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PROLOGUE

When he goes back to the bedroom, Luisa is awake. She lifts up the sheet and he
slides in next to her. She kisses him on the forehead.

‘I was afraid,” he says.

“When?”

“Today on the beach. | don’t know. It felt as if you two had vanished. Gone.”

“We’re right here,” she says, placing her hand on his chest, “and we’re not going
anywhere.”

“We’ll get things right, won’t we?”

She laughs softly.

“‘Don’t ask me, David. I'm really no expert at getting things right.”

‘I know,” he says, “It's a shitty expression. It sounds like we’re putting up shelves or
passing a test.”

“But just barely,” she says. “Look, the one thing | can promise you is that | won’t stay

just because it’s easier. If I'm here, it's because | want to be. Every single day.”
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FAILURE

April 2023

David

As the elevator door opened, notes of Vivaldi floated toward him. He stepped out.
Dolphins leapt up at him from a rich blue sea on the flatscreen TV above the reception
desk. The lighting in the waiting room was pleasantly muted, and friendly faces smiled
at him expectantly from behind the long L-shaped counter. He could feel something
warm spreading around his crotch, and, looking straight ahead, he surreptitiously felt
the area, turned around immediately, and stepped back to face the elevator door as it
closed. He punched the button to call the elevator back. There in the reflection of the
metal door, he could see a patch where the fabric of his jeans was sticking to his skin. It
was a small stain, but he was sure the friendly faces at the reception desk would spot it
shortly.

Frantic, he pulled up his sweater and saw right away that the adhesive tape he’'d
applied just below his waist had sagged and the small plastic container had tipped over
to one side. In his nervousness, he obviously hadn’t screwed the lid on tightly enough,
and with the friction of his body rubbing against his jeans, it had popped open. The
sample was lost, yet another attempt had failed. The elevator opened and he stepped
in, pulled his sweater up over his head and tied it around his waist to cover up the

catastrophe. Just as he was willing the elevator door to shut faster, a couple from the



clinic approached. He froze. Couldn’t bring himself to press the button to hurry up and
shut. The two women stepped in to join him, gave him a smile, kept smiling, holding
each other's hands.

The expression on their faces was that of a couple who had just received good news,
who were probably visiting the clinic for the last time. He stared at the backs of their
heads. One of them was blonde with a very long ponytail, the other had curly dark hair,
and he asked himself, which of the two was the pregnant one. It surprised him how
much malice he felt at the thought of the pregnant one. Neither of the two had to carry a
plastic cup with semen across town. Their sperm donor had taken care of that for them.
But he guessed their anonymous donor hadn’t needed to carry his sample across town.
He’d just sauntered into the practice with a smile on his face, given his name, followed
the doctor’s assistant to that room with the faux-leather armchair, the wide flatscreen
TV, the computer mouse, the stacks of porn, the huge framed pictures of lions on the
wall, where, completely relaxed, he could jerk off.

He wondered if he could have brought himself to masturbate at all in that bright sterile
room under the menacing glare of the head lion if it didn't involve his own child. If he
had performed that donor’s act of generosity, could he have ignored how completely out
of place this majestic creature with its wild mane was?

The elevator reached the ground floor. The two women disappeared around the corner.
He waited a moment and stepped into the marble vestibule. There was a stream of
people passing beyond the glass doors, gripping their shopping bags, holding their
phones to their ears, staring straight ahead, focused, lost in thought. Nobody paid any

attention to him. He took out the plastic container and peered inside. It was empty. Not



even a drop was left that could have been deposited on the counter to halfway keep up
his part of the bargain. His was the easy part. All he had to do was beat off into a cup.
He didn’t have to have hormones injected into his body, didn’'t have to have a doctor
insert prepared semen into his womb. All he had to do was pull out his dick and do what
he’'d done countless times since puberty.

“Do you want me to go with you?” Luisa had asked.

He couldn’t really understand what she’d meant by that. Go with him to the clinic?
Although it would have taken hours before his semen would be prepared for the
insemination. Go into that room with him? Was that even allowed?

He opened the door and walked out into the noise of the city. He felt his phone vibrating
in his pocket. Luisa probably, to ask if everything had gone well. Just as she had done
with his first try.

This time, it'd been clumsiness. And the first time? Nervousness, maybe. He had
admonished himself over and over again that quitting would be more embarrassing than
going through with it. Delivering a sample of milky fluid to the door of the lab wouldn’t be
nearly as awkward as having to open the door of that room, walk through the entire
clinic to the reception desk, place the empty container on the desk, and have to admit
he hadn’t been capable of coming into a cup.

