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For Dorle, the sun is always setting. That is to say, there is a realistic poster of a sunset hanging 
over her couch. She knows that it is a sunset and not a sunrise because the words Sunset 5 DM 
are written on the back side. She hopes that the sunrise was shown on another poster and not 
that everything is just the same: sunrise, sunset, whatever. In real life, you know when the sun 
is going up and when it is going down. Dorle prefers sunrises. Because of their optimism. 
However, she loves the poster anyway, 
 She is awake for both sunrises and sunsets, sitting on the couch drawn up to her kitchen 
table. She lifts her eyes from her work and witnesses the beginning and the end. This thought 
makes her strangely sad, she is frequently sad. At the same time, everything is going just fine. 
Not all that many bad things have happened in her life. She has a 15 square-meter basement 
apartment all for herself, and she has a wonderful work-at-home job and a friend. Everything is 
as it should be. 
 Around 5:20 - it is still pitch dark, but that is alright - Dorle gets up, shoves the guest 
mattress under the sofa, takes a shower (cold, hot, cold), and washes with clinical soap. Those 
who wash with clinical soap do not necessarily need to go to the doctor. That would be 
ridiculous, of course. On the other hand, she has hardly ever been sick, at most emotionally or 
psychologically, in those parts of the body that stay in the dark your whole life long anyway. She 
pulls on the blue work dress with baggy pockets, dark blue knee socks, and black work boots 
before opening the window. She fills her mop bucket and leaves her apartment. She wipes 
down the entry area with a damp cloth: large white tiles and small black tiles with upscale gold 
edging. For the edges and corners, she wraps the cloth around the handle of the scrub brush, 
which is something that Herr von Stottow had “recommended.” Once done, the entree, as Frau 
Karau calls it, smells like lemons, and Dorle’s hands are covered in a layer of rustling soap 
suds. She wipes them off on her dress. 
 For Herr and Frau Bock and for Frau Karau, she runs to the baker - she is only wearing 
the dress after all - to pick up the BILD newspaper and fresh rolls. She hangs the bags on their 
door knobs. One roll for herself is in the side pocket of her dress. Then she goes back to the 
basement. Whenever she is feeling especially good, she slides all the way down on the 
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banister. But this had only happened twice. She closes the window and brews a pot of 
chamomile tea. She eats the roll with jam and gets ready for the day: she shoves metal hair 
clips into her chin-length black hair, pulls up her knee socks, sits down under the lamp, and 
starts to work. The octagons twinkle when she holds them up to the lamp in order to thread 
prism pins into the tiny holes on the top edges. The cool glass willingly grows warm in her 
hands. 
 Around noon, she has to open the door for the man with the mobile meal delivery 
service. He always rings her buzzer because he knows that the old people take forever to reach 
the door, while she only needs between seven and twelve seconds. Once he is done with the 
mashed potatoes, the meatloaf, or the eggs in mustard sauce, the entire house reeks of 
flatulence. The driver is the signal for Dorle to set her work aside. She does ten pushups under 
the table, stretches her arms forward to the right and then to the left, and lowers her chin to her 
chest, holding it there for three seconds. She then puts on her coat and buys an open-faced 
Mett sandwich at the Kanauer Butcher Shop on the corner. 
 Little Herr Glisgold from the first floor always used to send her there, even after he had 
developed cancer and was throwing his daily sandwiches away. In the black trash can, the 
open-faced pink Mett sandwiches looked like vital organs. It was screamingly funny, but Dorle 
never screams. Nor did little Herr Glisgold. He just wanted to act as if everything were halfway 
normal. And he wanted her to keep him company and to keep reading to him from the SPIEGEL 
magazine. In any case, this is how she began to eat Mett sandwiches. Raw Mett was his end-all 
and be-all. Some days she ate three sandwiches, after which she wafted onion from every 
buttonhole. But he had died anyway, four weeks ago. The gray-brown grave like a gash in the 
snow. It has not snowed since then. A winter limited to above-freezing temperatures. 
 Mett is not her end-all and be-all - she will not let it go so far. Or the company either, for 
that matter. However, one needs constants in life. Even if this involves the white-tiled shop, 
where Herr Kanauer never fails to stare mutely at her breasts and Frau Kanauer never fails to 
hate her for this. But fortunately she never does anything about it. Except that whenever Dorle 
does not pay in exact change, as she has now learned to do each time, Frau Kanauer will only 
pay her back in two-cent coins. She would be better off if she doled her husband out in two-cent 
coins. 
 Dorle hunches her shoulders so her breasts do not protrude so much. If anything, this 
only provokes Frau Kanauer all the more from where she is crouching behind the yellowing 
cash register like an animal, closely tracking Dorle’s every move. With her Mett sandwich 
wrapped in wax paper, Dorle returns to Goethe Square. After stretching her spine back out, she 
settles down on the damp, gray bench and neatly eats her sandwich under the attentive eyes of 
the powerful white house, whose facade curves out toward the square. Do not gulp, chew thirty 
times, wipe your mouth with the stiff napkin. Dorle could watch the house for hours on end. Two 
greasy putti are holding up a chalice or something like that above the door. The balcony looks 
like the kind you could stand on and wave regally at your people. It is so grand that inside it has 
gray veined marble steps to which red carpet is affixed with brass bars. Unfortunately, the rug 
stops before it reaches Dorle’s apartment. In front of Dorle’s apartment lies a foot mat-colored 
foot mat, while a brass plaque engraved with the word Concierge, which she loves dearly, 
hangs next to her door. 
 As she returns from her lunch break, she sees that Frau Marx is allowing her greyhound, 
clad today in a gray checkered jacket, to pee against Dorle’s window, which is located to the 
right of the steps. She shrugs her shoulders. She had once told Frau Marx that, one way or the 
other, leaves made their way through the bars on her window ledge, not to mention the 
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cockroaches, spiders, and used tissues. She did not want dog urine on her window pane as 
well… She had never been looked at so disdainfully as she had been that time by Frau Marx - 
and she is often looked at disdainfully. She herself practically never looks at anything that way. 
 Someone else does it for her: Frau Sonne, older than dirt and as lean as a streamer, 
steps out of the glass door with the brass mounts in absurdly tall purple pumps. She descends 
the steps, stands there stooping with her chin raised and her hands planted on her hips. She 
scrutinizes Dorle severely, then Frau Marx whose dog is now in the process of pawing dirt 
against Dorle’s window. She says: “Frau Marx, now that I’ve run into you, the area in front of 
your apartment door smells god-awful. Please don’t be offended by my bluntness, but you really 
need to tell your cleaning woman to air out your apartment more often.” And before Frau Marx is 
done gasping for air, Frau Sonne forges ahead with a benevolent nod: “No offense, my dear, 
but behind closed doors all along the stairwell, the evil word incontinence is being whispered.” 
Then she twirls around and floats away - a small woman in a capacious purple outfit, a large 
salmon-colored silk scarf draped loosely around her shoulders. 
 After composing herself, Frau Marx flicks her leash and drags the gaunt dog back to 
stand at her feet. She then draws herself up so that her permanent wave sways before 
announcing: “Concierge! I will be having visitors tomorrow evening. And I expect that before 
then, this inexcusably smudged front door will be cleaned!” 
 “But I’m not the concierge!” 
 “It doesn’t matter what you are or are not! Clean the door!” 
 
