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1 From the next shore

The old man sitting on the blistered, gray metal bench atthe seaside port, is not looking at her. Instead, his eyesare focused on the horizon. His gaze travels past thescreaming seagulls above them. He is ignoring their loudcalls. Ignoring the big wings, which almost touch thewater when the big white birds suddenly fall down tograb the bread that was thrown up in the air onlyseconds before.Some of the birds are quick enough to catch their prizein midair. But, most of the crusts end up floating on thewater. This only lasts for a minute, then they slowlystart going down, because the bread’s dry fibersimmediately start soaking up the salty water. The gullsare quick enough to grab these soggy crusts with theirlong, yellow beaks. But, their skillful, acrobaticmaneuvers don’t interest the old man at all.The old, sagging eyelids are covering the best part of hiseyes. The left one a little more than the right one. Thebrown eyes underneath them are very lively though.There is not a sign of fatigue in them. They are stillfocusing on something in the distance.The horizon seems to be altering somehow. A fewmoments ago, nothing was visible. But now, a dark linehas disrupted the smooth one dividing the calm sea andthe clear sky above it.
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The endless sky is blue. There is not a cloud in the sky.The green water of the North Sea is as smooth as velvet.The old, brown eyes have noticed it too. Despite hiseighty-eight summers, there is nothing wrong withthem. He can still see well enough. On a sunny day then.He has been waiting for it all day. He has thought aboutthis moment all week already.His anticipation will be rewarded soon. The speck onthe horizon is growing. The tiny spot has alreadybecome a thin line, and now it is taking shape. The oldman knows nothing about time lapses, but in a way, heis witnessing one right now. Because every time he triesto find that particular spot again, after having lookedaway for just a few seconds, it has, somehow, movedforward quite a bit.“I hope they brought us a souvenir!” The tall girl next tohim on that same metal bench is looking up from herphone. There is an empty bag with only leftover crumbssitting next to her on the bench. She had been texting afriend. It seemed the only thing to do, except for feedingthe gulls, while they were waiting for the boat to arrive.Ten minutes later, the ferry is clearly visible. It is a bigboat. The blue hull is making it seem smaller than itreally is. But when it gets closer, they actually have tolook up to see the wheelhouse. The boat is as big as anapartment building. Jessie can’t think of any othercomparison. It is the biggest boat she has ever seen!Her mom and dad have been away for two weeks. Theyneeded a break. A break after a near split-up. A breakafter all of the moving around they did.
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All because of Roger. Roger, who so cunningly hadmanaged to disappear. Roger, who was still hidingsomewhere.Tim, Timothy, the cousin, had done everything he could.He had wanted to enter them into a witness protectionprogram. But, like so often, the judge in charge seemedto feel more sympathy for the villain than for thevictims.So, they had started up their own program. Mike andMonica, and Jessie also had thought up ingenious waysto stay out of Roger’s path. They had moved fromholiday park to holiday park.They had kept that up for over ten months. With thehelp of Timothy and his friends, and with a lot of helpfrom Rob, her old principal, she had been able to passher exams. He had helped her with her books and withinstruction videos made by the kids of the R and Ddepartment from her old school. Rob and one of hiscolleagues had given the tech-kids a special graduationassignment. They had to install cameras in all of theclassrooms. The teachers and students knew this washappening. They had all given their consent. They hadsaid, that it was a plan for improving instructionmethods. Well, that was only part of it. It was also ameans for students who, by no fault of their own, wereunable to ‘physically’ attend classes. This way, theycould ‘virtually’ take these classes anyway. A sort oflong-distance-education had been re-invented.It suited Jessie just fine. She was able to ‘attend’, withoutbeing noticed. She was very grateful that she couldfinish high school this way.
