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Chapter 3 

 

On the morning of her seventy-third birthday, Leonora answered a call from an 

unknown number. “Hello”, she said, “Leonora Bloch here”. Someone on the other 

end mumbled a name. All she could make out was the job title that came after it: 

notary. Leonora swivelled the alarm clock round to face her. It showed half-past 

eight. On the instruction of Dr Joachim Bronstett, the voice on the line announced. 

 “Ah”, said Leonora. 

 The notary explained that the deceased had expressed his wish, in writing, 

that in the eventuality of his death, Frau Leonora Bloch organise his funeral. This 

was Frau Bloch, correct? 

 “Yes, that’s correct.”  

 He had also made provision for a payment of four-hundred euros. It was not 

yet possible to say whether this was gross or net, as, strictly speaking, it was no 

longer an employment relationship if the employer had died. That was up to the tax 

office to decide. 

 Leonora took the receiver from her ear and stared at it. “Are you still there?”, 

the voice asked. 

 “Mhm.” 

 The notary pointed out that the party liable for the funeral expenses—in this 

case, the daughter, Frau Amande Bronstett—could challenge the request, which is 

why it would be advantageous to seek a mandate. Amande Bronstett, however, had 

not seen her father in over twenty years, so there was no cause for concern. The 

notary would seek clarification on the matter and be in touch again as soon as 

possible. She wished her a good day, then hung up. 

 How soon? Leonora wondered as she got ready in the bathroom. The old 

woman in the mirror frowned. Maybe she’d make a start on it today: drive to a funeral 

parlour, view some expensive coffins, choose flowers and suitable music. She was 

sure Dr Bronstett wasn’t the kind of person who would have planned his own funeral 

in detail. He must have written a few key things down somewhere. The rest was 

work other people could do. 



 Leonora made coffee and sat by the window with her steaming cup. Clouds 

hung heavily in the sky. He must have put his wishes in writing around the time he 

was organising his father’s funeral—an annoyance he sought to allay for himself by 

sparing his daughter the same. Ultimately, though, he no doubt thought himself 

immortal. She wondered what went through his mind the moment he realised his 

mistake. 

  

Sunk in thought, Leonora reached for the straps dangling from the ceiling of the 

carriage, but before she could take hold, the train jerked into motion, throwing her 

onto one of the empty benches. 

 Opposite her sat a young man, music clanging in his headphones. He was 

wearing one of those puffer jackets that made him look like a chocolate bonbon. 

Leonora studied the bare hands peeping out of his sleeves—pale little animals with 

gnawed fingernails, drumming on his trouser legs. 

 The pool of blood was before her eyes again. She tried to think of something 

else. There were nice things in Dr Bronstett’s house, too; his chrome-plated standing 

lamp, his silk ties, his record player with the white gloves next to it. For over forty 

years, Leonora had dusted it, lifting the forgotten record from its deck and sliding it 

back into its empty sleeve. When they began bumping into each other more 

frequently, exchanging a few words in the doorway, she had been able tell by his 

voice, the manner of his greeting, what music he had been listening to the previous 

evening. She’d never told anyone. It was one of those skills people only pitied you 

for. 

 She felt the seat beneath her, and was back in the carriage. A rail replacement 

service was announced at Eisernacher Strasse. She followed the signs, saw the 

huge queue at the bus stop, and decided to walk. 

 It felt like a Sunday birthday. She’d always feared such days, and they’d got 

reliably worse over the decades. Barely anyone wanted their house cleaned, not 

even Dr Bronstett, for whom Sundays were an irritation more than anything else. The 

department store where she used to work had cancelled too, because of the 

enhanced hourly rates. So it was like birthdays when the only thing left to do is go for 

a walk, dodge Friedhelm’s calls, and have your thoughts haunted by your mother. 

 The longer she’d been dead, the more Leonora felt the need to speak to her. 

When she was alive, she’d gone for months, even years, without so much as a 

phone call. It would never have occurred to her to put up photos—witnesses to the 

fact she’d descended from another person. But now she wouldn’t mind asking her 

mother what it had been like for her—getting older, getting smaller, getting rid of dirt 

for half your life. 



