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For the ones who have had to be strong for too long
—may you find someone who lets you rest.
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Chapter 1
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The first thing Genelle learned about Cologne in November was that the cold had teeth.

It wasn’t like the crisp morning air in Los Angeles or the rare, fleeting chill of an overcast day by the Pacific. This was something else entirely—an unrelenting, biting cold that curled around her fingers, settled deep in her bones, and refused to let go.

She wasn’t prepared.

Her so-called “winter coat,” the one she’d bought on sale after reading a blog about European winters, might as well have been a hoodie. The scarf wrapped around her neck was cute but useless, and her gloves—while stylish—were doing an absolutely horrific job of keeping her fingers warm.

She was learning, in real time, that California cold and German cold were two completely different species.

Her phone flickered as she pulled it out of her coat pocket, the blue light reflecting off the damp cobblestone streets. She tapped at the screen, hoping to check her map.

The battery died.

“Oh, sugar.”

Her breath curled into the night air as she exhaled sharply, hands clenching into fists inside her gloves. It was past six, but the city had been blanketed in darkness for hours already. Streetlights cast an amber glow onto the road, illuminating the glistening sidewalks and the warm, flickering lights of the Christmas market up ahead.

She could hear the soft hum of a tram in the distance, rolling steadily past, its windows fogged with condensation. People moved briskly around her, bundled in thick coats, hands stuffed deep into their pockets as they hurried toward their destinations.

She, on the other hand, was utterly and completely lost.

Her plan had been simple: get off the train at Köln Hauptbahnhof, walk to the university’s residency office, pick up her welcome packet, and head to her assigned apartment. Except she had underestimated the cold, overestimated her ability to navigate in a foreign country, and now she was wandering the streets, rapidly losing patience.

She yanked her coat tighter around her body and kept moving.

The scent of roasted chestnuts and cinnamon drifted from a market stall nearby, mingling with the rich, smoky aroma of bratwurst sizzling on an open grill. In another moment, she might have stopped, taken it all in, let herself be charmed by it.

Right now?

She just wanted warmth.

A sharp gust of wind tore through the street, and she gasped, ducking her head against the sting of it. Her boots hit a slick patch of ice—

A stumble. A yelp. A near wipeout.

She caught herself at the last second, one knee dipping toward the pavement before she managed to plant her foot. Her heart was pounding, heat flaring in her cheeks from the sheer effort of not landing flat on her face.

A few people glanced at her. No one stopped.

This isn’t LA. People mind their business here.

She exhaled sharply, hands gripping the strap of her crossbody bag, and kept walking.

Seven Months Ago – The Letter

The email had come on an otherwise ordinary Tuesday morning.

She had still been in her pajamas, curled up on her couch with her laptop balanced on one knee and a cup of coffee growing cold beside her. She had just cleared out the usual spam, subscription emails, and the occasional “Are you still interested in saving 10%?” from some website she’d forgotten about when she saw the subject line.

ADKDW Artist in Residence Program – Application Status

Her stomach had dropped.

Her pulse kicked up as she clicked the email, her fingers suddenly unsteady.

Dear Ms. Davis,

We are pleased to inform you that you have been selected for the ADKDW Artist in Residence Program in Cologne, Germany for the upcoming winter term.

She had reread that first sentence three times.

Accepted.

She was going to Germany.

For years, she had admired artists who traveled abroad, immersing themselves in new landscapes, new cultures, new ways of seeing the world. And now it was her turn.

She had spent the next several months preparing—booking her flights, practicing German on language apps, researching the history of Audre Lorde’s time in Berlin, the very subject of her film project. She had convinced herself she was ready.

But telling her family had been a different story.

“You’re really leaving us for Christmas?” Her mother had sounded both proud and heartbroken at the same time.

“Germany, huh?” Her uncle had smirked over the Thanksgiving table. “What’s wrong with working right here in LA?”

“Just… be careful,” her father had said, handing her a check to cover anything unexpected. “You know how I feel about you being so far away.”

Even her cousins, usually so unimpressed by anything that didn’t involve social media or music festivals, had told her she was “missing out” on the best part of the year.

She’d nodded, smiled, and reassured them that she would be fine.

Now, as she stood in the freezing streets of Cologne, toes numb, fingers stiff, completely and utterly lost, she wondered if she had been lying to herself.

Maybe she wasn’t as adventurous as she thought.

Back in the Present – The Bar

Another blast of wind hit, knocking her off balance again.

That was it.

She needed to find warmth now.

She glanced around and saw it—Gasthaus Edel, a bar that looked like it had been there forever. The dark wooden doors swung open as a group of customers stepped out, laughing, scarves pulled up to their faces. Golden light spilled onto the sidewalk, carrying the scent of wood, spices, and something warm and intoxicating.

