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‘Ellie, Ellie, hurry up! We’re going to be late,’ her mother Rita calls out.

Ellie sits dreamily, staring at her adolescent face in the mirror, the notebook resting underneath her tanned hands.

‘Ellie! Please ... ’ Her mother hastily opens the door of the bedroom. The girl’s pen drops on the floor and she reaches to pick it up. ‘Ellie, do you want to come or not. We’re leaving now ... ’

Reluctantly Ellie stands up.

‘Were you writing again?’

‘Mm ... ’ is Ellie’s reply.

‘I didn’t know you had so many friends to write to.’

‘I’m not writing to my friends, Ma,’ Ellie says as she puts the pad in the drawer of her dressing table. She casts a glance in the mirror and brushes her hands through her auburn hair. ‘OK Mum, let’s go.’

Her mother follows her into the hallway. ‘Aren’t you pleased Opa and Oma are coming? We haven’t seen them for so long,’ Rita goes on as they hurry out of the front door, ‘they won’t recognise you anymore.’

‘Hello Uncle Pieter. How are you today?’ Ellie asks as she sees her uncle by the car.

‘Fine,’ he says. ‘Get in, we’re late.’

‘I was just saying to Ellie,’ Rita says as they drive off, ‘how much she has changed. Just a baby when she left Holland and look at her now.’

‘She’s been saying that ever since Opa and Oma sent word that they were coming,’ Ellie replies from the backseat. Pieter smiles and accelerates. The old Ford finds its way through the small town of Taihepe and on to the main road. ‘Yeah, the old folks will be surprised,’ Pieter mumbles and glimpses at Ellie’s mother.

‘Aren’t you anxious to see them, Pieter,’ Ellie asks, ‘they’re your parents.’

‘Uncle Pieter,’ her mother corrects her.

‘That’s alright, Rita,’ Peter says. ‘Well, I haven’t seen them for so long ... a lot of things have happened. And I wasn’t exactly their favourite son.’

Each dwelling on their memories they drive on with the satisfyingly purring engine making the only sound. The hills in the distance are dressed in green forests, in contrast to the fields in front that are already showing signs of drought. The river beneath the bridge they cross only shows a trickle of water.

‘Gosh,’ Ellie sighs, ‘we need some rain. Look at that river.’

‘That one,’ Pieter replies. ‘That one’s always low ... Ever since they put that dam up stream, this one hardly gets any water,’ he mutters. Ellie wrinkles an eyebrow as if to show her disapproval.

‘So, how’s your boyfriend?’ Pieter wants to know after a while. He looks Ellie in the eyes through his rear-view mirror.

‘What boyfriend?’ Rita asks. ‘Ellie doesn’t have a boyfriend!?’

Pieter takes another look at Ellie. She shakes her head at him in the rear-view mirror as Rita turns hers to see her daughter’s face.

‘He’s just making a joke, Mum.’ Now Pieter also turns his head.

‘You keep your eyes on the road!’ Rita says to him. ‘Ellie? What is this about?’

Ellie’s face displays an unwilling look. ‘Nothing, Mum ... like I said, he’s just joking.’

‘Mm,’ her mother replies, seemingly satisfied with the answer. ‘You don’t have to keep anything from me, you know.’

Not many words are spoken as they continue their journey, until Pieter pulls up at a petrol station that has a small café beside it.

Rita wakes her daughter, who has nodded off, and they both go inside while Pieter has the tank filled up. A swift revolving fan in the ceiling keeps the heat from invading the small, basic eatery. Ellie looks around as her mother orders tea and some chips.

‘Or would you like something else, sweetie,’ Rita questions.

‘No, I’m alright. Chips are fine.’

They take a seat at one of the tables next to the window in the otherwise empty room. A short while later Pieter joins them. The waitress carries in the tray with their order. ‘Going far?’ she asks.

‘Wellington,’ Pieter replies. ‘We’re picking up some relatives we haven’t seen for years.’

‘Oh, how nice. Do they live there?’

‘No, they are coming all the way from Holland,’ Rita replies in her unmistakably Dutch accent. ‘We have not seen them since nineteen-fifty-one.’

‘Oh, that’s wonderful! You must be really excited. Well, enjoy your tea. Chips are the speciality of the house.’

‘Yeah, I bet,’ Ellie whispers under her breath as she takes one. ‘You haven’t seen Opa and Oma for a lot longer than that, aye Pieter?’

‘Ellie, mind your manners,’ her mother says.

‘Yeah, not since forty-three,’ he replies.

‘Gosh, that’s ... almost twenty years,’ Ellie quickly calculates. ‘Oh, well. It’s not that long ago. You haven’t changed a bit, Uncle Pieter,’ Ellie smiles.

‘You didn’t know me at seventeen. I was just a kid then.’

‘You’re still a kid, Pieter,’ Rita says.