 That said, she never really got that old. No one in her family had got as old as 

Leonora. She pulled her scarf a bit further over her nose. Muffled figures were 

coming towards her, in black, grey-black, bluey-brown black. A solitary cyclist was 

peddling into the wind. On this corner, not even the town itself looked like it wanted 

to be here. It would far rather pack up its pavements and buildings, its street lamps 

and bus stops, and clear off to a nicer place on the other side of the tracks. 

 “Not worth it”, growled Leonora. Only once in her life had she gone away for 

her birthday. She’d always thought winter elsewhere couldn’t possibly be as sad as it 

was here. But it followed anyone who’d lived in this town for too long. She’d sat on a 

piazza, glass of wine in hand. She remembered the long shadows cast by people 

and buildings, the green of the oil on the tables, a sea so blue she had no words for 

it. But within her it was still deep winter. 

 She went round the cluster of people that had gathered at the cemetery, 

mourners congregating in the way they would do for Dr Bronstett in a few days’ time. 

Shaking hands, passing on condolences, waiting for a signal for what to do next. 

Hard to estimate how many mourners would turn up for him. Anything was possible, 

from a hundred to just a small circle, with a question mark over even Leonora 

herself. Her work for him had been connected with invisibility, with the eradication of 

things. She could probably stand a little to the side, like the mistresses and 

illegitimate children in the films. 

 She went past the church, and the café with the unfriendly staff, heading 

towards the row of graves where she thought Friedhelm would be. He always came 

before her, bringing flowers for friends who had died, replacing burnt-out candles. 

 She glanced around, pushed up her coat sleeve and looked at her watch. 

 Maybe it was quite simple. Every time, before she started the cleaning at Dr 

Bronstett’s, she opened the watch clasp, slid it off her hand, and put it to one side. 

She must have done it hundreds, thousands of times. Her body executed the 

movement as naturally as a step. It was only once that she couldn’t do it. One day, 

on her way to work. she’d seen her old friend, Gisela, pass by on the street, and 

when she got to Dr Bronstett’s, she suddenly realised she couldn’t have seen her 

because Gisela was dead. In that moment, she couldn’t get the watch off her wrist, 

damn it—her sweaty fingers, the iron clasp—she just couldn’t do it. 

 Maybe it was just a normal break-in, she was thinking now, as she pulled her 

sleeve back over her watch: a Dr Bronstett, fearing for his life, unable open the clasp 

on his wristwatch; a nervous burglar, turned murderer, similarly failing to get his act 

together, reaching for the axe and pocketing the hand along with the watch. 

 Leonora realised she was staring at another visitor, so she averted her gaze. 

But it didn’t make sense. Both hands were missing. Even for a lifestyle as 

synchronised as his, two watches would have been a bit much.  



 She walked on. Sebastian’s grave was near the commuter station, where the 

train roared by every few minutes. You couldn’t lay flowers here. Sebastian had 

never liked cut flowers, nor given any to anyone. He could have given lectures on 

how plants communicated with one another: even just putting them in a plant pot 

was actually putting them in prison. Here, plants grew out from the ground, foliage 

covered the soil—the grave looked totally neglected. 

 “My boy”, said Leonora. 

 She often said nothing on her visits. She couldn’t imagine he was still 

seriously interested in the world of the living after all these years. It was so long 

ago—his breathing and worrying, his curiosity and restlessness. The way he folded 

his arms when telling you something, as if he didn’t really want to part with it after all. 

A man in his early twenties who didn’t smoke, but, when visiting his mother, brought 

matches in his bag so he could give her a light. Who was at the cemetery more often 

than she was, at the funerals of men the same age as him. Never did he conclude 

from this that things only ever happened to other people. 

 She bent down, picked a chewing gum wrapper out from the leaves, and 

stuffed it in her coat pocket. Recently, the tailor who did her alterations had told her 

that when she died, she’d be buried next to her deceased daughter. She’d already 

arranged everything. Leonora had been appalled. You tried your whole life to 

become your own person, and then, in your eternal rest, there was still no escape 

from your mother? She wouldn’t do that to her son.   

