing black. And maybe it’s because we were too sexy. Apparently you have to look like a garbage bag to get in there. Fuck him,’ her face was hard, her pupils huge, ‘let’s go somewhere else. I hate techno anyway—’

I nodded. Hailey bought another bottle of vodka and we walked to the train. She was on a war path. I was too high to talk. Hailey’s nose began dripping blood, pooling onto the breast plate of her blue coat, the synthetic surface turning amethyst. She cleaned it up with napkins from a kiosk at the train station, assuring me it happened all the time, a side-effect from the nose job.

‘There is an artist club I heard about, on Skalitzer, let’s go there,’ she said, holding the now red heap of tissues to her face. Sipping from the bottle, I followed obediently for what felt like hours, until we found ourselves in a parking lot, music thumping from a brick building just beyond. There were only a dozen or so people in line, again, all dressed in black. I flushed with the possibility of a second rejection. ‘We could also just go drink at the hostel, I’m high—’ I deflected.

‘No,’ she spat. The drugs made her mean. Ten gruelling minutes later the bouncer, a guy in a denim jacket with floppy hair, let us in with a smile. Once through the door we erupted.

‘Oh my god, yes. See!’ Hailey squealed, pushing her way to the bar.

The menu was written out in Sharpie on glitter board, the bartenders, four men, were nearly hairless and all shirtless. Hailey’s drug eyes had softened. The dance floor was packed with bodies, glistening limbs swinging, while all the surrounding crevices under chairs and above windowsills were plugged with sweaters and jackets. We shoved our coats under a bench. Hailey ordered vodka sodas, she paid. We bobbed on to the dance floor. The music was more disco than techno, and we soon found ourselves enmeshed in a group of four ex-pats who had the studied ease of having hundreds of nights out together – their hands multiplying like Hindu gods, sliding in and around each other, exchanging drinks, smirks, comments and key bumps.

‘Hi, where are you from?’ the tall one of the group, with curly brown hair and proud designer glasses, asked Hailey.

‘New York,’ she said, tucking her hair behind her ear.

‘I’m Christopher, I’m from Connecticut,’ I heard him say before spinning her ironically as if in a ’40s swing movie. Christopher from Connecticut, it had the ring of a fancy hand-towel brand. I watched Hailey’s red hair release from behind her ear, swooping back and forth, neck elastic, in sync with his. Hailey was pretty. I knew that. I understood what that meant, but seeing her on the dance floor made it real. Like a currency that could get exchanged at the airport. People were drawn to her. She winked at me and I felt a shimmer of pride, we were in this together. I danced off to the side of our new group, nervous, sweaty. Still too high. A Donna Summer song played, it was one of Ivy’s favourites, which she kept on repeat in her copper Bravada, blasting it with the windows down – I feeeel love.

I reached for the ribbons of Ivy lacing through me. She felt close. The music climbed. I closed my eyes and I could see her, tanned and focused, moving her shoulders in scientific rhythm. I felt her heat braid into mine, and when I returned to the room, my lids fluttering, Ivy was there, just another bouncing body. I stopped moving and she shot eyes into me, they’d always had the effect of Nerf guns, softly capturing whoever they were pointed towards – I held my hand out, dumbfounded. She was solid, flesh, bone, blood pumping. Euphoric, I wove my hands around her wrist, pulling her towards me. We moved in unison, I had ten thousand questions I wanted to ask. What happened? Who killed you? Where are you? Are you mad at me? I leaned in, my lips suddenly Saharan. Ivy held her finger up, shushing my fumbling mouth, then slowly backed away. She began to slip, dissolving into the room. Panicking, I grabbed for her wrist, but this time it was Hailey’s, she smiled before turning back towards Christopher from Connecticut.

Donna Summer faded out but Hailey and Ivy’s merge felt permanent, diluting the confused venom that had been pumping through me since the funeral. I continued to dance, staring at Hailey as she flipped her hair back and forth, her tits jumping from her push-up bra with each step, my heart expanding every time her eyes met mine. Only then did I realise how desperate I was for her friendship.

Thirty minutes later Hailey pulled her face
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