‘Mum! Mind your manners,’ Ellie reacts teasingly.

‘You drink your tea, love.’

‘Yeah, drink up,’ Pieter says, ‘we still have some miles to conquer.’
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Ellie notices Pieter becoming somewhat nervous on their approach into Wellington and she wonders if he has lost his way, but Pieter claims he could find the Wellington Harbour even with his eyes closed. They soon catch a glimpse of the ship that brought their family safely across the oceans from Holland. Quay-hands are busy connecting the moorings.

Anxiously Rita peers at the ship’s railing. ‘Can you see them?’ she asks with a slightly nervous tone in her voice. Ellie looks the other way. ‘I think we can park over there ... near the terminal,’ she says calmly.

Pieter’s eyes search for the empty spot, then drives the car towards the building. It is rather busy and hectic near the passenger terminal and they are lucky to find a parking space. Rita swiftly gets out of the car. ‘Come on you two,’ she says nervously, ‘we don’t want to lose them.’

‘Please, Mum. How can we lose them, they haven’t even left the ship yet.’

Rita does not go against her daughter and soon is steps away from Ellie and Pieter who composedly make their way through the groups of people. On entering the building an atmosphere of nervous anxiety sets upon them. Ellie moves closer and locks her arm around Pieter’s.

‘Don’t worry, Uncle,’ she says. ‘Opa and Oma will love to see you again. You’re still their son.’

Pieter glances at her with a surprised look on his face as if he wonders where she acquired such wisdom. ‘And what about you, do you remember them at all?’

Ellie is indifferent. ‘Nah ... It’s been so long, and I hardly knew them before we came out here. Honestly, I don’t understand why Mum is so ... all up on cloud nine about this.’

Pieter smiles as they walk along. ‘Well, it’s probably something to do with “the Dutch connection” she can’t shake.’

Ellie looks at him. ‘What trash, she’s got us, right?’

‘It’s not the same. We’ve become too Kiwi,’ he adds as he pinches her in the side. With a giggle, Ellie pushes him off. Before long they find a spot where they have a good view of the gangplank coming down from the ship.

‘Why would they cover that gangplank?’ Ellie wonders. ‘It’s not even raining.’

Rita’s peering eyes start searching for familiar faces between the disembarking passengers. After a while, she sees them and starts waving her hands rapidly. ‘There they are!’ she yells.

Some people standing beside them turn their heads.

‘Where?’ Ellie asks.

‘Over there,’ Rita says as she points her finger.

Ellie tries to distinguish some of the faces passing underneath the marquee. Pieter follows the direction in which Rita aims. His strained face slowly relaxes when he recognises the elderly couple moving down from the ship. He bites his lip while Ellie looks at him.

‘There they are, aye,’ she softly says.

‘He seems old ... and look at her,’ he quietly states. There is hesitation as he waves at the people who are his parents.

‘I think they haven’t changed a bit,’ Ellie says firmly.

‘You would say that about anybody,’ Pieter replies.

Rita grabs both her daughter and Pieter by the arm. ‘Come on, let’s meet them,’ she says and urges them onward.

‘Mum! What has got in to you?’ Ellie says astounded. ‘I haven’t seen you so excited in all my life!’

They move along to the exit and wait.

‘It’s going to take a while yet, Rita,’ Pieter says. ‘Why don’t we get some coffee?’

‘What do you mean?’ Rita asks. ‘I’m going to wait right here.’

‘It’s at least another hour before they have sorted out their stuff and collected their luggage,’ Pieter tries to convince her. Rita dithers for a moment but is determined to wait where she stands. ‘You go, I’ll wait.’

Ellie glances at Pieter and then the two walk off towards the coffee-stand. Rita looks about her at the many people swarming around the terminal. She smiles at some of them that pass by her.

After they finished their coffee Pieter and Ellie stroll back to where they left Rita.

‘I remember when we first arrived here,’ Ellie says. ‘All those people. And I didn’t understand at all why we had to come here.’

Pieter looks at his niece sideways as they walk along.

‘I had a friend on the boat. Annie,’ Ellie continues. ‘I thought we would all live together, or at least in the same town.’

‘But you never saw her again,’ Pieter says.

Ellie shakes her head. ‘No, but I suppose, that’s how it goes.’

They join Rita who impatiently moves about as the first passengers start to come through the exit doors. After some time the couple they have been waiting for emerges from the rest of the passengers. Mr Visser smiles when he sees Rita. His wife is a bit hesitant.

Eagerly Rita shakes the proffered hand. ‘Oh. Oh, it’s so good to see you, Father,’ Rita says. She takes Ellie by her arm and pulls her closer. ‘Look, this is Ellie. Hasn’t she grown? Look Mother. This is Ellie.’

Mr Visser shakes Ellie’s hand. ‘What a pretty girl you are,’ he says.

Pieter, who had kept a distance, moves closer and with an uneasy smile takes his mother’s hand.