He had locked the door behind him, stood around unsure and stared at the black
faux-leather armchair. His first thought had been if and how it had been cleaned after
each use, and by whom. At that point, it was game over. He had torn off some paper
towels from a roll placed in readiness next to some porn mags and arranged them on

the seat of the armchair. The result looked like a bad art installation. He'd taken off his



pants, hung them up on a hook next to the door, and read the instructions posted near
the sink.

Wash your hands. Wash your penis. Masturbate. In that order. Come in the container.
Don’t touch anything with your hands. Put the lid on. Wash your hands. Get dressed.
Put the container in the two-way hatch in the lab door. The whole thing covered with
exclamation marks as if the clinic staff didn’t trust men to read directions carefully. He
could imagine the staff hanging around the lab waiting for him to finish masturbating. He
sat down, moved the mouse placed on the right-hand side of the chair, and opened
some folders on the otherwise empty computer screen. There was a surprisingly large
number of videos, clearly purchased from premium pornsites. There was something for
everyone: lesbian action, stepmothers, stepsisters, threeways, and gay porn. Right
away he wondered if it was possible for anyone in the office to monitor which video he
watched. He looked for the most ordinary clip he could find: a couple having sex with
each other. He pulled down his underwear a little and started stroking his dick. When he
looked up for a moment, one of the lions was looking back at him. His backside was
sweating. He could feel the paper towel sticking to his butt. On the other side of the
room, he noticed another photograph of lionesses preening in the shade of a tree. He
had to laugh. After a few minutes spent in vain to get himself into some state of arousal,
he gave up.

The only thing that helped was the reaction of the young woman at the desk when he
walked up to her a few minutes later holding the empty container.

She nodded and said, “Yes, well, that happens. We’ll set up an appointment for you to

bring in a specimen from home.”



She gave him a new container with an information sheet, smiled, and wished him a
good day. While still in the elevator, he had read the instructions explaining how he
could “score” a sample of his sperm the morning of the appointment and take it to the
office immediately afterwards, being sure to keep it “warm with his body heat.” Relieved,
he had called Luisa, and they’d had a good laugh, and again later, when he was lying
next to her on the sofa, they’d laughed again.

“The next time, I'll give you a hand,” she said and kissed him. “And we’ll be sure to

spread out some paper towels.”

He was standing behind the Friedrichstrasse station below the S-Bahn bridge spanning
the Spree. The odor of old frying oil mixed with the stink of diesel from the station drifted
to his nose.

“Call Luisa,” he said to his phone, and the phone did as instructed even though,
secretly, he wished it would disobey him.

“Hey!”

He could hear street noise in the background. She must have already left.

“‘Hey,” he answered.

“Did something happen?”

“The cup leaked.”

“Okay,” she said, exhaling deeply, “Then we’ll schedule another appointment and get a
better container.”

And after another pause: “Are you on your way back?”



He wondered if she was hoping for a “no,” that he would clear out, at least for a few
days, to give her a chance to think about why she’d let herself be convinced to have a
child with a guy who wasn’t even capable of delivering his semen to the doctor’s office
without spilling it. How could someone like that be trusted to take care of a baby,
change diapers, withstand the sleepless nights, the tiredness during the day, the
exhaustion, all the frustration? How could someone like that take on the responsibility of
raising a little human, protecting it, and above all, preparing it for all the insanity waiting
for the tiny creature out there in the big wide world?

“Yes,” he said. “I'm on my way.”

“Great,” she said.

“Maybe I'll walk,” he added.

“Whatever you want. See you later.”

He stuffed the phone in his pocket, closed his eyes and wished she’d made fun of him,
even laughed at him. Then he could have screamed out all the rage he was feeling, had
some way to vent. With her barely concealed disappointment, he couldn’t get a grip on
his anger—it slid in every direction, turned back on itself. Never again did he want to go
back to that clinic, never again discuss the subject with Luisa, never again undergo
another attempt to conceive, never again suffer the disappointment when she had her
period, or worse, if she missed one and the pregnancy test they’d hurriedly bought
turned out to be negative. Although she had been the uncertain one, the hesitant one,
although he had been the one to convince her to give it a try, with him, with a baby, he
could see the expectation and nervousness in her eyes, until her expression abruptly

changed and she looked away. There was always a brief moment when he thought she



was going to cry, but she would immediately collect herself again and smile at him.
“Next time” had become Luisa’s catchphrase. How he hated that expression. If the
insemination didn’t work, he thought, things would get much worse. IVF, hormones for
Luisa, for weeks, egg retrieval, embryo fertilization, implantation. He wanted to spare
her all of that. Spare them both.

