
    Trials and Tribulations

    My father was the oldest of seven children. My mother was the youngest of nine. When they got married after a six-year engagement, they were in complete agreement that they would have two children and no more. And they were lucky. First a boy, then a girl. The classic “one of each” wish. And then their luck ran out. Because three and a half years later, I came along.

    “Well, as long as it’s a boy,” my father is said to have remarked when my mother told him she was pregnant. And once again, my father was out of luck. He got a screaming girl. Sometimes I wonder… If abortion had been an option 79 years ago, would I be sitting here? Yes, of course abortion was always an option, but I don’t mean some back-alley botched job, like the ones that have been happening for hundreds of years. No, a legal one. I don’t think my mother would have done it because of her faith.

    From the moment I learned to listen, I’ve had to hear that it’s my fault my mother lost her figure. As a child, I never felt wanted. I did later on, though! No, I’m not pathetic. Really, I’m not.

    A while ago I turned seventy-nine, and every now and then you get the urge to look back. Actually, I’d rather not, but here I am now in my little farmhouse in Germany.

    This morning, at the gym after the pelvic floor exercises (!), one of the women asked me how I actually ended up here. Well, then you have to look back.

    I was a bit startled when I realized I remember very little from the first twenty years of my life. We were poor. After the war, few houses remained standing in our neighborhood. The five of us slept in one bedroom. My sister and I in an old-fashioned box bed above the sack of “ ” potatoes and a Cologne jar of homemade pickles. There was a small living room, a tiny kitchen, and the toilet was outside. That was no fun, especially in the winter. Two Catholic families lived on our street, and we were one of them, in the midst of a sea of communists and socialists. In the morning, “The Internationale” echoed through the street.

    On Sundays, when we went to church, we were often shouted at. I remember one Sunday, when I was about five years old, that a man was standing in the doorway a few houses down. He made the sign of the cross, but just a little differently than I was used to. He also started on his forehead, then tapped his shoulders, and then reached between his legs while shouting, “Father fucks mother there.” I didn’t understand any of it, but I did notice that it made my mother very sad. We didn’t just go to church on Sundays. Since I went to a school run by nuns, we children were expected to attend the early service during the week. The nuns would give you extra points on your report card for that. I went… But I didn’t love God. To be honest, I was terrified of him. The worst part was actually that the whole class was forced to go to confession. Year after year. And what terrible things do you have to confess when you’re eight or nine years old? I teased my brother. I pulled my sister’s braids. I didn’t finish my homework. And… what else? Since you had to fill the time somehow, every week I made up a horrible sin and invariably ended with the final remark: “And I also lied.” After a few Our Fathers and Hail Marys, I felt relieved again. Until the next Friday, because then I had to come up with something else. In a few classes, the (rich) kids of parents who owned various businesses in town didn’t want to sit next to me. Because, according to their parents of course, I came from a slum. The funny thing was that, as a result, I (and my sister too) were among the few who didn’t have lice. We were scrubbed clean at home, and the distance from the others helped a lot.

    When I was eleven, we moved into a spacious upstairs apartment above a café. Our neighbor was a call girl. She was platinum blonde, very friendly to us, and she must have been very expensive because all her clients arrived by car. And that meant something in the 1950s.

    
      During the years she lived next door to us until (yes,  
      Pretty Woman 
      really does exist) she married her best, rather wealthy client, I heard and saw a number of things that Father could never have taught me. The school I attended had very good teachers. I am still grateful to a few of them for instilling in me a love of language. And not just the Dutch language. I still didn’t get along well with the students—some of whom I’d known from elementary school, of course. I always remained the outsider. I never made a single friend there. I worked hard so I could graduate and leave as soon as possible.
    