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Timothy had helped them with some new identification.“Where there is a will, there is a way”, he had said. Heand his friends had vowed to confess to their ‘covertoperation’ as soon as Roger was apprehended.But, ten months had passed, and nothing had happened.Roger could not be found!The black haired woman, they still didn’t know who shewas, had remained incarcerated, because she had killedan officer. But, they couldn’t charge her, because theydidn’t know who she was. And she, in turn, wasn’ttalking. Her cold eyes only flickered briefly when theymentioned Roger. It was not an angry reaction,however. She seemed genuinely scared! It puzzled thepolicemen in charge of the case. It worried Mike andMonica even more.If that woman, that killer was afraid of Roger, then hemust be a very dangerous person! They felt that theyhad all been very lucky. They vowed to guard theirdaughter’s life as best they could.So, they had altered their appearance. They didn’t looklike the people from a year ago. Mike and Monica hadcolored their hair. Mike had grown a beard. Theyseemed older somehow. This was not only the result ofthe hair dye. The worries, the moving around, thefinancial hardship, everything had contributed to theiraging faces. Mike’s back was not as straight as it used tobe. He was forced to leave his old job. While he was jobhunting for a permanent position, he was moving fromodd job to odd job. Monica was working at asupermarket. In her spare time she painted.
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And Jessie? She had started college. Teacher’s college.Not because it was her wish to become a teacher. Notbecause she loved teaching. It was simply something todo.Right now, she has no clue what to do next. Theirfrequent moves have stirred a certain unrest in her.They have moved already twelve times. And every timethey move to a new location, she feels more like astranger in her own country. Every time they move, shetries less hard to make an effort to settle into a newneighborhood.Because it all seems so useless. They will be movingagain. Someday. Some night or some weekend.Teacher’s college is keeping her busy though. She isactually starting to enjoy the teaching assignments. Butshe doesn’t like the group assignments. Most studentsseem more outgoing than she is, but she likes to do thequiet things. So, she finds it hard to connect with thesepeople. They like to make noise and they laugh a lot.Jessie is the opposite, she is more serious. She likes tothink and solve problems. The art classes aren’t whatshe expected them to be either. Of course, they teach thestudents how to teach children. The art fits thechildren’s level. It is not Jessie’s level. Of course, it ischildish, that isn’t it. It is all so ‘prefab’. The activitiesseem to be lacking inspiration, lacking true creativity,lacking a true identity. She used to love art classes. Butnow she feels that they are lessons in pure torture. Shedoesn’t agree with the given concept, but her objectionsand suggestions are falling on deaf ears.
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So, she is coping. She is enduring. Until a solution willpresent itself.In the meantime, the ferry is docking already. Jessie andthe old man slowly start walking towards the parkinglot. Two weeks ago, they had agreed to meet up withMonica and Mike there. Mike had brought his own car.He and Monica had taken it on the ferry when theyvisited Scotland. Jessie and the old man had arrived bytrain. This way they can all travel back together.Half an hour later they are off. The drive will take anhour and a half. Mike and Monica are talking about theirtrip. They sound happy. They don’t interrupt each otherand they seem to agree on everything.Jessie is amazed. They seem so different from before! Nobickering, no angry words or angry looks. There isharmony and happiness!The trip worked out well for them. The weather wasfine, and the people they met on the way, were friendly.Jessie is happy too. Things are turning back to normal itseems. She tries to ignore the nervous butterfly-feelingin her stomach. She is telling it to ‘shut up’, for shedesperately needs things to be ‘good’ again. She needs tobe able to relax, and she can only do that if the peoplearound her are relaxed too.But, she can’t suppress the deep sigh that has managedto escape from her mouth though. It is an involuntarycontraction happening somewhere deep inside of her. Itseems as if a valve has been opened to let out steam.The high-pressure burst of air is not only releasing just
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that, air, no, it is also helping her to relax. As if she hasjust dumped a toxin, something bad. It has beenreplaced by happy feelings and a silent hope that thingsare going to be normal again.The old man is staring into nothingness. It appears thathe is not aware of what is happening. But, he hasnoticed the sighing though. And it worries him. He likesthe girl who is sitting next to him. But, he also sensesher tension, her stress. He wishes that he could help her,help release her from her torments. He doesn’t knowwhat secret these people carry with them. And, he is notsure if he wants to know. He won’t pressure themthough. They’ll tell him when they are ready to do so.And when they are, he will be there for them. Perhaps,he will even be able to help them.



