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    1:0 for crunchy pralines

    Mom stood in front of me beaming and waving an envelope excitedly.

    "Klara, imagine, something wonderful has finally happened!" Her eyes looked at me expectantly. "Come on, guess what happened!"

    My highest idea of happiness – apart from a world without school – was to be rich and beautiful. I confidently believed that being beautiful was no longer necessary, but being rich was very important.

    "Did we win the lottery? With the bonus number and everything?" I asked in a low voice. I firmly believed that you shouldn't shout out your expectations, like "Hurray, we won, we won!" and then jump around stupidly and clap your hands. That would only scare luck away, understandably.

    "No, child, no... not quite that, but almost as good."

    I couldn't for the life of me think of anything that could be almost as good. So I shrugged my shoulders questioningly.

    My mother, a little disappointed at my lack of enthusiasm, took me by the hand and spun me around once. "Klara, we both got an invitation from Luise. She's looking forward to seeing us again," my mom called, and her voice actually sounded happy.

    That surprised me. Had she forgotten everything again, or just suppressed it? Luise's loud voice, her fake, shrill laugh, the way she treated people as if they were disgusting insects—including her friends. Or was it just the excitement of a change of scenery? Mom didn't have much to look forward to, except for me, of course. But a 13-year-old with a penchant for " " and driving people crazy wasn't necessarily always a good omen...

    "To Luise," I repeated slowly to gain time. "That's nice of her. And when?" I asked kindly. I didn't want to know "how long" just yet, following the motto "save the worst for last."

    "During the summer vacation, sweetheart. Luise saved up a week of vacation especially for us. That's really nice of her, isn't it?"

    Something in my face must have reminded Mom that not everything was great with and around Luise. "Oh, sweetie, just imagine, a week in that beautiful setting... the mountains, the lakes, the fresh air."

    
      "
      Yeah, I know, Mom," 
      I thought. Luise lived in the Black Forest. That was the best thing about her, though. "A week, really?" I asked, just to be sure, because I could certainly endure a week for Mom's sake. Two, however, never, not even if I had to catch smallpox.
    

    "Yes, one week, Klara. She would have liked to keep us for two weeks, but the company only approved one week."

    I silently thanked God and the company Luise worked for for this information. I didn't know exactly what Luise did when she worked, but I didn't really care.

    The time until this "one week vacation with Luise" was exactly five weeks. In our small household—Mom and I lived alone—preparations were made and plans discussed. Completely unnecessary, as it turned out later, because Luise had already planned everything for the three of us.

    Oh yes, for the sake of completeness, I should explain where my dad was. He was no longer with us and we missed him very much. Sometimes, when I remembered him very fondly, I could laugh and cry at the same time. It was such a strong feeling: a mixture of happiness and sadness! It was now almost exactly three years ago that two embarrassed police officers had stood at our door and asked to speak to my mother— , alone, mind you. Mom had sent me to my room and asked the police officers to sit down at our spacious kitchen table. She had been too upset to notice that I had hidden inconspicuously in the hallway.

    That's how I found out, quite quickly and bluntly, that my dad was never coming home. A car accident on the highway—it wasn't Dad's fault; he had stopped to help the other people who had caused the accident. A truck behind him couldn't brake in time... Even today, when I see stories like that on TV, I have to pull myself together to keep from screaming out my anger. It was so unfair! I swore to myself that I would never, ever stop to help anyone else. Doing something like that wasn't rewarded... just look at my dad.

    I had seen my mother's body stiffen and her tears slowly fall onto the round table. The surface had been polished, and the tears rolled over the edge. It was an unreal scene... I could never sit at that table again without thinking about it and seeing the tears rolling down. I couldn't eat a bite. Although my mom couldn't explain the connection, she soon sold the table. What use is a large round table for two people?

