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I'd trust you friend with every love of mine, 

for you have standards. Some things you regard 

as pure, untouchable. I know it's hard.

But do not touch that boy. He is so fine.

Catullus (approx. 50-60 BC)





Prelude



	J’ai te vu 


…dans la foule, me regardant jouer. J’ai remarqué tes yeux, ta façon de bouger doucement en rythme presque imperceptible. Il semblait aussi que tu n'étais pas seul, n’est-ce pas? Le premier soir que je t’ai vu, je te voulais comme un chasseur qui voit un chevreuil en pleine forêt. Après le concert, j'ai cherché quelqu'un qui te connaîtrait, mais personne ne savait rien de toi. Je pensais que t’étais un fantôme, mais le deuxième concert, je t’ai vu à nouveau. [1]



	
Og meg, jeg har også sett deg.[2]



Berlin / Serendipity in A Minor



	Thursday




Host (R): You're listening to Radio Berlin Kultur, and joining us today is someone who’s no stranger to the world’s great stages—or its departure lounges. Violinist Marcel Marie Mendrickx is currently at the outset of a globe-spanning tour. This Tuesday, he performed at the Philharmonie for a sold-out audience; two more concerts are coming up tonight and on Sunday. Marcel, welcome, and thank you for making time in your busy schedule.

M.: Thanks for having me. In this city, you can find people who actually listen to music that falls outside of the mainstream.

R.: That’s a lovely way to put it. What’s it like to perform in a place like the Philharmonie, especially with a piece like Shostakovich’s First Concerto?

M.: It’s intense—but the good kind of intense. The concerto is... layered. There's so much unspoken in it. I think Shostakovich knew exactly how to say things without actually saying them, which is something I relate to more than I probably should. When you're playing it, you don’t just feel like you’re performing—you feel like you’re translating something secret.

R.: What an unusual way to describe a classical music composition… You've been living out of suitcases for weeks, and you still have months to go. Does the constant movement ever get to you?

M.: It does, in quiet ways. The days start to look alike—airport lounges, rehearsal halls, hotel keys that stop working. You end up missing small things: familiar faces, cooking your own food, knowing what window the light comes through in the morning. That said, there’s something beautiful in the way you’re always arriving, always starting again.

R.: Do you ever get used to that kind of solitude?

M.: I think you adjust to it, not quite get used to it. Some nights it’s just peaceful. Other nights, the silence in a hotel room feels very... exact. But I’ve learned not to fight it too much. It’s part of the rhythm.

R.: It is like it is, right? So, what’s next after Berlin?

M.: Vienna, then some classical music festivals in Hungary, Italy and Poland over the summer. Then a bit of a blur, Japan and South Korea in fall, some more dates in Europe until New York. After that... I haven’t let myself think that far. One note at a time, as they say.

R.: Well, Berlin hopes to see you again, maybe with more time to stay. Marcel, thanks again for joining us.

M.: Thank you. It’s been a pleasure. And if anyone knows where to get some decent cake in Mitte, my DMs are open.

R.: Haha, great! Dear listeners, if you missed out on tickets for Sunday’s sold-out show, you now have the chance to …





… I switched off the radio

#



Ich habe das Auto nicht zerkratzt!![3] I texted back, my fingers shivering with rage. I swear to God, it hadn’t been me. It was a nightmare to park this battleship of an Audi in this goddamn city (why did we even have a car in Berlin in the first place?), but that scratch was not my fault. And by then I might as well have smashed the casserole against the wall, and I probably would have, if it wasn’t so heavy. What the hell—I had wasted the whole afternoon cooking, after spending more on groceries than an average household did in a week, and all I got was a text from Maximilian saying he had discovered a scratch on the car. I left the casserole where it was, but I also left the stove on, on purpose. Sage and bay, may it burn to ashes.

I grabbed my keys and phone and headed out, in my distress, I forgot a jacket. The wet pollen colored the pavement green. There was a light drizzling rain, but it fit my mood just right, and the air felt crisp and innocent. I raised my face and let the tiny droplets cover my face. I would walk, I decided, even though it was quite a distance from Schöneberg to the Philharmonie, passing both fancy boutiques and hookers and everything else in between. My hair would probably be soaked by the time I got there, but it didn’t matter. Nothing mattered at that point.