‘Hello Mother.’

Mrs Visser looks at him with disbelief. ‘Oh, oh Pieter ... It ìs you. I said to your father “that looks like Pieter”, but he didn’t want to believe me.’

Now Mr Visser turns his way. ‘Pieter,’ he utters softly. ‘My boy.’

‘Hello Father,’ Pieter says and reaches for his father’s hand, but the gesture finds no emulation.

‘Pieter,’ he utters once more and suddenly in a contented, loud tone as if to convince his wife: ‘It’s Pieter! Boy, how ... look Mother.’

Mrs Visser just smiles, tears welling up in her eyes. Pieter pinches her hand that he is still holding.

Ellie looks a bit uneasy at the sight of all that gladness.

‘See, how good it is to see Opa and Oma,’ Rita says and puts her arm around her daughter’s shoulders.

‘He is so much like ... like Klaas ... Isn’t he, Mother?’ Mr Visser says.

Rita lets go of Ellie and takes her mother-in-law by the arm. ‘I think we should go, it’s still an awfully long drive, and you must be tired.’

Pieter walks arm in arm with his mother with Rita on the other side. Mr Visser and Ellie follow in their wake. ‘Pieter does resemble Klaas a lot now,’ Mr Visser remarks. ‘Don’t you think so, or don’t you remember your father.’

‘Oh yeah ... It’s just that I never thought of it that way.’

‘And look at you. I wouldn’t have recognised you even if you would have passed me by in the street.’

Ellie shrugs her shoulders and glances around her in a shy way.

‘Are you still in school?’

‘Uh, no. I’ve just finished, but I want to study more.’

‘Oh, I wouldn’t worry about that too much,’ Mr Visser says. ‘You’ll get married soon.’

Casually Ellie avoids her grandfather and stays behind as they move through the crowds to find the car. With a bit of contriving they all five fit in there, the two men in front and the women in the back, as they embark on their long journey home.
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The kitchen is filled with the smell of freshly baked cake the following morning. Sunrays creep through the window and onto the counter where Rita is pouring hot water in the teapot when Ellie enters. She wipes a hand over her sleepy face. Still in her nightclothes, she sits down at the table.

‘Morn’, Ma.’

‘Morning,’ Rita says. ‘Don’t you want to get dressed first?’

‘Why?’

Rita looks at her daughter and then turns to take some cups out of the cupboard. ‘Well, we do have guests now, I think it’s no more than decent.’

‘Come on Mum. It’s not the first time we’ve had people staying and me walking around in my shorty pyjamas.’

Rita sighs and calmly puts the cups and teapot on the table. ‘Well, they are your grandparents,’ she says as she checks the cake. ‘They’re not used to folks having their breakfast in nightclothes.’

‘Well, they’re in New Zealand now. They better get used to New Zealand ways,’ Ellie replies with a faint irritation in her voice.

‘Ellie ... ’ her mother endeavours.

Ellie picks up the teapot and starts pouring.

‘Where’s Uncle Pieter?’ she asks. ‘I thought I heard his car.’

‘Gone off again to get a paper and some more eggs. He’s going to show Opa and Oma around a bit today.  Would you like to come?’

‘No ... Not really,’ she replies and scoops some sugar into her cup. ‘I’m still recovering from yesterday’s ride.’

Rita takes the cake out of the oven, shakes it out of the baking tin and puts it down to cool. She then sits next to her daughter to drink her tea.

Stumbling in the hall indicates the guests have ended their first night’s sleep in the strange country. Soon after, the toilet flushes and Dutch conversation starts coming from the bathroom. Ellie and her mother can’t help but eavesdrop on account of their somewhat noisy home. They giggle at the remarks that are made about their house.

‘You won’t find that in Holland,’ Ellie imitates her grandfather’s loud voice.

Not long after Opa Visser enters the kitchen, with his wife following hot on his heels.

‘Morning all,’ he says.

The warm weather yesterday has made him not wear his jacket today, even the tie had to make way. Oma Visser has followed Rita’s advice and is wearing a thin, flowery summer frock but her straight and tight waistline shows the obvious signs of a corset underneath. Reservedly she follows her husband’s example and sits down at the table. ‘Morning,’ she says in a soft voice.

‘Morning. What would you like for breakfast?’ Rita wants to know. ‘I’ve made a Dundee cake and you could have toast.’

The couple looks around the breakfast-table. ‘Oh, just bread will do, with some cheese,’ Opa Visser answers at the recognition of the familiar products. Ellie picks up the teapot and pours them tea.

‘Thank you, dear,’ Oma Visser says.

Opa Visser takes a slice of bread and reaches for the butter as Oma Visser adds some milk and sugar to their tea.

‘It’s all so strange,’ she says as she takes her cup. Rita slices the cake and puts it on the table. ‘Here, try this,’ she says.

‘What is that,’ Opa Visser asks.

