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Five
Erik and Hans

Berlin, 1936

Ever since the three swallows, Erik and Hans had been 
best friends. They had very much in common: the same 

school, and the same apartment block (although Hans’s home 
was much bigger). Both their fathers had fought in the 1914–
1918 war. The consequences to their families were with them 
still. Erik’s father had been gassed and had never properly 
recovered. He had died when he was still quite young, two 
months before Erik was born. Hans’s father was never really 
healthy either, and his left leg was missing below his knee. 
Now he walked stiffly on his wooden half leg, and worked 
in the post office, which was good because he could sit down 
nearly all day. Hans’s mother didn’t work, but Erik’s mother 
did.

Erik’s mother worked all the time. Every morning she swept 
and scrubbed the hall and staircases of their building, and of 
the one next door as well. In the late afternoons she cleaned 
the local elementary school. When Erik was little, too young 
to be left alone, she used to take him with her. Erik had played 
in the empty classrooms, and helped dust the chalkboards, 
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and every day he’d climbed with his mother the shadowy 
narrow staircase that opened from their own landing to the 
two miniature attic rooms belonging to his mother’s old lady: 
Fraulein Trisk. Fraulein Trisk lived all alone, tiny, white-haired, 
and permanently annoyed. Her movements were annoyed, and 
her eyes were annoyed, and every now and then, she would 
burst into miniature eruptions of spluttering annoyedness, like 
the sound of cold water drops in a hot frying pan.

‘Tck! Tck! Tck!’ scolded Fraulein Trisk. It took nothing 
to set her off: a bird shadow passing the window, a call in the 
street far below, the smallest noise from Erik, one little sniff, 
and she would explode, like a dolls’ house firecracker.

No person ever visited Fraulein Trisk. No letter with her 
name on ever arrived in the wire letterbox behind the door. No 
one, not even from Hans’s family, ever asked, ‘How is Fraulein 
Trisk these days?’ Very probably Hans’s family never knew she 
was there. By the time they moved into their apartment, she 
had long since stopped going out. It was Erik’s mother who 
fetched her shopping, cooked her soups, and apple tarts, and 
on Saturday mornings in wintertime, went early to light her 
very small fire. While his mother was busy, Erik would sit on 
a wooden chair by the window where Fraulein Trisk had her 
green fern. It was the only bright thing in the room; everything 
else was faded with age, just as Fraulein Trisk herself was faded. 
Time went very slowly on those visits for five-year-old Erik, 
trying not to fidget, wishing he dared stroke a fern leaf, secretly 
huffing on his chilblained fingers when he thought Fraulein 
Trisk might not notice.
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She didn’t seem to notice, but she must have done, because 
one day she handed him a parcel, wrapped in crinkled brown 
paper, with a green woollen bow, and when Erik untied the 
bow and opened it he found to his utter astonishment that she 
had knitted him some mittens. Green woollen mittens.

Erik was so pleased that he hugged her.
‘Tck! Tck! Tck!’ exclaimed Fraulein Trisk, like a horrified 

small wren. ‘Make sure you don’t lose them!’
‘I never will,’ promised Erik, who was young enough still 

to believe in never.

All that winter Erik had worn his green mittens, every time 
he visited. Then something awful happened. Somewhere, 
between the school and the streets and sweeping stairs, the 
mittens were lost.

‘Lost!’ exclaimed Fraulein Trisk, when honest Erik had 
made the mistake of telling her, and she walked to the window 
and stood looking out over the green fern and made many, 
many furious firecracker sounds.

It was disastrous. After that she always mentioned the mittens 
in a way that made Erik feel bad. Sometimes the whole visit 
would pass and he would think this time she had forgotten at last 
and then she would say, ‘Those mittens, you are still searching?’ 
or ‘I used very good wool for your green mittens,’ or, worst of 
all, ‘I could knit some more, but what would be the use?’ Always 
something like that, and the firework scolding more fierce than 
ever. Erik would feel terrible and sit even more carefully and 
worriedly on the chair by the fern, and afterwards go home and 
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search yet another time. But at last he was old enough to go to 
school, and after that he hardly saw Fraulein Trisk, unless he 
craned his head back very far to look up at the window from the 
street. Sometimes she would be there, gazing out.

Erik’s mother still helped her though, and every June she 
would make her a very small birthday cake. ‘Poor old lady, 
with no one to make a cake for her,’ she would say to Erik. 

One year she sent him to the confectioner’s to buy a sugar 
rose to decorate the top. Erik carried it carefully, so as not to 
break a fragile petal, and it occurred to him as he walked that 
his mother never had a birthday cake with roses on herself.

‘I have you,’ she said, when he pointed this out. ‘Better 
than a sugar rose.’

For years afterwards, now and then, she would call him her 
sugar rose to make him laugh. ‘Goodnight, sleep tight, my 
sugar rose,’ she would say. After he and Hans became friends 
Erik begged, ‘Never let Hans hear you say that, please!’

‘Never let Hans hear me call you my sugar rose?’ asked 
Erik’s mother, not in a whisper, and the window open too.

‘No,’ said Erik.
‘Hans’s mother told me that when he was little she used to 

call him Dumpling Boy,’ said Erik’s mother. ‘Because of his 
soft round dumpling cheeks.’

‘Not any more,’ said Erik.
‘Not any more,’ agreed his mother, and although she was 

usually a very cheerful person, she sounded sad and Erik was 
worried and asked, ‘What’s the matter?’

‘You’re growing up,’ she said.
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‘Isn’t that good?’ asked Erik.
‘Of course,’ she said, and added, ‘and you are probably 

right. No more sugar roses.’
‘Well,’ said Erik, who was absolutely incapable of making 

anyone miserable on purpose, even for the very good reason of 
not being called a sugar rose. ‘Well, think how Hans and the boys 
at school would laugh if they heard you call me that! But, perhaps, 
in private, you could do it in an emergency. How about that?’

It made her smile, as he had hoped it would, and she hugged 
him and said, ‘Thank you. Well then, I will only call you a 
sugar rose in times of great emergency.’

And so it was agreed.
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