He walked in the direction of the Bundestag along the river. Businesspeople in suits
carrying briefcases hurried past him, members of parliament or lobbyists, he imagined,
on their way to achieve important things. And there he was, walking next to them, with
his semen stain.

As a seventeen year old, after his parents had discovered his stash of marijuana and
flushed it down the toilet, he had taken a bus to the main train station, his backpack
carelessly stuffed with clothes. Among the crowds waiting along the tracks, he had
decided on a regional train heading for Bremen. Even then, during this jailbreak of his,
he had observed himself from the outside, a third person looking over his shoulder, a
sidekick in his own exploits. He had thought he would be anxious, hesitant. But nothing
happened. As they crossed the bridges over the Elbe, he felt as if his chest might burst,
as if he were throwing off some great burden he didn’t know was there, smothering him
under its weight. And now that heaviness on his chest was back. In those days, it had
been school, the predetermined course of study, which he knew would make him feel as
out of place as he felt with the well-off hockey and tennis kids from his school. What
was it back then? The need to make his parents happy? The lack of alternatives or,
more importantly, not knowing what the alternatives were? And today it was the same

story, as if the decision to have a child, his desire to have a child, had fed them into a



machine with no way to escape, a complicated apparatus of dreams, agreements, and
obligations in which he was enmeshed in giant cogwheels like Charlie Chaplin in
Modern Times. Stopping the machine would take such a colossal feat of strength, it
would be easier to let himself glide through the movement of the machine, or else—this
wish grew even greater with each new menstrual cycle, with each time the little plastic
window of the pregnancy test stayed white—or else find a way to leap free, climb into a
hole in the ground and disappear. Just like when his teenage self had stood in front of
the main station in Bremen, wondering if he should spend the night there or find another
train, and his mother had called. His phone had vibrated in his hand, and he had stared
at it knowing he wouldn’t have the strength to resist if he picked up. But of course, he
picked up. Two hours later, his father pulled up in front of the station. David climbed in
without a word and they drove back. Back then, he hadn’t succeeded in escaping. He
wouldn’t succeed now either. Because today, he still felt that need to escape he’d felt
back then, but what good would it do?

He walked toward Pariser Platz and the Brandenburg Gate. The last time he was
here—when was that? He couldn’t remember. Probably with visitors from out of town, a
few years ago. As always, cyclists were whizzing by, surprising tourists who were
strolling as if in a dream through the center of the capital. He wished he could be
oblivious like that, be in a place where he could just wander around and wonder at what
he saw. They had talked about traveling this summer. Someplace far away, he had
suggested, to the other side of the world.

“But if things don’t work out with the insemination,” Luisa had said, “we’ll need the

money.”



In-vitro fertilization, the next logical step in the childbearing machine which had veered
so far away from the original animal act of procreation it almost seemed unthinkable to
David that people could simply sleep together and conceive a child. Naturally, they did
that too, sleep together, as dictated by a calendar on an app they both had on their
phones. But when they did, the focus was on a successful ejaculation, very different
from when they could just enjoy being together and he could forget himself, if only for a
few moments. Now it was all about the motility of his spermatozoa racing as quickly as
possible to her womb. He could sense Luisa’s impatience when he needed more time.
For a while, he had hoped that deciding to go to the clinic would relax her, that having
some outside help might be a way to reduce the pressure. But the doctor visits had only
added to the stream of confusion and stress, and had flowed into this embarrassing
failure.

He’d be home in a quarter of an hour, twenty minutes if he took his time. Luisa would be
waiting for him. She’d want to talk about it. He didn’t—but would do it anyway, because
it was easier to get it over with than dealing with the argument his refusal would have
caused.

