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y first roommates were two Indian guys,” my thirty-ish year old 

colleague Gisela revealed to me as we sat across from each other in the 

small Chinese restaurant. There were other groups of diners in the 

three booths against the left side wall, but we were the only ones currently at a table. 

The place was still pretty quiet. 

“What?” taken aback, I blurted out. 

That was then, of course, she reminded me. She shared a flat now with an English 

woman I did not know and probably never would. She was employed elsewhere. 

“They were not Indian English,” she clarified as she took a sip of her wine, “but 

really from India.” 

She liked a laugh, so I sensed there was going to be a punch line and awaited it. 

Picking up my lager glass, I re-confirmed, “So you lived with two Indian guys?” 

“Before you assume anything, they treated me really well,” she chuckled. 

“Why did you move out then?” 

“I saw it as temporary,” she replied. “I was new here and did not have a job yet and 

it was cheap. I had my own en suite, and they were decent guys and respected my space, 

but I wanted to live with women once I could manage it. After I found my first job before 

I found this one, I moved out after about six months. The funniest moment with them 

was when one of them said to me that I should dye my hair blonde.” 

She had obviously chosen to remain dark brown, almost black, haired. Her arrival 

from Germany had been in 2001. Here she sat across from me, a New Yorker and a 

foreigner here in London also, five years on, at our table for two next to the right wall 

one table back from the main window. No one walking by the restaurant and choosing to 

look in at diners would easily see us.  

I had never even imagined her as a blonde. 

“You know why?” she asked me with a grin as she gathered up more of her stir fry 

and prepared to take in another mouthful. 

Unable to offer a reasonable guess other than that the guy was fantasizing a bit, 

watching her put the full fork to her mouth, I shrugged and replied, “No, but I’m sure it’s 

gonna be a good reason.” 

After she swallowed, she laughed as she stated: “He said to me if I did that I would 

look just like Claudia Schiffer.” 

“M 
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And there it was: the punch line. I was right: he had been fantasizing… but not 

without a good basis either. I studied her face briefly and laughed as I replied: “You 

know, he is right. You would.” 

Indeed her hair was mid-back length long. If it had been blonde too, she would have 

greatly resembled the German supermodel of the 1990s. I had not noticed that about her 

before. 

She was also above-average pretty. Lanky and only an inch or two shorter than the 

five foot and ten inches I was, she was also almost never showy. Her favorite clothing 

color was black. She preferred jeans and trousers (and almost never wore a skirt). In 

terms of shoes, they were mostly versions of loafers. 

Originally from the North Sea coast, near Hamburg, to me Gisela was always just 

Gisela – English-fluent with only a hint of a German accent, friendly, and excellent in 

her job. She was also about ten years younger than me and single. Although happily 

married, I was also not blind: I had admired her from afar from the day we were 

introduced shortly after her hiring. 

Friendship was as far as I would ever go. I liked her friendship. I had always liked 

how we just chatted with no expectations of more.  

I have never understood men who cheat on their wives. My wife knows I love 

women because I married her and that I think she is the loveliest woman I have ever 

known. As I sat having this lunch with my woman colleague and friend here, much as I 

enjoyed her company I knew I did not want another woman.  

A lot of men are way too full of themselves. Just because you have lunch does not 

mean she wants to sleep with you. Sometimes lunch is just lunch. 

 

he next day was my last day at our university employer, which was the main 

reason for this lunch. Gisela had insisted she wanted to have lunch with me 

alone. That was both flattering as well as struck me as a little odd. In our three 

years of working together, we had never eaten alone together – we were always among 

half a dozen or so others, men and women, in one of the several pubs within short walks 

of the campus. 

Here, though, we were also at this restaurant where it was highly unlikely we would 

be seen by any other colleagues – and this was her idea. 

T 
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“Are you going to move back to America someday?” 

Forking up more of my own stir fry – my preferred meal in Chinese restaurants – I 

told her we would probably move there someday. Although, we might stay here forever. 

