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Let It Snow


The first snowfall of the year came at the beginning of December, on a Saturday.


That morning, Dirk and I went into the kitchen where Mum and Dad were already sitting at the breakfast table. Dad didn’t have to work on Saturdays because the bank where he was in charge of1 a department was closed. Mum worked as a secretary in Braun’s large factory, but only part-time. She was always telling people that she needed the rest of the time to clean up the mess2 we and Dad made in the flat.


So Mum was sitting with Dad at the breakfast table with both her hands placed comfortably on her sticky-out belly3 where the baby was. Look out of the window, she said, the outdoors has put on its white coat.


Dirk and I went over to the window and looked out. Dirk said he couldn’t see a coat, but there was snow everywhere and wasn’t that fantastic because now we could go sledging and build snowmen.


Tons of snowflakes were falling from the sky, millions and millions of them. I picked out one that was still a long way up and watched it until it lay on the ground with the others.


We were still living in the house on the edge of town then. Dad’s aunt, the one we inherited4 the house in town from, hadn’t died yet. Björn wasn’t born either, he didn’t arrive until the next April. I didn’t have my guinea pig5 Fran yet either, and I only met Behruz, the fat Persian who would become my friend, much later.


But Richard was already my best friend. We were true blood brothers.


I was seven years old and Dirk was six.


Anyway, because of all the fresh snow that day, Dirk and I wanted to go sledging after breakfast.


Dad brought our sledge down from the attic. He told us not to go mad6 and break the thing, the way we did last year when Dirk had crashed into a tree and broken his arm.


Dirk was always much braver7 than I was, but then again I’d never broken anything. Apart from one summer when I had sort of ridden into a street lamp on my bike. I’d knocked out two teeth and swallowed them. But it wasn’t all that bad cos8 they were only milk teeth.


While Dad was fetching the sledge, Mum wrapped us up in warm clothes. We had to wear gloves and our bobble hats. Finally, Mum wrapped the big thick scarves that Granny had knitted for us around our necks.


Granny was Mum’s mum. There was usually trouble when she came to visit because Dad couldn’t stand her9. Granny always told us that Dad had been a real yob10 in his youth. He used to drive around on his motorbike scaring all the old people and she would never understand why Mum had married such an idiotic show-off.


Granny liked to tell stories of the old days. Her favourite stories were all about how she had run through the bombed-out ruins of the town after the war carrying Aunt Gertrud on her back. I always felt sorry for her when she told us that, cos Aunt Gertrud was really really fat.


Dad’s mum had died before Dirk and I were born and we didn’t have any grandads either.


So Mum wrapped the scarves around our necks and told us to be very careful and not to go breaking any bones or teeth again. And then we were finally allowed to go.


Only fifteen minutes away from our house there was a big field with a really long slope11 that led all the way down to the stream. That’s where Dirk and I were going.


The snow was piled up quite high and when we got to the field it was still snowing. It was very cold and quiet everywhere. The only sound came from the snowflakes falling quietly on to the ground and from our boots stomping through the snow. We climbed up the slope and I pulled the sledge after me.


When we reached the top, Dirk wanted to slide down the steepest bit of course, the bit that led to the stream. Right away I thought that things were bound to go wrong, but I didn’t say anything so that Dirk wouldn’t think I was a wimp12.


We sat down on the sledge. Dirk at the front and me at the back.


Hold tight, cried Dirk, here we go!


It was fantastic, and above all fantastically fast. The wind whooshed around my ears, snowflakes smacked into my face and I could hardly13 see anything because I had screwed my eyes up tight. We went faster and faster and Dirk shouted out that he was the best sledger in the world and I shouted out, when were we finally going to get there because I couldn’t see a thing.


Then there was a bang.


I sailed briefly through the air, there was a crash and I landed with my face down in the snow. It hurt14 a lot and I felt hot, but at least I didn’t have any broken bones.


Dirk wasn’t there. Neither was the sledge.


I looked around and then I heard Dirk shouting up from the stream.


He was sitting right in the middle of it, with the sledge next to him, soaked15 to the skin. Thank God the stream wasn’t particularly deep there. But the bank was quite high, at least a metre tall.


I had to laugh, because Dirk looked so funny with his wet bobble hat on his head. But he was really mad and yelled at me that he didn’t see what was so funny, I hadn’t steered properly, I was an idiot and in future I should stay at home and build snowmen.


I yelled back, idiot yourself, you’re too stupid to go sledging, and I said that if he didn’t keep his trap shut16, then he could find his own way out of the stream.


