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T

homas Van der Hofstee was walking down the road, the morning sun hot on his back. Blossoming
oilseed rapes penetrated the air with honey sweet aroma.

It will be a hot day, he thought. Maybe it wasn’t a good idea to invite these strangers to visit me in an open
field? Thomas kept marching. He remembered his father taking him to visit Stonehenge more than 60 years
ago. The trip had seemed to last ages. First there was a coach from Amsterdam, then a train from Paris, and
again a coach to Salisbury. At the end uncle George, a heavy smoker, had driven them the final distance in a
Chevrolet. The vastness of the crop fields had fascinated Thomas ever since.
“I will live here one day,” Thomas, the boy aged just 6, had announced to everyone who would listen. He
later forgot his promise, but the honey fields stayed alive and served as a reminder of quiet, sublime happiness.
When 10 years later Thomas left school and arrived in London the young man barely knew the reason.
He was driven by a feeling of dissatisfaction with his life and a strong urge to explore the world. Thomas
Van der Hofstee did not explore the world however. Very soon he got captured by the magic of some Latin
American dark eyes. He had never seen such deep and promising eyes as the ones of the girl next door, who
later became his wife of 20 years.
A loving bird was calling for his attention. His thoughts went back to his wife or rather his ‘ex’ although he
never actually called her ‘ex’. Thomas and Julia, as everybody they knew thought, were meant to be together
forever. But that was until the fatal holiday in Majorca in 1999 and the arrival of the charming Italian man.
Well, Thomas had to admit it, Davide was a real gentleman and, unlike him, a man of impressive simplicity.
Since then, Thomas had gained two stones in weight and lost some of his golden ray hair, he did not feel he
was the same attractive Dutch man anymore. Certainly Julia did not think so, she had run away.
“Come on, Thomas,” he could hear her voice, “it was not like this, you imagine it. I did not want...”
Noise of an engine in the far distance interrupted her words. The car turned left on the roundabout and
disappeared. It was a relief for Thomas. The Dutch man had liked the idea of getting out early and walking a couple of miles to his newly purchased plot. When he had suddenly decided to put all his savings into
that “dreadful”, as Julia would call it, piece of land, he had thought: This time I am going to do what I really
want. My new home is my new beginning. I spent forty five years of my personal history building houses for
others. Why shouldn’t I do this for myself?
“Forty three, darling, forty three, get this right at least,” Julia’s ever present voice was triumphant.
A car passed by so fast it appeared to split the air. His heart pounded. Thomas had not even seen it coming. It
vanished fast in the morning mist leaving him doubting his own senses.
“I must pay more attention when I am on the road. In these days, life is more about speed.” He had into
the habit of speaking aloud when alone, liked to hear the sound of a voice.
“There is more to life than increasing its speed” Mahatma Gandhi was smiling the other day from the
posters at South Kensington tube Station.
“Well, I had better hurry up before any of my guests turns up at my new home. Will they really turn up?”
He had not told them there was no house, just land. He walked up the hill, his chest moving heavily up
and down, his heart felt like it had a stone attached.
“My heart’s got a stone, son.” Thomas remembered the sweet voice of his late grandma. He must have
got it from her, a loving heart with a big worry. Not that it mattered to Julia.
“Move on, move on,” his brother Gustaaf whispered, “Twenty years has passed since she abandoned you.
You’ve got to let her go.”
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How could he though? Julia was his life; his fondest wishes and desires were to be with her and to love her.
“You live in the past, Daddy,” Mary his youngest daughter had giggled, kissed him good bye and boarded
the train to Liverpool. Thomas was proud of her. She was the one to aim for a Masters. Well, she would do
better in life than her brother Federico, who left school at the age of 15 and headed to India. Mary is like
me- ambitious, and Federico is like his mum- adventurous”.
“You, ambitious? How amusing!” Julia burst out laughing.
I really have got to get rid of her. He had arrived at the entrance gate and stared proudly at the sign with big
white letters:
Thomas Nest
Knowlton Rings
Dorset
A gate was erected in the open field. It was looking lonely, but full of promise just like his life. He had chosen the red and black paint carefully.