I had just been there the day before with Maximilian. Still, world-star-level French artists don’t play in Berlin that often—three concerts in one week. Something about it made my skin crawl. A kitschy neon sign in my head lit up, blinking with ‘It’s meant to be!’, so obviously stupid I could slap myself in the face.



I didn’t belong here, to this god forgotten city. I would have never chosen Berlin of my own accord—it had simply been there. It just happened that way. No one had asked me if I wanted to. It came the way it came. An agreement, rather provisional, more or less mutual. A choice not to make a different choice. It was available and I acquiesced. I lived there, but I barely considered it my home. Residency, yes, but not home.  A home would have been a place where I wouldn’t feel alien, a place to feel safe. This city was not about safety, but a place where every day it screams in your face in the form of a hobo on crack, and there’s nothing you can do except close your eyes, hold your breath and move on. A hoarse scream of random obscenities that would be rather rude if not entirely unacceptable anywhere else in the world, but here it’s considered local flavor. People call it ‘authentic’, or ‘candid’, or ‘Berlin bluntness’. Or they call: Pass ma uff, Fatzke, nu is jleich zappendusta! [4]

To level out that state of shock doesn’t take much—some shopping, some techno, or better yet: take a trip to one of the many nearby lakes! Or a trip of ketamine! Both happily uplifting. Both fairly cheap and within easy reach, as long as there’s no replacement bus service on the U-Bahn.

In this city it’s not about ‘if you can make it here, you can make it anywhere.’ This city is not going to challenge you. It will not open its arms and give you a motivational speech and a goodie bag. This city simply won’t give a fuck, no matter if you’ve made it or not. It will shrug, crush out a cigarette and say: ‘are you done yet?’ The future is as bright as a flickering pale pink neon light bulb in train stations, which makes it difficult for junkies to see veins so that they drag themselves away to shoot up elsewhere.

Unlike the place where I was born, where you need to have a signed working contract if you’re planning to stay, in Berlin you can just come and linger. You don’t need to do anything in particular, you can just hang around, exist and be. This is the city where you can be anything or nothing at all—as long as you’re wearing the right combat boots, or the right porn star sunglasses, or get the right facial treatments with salmon sperm injections. But not if you’ve seen it on Instagram—because that would mean it’s already over. Like that new Asian place in that building that looks like it might get torn down tonight, where they serve you carrot sticks and call it vegan sashimi for the price of a weekful of meals for the local nursery, because they have grown those carrots on their roof—with love and devotion? Yes, that place—where you finally booked a table for your anniversary of shared loneliness. Sorry. Too late. The hype is over.

So you better hurry up.

But you go along with it. At first. Until further notice. Because somehow it’s also kind of beautiful not to juxtapose too much. This sunset on the bridge would have been so gorgeous, if it didn’t smell like piss here. Your home would have been awesome if the house across the street hadn’t been a former Stasi torture prison.

And yet, like in a bad relationship, you keep going, keep going, keep going, even if you’re muttering under your breath: one day I’ll leave you, you disgusting bastard. 

When I’ve got enough money, finally.

Or enough self-esteem, eventually. 

Or finally found someone else to rescue me from here, a fairy-tale prince on a pink unicorn probably, who would ride (with) you into the technicolor sunset of eternal happiness and countless climaxes. Someone who doesn’t still have their ex’s toothbrush by the sink. Or avoidant attachment issues. Or a kink that makes you go—huh? Someone completely, completely different. Someone who takes you by your hand and says, Here I am at last—and I’m not leaving without you.



Die Berliner Philharmonie is an architectural masterpiece for sure. Everything about this place is absolute modernist perfection, not the tiniest detail was off—except for my own rather absurd appearance that night. I should have changed while cooking, and now I had red wine stains on my white shirt from adding it to the casserole. It looked like I had slaughtered some small creature. I kept my arms crossed in front of me, hoping nobody noticed. All the good tickets had been sold out for months, of course. Even though it was Shostakovich’s Concerto in A minor—not everyone’s cup of tea—it was still full. It was difficult to say how many of them were here out of sheer hypocrisy. 