‘Dundee cake,’ Ellie answers and takes a piece.

‘Dun ... ’ Opa Visser says, ‘dun what?’

‘Cake, Father,’ Rita replies. ‘Have a piece.’

Opa Visser finishes his bread and grabs a slice off the plate. He looks at it and then smells it.

‘You can eat it with butter if you like,’ Rita says.

Mr Visser casts a critical look at the piece of cake in his hand. ‘We don’t eat cake for breakfast in Holland,’ he says.

Ellie looks at her grandfather with a reproachful expression in her eyes.

‘Do you want it?’ Opa Visser asks his wife and hands her the slice of cake.

‘I will try, it looks nice.’

Oma Visser hesitantly spreads some butter on the cake and takes a bite. Opa Visser cuts off some more cheese to put on his next slice of bread.

‘Tasty,’ is oma Visser’s reaction. ‘Do you buy it at the baker’s shop?’

‘No,’ Opa Visser says in his loud voice while he takes another bite, ‘she made it herself, she just said so.’

‘Oh ... but it is nice,’ Oma Visser says. ‘Did you bake it specially?’

‘No,’ Ellie replies, slightly irritated. ‘Mum always bakes everything herself, also the bread.’

Opa Visser seems surprised and has another look at what is in front of him. ‘Mm,’ he mutters under his breath. ‘She never baked in Holland.’

Rita sits quietly and finishes her tea. ‘Better put some clothes on, Ellie,’ she says in a soft voice; unlike her when they’re together, in the English language. With a sigh, Ellie gets up and goes to the bathroom to freshen up.

‘Does she always come for breakfast in her nightclothes?’ Opa Visser enquires in an interrogative manner after Ellie has left. But before Rita can reply, Oma Visser wonders about Pieter.

‘He’ll be back soon,’ Rita says. ‘He wants to show you around today. It’s good you put on something airy for it will be hot today.’

‘I would love to meet little Ursula,’ Oma Visser says.

‘Oh, she’s not at home,’ Rita replies. ‘She’s with her aunt in Auckland at the moment.’

‘Thank God,’ Opa Visser mumbles with his mouth full.

An uncomfortable silence dominates the room while they continue their breakfast. They’re almost finished when there’s the sound of a car pulling up outside. A few moments later Pieter enters, clad in shorts and a short-sleeved shirt. ‘Slept well?’ he asks his parents.

He puts the eggs in the refrigerator and takes a cup to pour himself some tea. Mr Visser lets his eyes run up and down the attire of his son.

‘Oh, we had a good rest,’ Oma Visser says. ‘We only feel a bit out of our element, still.’

‘Do you always walk around like that?’ Opa Visser asks Pieter with some disapproval. The latter glances at Rita who has started to clear the table. ‘Well, uhm – ’ Pieter commences.

‘Do you want to eat something still, Pieter?’ Rita interrupts him.

‘Yeah, fine. Pop some bread in the toaster, thanks.’

He turns to his mother: ‘I think I’ll take you over to William and Grace’s. I worked for them when I first came out here. Rita did too. They’re good people, you’ll like them.’

‘Is that far?’ his father asks.

‘No, not too far,’ Pieter replies as Rita gives him his toast and places the butter and jam in front of him.

‘I have my property there as well. You can have a look there too.’

‘I could make you some eggs, if you like,’ Rita addresses Pieter.

‘No, I’m alright, thanks. Better get ready. Is Ellie coming?’

Oma Visser gets up, wondering if Rita needs a hand but Rita won’t hear of it. She calls out to Ellie that they’ll be leaving soon.
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Ellie, wearing her shorts and sleeveless top, strolls outside to see the rest of the family off. She observes Opa Visser opening the front door of the car on the right side and intending to get in.

‘Do you want to drive today?’ Pieter asks him.

Puzzled, his father looks at the wheel. ‘Oh, hell. I forgot you drive on the wrong side.’ He promptly closes the door and walks around to the other side. Pieter re-opens the car door to sit behind the wheel.

Ellie watches them all get into the car and waves at them from the veranda when they drive off.

Inside the car, Opa Visser turns his head to address Rita. ‘I don’t see why you let your daughter walk around like that,’ he condemns. ‘Hardly any clothes on.’

‘That’s how they dress here, Father,’ Pieter replies. ‘It’s too hot to wear a lot of things.’

‘Yeah, look at you,’ Opa Visser criticises. ‘You can hardly say otherwise, can you?’

Pieter steers the car onto the main road and points out to his mother the hall where the women of the town do their quilt making once a week.

‘I’ll take you there one day, if you like,’ Rita tells her mother-in-law. The latter seems surprised.

‘Is that allowed?’ she wonders. ‘Don’t you have to be a member?’

‘No, it’s fine. They love it when people come to have a look. They sell them too, you know.’

Oma Visser nods approvingly. ‘That’s nice,’ she says.