“I want it to be a Ladybird gate.” A while ago Thomas had worked with some people from Eastern Europe and they had told him the story of Kalinka-Malinka, the Ladybird. If you find a Ladybird, you must
hold it in your palm and ask it: “Kalinka-Malinka, Ladybird, show me where to find my soul mate”. It
would fly away showing you the direction you needed to follow to find your missing half. Thomas liked
this story from Bulgaria so much that he wanted to have a Ladybird gate hoping one day his love bird
would come through.
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“Thomas, why did you put a gate in an empty plot, if there is no fence? You idiot .” Julia was disturbing
him again. He ignored her, she couldn’t be right. It was his place, his freedom, his life. An engine was
groaning in the far distance.
This must be Gertrud, he smiled, Germans are always on time. She will stop at my gate waiting to be called
in. Unlike Mathias, who will be chatting from the road in his delightful Venetian accent. When he reaches
the gate he will simply walk in without noticing my Lady Bird! Mathias likes to fill the air with words and
to swim in his own crazy ideas. The intelligent French couple, he had met in Sardinia, would bring a whole
basket of French delights.
“We like our little pleasures.” François would say apologetically looking to meet Clodet’s eyes through a
mist of fine cosmetics and a prefect hair do.
“Does the wind always blow away from you?” Thomas had once asked, leaving her with a smile for a
week. He had learned from Krzysztof, his Polish mate, that a good compliment opens the door to every
woman.
“You never paid me compliments.” Julia nearly cried. Thomas waved away a nasty wasp while gazing at
the growing crops. A little dot near the horizon was moving fast.
“This looks like Vladimir, my Russian fellow. Volodya will be making a long speech about the time never
being enough for him to be on time. John and Margaret will come at the end having had the usual arguments. Looking for a short cut, they will have driven the longest possible route down to Blandford and
then to Gussage All Saints. John will not notice my Ladybird. He will be moaning about the weather like it
matters to him as long as he has something to moan about. Margaret as always will play the nice couple.”
“This is a lovely gate. John, we should change ours to one just like it.” She will raise her eyebrows wondering if she should ask why there is no house, no fence. Most probably she would just leave it until her
discussion with John before bed.
“Why did you summon all these people? What do you have to say that is so important?” Julia’s voice had
some sympathy.
“I bet you think I’ve got cancer.” His confidence grew stronger.
“Don’t say that, Thomas. You know your iron health has always annoyed me.”
Maybe she’s still got some feelings to me if she is worried? I wish I could be having... Oh, no, not really,
but this could be my chance to have her back?
“So why, tell me why?” Her sweet voice rang the bell again. “What’s the matter?”
“I want to say.....I love them.”
“What?!”
“I love them.”
“You cannot love anyone apart from yourself!” She had got back on track.
“Julia, these are my friends, they mean a lot to me.”
“You have never told me you love me!”
“I did.”
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“When?”
“When...hmmm...”
“You see, you cannot even remember.”
“Hmmm...in the fields, when we walked, on the summer day of...1965 or was it 1968?”
“You said I was very special, that was all you could squeeze out of the stones in your heart.”
Did she say stones in my heart? Thomas wondered. Has she spied on me and my grandma?
“You do not love anyone, Van der Hofstee, you are selfish, introvert and obsessed with your own world.”
“Julia, this is cruel, do you not have anything nice to say?”
“No!” She had slammed the front door; her heels clattered on the patio and she had disappeared into the
deserted Kentish street never to come back.
Thomas raised his head and looked around. The fields were becoming grey. A cloud was hanging over
threatening to pour heavy jewels. He would pray to stop the rain, but somehow Thomas felt it could ease
the pain. The road looked abandoned. No one seemed to be coming, no one, just him. Even the birds stood
in silence waiting for the storm to break. Drops began falling. Donn, donn,donn, they were hitting his face
leaving salty traces.
“I just wanted to tell them I love them. Am I too late again?”
His head was heavily bent, his chest barely moved, his heart slowed down. Then suddenly Thomas van
der Hofstee felt some tickles below his knee. At first his eyes could not focus, and he thought he might be
dreaming, but no. It was indeed the red and black dress of a pretty Ladybird climbing to reach his palm.
Thomas took a deep breath. The petals of an aromatic rose began to open in his heart. Through the kitchen
window the sky was clearing. He rolled his wheel- chair along the narrow corridor of his council bungalow
and unlocked the front door.
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