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1. An Outsider 

For as long as he could remember, Jaap de Hollander had dreaded his annual visit to his 
grandmother’s house in the coastal village of Drontenburg. Each year at the end of April during 
the spring school holidays, his parents—unmoved by his tears and pleading to stay home with 
them—banished Jaap to the Dutch seaside for two weeks for the wholly adult reason of 
“learning to appreciate where the family comes from.” In the week preceding his yearly visits in 
Drontenburg, Jaap’s nights were filled with nightmares of raging windstorms, dark flood waters 
seeping into his bedroom, and the shrill cackle of The Witch of Drontenburg.  

A wind battered, salt permeated fishing settlement, Drontenburg was not even the third 
largest town on the peninsula of Walcheren—one of the three long toes that make up the 
province of Zeeland that stretch, tepidly, from the Dutch mainland into the cold North Sea. 
Suspended between two endless horizons, the wide grasslands of the polder and the flat, gray 
sea, the town and its surrounding countryside lacked any topography of consequence. Any fun 
to be had in the town was man-made as the only hills high and steep enough to either roll or 
sled down, on the few days a year when it didn’t rain, were the sea dikes; but every child in 
Zeeland knew that these could not be fully trusted. On those dark foreboding days when the sky 
hangs low and black over the treetops, and the northerly winds push the high-tides even higher, 
the old-timers who remembered 1953 regularly warned the children to stay off the beach and 
away from the sea wall, and to sleep with their boots under their beds.  

In Drontenburg Jaap was an outsider and was thought of by the local kids as an 
unwelcome “know-it-all” from the big city. Laughed at for his grating northern accent and singled 
out for his longer than average legs, he felt like a foreigner in his own country. Although his 
cousin Henry was only one year younger than him, this year Jaap quickly noticed that the 
difference between them, and Henry’s eleven-year old friends, was much more pronounced 
than just last year. At home, the boys in Jaap’s class had stopped believing in Sinter Klaas and 
the Easter Bunny, while in Drontenburg, in the spring of the new millennium the kids still 
believed in and were scared stiff of the local witch. 

Made restless by nine months of rain and the heroic folk tales of Michiel de Ruyter—the 
locally born Dutch Admiral who had thwarted both the English and Spanish navies—the boys of 
the town ached for adventure away from the all too predictable low tides of Drontenburg and 
blamed Witch Wilhelmina for their constant setbacks and failures to sail away. Without more 
warning than the cranking sprocket of her bicycle, the old witch could appear anywhere, even in 
the foulest weather, to disrupt their most clandestine undertakings. Regardless of their tight-
lipped secrecy, The Witch always appeared at the critical moments when the pod of eleven-
year-old boys were on the verge of discovering new principles of maritime propulsion or 
perpetual motion. On seeing the boys preparing to launch a handmade craft, by air or by sea, or 
feeding lit firecrackers to pouting seagulls, she would swoop in on her bicycle to pronounce a 
curse on their most promising projects. Her incantations would manifest themselves quickly 
after her disappearance, usually in the injury of one of the boys, the unforeseen destruction of 
their latest invention, or hundreds of guilders worth of damage to public property. The children of 
Drontenburg, regardless of what they might be doing at any time, did their best to make 
themselves invisible, scattering and hiding, when they heard the unmistakable click and whir 
that preceded The Witch’s appearance. 

Standing in the open skylight in his grandmother’s attic, Jaap looked out over the pitched 
red-tiled roofs of Drontenburg. From this familiar perch he had a bird’s eye view into the narrow, 
manicured gardens and bricked courtyards at the back of the skinny, white-washed houses that 
huddled together, shoulder to shoulder in the old town center. White linens and undershirts hung 
to dry in the bright spring sunshine from windows and balconies. On the Market Square, stalls 
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for the children’s Flea Market, held on the Queen’s fast approaching birthday, were being set up 
with curious efficiency by clever workmen. One street over, the Dutch tricolor waved over the 
doorway of each home. Orange streamers and flags decorated the cafes and bars up and down 
the alleyways that flowed into the Market Square. Cars in the narrow, cobbled streets 
maneuvered cautiously around each other as they met head-on and yielded patiently to the 
cyclists. The cyclists yielded for nothing and no one.  