 She mumbled something about Dr Bronstett, cleaning products, the new 

recipe for her instant coffee, which made it worse instead of better, and her phone 

call with customer services: regrettably, the new recipe was here to stay, but they 

could send her some leftover stock in the post. 

 Leonora fell silent again. She was cold. She drew her hands up into her coat 

sleeves and pulled down the cuffs of her cashmere jumper. Sebastian had bought it 

for her on the third floor of the department store nearly thirty years ago, and she’d 

been wearing it ever since, darned holes, elbow patches and all. If you didn’t use 

things, the life went out of them. No matter how beautiful they were, they were dead. 

 Suddenly, Leonora faltered, lurching to the side. She managed to find her 

balance again just in time. She must have lost her footing on the uneven ground, not 

as frozen-over as she expected at this time of year.  

 She turned around to face the entrance to the cemetery. The minute hand on 

her wristwatch was about to clock Friedhelm as half an hour late. She could feel her 

anger rising. She was standing here, alone, just as she had wanted on her birthday, 

but instead of bringing her peace, it filled her with anxiety. 



 “Take care, son. See you soon.” She turned, her eyes wandering over the 

wall, the stones, the graves, the ground, looking for Friedhelm’s aubergine-coloured 

winter coat, his grey peaked cap with the earflaps.  

 Nothing. Leonora headed off down the street, thinking of cake and a hot 

shower. The answer machine would tell her everything. Friedhelm held up at work, 

Friedhelm ill, Friedhelm in shock, having been awarded a prestigious art prize. At the 

next possible opportunity, he would try to make her get a mobile phone so she could 

be pursued by the present as much as everyone else. 

 The rail replacement bus was pulling in on the other side of the street. 

Leonora felt her heart falter. Yesterday morning, the ground had opened up to a huge 

chasm beneath her feet, and there was no way of knowing yet whether it had closed 

again. Anything was possible. Maybe all she would hear on the answer phone was 

the police commissioner’s voice, Friedhelm’s whereabouts still a mystery, disasters 

inexorably piling at her back. 

 She stepped out into the road, raising her hand to hail the bus. In this town it 

was considered fun to close the doors in people’s faces as they signalled for the bus 

to stop, leaving them with nothing but a puff of exhaust fumes. But there was no way 

they’d just leave an old woman behind on the road. She’d be run over, bringing the 

traffic to a standstill. 

 Leonora slowed her pace, rummaging blindly round her coat pocket for some 

change. She’d have to start counting again, she thought. Coins, journeys, how many 

days left until the end of the month, pieces of cake. Somewhere at home, she still 

had the old booklet she’d used to record all her outgoings, including the column for 

small change. She hadn’t thrown it away—she’d been sure she’d need it again one 

day. 

  



Chapter 4 

 

The witness stressed she really had thought, at first, that the hand was a rotten crab, 

a greyish, bloated specimen, she stammered, that one of the serving staff had pulled 

out from the ice, with just as little idea as herself of what it actually was. Her husband 

Boris, by the way, fell off his chair when he saw it. Now he was in the Charité 

hospital, all wired up, still in shock. All they’d wanted was to have some oysters in 

the department store restaurant, just like any other normal couple—who would ever 

have imagined…? 

 The newsreader said the fish restaurant at the store was closed until further 

notice. A forensic analysis was under way to establish whether the hand that had 

been found there belonged to the store director, Joachim B., who had met with a 

violent death. And now for the programme Not Like They Used Make Them. 

 Leonora studied the radio clock display. She’d been listening to the news 

every hour on the hour, as well as the message from Friedhelm, who was absolutely 

beside himself, but the content was just rattling through her, going nowhere. 

 A listener had called in to the programme Not Like They Used Make Them 

and was recounting how difficult it was to find decent open sandwiches in Berlin. He 

was waxing lyrical about the interaction between the thickness of the butter, the 

cucumbers and the hard-boiled eggs, as if he were describing an orchestra. She felt 

suspended within his words, felt herself slowly fading away, saw curly parsley 

growing over the bed, until the presenter interrupted the man to announce the next 

piece of music. 

