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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 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
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