To Jaap, Drontenburg looked to be the epitome of Dutch sobriety and orderliness, which 
contradicted the superstitious nature of its straight faced, reserved residents who not only 
believed in the existence of witches but allowed them to roam the town unchecked. A year older 
and wiser, Jaap was convinced, in his bones, that there was no such thing as The Witch of 
Drontenburg, despite the stories told by Henry and the other boys in the town, and was 
determined that before this spring vacation was over, he would prove it—whatever it took.  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2. A Different Kind of Broom 
Jaap and Henry each carried a bucket with garden tools inside while pulling a rusty 

wagon behind them over the round cobblestones of the old town. The wagon was filled with 
sacks of empty plastic bottles which represented at least three more guilders toward the price of 
old man Schipper’s racing dinghy, including the riggings and sails. With the sixteen days of a 
two week school vacation to work hard, coupled with their earnings from the children’s Flea 
Market on Queensday, the boys, together with Henry’s friends, Jan and Daan, hoped to earn 
just enough to buy the little sailboat. Between the odd jobs, bottle recycling and selling whatever 
donations of bric-a-brac they could glean from helping the old folks clear out garden sheds and 
attics, the boys were confident to be on the water by the last Saturday before school started—if 
the weather cooperated. April was simply unpredictable. It could snow or bring a heat wave 
depending on which side of the bed she woke up on.   

Jaap sat cross-legged on the wet bricks of the narrow front patio, in front of house 
number thirteen on Scheldt Street, pulling soggy weeds and flipping them into a bucket, while 
Henry attempted to scrape moss from between them with a wire-scrub brush attached to the 
end of a long pole. The movements of Henry’s wiry body, pushing the tall pole looked more as if 
he was playing shuffleboard than performing any actual work. 

“I just know she’s a witch,” Henry said bending over to pick up his shuffleboard stick for 
the sixth time in three minutes. 

“Have you seen her fly on a broomstick past your window?” Jaap asked, twisting a 
dandelion by its roots. 

“I’ve told you. She doesn’t fly on a broom. She rides a bicycle.” 
“There’s nothing spooky about that,” Jaap argued. 
“There is when she’s always riding during a massive windstorm and during high tide on 

top of the dike. It’s like she enjoys it! It’s like she knows she can’t fall in.” Henry planted his pole 
on the bricks, making an exclamation mark.  

“Does she cook kids in a big pot and grind their bones for bread?” Jaap teased. 
“No, but she casts spells on us all the time.”  
“Like what?”  
“Like, the time Jan broke his arm. She said he would fall out of our paraglider, and ten 

seconds later he fell and broke it.”  
“Did it fly?” 
“No, because The Witch cursed it.” 
“What did she say?” 
“She said, ‘That thing won’t fly. He’ll fall and break his arm.’” 
“That’s just once.”  
“What about when Daan fell through the ice?” Henry launched his moss scrubber again 

with a clumsy, stuttering arabesque.  
“That happens all the time.” Jaap swatted the air in front of him. 
“Not like this. We were skating all day on the Ring Canal and then she showed up all the 

sudden, on her bicycle even though the streets were icy, and told us to get off the ice or we 
would fall in. And then ten seconds later, Daan fell through.”  

“What time of day was it?”  
“Like I remember,” Henry quipped. 
“Was it early or late?” 
“After lunch.”  
“Then maybe a warm front had moved through, or the tide was rising.”  
“You think you know everything, but you don’t live here. Everybody knows she’s a witch.”  
 “Yeah, right.”   
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Jaap stood to empty his pail into the green rubbish container on the curb when both 
boys heard the click and whir of The Witch’s bicycle echoing through the street, approaching 
from around the blind curve in the street. Henry laid himself flat on the ground behind a cluster 
of potted plants, pressing his cheek into the moss he had yet to scrape away. “Jaap, hide!” he 
hissed.  

