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The aging farmer, Hank Willems, left the barn door open as he walked out. He had just finished 

the chores for the day clearing the sheep pens and was putting the tools away. 

It was only five o'clock but the dark low hanging clouds meant Hank had to turn the light on as 

he swept the last pieces of straw which scattered the ground. 

His granddaughter walked past with a bucket of milk. “How are the cows?” he asked. 

"All is well with them,” replied Maaike. “I double checked the doors before I left because you 

mentioned the weather forecast was for cold weather.” 

“Well done Maaike. We’ll make a farmer out of you yet!” 

“Anything is possible,” she replied with a chuckle as she walked on. For a moment, Hank could 

see the resemblance between Maaike and her mother. 

He said, “I don’t think that we will get a white Christmas this year. The wind is in the South and 

it is full moon. These clouds will quickly disappear.” 

“That does not matter,” Maaike observed. “Christmas is always beautiful.” She went with her 

bucket to the kitchen. 

Maaike was born in the city, but since the death of her parents five years ago she lived at the 

farm; next month she would be seventeen years old. Maaike felt at home in the country, with the 

heather, the woods and the pastures. Once a week she went on her bike to the village to do the 

shopping. 

In the farmhouse Maaike had her own room upstairs, with a fine view of the surroundings. 

This was her little world. Here she was happy and thankful to God for each new day. 

Maaike was sprightly and seemed inexhaustible. Nothing was too much trouble for her. 
 

That evening she decorated the living-room with holly and fir cones from the wood, while there 

was a big fruitcake in the oven. She did this each year for the occasion. 

Hank Willems had killed and cleaned a chicken; it was on the sink. He had also prepared batter 

for the baking of big waffle, which was a tradition he kept alive. 

Jenny, his wife, died already several years ago, when he still had the old farm. He couldn’t get 

over it completely that she passed out of his life so suddenly. 

He had sold the old farm and started all over again on a small scale near the village of 

Vinkenhuis. But the arrival of Maaike changed everything. She had brought back a smile to his face... 

Farmer Willems walked in his socks into the living room and there he saw his slippers already 

in front of his old armchair. He put on the radio because he wanted to hear the news; he poured himself 

a cup of tea. Just when Maaike entered the room the newsreader began with: "A sharp fire has laid in 

ashes a farmhouse that stood by itself in Vinkenhuis. The only occupant was a woman who was ill in 

bed and the fire brigade could not reach her in time to save her... 

Maaike looked at her granddad dazedly and said, “I think that’s about Nelly Bosma, they say 

nothing about her little son. But I know where he probably is. I’ll go and have a look.” She ran out of 

the room. 

Billy Bosma was not quite five years old, but he had enjoyed himself very well that afternoon. 

First he fed the ducks, who pattered about in a hole in the ice of the ditch at the end of the 

garden. 

Then he made a small path with pebbles he found on a heap; it went from the frozen 

gooseberries to the waterside and he strew some bread crusts which the ducks soon came to pick up. 

His teddy bear “looked on” and Billy talked all the time with “him.” 



Billy regarded the ducks as his “relatives” and told them stories, while they preened their 

feathers. 

He had forgotten the time and had become too tired, so that he went to a small shed next to the 

willows for a rest. There were gardening tools and a pile of jute sacks, but some sheepskins on top. 

“Ah! nice and warm,” Billy thought. He yawned, clasped his teddy bear in his arms and crawled under 

them. That was how he fell fast asleep. Nobody had disturbed him... 

 Till suddenly the door opened and Maaike entered with a lantern in her hand. She let full light 

in on the little sleeping boy and she saw his quiet breathing. She wondered how to tell Billy that his 

home had burnt down and that his mother had died. She realized that it is hard for a child suddenly to 

loose its well-known environment. He would miss the love of his own mother; it was cruel. Maaike 

looked at a rafter on which a bunch of onions hung to dry. She did not need them to be able to cry. 

“God, give me wisdom and strength,” she whispered in the dark. Later, she did not know how 

long she stood there and stared in front of her without moving. Through a small window she saw the 

frozen over ditch, made visible by a bit of moonlight. 
 

Billy was sitting on the lap of Maaike, with his head leaning against her. She stroked his blond 

hairs. 

The wife of the village policeman had given her a bag full of children’s clothes, and she found 

also a pair of pajamas of his size. 

With large moist eyes he looked at the aging farmer at the table, who read from the old Bible. 

There was a tuft of some tops of branches of pine trees on the table, with a candle next to it, 

which would be lit tomorrow, at Christmas Day. 

Billy tried to process all the remarks the adults had made about what had happened. He felt 

himself quiet and safe, where he was now. He knew Maaike quite well because she often visited his 

mother, bringing her eggs and vegetables. Then she used to play with him and his wooden train, but 

that one he did not have anymore now... 

“And the angel said unto them, Fear not for, behold, I bring you good tidings of great joy, which 

shall be to all people. For unto you is born this day in the city of David a Saviour, which is Christ the 

Lord. And this shall be a sign unto you; Ye shall find the babe wrapped in swaddling clothes, lying in a 

manger...” 

That was the voice of farmer Willems. 

Billy would remember these words. 

Outside it was very quiet and the first snow flakes rustled to the ground... ❖ 

___________________________________________________________________________________ 

J.P. de Klerk is a journalist and author from the Protestant Reformed Church of New Zealand. 

 

Originally Published in: 

Vol. 55 No. 4 April 1996 