    
      “What do you want to do now?” my father asked. “Work at your business,” I said. My father beamed and thought it was a great idea, especially since my brother didn’t want to. My uncle, who ran the shipbuilding business with my father, torpedoed the idea by casting his veto. “What’s your second choice?” I was asked a few weeks later. “Go to beauty school, Dad. I want to learn the trade. Gain about five years of experience and then start my own salon. Maybe even add a beauty salon to it.” To say he  wasn’t
       amused 
      would be a massive understatement. But as furious as he got when my sister announced she wanted to apply to MARVA…? No, he wasn’t that angry. MARVA—women in the navy. Very progressive for the early 1960s. My father announced that he would “break every bone in my sister’s body if she decided to become an officer’s wife.” So my sister chose something else, but she never really found happiness in it. I’ve never understood why parents ignore their children’s wishes and focus only on their own wishes and dreams.
    

    Since I was quite good at drawing and fairly creative, my father did let me go to art school. My art teacher had assured him that the entrance exam would be no problem for me. But I wasn’t interested in that at all. In the early 1960s, all the students I ran into almost every day acted so overly artsy. Without exception, the girls had black-rimmed eyes and wore almost nothing but black clothes. It wasn’t much different with the boys. In a way, it did appeal to me, but I really didn’t care for all the fuss surrounding it.

    “Think it over carefully while we’re on vacation,” my father said as they packed their bags for three weeks. And think I did. What would annoy my father the most, I wondered. After a few days, I realized that my father had a burning hatred for… civil servants. And bingo—there were a few ads in the paper. When my parents came back from vacation, I had been hired as a junior counter clerk at PTT (for the younger readers: PostNL). After nearly nine months of training and four pleasant years with incredibly nice colleagues, my impression that we Dutch are indeed a very unique people was confirmed almost daily.

    During those years at PTT, a number of really fun things happened.

    A photographer asked me to pose for him, and it turned out I was quite photogenic, which resulted in some great photos.

    To top it all off, I was able to earn some extra money by performing with a cabaret troupe on the weekends. To do that, I had to ask PTT for official permission. Fortunately, I got it. In the winter, we performed a lot at staff parties in all sorts of towns and villages in the north of the Netherlands. I made a nice little extra income. No, I wasn’t very good at it. I was far too insecure for that. Besides, I’d been told I was just a stand-in for a regular cast member whom everyone thought was great. Other than that, the group was very nice to me, and I learned a lot. Especially when a celebrity performed during the intermission. I’d always stand backstage watching these famous people. Then on Mondays, I could proudly tell my colleagues that I had spoken with Anneke Grönloh, Trea Dobbs, Rita Corita, the Spelbrekers, or Ronnie Tober.

    Usually we didn’t play too far from Groningen, so we could sleep in our own beds every night, even if it was late. This weekend, the booking agency had accepted an extremely well-paid gig for two nights in Zwolle. And that meant we had to stay overnight there too. Because in the sixties, there was no highway to Zwolle yet. I heard from the others that this happened two or three times a year and that they turned it into a real getaway. I was looking forward to this weekend.

    Mmm… nice

    “Who’s doing the guest performance tonight?” Frans asks Tom, our pianist. “The carrots,” Tom grins. “Oh no,” ripples through the bus. “Those whirlwind tornadoes, those cleaning freaks, those nerve-wrackers—is there nothing left for us?” I look from one to the other in surprise. “Who on earth are you talking about?”

    “Vera,” says Tom with twinkling eyes: “We’re talking about the sisters Alma and Ingrid Wortelboer. You definitely know them. They perform under the name The Morena Sisters. We’ve known them for years. They’re from The Hague, but we don’t hold that against them. What we do hold against them is the fact that they have a cleaning obsession. When they arrive at a guesthouse or hotel, believe it or not, they put on little white gloves and go looking to see if there’s a speck of dust to be found anywhere.”

    “You’re kidding,” I say, stunned: “You’re joking, Tom.”

    “No way,” the whole group shouts in unison: “You’ve never seen anything like this before.”

    The eight of us are sitting in a small van on our way to our performance. We’re all looking forward to it, and the mood is fantastic. Tom, sitting next to the driver, turns around and says with a broad grin: “But this time, they’ll be screaming in agony.”