She’s doing it for you. She doesn’t have to do it. At the Anhalter Bahnhof intersection,
there was an ambulance, flashing blue lights, two police vehicles. A woman leaning
over the hood of her car, crying. Her face red, her mascara running down her cheeks,
her entire body trembling. She was sobbing. A policewoman stood in front of her, clearly
at a loss, both hands tucked into her protective vest, her mouth twisted into a tight
smile. As he walked past the accident, he saw the mangled bicycle lodged under the

front of the car, saw a pool of blood, a large pool of blood. Through the back of the
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ambulance, he could see the paramedics bending over a body. He turned his head and
his eyes met those of the driver’s. Absolute despair, a need for some kind of gesture, a
word. He closed his eyes. When he made himself look up again, she was doubled over,
her hands covering her face. A crowd of onlookers began to form. He hurried away, and
at his back, the blue lights flashed.

He couldn’t help thinking about his parents, about the sun and the sea, about the
backseat of the car, being on holiday—the backseat, looking out at the blue sky, the
backseat where he no longer sat, where he would never sit again. As so often
happened whenever he thought about them, about the car, the sun and the sea, he felt
the pressure gripping his chest, grabbing him by the throat. Everything could end so
quickly, he knew; he had to cherish what he had, protect it, savor each moment instead
of worrying about something that wasn't there, and might never come again.

If only having Ronya were enough for him, he thought. Enough—what an ugly word. If
only she could be enough for him right now, eventually, finally. After her initial distance
and suspicion, which had often turned into open rejection, something had developed
that he could hardly put his finger on. He avoided the word “stepfather.” It sounded like
something out of Brothers Grimm, poisoned apples, things like that. What did he
actually feel? Love? Absolutely. Usually. Love was a changeable thing. But he could
never, really never, let go of the certainty that if Luisa dropped him, he would be
replaceable. It didn’t matter how often she cried in his arms, or how many hours they
spent on the floor, just the two of them, at the game console or playing with Legos. Or
walking back home together after her karate lessons. No matter how often Luisa

proclaimed that, of course, Ronya was his daughter too.
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“What else would she be?” she had said.

Nevertheless, he still wanted to have a child with her, right from the very beginning, with
everything that entailed, have their own gang.

"Our own what?” She had raised her eyebrows. And he hadn’t really known the best
way to describe it, this desire to be wound up tightly together into a tangled knot, a
chaotic mess.

“A gang. Like a gang of robbers. We already have a Ronya. She laughed, and he took
her by the hand. You only had Marta growing up, and | only had my parents. | always
thought | wanted something else, something more.”

“Then it's about time we got started,” she said. Trying to smile. “Let me think about it,
okay?”

Even back then, he’d had a feeling he couldn’t articulate, a desire, a vague longing,
which he’d always felt when he’d seen friends or classmates with their siblings.
Someone who would always be there. Closeness without coercion, without the tired
images of what a family was supposed to be. But the chance to have more than what he
had experienced growing up. He wondered how his longing for happiness had reached
the point when the struggle for another child could suffocate him, Luisa, and their lives
together.

He crossed the canal, walked a short distance through the Gleisdreieck Park and
shortly afterwards stood in front of the door of their building. He dug the key out of his
pants pocket, and as he climbed up to their place, he had the impression that, with each

step he took, the air was getting thinner.
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Luisa

Velvet gloves. She stood in front of the open box full of winter clothes and shook her
head. How fitting. She caressed the fabric with her hand. Surprisingly soothing, actually.
She tossed them aside, dug into the mountain of wool with both hands, and, at last,
pulled out a pair of dark green tights. She turned around, holding them high.

“How about these?”

Ronya shrugged. “As long as they don’t make me all sweaty.”

“‘Robin Hood lived in England where it's cold and rainy. Just pretend you're there when
you're wearing them.”

Ronya gave her the finger. Luisa threw the crumpled tights at her daughter. She caught
the little wad of material and tucked it under her arm.

“What else do you need?”

“A hat, a bow and arrow, a belt, and a . . .” She thought for a moment, “a toony. . .?”

“A tunic?” Luisa asked.

Ronya snapped her fingers.

“Something like that.”

The front door opened. David walked in. Posed like one of the vultures from the old
Disney film, Robin Hood, they had watched with Ronya last weekend. The frustration,
the disappointment she felt, came rushing back to her, but she crushed those feelings,
like crumpling paper into a ball, and squeezed them into a hollow cavity deep inside her

which was already full of such balled-up emotions.
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“Prince John’s here!” she called out, and Ronya charged at the front door screaming
wildly and jumped into David’s arms.

“Give me all your gold. I'm giving it to the poor!”

“‘But my taxes, my precious taxes!” David wailed in a voice Luisa thought sounded just
like Ustinov.

“Your Majesty,” she said.