She didn’t hesitate.

She stepped inside.

The shift in temperature was almost overwhelming. The heat wrapped around her, sending sharp, tingling sensations through her fingers as they began to thaw. She had to blink a few times as her eyes adjusted to the dim lighting.

It was… cozy.

Dark wood lined the walls, shelves stacked with bottles of every shape and size. The glow of brass fixtures cast a warm haze over the room, catching on polished tabletops and the frosted windows that separated this space from the freezing world outside.

A row of wooden beams stretched across the ceiling, remnants of the building’s old architecture. There was a steady hum of conversation, deep voices and soft laughter, accompanied by the occasional clink of glass.

The crowd inside was an eclectic mix—university students huddled in small groups, their backpacks slung over the backs of chairs, deep in animated discussions. A few professors from the nearby university sat at the bar, sipping whiskey, still in their tweed jackets and scarves. Some locals, older and more seasoned, occupied a long wooden table near the back, their laughter deep and familiar as they raised their steins.

She stepped farther inside, pushing her gloves into her coat pocket.

No one paid her much attention.

Good.

She just needed a moment.

She scanned the room, her gaze landing on the bar itself. The rich, mahogany counter gleamed under the warm light, lined with neatly stacked glasses and a few open bottles of dark amber liquid. A massive chalkboard hung above, listing the evening’s specials in looping German script.

She caught sight of the steaming pot sitting at the bar’s edge.

The scent of cinnamon, cloves, and deep red wine drifted toward her, wrapping around her like an invitation.

Glühwein.

She’d read about it before she left—warm spiced wine, a staple of German winters. She had planned to try it eventually.

Maybe now was the time.

She exhaled slowly, shoulders dropping as she let herself relax.

She was still cold, still exhausted, still wondering if coming here had been a mistake.

But right now, standing in this bar, feeling the warmth seep into her skin, she allowed herself to believe that maybe—just maybe—she would be okay here.





Chapter 2 – The Manager (Jakob’s POV)
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Jakob didn’t particularly like working behind the bar, but he liked the bar itself.

Gasthaus Edel had been a mess when he took it over—old, crumbling, a relic of another time. The kind of place that regulars clung to out of habit rather than preference. It had been stagnant, run-down, a business coasting on familiarity instead of quality.

He’d changed that.

Now, the place had character. A pulse. It was warm and lively, somewhere people actually wanted to be rather than just somewhere they ended up. The bones of the original beerhouse were still here—the dark wooden beams, the polished brass fixtures, the sturdy oak tables that had been in place for decades—but there were subtle modern touches, too. Industrial light fixtures softened by warm Edison bulbs, vintage records mounted behind the bar, a sleek espresso machine for those who wanted something stronger than beer but lighter than whiskey.

Gasthaus Edel was successful now. And that had everything to do with him.

Sinking into the memory, Jakob remembered how The papers felt heavier than they should have.

He had sat at the battered wooden table in his lawyer’s office, pen poised above the last signature line, his heart pounding harder than he cared to admit.

He’d done the calculations a hundred times over. The numbers worked. Just barely.

He could afford this.

But the weight of it—the sheer permanence of signing his name to something that would either succeed or sink him—it made his fingers hesitate.

His lawyer, a middle-aged man who had seen far too many young idiots take financial risks they shouldn’t, cleared his throat. “Klein, you sign, and it’s yours. No turning back.”

Jakob exhaled slowly through his nose, then smirked. “You always this encouraging?”

The man shrugged. “Just making sure you know what you’re doing.”

Jakob knew.

He had spent years knowing.

The money hadn’t come easy. His savings were a slow accumulation of late nights and side hustles, favors called in, calculated risks taken. He had worked jobs he hated—bartending in clubs where the music was too loud, taking on short-term contract work fixing up small businesses that didn’t deserve to be saved. He had learned everything he could about running a bar, not just from behind the counter, but from the books, the numbers, the people who actually made the decisions.

And all the while, he had his eyes on this place.

Gasthaus Edel had been on the market for a long time, its previous owner ready to let it rot rather than do the work to save it. It was historic, sure, but that didn’t mean much when the customers were dwindling, when the beer was mediocre, when the furniture was falling apart and no one wanted to invest in something with one foot in the grave.

But Jakob had seen something in it.

He knew Cologne. He knew this neighborhood. The university was just close enough to bring in students and professors, but not so close that it would turn into another chaotic, student-run dive. It was in the right place to be the kind of bar people chose, not the kind they settled for.

He had studied its weaknesses, knew exactly what needed fixing. New beer suppliers, modern touches that didn’t erase its history, better seating, a stronger menu.

He saw the path forward.