    “What are you up to?” someone calls out excitedly. “Getting revenge,” says Tom with a twinkle in his eye. “Do you guys remember how they reduced that nice Mrs. de Vries to a sobbing wreck last time— ? I’ve been thinking about it a lot these past few days, and tonight I’m going to get them.” Tom pulls out a brown paper bag and says mysteriously, “Everything I need to cure them of their tic for good is in here.” He answers all our questions about the contents with a broad grin and a “Just wait and see!” For the rest of the ride, he remains unyielding, and we grow increasingly curious. When we arrive at our guesthouse in Zwolle, Tom runs inside to ask if the sisters have arrived yet. “Not yet,” says the owner with a slight tremor in her voice as we take our keys. “I’ve scrubbed their room from top to bottom, but…” she continues with a helpless shrug, “They’ll probably find something again.”

    “Could I have the key to their room for a moment? It’s the youngest one’s birthday,” Tom lies. “And we want to surprise her with a little gift, so don’t let on, okay?” Tom says conspiratorially. “How thoughtful of you,” says Mrs. de Vries, and she hands Tom the key to room seventeen. Once we’ve all received our keys, we sprint upstairs. The bags are tossed onto the beds, and full of anticipation, we gather in room seventeen.

    “Now,” Tom says solemnly, “you’re going to see the true artist in me in action. Frans, will you keep an eye on the stairs? And Vera, could you hand me that bottle from the nightstand?”

    “Yuck, Tom, you’re not going to do anything with that, are you?”

    “Oh yes, I’m going to create a work of art,” Tom grins, pulling a small box and a bottle of beer from the brown paper bag. “The best chocolate cake my wife ever made,” Tom says triumphantly as he opens the box. “Too bad, but it has to be done.” With a mix of horror and admiration, we watch as Tom kneads a magnificent turd with a little water. When he’s done, he licks his fingers and sighs contentedly. Then he opens the bottle of beer, takes a few sips, and pours the rest over the “turd.”

    We unanimously agree that it’s a masterpiece as Tom puts the turd back in the nightstand. The key is returned to the front desk , and we retreat to our rooms. Everyone leaves their door ajar. We have to wait for what feels like a nerve-wracking half-hour until we hear voices downstairs in the hallway. A moment later, the stairs creak and the sisters walk by. As their door closes, all our doors swing open as if on command. Standing on the landing, we indeed hear a lot of commotion coming from room seventeen. And then it happens. Although we suspect it, the scream cuts right through us. As one, we storm into the room. There we see the oldest sister on her knees in front of the open nightstand. She’s still screaming as if she’s discovered a dismembered corpse. The youngest sits frozen on one of the beds, looking just as pale as the little white gloves she’s wearing. “What’s going on?” Tom asks worriedly. “That!” the oldest moans, now retching, and points to the chamber pot. Tom lifts the chamber pot and examines the “work of art” from all angles. Then, to the sisters’ indescribable disgust, he sticks his finger into the “turd” and licks it off with a blissful expression.

    “That,” Tom proclaims, “is the tastiest shit I’ve ever eaten.”

    After more than four eventful years behind the counter at various post offices, it’s time for something different. I apply for a job as a photographer’s assistant, and to my utter amazement, they hire me. My territory is the province of Groningen, Drenthe, and the northern part of Overijssel. A very nice colleague, whom I run into every day at the station, visits photographers in the city of Groningen and the province of Friesland. We hit it off immediately. Lena is a bit older, but definitely not wiser. For a few years, we ran wild in a number of bars and dance halls together. During my work and, of course, in my free time, I met quite a few men. Only the “one” wasn’t among them. The one, true, truth. Well, I guess I was too trusting, because 90% of the men didn’t take the truth very seriously. In my opinion, most of those “gentlemen” had worked at the firm of Deception and Fraud for quite some time. My whole life, I’ve run into men who ultimately hurt me deeply by lying.

    Fortunately, I didn’t know that back in the 1960s.