Dirk called back that I could go ahead and leave him all alone, then he’d freeze and there’d be no Christmas and probably no New Year either because everybody would be in mourning17.


I pretended to think about it, and then I said, all right, I’ll get you out – but only because of Christmas!


I held on to the branch of a small tree that was hanging over the stream with one hand. I stretched the other hand down to Dirk. I couldn’t quite reach and it was slippy because of the snow but the branch didn’t break. Dirk grabbed my hand and everything would have been fine if he hadn’t leaned over towards the sledge without letting go of me, the meanie18.


The branch made a cracking noise and snapped, and I fell down the bank into the stream. I would have screamed but my mouth was already full of water. It was icy cold. I was so shocked I could hardly breathe.


When I had picked myself up, Dirk was standing next to me laughing himself to bits. I was so cross19 that I slapped him with my wet glove. Dirk stopped laughing, slapped me back and before we knew it we were both in the water fighting. If it hadn’t been so freezing cold, we would probably have fought a lot longer, but we just couldn’t.


We had to run downstream for quite a long time until we found a spot where we could climb out. By then it had stopped snowing, but it was windy and we were shivering with cold.


I was afraid that the two of us would freeze to death and stand there like icicles20. Nobody would recognise21 us in our frozen state and Mum and Dad would have to call the police and ask them to search for us. It would take months until they found us and by then it would be spring, and in the meantime every single passing dog would have weed on us because they thought we were bushes covered in snow.


I really wanted to cry, but if I did my eyes might freeze shut. It was terrible and then on top of everything Dirk wet his pants22.


When we got home, Mum was really mad. She took off our wet things and put us into a really hot bath. Mum said, because you’re so stupid and can’t take care of yourselves, I am banning23 sledging for the whole of the next week.


Dirk started to cry but I thought, well, the stupid sledge is stuck in the stream anyway. And that’s what I told Dad when he asked about the sledge and then he was cross too. He said we only had ourselves to blame if we were only allowed to build snowmen for the whole of the following week.


But he went to fetch the sledge while Mum put Dirk and I in our pyjamas and made us a bed on the couch in the living room. She even gave us a hot water bottle for our feet. She grinned and said that we were stupid but that she loved us nonetheless and that was why she was going to make us hot chocolate.


When Dad had returned with the sledge, Dirk and I had to tell Mum and Dad exactly how we had landed in the stream and how we had got into a fight and everything.


Well, said Dad, something similar had happened to him when he was young. And he told us how, when he was a kid, he had landed in the village pond while sledging with his brother, Uncle Alfred. They had run over a duck on the frozen pond before crashing into the ice and the duck had fallen into the hole and drowned24 and never come back up again.


Mum said, Peter! Don’t tell the children such horrible things!


Dad said, that wasn’t horrible. The horrible thing was that the duck’s mate, the drake25, was so distraught26 at the loss of his beloved that he had thrown himself into the hole after her. And the year after that, a bush had grown out of the pond in the shape of two ducks kissing, and ducks from all over the country had come to the pond and swum around in a circle quacking.


That’s what happened, said Dad and drank some of his hot chocolate.


Quack, quack, said Dirk. And he flapped his eyes as though he wanted to fly. He knocked over his cup and the chocolate spilled all over our blanket27.


Men! said Mum. She rolled her eyes, put one hand on her sticky-out tummy and laughed.


Two days later Dirk and I were allowed to go sledging again.














It’s the Most Wonderful Time of the Year


It was the week before Christmas. Dirk and I had a great idea.


There was an old people’s home really close to our house. We walked past it every day on our way home from school. It was on the edge of town28 and really big, with lots of windows and tall trees in front of it. And next to the old people’s home there was a tall building. That’s where the penguins lived.


Really they’re called nuns29, but we called them penguins because they wore black clothes and white bonnets on their heads. When it rained they put see-through plastic bags over their bonnets and then they really did look funny.


The penguins made sure that none of the old people ran away from the home. I couldn’t stand them. Whenever we met them on our way home, they told us about the Baby Jesus and they looked all holy.


I thought the Baby Jesus was OK, but the penguins wanted us to be just like him, really nice and everything. That’s why they gave us little leaflets30 with stupid pictures inside and sayings like »love your enemy« and »it’s really great to give things to people who don’t have anything«. Why should I give my electric train set to some idiot who might be about to hit me, just because he doesn’t have one of his own? What a stupid idea!


