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Franny could not credit her senses that it had ever happened before that the whole family 

was together at home for lunch. But it was immensely pleasant around the kitchen table, the five 

of them: father, mother, Otto, Martin and Franny. Mother served pea soup with pieces of bacon 

in it. That was the very thing for the first day with snow of the season. 

The city of Leeuwarden (capital of the Dutch province of Friesland) was suddenly 

confronted with heavy falls of snow and a stingingly cold wind. The weatherman of the radio had 

said that there were already some traffic accidents and jams in the area. Franny could not even 

see the houses at the opposite of the street anymore, because of all the snowflakes which passed 

by the window. 

Franny had one-month holidays, because the offices of the firm she worked for were 

under construction, which had something to do with a merger of two big companies. 

Her brothers, older than she was, had a lot to talk about the outlook for a skating-match 

on the canals, if the frost continued. Father asked, "Are your skates not due for grinding?" 

"Yes Dad, tonight I will have a look in the attic to see in what condition they are," 

answered Otto. 

Mother asked Franny whether she was going out later on. 

"Yes, Mum," Franny said, "I want to mail some letters and cards, which I have written 

this morning." 

"Well, would you be kind enough to order our old-fashioned Christmas cake again, from 

the confectioner?" 

"Sure, Mum. We cannot do without him, can we?" said Franny, and they winked at each 

other. 

The De Vink family was not rich, but they managed, thank God. Father had had a severe 

accident several years ago, when he was yet a bus driver, and he still had problems with his right 

leg and his back. Mother had asthma, which was especially unpleasant when it was moist 

weather. But she was always contented and happy as a child of the Lord. Cheerfully she endured 

disappointments in life. 

Every Saturday they would eat fish from a corner shop; they all loved herring, mackerel, 

plaice and haddock. That was their only luxury once a week. 

 

* * * 

 

After Franny had made the part of the street in front of the house free of snow, she did 

some sprinkling of salt and sand on the concrete tiles. Then she went to the post office and the 

confectioner. On her way back she noticed, that the show window of the toy shop was filled up 

with Christmas trimmings and a small electric train went around in circles. 

But in a comer her eyes caught a notice on white cardboard, which said in defective 

characters: 

CLOSING DOWN SALE. 

Urgently needed shop girl. 

There was no Christmas tree behind it, but a lot of balls of line glass, reflecting the 

people and the snow outside. 



Franny knew that the owners were an elderly married couple and she wondered why they 

suddenly wanted to close shop. Since early childhood she often gazed at all the toys behind the 

thick glass, especially the dolls of all kinds and sizes, but never before she had realized that there 

would come a day that the shop no longer would be there, that these people would be gone. 

Suddenly she noticed that between the green and the trimmings there was a face; the old 

lady looked at her and she pointed with a finger at the white cardboard. Franny smiled, but asked 

herself, would God expect her to go inside and lend a helping hand, as a shop girl? Were these 

old people important to God? She had plans for the month of December. Would she have to 

sacrifice them? 

Franny went, and the lady walked with her through the shop to the living room. She said, 

"My husband, working bookkeeping." 

Franny saw a tall man with white hair and a short beard, sitting on a swivel chair with 

fine woodcarving, behind a big roll-top desk. He stood up and he exchanged quickly a few words 

in Chinese with his wife. Then he stretched out his hand and said, "Welcome, young lady. I am 

Deng Liu and my wife is Dorothy Liu." 

"I am Franny de Vink I am willing to help in the shop this month." 

"Please, sit at that comfortable chair there." 

Dorothy went back to the shop. 

"I will greatly appreciate your help. Look, our problem started all of a sudden with this letter 

from the Town Hall," explained Mr. Liu. He gave her a letter, in which he was told, that all the 

shops on his side of the street had to be closed before the end of the year, because they had to be 

demolished to make place for the construction of an office building of the Council. 

It gave Franny a fright. 

"But if they pull all this down, they don't say where you can go to. Is there any other 

place available?" 

“Good question," said Mr. Liu and sighed deeply. "Miss de Vink, I simply adopt an 

attitude of waiting. I am convinced our Heavenly Father will provide what is best for us, and part 

of His plans. I have had a visit of a man, who asked me whether I wanted to buy a house in a 

new flat building, high above a traffic tunnel, but I was shocked when I heard how expensive that 

is nowadays. We always made just enough money to stay alive with our shop! Well, yesterday 

night the minister of our church came and he has completed all kinds of forms for us, for the 

Social Welfare people. Well, we have the Dutch nationality, but we have no children or any other 

relatives alive. Perhaps we will soon die ourselves, when we have no longer a shop to look after. 

It will be so strange. Do you understand what I mean? Some people nowadays act like robots, 

without feelings, but we are ordinary people, of flesh and blood. But, I should not complain, 

since you have come along." 