    Today, we were able to be happy again and were content with our lives. Mom went to the office; she worked for a large insurance company, and I went to school. Both of us were forced to, at least I could say that with certainty. Actually, I could well imagine that Mom would have preferred to lie in the sun or on the beach rather than deal with stupid paperwork and boring colleagues. But life didn't always turn out the way you dreamed it would. I had come to realize that too.

    Time passed quickly, too quickly, and suddenly we were standing in front of Luise's door with our suitcase and backpack, ringing the bell. "Calm down," I said to my frayed nerves, and "Smile!" to my brain.

    The door flew open and a gaunt woman with her mouth wide open screamed, "Oh my God, you're already here!" She hugged my mother and gave her two smacking kisses on the cheeks that sounded like slaps. I took two steps back, just in case, but of course that didn't help. I too was pressed firmly, if not intimately, against her bosom (if it could even be called that). Her hand ran clumsily through my hair... My God, how I hated that! Why did almost all adults have to constantly touch children's heads? I didn't touch her hairstyle, although there wasn't much to destroy in terms of " ." Luise must have thought the same about my hair, because she continued to shout without lowering her voice: "What are these young things thinking, letting their hair grow so long! It looks so unkempt and messy. Well, it'll sort itself out in time, when they come to their senses."

    I tried hard not to touch her thin neck, exposed my lips in a hint of a smile, and said, "You haven't changed a bit, Luise, as warm as ever."

    Mom's glance made me stop abruptly. Luise looked at me a little confused and then decided to take it as a compliment. As a child, I always had to say "Aunt Luise," and something told me to try that status again.

    I put on my best innocent smile: "Oh, Aunt Luise, not everyone can have hair as beautiful as yours and wear such perfect hairstyles. It suits you so well, Aunt Luise."

    "Stop calling me Auntie, Klara. You're not little anymore. You can call me Luise. I'm sure we'll be good friends."

    "Sure, you stupid goose!" I thought. "She didn't respond to the comment about my hair... Hmm, smart of her. This is going to be exciting."

    "You're right, Luise, thank you. Besides, 'aunt' always sounds so old, and most women are afraid of that, aren't they?" She looked at me uncertainly, not knowing how to interpret that sentence. Her expression said, "That stupid child didn't understand what she just said." "Yes, yes," she muttered, "but your mom and I aren't old yet."

    I looked at her and thought, "Who was she talking about?" and smiled politely.

    If I had been a man, I could never have fallen in love with her. No wonder she had been divorced for so long. To tell the truth, I couldn't even remember her husband, it had been so long. Her body was gaunt, not feminine at all. Her head was small, her eyes seemed strangely eyelashless and cold, her face looked as if it were covered with a flour mask... The corners of her mouth tried hard to turn up, but always fell back into their natural position. Her slightly curved nose did not contribute to calling her a "pleasant appearance." Her hairstyle consisted of a mass of black-dyed hair streaked with red (horrible) highlights and forced into an indefinable cut. This "hairstyle" ended just above her ears in various layers that could only have been devised by someone who definitely did not want to make Luise look pretty. In short, her hairdresser must have hated her!

    The room she had assigned us was quite spacious and bright. On one side of the room was a pull-out couch and opposite it a guest bed. A farmhouse cupboard decorated with green wooden figures and a chest of drawers with four drawers provided enough space to store our few belongings . Next to the guest bed was a small glass table with a chair. The colorful flower wallpaper on the walls hurt our eyes after a while. Hanging in the center of the right wall, above the pull-out table, was a picture that I immediately named "Deer in the Forest." The slightly yellowed frame matched it perfectly. There wasn't a single mirror in the entire room. No wonder—why would Luise want to look at herself in every room?

    Luise showed us around the house and familiarized us with the "necessary things." She gave us a particularly thorough explanation of the kitchen. Did she expect us to cook for her every evening?

    Well, at least there was a "cold platter" for dinner tonight: a few sandwiches, pickles in a jar, and cold cuts. Somehow I was disappointed. Not that I was expecting a three-course meal, but at least a nice welcome dinner. She had known for weeks when we were coming. If my mom was disappointed, she didn't show it. She would have made sure to treat Luise to a delicious dinner...