We had the best front-row tickets the other night, was it Tuesday? But Maximilian had this look on his face, as if he had been reproaching me all evening for dragging him here when he would have rather worked on an important case in the office, something was urgent again. He kept wiggling the tip of his foot the entire time, as if he could hardly wait for all this to be over—and it distracted me awfully. I was asking myself why I had given Maximilian those tickets for a classical concert for Christmas in the first place. Another cashmere shawl or a fancy fountain pen would have been just as good—maybe better. But then again, after all, he met some of his former clients in the foyer after the performance. They chit-chatted and I waited at the bar, as always. 

I just hoped I could focus tonight, finally, even if my mind was wandering restlessly. The only ticket I could get was this balcony one, from some tiny pale student girl who sold it while holding up a cardboard sign. Still, there I was. 



Would it have sounded cheesy if I had said the maestro looked stunning—again? Yes it would have, but I still say it, he did look stunning in those flooding lights that made everything pretty for the viewers but probably blinded the artists. He did not wear a tie, and in this context, this was rebellion. I don't know if he saw me the last time, when I was sitting in the front row with Maximilian, if he noticed me then, and if he did, if he would have remembered me today—the hopeless romantic in me firmly believed that he would have. I could only shake my head at myself.

This concerto in A minor wasn’t designed for bliss or delight—it was intentionally dissonant and deliberately unpleasant. Indigestible and unwholesome. Some passages sounded as if the violin bow were being drawn across freshly healed scars, reopening the wounds. It spoke of endurance, of the despair born of solitude. Every passage left a lingering impression, a sensation deep under the skin, until it burst out in an ecstatic dance of insanity. 

I’m not sure if I breathed during the whole performance, I don't think I did.



19:37 Warte nicht mit dem Essen, es wird spät heute im Büro. M.[5] 

20:53 Ich verstehe nur nicht, dass du wegen des Kratzers jetzt so einen Aufstand machst. Dafür gibt es Versicherungen. M.[6] 

21:48 Ich fahre jetzt los, bis gleich. M. [7]

22:09 Jonatan, die ganze Küche ist voller Rauch, das Rind ist total verbrannt, wo steckst du, verdammt[8]



The phone was buzzing non-stop now, the contact image on the display showed a snapshot of both of us on our last vacation in Barcelona—a stupid selfie in front of the cathedral, with me kissing Maximilian’s stubbled cheek. I stared at the picture, considering whether I should change the ringtone. I couldn’t remember why I had picked Chopin for Maximilian in the first place—Wagner would have been way better. I still didn’t answer, and the phone vibrated in a nervous staccato. I turned my phone off again and let it slide into my pocket. Maximilian would make me regret this. Badly. So what. 

I wanted to get wine from the bar afterwards, but it was so packed I would have had to stand in line until tomorrow, so I headed out instead. The rain had stopped, but the concrete cubes serving as the most uncomfortable benches were still wet. I sat down anyway. The pale neon lights of the building shimmered in the fog, almost mystical but cold. Lost in thought, I looked into the glass foyer, which was brightly lit from the inside like a giant aquarium. A little in awe, I suddenly saw him again, surrounded by a crowd of people, smiling politely as he shook their mostly wrinkled hands. He was tall, towering over most of the gray-haired heads. Every now and then, a bright flash of camera light coaxed even more perfect smiles out of him. I squinted a little and took a closer look—he had a bar of dark chocolate in his hand, which he hastily wolfed down in large bites like other people would devour a sandwich. Maybe it was just my imagination, but he seemed to be stretching his head and looking around, like he was looking for someone. I caught myself smiling. 