All that was left was to take it.

He exhaled, squared his shoulders, and signed his name.

The lawyer barely glanced at it before collecting the pages. “Congratulations. It’s yours.”

Jakob leaned back in his chair, running a hand over his jaw.

His bar.

He let the thought settle in, let the weight of it sink in as he shook hands, collected the keys, and walked out onto the street, the late afternoon sky stretching wide and open above him.

He could have gone straight to the bank to finalize the last of the payments. He could have gone home, celebrated, let himself actually process what he had just done.

Instead, he went straight to Gasthaus Edel.

The old sign creaked slightly in the wind as he unlocked the door. The inside smelled the way it always did—aged wood, old hops, the faint trace of something fried lingering in the air.

It needed work.

But it was his.

And that was enough.

Jakob wasn’t just a bartender. He was a businessman.

And business was good, he thought shaking off the old memory.

It was a Friday night, which meant the place was packed.

He leaned against the bar, arms crossed loosely over his chest as he scanned the room. He wasn’t in uniform tonight, just jeans and his usual denim jacket over a fitted thermal, sleeves pushed up to his elbows. His staff knew he didn’t like hovering—he trusted them to do their jobs.

But that didn’t mean he wasn’t watching.

The space was moving like a well-oiled machine, just as it should. The front tables near the door were filled with students and young professionals, their conversations overlapping in a steady hum, laughter breaking through in waves. The bar itself was crowded, people huddled in twos and threes, hands wrapped around glasses, leaning in to be heard over the music. Near the back, a table of older regulars sat nursing pints of dark beer, their voices lower, steadier—men who had been coming here since before Jakob had owned the place.

He read the crowd effortlessly.

It was a skill he’d picked up as a kid—learning to read a room before things went sideways.

Growing up, he’d always been watching. Watching his father’s moods, the weight in his mother’s silence, the tension in the air that could shift from calm to chaos in an instant. His little brother, Lukas, had been too young to see it, to understand the patterns. But Jakob had.

And now?

Now it was just another business skill.

He could sense the energy of the room. He could anticipate problems before they happened. He could tell when a group was about to get too rowdy, when a regular was about to overstep, when a server was falling behind.

And right now, he could tell that Max was in the weeds.

Max was a solid bartender, quick with his hands, good under pressure. But tonight, he was juggling too many customers at once, his movements sharp, his brow furrowed as he worked.

Jakob pushed off the bar, stepping into motion.

“Paul,” he called over the noise, his voice cutting through effortlessly.

Paul, one of his newer hires, turned from where he was stacking glasses near the dishwasher. “Yeah?”

“Jump in at the taps. Help Max with orders.”

Paul nodded, grabbing a clean bar towel and moving into position.

Jakob watched for a moment, making sure the rhythm smoothed out before scanning the rest of the room.

Daniel, his actual manager, was near the service station, talking to Marie, one of the waitresses. Marie was nodding, her hands full with a tray of empty glasses, while Daniel pointed toward a table near the back.

Jakob didn’t need to hear them to know what was happening.

The professors had lingered too long, probably asking for another round when they were already pushing their time limit on the reserved seating. Marie wasn’t confrontational, so Daniel was stepping in. Good. That’s why he was the manager.

His team worked well together. He had handpicked every single one of them.

He moved toward the kitchen next, pushing open the swinging door just enough to check in.

Klaus was at the grill, sleeves rolled up, brow glistening under the heat as he plated a fresh round of schnitzel and fries. Across from him, Elena was prepping a tray of currywurst, her hands quick as she portioned out thick slices, the spicy ketchup already drizzled over the top.

“On track?” Jakob asked, knowing the answer before it came.

Klaus glanced up, flipping a cutlet with one hand. “Ahead of schedule, actually.”

Jakob nodded. “Good.”

He let the door swing shut behind him and returned to the bar.

Everything was running smoothly.

The music thrummed low in the background, a mix of old-school rock and newer indie tracks that fit the atmosphere. The beer taps hissed as pints were filled, the scent of hops mixing with the warm spices from the Glühwein simmering at the bar’s edge.

Jakob leaned back, watching.

It was a good night.

And then, just as he was about to step away, the door opened.

A gust of cold swept in with it, biting at the warmth of the room. He didn’t look up at first, too busy checking the chalkboard menu near the register, making a mental note to adjust the specials for the weekend.

But something made him pause.

A shift.

A ripple in the space.

Jakob didn’t know why, but for some reason, he looked up.

Just in time to see her step inside.





Chapter 3
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The city felt so different from Los Angeles—darker, quieter, slower in a way that was both intimidating and captivating. She had arrived with high hopes for a fresh start, for immersion into a new culture, a new project that would mean something to her and her career. But the weight of being alone in a foreign country had hit harder than she expected.Gasthaus Edel wasn’t what she expected.