    After we had eaten so "royally," Luise dismissed me with the words, "Klara, you must be tired. Don't worry, go to your room and make yourself comfortable. Your mother and I have a lot to talk about, which would only bore you."

    "Oh, leave her alone, Luise," my mother interjected. "She's on vacation, and it's still early." Turning to me, she continued, "Would you like to watch some TV or explore the area?"

    The TV was out of the question, as the only set was in the living room where the two of them were sitting. So I went outside to see the much-praised landscape. Luise's house was on the edge of the village, and I decided to walk down there. The weather was beautiful, the wind blew gently through the trees, which looked down on me "from above" , and suddenly I felt comfortable, light, and almost happy.

    The village was a collection of small shops, a market square, a few cafés, and two or three restaurants where, according to the signs, you could eat good home cooking. I couldn't imagine what "good home cooking" meant, but it had to be better than the sandwiches I was going to have for dinner. At the end of the village, I spotted a sign that put me in an even better mood: "Swimming pool." Well, the vacation was saved; the two of them could spend hours telling each other their childhood and present-day secrets. I knew where I could spend my time better. But who could have guessed that Luise had "made provisions" for me?

    The next morning. Scene of the crime: the breakfast table. Or rather, the table with the same cold cuts as last night, only the cucumbers were missing. "Our rural specialties," Luise had called this assortment of fatty sausages, bacon, and some kind of indefinable pâté yesterday. It was okay in the evening, but for breakfast?

    Mom's eyes were also feverishly searching for something else...

    "Jam," I said somewhat tonelessly, "do you have any jam with quark?"

    "I haven't had time to go shopping yet, my dear. I work late into the evening, after all. Most shops are already closed when I get home. You clearly enjoyed the sausage yesterday ("How did she come up with that?" I thought), so it'll be good enough for breakfast, won't it?"

    "I don't like anything so fatty in the morning," I muttered, already a little annoyed. "Then I'll just have a roll with butter, that's fine."

    "There's only crispbread," she replied sharply. "It's much healthier. If you want rolls, you'll have to go and get some. There's a bakery down in the village." She calmly poured herself and Mom some coffee.

    There was a bottle of mineral water and a glass on my place setting. I felt the anger slowly rising in my throat: "If I could have a cup of coffee too..." I said defiantly.

    "You let the little one drink coffee?" Luise asked incredulously, glancing at my mother.

    Before Mom could react, I smiled sweetly: "Preferably with a cognac, but only in the afternoon—because of the smell at school, you understand?" I turned to my mother, ignoring Luise.

    "Please give me some change for bread rolls and jam." An awkward silence ensued.

    "My bag is upstairs, Klara. Please get my purse." Luise didn't move...

    I ran upstairs, grabbed the purse, and put it down for my mother. "Would you like a roll too, Mom?"

    "Yes, please. And bring a few more, Luise will surely want one too."

    "Really?" I looked in Luise's direction without looking at her. "Knäcki is so healthy. But I'll gladly share one with you, just let me know."

    She actually had the nerve to reply, "Oh, sure, a little variety won't hurt. Bring me a poppy seed roll." I gave her a look that would normally have made her blood run cold, but somehow it didn't work.

    But that was only the beginning of Luise's "hospitality." From then on, I had to fetch rolls every morning, with my mother's money, of course. When I vented my anger in my room that evening, my mother appeased me by dismissing it as a "trifle." "This way we can contribute something to the meal, dear. After all, we're on vacation here. For free. Don't forget that."

    Oh no, I couldn't forget that, Mama's "best friend" made sure of that.

    When I wanted to go to the outdoor pool, she asked me—in front of my mother, of course—if I would mind mopping the floor in the kitchen and bathroom. "It's always so wet, my God. I don't know how children do it, but after showering, everything looks so splattered." By "kids," she meant me, regardless of whether the floor had been wet before or not. She now had a scapegoat: me. She took full advantage of this. "Oh, and Klara, while you're at it, be a dear and vacuum the kitchen. Thank you." With that, she disappeared into the garden. Mom looked at me pleadingly and followed her.