“Friar Tuck,” he said, smiling. The vulture stretched out his neck a little bit more. He
came close to her, gave her a kiss, but avoided any actual eye contact. Then he carried
Ronya off to her room.

“This must be the Merry Men’s hideout,” she heard him say, but the rest of the
conversation was muffled behind the half-closed door of Ronya’s room. Luisa stood in
the hall. She heard a rushing sound in her ears, or was it the neighbors’ pipes, or was it
the air rushing; everything seemed charged. Anything was possible. She pressed her
fingers together and almost expected to see sparks fly from her fingertips.

She had hoped Ronya could meet up with a friend when school let out early and go
skateboarding in the park, something that, on any other afternoon, she would have
begged to do. But not today. Ronya had come home directly, giving David the perfect
excuse to steer clear of Luisa until late in the evening. So there he was, squatting on the
floor in her room, as if nothing had happened, acting as if nothing else in the world
mattered more than Robin Hood and his adventures. A lawless bandit with his
mistress—no kids, presumably, and if there were any, Maid Marian would probably have

to remind him what their names were as he patted a few of them on the head before
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riding off on adventure. Maybe it was true, she thought; maybe those few minutes alone
with her daughter were the only time when he could unplug.

She went into the living room, opened the door to the balcony and stepped out. Facing
the park, she listened to the laughter and shrieks from the playground. There was a light
breeze, and the sun was setting slowly in the west over the green expanses of
Gleisdreieck Park, but it was still warm, like a day in spring. She sat and drew a
cigarette from the pack she had hidden behind the planter. Luisa inhaled, leaned her
head back against the wall and put her legs up on the railing. No need to worry about
getting pregnant for the next few days at least. So why not smoke? She would have
grabbed a beer from the fridge too, but there was too much of a risk of running into
David.

She looked out over the rooftops. She'd been slinking around her own apartment like an
animal in a cage. When had that started? At first, there had been a “together.” Almost
two years before, after their trip to Greece, when her period had come late for the first
time, they had stared intently at the pregnancy test together, and she had been
surprised at how disappointed she had felt when the second line was missing. They had
sat down together, embraced each other, encouraged each other, Next time, they’'d
said. Despite the sorrow that had stayed with them since Greece, they had still been full
of hope. Until it was gone. In winter, after she had missed her period again, this time for
almost an entire week, she cried for the first time. He held her in his arms, but too
tightly, strangely stiff, as he stared into space. Then there had been repeated phases
when she thought they could shake it off. A year after the first negative test, their doubts

had grown stronger; the decision to visit the fertility clinic had been an attempt to break

15



loose the cramped feeling which had been gripping them both. It was all too much.
Except for Ronya. She was something they could both share. They could throw
themselves at the child they did have, shower her with attention, because the hours
spent with Ronya freed their minds of any thought of the other child, the child they didn’t
have. They immersed themselves wholeheartedly into games, crafts, and teaching her,
as if nothing else in their lives could be more important.

It had been David who had wanted a second child, no matter what, a child of his own,
his child. His flesh and blood. He didn’t actually say those words, but there they were, in
the room, between them. He talked about his need to have more than just the triangular
family constellation in which they were both raised. Something different, something new.
A gang. She’d never said how much that word worried her. Just the thought of all that
chaos. Would it have ever occurred to him that his assumptions might be wrong?
Father-mother-child, that might be true in his case, but she had grown up in an even
smaller family unit. Just her and her mother. Despite all her mother’s toughness, despite
all the battles they’d fought against each other, she was grateful to Marta to this very
day for the feeling they’d shared of us against the world. Her mother had called it
forming a united front. It had felt important; she had felt important. She had had to learn
early in life to look after herself, even though she wasn’t ever really alone. Of course,
Marta had kept her romantic relationships outside their mother-daughter cosmos. Her
friends and comrades, who, even after the Wall fell, were still called comrades, were
there to fill in. A din of laughter and loud voices, comings and goings, weekends in the
dachas of pot-bellied political functionaries, and later, after the bigwigs had lost their

positions, there’d been trips to nudist campsites on the Baltic. She had been a part of
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several “gangs,” it occurred to her, but at the same time, she had always found a way to
retreat into herself. A child of his own. David had never said Ronya wasn’t enough for
him, but still. She couldn’t stop thinking about it.

