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Chapter One

The Conservator’s Eye
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The coffee was better in Portland.

I told myself this every morning, standing at the kitchen counter with my hands wrapped around a cup that was perfectly fine — good beans, decent grinder, the stovetop Bialetti I’d carried across the Atlantic in my suitcase like a talisman — and still not right. Something about the water, maybe. Or the altitude, though Rostock sat barely above sea level, the whole city tilted toward the Baltic as if it were sliding gently into the sea. More likely it was just me. I’d been making the same coffee the same way for eighteen months in this apartment, and every morning I noticed the difference, and every morning I drank it anyway.

The kitchen window looked west over KTV’s rooftops — a jumble of red tile and satellite dishes, the occasional rooftop garden gone weedy with autumn. From the third floor I could see the top of the Kröpeliner Tor, the medieval gate that marked the edge of the old city, its conical roof oxidized to the particular green of Baltic copper. In the mornings, if the light was right and the clouds were behaving, the rising sun hit the Backstein facades across the street and turned them the color of warm terra-cotta, and for a few minutes the whole neighborhood looked like it had been dipped in honey.

This morning the light was gray. Late September, and the quality of the air had changed overnight — sharper, with a mineral edge that meant the wind had shifted northeast, coming off open water instead of the inland fields. I could hear the gulls more clearly when the wind came from that direction. They sounded accusatory, the way gulls do.

I drank the coffee standing up. There was a perfectly good table in the next room, two chairs, a placemat I’d bought at the Saturday market in my first week here because it seemed like the kind of thing a person with a settled life would own. I’d used it once, for a dinner with Britta from the museum, and then it had become a surface for stacking mail. I ate standing up. I worked standing up when I could. Some restlessness I’d brought with me from Portland and hadn’t managed to unpack.

My phone showed two notifications: a weather alert for the Rostock area — wind advisory, hardly news — and an email from my mother. The subject line read “Just checking in (again).” I could see the first line of the preview: Sweetheart, I know you’re busy but it’s been three weeks and—

I closed the notification and put the phone face-down on the counter.

The apartment was quiet in the way that only apartments in old European buildings are quiet — thick walls, heavy doors, the particular silence of stone and plaster that has been absorbing sound for a century. My neighbors were a retired couple on one side who I occasionally heard playing the evening news at high volume, and a rotating cast of university students on the other who kept late hours and had once left a note on my door apologizing for a party I’d slept through entirely. I’d taped the note to my refrigerator. It was the most social interaction I’d had with anyone in my building in six months.

I showered, dressed — jeans, the good boots, a sweater that had survived the Portland damp and was now contending with the Baltic damp, which was a different animal entirely, saltier, with teeth — and left the apartment by seven-thirty. The stairwell smelled of someone’s breakfast. Brötchen and something fried. In Rostock, breakfast was a serious meal if you were doing it right, which I was not.

* * *
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Outside, KTV was already moving. Bicycle tires on wet cobblestones, the particular hiss they made on the uneven surface, a sound I’d learned to associate with Rostock as thoroughly as I associated rain on pavement with home. Two students passed me on the narrow sidewalk, speaking fast German with the flattened vowels of the local accent — not quite Plattdeutsch, not quite Hochdeutsch, something in between that I could follow if I concentrated and lost entirely if I tried to think about it. A woman in a green coat opened the door of a Kneipe and the smell of espresso and something baked drifted out, warm against the morning chill.

I turned onto Kröpeliner Straße and the city opened up.

This was the part of my commute I loved, though I would not have used that word if you’d asked me. Kröpeliner Straße was Rostock’s spine — a long pedestrian avenue running from the gate at the western end to the Neuer Markt at the eastern, lined with the gabled brick houses that were the city’s signature. The Backstein here ranged from the pale pink of newer restoration to the deep, complicated red of original medieval brickwork, the kind of red that wasn’t really one color at all but a conversation between iron oxide and eight hundred years of weather. I noticed these things. It was what I did — I was trained to look at surfaces and see time.

The street was quieter than it would be in an hour. A few shop owners unlocking doors, a delivery van idling outside a bakery, a man walking a dachshund with the unhurried dignity that Germans accorded to dog-walking. I passed the chocolatier that wouldn’t open until ten, the ice cream shop famous for its DDR-recipe soft serve, the narrow passageway between two buildings that led to one of the hidden Höfe — the interior courtyards that were Rostock’s best-kept architectural secrets. I’d found three of them in my first month, walking the city with the map on my phone and the particular hunger of someone who wanted to know a place the way locals knew it, from the inside, not from the guidebook. It hadn’t worked, exactly. You can memorize a city’s geography and still be a tourist in it.