    I was boiling with rage. I grabbed the scrubbing brush and dried the "splashed" floor. It took two minutes. Now it was time for the vacuum cleaner. But first I put my favorite CD in her outdated stereo in the kitchen and got started. The rattling sound of the vacuum cleaner tried to drown out my music. No chance: I turned the stereo up full blast so that the bass was booming, and vacuumed the kitchen floor with dedication. I kicked the chairs vigorously so that they would make room for the vacuum cleaner... It was a bit like working out, only rougher.

    "Are you crazy?" a voice shouted in my ear. "Turn the music down right now!" Luise's usually pale face had actually turned red.

    "Purple suits you, you should wear it more often!" I shouted back, after making sure that Mom had stayed in the garden.

    "You stupid bitch!" Luise shouted back, also screaming. It was her bad luck that I was standing right next to the little stereo and turned off the sound.

    Mom stood in the kitchen and looked at Luise in horror. "How can you yell at my child like that?" she shouted back. "She's cleaning the house for you, and you're yelling at her." She grabbed my hand. " " "Let go of the vacuum cleaner, Klara. Go swimming. After all, this is supposed to be your vacation week."

    "Thanks, Mom." I let a few tears fall out of pure calculation, ran to my room, and disappeared shortly thereafter with my swim bag.

    Unfortunately, despite my tentative hints in our room that evening, Mom didn't mention how Luise had reacted. A good upbringing could also be a curse!

    From then on, Luise and I played the lovely game of "I hate you, but no one should notice." We both knew the rules quite well, although she probably had the advantage of many years of experience in such matters. However, she didn't have my imagination. My teacher, who always said I could do anything if I wanted to, would have been proud of me. Very proud!

    My strategy was to a) prepare well, b) always carry out the plan alone without witnesses, c) never get caught, and d) reveal most of it beforehand—always in the presence of others—and act innocent.

    Thanks to my laziness, I had to go through several exercise books in German and math during the holidays and hand them in at school later, filled in. To prevent the whole thing from turning into a "horror trip," I got into the habit of doing these tasks shortly after dinner on the small terrace. Mom and Luise were still sitting in the kitchen drinking a glass of wine. My mood wasn't great most of the time anyway, which was hardly surprising after dinner with Luise.

    Her "country specialties" were already catching up with me; it was a rather involuntary diet I was on here. I made up for the calories I lost during the day with chocolate cookies, licorice, and gummy bears, which I secretly bought in the small store in the village. True to the motto "Either save money or starve!"

    That evening, it started to rain. But since it was only a light, passing shower, I thought, I put the magazines in a plastic bag and stowed them under the seat on the bench where I always sat. "I'm going for another walk in the village," I called to the two of them and set off. When I arrived at my favorite store, it was already raining heavily. "No big deal," I thought. "The later I go home, the better." What great things awaited me? An evening in front of the TV. Of course, we watched the shows Luise wanted to see. After all, she was here at home and we were "just" guests. At our house, it would have been the exact opposite: Mom would never have let Luise get bored.

    Mrs. Bost, a nice, plump older lady who owned the store, liked to chat with me. To her, I came from a "big city," and she always wanted to know exactly what I did after school, what movies I saw at the theater, what a youth café looked like, and so on. She made me feel special, different from the others. However, she was concerned to see how many sweets I bought almost every day.

    "Klara, I should really be grateful to you," she would say sometimes, "after all, you bring money into the shop. But," she would sigh, "don't you get anything to eat at your 'Aunt' Luise's? I wouldn't be surprised," she would add quietly.

    That was my cue. "No," I said, "there's food. Always the same things, now already rotten. House specialties! I feel sick just thinking about it."