Anyway, back to the old people’s home. That’s where all the grannies and grandads lived. And Dirk and I thought that because it was nearly Christmas, we could visit them and make little presents for them and sing them songs. We wanted to spend an afternoon making things and go to the old people’s home the next afternoon with our presents.


Mum thought it was a great idea and promised to bake special Christmas biscuits for us to eat while we were making things.


It would have been fantastic if my blood brother Richard could have joined in31, but he had gone skiing with his parents. So I asked Susanne, who was my best friend, if she wanted to join in.


Susanne had said, all right, but only if her friend Christiane could join in too.


Christiane was in our class as well.


And I said, OK then, if she really had to. But I was actually very excited, because I was in love with Christiane and wanted to marry her. But Dirk was the only one who knew about it and he had sworn not to tell anybody.


Susanne and Christiane came on the agreed afternoon at three o’clock.


Christiane looked great. She had long black hair that was always in a plait or a pony tail. Today it was in a pony tail.


Susanne had short brown hair and braces32 on her teeth and thick glasses.


We started work right away because we didn’t know exactly how many people lived in the old people’s home and so we wanted to make quite a lot of presents.


Mum filled a giant tray with biscuits. She put it down on the table. She lit the candles on the advent wreath and it was really cosy.


We made lots of stars from coloured paper, and gold and silver ones from foil. We made small necklaces33 too, using string and shiny beads34, and then some more stars out of straws.


Mum said we could practise our Christmas carols35 while we were working.


Dirk wanted to show off and started singing ’Tis the season to be jolly, but because he had a big piece of biscuit in his mouth, he choked. His head went really red and he made strange noises. Mum didn’t look all that jolly any more. She clapped Dirk hard on the back and stuck her fingers down his throat. Maybe Dirk thought she had stuck another biscuit in there. In any case he chomped down36 on her fingers.


Mum screamed, but she didn’t let go and suddenly the piece of biscuit was back out again, covered in a lot of spit.


At first we were all frightened. But then we laughed and Dirk laughed too. He rolled his eyes and made a gurgling noise as though he still had biscuit stuck in his throat.


Then we sang some more Christmas carols and Susanne sounded funny because of her braces. In between singing we scoffed37 the biscuits. We worked until it had gone dark outside and in the end we had a whole box full of presents.


I said I would dress up as Saint Nick and that way we could put all the presents into a proper sack.


Susanne said that was a good idea, and that she would be the Christ Child.


And that’s when we started to argue38.


Dirk wanted to be the Christ Child too, but Susanne said, you’re crazy, the Christ Child is a girl with long blonde curls.


Dirk said, first of all Susanne didn’t have blonde curls, and secondly the Christ Child had a willy, so he was a boy.


But Christiane said the Christ Child was a girl, but she had long black hair and no braces and she didn’t wear silly cow glasses and that’s why Christiane had to be it.


Dirk said, rubbish, the Christ Child doesn’t have blonde hair or black hair, he’s bald39, and he definitely40 has a willy. But by then Susanne had already hit Christiane because she had said silly cow glasses.


Christiane picked up one of the biscuits and threw it at Susanne’s head and Susanne smacked her with one of the pearl necklaces. If Mum hadn’t stepped in, the two of them would probably have broken all the presents.


Mum said none of this was a problem, there would just have to be two Christ Childs and two Saint Nicks and the second Saint Nick would be Dirk.


Dirk said, all right then, but the Christ Child did have a willy and he would only dress up as Saint Nick because he didn’t want to shave his hair off.


Susanne and Christiane grumbled41 for a bit longer, but by the time Mum took them home later, they were friends again.


The next day Dirk and I were really excited.


We looked fantastic dressed up as Saint Nicks. Mum had given us her and Dad’s red dressing gowns. We put them on over our proper clothes. They were a bit too long and dragged along the floor. They didn’t have any hoods42 either, so we put our bobble hats on. Our hats weren’t red, unfortunately, they were blue with green in them, but they were better than nothing. We had stuck on beards made of cotton wool and Mum had painted our cheeks red with lipstick, which looked great. The presents were packed very carefully in a proper potato sack so that they didn’t get squashed.43


Then Christiane and Susanne arrived.


Christiane’s mum had sewn her a proper white dress out of an old bed sheet and she had curls in her black hair and a golden crown on top of her head. It was a brilliant costume and I was even more in love with her than I had been before.


Susanne didn’t look quite right dressed as the Christ Child. She was wearing a blonde wig with long curls that hung over her glasses. Her dress was also made out of a bed sheet but it wasn’t sewn properly, it was just draped around44 her. But even worse than that were the two cardboard wings she had fastened to the sheet on her back. Plus she was wearing red wellies45 and I felt really sorry for her because she looked so silly.