I guess I was just not ready to head home yet, to burst this little magic bubble; but my legs were getting restless again, and I loitered around, trying to look focused and somehow busy, as if I belonged here, maybe waiting for something or someone. The dark suits rustled and whispered around me like a forest, interrupted by occasional laughter sharp as a cry of a bird in the night. The phone in my hand glowed as if it was a massive firefly. Their rustle grew and subsided like moved by a wind, until it got quieter and a bit tense at some point. I turned around and almost stumbled into him, uttering a confused Whoa. The proximity was unexpected. 

I looked around, assuming he must mean someone else, because his gaze was too sure, relieved, as if he had been searching for someone in particular and had finally found them. I realized that everyone stepped back from us politely, as if there were a magnetic field around this, yet all eyes were on us now, astonished and amused, and I’d need to play along quickly if I didn’t want to make a fool out of both of us. 

… Guten Abend? he began, meaning nobody else but me, in his charming accent, half Dutch, half French, which made every word sound like velvet and embroidery, just loud enough to be heard. I held on, startled, tilting my head, then wrapped my arm around those red wine stains, and the almost pained expression on my face made it look as if I’d been stabbed in the stomach. For once, finally I answered the phone to silence its muted buzzing, quickly, still staring at him in awe and uncertainty. 

Ich ruf dich gleich zurück,[9] I muttered—no time for courtesies—then slid the phone into my back pocket. My accent took the best of me yet again and came out as a foreign sing-song with more peculiar letters than intended. 

Hi, I answered then, with a cautious questioning lilt, leaving it open to choose the language, secretly hoping my school French was still good enough. 

Bonsoir, he said, with an elegant shrug and a small nod, his hands in his suit pockets, rocking on his heels. It sounded as if he was expected to say it in French, a practiced and rehearsed phrase, and I smiled insecurely, as I should. A slight breeze blew, tousling his dark auburn artfully unbrushed hair. Under the streetlamp, he looked just as good as he did on stage, but calmer. He appeared so warm; it seemed stage heat was still radiating off his skin in damp clouds. His face glowed, and the little marks—beauty marks?—all over it resembled a constellation. He noticed me wrapping my arm around myself and couldn’t help but let his gaze travel downward; he cleared his throat. 

Are you… all right? he asked in English, smiling in sympathy, his eyebrows raised in a soft bow. You look cold. His hand unconsciously rose, as if to give me some of his warmth, but he quickly caught himself and pulled it back. He was quite a bit taller than I was. It’s nothing unusual, almost everyone is taller than me, but this time it bothered me somehow, so I pulled my slim shoulders back unwittingly. 

Bad day? he asked without judging. 

For the dinner, yes, I snorted. And for quite a few other things, but I wasn’t about to elaborate. I must have looked so utterly disheveled now; there was no use in pretending. What a conversation starter.

It’s just wine, I explained, rolling my eyes and feeling increasingly stupid. He stepped a little closer, and I could already smell the faint scent of amber and the distinct stage smell—a mix of warmth, body heat, and rosin with added notes of wood and music—that clung to him. 

I hope it gets better, he said. He frowned and seemed to scan all my details: my pale bluish eyes, a tiny earring in my right ear, my dark hair that was a bit too long to be considered masculine (I should have cut it a while ago, Maximilian has already reminded me several times), with a streak of gray at the temples despite my age, like the spotted fur of a polar animal in summer. He read me like a music sheet—it was as if, piece by piece, or note by note, everything he had been in search of was there, all at once. He had a smile on his face and was suddenly not so nervous. The rush after a performance made him feel bold, but not bold enough for a full sentence, it seemed. 

Your name…? he asked. For a second I flinched, considering whether I should use my full name because it was easier to understand. But hardly anyone called me by my full name except Maximilian—and that’s only because it’s the name of that seagull in that book he read at school, which was funny for five minutes but wasn’t really. So I went with the short version, the one that’s short enough to slip into a pocket as a token. 

I’m Jónsi, I said quietly, and it sounded like a dewdrop dripping from a glacier into an ocean. He smiled again, and it looked like his knees gave in for a moment when he heard it, a tiny twitch. 

Jónsi, he repeated, as if tasting the sound on the tip of his tongue, salty like seawater and licorice. Iceland? he assumed, frowning. 