She had spent the last few days exploring Cologne, mapping out potential venues for her film screenings. Most places had been too formal, too sterile, or too obviously catering to tourists. But this place had a lived-in warmth, the kind of setting where people actually talked to each other instead of just scrolling through their phones.

She stepped inside, inhaling the scent of old wood, spices, and something faintly citrusy. It was warm, but not stuffy, the heat settling into her skin after too many hours in the damp cold.

The bar had a good mix of people. University students in one corner, leaning into hushed conversations. Professors and local professionals at the bar, some still in their work clothes, their loosened ties and shrugged-off coats evidence of a long week. A group of older men near the back—regulars, judging by their relaxed postures and steady pace of drinking.

It had energy without feeling chaotic.

She took her time weaving between tables, letting herself feel the space. She needed somewhere intimate enough for people to engage with the film, but open enough that strangers would feel welcome to join the conversation.

In the far corner, she noticed a small bookshelf, stacked haphazardly with a mix of German novels, travel guides, and old philosophy texts. That was interesting. Most bars didn’t bother.

She traced a finger along the spines, picking out a book at random—something in German, which she couldn’t read fluently yet, but the weight of the book in her hand was grounding.

Someone set a steaming mug down at the edge of her table.

She blinked, looking up as a passing waiter nodded toward her. “From the bar.”

Genelle frowned. “I didn’t order anything.”

“Compliments of the house.”

She glanced toward the bar, but no one was looking in her direction.

The mug was warm in her hands. The scent rising from it was deep and spiced—red wine, cinnamon, a touch of orange peel. Glühwein.

She hesitated, then took a slow sip.

It was good.

Better than she expected.

A small smile curled at the edge of her lips.

Alright. Maybe she liked this place more than she thought.

Jakob leaned against the counter, arms crossed, watching as she moved through the space.

She was watching the room, not just existing in it. That alone made her different.

Most people walked in, found a seat, ordered a drink, and settled into their conversations. She had done none of that. She had walked the perimeter like she was studying it, like she was considering something beyond just a drink.

He had seen plenty of new faces in his bar, but very few who took their time looking at the books, absorbing the atmosphere, watching the way people moved.

She had a presence. And other people were noticing it.

The younger guys at the bar had already clocked her. He could tell by the way their conversations kept shifting in her direction, even if they were pretending not to look. But she wasn’t paying attention to them.

She wasn’t here for that.

Jakob smirked slightly.

Interesting.

She took a sip of the Glühwein, and he caught the moment when her expression softened, just slightly.

Then, after another quiet moment, she set the book down and made her way to the bar.

She stopped in front of one of the employees—Stefan, one of the servers.

“Entschuldigung…” She hesitated, then tried again. “Ich… möchte mit… dem Manager sprechen?”

Her German was slow, careful, and slightly off, but she tried. That caught Jakob’s attention more than anything else.

Stefan instinctively glanced at Daniel, the real manager, but before he could respond, Jakob spoke.

Jakob stepped forward.

“I’ll take it,” he said smoothly, resting his hands on the bar.

She turned to him, eyebrows lifting slightly.

She exhaled, shifting slightly before switching to English. “Do you speak English?”

Jakob let a smirk slip. “Yeah.”

Relief flickered over her features. “Good. I wasn’t sure how much longer I could keep that up.”

He shrugged. “You were doing fine.”

She gave him a look like she knew he was lying but appreciated the effort.

He wiped a damp spot on the bar with a towel, then leaned in slightly. “So. Where are you from?”

Her head tilted slightly, a small pause before answering. “Los Angeles.”

Jakob nodded. “Are you studying at the university?”

She hesitated for a second. “Sort of. I’m here on an artist’s residency. My name is Genelle.”

That made more sense. The way she had walked in, taking in the space, studying it—she wasn’t just passing through. She was considering something.

“I’m Jakob,” he said, “So, tell me about this event you want to do.”

Her posture shifted slightly, straightening, as if the words carried weight before they were even spoken.

“I’m working on a film about Audre Lorde’s time in Berlin,” she said. “I’m setting up screenings and events, and I need a space. I heard your bar might be the right kind of place.”

Jakob tilted his head. “Audre Lorde. The poet, right?”

She nodded, but there was something in her expression now—a quiet assessment. She wasn’t sure if he actually knew or if he was just name-dropping.

Jakob didn’t miss it. “Have you seen The Berlin Years?” he asked.

Her mouth parted slightly, surprised.

He took the reaction as an answer. “It’s a good documentary,” he said. “It barely scratches the surface of what her time in Germany actually meant, but it’s a solid starting point.”
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