 Leonora turned the radio off. She pictured the endless rows of open 

sandwiches in the department store canteen, back then, when she’d been hired as a 

Christmas assistant. A woman in her twenties with a small child. Sometimes, in her 

dreams, Leonora slipped back into her skin. White bread rolls, she corrected herself. 

After all, they were two fundamentally different things. The customers in the 

department store got open sandwiches; the workers behind the scene got white 

bread rolls. 

 The advert had been placed in the newspaper at quite short notice, on 29 or 

30 November. Someone must have dropped out. Leonora phoned up, kept her 

answers to questions about her previous experience very brief, and—just in case—

took three years off her age. She just had to go in to be given the once-over: her 

make-up and nail polish passed the test, and she was given a name badge that said 

Assistant. 

 Back then, the department store had little to do with longings and desires. 

Leonora remembered it as a conservative place, like the people who shopped there, 

like the sky over Berlin, like the blouses she wore at the time. You couldn’t move 



your arms without risking the buttons coming undone, the fabric riding up your 

tummy. And the slightest bit of sweat would have you stinking to high heaven. It 

would have been better to neither live nor breathe in these blouses. Nonetheless, 

Leonora bought herself one every year, every January, once she’d survived the 

December. She’d done three Christmas seasons, wrapping gifts, keeping the 

dressing rooms clean, guiding people through the floors. 

 The clock radio display flipped to 2 a.m. Leonora contemplated switching to 

the armchair, turning on the small, square television. Maybe its flickering light would 

superimpose itself over the images in her head, and she’d sit there, in a different 

kind of sleeplessness, roughed up like sandpaper. Sometimes that was the best 

option. She threw back the blanket and stepped into her slippers. No sooner had she 

got hold of the remote control and begun settling into the chair, and she’d already 

changed her mind. She put a cardigan on and went into the kitchen. Without turning 

on the light, she reached for the kettle. Her body was as stiff as freshly washed linen.   

 But sick. She was actually only sick once a year nowadays. Not like back 

then, when Sebastian’s bugs would regularly bring her to her knees. The first time, 

he was really small; only the other little ones fell ill, and Leonora thought she’d 

escaped it. She had a few beatific days of feeling fine, pitying the other mothers, but 

then she met the fate of her own stupid superiority.   

 She could recall it vividly, that dull feeling in her stomach when her child’s 

eyes started glazing over, when she knew that in two days’ time the same would 

happen to her, that resistance was futile. And she always came off worse than him: 

she’d thin out to almost nothing, cough so badly she couldn’t breathe, and get so 

weak that her visionwent blurry. By the time she was just about back on her feet, 

there was usually no work to go back to. 

 In December she was spared all of this. Dogs barked all over the city, 

repeatedly set off by people coughing around them. Customers sneezed, rubbed 

their noses and touched everything on display. Children cried because their noses 

were running. But hers wasn’t. For once. 

 Every December morning, with a push and a shove, Leonora was spat out in 

a throng of passengers at Wittembergplatz. It didn’t smell quite so much of coal as it 

did in her corner of Berlin, Wilmersdorf, but the air here slapped you in the face with 

the same relentlessness as soon as you got off the bus. The lights of the department 

store had been twinkling all night long, but lost their allure the moment you walked in 

the staff entrance, where neon tubes guided the way to the dressing rooms. All those 

bodies peeling themselves out of coats, hats, gloves, boots, crammed into just a few 

square metres. Leonora didn’t need to know the people or read their name badges—

she could tell straight away who worked in the perfume department or in homewares, 

and who, like her, was an Assistant, letting herself be sidelined by the others, 

uncertainty in her face, hoping for something more, or even just that poised 

assurance that she could get out of there at the end of the month. 



 She wrapped up dolls and board games, placed them in the hands of parents 

who, without the slightest expression on their face, slipped them in with the other 

presents in their shopping bags. She picked the price tags off boxes of cast-iron 

pans worth hundreds of marks—kitchenware you could have battered someone to 

death with. People bought socks, ribbed vests and braces, and, looking up from the 

wrapping table, Leonora could see them handing their money over the counter: 

some hesitantly, in carefully prepared bundles, others heedlessly, deep in 

conversation. 