Norwegian, sort of, but my mother is from Iceland, I corrected, feeling my ears getting warm as he looked at me, probably wondering if I was actually human or some sort of pixie. 

I saw you at my concert earlier. And the one before. You’re gorgeous. I’m Ceel, he said suddenly. 

I know, I replied awkwardly, of course I did—it was written all over the place—and I nodded to the announcement banner next to the entrance of the Philharmonie, where Marcel Marie Hendrickx was listed as the first violin soloist in shining neon. But then I noticed he gave me a shorter version, just as I did, so tiny it almost didn’t fit his height. I realized I probably should be blushing, talking to a real celebrity—I wasn't even sure anymore if I had the right to breathe this man’s air—but I did, and in fact, something about Ceel’s presence set my mind at ease. Ceel let out a little almost nervous chuckle, a light and joyous sound, but his laugh turned into a yawn as his body came down rapidly from the high of the show, crushing. 

Forgive me. I’m very tired, he admitted, his hand going over his mouth, his warm dark brown eyes twinkling in the dark. He looked up at the sky—cloudy and somehow greasy, with barely any stars, just blinking airplanes. For some moments we didn’t talk, yet the silence was not awkward.

The whispering voices around us were quiet but still present—a constant murmur like white noise with casual staccato from artificial laughter and exclamations, and I felt awkwardly exposed. And suddenly Ceel said probably the weirdest thing in the history of humanity: 

Do you think the sky tastes like petroleum? 

I took a breath to answer, but cut myself off and chuckled instead. Oh, he was mesmerizing. 

In November it surely does, I replied. Ceel looked at me, at my amused expression. Maybe that was the first genuine smile he had seen tonight—broad and unpretentious—and he couldn’t help but grin a bit himself. Then, in an attempt to keep the conversation going, he said the only slightly less weird thing: 

And what about now, in May? 

My gaze wandered over the clouds and chemtrails—the sky over Berlin was filthy and used, chewed up and spat out—but my grin remained confident. 

In May it tastes like serendipity. 

Serendipity? Ceel repeated, trying the unusual word on his tongue. It wasn’t that he didn’t understand its meaning—it's just a funny way to describe the sky. He looked up, following my gaze. This time, he was sure he was not hallucinating that feeling of confinement in this crowd of black suits in front of the Philharmonie; yet somehow, this time it was more bearable. 

And what does that taste like? 

I stayed quiet for a while, giving it a thought, wrinkling my nose like the snout of a little animal. 

Do you know the tingle on your tongue when you lick a 9-volt battery? This. And a hint of rosemary. 

Ceel looked at me, perplexed, trying to decide if I was being serious, and he let out a low chuckle. 

Good point. I’m not sure about rosemary, though—maybe thyme? I guess he knew he sounded a bit unhinged, but at this point, he no longer seemed to care, me neither. And… would you walk with me? 

Sure, I said, frowning for a second, slightly caught off guard by the proposal, then repeating ‘sure’ under my breath, more to myself. My muted phone remained quiet by now, though it felt like it was still buzzing—a phantom ringtone. 

Ceel started walking slowly and gestured for me to join him. He might have noticed my hesitance, but he looked like he would wait. He seemed to have a great deal of patience—or maybe he’d had many rejections on the rare occasions he’d been honestly interested in someone. Stardom doesn’t always make things easy. 

So, how’s Berlin…? I asked, hesitating, to avoid the silence, as we left those black suits behind like it was the most natural thing to do. To my embarrassment I didn’t follow the route of the tour, but I guess he would be pretty much on his toes, with Berlin being just another stop among plenty. 

It’s been cold… but good, he said, his hands in his pockets, his violin strapped securely over his back like a quiver. It’s been quite a while since I last played for a Berlin audience. He looked down at the pavement as he talked about his last stay in Berlin.