12

2 Peter

Her feet, arms, and long legs are covered in thousands oftiny drops of gray mud. And, although it is about twentydegrees today, her feet, covered in rather wet socks, feellike ice cubes. The tiny drops of mud on her legs form aperfect line. Just below the knees, because she had beenwearing boots. They are lying on the ground now, nearthe back door, on the clean stones of the patio.And even though she has turned it off already, the loudhumming sound of the machine is still ringing in herears.This morning she had decided, that this would be theperfect birthday present for her dad. He had beenwanting to hose the patio down for a while now. But, alot of other, more pressing chores had takenprecedence. And today, it was Jessie’s day off. It wasMay 5th, National Liberation Day in the Netherlands.So, now Jessie looked like a muddy pig. But, a proud pigfor that matter! She had never used the high-pressurehose washer before. But it had turned out to be mucheasier to do than she had initially thought.It was a messy job though, and a cold one. After the firsthour, she decided to take a break. A break in order towarm up, and to have the cup of coffee, which she hadpromised herself already at the start of the morning.But, she had wanted to test the washer first. She neededto know if she could do it. But, after a hesitant burst of
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noise, it had started running, and a strong spray of coldwater had come out of the high-pressure hose.It had removed the moss and grass that was growingbetween the stones. It had also wiped off the remnantsof chicken dung and mud and sand that had been leftover from the winter storms.Her mom had complained about the filth on the stonesfor a while already. But, as usual, Monica had declined toget the machine from the shed, in order to clean thepatio herself. It was not Monica’s ‘thing’. It ruined herhair, her clothes, and her nails.Jessie couldn’t care less about that. She liked beingoutdoors. She also liked having an excuse for not doingthe homework she should be doing. Anything but that!Monica had gone to work early at the supermarkettoday. Mike had gone job-hunting. He had left early aswell, so Jessie was alone today.At about one o’clock in the afternoon, when she hasfinally made some coffee, she sits down at the kitchentable. But, the coffee in the cup in front of her is notmaking her feel happy. Somehow, it doesn’t taste right.Her toast with cheese doesn’t do the trick either. Hertaste seems to be a bit ‘off’ today. She doesn’t know why.And, because her coffee doesn’t taste the same as itusually does, she decides to empty the full cup in thesink.The mocha colored liquid is making a big stain in themetal sink. Then the coffee slowly finds its way to thehole in the middle, and then it slowly disappears intothe plumbing hidden underneath it.
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With a deep sigh, Jessie places the cup on the counter.She won’t put it in the dishwasher yet. Maybe she’llmake some fresh coffee later. And maybe, it’ll tastebetter then.After she has checked her phone for messages, there arenone, she opens the back door. Leaning against the wallof the house, she pulls the big black boots on again. Theyare covered in a thick layer of mud. Even before she getsstarted, her hands are filthy already. But, no one can seeher, and even if they could, she really couldn’t care!The black bird that visits their garden every day, isalready busy looking for food. It walks around thepuddles, which have formed on the stones and the lawnnext to it, hunting for worms who are being forced up tothe surface, because of the water soaking the lawn.Fritz, their pet rooster of nine weeks, is trying to chasethe bird away. They had adopted Fritz a few monthsago, when they visited a local farm, just after they hadmoved here. Fritz, being a tiny rooster instead of a hen,was going to be killed right away. The farmer had doneso with the last batch of new born roosters, but Fritzhad managed to stay undetected. The farmer noticed thechick a day after, and he was going to put it down. ButJessie and Monica had objected. They instantly liked thelittle chick with the fierce look in his eyes. So, they hadtaken him home. They had kept him in the living roombecause it was so cold then. And as he grew older, hehad become cheekier.When he was old enough, they had wanted to keep himin a tiny henhouse in the garden. But, he didn’t seem to