She is not the concierge. It is just that she lives in the earlier concierge apartment in the 
basement of the house on Goethe Square. Yet the residents of the house, none of whom are 
under the age of seventy and all of whom occupy apartments that measure at least ninety 
square meters (some apartments, almost two hundred meters), either do not know this or do not 
want to. Her doorbell rings several times a day, while notes bearing requests are frequently 
pushed under her door. These people are simply used to having staff. Two of them still even 
have maids. Almost all of them have a cleaning woman. And they have Dorle. After working two 
four-hour shifts with the crystals, she takes a two-hour break every day, during which she lays 
down for a thirty-minute nap, goes out to eat, and takes care of things for other people. She is 
usually not paid for this work, but she likes the attention that is bestowed on her when she 
assists them. While the old people hate each other’s guts, six of the thirteen other residents 
here still greet Dorle. And these are not necessarily those she helps. For example, neither Frau 
Bock nor Frau Karau say hello. However, Frau Karau recently left in front of Dorle’s door a cast-
off gray cardigan that she now wears most of the time when working.The basement is not just 
dim, but also a little clammy and cold. 
 
The following day, over her lunch break, Dorle polishes the panes in the brass-framed double 
doors and then the brass as well. Frau Marx will be delighted. Brass is a metal with character. 
The older it gets, the lovelier it becomes. She imagines that brass enjoys being touched. She 
does not like being touched. 
 She is just rubbing the scribbles on the doorbell nameplate with turpentine, when ancient 
Frau Sonne comes out of the house again. Of course, she is dressed to the nines. Dorle could 
never bring her appearance up to par, even though she is only twenty-four. At the same time, 
she has also not tried hard to do so. Beauty is not really her thing. Frau Sonne, on the other 
hand, has never come down without makeup. Today is no exception. Actually she is pretty 
heavily made up. Dark brown foundation, orange lipstick. She pauses by Dorle and comments: 
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“I have to go to the dentist, Frau Dorle, although I don’t have any teeth left.” Dorle does not say 
a word. 
 Frau Sonne stays where she is and studies Dorle’s dark blue dress with its pockets 
bulging with cleaning implements. She then examines Dorle’s face, the red hair clips, and does 
not seem satisfied with what she sees there, otherwise she would not be shaking her head. “Did 
you know, my dear, that I used to be a teacher?” She removes a crumpled paper tissue from 
her jacket pocket, lifts it in front of Dorle’s face, and as if in slow motion, opens her thumb and 
forefinger, never once taking her eyes off the younger woman. Dorle leans down, picks up the 
tissue, and holds it out to the old woman, who then snatches it from her with a “Pff.” Dorle has 
already turned back to the brass nameplate in order to continue polishing. She is pulling out a 
special cloth made especially for brass, when she hears Frau Sonne resume her commentary 
behind her back: “You need to stop cleaning up other people’s filth, young woman. Stop doing it 
this instant, and before 6:00 this evening, write out ten times: I will not allow anyone to diminish 
my dignity. We will see each other at 6:00 upstairs at my place. And now I’m going to take my 
gums to the dentist. Have a good day!” She looks quite content now. After jauntily tapping her 
purple hat, she marches away. 
 Dorle looks after her. People can be quite unintelligible sometimes. She goes back to 
rubbing the nameplate, to the point of even polishing the small buttons, which is not easy at all. 
After all, these are doorbell buttons, so if you polish one of them too energetically, a bell goes 
off somewhere, which will not be appreciated, as Frau Karau would put it. Or water will seep into 
the tiny gaps, and the contacts will corrode. Nonetheless, she manages to clean the fragile trim 
of the nameplate and its tiny screws with cotton swabs. Shining brass really does delight her. 
 