    Since I earn quite a bit more now that I work for the laboratory, I can afford to fulfill a few of my father’s heart’s desires. After a wonderful fishing trip to the Norwegian fjords, we’re going to Ireland this year. We’ll spend the first week at a bed-and-breakfast with a farming family on beautiful Lough Sheelin. From the dining room, we can also catch a glimpse of the large kitchen. On Monday evening, a group of attractive young men suddenly shows up there. I hadn’t expected that here in the middle of the wilderness. “These men work for the Inland Fisheries,” our landlady explains. “They go from lake to lake, checking the water quality and fish stocks. After two days of exchanging friendly greetings and nods, we run into two of them just as we’re about to moor our boats at the dock at the same time. We walk together to the farm, and that cute guy with dark hair and green eyes walks up beside me. His name is Patrick, and we have a really nice chat until we arrive at our guesthouse. That went by way too fast for me, too bad.

    After dinner, while we’re smoking a cigarette, Brenda, the landlady’s daughter, says as she clears the table, “We’re going dancing in Longford with a group tonight. Would you like to come along?”

    “That sounds like a fun experience.” I look questioningly at my parents. My father nods enthusiastically, but my mother looks doubtful. “We’ll definitely bring her back safely,” Brenda assures us. That doesn’t exactly reassure my mother, but she can’t think of anything else to stop me. As I put on the nicest outfit I can find in my suitcase, I see that the four men from the Inland Fisheries, including Patrick, have also put on their best clothes and are waiting by their cars. This is going to be even more fun than I had imagined. I win the lottery and sit in the backseat of the first car with Patrick. My evening couldn’t get any better. A , much later, Patrick tells me that when he heard I was coming along too, he warned his colleagues to stay away from me… or else… Dancing in Ireland is very different from what I’m used to in the Netherlands. I can’t believe my eyes, which really have to get used to so much light from the fluorescent tubes.

    I’m spoiled by nice dance halls, subdued lighting, and table service. This is quite a difference. There’s a stage where a good band is playing. On either side, wooden benches line the walls. The women sit on the right, the men on the left. When the band starts playing, there’s a rush toward the cutest-looking girls. I’ve really never seen anything like it. The men who don’t feel like dancing or whose favorite has been snatched right before their eyes hang out at the bar by the entrance. I think Patrick broke an Irish sprint record for the first dance. I feel flattered. We dance, have a few drinks, and sit outside on a low wall for ages, talking about everything under the sun. Patrick is serious. Not as superficial as many of our peers. He talks passionately about his work and how he worries about the environment. I’m an ignorant city kid, and when he makes certain comments, I think, oh, it can’t be that bad.

    “Too bad you’re only staying a week,” Patrick says on the way back. “Where are you guys going next week?”

    “We’ve rented a cottage at Lough Ennell.”

    “That’s not too far from here,” Patrick says, beaming. “Then we’ll come visit you there and take you out.” My heart skips a beat. “We were at Lough Ennell a few weeks ago for work,” Patrick says. “We know the area well. In which village is your cottage, or near which village?”

    “I can’t think of the name of the village right now, but it’s not too far from Belvedere House. My mother is really looking forward to seeing it. She’s very interested in historic buildings.” I see Michael, the colleague who’s driving, glance at Patrick in the rearview mirror. “What’s the landlord’s name?” Michael asks, and I notice it gets a little quiet in the car.

    “It’s a Mr. O’Donell,” I say, somewhat hesitantly. “Do you guys know him?”

    “Maybe,” says Patrick, glancing at Michael. “He was incredibly helpful,” I say, feeling a bit uncomfortable because I sense something isn’t being said. “He arranged the fishing licenses for us and a boat we could rent for very little money.”

    “We had a bad experience with a Mr. O’Donell who rents out cottages at Lough Ennell,” says Michael. “I suggest you show us your reservation tomorrow. Then Patrick and I will check if it’s the same Mr. O’Donell we dealt with. After all, it’s a common name in this region.”

    I sleep restlessly and wonder what the men didn’t want to tell me. Are O’Donell’s cottages haunted? Is he a flasher? A member of the IRA? All sorts of thoughts run through my head. So I’m in the kitchen early, where the four colleagues are enjoying their Irish breakfast. “Oh sh…” Michael says when I show him and Patrick the reservation confirmation. “His first name is James, too. And look at the address.”