But Susanne loved her costume and Mum said we were the best Saint Nicks and Christ Childs she had ever seen.


Then, finally, we set off.


Instead of going down the street, we took a short cut46 through the woods. It only took ten minutes but we had to stomp our way through all the snow. I carried the sack with the presents on my back.


The woods looked beautiful. All of the trees were white. Now and then small clumps of snow fell off branches. We had almost reached the old people’s home when Dirk said that Saint Nick needed a staff.


Susanne said we could take some twigs off a tree. She stood under a big fir tree and said, this one will do.


Dirk and I stood next to Susanne and Dirk pulled at a small branch. Snowflakes whirled down but the branch didn’t break off. Dirk pulled at a bigger branch. More snowflakes fell and then the branch cracked and a giant pile47 of snow shot off the fir tree.


Most of it landed on Susanne. She had a proper pile of snow on her wig, her sheet had slipped and one wing was dangling down. We tried to fasten48 it back on but it wouldn’t stick.


Susanne wasn’t too upset and laughed, but Christiane said she looked like a one-legged duck. I thought that was stupid of Christiane, especially because the snow hadn’t touched her at all but it had completely covered Susanne and she didn’t have to go and make a stupid joke about it.


Dirk and I had only got a little bit on us. We were able to shake the snow off quite easily.


And now we had a big branch. We broke off two twigs. Those were our Saint Nick staffs and they were fantastic.


And then we went to the old people’s home.


At first they didn’t want to let us in!


We rang the bell and the penguins didn’t open up, even though we sang Good King Wenceslas for five minutes, Sire, the night is darker now and the wind blows stronger. Nothing happened.


I was just thinking, that’s typical, they give out stupid leaflets and talk about Baby Jesus but they let little children freeze at the front door, when there was a crackling49 on the intercom50 and a voice asked us what we wanted.


I said, good afternoon, this is Saint Nick and two Christ Childs and another Saint Nick and we’ve got some presents for the old people.


For a while nothing happened. Then, finally, the door opened.


One of the penguins looked out and said, well, will you look at that? Come in, children.


By then I didn’t want to any more, but it was too late. We went inside, into a large room where lots of penguins were standing around a large Christmas tree.


Everybody grinned at us and said, well, children, will you look at that, what are you doing here? Then they all looked at Christiane and cried, well, will you look at that? How sweet, a proper little angel, and Christiane curtsied51 and smiled and shook her black curls.


The penguins thought that was great. But then they asked us once again what we wanted and Dirk got quite cross. He snapped at52 them, couldn’t they see who was standing right in front of them and they should take us to the grannies and grandads right away or they’d get a whack53 from the staff.


I thought, oh dear, now they’ll throw us out. But the penguins cried out again, oh how sweet! That was irritating and I really would like to have hit them with the staff because they were behaving as though we were tiny babies and not quite all there54.


But one of them was really nice. She said, well, I’m Sister Erika and I’ll show you our old people. I’m sure they’ll be very pleased to see you.


We marched up one set of stairs and thank God the other penguins stayed standing in the hallway. One of them came around the corner with a cleaning cloth because the floor was covered in water from where Dirk and I had dragged our dressing gowns behind us.


Upstairs we went along a long corridor that smelled like a chemist’s55 or the dentist’s.


Sister Erika gave a quick knock on a door, opened it and said, well, Mrs Sommer, look who’s come to visit, isn’t this nice?


We followed her into the room and there was Mrs Sommer lying in bed. She was really old and had barely56 any hair and she shook a little and looked at us. The room was small and dark. There was only a cupboard in there and a chair and a table. There was a plate on the table with a few branches of fir and a candle on it which wasn’t lit, and an old photo of a young woman and a young man smiling at each other hung on the wall above.


I felt all strange57. But Susanne went up to Mrs Sommer and said we had something for her. Then she began to sing, O Christmas Tree, O Christmas Tree.


Her braces made it sound like O Kwissmas Twee, O Kwissmas Twee, and water ran out of her wig on to the floor and the right half of her cardboard wings dangled down. But Mrs Sommer thought it was great and we sang along.


I unpacked one of the golden stars, a straw star and a pearl necklace and put everything on the blanket. Then Mrs Sommer took my hand in hers and cried a little and I felt really sorry for her.


Sister Erika stood next to her and looked sad too.


When we had finished with the song, she said, right, Mrs Sommer, that was nice, wasn’t it, and then we had to leave.