Before Jaap could duck behind a parked car or the roll-container on the curb, The Witch 
spotted him. Their eyes locked as she coasted by. Jaap felt cold sweat on his forehead gather 
under his bangs, and his legs lost all feeling. The Witch grimaced at him as she zipped by 
without slowing, bouncing over the cobblestones. Paralyzed with fear, Jaap fell backwards 
against the iron fence unable to look away. As quickly as Witch Wilhelmina disappeared around 
the corner at the end of the street, Jaap let out a deep sigh of relief.  

“Yeah, yeah,” Henry chirped slowly getting to his feet, drying his hands on his blue jeans. 
“Look who’s a big chicken now. Bwak, bwak.”  

“She surprised me, that’s all.”  
“Listen, everybody here knows when you hear her bicycle coming you have to hide, and 

fast!” Henry picked up his pole. “C’mon, let’s get out of here before she circles back for us. Once 
she sees you, it’s too risky to stay in one place. We have until tomorrow to finish this job 
anyway.”  

The boys met up with Jan and Daan in front of the supermarket at noon. Henry told the 
others of their most recent sighting of The Witch. Jaap held his tongue and listened, rolling his 
eyes, yet thinking desperately of ways to rationalize his temporary paralysis during her passing 
presence.  

Daan and Jan had also seen her earlier in town. “But she didn’t see us leaving Mrs. 
Schmitt’s house with all of the donations she gave us.” A second wagon pulled by Daan 
brimmed over with artifacts from the elderly lady’s home.  

“If she sees us,” Henry warned, “she’ll curse us so we can’t sell any of this junk on 
Thursday.”  

“C’mon, let’s get the bottles recycled and get home fast,” Daan said with fear and 
urgency in his eyes. 

 Daan and Henry dragged the sacks of plastic bottles into the grocery store hoping to 
claim the deposit money from the always terse but very pretty seventeen-year-old cashier with 
the blond curls. Jaap and Jan stood guard over the antiques piled high in Jan’s wagon. 

“What’s wrong with you?” Jan asked. 
“Nothing,” Jaap snapped back. 
“The Witch was a little too close for comfort, eh?” 
“Shut up. I don’t believe in witches.”  
Jan stepped up into Jaap’s face. “You will if you stay here for the whole vacation. I know 

I do. She made me break my arm and she made Henry get sick and throw-up.” 
“Bull-hunky.” Jaap sneered. 
“You just wait. When she casts a spell on you, you’ll be dead before you can say 

‘Scheveningen.’”  

Daan and Henry emerged from the supermarket with big smiles on their faces and stars 
in their eyes. 

“Was that really cute cashier working today?” Jan asked, trying to see into the store as 
the automatic doors closed behind the others.   

“Yup. She sure was.” Henry’s smile turned to a sheepish grin with red ears.  
“Did she say anything to you this time?” Jan asked.  
“No, but she smiled at Daan when he bought his candy.”  
While Henry counted the harvested coins reaped from the returned bottles, Daan 

handed out black, salty candies to the boys from a pointed, cellophane sack. Daan’s own cheek 
already bulged as if he was juicing a wad of tobacco. 

“This better be from our own pocket money, Daan,” Jan warned. 
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“Ya, ya, ya! The money for the boat is safe in Henry’s pocket.”  
Henry tugged on one of the wagons and signaled for Jaap to take the other. “C’mon 

guys, let’s go down to the marina and see if the price on our sailboat has dropped yet.”  
“Are you kiddin’ me?” Jan mumbled. “Do you really think old man Schippers would lower 

his price? He’s so tight fisted. I heard he sent his own kid a bill the day after he joined the navy.”   
“A bill for what?” Jaap asked. 
“For food and clothes, for when he was in school.” Jan sneered. 
“I don’t believe you. Parents don’t get to charge their kids for living,” Jaap said. 
“Ha! You’ve never met old man Schippers, so just close your fat mouth, city boy.”  