At 6:00, she rings the bell outside Frau Sonne’s door, which is opened by a very odd woman in 
a gold shirt and blue-gray harem pants. She is barefoot, and has gold nail polish on her toes 
and fingers, in addition to gold mascara on her eyelashes. Dorle’s first impulse is to wrap her 
fingers around the voluminous gossamer creation of pink cotton candy hair on top of her head. 
However, regardless of the fact that one simply does not do that kind of thing, the woman is a 
head taller than she and very majestic. Dorle holds out the notepad to her, the one she had 
purchased extra and which had cost her twenty minutes of work time and ninety-five cents. She 
wants to leave right away, but the woman lifts her hand and wags her right pointer finger in front 
of Dorle’s face as she exclaims: “Nothing do. You’re staying right here, and I’ll reimburse you 
the ninety-five cents for the pad afterward.” 
 A squawk bursts forth from the nether reaches of the apartment: “If you would start 
reading my mind, Schräubchen, and not those of complete strangers, then you would know that 
my iPad has just crashed and I need your help. Bring her inside!” 
 Schräubchen? 
 “What can I possibly do? My name is Henriette Schräubchen,” the woman whispers. She 
is perhaps in her mid-thirties, but she looks older or, at least, unusual. She wrests the pad away 
from Dorle and chucks it on top of the hat shelf in the wardrobe. 
 “I’m Dorle.” She removes her shoes and hurries after the fairy down the hall, which is 
covered in some kind of Harlequinesque wallpaper: beige with black, red, yellow, and white 
rhombuses. Along one wall runs an array of long, narrow vitrines and shelves of varying heights, 
on which a large number of knickknacks are situated. It goes by too fast, and she cannot 
examine these all that closely. 
 In the past, Frau Sonne’s living room would have been called a salon, just the kind of 
space in which a chandelier, like the ones Dorle makes, fits perfectly. A glorious example 
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twinkles on the ceiling: late nineteenth century, worth about 2,000 Euros. It has obviously been 
cleaned recently, as revealed by the 4,000 octagons glittering every color of the rainbow. Dorle 
rubs her fingers together. She can literally feel their sharp edges. 
 Paintings hang all over the walls, ranging from very small to almost ceiling height, most 
in gilt frames. A large amount of furniture stands around in no recognizable order, each piece an 
antique. A seemingly Oriental secretary, chairs in striped and floral patterns, a clawfoot chess 
table, a jardinière covered in green leather. Bouquets in blue-and-white, brightly colored, and 
glass vases. Frau Sonne’s favorite flowers are obviously pink lilies. It smells like a mortuary 
chapel in here. Fortunately, the room is dim. If there were just a hint of neon light, you would 
have to be recently deceased in order to be in here. Little statues regard the room from 
everywhere: Buddhas, miniature animals, porcelain ladies. Everything is so lovely that you just 
want to touch it all. But that is not done. All you can do is look around. Nothing fits together 
here. All continents, all eras or whatever you call them, all styles. In any case, the room is 
crammed full of stuff, and in the back corner under the window, Frau Sonne sits enthroned on a 
mauve chaise lounge. A mountain of silk pillows rises up behind her back, and her delicate body 
is covered with a fur stole. 
 “Would you like some hot cocoa? Or tea?” Frau Sonne inquires. 
 “I only wanted….” 
 “Herta! Hot cocoa for the girl!” 
 “You wicked old women,” comes from outside the room. 
 “Herta is her middle name, and Schräubchen never likes it when I use it. However, 
sometimes it just makes me feel good to be wicked. You know what I mean?” Frau Sonne 
studies Dorle. “No, you don’t know that. Perhaps it’s time for you to learn. I’ll take care of that.” 
 Dorle nods. “Thank you very much.” And after she has burrowed her stockinged toes 
long enough into the rug and Frau Sonne still has not revealed what is going on here, she feels 
like she has been scrutinized long enough and that it is time to go. However, Frau Sonne waves 
for her to sit on the edge of her chaise lounge, where Frau Schräubchen hands her a fragile, 
sprigged cup full of cocoa, and then demands that she tell her a little bit about her life. 
 Dorle watches some kind of white clumps float around in the cup while she quickly and 
in short sentences summarizes that she moved in with her grandmother when she was seven. 
There she had a pale blue tent in the garden, where she had been allowed to sleep all through 
the summer and watch the stars shine. After her grandmother died, she had been compelled to 
go to a children’s home. That had not been pleasant. She could have let herself be beaten 
there, just as her parents had done earlier, but as a child, you do not have much choice in such 
things. Then she lived for a while in a flat-sharing arrangement, where each person had a 
separate room, but it had been nice that you could hear that you were not alone. This 
arrangement was just her thing. However, because sometimes she was unable to leave her 
room for days on end and the other people in the flat felt disturbed by this, she had needed to 
leave to take a cure a year and a half ago. While at the spa, she had worked out a lot and 
learned details about her childhood that she had not noticed before. In addition, she had 
acquired the necessary skills for her job. And Joe, the delivery man for the chandelier 
manufacturer, had introduced himself to her and occasionally brought her chocolates when they 
met in the common area. 
 She has been recovered for a long time now. As she left, they told her that she would 
need a large reserve of patience, but that is something she has plenty of. Besides, she has a 
lovely apartment and strings crystals for chandeliers, which is a lot of fun. Joe delivers materials 
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to her and picks up the finished chains once a week, and since he always stays for ten minutes, 
she has plenty of companionship. 
 Frau Sonne raises Dorle’s chin, and Dorle decides to stand up, because she has been 
balancing on only one cheek on the hard edge of the chaise lounge and it is now numb. Nobody 
likes to be pinched on the cheek or to be chucked under the chin. Old people simply do not 
know this. Between the white clumps, she takes a sip of cocoa. 
 Frau Sonne nods up at her, speaking quietly: “That is not a nice life story to date. But 
what I find the worst part of all is that, during the three minutes you’ve been talking, you have 
uttered two ‘But that doesn’t matters’ and one ‘That was not as bad as it sounds.’ What you 
have been through was truly awful.” Dorle stares into her cup. If only she had not accepted the 
cocoa. 
 “My darling, starting today, you will visit me more often,” Frau Sonne explains serenely. 
 “Thank you very much, but that isn’t necessary.” 
 “I need help sometimes,” clarifies Frau Sonne cheerfully. “And as for Schräubchen, well, 
you’ve seen for yourself. You can’t just leave everything to her. In worst case situations, she 
leaves no stone on top of another.” 
 Dorle nods. I need help is something that she can easily work with. She nods once 
more. “Yes, between twelve and tw….” 
 “The day after tomorrow, 6:00.” 
 Clearly whether or not the day after tomorrow at 6:00 is convenient for her is not a factor 
under consideration. But Frau Sonne will certainly forget all about this by the day after 
tomorrow. Dorle has come to understand old people. 
 Henriette Schräubchen is already standing behind her. She takes her forearm and 
accompanies her back down the hall. This time, while passing by, Dorle notices taxidermied 
animals arranged along a longish table. One of them looks ill. A three-armed silver candelabrum 
and a silver-edged glass cube holding pink-and-white bonbons are situated close by. There is 
much more to see, but unfortunately you reach the end of this hall too quickly. Oh well, it does 
not matter. At the door, Frau Schräubchen returns the notepad with the words I will not allow 
anyone to diminish my self-worth. She also hands her a golden plate holding a tiny pink cake 
with silver piping in addition to one Euro, which she tucks into the righthand pocket in Dorle’s 
dress. 
 “The money is for the notepad. Please bring the plate back the day after tomorrow. The 
day after tomorrow at 6:00.” 
 Dorle holds the pad up defensively. 
 “Frau Sonne never forgets anything. It would be in your best interest to be punctual.” 
 “Does Frau Sonne really need me? I don’t understand what this is all about.” 
 “Yes, she can be quite tedious when it comes to her know-it-all attitude. But if she didn’t 
need you urgently, you wouldn’t be here. That u….” 
 “Herta!” a voice crows from inside. “I can hear you.” 
 Henriette Schräubchen rolls her eyes, pats Dorle on the shoulder, and pushes her out 
the door. 
 Dorle stands rooted to Frau Sonne’s doormat for a few moments, her back to the 
apartment door. She has the notepad in one hand, the plate in the other. The stairwell stretches 
away from her like a gullet. 
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“Explain something to me, my beauty. A fat old man just said something to me that I couldn’t 
quite understand. ‘Banging’ was clear, as was ‘gray mouse,’” explains Joe, the driver for the 
chandelier manufacturer, Bling! She has just opened the door and ducked away from him, as he 
tries to hug her once again. He is just supposed to deliver the materials. She walks over to the 
table and sits down on the couch under the work lamp. He bounds after her, and stands in front 
of her in clothes that resemble children’s togs. 
 Although she is looking straight ahead and actually only sees his stomach, she knows 
that he is smiling at her unwaveringly, and is bobbing up and down in his grass green tennis 
shoes. He always seems to be in a blur, because he never stands still. If he would ever stop 
talking a blue streak, you could ask him how anyone’s eyes can focus on objects that are in 
constant motion. He loves everyday questions like this. At the moment, he is tapping the table in 
front of her with his fingertips and describing what he ate for breakfast. The short version is: roll 
with jam. But Joe would never even dream of giving the short version of anything. That would 
mean he would have to leave out that he had found a worm in every one of the blasted plums 
he had used to make the jam, literally every single one - all skin-colored, the longest of which 
was 7 mm long. And these had made the pitting process a devil of a job, which was a devil of a 
job anyway even without them. And does she know that green walnuts are an ingredient in plum 
jam. And how are you supposed to find these in a city like Berlin? If you’re smart, you look in the 
Internet and figure out where walnut trees grow, and when necessary, all for the sake of three 
walnuts, you take a drive out to Werder. Et cetera. 
 That is how things always are with him. 
 Always, except for one instance early in their acquaintance. That was when the dog had 
died, the one that Joe otherwise always had with him. And this was why Joe had sat motionless 
- absolutely motionless - on the sofa next to Dorle and sobbed quietly. She had watched him for 
a while. Had lifted her right hand and let it sink back down, then the left. Wanted to say 
something. Did not know what. Stood up. Fetched a piece of toilet paper from the hall bathroom 
for him to blow his nose, which he took sniffling and then despairingly balled into a tiny wad in 
his hands before stuffing it into his pants pocket. He then pulled out a packet of tissues and 
blew his nose. She sat next to him the whole time and watched him. Stood up then and brewed 
a cup of chamomile tea for him before sitting back down. Stood up and went to the shower and 
back to the sofa and sat back down. Sobs shook his body unrelentlessly. With her fingertips, 
she tapped him on his knee, but that did not help anything. 
 And then at some point, she risked taking him in her arms. 
 In a flash, all tension drained from him, and tender and hushed and yielding, he wrapped 
his arms around her shoulders, leaned onto her chest, and wept some more, though now 
quieter, softer. And curiously enough, she had not found this unbearable, but rather moving, and 
she experimentally stroked his back and touched his hair. She tested how his temple felt under 
her pointer finger (smooth and pulsing, as if the skin was very thin, his blood right underneath). 
She studied how his ear was resting against her nose. She discovered that he smelled like 
fabric softener. And she realized that she urgently needed to end this as soon as possible to 
prevent the panic precipitated by this closeness from rising within her. Yet, her body had already 
secretly combined with his. Though not really comparable, if you wanted to apply an analogy, 
then perhaps that of the dark and the light doughs in marble cake. Each stays in its own place. 
At most, a few streaks from here to there, but at the same time, they are firmly baked together. 
That is how it was. 
 Since then, she has secretly been Joe’s girlfriend. But there is no real prospect in it, 
because he has never again been so sad or so still. And Joe is unbearable when he is cheerful: 
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He is always wanting to hug you and do things lickety-split and with twice as many movements 
as is necessary. When he talks, his mouth takes up the entire lower half of his face. His eyes 
dart, his ears wag, and even his uncombed blonde hair vibrates. And the talking is not the worst 
part! Joe keeps rocking forward and backward, as if he is strapped to a small trampoline. He 
moves his arms and laughs the whole time. If you wanted to kiss him, you would end up 
bumping your mouth against his, or against his chin or his nose.  
 His presence wears Dorle out. With him, it is as if a tornado is confined in her small 
apartment. She hates Joe for the fact that he constantly presses her into a corner. Can’t a 
person just see what another person needs? She needs space. And silence, damn it. 
 As he registers that Dorle is furious, he suddenly stops bobbing up and down: “I 
threatened to beat him up. Was that the right thing to do?” he asks. 
 Of course, Dorle had already heard Herr Bock’s wheezing, as well as his words. The 
walls of the concierge apartment are thin. They were probably constructed that way on purpose 
way back when, so the concierge could always hear right away when someone arrived and 
needed to carry something upstairs. Dorle ducks her head and fixes her gaze on her work. “Oh, 
that doesn’t matter. That’s just Herr Bock,” she demurs. “No need to take him seriously. The 
boxes with the finished crystal chains are sitting on the top step.” 
 With a grin, he positions himself in front of her kitchen table and puffs out his chest. He 
probably wants a compliment. Joe always wants something. She already knows that about him. 
After she had comforted him that one time, he started always wanting to hug her in greeting. 
However, she had told him right away that she preferred to not be hugged. That the other time 
had been an exception because he was crying and needed help. She can certainly give hugs, 
but she does not enjoy it. And the receiving of hugs, even less. 
 “Alright,” Joe had said, not looking sad at all but energetic as usual. It must not have 
been important to him, the hugging. 
 “The boxes for you are on the top step.” 
 “You already said that. Do I get a cup of tea? It’s cold today.” 
 She gets up and walks over to the sink. You would have to literally tell him to leave in 
order for the silence to return, but that would not work. He had arranged this apartment for her 
after she had finished her cure. And he is her only friend. 
 He makes a face when he sees her reach for the bag of chamomile tea. “You know, I 
could bring some tea bags. There are all sorts of great flavors. Wake Up and Laugh. Open Your 
Heart to Joe. Things like that.” 
 Dorle sighs. Joe throws himself on the sofa. Luckily she is no longer sitting there, or he 
would have buried her under his body. She adds only enough water for one cup of tea to the pot 
so it will boil quickly. 
 “By the way, a monstrosity is standing outside your door. Castrated plastic trees that 
dream of being a jungle.” Dorle concentrates all of her focus on the heating of the tea water. 
“Seriously. There are plants out there,” he insists. 
 She sets the tea in front of him. And it is true: After walking up the seven steps to the 
apartment door and leaning out, she discovers the trees and bushes there. Eight altogether. 
Under one of the white plastic pots, further weighted down by a two-Euro coin, is a piece of 
copy paper. Please water. Am traveling. Money is for you. Warm regards, Tippner. Herr Tippner 
lives on the second floor and has a greasy, flaky side part, which does not bother Dorle at all. 
He wears knickerbockers and prefers khaki shirts. She goes back inside: “Don’t you need to get 
going?” 
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 “The tea needs to cool a bit first.” Joe dangles his legs over the armrest and stretches 
out across the entire length of the sofa. His grass green hoodie has slid up, and his belly button 
is visible. Dorle refuses to look in that direction. “Shall I help you carry the jungle inside?” he 
asks. “Although…,” he pulls himself up a little and looks around perplexedly, “... they won’t fit in 
here. The plants or you! Decide! Either way you can keep the large tip. Good grief!” 
 “Did you read the letter? That was private!” 
 “That is not a letter! If that’s a letter, I’m crazy and head over heels in love with you… 
Oh, it must really be a letter then.” He laughs. She already knows how this will go. Once he 
starts laughing, he keeps laughing. From Joe, you could study how to “laugh your head off” and 
to “laugh yourself silly,” assuming you were interested and not just irritated by such things. He 
goes over to the sink and runs cold water in his tea before draining it in one draft. He crosses to 
her, kisses her on the cheek, and murmurs, “Oh, that’s soft,” before rushing out. 
 Once Joe is gone, the space seems drained of all color. However, Dorle can finally get 
back to work.  
  