The medieval gate behind me, the Rathaus ahead, and between them the accumulation of centuries laid out in brick and glass and carefully reconstructed facades. You had to know where to look to see the seams — where the postwar rebuilding met the surviving original, where the GDR-era pragmatism butted up against the post-reunification restoration money. The bombing raids of 1942 had taken much of what had been here before, and the city that grew back was a palimpsest: medieval foundations, socialist-era practicality, and then, after reunification, a careful, expensive effort to remember what had been lost. I understood palimpsests. I spent my working life reading them — the layers of text and damage and repair that turned a single document into a compressed history of everyone who’d touched it.

The Neuer Markt opened before me like a held breath. The Rathaus dominated the square with its baroque facade — a confection of pink and white plaster over much older bones, the kind of building that had been rebuilt so many times it was essentially a philosophical argument about what it meant to be original. Behind it, the tower of St. Marien rose into the gray sky, the largest church in the city, its Backstein bulk a reminder that Rostock had once been powerful enough to build on this scale, to fill a church this size with merchants and their families and their particular, salt-traded God.

Inside St. Marien, the astronomical clock was ticking. It had been ticking since 1472 — the only clock of its kind in the world still running on its original medieval works. It tracked the phases of the moon, the position of the sun, the moveable feast of Easter, all of it calculated by gears and escapements designed by people who believed the heavens were a mechanism and built a machine to prove it. I’d stood in front of it my first week in Rostock and felt something I rarely felt in the presence of old things, which was not professional admiration but something closer to reverence. The clock didn’t care that I was watching. It had been keeping its own counsel for five and a half centuries and would continue long after I left.

I crossed the square and turned south, down the narrow street that led to the Monastery of the Holy Cross.

* * *
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The monastery had been many things in its seven hundred and fifty years — a convent, a poorhouse, a warehouse, a ruin, and now a museum. The Kulturhistorisches Museum Rostock occupied its stone halls with the particular quiet of institutions that know they will outlast their current occupants. I badged in through the staff entrance, a modern glass door set incongruously into a thirteenth-century wall, and walked down the corridor to the conservation lab.

The lab was mine, or as much mine as a room on loan could be. Two long tables, an adjustable light rig, a magnification station, and a wall of climate-controlled storage cabinets containing the medieval documents I’d been brought here to work on. My grant was specific: a two-year project to assess and conserve a collection of parish records, monastery accounts, and miscellaneous manuscripts dating from the thirteenth to the sixteenth century. The documents had been sitting in the monastery since the museum took over the building in 1984, previously catalogued but never properly examined for condition. Some of them were in remarkably good shape. Others were not. All of them smelled like old vellum and cold stone, which was a smell I associated with the most focused, least complicated version of myself.

I hung my jacket, pulled on cotton gloves, and opened the cabinet I’d been working through for the past week. A fifteenth-century parish register — heavy, the binding cracked along the spine, the vellum pages stiff with age. I settled it onto the foam cradle I’d built for it and angled the light. This was the part of the work I never tired of: the first look. Before you assessed condition, before you catalogued damage, before you planned the intervention, you just looked. You let the object tell you what it was and what had happened to it. Water damage here, along the lower edge — consistent with the Warnow flooding of 1625, probably, when half the city’s ground-floor archives had been soaked. Insect damage in the upper corner, old and inactive. And the text itself, the careful hand of a parish clerk recording births and deaths and marriages in a community that no longer existed, in a church that had been bombed flat in 1942.

I turned the pages with a bone folder, reading nothing, seeing everything. This was what I was good at. Things that couldn’t talk back. Things that held still while you examined them.

“Moin, moin.” Britta Klemm appeared in the doorway, two cups of coffee in hand and a paper bag clamped under her arm. Britta was the museum’s senior curator — fifty-eight, with short gray hair and the kind of round, expressive face that broadcast her emotions roughly thirty seconds before she intended to share them. She was carrying cake. It was Monday.

“Moin,” I said, accepting both the coffee and the fact that my morning was about to become social.

“Streuselkuchen,” she announced, pulling the bag open. “From the place on Barnstorfer Weg. The one with the good butter.”

I took a piece because refusing Britta’s cake was not something anyone at the museum had successfully accomplished. It was, in fact, excellent — the crumble topping shattering into sweetness against the plain cake base, the butter evident in every crumb.