The boys loitered on the pier near old man Schippers’ driftwood-colored houseboat 
looking longingly at the single-masted dinghy with a ‘FOR SALE’ sign still hanging off the stern. 
Henry calculated how much they still needed to earn to pay the asking price. 

“We are still thirty-five guilders short,” Henry reported, counting the money he kept in an 
old cigar box. 

“We have two weeks of school vacation and the Flea Market still,” Daan reckoned, “If all 
of us can earn a guilder a day before Thursday then we only need to make fifteen more on 
Queensday.”  

“That’s only four plastic bottles a day. That should be easy enough,” Jaap chirped. 
“Do you know how long it took us to get those bottles? Three weeks!” Jan snapped. 

“People in Drontenburg don’t just throw money in the gutters.”   
Daan pointed up the pier. “Here comes old man Schippers.”  
The three boys swarmed around the scruffy old man’s legs like a school of hungry 

minnows, each of them speaking, bouncing, and nibbling on his ankles at once. Jaap kept his 
distance.  

“Shut up! Shut up all of you and go away,” Schippers hollered, waving his hands. “Where 
do you think we are? Morocco? Turkey? This isn’t a bazaar and I’m not lowering my price. You 
come with cash in your hand or don’t come at all. Now get out of here and stop hanging around 
causing trouble or I’ll call the old Witch to come put a spell on you all.” 

“There’s no such thing as witches,” Jaap blurted at old man Schippers. The other boys 
fell silent, gaping at Jaap.  

“Oh yes there is.” Schippers’ eyebrows pressed heavy over his cold, ice-blue eyes. 
“Make no mistake about it, you little squirt. There is no witch more cunning and cruel than our 
own Witch of Drontenburg.” 

“Prove it!” Jaap sneered. 
“She can’t be killed. Can’t be broken. She can’t be blowed-up; can’t be drowned or 

poisoned or starved-out.” Schippers paused to draw a slow breath, “And she eats snot-nose 
kids like you for dinner!”  

Jaap snorted. “How do you know?” 
A four-fingered hand stroked Schippers’ bristly beard as he sized-up the boy who dared 

to challenge his wisdom gleaned from seventy-three uninterrupted years of idling in and around 
Drontenburg. The two stared menacingly at each other, both determined not to blink.   

“When you’ve been around as long as I have, boy, you see things.” Schippers’ long, 
crooked finger pointed menacingly at Jaap through the air between them.  

“Like what?” Jaap gulped. 
“With my own eyes, I’ve seen her walk through fire and not get burned. When the village 

was hungry after the war, she didn’t get scrawny and sick like the rest of us. I saw her neighbors 
get washed away in the flood of ‘53, but she showed up the next day dry as a bone. When the 
whole town was sick, she never had as much as a cough or a fever. She probably cursed the 
town, come to think of it. She’s the real thing and she’ll get you if you make her mad. Now 
scram!” Schippers blurted.  

Three boys scattered like quail, sprinting to the end of the dock with their scrawny limbs 
flailing in the headwind of the offshore breeze. Jaap walked away cautiously, backwards, careful 
not to break eye contact with the old mariner until he was safely on terra firma. 
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“A word of warning to you, boy,” old man Schippers hollered after him. “Don’t ever turn 
your back on the old Witch either. It’s when you’re not lookin’, that’s when she’ll get you. And 
you won’t be the first to never be seen again, neither!”  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3. Eleven-Year-Old Spy 
The boys hid in Henry’s bedroom for the remainder of that day, without Jaap. If The 

Witch and old man Schippers were close enough to actually do favors for each other, they didn’t 
want to be guilty by association and end up cursed for something they weren’t guilty of. The 
next morning, with hurt feelings and a burning need to prove he knew better, Jaap asked to 
borrow his grandmother’s bicycle under false pretenses—hoping to follow Witch Wilhelmina to 
her home and get cold, hard proof, once and for all that she was not a witch.  