She spends the entire late morning sitting on her sofa and pushing crystals onto prism pins. She 
must hurry, since there is only a narrow window of time. Joe will be back in three days to pick up 
the finished crystal chains, which will be added to the chandeliers made by Bling!. Theoretically 
speaking, Dorle likes the chandeliers. They would be right at home in a czar’s palace. She 
never would have thought that people actually bought such things, until she saw the ornament 
on Frau Sonne’s ceiling. Since getting this job six months ago, she has lived in constant worry 
that, in terms of its focus group, Bling! had gotten it wrong and would have to close down. Now 
she has one less worry. But that is just a figure of speech, since Dorle has no actual worries. It 
is just that certain things are unpleasant for her from time to time: closeness, touching, or the 
thought that while she is waiting at a stoplight, the antenna of a passing car might slice her face. 

After an hour passes, she realizes that she has threaded the wrong-sized octagons. 
These are the cheap rocks that Joe had brought over previously, the ones without contours or 
brilliance. Contrary to her normal practice, she will not be surpassing her quota today, that is 
quite clear. Today she cannot love the cold twinkling of the crystals. The joint in her thumb is 
aching, and she also seems to have cut herself. Although this only rarely happens, she keeps a 
box of children’s bandages on her work tray in case of emergencies, and now she despondently 
resumes her work with a lion on her pointer finger. By noon she is so tired that she pulls the 
guest mattress out from under the sofa. She calls this her guest mattress because that is its 
specific name, but actually this is her only mattress. She unfolds it behind the sofa and lays 
down. 