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understand. He wanted to be with them! He didn’t thinkhe was a chicken. So, every time they ate outside,because the weather had been good for the time of year,he would join them. He would sit on a lawn chair,watching them when they were eating. And sometimes,when one wasn’t paying attention, he would helphimself to the food one was about to eat.Fritz was already nine weeks old. He would startcrowing in about three weeks. The neighbors wouldn’tlike that. Mike already didn’t like it. So, Jessie had placedan ad on the internet. She was hoping that someonewould soon come to offer Fritz a new home.Mike had tried to warn them already. “I am not going toslaughter a rooster!”, he had vowed. Jessie and Monicahad been in shock. Slaughter Fritz?“We aren’t savages dad!”, Jessie had responded.“What do you think happens to the chicken meat you eatseveral times a week?”, Mike had asked.Jessie’s first reaction was an emotional one. “I’ll becomea vegetarian!”, she had promised.This had lasted for exactly two days. The smell of thefried chicken her mom had prepared, had made herchange her mind. Mike was right. Chickens getslaughtered all over the world, every day.So, she tried hard to find a good place for Fritz. He wasgoing to be a big rooster, she could tell. His big yellowlegs and feet were a good indication as to his future size.But, right now, he is waiting, standing next to a bigpuddle. He doesn’t seem to be afraid of the noise that
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the machine is making. And, he doesn’t seem to worryabout getting wet. He trusts her completely it seems.It is making Jessie feel guilty. What if she won’t be ableto save his ‘bacon’ so to speak? What if they are going tohave him slaughtered?He is eying her with his beady, brown little eyes. He hastilted his head to one side as if he is trying to figure outwhat she is thinking.She catches his look, and then she starts smiling. “Fritz,you are a funny chick!”, she says out loud. “We’ll figuresomething out for you!”Two hours later, she finally turns off the machine, andthen she walks back to the house. Fritz, who is stillhanging out near the spot where she was workingbefore, has already started to follow her. But, when sheopens the back door, he suddenly halts, as if he isputting on some invisible brakes.Weeks ago, when they kept him in the newly builthenhouse at night, they would let him roam the yardduring the day. But, at night, they wanted him in his ownhouse, for his own protection. They didn’t want him toget caught by a cat or a fox. Because there were manyfoxes this year, and they were all very hungry.But it hadn’t been easy to catch him at night, because heenjoyed his new found freedom. He could roam theyard, and as he grew older, he would run after the blackbirds and the cats, chasing them, until they climbed thefence in a hurry. The cats that is. The black birds wouldjust fly away, and then they would sit down on the lawnagain, just a few meters away, keeping a close eye onFritz. And keeping him busy during the day.
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In the end, Jessie and her parents had lured him into thehouse at night, and then they would quickly shut thedoor on him. That way he couldn’t escape again.One day, Mike had bought a bag of dried worms at theagriculture supply store. It turned out that Fritz simplyloved the tiny, crispy worms! He could eat them forever,because he would never grow tired of them. But, after afew nights of being locked up in the house, and afterhaving protested loudly against their sneaky way ofcatching him, Fritz had grown wiser. In the end, noteven the delicious worms could tempt him to cross thethreshold. So, one night, after having chased after himfor forty-five minutes, they had officially given up. Mikehad been totally out of breath, and in an angry tone ofvoice he had said: “I hope you get eaten by a foxtonight!”. He had yelled at the frightened little rooster,who had been hiding underneath a bush in the back ofthe garden.Mike didn’t mean it of course. He couldn’t hurt a fly forthat matter, but it had startled Jessie. She hadn’t knownthat her dad didn’t like Fritz. She realized then, that shehad given him another thing to worry about when theyhad brought Fritz home without having consulted withMike first.But, it seemed harmless enough. He was just a littlechick when they got him. At night, he would sit withJessie while she was watching tv. He would always sit onher right hand. She had to choose her tv programswisely because Fritz would put his ever growing butt onher right hand. And then she didn’t want to wake himup. So, she couldn’t switch channels.