‘Fields are dry,’ Opa Visser comments and points at the arid fields where cattle are trying to find green succulents. ‘They can have some of our rain.’

Oma Visser laughs at that remark. ‘Do you get any rain in this country?’ she asks.

‘Oh yeah,’ is Pieter’s reply, ‘but the hot weather dries the land up real quick.’

‘We had a lot of rain ... uh, two weeks ago,’ Rita explains. ‘Didn’t we, Pieter?’

Oma Visser takes a roll of peppermints out of her purse and offers Rita one. ‘From Holland,’ she says, ‘nice against a dry mouth.’

‘Oh, thank you,’ Rita says.

‘A shame Ellie didn’t come with us,’ Oma Visser continues and hands the peppermints to her husband in front of her, ‘but I suppose she would rather go out with people her own age.’

‘She was a bit tired still,’ Rita states.

‘I was saying to Father last night who she resembles,’ Oma Visser goes on. ‘She doesn’t look like Klaas.’

Rita sits back and folds her hands in her lap. ‘Well, people say she looks like me,’ she replies.

Oma Visser faces sideways to have a closer inspection of Rita’s features and makes an agreeing sound. ‘Apart from the hair,’ Oma adds.

William and Grace’s farm is only an hour and a half away but to Mr Visser, it seems like another boat journey all the way from Europe and he inquires of his son what his idea of “not too far” is.

Shortly, they enter a gate and drive up the gravel road to the house, leaving a trail of dust clouds behind them. The house is surrounded by trees, which partly clothe the dwelling in a blanket of shade. Pieter honks his horn when he notices William, way in the field.

Grace appears on the veranda where some children are frolicking about with a ballgame. As soon as the car comes to a halt Rita steps out and warmly greets Grace who has come down from the veranda.

‘What a surprise,’ Grace says cheerfully and hugs Rita. ‘Hi, Pieter, how are you today?’

‘Fine, thanks,’ Pieter replies and walks to the fence to meet William.

‘Look Grace, these are Pieter’s parents,’ Rita says. Mrs Visser comes closer to meet Grace. Mr Visser doesn’t seem to know where to turn and looks out at Pieter.

‘No English ... ’ Mrs Visser explains as Grace and she shake each other’s hand.

‘That’s alright,’ Grace says, ‘Rita will translate. So you came all the way from Holland? Long journey.’

Opa and Oma Visser follow Rita and Grace into the house while talking to each other in Dutch. The children look up at them, making tittering sounds with their little hands over their mouths.

In the kitchen Grace starts tending to her unexpected guests. ‘We had Ellie visiting last week,’ she says with some pride, ‘it was lovely to see her.’

Rita motions the elderly couple to sit down. ‘Yes, she really enjoyed that,’ Rita replies, ‘she’d wanted to go for some time.’

‘So, what do you think of New Zealand?’ Grace asks the Vissers.

Mr Visser looks at his wife. ‘What does she say?’ he asks.

‘She wants to know what you think of New Zealand,’ Rita answers.

‘Oh. Oh, yes, uhh, a bit hot,’ Mr Visser says in his best English and blows out a gasp of breath as if he’s very warm. Grace smiles and pours the boiling water into the teapot. ‘I hope they won’t mind a hot drink,’ she tells Rita.

‘Ellie is a good friend of Chrissie’s, William and Grace’s daughter,’ Rita explains to her in-laws. ‘Chrissie got married a few months ago and also lives in Taihape.’

Mrs Visser smiles at Grace with some kind of familiarity. ‘They have a son too,’ Rita goes on. ‘Jody, but he’s away now, in the services.’

Footsteps stumble onto the veranda and a moment later Pieter and William enter the kitchen. William nods his head at the strange visitors. ‘Pieter’s parents, aye,’ he says and sits down at the table. Pieter hands Rita some flowers. ‘These were still in the car.’

‘Oh, completely forgot,’ Rita says and gets up. ‘I brought some flowers for you, Grace, from the garden. I’ll put them in water straight away.’

‘Oh, they are lovely,’ Grace says admiringly. ‘My favourite roses.’

With the men at the one end of the table and the women at the other end, they soon engage in familiar conversation. Oma Visser occasionally asks Rita what’s being said while Opa Visser listens intently to the men discussing the problems on the farm.
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‘Is it going well here?’ Mr Visser finally gathers some nerve to ask his son as the party follow William outside to one of the paddocks. ‘I listened to you talking but I didn’t understand a word.’

‘Oh, there were some problems with disease,’ Pieter replies, ‘we lost a few.’

‘Cows?’ Mr Visser wants to know.

‘Yes, Father. This is a dairy farm.’

‘Yes, I know that,’ Mr Visser says defensively.

William opens the gate and they go into the paddock. The dogs that caught up with them, slip through their legs and make a run for it.