 
After she wakes up, she is frustrated because she senses instantly that she has overslept. And 
in fact, it is already past 2:00. She had not heard the meal delivery man. As punishment, she 
forgoes lunch. And the butcher sells one less Mett roll. As if wearing rubber boots full of water, 
she scuffles out her door. She stands helplessly in front of the plants in their white pots. They 
look like something that is supposed to improve the ambience of the children’s home, the 
director has other plants at home. Not a single bloom can be found on them, no scent. Two of 
them even have thick spines. Dorle heaves the two tallest into the shower stall, which stands 
against the wall next to the sink. She distributes the others such that she can still get around 
them. She hides a little fern under the table. But it does not help, since she still knows that it is 
there. How conceitedly its leaves crinkle! Only something completely cold-hearted could survive 
from the Stone Age to today. She hates it. And she hates Joe, too. Furious, she does the ten 
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push-ups that are necessary to keep her back healthy, and then ten more to counteract the 
anger. Stretches forward to the left and then to the right. 
 
She has been working for quite a while by the time 6:00 comes around, and has even 
completed an acceptable amount of work for the day. She now combs her hair, tucks the red 
clip back into it, pulls on her nice, wine-colored dress and pumps - she does not want to stand in 
front of Frau Schräubchen like Cinderella once again - and leaves the basement. The unlit 
stairwell stretches before her like a limestone cave. She had been in such a cave once when 
living in the children’s home. One of the children got lost in there, but was found again after two 
hours. She does not turn on the light. This is one way that you can keep from growing anxious 
about the apartment you are about to enter and its residents. Instead, you spend the whole time 
trying to feel your way through the dark and to keep from falling. Of course, the basement - 
heaven contrast is presumably all the starker this way, but that does not matter.  
 How can you actually get such cotton candy hair? If you have three wishes you want to 
make, you should be sure to turn to Frau Schräubchen. On the other hand, Frau Sonne, who is 
standing behind her and tapping impatiently on her delicate golden watch, is overly made up. 
The eyeliner on her left eye is thicker than that on her right, and she has some lipstick on one of 
her incisors. She looks like a hobgoblin, peering out from behind the back of her magical 
employee. “You’re late!” she squawks, as she braces herself with a bony hand on the wardrobe. 
 “Excuse me, I was held up. I’m very sorry, but now we can get to work. What is there to 
do?” With a smile, Dorle hands Frau Schräubchen the plate. “Thank you very much. The cake 
was delicious.” 
 “No problem. Be sure to enjoy it tomorrow at breakfast,” Frau Schräubchen whispers 
over her shoulder as she offers the old woman her arm. Grasping it, Frau Sonne marches off in 
her purple pumps, tugging Frau Schräubchen along as if in a hurry. 
 Dorle is still standing at the tall, double doors, conflicted by both the question of whether 
or not she should remove her shoes and her dismay that Frau Schräubchen has seen past her 
lie. In actuality, she had not eaten the pink-and-silver cake, but had instead packed it in a 
transparent bag that she then placed on a shelf above the sink. It is incredibly pretty. Dorle has 
never owned something so nice. It is like a necklace or a gem, to eat it would be unthinkable. 
 In terms of food: Dorle had punished herself by not eating any lunch today, and she is 
now quite hungry. This is not a big deal, but she wants to get back to her basement as soon as 
possible, so she can warm up a can of alphabet soup. “What needs attention?” she asks into 
the empty hall, as she takes off her pumps and follows the other two women. Once again, there 
is no time to examine the unusual things and the taxidermied animals in the hall, because Frau 
Sonne calls “Hop along now!” She then adds, “What should get attention is the clogged toilet.” 
As Dorle enters the salon with its thick, wine-red carpet, the old woman is supporting herself on 
the back of the chair pulled up to the claw-foot chess table, as she waits for her.  
 “The toilet is on strike. That is what is going on with us right now. I’m taking care of it.” 
 Dorle wants to check on it right away, but Frau Sonne growls: “By tomorrow, another 
ten: I will not allow anyone to diminish my dignity… Oh, forget it. Today I’m feeling generous. My 
ladies, now we shall dine and gamble!” With an expansive gesture, she points across the room 
toward the table, which is covered in all sorts of little plates and bowls. They are holding 
sandwiches, pickles, olives, little cutlets and meatballs, and in the midst of the dishes are two 
eight-armed brass candelabra with burning candles. The board for Settlers of Catan is set up 
between them. 
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 Frau Schräubchen helps Frau Sonne into a chair, places a pillow at her back, and 
impatiently motions for Dorle, who is just heading into the kitchen to get the wine for the two of 
them. “What are you waiting for? Sit down! Eat!” 

“I? Uh….” 
“Six, set! And please pass me the olives,” Frau Sonne orders, raising her pointer finger. 
From this point on, they eat and play. Dorle as well. She had never thought it would be 

this way, not even in her dreams. Henriette Schräubchen takes care of Frau Sonne almost 
tenderly, making sure that she does not just eat olives but also the vegetarian meatballs, which 
Dorle likes a lot because they taste like nuts or something like that, and the cheese skewers. 

Dorle suspects that Frau Schräubchen is intentionally playing badly so that Frau Sonne 
wins. She likes to win. She laughs when she does, making fun of her opponents and is all 
giggly. 

Dorle sits across from her, digging into her food. At first, she had held herself back, but 
then Frau Sonne asked if Luigi from Aspettando Filippo had spent the whole day in the kitchen 
for nothing. So she eats. Dorle eats and watches the old woman. She must be pretty old 
already. Her hands rest on the damask cloth like something recently unearthed by 
archaeologists and now waiting to be catalogued. Her face is gray with a tinge of violet and 
completely furrowed. She looks scary, somewhere between evil and malicious. Yet, when she 
laughs, Dorle can see how intelligent and warmhearted she is. Fortunately Frau Sonne laughs 
often. Well, she is winning after all. Dorle has not played games since her childhood, and back 
then, she had usually been alone in the park, but the two women have explained the game to 
her. It is so exciting that she dribbles red beet salad down her dress. She rubs her dress with 
her napkin, but the pink spot refuses to budge. 

Frau Schräubchen has spent the past twenty minutes rocking her chair backwards and 
forwards - but not like Joe, who makes you wonder if he might fall at any moment and bash his 
head, rather casually and elegantly. She is now watching Dorle in amusement. All that is 
missing is for her to be chewing gum and popping large pink bubbles. She suddenly stops her 
rocking, stands up, and leaves the room without a word. Frau Sonne does not even look up. 
Clearly she is accustomed to this. Besides, she is once again busily blocking off a wheat field. 
When Frau Schräubchen returns, she is carrying a scarf. A black one full of colorful bonbons. 
She gently places it around Dorle’s neck, who during this entire process has stopped breathing 
and almost died. A flat knot hangs to the front, and the spot is hidden. Dorle touches it with her 
pointer finger. Silk. She rests her finger on it. By the time she glances back at the board, Frau 
Sonne has annexed the wheat field and everything else as well 

“Splendid,” Frau Schräubchen remarks, before collecting the game pieces, folding up the 
board, packing everything in the box, and sitting back down. “That’s cheating. You manipulate 
the facts until they suit your purposes, don’t you?” 