    “Vera, go ahead and have breakfast; let us discuss this for a moment.”

    As I walk to the dining room, I see that the other two colleagues are also looking at the paper. During breakfast, I keep glancing up curiously whenever the door to the kitchen opens. Then I see that our landlady, Mrs. Kelly, has joined the men with a worried look on her face. My parents, of course, immediately notice that something is wrong. I explain that last night I told them about our week at Lough Ennell and that we’ve rented a cottage from a Mr. O’Donell. “They asked if they could see our reservation, and I showed it to them this morning, and they were really shocked.”

    My parents find the whole story rather strange, until Mrs. Kelly comes in and asks if she can sit at our table for a moment. She has something to tell us. Mrs. Kelly speaks and I translate. Two months ago, while the men were working at Lough Ennell, something unpleasant happened. Michael, Patrick’s colleague at the , moved to Mulingar for this job. Hundreds of kilometers away from his parents’ home.

    So Michael’s mother, who is a widow, and his younger sister don’t see him very often. They can’t stay with him because he only has a room in a shared apartment. That’s why Michael’s mother thought it would be such a nice idea to spend a week near him. Then they could have cozy dinners together in the evenings and fill the whole weekend with outings. Since she didn’t have much money, she decided to rent a cottage at Lough Ennell… from a Mr. James O’Donell. When they arrived at the campground and saw the cottages, they had been stunned. There were no private bathrooms in the cottages. There were shared ones, and they were appalling. And now Michael had heard from me yesterday that we were also planning to go to Lough Ennell. Near Belvedere House and at a certain Mr. O’Donell’s. That couldn’t be a coincidence, could it? That’s why he was so eager to see O’Donell’s letter to check if it was the same address. It was. “We would all hate to see your vacation ruined,” says Mrs. Kelly, “and we’d like to make a suggestion. We think it’s best if you go and see for yourself. Since you don’t have transportation, Michael offers to drive you if you reimburse him for the gas. The others will take over Michael’s work in the meantime.”

    
      We listened in utter dismay. And a bit skeptical, to be honest. The brochure had looked nice enough. Lots of photos of the lake and only one of the four cottages. And that one was taken from quite a distance, I now realize. We quickly agree that Dad will go fishing and that Mom and I will go with Michael. Too bad Patrick can’t come along, I think as I grab my coat from my room. “Don’t forget your camera,” Mrs. Kelly had urged me. “If O’Donell refuses to refund your rent, you can  take the photos to the  
      Tourist Board
      . If it’s really as bad as Michael says, you should file a complaint anyway.” When I get to the car with Mom, I’m surprised to see Patrick there too.
    

    “Michael and I decided to take the day off today and do our work this coming Saturday,” Patrick says in response to my questioning look.

    “I think that guy has a crush on you,” my mom says, a bit disapprovingly. I decide not to tell her that the feeling is mutual.

    The drive to Lough Ennell takes over an hour and a half. We drive along narrow, winding roads lined with green hedges and stone walls. We drive on the left, and Mom and I cringe every time a truck looms in the distance. This causes great hilarity among the two men in the front. When we stop at a nice spot and enjoy the coffee and cake Mrs. Kelly gave us, Michael explains how his mother’s problem was solved. The neighbor who had driven his mother and sister to Lough Ennell had to go back home. So it seemed like a good idea to him to drop off his passengers at the bed and breakfast where Michael and his colleagues were staying. And that was a good idea, because the landlady had first given the crying women some tea, and after hearing their story, she had made a phone call. In Ireland, everyone knows someone who knows someone who knows someone who…

    And indeed, through acquaintances of acquaintances and second cousins of second cousins, the landlady heard about a canceled booking, about thirty kilometers away. The owner was very happy to get tenants on such short notice and was willing to lower the rent a bit. “I was completely stunned when I saw my mom and my little sister sitting in the garden of our B&B,” says Michael. “When she told me she’d almost run away gagging, I realized something really serious must have happened.” My mother is a strong woman and doesn’t get flustered easily. After I had safely dropped her off at the new address, I went with Patrick and the two other colleagues to check out Mr. O’Donell’s campground. It was indeed disgusting. The four of us convinced him that it would be better for his health to refund the deposit my mother had paid. He had even demanded— —that my mother pay him the full rent now that she didn’t want to stay, and he had become quite aggressive. I think I now understand why Patrick insisted on coming along, and I can tell from my mother that she’s glad he’s here too.