‘Do you want me to go in here too, Pieter?’ his mother asks him as she looks at her good shoes and the dry mud in front of her.

‘If you like,’ Pieter says.

‘I’ll get my shoes all dirty,’ Mrs Visser says.

‘Don’t whine woman,’ Mr Visser says.

‘You can stay here, with the women, Mother,’ Pieter suggests, ‘and we’ll drive down to my house later.’

That sounds more appealing to Mrs Visser and she makes her way back to the house.

‘Don’t you have problems now with the milk production?’ Mr Visser asks Pieter.

‘What do you mean?’ Pieter asks.

‘Well, with these sick cows.’

‘The sick ones are gone,’ Pieter says.

Mr Visser becomes slightly impatient. ‘Yes, but wasn’t it contagious, for the rest of them?’ he questions.

‘No,’ Pieter replies

William points in the distance. ‘They broke through the bloody fence back there,’ he mutters to Pieter. ‘Where? Over there?’ Pieter mumbles back. He wipes some of his blond hair off his sweaty forehead and puts his hat back on.

‘Yeah ... Bloody broke the fence poles too.’

Mr Visser tries to make out what they are saying but has to resort to Pieter for an explanation. ‘Was there an accident?’ he asks.

‘No, the fence is broken.’

‘Hell. Did they have burglars?’ his father wants to know.

‘No, Father,’ Pieter replies, ‘it’s only the fence, it needs fixing.’

The dogs wait patiently at the entrance of the milking-shed and follow William as he goes in. Two farmhands are busy clearing the shed of some equipment. William starts explaining the way his husbandry works and with Pieter translating it soon meets with Mr Visser’s approval.
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On the veranda, the women have made themselves comfortable to have a cool drink as the children are enjoying their lemonade. With some enthusiastic arm movements, Mrs Visser tries to explain to Grace what a nice house they’re living in.

‘Yes, yes it is a comfortable home,’ Grace admits and hands them their glasses.

‘And the garden, so nice,’ the older woman says in her Dutch language, to Rita’s amusement who finds Grace’s understanding of Oma Visser’s sign language rather amazing.

Oma Visser waves her hand in front of her face to keep the warmth off.

‘You shouldn’t have worn that corset,’ Rita remarks.

Oma Visser looks at her with a startled face. ‘Oh, does it show?!’

‘Mother,’ Rita says calmly, ‘for as long as I’ve known you, you’ve worn one, but you don’t need it here.’

‘Of course I do!’ is the reply. ‘Where will I connect my stockings to if I don’t wear my corset?!’

Rita lifts her skirt slightly and shows off her bare calves. ‘See, you don’t need to wear stockings in these temperatures.’

‘I cannot do that,’ Mrs Visser replies. ‘It’s not done! Besides, I need it to support my back. My back is not that strong anymore like you young ones’,’ she justifies herself.

Rita smiles as her eyes stray to the men who are coming back from the field. Mr Visser seems to have problems with the hot weather, wiping the sweat from his face with his handkerchief. When they have reached the veranda he jadedly drops himself in one of the chairs while the dogs seek the shade underneath. As Pieter pulls up another chair William goes in to get a few cold beers. ‘You found it interesting?’ Rita asks Opa Visser.

‘Oh, yes. But it gets so damn hot here.’

As soon as William has handed Pieter his beer one of the children crawls onto Pieter’s lap and tries to get a sip of the beer, but Pieter won’t let him.

‘Will you be staying for lunch?’ Grace inquires while they are finishing their drinks.

‘No. Thanks Grace. I’ll take them over to my place,’ Pieter replies as he puts the child on the floor. ‘Shall we go?’

Mr Visser looks at his wife and reluctantly rises from his comfortable spot. Mrs Visser follows his example. She shakes Grace’s hand and thanks her for their hospitality. They say their goodbyes and with the children in their wake, they walk to Pieter’s car. Rita thanks William and Grace while the children badger Pieter to take them for a drive.

‘Hey, you kids,’ William calls out, ‘go play your own games.’ The children get off the car and stand to watch the guests get in.

‘Next time, don’t wait so long to call!’ Grace cries out as they drive off.

‘Come to town Grace, come visit us one day,’ Rita calls back and waves at her.

In a cloud of dust, Pieter drives the old Ford to the road that leads to his farm. His father next to him opens the window to let the breeze in.
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It must have been just after my fifth birthday. I had already gone to sleep but something had woken me. I crawled out of bed to ask my mammie for some water. When I quietly walked along the lit landing, I heard my mother and father arguing. Clutching onto the balustrade I went down the stairs when all of a sudden Papa yelled out. The sound was so loud it almost made me lose my balance.

Halfway down I sat on one of the steps and peeked through the balustrade. The living room door was ajar and I could see my father making wild movements with his arms, with my mother trying to outscream him. Mammie yelled he was drunk, but I didn’t know what that was then. Papa was yelling back at her in such an unfamiliar, strange voice it frightened me.