“That’s my plan,” Frau Sonne winks at Dorle. “As for facts: I have a request,” Frau Sonne 
declares as she knocks on the table. Frau Schräubchen fills three tiny crystal glasses with an 
almost black liquor. 

Dorle picks up another mini stuffed tomato. It makes no difference. She is about to learn 
how she is supposed to pay off this meal. But first, a toast. The liquor tastes like cinnamon and 
is only a tad sweet. Frau Sonne lifts up her glass and studies the liquid. Then she says: “Could 
you help me on Sunday? I want to make pralines, but I can’t stand for very long. I am a fragile 
lady. Schräubchen has a whole array of other responsibilities of great significance to take care 
of. Johannes will make all the necessary purchases, but I don’t want to have him in my kitchen. I 
need a woman with a light touch.” 
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Dorle nods. 
“I pay in kind. You’ll end up with the first Christmas gifts for your loved ones.” 
Your. Loved ones. Dorle sets her glass down and pushes her chair back. She stands up 

and goes to where she thinks the bathroom is, because she has already been in many of the 
bathrooms in this building. But not to shake as she is doing now, but rather to clean something 
up. “Everything’s alright,” she whispers as she sits on the mint green toilet lid, her arms wrapped 
tightly around her body. “Everything’s alright. Everything’s wonderful. I don’t ever have to see 
them again. Everything’s fine.” 

As she returns, both women look at her with concern. She sits down and comments with 
studied joviality: “I got the spot out.” She starts to untie the scarf, but Henriette Schräubchen 
whispers that she should keep it. Dorle’s first inclination is to close her hand around it to indicate 
that she had really wanted to keep the scarf. But instead, she only places her pointer finger on it 
again and responds with a smile: “Thank you very much, but that isn’t necessary.” 

“Necessary! Necessary! Of course, it isn’t necessary,” Frau Sonne interjects sternly. “But 
you look enchanting in it!” 

“Thank you,” Dorle answers. “The colors on this scarf are really gorgeous. And as for 
making the pralines, I can do it. I just have to plan my work around it.” 

“You work on Holy Sunday?” Frau Sonne inquires. 
Frau Schräubchen admonishes her that she should not play dumb, that she knows full 

well that some people have to work in order to make ends meet. And yes - even on Sundays. 
Frau Sonne does not look put out in the least. You can obviously criticize her sharply without 
fear of being fired. 

“How should I envision your activities down there in the cellar?” Frau Sonne inquires. 
Frau Schräubchen raises a warning eyebrow, and in the kitchen, something clatters. It sounds 
as if a fork has fallen onto the tiles. Or a knife. Or a spoon. Likely a large one, rather than a 
small one. “It’s good, it’s good.” The old woman rests a hand on Dorle’s. 

She pulls her hand back, rubbing it across her thigh as she describes how everything 
with the crystals functions. But she does not go into great detail. Suddenly Frau Sonne looks 
exhausted. “Thank you very much for this lovely evening,” Dorle says, as she stands up and 
turns to carry her plate and a couple of bowls into the kitchen. But Frau Schräubchen stops her: 
“We are the ones who need to say thank you. Leave everything where it is. I’ll give you a little 
tour.” Frau Sonne does not say anything more and simply waves as she leaves the room. 

With Frau Schräubchen in the front and Dorle trailing behind, they stroll through the 
apartment. Dorle, although not really sure why, receives an explanation of how the bulbous, 
silver samovar in the kitchen works, in addition to the high-tech bake oven and an antediluvian 
fax machine that still uses paper on a roll and is as yellowed as the cash register in the Kanauer 
Butcher Shop. In the living room, she is introduced to the old record player and the modern 
stereo system. The electric humidifier looks like something you could use to communicate with 
other planets. It has four levels and eight adjustable color settings. Obviously it is supposed to 
not only humidify the air but color it as well. “When it’s on red, I’m instantly in love, and with the 
whole world at that,” Frau Schräubchen whispers to Dorle over her shoulder. “Of course, it’s 
silly, but the colors do something to you. I’m serious.” 

Dorle responds: “Ah, how delightful.” They continue on their tour. Dorle follows Frau 
Schräubchen, lightly running her finger across various small statues along the way and 
burrowing her toes into the mossy thick carpet. She has eaten an outstanding meal and is not 
impatient. Frau Schräubchen might be a little lonely. She really looks quite outrageous, and she 
immediately calls strangers by their first names. Maybe this unique woman does not have any 
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good contacts into the wider world, and that is why she does not want to let Dorle go. Thus, 
Dorle politely responds to everything with “My, that’s nicely shaped,” interspersed with admiring 
“Ohs” and “Ahs.” Dorle is just now learning that you can make the chandelier in the salon dim by 
clapping. 

“Or you can yell,” whispers Frau Schräubchen, as she straightens up, puts her hands on 
her hips, and bellows: “Buck!... You old buck!” She shouts so loudly her hair quivers. The light 
goes out in three diminishing settings. It is suddenly black before Dorle’s eyes. She has to sit 
down quickly, and fortunately a little chair is standing right next to her. She sees before her Herr 
Bock in black and white. How he will punish her later by waylaying her in the murky darkness of 
the stairwell. He likes to screech “Boo!” right behind her, just because he knows how badly that 
startles her. 

“Cease and desist, Schräubchen! The poor girl. She’ll learn all this soon enough. I 
thought we agreed on this,” Frau Sonne squawks from the bowels of the apartment.  

“Okay, okay!” Frau Schräubchen hollers back. The light goes up by two levels. In a 
normal voice, she explains: “In any case, yelling is the first thing you learn in life. You’ll get the 
hang of it. I’ve got my money on you.” She pats Dorle’s arm and flutters her golden eyelashes. 

You can just simply use the switch to turn the light on. It is not necessary to yell at it, and 
Dorle does not have to do anything in this strange apartment. The people are truly odd. 

Dorle can never quite figure out why all of this is happening, but eventually Frau 
Schräubchen takes her arm and delivers her back to the apartment door. In farewell, Dorle 
receives an air kiss on the ear and a golden plate with a small purple cake decorated with pale 
blue balls. 

Once Dorle has successfully slipped past the Bocks’ door, she turns the light on, and the 
chartreuse Art Nouveau flowers in the high windows bloom. 

Fifteen square meters. Dorle pushes past both objects and plants, and packs the little 
cake in one of the cellophane bags in which the chandelier prism pins and clips are delivered. 
She sets this cake on the shelf next to the other one and stands in front of them for a long time, 
as if sunk in prayer. 
 