 Throughout those Decembers, instead of hungering after things, she felt 

completely sated. Sometimes, though, a nausea came over her. She had to force 

herself to buy something for Sebastian, put a few branches in a vase at home and 

bedeck them with baubles. That wasn’t enough for him, of course—other kids had 

entire trees. Like the one his father had appeared with in the doorway one twenty-

third of December. He’d been too young to remember it, really, but the image had 

embedded itself somewhere within him: a pine tree, five times taller than himself, a 

man saying, “For you, my boy.” I had nothing at all, Leonora wanted to stress to the 

dissatisfied boy, but she bit her lip. She’d been young herself, once, after all, and by 

the time she was finally able to appreciate everything her mother had done for her, 

she’d spent half her life reproaching her for what she didn’t have, or didn’t have 

enough of, or what was simply ridiculous. 

 The clock radio showed 02:11 a.m. Leonora took a sip of coffee. Soon, the 

parcel of leftover instant coffee would be finished and she’d have to get used to the 

taste of the new recipe. That’s what annoyed her about getting old. That you started 

to miss things even while you still had them.   

 In Decembers she tried to avoid friendships. It meant having to chat to people, 

and she didn’t have the strength for that. So she said no more than necessary, stuck 

with others who, like her, wanted their peace and quiet, and avoided anyone who 

looked like they couldn’t wait to offload their life story onto the first person who 

couldn’t get away quickly enough. 

 In the canteen, Leonora consistently chose the seat that posed the least risk 

in terms of getting into conversation. The assistants’ breaks were always after 

everyone else’s, and only if released by the department manager. You’d get a finger 

sandwich and could clock off for three-quarters of an hour, reliably missing the 

freshly filled rolls.  Instead, you’d be met by almost empty tins, with ribbons of 

mayonnaise and bits of leftover hard-boiled egg. The brown room with brown tables 

and tables was filled with the smell of smoke and brine. 

 “Is anyone sitting here?”, someone asked her one day. It was her third day in 

the department store, the underwear section—rarely before had she been so close 

to people. She looked down at her plate—sweaty slices of processed cheese stared 

back at her, shrivelled around the edges, with a slice of pallid red tomato on top. 



 Leonora washed her roll down with some filter coffee. “Hm”,  she mumbled, 

her mouth half full. She looked at the adverts on the walls where the windows should 

have been: Winter sports in Switzerland—who on earth would want to go and do 

that? There were empty tables all around her. She had a bad feeling about this. 

 The girl sat down. She was eighteen at most, and it looked like she had piled 

up all the years she hadn’t lived yet into a hairstyle that blocked the view for anyone 

behind her. She worked with Leonora in lingerie. They’d packed nylon stockings 

together, garters, bras, corsets, suspenders, knickers, sexy underwear that was 

neither erotic nor wearable. They weren’t actually allowed to exchange underwear, 

so Leonora crossed out the prices with a black pen and carefully tucked the tags 

back inside the panties. As long as the item had not been worn at all and still had all 

its labels, a conversation could be had with customer services. The girl had watched 

her going about this with interest, and eventually began doing the same. 

 “Look at that”, she said. Leonora tried to recall her name, but couldn’t even 

work out whether she’d ever heard it. It was actually only the permanent staff who 

wore name badges, and certainly not the assistants. She followed her gaze and saw 

Frau Dittmeier, her departmental manager, pouring herself a coffee. Around her 

neck, she was still wearing the measuring tape she used to work out the right bra 

size for her customers. According to Frau Dittmeier, seventy-five per cent of women 

were wearing the wrong size. The result was breasts cut in half, which ruined the 

look of the clothing, or not enough hold, which damaged your posture, which 

damaged your health, etc. etc. 

 “Like a doctor”, said the girl, pointing to the dangling measuring tape. She 

took an invisible stethoscope from her chest, put it in her ears, and pretended to 

listen to Leonora’s chest. She frowned. 