He pointed to a small table with an old book in leather. 

"That is our Bible in classic Mandarin Chinese. We got it when we married in 1949, 

before we had to flee for the Communists." 

Franny felt a lump in her throat and nodded. She noticed that he walked with difficulty. 

"Don't you worry," he said, "because my legs are of wood. Look, I have made this for the 

shop window. It says that everything is reduced fifty percent. Don't you think that will attract a 

lot of people? Yes, you will get a busy time in our shop. Not afraid, Franny?" 

She laughed. "I have a month holiday. I find it a challenge to do this." 

His eyes lighted up and he smiled. 



"Now tell me, Mister Liu, how is it in the shop, are the prices mentioned on every 

article?" 

"Yes, but you will see that there is also a long list hanging on the wall, in alphabetical 

order. You will have to split up these prices yourself, because I don't have the time, to do that. I 

hope a lot of people will come to buy all the goods. If they don't, it will be a big loss." 

"Are you worried about the grim winter weather? It could be worse. I think word of 

mouth will seal the success of your sale. And after all the Lord is in control. You know that." 

“True, but my mood changes each time. It is such a strange experience. This shop became 

my own blood, sweat and tears." 

"What about all those Christmas decorations, which look so fragile?" 

"Oh, these balls, they are sold in little boxes of carton." 

"Have you never been burgled?" 

"No, thank God. I am not insured against that. Everything is expensive enough. After the 

bills are paid every month, only about thirty percent is left for food and household articles." 

"Yes, Dad said also something like that lately. He believes we are heading for a big 

depression. I don't know." 

Her eyes went quickly over the old art objects from China on the mantel shelf, and the 

small so called palace lamps of gilded wood and silk, framed old drawings of people and houses 

in a distant past, small vases of porcelain, and so on. 

"Yes, Franny", said Mr. Liu, "these are souvenirs of the past we cannot forget." 

 

* * * 

 

At home, she quickly changed her clothes. She choose a simple white woolen dress 

without a collar. She was wearing a raincoat with a detachable lining over it against the snow 

showers. Mother was gladly surprised that Franny had decided to help the old people in the toy 

shop 

In the meantime it had become very busy there. It looked like a beehive with a buzzing 

swarm of bees coming from all directions. The fifty percent discount seemed to be irresistible. 

With some difficulty Franny got inside and she heard talking and laughing with each time 

warning words from Mrs. Liu. "Look at it and put down". She was obviously afraid that 

something would break amidst the crowd. 

A young woman came to Franny, as soon as she had put away her raincoat, "Miss, can I 

get a battery with this fire engine?" Franny looked in the box of the toy and pointed at a tiny 

transparent compartment at the side, and there it was. "O, sorry, I had not noticed that", said the 

customer. "Would you be so kind to put a line piece of paper around this gift?" 

"Sure, madam," said Franny. 

But Mrs. Liu took quickly over and stretched out a hand, while she said, "You give me, I 

have papers. You pay, yes?" 

Franny smiled. A small boy plucked her by the sleeve. "I want to buy that little buffer 

stop for the electric train of my brother, but it hangs there, too high above my head." She gave it 

to him and he handed her the exact money. She did not need to wrap it, he said. 

A man with a colorful icecap on his head gave a plastic box with draught pieces to 

Franny and asked, "Miss, do you know the price of this, because it seems the sticker has come 

off." 



So, she went to the list on the wall, with the heavy breathing of the man behind her back. 

A young girl with a doll got in her way, and she asked her to wait a moment. Out of the comer of 

the eye, she saw Mrs. Liu putting a rope around three boxes with Christmas decorations. At the 

back of the shop Mr. Liu was talking with a lady who was interested in a wooden warehouse 

with a tackle. She found the price on the list and told it to the man with the icecap. Other people 

followed. It was going on and on. Franny found it exciting. 

A grandfather and a little boy wanted to know how a steam engine did work that they had 

discovered in the shop window. Franny quickly dusted it with a piece of soft cloth. "It's simple," 

she explained. "My brothers have one. Here at the top you screw this off, put clean water in it till 

there, so you leave a small part empty for security reasons. Now, under it is the burner, open it 

and fill it with methylated spirit, carefully, then close it well, turn the wick up, just a little bit, 

make it damp and you can light it. When the water boils, the steam whistle will go and you can 

use that small driving belt to connect with whatever you want next to it; you see you have 

enough choice. But the whole thing is rather expensive." 

She had barely finished, and a lady came with a complaint about a doll, with an eye that 

refused to close, and a girl could not find the key of an artificial mouse, and two boys started a 

fight because they wanted the same toy truck. 

Outside it snowed again. Mr. Liu put all the lamps on he had in the shop, and checked the 

central heating. 