    When we finally arrive at the campground, we’re immediately impressed by the beautiful spot by the water. “Dad’s going to love it here,” my mom says.

    The visitors in the tents and caravans have the best spots. The cottages are further back against the hill. They look shabby and neglected, and also very small. “Chalets” it said in the brochure. More like a big doghouse, I think.

    Mr. O’Donell is out for a bit, we’re told in the caravan that serves as the reception area. We’re assured he’ll be back within an hour. And yes, while we wait for him, we’re welcome to look around. Michael and Patrick go to smoke a cigarette by the dock and let Mom and me go our own way. On the way to the cottages, there’s a faucet, and two women are filling jerry cans. For the caravans, I think, but then I see them walking toward the cottages as well.

    “It can’t be,” my mother says in horror as she follows my gaze. “I’m afraid so, Mom.” The two women walk to the last of the four cottages and go inside. We stand there, somewhat indecisive. The second cottage looks unoccupied and the door isn’t locked. So we step inside.

    “Take pictures, quick,” my mother says in a hushed voice. I snap away like a maniac, glad I brought a spare roll of film and flashlights. We jostle each other at the door to get back outside. “I’ve never seen anything so creepy,” my mother groans: “I really don’t want to go here next week.”

    “No, Mom, we won’t. Too bad for Dad’s fishing trip, but we’ll find another solution, I promise!”

    Since there was no shower or toilet in the cabin, there must be a communal area somewhere. We go looking for it. As we pass the last cabin, we see a small stone building diagonally behind the “chalets.” As we get closer, a very unpleasant smell wafts toward us. “I’ll go take a look, Mom.” And that’s what I do. After taking exactly one step inside the door, my breakfast decides to come back up. As we walk back to the men by the water, we see one of the women from the last cottage walking up the hill toward a grove of trees with a roll of toilet paper under her arm. I’d do the same if I were her.

    
      Patrick and Michael have been watching us from the dock. “Are you okay?” Patrick asks worriedly as I plop down next to him on a stone wall. “No, I feel absolutely terrible,” I say honestly, “But I’m so glad Michael warned us about this.” My mother grabs Michael’s hands and says  
      “thank you
      ” at least ten times. It makes him feel shy. Because what would we have done if a taxi had dropped us off here on a Saturday afternoon? We’re complete strangers here, and worse yet, we have no transportation. It’s clear we don’t want to be here. One of the men has meanwhile taken the thermoses out of the car, and we’re grateful for the coffee—and I’m grateful for the bottle of water. Then we see a car pull up, and according to Michael, it’s O’Donell who gets out and goes into the reception trailer.
    

    “Here’s the key to my car, Vera,” says Michael. “You guys go sit in the back. We need to talk to Mr. O’Donell for a moment. How much did you have to pay for that dump?”

    “Sixty pounds.”

    “Let’s see what we can do,” Michael says with a wink. “Come on, Patrick, we need to get really angry for a moment.” And together they walk over to the reception trailer in a very brotherly manner. Mom and I sit nervously in the back seat of Michael’s car. I roll down the windows, and we can clearly hear angry voices. After ten minutes, two men with broad grins trot toward the car. Without a word, I hand the key to Michael, and we speed off the property. As soon as we’re off the property and turn onto the main road, the two start cheering like little boys. The tension melts away, and Mom and I burst out laughing. Patrick turns around and presses money into my mother’s hands.