“Dirk wants the quarterly condition report by Friday,” Britta said, settling into the chair across from my worktable. “He’s been in a mood. Something with his family — his aunt passed away, the one who lives in the Altstadt. I think it was unexpected.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

“Annelise Dorn. You wouldn’t know her, but everyone else does. She was a midwife — retired a few years ago, but she’d been at the university hospital for decades. She delivered half the people in this building, I think. Delivered my niece Clara.” Britta shook her head. “Terrible thing. Sixty-eight. Not old enough.”

I murmured something appropriate and filed the name away without thinking about it. Death in a colleague’s family was the kind of thing you acknowledged and moved past, especially when you barely knew the colleague and had never met the deceased. I felt the appropriate flicker of sympathy and turned back to the document in front of me — a fifteenth-century parish register from a village church east of Rostock, the ink faded to a pale brown, the vellum spotted but structurally sound.

Britta talked while I worked, which was our Monday rhythm. She told me about her daughter Emilia’s latest sailing race results, about the museum’s funding application, about the elderly gardener Fritz who had found what he claimed was a medieval herb specimen in the cloister garden and wanted someone scholarly to look at it. I listened with half my attention and gave the other half to the register, which was telling me its own story in the language of foxing patterns and binding damage.

At some point I looked up and Fritz himself was standing in the garden doorway, visible through the lab’s window. He was a fixture — an old man in the particular mold of old German men who work outdoors: weathered, lean, unhurried, dressed in the same green work jacket regardless of season. He’d been tending the cloister garden for as long as anyone at the museum could remember. I’d spoken to him perhaps five times in eighteen months, and each conversation had been brief and oddly precise, as though he’d thought carefully about each word before committing to it. He was pruning something, his hands moving with the kind of patience that made you feel rushed by comparison.

I raised a hand. He nodded once, slowly, and returned to his work.

Dirk Schumann, the museum director, passed through the lab at ten with the distracted energy of a man carrying too many obligations. He was in his fifties, tall, with the posture of someone who had learned to take up space in rooms during a time when taking up space was politically complicated. Former East German academic — he’d navigated the Wende, the reunification transition, by being indispensable to the right committees. I respected his competence and did not entirely trust his warmth, which appeared and disappeared according to calculations I could never quite follow.

“Frau Ashford. The condition report — Friday, yes?”

“Friday,” I confirmed.

He nodded, glanced at the document on my table, and left. He did not mention his aunt. I did not bring her up.

The rest of the day was documents. I worked through the afternoon and into the early evening, as I usually did, because the lab was quiet and the work was absorbing and the alternative was going home to the apartment and the standing-up dinner and the email from my mother. At six, I locked the cabinets, hung my gloves, and walked out into the fading light.

* * *
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The Stadthafen in late September was the color of pewter. The Warnow stretched north toward the sea, its surface ruffled by the northeast wind, and the moored boats along the quay rocked gently in the chop. I could smell diesel and fish and the particular mineral cold of Baltic water — a smell that was nothing like the Pacific, nothing like home, and that I had somehow come to need.

The harbor path was my evening habit, though I wouldn’t have called it a ritual. Rituals implied intention, and this was more like gravity — the way I drifted toward the water when the workday ended, the way my feet found the same route along the quay past the fishing boats and the restaurant terraces that were closing their outdoor seating for the season, chairs stacked, umbrellas furled, a concession to the fact that Baltic autumn did not accommodate lingering. A few other walkers were out, collars up, the particular set of the jaw that Northern Germans adopted when the wind hit twenty knots and they refused to acknowledge it.

I bought a Fischbrötchen from the boat I liked, the one run by a woman named Greta who had opinions about herring and wasn’t shy about sharing them. Bismarck herring tonight, on a crisp Brötchen with pickled onion and a smear of remoulade. I ate it standing at the railing, watching the harbor. A Scandinavian ferry — the Gedser line, I knew its silhouette by now — was pulling away from the terminal to the north, its lights beginning to show against the dimming sky. The horn sounded once, low and resonant, a sound that traveled across the water and settled into the bones of the city. I watched it go. Rostock was a place where things arrived and departed constantly — ferries to Denmark, ferries to Sweden, cargo ships, cruise liners in summer — and the city absorbed each transit without comment. The harbor was accustomed to goodbye.

I finished the Fischbrötchen, wiped my hands on the paper napkin, and turned to walk south along the water.

That was when I saw the lights.