We went into the next room and into the next, along the whole corridor and up to the second floor as well and it looked like Mrs Sommer’s everywhere.


Except, some of the old people weren’t sick in bed but were wide awake. They talked to us and said the singing and the presents were a great idea. Everyone was pleased58 and some of them sang along. A few of them cried, too.


Christiane shook her curls each time and did curtsies. After a few rooms she didn’t sing along any more, which I thought was stupid.


The last room belonged to a married couple.


They used to be59 teachers, said Sister Erika. The man had a stern expression on his face and stood perfectly straight while we sang a song. His wife stood next to him, but she was a bit more crooked.60


When we had finished singing, the man said, jolly good show61, jolly good show! He clapped Dirk and I on the back and smiled.


Christiane curtsied again, and he clapped her and Susanne on the back. Susanne’s right wing fell off. His wife wanted to put it back on again, but it wouldn’t stick. So Susanne said the woman could keep it as a souvenir.


She grinned at the woman through her thick glasses and her braces gleamed. The woman leaned over and stroked Susanne’s wig and gave her a kiss on the cheek. Christiane looked really jealous62.


Sister Erika took us back into the corridor. It was already dark outside and my throat was hurting from all the singing. We had a few presents left over. We gave those to the penguins who were standing around in the hallway again staring at us.


Sister Erika said she had something for us because we were such nice children. Then she opened a cupboard that was full of chocolate from top to bottom and gave some to each of us. I thought that was very nice. I really like chocolate and after that I thought Sister Erika really wasn’t all that bad at all.


Christiane curtsied again, smiled sweetly and shook her curls with the golden crown on top. And then she said to Susanne that Susanne should hand over her bar of chocolate because Christiane was the prettier Christ Child of the two. She was probably still cross because Susanne had got a kiss and she hadn’t, even though she had curtsied non-stop.


But Susanne didn’t hand over the chocolate and Christiane suddenly got very angry and pulled off Susanne’s bed sheet. Susanne tried to hang on to it63 but she only managed to catch the left cardboard wing and it tore off.


Christiane called out, there, you silly cow, take that! She threw the sheet on to the ground and trampled all over it.


Susanne screamed through her braces, shilly cow yourshelf, and whacked Christiane over the head with her bar of chocolate, squishing64 her golden crown. Then the two of them started to fight and wrestled with each other in front of the chocolate cupboard.


The penguins were completely horrified65 and cried out, but children, it’s not nice to fight, the Christ Child wouldn’t do such a thing!


Christiane shouted that the Christ Child would do such a thing and hit Susanne on the nose.


Susanne began to cry.


Dirk said, are you crazy, and gave Christiane a big push. And then Christiane started to cry that she was the most beautiful Christ Child in the world, not Susanne.


That’s not true, Dirk called out, because she wasn’t bald and she didn’t have a willy, and the penguins screamed66, good God in heaven!


Whack, Christiane thumped Dirk. She launched herself at him and pulled his bobble hat down over his eyes and then she hit him on the nose, just like Susanne.


The penguins screamed and huddled together67 in a group instead of sorting out the fight.


Dirk shouted from under his bobble hat that I was supposed to help him but obviously I would rather let my brother get hit by a stupid girl just because I was in love with her!


That was embarrassing!68


But by then Sister Erika had got hold of Christiane and said in a loud voice, that’s enough, young lady!


Christiane yelled that she should take her penguin fingers off her and gave her a push. Sister Erika crashed into the Christmas tree.


The tree wobbled, but it didn’t fall over. Sister Erika gasped for air. And then she went over to Christiane and slapped69 her.


Everything went suddenly quiet. Nobody made a sound.


Sister Erika asked Christiane for her name, went to the telephone and called her mother to come and collect70 her.


Later Mum spent a long time on the phone with Christiane’s mum.


Dirk and Susanne and I sat in the kitchen while she was talking and tried to listen in, but we couldn’t.


I thought about Christiane and that now I wasn’t in love with her any more. I thought about all the grannies and grandads in the old people’s home too and how things in the world are sometimes really stupid.


Cos there they were, living in that ugly old people’s home, surrounded by penguins who all behaved as though old people were babies. But lots of the old people had children who didn’t take care of them, that’s what they’d told us. I thought, when Mum and Dad are that old, I won’t let them move into an old people’s home. They can live with me or with Dirk instead.


Shortly afterwards Mum came into the kitchen. She said Christiane had behaved so strangely71 because she had problems at home. Her parents were getting divorced.72
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