    "Well, your 'aunt' was never a gifted cook. I remember that her husband, Klaus, always stopped by quickly after work before going home."

    "Probably even back then, they had 'country specialties' for dinner every night. Poor Klaus... I can hardly remember him, but he has my sympathy. I hope he has a nice wife now who is kind to him and can cook well. Just like my mom. She's the best cook in the world. My dad always said so too." Tears suddenly welled up in my eyes. I couldn't stop them.

    All of a sudden, the memory came flooding back. I saw my dad and me sitting at the round table. In front of us were bowls of spaghetti, tomato sauce, olives, and freshly grated Parmesan cheese.

    I could almost smell the food. Mom was still in the kitchen getting the napkins. My gaze wandered to Dad. He smiled knowingly and put his finger to his lips. Almost simultaneously, our fingers dipped into the olive bowl, fished out two pieces each... a cautious glance toward the kitchen... The olives briefly went into the Parmesan bowl, were rolled back and forth, and then popped into our mouths with anticipation. The whole thing happened silently and at breakneck speed, as we both knew what would happen if Mom, who didn't find it funny at all, caught us. Thinking about this scene made me smile.

    I didn't even notice that Mrs. Bost had come out from behind the counter and was now gently stroking my head. Intuitively, I leaned against her, smelling her scent, which somehow reminded me of chocolate-covered gummy bears. I felt safe and calm. I wanted to stay like that for the rest of the evening, leaning motionless against her.

    "You miss your dad," she said very gently.

    "How do you know...?" I asked in a low voice.

    "We live in a small town. When the accident happened to your dad, your aunt told us everything. She also told us how much she had suffered. Not only had she lost a good friend, , but, no matter how she felt about him, it was especially painful for her to see your mom and you alone."

    I listened and couldn't believe it: Dad—a good friend of Luise's? Well, the few times they had seen each other weren't enough to call them "good friends." "Friend" was a huge exaggeration. And seeing us alone hurt her? Why didn't she come and comfort us? No, it was better that she didn't. But I couldn't remember her ever showing any particular feelings toward me.

    "Dad couldn't stand Luise," I said suddenly, without thinking. "He never understood why Mom insisted on this unlikely friendship. Whenever Mom invited Luise over, Dad had to go out. For work, of course. And I begged to be allowed to go with him. Sometimes it worked. He took me with him and we went to the movies or to his coworker's house. There I was allowed to paint and listen to music while Dad and he had long discussions about soccer. We usually came home very late. I went straight to bed and Dad—with a bottle of beer for reinforcement—went to the living room. The next morning, Luise usually left early, "if we were lucky."

    I paused. "You know, Mrs. Bost," I said with a grin, "those were my best afternoons with Dad when Luise came. I should thank her for that."

    Mrs. Bost smiled back. "Look how different the story is now! But you have to give her credit for one thing: she really took care of you and her friend, your mom. I mean, after your dad died. I remember how often she was here and bought delicious sweets for you, especially the brittle pralines. Those brittle pralines are our specialty, by the way. No one makes them better than my husband. You must have noticed how delicious they were, right?"

    Without waiting for my answer, she continued: "Luise always took orange marmalade for your mom. She loves it so much, doesn't she? She told us that she sends you a package with lots of goodies almost every month so that you won't be sad anymore."

    I had to swallow hard. "Excuse me?" I asked. "I don't mean to sound mean, but I can't remember a single package from Luise. Not in the past two years, or before that." Mrs. Bost looked at me in disbelief. "Really," I insisted.

    "Maybe you didn't notice, although that can't be," she admitted immediately. "Your mom would surely tell you about the packages. Why would she keep it a secret? Nonsense!"

    "Exactly," I replied, "and besides, I hate crunchy pralines. But the orange marmalade is true. My mom loves it, but it's usually too expensive for us. That's why we often get strawberry jam, which I also like. Then we both get some." I paused and thought. "Why does she do that? Pretend she means well. It's..." I couldn't find the right word. No one said anything for a while.
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