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But, she didn’t mind. Having to take care of anotherbeing, helped her to recover from her nasty adventuresfrom last year, Fritz helped her to relax. And after all ofthe moving, he was a steady factor. They had been attheir current house for a little over nine weeks already.Hence, the henhouse. They wouldn’t have built one ifthey had believed that they were going to have to movesoon. Of course, they wouldn’t have built one either ifthey hadn’t decided to adopt Fritz. But it happened andthey would have to deal with it now.Back inside, Jessie turns on her computer. She isdisappointed to see that no one has responded to the adshe placed on the internet last week. No one! She wasgoing to have to think of another solution. The internetidea wasn’t working.In the meantime, the aroma of fresh coffee is filling theroom. The big old mug, clenched in her hands, has seenas many places to live in, as she has. It is one of the fewthings she had taken from her old home. The home thatwas sold already to different people with different kids,who would probably be attending her old school bynow.Mike had found a rental property in the south of theNetherlands for them, near the border with Belgium. Hehad found it after having searched for a suitable housein bigger cities in the south. But, rental properties in bigcities were difficult to find. The house they had finallymoved into was a little smaller than the house they hadowned in the Noordoostpolder.
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But, it had three bedrooms and a big garden. Mikehoped to find a job across the border, in Belgium. AndMonica had found a job as a cashier at the localsupermarket. It was a big store. People from far andwide would visit their town, because of thesupermarket.There was a bus also. A bus that would take Jessie to thecity, to her college. There was a library, a police station,two elementary schools and two churches. There alsowas a second-hand store and a soccer club.Living in this small town had felt like being on holidays,at first. But now they had gotten used to the quiet of thetown. In the morning, Jessie stood at the bus stop. Sheand another twenty students would wait for the busthat would take them to the city. There were high schoolstudents and college students. They would all carrybackpacks, and they would almost all of them, carry aphone. That phone was important. They would playgames, listen to music, or app with their friends. Theywould sometimes forget some school books, but no onewould ever forget his phone!Jessie is staring out of the living room window. Thehigh-pressure washer is sitting on the patio. It is cloudynow. The sky has darkened. Her muddy boots are lyingnear the back door. Fritz is sitting on one of the lawnchairs. His gaze is fixed on the door. As if he is waitingfor her, expecting her to open it any moment now. Fritzis a loyal bird. He is always waiting for her or looking forher when she’s outside. When he sees her, he will oftenrun to her. His neck stretched out in front of him, and
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his gray wings pointing back. As if that will help him torun faster. He treats her like she is his mother.“Right!”, Jessie is talking out loud now. She’ll have tocome up with a plan. A plan that will keep Fritz out ofthe freezer. But first, she’ll have to finish cleaning thepatio and the tiles in the back of the garden. So, with adeep sigh, she places the empty mug in the kitchen sink.Moments later, she has put her boots on again. Themachine soon is doing what it is supposed to be doing.The strong spray cleans the tiles effortlessly.An hour later, she is finally done. The patio is clean. Thetable and chairs have been cleaned too. Then shedetaches the garden hose from the machine. She putsthe garden hose nozzle back on the hose and then shehoses down the big patio windows. At least then themud won’t stick to the windows. Because if she doesn’ttake it off now, they’ll be harder to clean.At four-thirty she is finally done. The windows are clean.The machine has been put back in the garage. And allshe needs to do right now is to lock the back door andgo upstairs to take a well-deserved shower.She undresses in the laundry room. Then she puts herjeans, who are heavy with wet mud, and her filthy socksoutside on a lawn chair. That way, the mud can dry andhopefully it’ll be easier to remove later. This will bebetter for the washing machine. Her T-shirt is in thesame state. She places it on another chair. Fritz is eyingher curiously. But, she has no time for him. She quicklyruns back inside the house and then she locks the backdoor.
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Seconds later, she is running up the stairs, then sheslams the bathroom door shut behind her. Quickly shelocks it. Moments later, the warm water of the showerhits her face.When she is finally done, she notices the trail of muddysand she made before. There is a trail from thebathroom door right into the shower. Jessie decides tolet that dry up first. Then she’ll vacuum it later.They had all agreed, when they moved in, that theywould run their household together. Because everyonewas busy with work or school. It seemed only fair thisway.It is almost five o’clock now. Jessie’s stomach is makingall kinds of growling noises. She is positively starving!The bathroom is a mess. Dirty clothes and wet towelsare lying scattered on the floor, or on top of the hamper.No one has taken the time to do the laundry, so now it isjust piling up.Jessie takes the last clean towel out of the bathroomwardrobe. It is a big one. She wraps herself in the bigblue cotton. Before she unlocks the bathroom door, shequickly glances in the foggy bathroom mirror. Her hairis a mess. Her eyebrows are big and bushy. She shouldtake some tweezers and shape them, but she doesn’tfeel like it. The big, dark brows don’t bother her. Andshe hasn’t heard any complaints from the people shehangs out with. So, she’ll just leave them for now.Her blond hair has grown quite a bit since last year. Itnow touches her shoulders. But, she hasn’t decidedwhether she is going to leave it long or not.