He was sixteen; it was May, just like now. He and his parents had been invited as special guests for the Philharmonie anniversary. His performance and stage appearance—being hailed as a golden genius wunderkind by the Berlin press back then—were so successful that he was invited to perform with the orchestra here several times; but every time, he refused: Back then, after the recital, his father—an unstoppable force of a man, more a steam engine than a human—suddenly felt unwell, lightheaded, and short of breath, and then everything went dark for a while and the world flipped. Since then, he evaded Berlin (and hospitals) at all costs, as if the city were cursed and haunted. This time, when the invitation came through, he accepted. He was almost thirty now—he had his share of prizes from numerous competitions (Singapore, Montreal,..), proper management, a record deal, and everything that happened in between. He was old enough not to believe in ghosts; he had come a long way. He had to do this for his own sake—to break the spell, only to find out that there was actually nothing to be afraid of. 

I listened to the story without asking much, getting pleasantly lulled by Ceel’s soft voice. It felt almost surreal—this late-night conversation, or rather a monologue, an insight into his unusual, stunning resume. He was oversharing, I noticed with some confusion, and I wondered what it was about me that set him free like this. 

...and this is the hotel I’m staying at, he added casually, throwing me a glance over his shoulder. 

Wait, what…? I looked up, caught off guard by my own naivety. 

Ceel stopped. We were at the corner of a modern, yet absolutely bleak, yellow-stone—or was it simply concrete?—building that looked just like so many similar ones in this area of Berlin. It’s one of those architectural attempts at effortless neoclassic chic that end up as uniform and utterly normal as every other building around them. It was hard to tell if the shrubs at the entrance were real or plastic—they were too perfect to have a heart. I needed another second to realize that we were, in fact, standing in front of the city’s priciest hotels, and I cleared my throat loudly to dispel the confusion. 

Ceel kept rocking on his heels without a comment, as if to say—‘It’s up to you’. Then, noticing my hesitance, he reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone. 

Would you, perhaps…Would you allow me to call on you? God, that sounded so formal, but I guess that’s just how he was, he couldn’t help it—his upbringing made it impossible for him to simply say, ‘May I have your number?’ He held his phone out to me. I would, maybe, love to see you again. 

I breathed deeply, in and out, then took the phone from him as if it were the most expensive device of all time, and I began typing hesitantly. There was a tiny crack in the corner of the display, and for some reason, this miniature imperfection felt comforting. Ceel watched me with a small smile, waiting patiently, shifting his weight on his heels. He looked so young like this—so much less sophisticated than when he was performing. This was probably the most human Ceel had looked all evening, I realized, except for those first few moments after he finished playing and rushed out backstage. 

Here, I sighed, handing the phone back somewhat reluctantly. My gaze lingered on Ceel’s hand for a second—not really touching, just feeling that warmth of the skin—and I looked down again, suddenly feeling shy.

So… for how long would you be staying here in Berlin? I asked, realizing that any answer would be both a blessing and a curse.

A couple of days. Three, to be exact. Next is Vienna, on Monday, then… I’m sorry, I can’t remember—it’s a lot. He shrugged and stepped forward until he was right in front of me. Is this an inconvenient time to tell you that I think you’re really attractive?

I frowned with a quiet ‘oh’, my mind humming. Three days were nothing. Both of us had busy schedules, and there was no chance… for what, exactly? I shook my head at the thoughts that began spreading in my mind like strings of melodies, twirling and interlacing.

I felt like Cinderella, knowing it was almost midnight and time was running out. And indeed it was even past midnight—and I should have been getting home, sure to be scolded by Maximilian for almost deliberately setting the kitchen on fire. Idiot.

Probably yes, I finally muttered in reply, wrapping my arms around my waist both to cover those wine stains again and to soothe the unpleasant sting building in my gut. …It was pretty inconvenient.

Ceel smiled again—his warm smile filled with compassion but also with something else that I couldn’t quite describe or name. It was in the way he stood, how close he was, and the way his lips parted slightly as if his next words were already about to emerge. Instead, he simply placed his hand on my shoulder, his touch gentle and light.

You seemed to be a man of many problems right now, he grinned, his eyes twinkling with soft sympathy. May I give you one more?

I snorted bitterly, letting my gaze wander as if searching for some hint, message, or sign—some solution hidden in plain sight that would cause the universe to shift back into its proper place. What was that word again? Yes, serendipity.