A loud noise of something breaking made me shrink back.

Another horrible scream blew out and the door flew open. Papa staggered out and made his way to the kitchen door. When the door was slammed, the breaking of glass sounded.

Trembling, I sat there in the eerie silence that had descended inside the house. Waiting, for my mother to appear. It wasn’t until I heard a soft moaning coming from the living room, I dared to get up and carefully move down the stairs. With caution, I entered the room. My mother was lying on the floor as if she had fallen asleep right there and then. I started shaking her and calling for her. She moaned a few times and then, to my relief, she opened her eyes. I remember asking her why she was sleeping on the floor. Slowly she got up and I saw some red stuff on the carpet. I put my finger in it, but Mammie told me off. She held her hand at the back of her head and went to the kitchen. I went after her. The curtain was waving because of the wind blowing through the broken window.

‘Why was Papa yelling?’ I asked her, hanging on to her skirt.

‘Papa is a bit upset, he doesn’t know what he’s doing,’ she answered. She put a wet cloth against her head.

‘He broke things,’ I told her.

‘That’s alright, sweetie,’ she said. ‘Papa is clever, he can fix it again.’ My mammie was right. Papa was clever. He made toys for me, the nicest toys in the whole street. Many children came to play with me because they liked my toys so much. And once papa fixed my doll that had lost an arm. ‘When is Papa coming back?’ I asked her.

‘Go to bed,’ she said. ‘I have to clean up this mess.’

‘But, Papa – ’

‘Go to bed, Ellie. I don’t have time for that now,’ she said as she began to wipe up the glass. ‘Or do you want your papa to cut his feet when he comes back!’

I didn’t want to upset my mother so I did what I was told, but I didn’t sleep well because I was worried about my father not being home.

The next morning the window was all pasted up with cardboard so Papa must have come back to fix it. Mammie said he had gone out when I asked her where he was.

She took me with her to the doctor’s a few days later because her head kept aching, so I told her she should not have slept on the floor, that’s too hard. She couldn’t leave me at home she said, because there was no one there to look after me and Papa had gone out again.

Mammie had to rest a lot after that and I was sent to stay with a neighbour. I didn’t like that because the lady was old but she had a dog I could play with. My mother didn’t want me having a dog. The cat that Papa had brought home one day had gone to live at another house after a while. That’s what my mother had said.

When I came back from the neighbour’s I was relieved to find my papa was home, but he didn’t pick me up like he always did and he didn’t call me his favourite girl. I asked him if he was still upset but he said he wasn’t. So I asked him if he was angry with me because Mammie had been ill and he said that had nothing to do with me.
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That summer we went to visit Oma and Opa. Mammie said I had been to their house when I was a baby but I only remember them of the few times they came to visit us. Papa’s sister was having a party because she was going to get married soon. My mother made me a new dress and she said I looked like a princess when I tried it on.

Opa and Oma lived in a big farmhouse with a stable at the back. In the winter the cows used to be there. Now they were grazing in the meadow. There were not as many cows as before, a friendly man told us, because, in the war, the Germans ate them all. I remember asking him if they were hungry and the man started laughing. ‘No,’ he said. It was because the Germans were bad people; they stole a lot of things from our country. Then he turned to my mother and asked if she had told me anything about the war. Mammie shook her head and said that that was in the past and pulled me along to have something to drink. The friendly man was the fiancé of Papa’s sister, my mother explained. She said it would be nice for me to stay with them when they were married for they would be the only aunt and uncle I had then.

It was a fine sunny day so we were all outside to have cake and coffee. I was the only child there so I sat on the grass and played with my doll. They were talking about some new country. I looked up when Mammie and Papa said they should go there. Oma wasn’t pleased but Opa said it was a lot better than staying in Holland where Papa could not find work. My aunt looked at me and said with a smile she would take me to live with them. But I didn’t like that and jumped up.

I grabbed on to my papa, but he said to go to my mother.

Oma was sad when she heard that my mother and father wanted to go away. She held on tightly to my aunt’s arm. Opa told her not to be so childish. She should want what was best for her children. I asked Mammie if I had to stay alone in our house when they left but she smiled.

‘Of course not, you’re coming with us,’ she said.

On the bus, on the way home Mammie and Papa were talking about moving to this new country. I told Papa I didn’t want to go because all my playmates lived here.

He said to be quiet so I sat still, holding on to my doll and looking out of the window. I saw cows in the meadows. These bad people probably only ate Opa’s.
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I remember well the day I arrived in this new country, only six years old, clutching on to my mother’s hand. I remember the warmth of the sun when I, still unsteady on my feet after the long boat journey, moved off the ship. There seemed to be a rush for my mother was pulling me by the hand hissing through her teeth to hurry along. We came to a big hall and there were a lot of people milling around. Looking up at all these strange people, I only saw one I recognised from the boat. I started feeling very tired for we had to wait a long time. I sat down on a crate that, like me, seemed to be lost. My mother told me not to move from there. She said she was going to collect our bags. I just sat there between all those busy people passing by me. I did not dare to get up, afraid my mother wouldn’t find me anymore when she came back. When she finally showed up, I felt very relieved. I took hold of her skirt when we went to leave the hall because she needed both her hands to carry our bags.