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Because of that, she hasn’t been to a hairdresser for atleast six months.She can’t be bothered by it somehow. Besides, the foggymirror is making it hard to inspect her face and hairproperly anyway. In a slightly irritated manner, sheturns around to unlock the door. It is making a loud,clicking sound because it is an old lock in an old door.Before she opens it, she pauses to listen. She alwaysdoes that. Always, since her kidnap. She has becomereally careful. That’s the reason why she locked thebathroom door in the first place. Even in a locked house,Jessie doesn’t like to take chances.It is quiet in the upstairs hallway. When her feet touchthe carpet on the landing, she can hear the woodenboards underneath them creaking.This is a wooden house. Before this one, they wereliving in a brick house. “A wooden house is alwaysmaking sounds”, the landlord had said. “One reason canbe thermal expansion, and another reason can be thatthe house is settling, because of some shifting takingplace due to the compacting ground underneath it. Thisis being caused by its own weight.”Jessie couldn’t care less. She liked the house so far, butshe had polity listened to the explanation the old manhad given.The old man had shown them around the house himself.He was the owner. He had lived in this house for nearlyforty years. But, his wife had passed away and hischildren had emigrated to Australia. So, the house hadbeen too big for him. And to supplement his income, hehad decided to rent his house to other people. He had
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bought a small apartment in town. It was big enough fora man living alone.He could have sold his house, but he’d rather rent it out,because this way, he wouldn’t have to say ‘goodbye’ tothis old house. The old house with all of his memories.Memories of his beloved wife, and memories of his kids.So, he had asked Mike and Monica, if he could maintainthe garden. And they had been happy with this idea,because none of them had the time, nor the skill andpassion for gardening, which this old man obviouslyhad.Peter was his name. He had been a train conductor forforty years. He hailed from the north of the Netherlands.He still had relatives there, but he hardly ever spoke tothem. His two sons had moved away years ago. Theyhad emigrated to the Sydney area. Leaving him behind.Peter missed his sons who were married now. They hadchildren. He had visited them once. But, the long journeyto Sydney had taken a lot of energy. He was getting old,and hopping on and off planes for over a day was toomuch for the old man. His children had been gratefulthough. They had promised to visit him soon. That wasfour years ago. But, they had been too busy. Thechildren were too small, and the money was tight.He understood. He knew very well how expensive airtravel was these days. So they would phone. At first,they phoned every Sunday. Then they phoned every twoweeks. And then it happened only once a month. Theconversations had become shorter too. At a certainpoint, there was nothing left to talk about. Except for theweather of course, or if an acquaintance had passed
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away. They would send him a postcard from time totime. The pictures on them were of beautiful places. Thesun was always shining in them.He had put them on the old fridge, keeping them on itwith some old magnets. The cards gave him somethingto look at, something to think about.He knew he would never visit Australia again. And latelyhe wondered, if he would ever see his children andgrandchildren again, before it would be his turn to passaway.But then he got to know Jessie. Jessie, who always had asparkle in her eyes when she talked to him. Peter likedJessie, but he never let on.When they first met, someone said that Peter mumbledso badly, that it was hard to understand what he wassaying. So when Jessie struck up a conversation withhim, she noticed right away, that he was mumblingterribly.“If you want me to understand what you are saying,then you will have to speak up!”, she had told him rightaway. And even though she was smiling, he knew, by theway her eyes locked onto his, that he better do what shetold him!They would spend time together in the garden. Shewould mow the lawn and he would trim the rosebushes. And together they would sit and have tea orcoffee, depending on whether it was morning orafternoon. This happened on Jessie’s days off. He wouldalso come by the house on Sunday morning.