With his backpack filled with thick slices of spiced breakfast cake, a water bottle, 
binoculars, a camera, and a flashlight, Jaap slipped out through the narrow alley at the back of 
the house. He rode through the streets of old Drontenburg, cycling in progressively wider circles 
through the narrow, crooked streets, waiting to hear the click and the whir of The Witch’s 
bicycle, or to spot it parked up in front of a shop. When he was sure that Witch Wilhelmina was 
not lurking around a corner in the cramped old village, Jaap rode out over the rise of the planks 
of the wooden drawbridge that straddled the Ring Canal and rode a beeline to the weekly open-
air market. Everybody in Drontenburg, including Witch Wilhelmina, bought their fresh produce 
and fish from the traveling farmers’ market every Tuesday morning. 

Parking his bicycle up behind the cheesemaker’s stall, Jaap had a perfect view of the 
fishmonger’s stand where the seabass and eels were laid out on the crushed ice, googly-eyed 
and slack-jawed. Before long, the competing odors of the pungent cheeses and salty fish made 
Jaap slightly dizzy and nauseated, forcing him to suspend his stake-out. He moved into the 
crowds to mingle between the stalls and tables filled with housewares, bolts of fabric and 
leatherwares. Barkers chatted up the browsing homemakers, demonstrating the use of non-stick 
pans and ever-sharp knives. Unseen by the adults, Jaap shuffled through the throngs, turning 
this way and that to slip between the women gathered around the florist and the fresh baker 
until he had come full circle and stood in front of the stinky fishmonger’s stall again. The Witch 
was nowhere to be seen.  

Defeated and doubtful about his plan that seemed foiled before it had even had a 
chance to succeed, Jaap wheeled his bicycle along the waterfront, parallel to the quay where 
café workers were setting out tables and chairs on the sunny terraces for the pending lunch 
hour. The smell of steaming mussels in garlic and wine drifted from the restaurants’ kitchens 
over the esplanade making Jaap hungry. Listening to his own stomach growl, Jaap almost 
missed the click and the whir of The Witch’s fast approaching bicycle. The unmistakable purple 
and grey curls of The Witch’s coiffure caught the corner of his eyes as she whizzed past him. As 
he turned his head, he glanced the stiff, green stock of a fresh leek and a crusty baguette 
poking out of the top of the saddlebags that straddled the back wheel of her bicycle.  

“Must’a just missed her at the market,” Jaap muttered to himself.  
Pulling his grandmother’s bike quickly around, Jaap fell in behind The Witch, gaining on 

her quickly as he kicked the pedals as hard as he could, standing to use all his meager body 
weight on each down beat. With the energy of youth, Jaap caught up and glided into The 
Witch’s slipstream, following silently at a safe distance in her blind spot, his floppy hair lifting 
and dropping in the wind created by the speed of the chase.  

The Witch led Jaap out past the edge of the town, past the empty sport marina and old 
man Schippers’ houseboat; over the locks of the Ring Canal and down a long, empty lane lined 
by tall linden trees that scratched the sky as they rustled in the ever-present sea breeze. She 
stopped in front of a long dirt drive, where a cluster of trees shaded a small, freestanding 
farmhouse with a small barn at the back of the property. Between the low, wide house and the 
painted barn, a large vegetable patch showed signs of spring plowing and planting. Jaap 
pedaled quickly past, not pausing, or even looking at The Witch, while taking mental notes of 
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natural and manmade markers that he could rely on again to help him find the exact place—in 
the dark if needed. 

Fifty meters further down the road from The Witch's house, Jaap dismounted, his heart 
racing, and hid his bicycle in the relief of a dry ditch, camouflaged by the overgrowth of tall 
spring grass and the bright white flowers of the ubiquitous Queen Anne’s Lace. He crept closer 
in intervals, hiding behind the thick trunks of the linden trees on either side of the lane, until he 
came to the closest tree to her house. He leaned himself up against the gnarled, gray trunk 
where he had an unobstructed view into The Witch’s garden and kitchen windows. 