Blue and red, pulsing against the underside of the low clouds, reflected in the Warnow’s surface so that the river itself seemed to flash. Police vehicles, two of them, parked at an angle on the path fifty meters ahead. A small crowd had gathered at the edge of the waterfront railing — not the kind of crowd that forms for entertainment, but the kind that forms for bad news. Quiet, drawn close but not too close, people speaking in low voices or not speaking at all.

I should have turned around. It was none of my business, whatever it was, and I was tired, and the wind was picking up, and my apartment was a twenty-minute walk in the other direction.

I walked toward the lights.

Through the gaps in the crowd I could see the reflective jackets of the Polizei, the white beam of a portable floodlight aimed at the water’s edge. Someone had strung a line of tape across the path. Beyond it, figures moved with the deliberate, unhurried efficiency of people whose job required them to be calm in the presence of whatever was down there at the waterline.

I didn’t see much. I didn’t need to. The shape under the emergency blanket was small and human, and the water lapped at the edge of the bank with a sound that would come back to me later, at unexpected moments, for a long time.

I stood in the crowd for perhaps five minutes, long enough for the cold to find the gaps in my sweater, and then I walked home. The city was the same city I’d walked through that morning — the same brick, the same wind, the same gulls — and it was not the same at all. I climbed the three flights to my apartment, locked the door behind me, and stood in the kitchen for a while without turning on the light.

Through the window, the rooftops of KTV were dark shapes against a darker sky. Somewhere to the north, on the Warnow, the blue lights were still turning.

I should have made dinner. I should have opened my mother’s email. Instead I stood at the counter, the way I always stood at the counter, and listened to the wind against the glass, and tried to remember whether the city had sounded like this yesterday, or whether something had shifted that I couldn’t name.
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Chapter Two

The Woman Who Delivered Everyone
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I slept badly and woke to the sound of voices in the stairwell.

This was unusual. My building was not a place of stairwell conversation — greetings were exchanged at the mailboxes, pleasantries about the weather on the landing, but sustained talk was reserved for behind closed doors. Yet this morning there were two women on the second-floor landing, speaking in the rapid, lowered register that meant something had happened, and I caught a name as I locked my apartment door.

“—Annelise Dorn. Am Stadthafen, stell dir vor. Am Dienstagmorgen—”

I stopped on the stairs. The women — one I recognized as the retired schoolteacher from 2B, the other a face I knew from the building but couldn’t place — looked up at me with the particular expression of people in the middle of delivering bad news.

“Guten Morgen,” I said. “Entschuldigung — did you say Annelise Dorn?”

The schoolteacher nodded. “You heard? They found her yesterday evening, at the Stadthafen. In the water.” She pressed her lips together, a gesture of compressed grief. “Drowned, they’re saying. Though nobody believes it was an accident.”

The Stadthafen. The blue lights. The shape under the blanket.

“I was there,” I said, and then immediately wished I hadn’t, because both women looked at me with sharpened interest. “I mean — I saw the police, the lights. I didn’t know who it was.”

“Everybody knew Annelise,” the other woman said. It wasn’t an accusation, but it carried weight. Everybody in Rostock, she meant. Everyone who had lived here long enough to have a baby or know someone who’d had a baby or once needed a midwife’s steady hands at three in the morning. Everyone except, apparently, me.

I murmured something about how terrible it was, which was true but insufficient, and continued down the stairs feeling the particular inadequacy of an outsider confronted with a city’s private grief. In the lobby, someone had pinned a small notice to the corkboard by the mailboxes — a photograph of a smiling woman with short white hair and reading glasses pushed up onto her forehead, the words Annelise Dorn, 1957–2025, Ruhe in Frieden handwritten beneath it. The photograph showed a face I had never seen. The building already knew.

Outside, KTV was subdued in a way I couldn’t quite locate. The same bicycles, the same October-hinting wind, the same espresso-and-hops smell from the Kneipe on the corner. But people moved differently — or maybe I was watching differently. A man at the bus stop was reading the Ostsee-Zeitung, and I caught the headline as I passed: Rostocker Hebamme tot im Hafen aufgefunden. Rostock midwife found dead in the harbor. The word Hebamme — midwife — seemed to be everywhere that morning, spoken in doorways and over fences, carried on the same wind that brought the gull-cries.

* * *
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Britta was crying.

Not openly — Britta did not do anything with her emotions that could be described as “openly,” despite the fact that her face was constitutionally incapable of concealment. She was
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