She tossed the cigarette butt off the balcony and immediately lit up another. She’d been
naive to think they could just give it a go with having a baby. After all, it had worked with
Ronya, she’d thought. And now, after almost two years without success, their sex had
been confined to cramped attempts to reproduce, and with each new menstrual cycle,
David’s emotions would hit rock bottom. She had suggested taking the next step and
seeing a doctor although her friends had tried to dissuade her. But she had been
convinced something had to change, because if it didn’t, the situation would shatter
them. And now? Now the fertility clinic had become part of the deadlock between them,
something else driving a wedge between them.

David was shrinking. The self-confident, laid-back man she had fallen in love with years
ago, the man who seemed to have made a success of himself, both personally and at
the boat restoration shop, had withdrawn from her. His body hadn’t changed, but when
she touched him, she couldn’t reach him anymore; what she felt was the skin and hair
of a different person altogether, the hyper-nervous person next to her who was taking
up less and less space. Sometimes she could imagine all the thoughts he had about
wanting to have a baby, all the worries and wishes, all of them swelling up like a giant
bubble above his head, but not light, not floating, but instead, a heavy weight—a weight
growing heavier with each passing day, crushing him, shrinking him, and toughening
him. Again and again, she had tried to encourage him to talk about it, but whenever he

did there were mostly long periods of silence. Once she had blurted out the word
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therapy. She had never seen him so angry before. He had surprised her. It just didn't fit
her image of him. It probably didn’t fit the image he had of himself. A modern man, a
sensitive man, an empathetic man. But his failure with this, the simplest and most
archaic of acts, seemed to have brought out a different David, one who was fearful, and
angry too. Unable to speak. And today, for the first time, she realized she didn’t care to
speak about it anymore either. She knew it was a warning sign. But she didn’t have the
strength anymore to fight her own feelings.

He’d surprised her when he’d made such an obstacle out of producing a semen sample.
But she had shown understanding. Of course it was weird—masturbating in a fertility
clinic. They'd welcomed the alternative: getting the sample into a container at home and
then dropping it off at the clinic. She’d tried to joke about it. “I'll give you a hand,” she’d
said. And immediately sensed she had said the wrong thing once again.

He had shaken his head angrily, stared at her as if she had thrown his entire masculinity
into question; then he’d stormed out of the bedroom, leaving her sitting alone at the
kitchen table. Well, she thought, looks like I've got two children here at home already.
She flicked the second cigarette off the balcony, keeping her eyes closed, savoring the
warmth of the sun’s rays on her face. She pushed her head back against the wall a little
too hard, just enough for it to hurt. At last she stood, went back in, and, in the hallway,
put on a light jacket and sneakers. She was tempted, briefly, to just leave, but then
stuck her head in Ronya’s room.

The two of them were sitting together in the corner on the bed. David was leaning

against the wall, and her daughter had her back against his chest. Opened in front of
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them was the gigantic, illustrated book on the Middle Ages he had bought for Ronya last
weekend at the flea market. Two pairs of eyes peered up at her in surprise.

“'m heading out—I've got prep for tomorrow.”

“Should we hold dinner?” David asked.

“I'll fix myself something there. I'll probably be late.”

“All right.”

Her kid and her partner had already turned their attention back to the book. Luisa closed
the door and left the apartment. She knew the two of them would play for hours and
hardly notice her absence. Father and daughter. In Ronya’s eyes and in hers. But he
just couldn’t see it. Or if he did see it, he couldn’t quite accept it, as if his desire for a
second child blinded him to the first one he already had. In the courtyard, she unlocked
her bike and put on her helmet. She was looking forward to the ride to Lichtenberg,
looking forward to the workout and to breaking a sweat. She smiled, took out her
headphones, selected the playlist labeled “Fierce Tracks” and sped off.

Her kitchen space was near the Rummelsburg freight depot, an industrial area not far
from the Stichkanal and the Spree. The GDR used to service its trains there, the ones
that travelled the transit routes to the West. And today, more than thirty years later,
Luisa prepared dishes for nearby nouveau riche capitalists and department heads who
wanted to offer their colleagues a special catered culinary event. Her mother was
probably spinning in her grave.

Ach, Lui, said a version of her mother in her head, which had started popping up now
and again since her death, and even more regularly in recent months. As if I didn’t have

anything better to do.
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What better things could you have to do anyway, in your urn, under the ground? thought
Luisa. | have an eternity ahead of me, her mother said, why should | waste any time on
your problems. You’re your own boss. Do whatever you want. That’s probably the best
thing you can hope for in a sick system like this.