Through the windows Jaap could see The Witch moving back and forth from the kitchen 
and the back porch, where her bicycle was now leaning up against the house. While she was 
busy in the kitchen, he scanned the garden with his binoculars and focused on the open door of 
the barn. Seeing no bubbling cauldrons nor cages with plump children kept inside waiting for the 
slaughter, he let out a sigh of relief, releasing tension from his shoulders. As his gaze began to 
drift back to the house, the binoculars caught the yellow flash of a large cat’s eyes in the 
shadows of the barn. Two crescent slivers stared directly back at Jaap, waiting for him to make 
the first move. Before Jaap could move, or hide, The Witch was walking across the garden 
towards the barn, dressed in a dark apron, carrying a gleaming hatchet. The large black cat 
emerged from the barn, rubbing himself against his benefactor’s ankles; it was an agile shadow, 
always underfoot but never stepped on. Jaap pressed the binoculars harder into his eye 
sockets. His eyes bulged and strained into the lenses as both The Witch and the black cat 
disappeared into the barn where a commotion ensued but remained enveloped in the shadows, 
leaving Jaap a victim of his own imagination. A shriek of terror peeled out across the landscape, 
quickly silenced by a loud crack of sharp iron on hemlock.  

Jaap’s breathing became short and shallow and his fingertips numb. Cold prickles 
covered the crown of his head when he saw a gigantic, headless chicken run frantically out of 
the barn, flapping her wings and trying with all the terror in her body to crow a warning to the 
others still roosting unawares in the coop. With her vocal chords left behind on the chopping 
block, the bird—now poultry—silently pushed the last breath from her lungs before flopping over 
forward into the dusty vegetable patch as the heavy black cat pounced on its back, tearing into 
her with its sharp claws and teeth, sending a flurry of feathers in all directions.  

From his hiding place behind the linden tree, Jaap watched with disgust as The Witch 
hacked off the hen’s feet and plucked it naked. He nearly vomited as he watched her rip the 
bird’s guts and giblets out of the featherless carcass and toss them to the blood-thirsty cat who 
tore at the organs like a wild animal. 

Jaap scrambled back onto his bicycle and rode home as fast as his spindly legs could 
pump the pedals, where he hid himself under his bed until dinner time.  
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4. The Flea Market 
The next morning, Henry rang the doorbell just as the bell of St. Jan’s church bonged the 

eight o’clock alarm with its deep, penetrating note. Jaap finished his breakfast while their 
grandmother fussed about the two cousins not wearing jackets out on an April morning.  

“The weather in April will do what it wants,” she said. “I remember the year that it snowed 
in Drontenburg on Queensday. Glad I brought my scarves that day, I’ll tell you.”  

Jaap and Henry struck a compromise with their grandmother, agreeing to take her 
orange, tasseled scarves in their backpacks and promised to use them if the weather changed. 
With an inescapable kiss and hug for each of them, the two boys headed to the Market Square 
to meet Jan and Daan to help set up for the children’s Flea Market. Henry’s wagon, filled with 
merchandise, rumbled over the rounded cobblestones behind them as they walked. 

“Where were you all day yesterday?” Henry asked.  
“I went for a ride in the polder,” Jaap mumbled. 
“Liar.”  
“I’m not lying,” Jaap protested. 
“Bull-hunky. Nobody rides in the polder for fun.”  
“I do.” 
“Nobody does, except The Witch.”  
Jaap did not protest the existence or non-existence of witches. The frightening scene of 

the headless chicken mercilessly hacked to pieces and gutted played on a stomach-churning 
loop in Jaap’s head.  

“What’s the matter? Cat got your tongue?” Henry asked. 
Cold needles prickled the crown of Jaap’s head again. “What’s that supposed to mean?”  
“What’s your problem? I asked where you went yesterday, and you tell dumb lies.”  
“I followed The Witch to her house. Okay?”  
“You did what?” Henry stopped and faced Jaap. “Are you crazy? What if she saw you? 