[...] 
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p.48 
 
Gentle Readers, 
 
In essence, there’s nothing wrong with pale blue, working from home, a five-mark poster, Mett 
rolls, and chamomile tea. If Life does not yield anything else… But does Life really not yield 
more than this? That is, admittedly, not a question that our heroine could have asked herself. As 
we have seen, she doesn’t exactly hold an advanced degree in esprit. And so we could, at this 
point, close the covers on Dorle’s story based on predictability, if there were not a person who 
had not yet wrung the last drops of passion and intensity from Life - perhaps that person has an 
old debt to settle, we’ll have to see - and who does not plan on missing an opportunity to give 
Dorle the requisite (in her opinion, that is) swift kick in the rear. 
 
Frau Sonne. She is going to set the girl on the right track, even if it’s the last thing she does! All 
that remains is this question: How do you get someone, who sees absolutely no reason to get 
up off the couch, out into the world that would undoubtedly welcome her with open arms? 
 
[...] 
 
 
 
pp.152-162 
 
The Cordial on Krummen Street is a small pub that exudes informality, but upon closer 
inspection, the tablecloths are very white, the napkins are made from linen, and the brass is as 
polished as the door handles on the house on Goethe Square had been during the height of 
Dorle’s efforts. The prices are quite steep, but firstly, Dorle is hungry, and secondly, she feels 
strangely intrigued by this adventure. 
 It seems as if pleasure is currently playing a role in her life. After consuming the last of 
the tortilla rolls around noon today, she suddenly found herself longing for a massage. “You 
can’t seem to get enough of all this luxury, can you?” she muttered as she pulled on her leather 
jacket before stepping out, although not before setting the wolpertinger a little closer to the 
group of mice. He would take care of things. En route to the Xìngshì Massage Salon, she had 
looked in on the Kanauers. “Do you have any fish rolls?” She called this through the crack in the 
door and then dashed off, which is why she had no idea how they responded to the question. 
What she does know is that at this very moment, heat and energy surged through her entire 
body, and that had felt marvelous. Unfortunately her legs were shaking so much that she had to 
sit down on a bench for a moment. While she sat there, she laughed and laughed. Once she got 
herself back under control, she stood up and continued on her way. 
 It was awkward in the massage salon, because the Asian woman wanted to talk to her. 
That’s the way people are. They think they know you after a second meeting, and end up 
divulging all sorts of details from their day-to-day lives. That rarely happens in the house, since 
everyone there feels superior to Dorle. And even when they do want to talk, she stands there for 
four minutes and lets them chatter away, making sure that at least the appropriate physical 
distance is maintained. Dorle achieved something similar with the Asian woman by the simple 
act of closing her eyes and refusing to answer, or if so, only with a mumble. At some point, the 
woman got the point. And she was not as offended as she could have been. Rather she just 
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focused on doing those things with Dorle’s body, which felt so good, and left Dorle herself in 
peace. She did not need to pay afterward, despite the fact she had withdrawn extra money for 
just this purpose. Obviously Frau Sonne had paid for a couple of appointments in advance. 
Back home, Dorle needed to lay back down again. 
 She could still feel her body. Whenever you feel your body - which is what is happening 
to her as a result of the massage, the workout, the gong playing (although that is for the plants), 
and all the people who are now literally coming in contact with her - you also sense hunger and 
appetite much quicker. Dorle could go to the natural foods store every day to buy vegetables for 
herself and have a few dates or a day-old roll added to her order. It’s just dumb that she can 
only cook two things. 
 At any rate - although the pub is relatively full of well-groomed, mainly older people, 
Dorle is only slightly nervous about going inside and taking a seat at one of the unoccupied 
tables. All you have to do is stay focused on your goal and not look to the right and left much, 
and before you know it, you are sitting down and can place your hands on the tablecloth. Done. 
Luckily she is wearing the leather support jacket, which she initially decides to leave on. The 
waiter hurries to her table. “In this restaurant, we seat you, ma’am. This table is reserved.” 
 Dorle’s audacity evaporates into thin air. She jumps up, knocking her chair backward 
into the chair behind it. As she spins around to apologize, she causes a fork to clatter to the 
floor and turns red, knowing all too well that, if she bends down to grab the fork, she will take the 
tablecloth down with her and will have to just die then. 
 The waiter sees her distress. “Do you have a reservation?” 
 “I don’t know. I’m Frau Sonne’s replacement,” Dorle whispers. 
 “But of course. We were notified about your arrival. And coincidentally, you have found 
the right table.” The waiter picks up the fork, and Dorle, more dead than alive, sinks back into 
her chair, quite aware that the eyes of practically everyone in this pub are on her. 
 “Thank you very much,” she manages to say with her last ounce of strength. 
 “Would you like an aperitif? Frau Sonne always has a martini.” 
 Dorle nods gratefully: “Thank you.” 
 She has just taken her first sip, when two old men approach her table. “How lovely it is to 
finally meet you.” Two smiles, one hand kiss. 
 “They seat you here,” Dorle explains, pulling her hand away from the second man and 
wiping it on her dress. She refocuses on the menu on which such exotic dishes as roasted quail 
and parfaits are listed. Dorle has no idea what a parfait is, and she has only seen quails made 
out of crystal, but she is hungry, as we know. She notices that the men are still standing beside 
her table. The menu is not all that large, after all. She looks up testily. 
 “I’m James,” declares the larger, muscular man. “My friend here,” he sets a hand on the 
shoulder of the smaller, more delicate man, “is Karl, and you must be Dorle. In her absence, 
Annegret suggested that we join you for supper.” 
 Rats. That had not been in the fax. Of course, Dorle had dined with Bruno von Stottow 
yesterday, but it had not occurred to her that this could become awkward. It was only just now 
clear to her as she thought about it. Both men are still waiting. Suddenly Dorle remembers that 
she is wearing the jacket with the back brace, and furthermore, she is wearing makeup, like the 
painted lady in the little picture in the hallway. So why not? She can do this. Like the lady, she 
inclines her head, smirking a little as she realizes that the two of them would be standing here 
until the cows come home if she does not eventually ask them to sit down. 
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 “Please have a seat,” she says, just like in the movies. And all the other guests in the 
pub, who have been following what was happening, now shift their gazes back to their plates or 
to the faces of their companions. 
 James and Karl hand their coats to the waiter, who then whispers in Dorle’s ear: “Would 
you like to keep your jacket?” 
 Dorle nods. “Thank you for your understanding.” Just in case. 
 As the waiter returns bringing menus for the men, James gives a nod toward Dorle’s 
martini: “The same for us.” Karl curls his lip in disgust. “I thought that with Annegret gone, we 
could ditch that sweet stuff.” 
 “Only here at the start,” James assuages him, covering Karl’s hand with one of his. Dorle 
admires the cufflink that twinkles out from under the jacket sleeve - a very large, luminous pearl. 
“After this, we’ll order martini cocktails. I haven’t had one in ages.” 
 “I might resemble the Queen more and more with each passing year, but no way,” Karl 
declares, adding with a friendly wink: “For this young lady, I will do everything I possibly can. 
However, martinis are not part of this arrangement.” 
 “That’s fine with me. The success or failure of this evening is not dependent on everyone 
drinking the same thing.” 
 “Exactly. Either way I can’t wait, my dear, to see how you want to play this game. 
Convince me, and I’ll pay for your gay cocktails for the rest of the year.” 
 “Ah, I’m certain of that. And in the end, you might very well be the one playing the 
game.” 
 Karl raises his eyebrows quizzically or questioningly or disdainfully. It is difficult to tell 
which, especially since Dorle does not know what kind of game the two of them are referencing. 
Basically she does not understand a single word. Leaning back in her chair, she watches the 
two of them as she would a film. So these are Frau Sonne’s friends. “Do you really not have any 
acquaintances or friends, any hobbies? Frau Sonne said she was sending me to help cheer you 
up,” Dorle chimes in. 
 “Is that what she claimed? That would be just like that wicked old woman.” 
 Wicked old woman? Hadn’t Henriette Schräubchen said the exact same thing? She had 
obviously said that out loud, since James explains with a grin that Annegret Sonne likes to play 
with people, to take them to their limits and beyond. “This is what she lives for: to manipulate 
people. Naturally it is all in their best interests, at least that’s what she argues. Basically the 
dear woman is bored, and she has found a splendid way to amuse herself in the nurturing of her 
fellow human beings.” 