Luisa cut her silent conversation short with her mother’s ghost, locked up her bike and
walked over to her kitchen space, which was, if she was honest, only an outbuilding.
Just opposite was the main building where David and his colleagues repaired the boats,
hoisted up on blocks, and made them seaworthy for wealthy clients. She looked at the
graffiti a friend of David's had painted on the outside wall: an angular version of herself
with an oversized head. The cartoon Luisa was busy behind a stove shooting out sparks
and huge flames. She passed through the heavy fire door and took a moment to enjoy
the darkness. When she switched on the ceiling floodlights, it was as if the large
stainless steel work surface, the free-standing kitchen prep island, and the long, heavy
dining table suddenly awoke from a deep sleep. The refrigerator hummed softly in
greeting.

“Why don’t you just do your cooking here?”

David, dressed in his carpenter pants, stood facing her, his dust mask down over his
chin, beads of sweat running down his face, and his hair slicked back. His friend, Karl,
had just revved up the sander, but David signaled him to stop.

He had stepped out of the boat repair shop with her, grinning as always when he was
particularly pleased with one of his spur of the moment ideas, and had pointed to where
some old machines were stowed in front of the low building, which at first glance looked

rather dilapidated.
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“‘But that's a dump!” she’d said. And he’d laughed.

“Lu, seriously, where did you expect to start? In some loft space in Mitte?”

“That’s not the point. How am | supposed to make that work?”

He had scratched his head.

“We'll get the space ready for you. I've already talked to Karl and Umit about it. We
need to get rid of some junk, give the walls a coat of paint. We’ll bring over all the
kitchen equipment from La Bouche en Folie for you. We can easily fit it in here.”

“Has he already talked you into it?” she’d called out in Umit’s direction. Umit had
shrugged his shoulders and laughed.

“He said, we were welcome to any leftovers. Kind of like having our own private
canteen.”

She had flipped him the bird, but David had taken her in his arms and lifted her up off
the ground. She had felt his warm breath on her cheeks, the heat of his body next to
hers.

“Think about it. I'm serious. You won'’t find anything half as convenient or as quickly in
Berlin these days.”

She breathed in and stepped into her realm. Whatever the future brings, she was
happy, in this case, she’d let David win her over. She had a contract with a symbolic
sum for rent. She’d be able to stay, even if everything else fell apart. If not David, then
Umit and Karl would see to it, she was sure of that. Luisa spread her hands out on the
work surface. The metal was pleasantly cool. At first, with the balls of her fists, she

struck the steel softly, and then with all her might. The bang bounced off the walls. Her
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wrists ached. She pounded down again, then again and again. The sharp sting swept
away any worries from her head like a wave.

She opened her phone to check how many people would be coming the next day and
what exactly was on the agenda. She was pleased to see how many appointments
there were, each one highlighted with bright colors on her calendar. No sooner had she
agreed to this plan, and no sooner had the new location been fitted out for cooking, than
the damn pandemic, with all its lockdowns, had hit her. It had almost broken their backs
financially, even though the venue was rent-free. The boat repair shop had carried them
over during that time, and had ensured their survival, but Umit, Karl, and David had
fewer jobs too. Even their repeat customers had to spend money on things other than
boat restoration. The small sum of money she’d inherited from her mother was gone. At
least, it had helped them keep their heads above water. She had paid off a loan David
wouldn’t have been able to repay otherwise. Thanks to that, they were still here.
Whenever there were let-ups in the lockdown during those pandemic summers, she’d
worked like a madwoman, chasing after every possible job: catering weddings,
birthdays, office parties. She had sent David and Ronya off to go camping together on
the Baltic, and, from the middle of July until the end of August, her existence had circled
around endless pots and pans.

You worked your ass off like you always did, her mother whispered to her out of
nowhere.

Luisa smiled. Now she had waiting lists. AlImost daily she received new inquiries. She
was nervously optimistic, dreaming about office catering events during the holidays. But

she had spring and the start-up language-learning app company to deal with first. Group
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cooking classes. Cuisine frangaise. She smiled. Maybe they wouldn’t all be assholes.
She would take on one group and hand the other off to Anneke, whom she knew from
La Bouche en Folie. At the beginning of the year, she’d asked if she could work for
Luisa. It had soon become clear Luisa wouldn’t be able to handle all the sessions and
large groups on her own.