    
      “Forty pounds,” she says, stunned. “It was all he had on him,” Patrick says, almost apologetically. “Yes, too bad,” Michael adds now. “He was scared out of his wits when he saw us. He didn’t understand at all why we were coming to collect the story on behalf of those foreigners with that difficult name. We didn’t make it any clearer for him. If you file a complaint with the  
      Tourist Board 
      now with the photos, I’m sure you’ll get that other twenty pounds back as well. “And now back to Lough Sheelin. We’ll have a meeting in Mrs. Kelly’s kitchen later to figure out where you’ll be staying next week,” no sooner said than done. Sitting at the large table in Mrs. Kelly’s kitchen, my mother and I explain to Dad—half in English and half in Dutch—what we encountered at Lough Ennell.
    

    The cottages are arranged in a sort of inverted T-shape. When you walk in, you’re immediately in the living room/kitchen, which is no more than about 2.5 meters deep. The seating area is on the left and consists of two seats that were once salvaged from a bus or train. They have tears in them, and the padding is bulging out. An orange crate serves as a small table in front of them. In the corner, there’s also another seat from public transportation with a rickety little table in front of it. In the other corner, there are several shelves of varying widths. On the widest one are two plastic bins. Apparently for dishes. There are also two jerry cans underneath here. There is also an electric kettle and a hot plate for two pans. Through the two plastic panels that form the partition with the two bedrooms, we can also see the back wall of the cabin. On either side of the length of the T-shape are two queen-size beds, and the wardrobes are replaced by some clotheslines hanging from the ceiling. The two beds are separated by a sort of narrow passageway about fifty centimeters wide. A curtain hangs on each side. Yes, privacy is a top priority here. “Was there absolutely no toilet at all, not even running water?” Mrs. Kelly asks, dismayed. “No, and the communal bathrooms were so appalling that I don’t even want to describe them,” I say with a shudder.

    “My parents and I have talked it over, and we’d love to stay here another week.” As I say this, I glance quickly at Patrick, and he winks back at me. My father caught a beautiful pike today and is also up for staying an extra week. “I’m so sorry,” says Mrs. Kelly, “I’m fully booked… But since I was already worried about how your trip would turn out, I called some colleagues this morning. I found a B&B on Lough Ramor, about 30 km from here, run by Mrs. Murphy. She has a lovely bungalow right on the water and a dock with a boat available for you.” We don’t need to debate it for long. This is what we’re going to do, and I think: 30 km—would I see him again? Patrick?

    Mrs. Kelly makes the call, and my father thanks Michael and Patrick again for all their trouble. Out of the corner of my eye, I see my father slip a nice-looking banknote into each of their breast pockets. When they protest, my father says with a smile, “For a pint of Guinness!” and then they both give a thumbs-up.

    The next morning at breakfast, Mrs. Kelly says, “We’ve pretty much adopted you now, and Michael and Patrick are offering to take the three of you and your suitcases to Lough Ramor in our minibus. They also have a bit of a selfish motive. They’ll soon have to work on this lake themselves, so it can’t hurt to start looking for a good B&B well in advance. They need a fairly large dock for their boats and also space in a shed for their equipment.” We gladly accept the offer because we’d already figured out that there are no buses running in this region. In the Irish countryside in 1968, you really have to rely on your own transportation. So we would have had to arrange for a taxi.

    “Oh, and there’s another dance tonight,” Mrs. Kelly says with a wink in my direction. “I assume you don’t mind if your daughter goes along again?” Neither do my parents, and certainly not me. The next day feels like it goes on forever. I can barely get a bite down at dinner. And I wish I’d brought more nice clothes with me. This time we’re going to the town of Cavan, where there’s a really nice dance hall. Patrick doesn’t leave my side, and I like him more by the minute. We laugh, drink, dance, and have a wonderful evening. When Patrick assures me that he’ll definitely come visit me next week, my evening couldn’t get any better.