 “Hello, hello”, she said, “Is anyone home?” 

 Leonora couldn’t help laughing. 

 “I’m Ilcsi”, said the girl, “With cs, not tsch.” 

 “I’m…” 

 “I know who you are.” 

 They sat for a while, watching the people at the canteen. Some rushed 

through, as if they had a time punch clock between their buttocks. Others seemed to 

close their eyes while waiting for the cashier. A man with striking red hair and a 

coffee and chocolate bar on his tray looked around the room before sitting down at a 

table right in the middle. He was wearing a shirt and trousers, but no name badge. 

 “The future director”, said Ilcsi, raising an eyebrow, “Dr Bronstett.” 



 “A doctor?” Leonora studied him. His shirt was too wide at the shoulders. He’d 

buttoned it all the way up, his narrow neck disappearing inside it. He chewed his 

chocolate bar conscientiously and without pleasure, like medication.  

 “Doctor of Philosophy, apparently.” 

 “Still, Doctor.” 

 “That’s obviously how he sees it, too, otherwise he wouldn’t go around 

introducing himself by his title. How embarrassing.”  

 Another girl, obviously an assistant, threaded her way into the canteen queue 

from the wrong side and was whistled back by the woman behind the tin of bread 

rolls. Shamed, she doubled back in the empty aisle.   

 Ilcsi waved at her but couldn’t get her attention. “That’s Alice. She thinks she’s 

going to meet a rich man here.” 

 “Oh dear.” 

 “Why not? Maybe you’ll meet a rich man here.” 

 “Heaven forbid.” 

 “Don’t you like money?” 

 “I like my own money.” 

 “Even though it’s barely anything?” 

 “Who says that?” 

 Ilcsi shrugged her shoulders. “Do you have a husband?” 

 “Is this an interrogation?” Leonora set her cup down. She wanted to get up, go 

back to her work—she still had three minutes. Anger rose within her: now she’d gone 

and let herself be drawn into chatting, losing the few precious minutes in which she 

could have been alone with her thoughts. 

 “Sorry.” Ilcsi was offering her a cigarette. “I ask too many questions. It always 

happens. But I won’t ask any more now, okay?” 

 Leonora accepted a light from her. She would stay sitting here for these two 

minutes, but spend her breaks on the terrace in future, like the other hard-bitten 

women. She’d walk once around the store, eat her snack on the toilet. There must 

be some way of getting some peace and quiet in this world. 

 Ilcsi waved again. “Come and join us!”, she called over to another assistant, 

who was heading towards an empty table. Leonora gulped. She saw the girl with the 

pearl earrings coming closer. She’d forgotten her name again. She took a draw on 

her cigarette, felt a dizziness rise within her. For the rest of the day, she’d be saying, 

Thank you, which wrapping paper would you like, goodbye, she’d be asked this and 



that and barked at for this and that, and her son would be waiting for her at the 

neighbour’s house, and he was talking this year, talking and talking, drowning out all 

the words inside her with his own. 

 The clock radio flipped to 02:45. Leonora drank the rest of her coffee. She 

saw the two young women before her eyes: one of them was herself. In her late 

twenties she’d felt ancient. Now, she saw she was still a child back then.  

 She set down her cup. That day in the canteen, she thought she’d just keep 

processing through life. She never imagined that by the following year she’d be 

cleaning this red-haired man’s stunningly beautiful house, a house he himself deeply 

loathed, with its blue window shutters that he’d eventually tear down. 

 In the canteen, they made fun of him. He moved as if everything around him 

was sticking to him. Ilcsi imitated his haughty look: he was better than these tables, 

this serving counter, the adverts on the walls. Yet he still sat there, and would do so 

until this canteen no longer existed. The way Frau Dittmeier no longer existed, nor 

the stinking blouses, nor the children’s bugs. 

 She should call Ilcsi, thought Leonora. Hear her complain that she hadn’t 

called her straight away. Coming into focus before her inner eye was a hand, framed 

by crabs and oysters on a bed of ice. Then, without prior warning, sleep killed the 

lights. 

  

  