“She used to be a teacher,” Dorle comments. 
“She really told you that?” Karl applauds enthusiastically. “She lies through her teeth!” 
“Well, there’s something in it. I would die of boredom if I didn’t have any customers over 

the course of a month,” James remarks. “The point about being bored certainly applies to me, 
which is why Annegret came up with this job. Things are actually the opposite of what you think, 
my dear. You aren’t here because we don’t have any friends….” He looks pointedly at Dorle. 

“You are here because I don’t have any friends?” she guesses. 
“Precisely. But don’t worry about this. Frau Sonne has already paid.” 
“You’re being paid to eat with me? That is absurd. I can eat perfectly fine all on my own. 

As a matter of fact, I eat much better by myself. I long to dine alone. I can’t imagine anything 
more marvelous.” 

“I assume that Annegret wants to lead you off the garden path,” James concludes. 
“In a sense, we’re offering you our arms,” Karl replies. 
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“We’re companions,” James explains quietly. “Booked through Shooting Stars. Agency 
for More Glitter in Life.” 

“These days we’d perhaps be called an escort service,” Karl adds. 
“Escort service?!” Dorle laughs so loudly that all heads swivel back toward her, as Karl 

calmingly taps the back of her hand with two fingertips. “You’re both past seventy,” she squeals. 
“Much past seventy, but that’s exactly what makes us qualified. We don’t have to prove 

ourselves to anyone anymore. Instead of stroking our egos, we can focus fully on our clients.” 
“Thank you very much, but no one needs to focus on me.” 
James jots something down in a little golden notebook, which he then tucks back into his 

jacket along with his small pen. 
Karl continues as if Dorle had not said anything. “Besides, you will profit from our life 

experience, our wisdom, etc., etc. We’ll start with table etiquette and won’t stop until we are far 
into the proper behavior in matters of the heart.” 

“You are really quite nice, but neither table etiquette nor matters of the heart play a role 
in my life because I’m on my own, if you leave Frau Sonne’s cat out of the mix.... and Joe,” she 
murmurs. The two men exchange glances. 

“All the better. Look at it this way: the bill’s been paid already. You’re under no pressure 
to perform, so you can just spend an enjoyable evening with us. And as soon as we bore 
you….” 

“.... or hassle you,” James adds. 
“... you can stand up from the table,” Karl continues, “and go home. Deal?” He holds out 

one of his perfectly manicured hands. 
“Deal,” Dorle agrees, shaking it before quickly withdrawing her not perfectly manicured 

hand and asking for one more concession. “Am I allowed to call the shots for both of you for the 
entire evening?” 

“How like a woman…” James sighs. “You may do so, as long as you don’t carry things to 
extremes. For example, sex is not part of the agreement.” 

Dorle decides to skip the next martini in favor of a glass of mineral water. Otherwise, she 
is likely to end up asking if at least kissing is part of the agreement. She would like to practice a 
little bit just in case. Joe Tornado had kissed her once on the cheek and said, “Oh, that’s soft!” 
That’s not something a woman is likely to forget. 

“Frau Sonne also makes use of us occasionally,” Karl explains with a wistful smile. “The 
evenings always fall under a motto that we then operate under, as it were. Do we want to do the 
same? Yes? What motto do you suggest?” 

She would need to call Joe afterward and tell him about the loupe. Dorle glances up. 
“Kissing.” Then she blushes and slumps further down in her chair. “Pardon me,” she mumbles. 
“I was distracted. Please forgive me.” 

“No need to apologize,” Karl responds. “Kissing is wonderful.” 
“Kissing is like eating soup with a fork: You can never have enough. Swedish proverb. 

Why don’t we choose eating as our first motto?” James proposes. 
Both men are really grand. Dorle is hungry. She can handle eating guaranteed better 

than kissing. This will be an easy evening. 
And that is just how it goes. Karl and James, two retired professors (music and literature) 

who are now into their second careers, as they themselves describe it, order a large array of 
small plates with things on them that Dorle has never eaten in her entire life. From time to time, 
she is even permitted to look into the kitchen, where both of the men are known and Dorle is 
allowed to sample the porcini consummé. The two men explain to her which ingredients have 
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created the specific flavors in the dishes they have ordered (Saffron! Parsley! Coffee!). And they 
show her how to eat a) elegantly, b) eagerly, c) erotically, and d) languidly. Dorle does the best 
with b). They end up laughing themselves silly over the other methods, which Karl and James 
demonstrate admirably but which she can only barely imitate. “No worries, something will stick, 
my dear, and in case of emergency, you should keep in mind that men are attracted to women 
who eat with gusto,” James says as he lifts his glass. Dorle has learned that martinis are, at 
best, a medicinal necessity, thanks to the gin. However, both men agree that a certain degree of 
intelligence (at least, in connection with culinary matters) is revealed when one does not order 
Spaghetti Bolognese along with a piña colada, but rather things that challenge and surprise the 
palate. 
 After two hours of laughing and learning - due to the alcohol and high spirits, Dorle has 
butterflies in her stomach - James wants to smoke a cigarette outside the entrance, while Karl 
requests the bill. Dorle is motioned outside, and as she stands next to the door, James tells her 
to close her eyes. “Both of them,” he instructs, as she continues to squint at him out of one eye. 
“Be still, I’m going to touch you,” he warns, as he places a single finger above her lips. At first, 
she is disappointed, but then she finds herself literally quivering into the point of contact. He 
whispers: “This spot is called the Cupid’s bow. Isn’t that amazingly beautiful?” His finger is 
resting so lightly that he is hardly even touching her skin. From nothing more than his gentle 
trembling and Dorle’s shuddering, the nature of the touch changes. It has become 
overwhelming. Now the finger travels down to her upper lip, where it moves feather-light back 
and forth across an area about a centimeter wide. Her eyes closed, Dorle leans her head 
against a wall of sgraffito. “Don’t forget: Never order the Bolognese,” she hears from far off, 
although she can feel his breath on her ear. Then the touching ends, and he takes her by the 
arm and leads her back up the three steps, as if he knows that Dorle can no longer walk 
unassisted. 