I had not thought about living out my life here in England. Whatever the future held, I 

added, my wife and I were here in her native country for the foreseeable future. 

As two men also obviously on a lunch break were seated next to us, I remarked to 

her on how it was funny that she had ended up in London. But, I noted, then again 

maybe it was not so odd? Another German co-worker was of a similar age to us: Mia. 

Gisela and Mia knew each other (two German thirty-ish single women working at 

the same university in the same building, in London, of course would have crossed paths 

or at least been directed to each other), but they were really only acquaintances.  

“Mia is cool and unemotional,” Gisela observed. “I am I know lots more with 

laughing and joking, a northern German. Blonde, uh, and restrained, her hair up in the 

tight bun all the time, all business, I think she is more of what everyone here thinks a 

German woman is. Sometimes when we do talk, because she is shorter when she looks 

up at me I think often, uh, she is judging me. I think she is from the sort of German 

family that when you are there and the father asks after dinner, ‘Would you like to hear 

some music?’ they don’t put on a CD, they move to the piano and he plays for everyone 

and maybe everyone starts singing.” 

I controlled myself – because I could have fallen over laughing at that unexpectedly 

barbed and dry observation. It was not so much what she said, but how she had said it. 

Despite my trying to hide it, my amusement was clearly evident. 

“It’s true,” she emphasized with a laugh. “There are those Germans.” 

“It’s funny how you speak English to each other,” I tossed out, “but then you do that 

little bit of German, too.” 

“Yeh, just a little,” Gisela smiled. “Sometimes she is doing that with me because she 

is being direct with me about something and thinks the English around will 

misunderstand. She is a German who will tell a friend: ‘That top is ugly on you.’ She 

does not think she is being mean, she thinks she is being honest and a good friend. I am 

not that direct. Germans aren't all the same because we are Germans.” 

Indeed, I thought, Gisela and Mia more than proved that Germans are all not the 

same. Just like all British are not the same, or all French, or all Italians. As a New 
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Yorker, I have always known that the moment in London I bump into an American from 

Texas, that we are certainly not “all the same” – despite both of us being Americans. 

Now unable also to keep my mind from wondering how the hell I had missed for 

three years that Gisela did much resemble Claudia Schiffer, I reflected on the fact that 

she was also like Claudia in what I had seen of Claudia speaking on television: Gisela 

was a similar “laughing” German. Her demeanor was definitely not as serious as Mia’s. 

“I know you and Monique get along well,” Gisela said. 

Monique was her boss and French. She was in her late forties and married to an 

Englishman. She had been living here in England for twenty years. 

After taking another sip of her wine, Gisela remarked, “She is great with me. When I 

was an au pair in France ten years ago, the grandmother would avoid talking to me. She 

was really cold with me. She remembered the war, her daughter said to me. It was 1996 

and I had nothing to do with 1940. I loved France and liked her grandchildren. It was 

really uncomfortable at times. As a German, that is something we carry forever.” 

Suddenly, it was all much more serious. Gisela was not smiling now. She had never 

told me that before either. 

Now I remembered – but I did not tell her – how I had been in France that same 

year. My girlfriend at the time was French. Her father had been a Second World War 

veteran (she was born when he was nearly fifty), who had been evacuated at Dunkirk 

with other lucky French. Afterward he had spent the next four years fighting in Africa 

and Italy and then again in France, and had even been wounded – fortunately only 

slightly – while in Italy. Yet he had forgiven Germans, and I remembered him once 

telling me how great it was that such a war happening again thankfully seemed utterly 

impossible. 

“I came to here [to London] to do post-grad studies,” she changed the subject.  

Interestingly, she was doing most of the talking for the moment. Obviously she felt 

relaxed enough just to chat away with me. I had never pumped her for information 

about herself. I am not the type to do that: I always believe if people want me to know 

something, they will tell me. 