    Saturday arrives, and we say a very warm goodbye to Mrs. Kelly and her daughter. We thank them once again for taking such good care of us and promise Mrs. Kelly we’ll let her know how we like staying with her colleague. “What lovely boys they are,” my mother says appreciatively as she watches Michael and Patrick load our suitcases into the Kellys’ van. The drive is short. When we arrive at Lough Ramor and park in front of the charming white bungalow by the water, my father beams. He steps out, takes a deep breath of the fresh air, and exclaims, “There’s definitely fish here.”

    Mrs. Murphy comes out and greets us most warmly. We immediately feel at ease with this small, plump woman with her cheerful green eyes. Her husband takes our suitcases to our rooms, and the five of us are led to the sunroom. There we are treated not only to a magnificent view, but also to tea and homemade cake. Michael and Patrick are pleasantly surprised as well.

    After an hour, they leave after having an interesting conversation with the Murphys about their future work here. “I’ll come pick you up on Wednesday evening,” says Patrick. “We just heard that a good band is playing nearby on Wednesday. The Murphys’ son is also going there with his girlfriend and will show us the way.”

    My mother and I wave goodbye to Michael and Patrick and have urged them to tell Mrs. Kelly that we’re definitely going to enjoy our stay here. My father is already with our host by the boat that’s at his disposal that week. “You don’t mind if I go fishing for a few more hours, do you?” We unpack our suitcases and are delighted with our rooms.

    Mrs. Murphy is an excellent cook, and her desserts are to die for.

    My father is fishing and having the time of his life. Mom and I are walking, reading, and enjoying the un-Irish weather in the garden. All day Wednesday, I want to push the clock forward to 7:30. At 7:40, I’m hyper-nervous and actually already convinced that Patrick isn’t coming anymore. Later, I’ll learn that the Irish are less punctual than the Dutch, to put it very kindly. Ten minutes later, I see him, Michael, and Mrs. Kelly’s daughter get out of the car. I can tell that it reassures my parents—and especially my mother—that I’m not going out alone with Patrick. We have a wonderful evening, and as Michael drives us back, Patrick and I kiss in the backseat. I’m smitten and decide on the spot that I want to marry this man. No matter how complicated this might get. “You’ll be in Bray next week,” Patrick says. “I can get Friday off and come see you. My brother lives in Dublin, and I can stay with him. Then I’ll be at your hotel by two in the afternoon.”

    The week and a half fly by in a daze. We’re staying at The Royal Starlight. The best hotel in Bray and the surrounding area. Dad and I go fishing in the sea, and we take some fun trips with another Dutch family. My parents are fine with me spending part of our last day of vacation with Patrick. He arrives right on time, and we head to the beach. Patrick has a picnic with him that Mrs. Kelly made for us. We walk along the beach, and later in the afternoon, Patrick takes me to his brother Barry’s house in Dublin. Barry is very tactfully absent and is sitting in the pub around the corner.

    Sitting at the kitchen table, we drink tea. Lots of tea, and we talk about the future. Patrick wants to move forward with me too. But how? “Very easy,” I say in my ignorance. (Ireland isn’t a member of the European Community yet in 1968, so I can’t just go there to work.) “I’ll quit my job and come here. Which city should I go to if I want to be near you?”

    “Cork,” says Patrick: “I live just outside Cork.”

    Back in the Netherlands, I do indeed quit my job as a sales representative. That doesn’t mean I immediately hop on a plane to Ireland. I take on two jobs through two temp agencies. In the morning, I work in an office from 7:30 a.m. to 1:00 p.m. Then I bike home for a sandwich and change clothes. I borrow my father’s Beetle and drive to Hoogezand. There, I start the late shift at 2:30 p.m. in a factory where I operate a machine. On Saturday mornings, I work in a department store. I do this for six months and save up a nice sum. Meanwhile, Patrick and I write each other long letters. When I’m ready to let Patrick know I’m coming, he finds me a room with a single lady named Sheila.

    My parents aren’t exactly thrilled when I start packing my bags. My mother, in particular, is having a really hard time with it. When I board the train to Schiphol one Sunday morning, my parents stand on the platform looking a bit lost. To be honest, when the train starts moving and I see my mother crying, I really have to fight the urge to pull the emergency brake.
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