Ceel tilted his head and gently stroked my chin just beneath my jawline. He looked at me with kindness, yet also with the raw need born of long deprivation and neglected desire. But then he suddenly looked around, focused, like a director surveying the stage and searching for the best location for the composition. He took me by the shoulders, firmly and decisively, a gesture that so startled me at that moment that I had no reflexes to question or resist and let myself be maneuvered several steps backward, stumbling. With determined resolve, Ceel pulled me out of the pale cone of light cast by the lantern and into the shadow of the neighboring house, which was pitch black at that hour. He moved closer and then his lips found mine in the darkness—and yes, it tasted like a 9-volt battery. He cupped my face with both hands, and his kiss was both tender and hungry, a kiss with abandon, urgency and yet—unusual caution, that was almost unsettling.

But then, Ceel’s phone rang in his back pocket. He growled in frustration—a low, almost animal-like sound deep in his throat. He pulled his phone out of his pocket. The cold, bright display hurt our eyes as if it had caught us and was now punishing us for it. Putain, he swore. It’s my manager. I’ve got to take the call. He stepped away, just a foot or two.

I stepped back as well, almost on instinct, my eyes wide and my lips still tingling. My hands reached into the back pocket of my jeans unconsciously, and I did what I had promised myself not to do—I glanced at the phone I had put on mute. Thirty-four. Thirty-goddamn-four missed calls from Maximilian, and right then, a thirty-fifth came in at that very moment. I almost dropped the phone in shock before quickly tucking it back into my pocket.

I watched Ceel pacing while talking on the phone—four deliberate steps forward, then four steps back—a four-fourths stroke, rhythmic and concentrated, repeating endlessly. His replies—oui, non, oui, une semaine supplémentaire à Londres serait géniale—sounded automatic. The carbon violin case across his back glistened in the streetlight, like an extension of his very being.

And now, more than ever, I felt like some stupid Cinderella. I took a step backward, then another, and before my mind could interfere, I turned and ran. Coward. I heard him shouting Wait! but I was already out of sight, dissolved into the night air like a ghost, until the streets swallowed me, like I never existed. 

I ran through the streets, which were slowly emptying. The spirit of the city's neighbourhoods changed throughout the day and was becoming increasingly ugly, like some shapeshifting creature peeling off its skin to reveal its hideousness. Chic boutiques had already rolled down their graffiti-covered shutters while street prostitutes positioned themselves posing in front of them, wearing shimmering nylons and slicked-back, hydrogen-blonde or raven-black hair, as if there’s nothing but black and white: Come here, kid. How about it? I kept running, as if I could outrun the night until my lungs burnt.



Sag mal…?[10]

Maximilian’s voice was calm, as always, as I stumbled into the dimly lit apartment, breathless. I didn’t know what I had expected—to feel lighter? Vindicated? Instead, I was back home smelling like burnt beef. 

Leaning against the wall was a broom that looked completely alien in this household. Its sole purpose was to turn off the smoke alarm, which required Maximilian climbing onto the kitchen table first, cursing quietly. Needless to say, my cooking skills were usually the cause. 

It seemed that despite the smoke detector alarm, nobody called the fire department. The anonymity coupled with carelessness in this city was a blessing and a curse. 

Maximilian was scrubbing at the bright orange cast-iron casserole with a wooden spatula—though, at this point, it was a lost cause. The casserole was absolutely ruined, just like the mood. But it had been a gift from his mother, our first Christmas together, so he refused to throw it away just like that.

Maximilian trailed behind me as I traversed the absurdly spacious hallway, which was adorned with a wall-sized mirror, screed and stucco with angel heads. He was still wearing those rubber gloves, taking care not to drip too much soapy water onto the oak parquet as I made my way to the main bathroom. I peeled off my wine-stained shirt and tossed it into the laundry bin.

Spinnst du, es ist Seide,[11] he muttered and fished it back out. Wo warst du?[12]

In der Philharmonie, I replied quietly, like it was the most ordinary place to go—twice in one week.