I never go at people demanding they reveal their life stories. Maybe I have always 

felt that way because I have never been too comfortable talking about myself either? 

“It was impossible for someone like me, not rich, to do an advanced degree in 
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Germany,” she elaborated. “It is still very classist. Life here has more possibilities and 

more freedom.” 

 

fter our lunch ended, I wanted to pay for both of us. Gisela insisted, however, 

that we split the check. I insisted I would pay. But she would not relent. Finally, 

I relented. 

Strolling side by side with her for a time as we walked back to the campus, my aunt 

living over in the U.S. popped into my mind. Although born in Cortina d'Ampezzo (the 

famous ski resort) in northern Italy in the late 1930s, her family had moved with her to 

Germany shortly after and she had lived in Germany during the Second World War. In 

the war’s final weeks, in early 1945, they had fled with her – as a young child – from 

their home in the eastern city of Breslau (what is today Wrocław, Poland) westward in 

order to avoid the oncoming Soviet forces. Eventually they ended up with relatives in 

Bremerhaven, and for the next decade she lived in what became West Germany. 

While fluent in both German and Italian, and considering herself Italian, my aunt’s 

personal mannerisms were, however, I had always felt, far more German. I thought, 

here, too, that my aunt was also rather more like Gisela in some ways than Mia. 

However, my aunt could also come across as harsh and intimidating. “When your 

aunt gets angry and we hear her yelling in German at your stupid uncle,” my dad once 

laughed to me, “it’s hard not to feel like we are in a World War II documentary.” 

The sidewalk, or pavement as the English say, was packed as usual and the traffic 

was heavy. The late April early afternoon was also sunny. We had been out about two 

hours – but I did not care about that myself, for what were they going to do, fire me? I 

said I was more concerned about her. 

“Monique isn’t around today,” she shrugged, “and you’re leaving tomorrow, so she 

won’t care if she finds out I took an extra-long lunch.” 

As she was saying that, I realized I would miss Gisela. We all start jobs and leave 

them and when we leave we usually leave behind our former co-workers. Too often we 

also do not realize what we think of someone until it hits us that we are probably not 

going to see much of them again or perhaps not even see them ever again. 

While awaiting the pedestrian light where we had crossed many times in the three 

years (but, again, never before just the two of us), talking into my ear trying to make 

A 
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herself heard above the road noise, she asked: “Are you going to miss this place?” 

“Not at all,” I turned to her and chuckled. 

And that from me was a lie. I wanted to say to her that I was going to miss it. Indeed 

I felt if I was being honest I would say that I would miss her. 

At our building’s entrance I stepped ahead of her and opened the heavy mostly glass 

door and held it open for her as she walked inside first. The stairwell immediately ahead 

of us was empty for the moment. My office was on the third floor (second floor in the 

U.K.), while hers was on the second (first floor in the U.K.). 

She leading on the stairs, when we reached her floor we would part ways in the 

stairwell. On the landing outside of the door that opened to her floor of offices, she 

turned around and I was shocked when she threw her arms around me and hugged me. 

As I hugged her back, I wished her good luck and goodbye. I added that we would 

stay in touch. 

She agreed. 

She let go of me and as she backed away I saw a bit of that Claudia-like big smile I 

had never recognized before today. Afterward she turned around, opened the door to 

her floor and disappeared through the doorway. Once she was gone, I continued up the 

last flight to my floor. 

 

he had not told me over lunch, but she had the next day – my last day – off work. 

So I never saw Gisela again in person. A few years later, though, Facebook began 

to become big, and we became “friends” on there. 

But by now in 2021 I use my personal Facebook only rarely and it seems so does 

she. Still now and then I have gotten glimpses of where life has taken her. She finished a 

doctoral degree, married a German and they have a couple of children, and they all still 

live in London. 

And fifteen years since our single lunch alone, based on what I know she never dyed 

her hair blonde. 

  

THE END 
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