A man in a check suit gave Franny a big box with an electric train, like the one in the 

shop window, and asked to wrap it for him with a knot of ribbons on top. She managed to do it 

with the help of Mrs. Liu. There was a roll of festive paper of double width hanging on a pole 

next to the cash for that purpose. He whispered in Franny's ear, "I don't want the fifty percent 

reduction. I know what is going on here. Poor people." 

A young girl with a white woolen shawl showed Franny a small new Bible, gilt-edged 

and said, "There are three of them, with fitting empty boxes, behind the teddy hears. No price 

tags. Are they also for sale?" 

Franny asked Mrs. Liu, who turned around and looked at the girl with a softened look. 

Then she said, "Very good, take them, no money." 

Suddenly Franny saw in the corridor behind the shop a little boy playing with two 

tractors, and she asked him, "Where is your mother?" He bowed his head and seemed shocked by 

that question. He drove with the tractors over her feet and mumbled, "Mummy is in heaven. But 

Daddy is in the shop with Henry." 

A big boy with a fur cap on his head came and took the tractors away. He said, "Come 

here. I have found something else for you. Dad cannot afford these expensive toys." He put them 

back on a shelf and apologized to Franny. 

A toddler, red-cheeked, gripped her left hand and pulled her to a small, wooden 

wheelbarrow, next to which stood his mother, who said, "Sorry, Miss, but I cannot get him away 

from this. I want to buy it, if you could help me to get it to the door." 

Franny laughed: "Union is strength, Madam. Together we will overcome this problem." 

By the time that it became six o'clock, it was obvious that the door could not yet be 

closed because of the constant arrival of more and more customers, who came now from all over 

Leeuwarden. 

Franny made a phone call to her parents and asked if they didn't mind that she hang on 

till the last one had left. They agreed. Mr. Liu gave her quickly some cookies. The people around 



them were in a festive mood. Mrs. Liu received praise for the beautiful wrapping she did; she 

said she liked the sound of revelry she had never heard before in the shop. 

It was close to eight o'clock when it became quiet and Mr. Liu locked the door. He made 

a phone call to a Chinese takeout and ordered three extra big "loempia's" (spring rolls) with 

chicken. A boy would bring them. 

Mrs. Liu gave Franny a kiss and said, "I am so happy you came to us." 

They looked round in the shop and there were clearly empty places here and there on the 

shelves, which would be filled up for the next day. There was yet enough in store for that 

exercise. 

They ate in the kitchen, where Mr. Liu thanked God for His blessings and Mrs. Liu read a 

chapter from the old Bible from China. 

Franny was tired but quite happy when she came home and told all about her experiences 

in the shop. Otto and Martin decided that they would clean the street before their house every 

morning as long as there would came a fresh layer of snow every day. Mother would provide salt 

and father some ash from the stove in the kitchen, against ice. The weather forecast was not 

encouraging. 

Franny went early to bed so that she could be back in time in the shop the next morning. 

She felt she had to be responsible and realistic, willing to help her Chinese friends till the last 

day they needed her. 

 

* * * 

 

Before nine o'clock she was back at work. 

Before the first customers came in, Mister Liu told her that he and his wife had noticed 

that she was doing such a skillful job. Then he hesitated a moment and said that they would like 

so much to go to the Church the first Christmas Day. They had alienated former friends and 

knew nobody who could go with them. 

Franny made a telephone call to Rev. Theun Hoff of the Liberated Reformed Noorder 

Church at the Grote Kerkstreat. He was very kind and helpful, knew someone with a big car who 

would be willing to come and pick the Lius up (which was important because of the problem Mr. 

Liu had with his legs). The Lius were delighted. 

In the Church there would also be a special chair at his disposal, which the sexton would 

take from the vestry. 

 

* * * 

 

Before Christmas the shop was sold out. Mrs. Liu let a curtain down behind the empty 

shop window. 

Mr. Liu wanted to give Franny money for her work, but she refused and asked him to 

give that to the poor relief board of the Noorder Church. She had seen the apartment Rev. Hoff 

had found for the Lius. It was at the Groeneweg and had three rooms at the comer of the street. 

Franny's parents and brothers would lend a helping hand with the removal. 

 

* * * 

 



In the Church, Franny was there with her family and the Lius in between them. Mrs. Liu 

had told her that the mother of her husband had been a Dutch girl, but her mother had come from 

Korea. 

She worried a bit over the future, without the shop, and Franny saw that she stared in 

front of her with an expression of melancholy on her face. But she knew the melody of the first 

song Rev. Hoff mentioned, who stood at the high beautifully carved pulpit. 

A men's choir sang some well-known Christmas hymns. 

The sexton counted 647 visitors. With emotion they all listened when Rev. Hoff was 

reading the famous words from Luke, about the angel who spoke to the shepherds about not 

being afraid, because he brought them such a wonderful message. It became a morning never to 

be forgotten.  
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