Und du hättest nicht einmal kurz Bescheid sagen können, oder was?[13] Maximilian stared at me, confused, then pushed his frameless glasses higher with the back of his rubber-gloved wrist. Jonatan, wenn es wegen des Autos ist—[14]

Det er det ikke![15] I snapped back too quickly, my head spinning with exhaustion and overwhelm, my languages colliding in my brain. Norwegian slipped in where my ramshackle German should have been, my frustration turning me into the villain of my own story—the one who brings catastrophe and disaster.

I raised my shaking hands, half in defense, half in attack, then froze. The butterfly tattoo, inked low on my ribcage, seemed to flutter nervously, then my hands dropped back down.

Can’t you just… I started, desperately hoping Maximilian would switch to English for once, but he didn’t. Sticking to German just for the sake of grinding my gears and troubling my messy brain was his kind of punishment, I realized. 

Ist es nicht…,[16] I added then, back in German, yet quieter this time, before heading into the bedroom and throwing myself onto the bed, face down, like timber.

Wieso… wieso kochst du überhaupt den halben Tag, wo doch Sonntag deine Sfära-Deadline ist?[17] Maximilian asked, leaning against the doorframe, keeping his distance. But I couldn’t answer.

Ernsthaft, Jonatan, wenn du das wieder in den Sand setzt,…[18] He  left the sentence unfinished and turned back to the kitchen, back to scrubbing the ruined Cruset as if the force of it might fix something significant.

Ich habe dir gleich gesagt, du hättest in der Werbeagentur bleiben sollen, statt dieses ganzen Kunst-Bullshits. So unfassbar dämlich von dir, ehrlich…[19]



I was wide awake, eyes large and open, staring at the ceiling and its ornate stucco details in the dark blue of the night.

Maximilian’s body rested quietly beside me—warm, solid, clean, turned away. He’d be up in just a handful of hours to do what a good top rank corporate individual does, day in, day out. Maneuvering digits and numbers in spreadsheets effortlessly, crossing out, cutting costs. While I would stare at my screen and still get nothing done.

There was no spark.

My phone lit up silently—a tiny lighthouse on the nightstand, in the middle of the night. A message from a number I hadn’t even saved yet. I read it with a slightly sad lopsided smirk.



It was a pleasure to meet you, Jónsi.  I hope you made it home safely.

And that you may want to see me again soon.



Three days. Nothing. Ceel would leave by Monday. And until then, Sunday was the day that goddamn project was due. And it was stuck. So stuck I might as well have deleted everything.

I hesitated, then typed back, it was 3am by now, and not a trace of sleep in sight:



I hope this time you enjoy Berlin more than you did back then when you were 16.



I honestly didn’t know what else to say, and allowed myself to drift off instead. I imagined his body on those perfectly crisp hotel sheets as my eyes finally closed. My dreams have always been vivid.

I dreamt of Ceel, that lovely half-Dutch, half-French youth, being sixteen—that sugar-sweet age meant for clumsy lips and whispered gasps, for ‘always and forever’ in parking lots behind supermarkets. On danse, on baise, on rêve[20]. But he was a rising star, and everything else was a rushed and sloppy blur.

I dreamt of him playing that concert in Berlin. The applause. The aftermath of an adrenaline rush so strong his boyish body was shaking. The narcotizing scent of the flowers—huge pink lilies, their sticky dust from the long stamens clinging to his concert jacket, spoiling it. My hazy mind connected images into salacious symbols, from botany to anatomy, pollen and semen, until I woke up with sweat beading on my forehead.

It was already dawn. The curtains—solid and anthracite—let in a stripe of light. The early sun was cold.

#



	Friday




In the morning, I sat perched on a kitchen stool, heels tucked up at the edge of the plywood furniture—something that looked like IKEA but was, of course, an original. Like everything in this apartment—absurdly spacious, empty and ‘original’. When I moved in, I used to dream of discovering more rooms, like some Alice in Wonderland. Not necessarily to any magical realms, but another guest bedroom, another study, another conservatory filled with more furniture with french sounding names like ‘chaise longue’ or ‘étagère’, white walls and herringbone parquet. Then I stopped dreaming for a while.
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