She counted out cutting boards and knives, laid them out in rows on the table, chilled a
few bottles of white wine and took the fish filets, prawns, and fish carcasses out of the
freezer. A bouillabaisse was time consuming to prepare, but not too much could go
wrong in the cooking as long as the quality of the fish was good—and as long as Luisa
and Anneke stayed attentive. The guests would be happy. She would spend the night
on the sofa in the kitchen space and go early in the morning to the wholesale market in
Moabit to pick up vegetables, lettuce, and fruit. Having some time to yourself was
wonderful. A note from Umit was stuck to the refrigerator door with a magnet: a
pot-bellied stick figure in front of an open tin can with the words: /I'd sail to the Cape of
Good Hope and back just for your sardines!!!

Actually, she thought, everything’s okay. If the business continued to go well, she’d
eventually be able to pay off her loan on the kitchen equipment. It had nearly driven her
mad to pay so much money for the secondhand oven, grills, cabinets, and refrigerators
from La Bouche de Folie. She had sacrificed nearly ten years of her life for them. After
the owner had run the place into the ground, he still somehow had the nerve to hold out
his hands to collect her money, because he knew how desperately she needed her own

kitchen.
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You should have shoved that coked-up pig into the oven, Marta told her. You spent far
too many years there, far too much of your energy.

She had worked her way up; it had been her first restaurant job after her training, a
lucky break, or so she had believed at the time. She’'d had an amazing team, had felt
great, cooked great, and had a great time celebrating afterwards. In the photos from
that period she had circles under her eyes and shiny skin and had that tell-tale metallic
taste in her mouth. With her eyes wide open, she’d given in to the cliche of relying on
drugs in order to function, well, no, in order to perform, as she had thought then.

That only got better when you met that bag of hot air, Marta snickered.

Holger, Luisa thought. He’d been the first step she’d taken to maintain some distance.
And then Ronya. It had been insane that she’d held out for so long there.

A text from David: I'm guessing you want to spend the night in the kitchen tonight. I'll
take Robin Hood to school tomorrow.

She texted back right away: That’s probably best. Then I'll take the van tomorrow. Give
the little Avenger of the Poor a kiss for me.

She went to the fridge, opened a bottle of wine, switched on the stereo, chose Salut les
Amoureux and let Brassens blast out of the speakers. A tad melodramatic, she thought,
but she was in the mood for a little melodrama right now.

Her mother had loved Brassens, all French chansons, really. Her politics were Russian;
food and music were French; that’s the way the Schindejahn women liked things. She
laughed under her breath, because her mother would have given her grief for drinking

wine instead of vodka. She raised her glass.
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“Here’s to you, Mutti!” she said out loud in the stillness of the room “You left us a little
too soon.”
“‘Nonsense,” Marta said, “it was well past time for me to go.”

Her mother had her when she was over forty. With absolutely no medical assistance.
Presumably with a man who had fathered her almost en passant. A Spaniard, a
revolutionary. Marta had stuck to that story to the very end. Now Luisa could use a little
of that late-in-life fertility. In her head, she could hear her mother’s raspy little laugh.

It’s not like it was the first time ever, she said. And anyway, why you? And who says it's
your fault? If Holger, that asshole, could get you pregnant with Ronya, David will surely
be able to have a kid with you since it’s so important to him. You have proof positive you
can do it.

“l thought you liked him,” Luisa said.

| didn’t say | didn’t like him, countered Marta. I've always had great taste as far as men
are concerned. And he’s a good one. Works with his hands, has made something of
himself. Even if lately. . .she paused . . .he’s a little out of step.

Luisa freshened up, got ready for bed, took the wine bottle with her and, after she had
shut off the light, stared up at the dark contours of the steel beams above her.
“Sometimes | wonder if it's going to cause everything to break apart,” Luisa said.

If a man suddenly takes off, he wasn’t worth it anyway, Marta whispered.
“Like my father?”
Nice try, said Marta, then dissolved into thin air. The daddy issue never failed to drive

her away.
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Luisa stretched out on the sofa, feeling the fatigue in every fiber of her body. David sent
her a picture of Ronya sleeping, her dark hair on the white blanket with the blue
elephants under which she’d slept since she was small. One of those sacred relics
Ronya was just as attached to as she was. Her entire body tingled with love for her
daughter. David was by her side, she thought. And it was a good sign, in the middle of
all this confusion, how calm this fact made her.

I love you, she wrote to David.

For a long while the phone remained silent. But just as she was about to drift off, it
vibrated in her hand.

I love you too.
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