There was a man standing by the exit doors, peering through the crowds. He seemed to recognise us for he was waving and had a big smile on his face. When we were outside on the quay he picked me up and said he was so pleased to see us. He tickled me in my side, but I looked at my mother with fright. I didn’t like him then, he spoke Dutch with a funny accent. He gave my mother a big kiss on her cheek, again saying how glad he was. My mother looked pleased.

‘You will have to learn English now, little one,’ the man with the funny accent said. He grinned at me.

‘That is your uncle, sweetie,’ my mother explained. ‘You know, I told you about him. Papa’s younger brother.’

The uncle didn’t look like my papa at all. Papa had dark hair.

All of a sudden I missed my father terribly and wished he was there with us. ‘Where is Papa, Mammie?’ I remember asking my mother. The uncle put me down. I looked up at my mother. She didn’t say a word but took me by the hand. ‘Come, we will go with Uncle Pieter now,’ she said. Holding my mother’s hand, I looked up from one to the other and did not understand why neither of them would tell me where my father was. I looked over my shoulder when we moved away from the last thing that had been familiar to me.

This country appeared strange, the surroundings looked like something out of a book a man on the boat had shown us. On the boat, where people had spoken the language I understood.

Just before we had to go into a car I saw my friend Annie. We had been almost inseparable on the boat. I started yelling out to her. She turned. I called out her name again and pulled towards her but my mother grabbed me by the arm.

‘We have to go now, Ellie,’ she said. I tried to explain to her that I wanted to talk to my friend but she was unrelenting. ‘We have to go now,’ she said once more.

Annie looked at me, smiling, holding on to her parents. Like us, they were with some stranger. The uncle lifted me and put me in the car. As we drove past I despairingly waved at the only friend I’d had for many weeks. Tears filled my eyes when I looked out of the rear window and saw Annie’s sad eyes looking back at me. I knew then that I would never see her again.

Sitting in the backseat I saw treetops quickly moving by. There were no houses. I wondered where all the people were. My mother didn’t seem to notice there was no one living here. She was too busy talking and laughing with this new uncle of mine. Who was I going to play with? Annie was gone and there seemed to be no children living in this country.

I suddenly felt all alone.

I wished we had never left Holland.

We should never have left at all. We hadn’t even looked for my father. He should have been here with us.

I don’t know how far we drove that day. I was lifted out of the car when darkness had fallen. I heard my mother whisper that we had arrived. She carried me into a house, the uncle behind her with our suitcases.

We went into a room where she put me on a bed. She undressed me and put the covers over me.
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Sunrays beating down on my eyelids woke me the next morning. I turned my head and saw my mother lying next to me. She was fast asleep. I always knew when she was, for she had her mouth slightly open then. Silently I crawled out of the bed and went to the window. Looking through it, I saw I had been right, there was nothing out there. Everything was bare. Nobody did live here.

We were all alone.

Disappointed I put on the dress that my mother had folded over the chair the night before and went to see where Uncle Pieter had gone.

Cautiously I opened the door and peeped through. There was a hallway and I was surprised to hear voices. Following the sound, the smell of freshly baked bread came my way. All of a sudden I realised how hungry I was and tried to remember when I had last eaten. I remember my mother giving Annie and me a large apple not long before we were separated on the boat and I had wondered how she had come by it. We hadn’t seen an apple tree for weeks.

Watchful, I looked around the room. Strange faces turned my way. There was no sign of Uncle Pieter.

A tall woman with a friendly smile stood by a stove and said something to me I couldn’t understand. The man at the table had a big grin on his face.

‘I want Uncle Pieter,’ I told them.

Again they spoke in a strange language. The woman came towards me and took my hand. She motioned me to sit at the table. I felt afraid and ran out, back to the familiarity of the bedroom, but my mother was still sound asleep. I sat down in the chair and wondered if I should wake her to tell her about those strange people and that Uncle Pieter had disappeared, just like Papa.

Sadness overcame me.

I don’t know how long I’d been sitting there when there was a knock on the door. Relieved, I jumped to my feet when it appeared that Uncle Pieter was still here. The one who would understand me. He picked me up and tickled me. This time I didn’t mind.

‘I see your mother is still asleep. She was very tired last night. And how about you?’ Uncle Pieter said.

‘Who are all those strange people?’ I asked.

‘The ones in the kitchen? They are Grace and William. I work for them.’

‘Do we have to live here now?’ I wanted to know.

‘For
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