She would cut you into pieces and feed you to her cat.” 
Jaap’s eyes went wide. “How do you know about her black cat?” 
“Everybody’s scared of it. It will kill you if you turn your back to it. Most important, you’re 

not supposed to run from it. Daan says—” 
“Daan saw the cat?” 
“He said that it has fangs and claws and eats anything that runs from it, including 

people.” 
“Did Daan go inside her house?” 
“Nobody is that crazy.” Henry laughed, then stopped. “Wait, did you?” 
“Not yet. But I’m gonna.” 

Jan and Daan waited on the Market Square for the two cousins to show up with their 
wares. The two boys had set up three tables in a “U” shape and laid quilts on the ground where 
they could display the trinkets and old toys for the holiday crowds to browse. The two friends sat 
slouched in folding lawn chairs when Jaap and Henry walked up. Jan was wearing plastic 
sunglasses. 

“We’ve been here all day already. Where've you been?” Jan asked. “We almost lost our 
spot because you two jokers are late with the goods.” Jaap and Henry simply shrugged as they 
took in their surroundings. 

The town’s children all converged on the Market Square carrying their own shopping 
bags and plastic crates filled with picture books which they had outgrown; dolls that they no 
longer pampered; plastic dinosaurs with missing limbs; and assorted musical instruments that 
had never lived up to their potentials. All was set out with great care, as if the proceeds of these 
heirlooms would go to feed hungry mouths at home. Each child, in their own way, mourned the 
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necessary parting with a beloved memory of childhood to finance the excitement of their 
adolescence.  

By ten o’clock the Flea Market was swamped with bargain hunters, both young and old, 
dressed in orange t-shirts, wearing orange hats and boas, orange socks, pants, scarves and 
wigs to celebrate the House of Orange, from which the Queen and her family descended. The 
tricolor red, white, and blue flapped in the wind above the gray-stone, gothic spired City Hall, in 
tandem with the traditional royal-orange pennant. On the Queen’s birthday, nobody in the 
Netherlands is a republican, regardless of political persuasion on the other three hundred and 
sixty-four days of the year.  

As the crowds shuffled past, the four boys tried with all their might not to look excited or 
even half-interested when a group of younger children, with parents in tow, paused to ogle their 
old toys. The answer to every eager price inquiry was a cool, “All toys cost one guilder.” Small, 
clenched fists opened very slowly, like oysters, revealing the fruit of their hard labors for the last 
few weeks. Every cent was counted twice in pink, sweaty palms before the ransom money was 
exchanged for recycled treasures.  

The toys did a brisk business before the noon hour, but after the bells of the Town Hall 
bonged, marking midday, the children were treated to pancakes laced with powdered sugar, and 
warm stroopwafels made fresh in front of their eyes. As the crowd began to thin out, bargain 
hunters prowled between the stalls looking for the rare, unappraised antiques guarded by 
children who were unaware of their true market value.  

One such man approached the boys and picked up an item. “Young man, can I offer you 
five guilders for this old oil lamp?”  

“Only five guilders?” Jan sounded offended.  
“It's all scratched up and the chimney glass is cracked.” 
“Then why do you want it? Ten guilders. Final offer.”  
“Ten?” The lamp was set down on the table; it had become very hot in the buyer’s hand. 
“Eight,” Jan shot back.  
“Five and half.” 
“Seven.” 
“Six.”  
“Six-fifty.”  
“Agreed.”  
As the daylight thief walked away with a crooked smile on his face, the boys celebrated 

with a silent victory dance behind his back. “I can’t believe that dope bought that broken junk for 
six-fifty. Joke’s on him!”   

“How much did we make so far?” Daan asked Henry.  
Rummaging through the cigar box as if counting on an abacus, sliding coins from one 

side of the box to the other, Henry replied, “Twenty-four guilders!”  
“No way! Guys, we almost have enough for the sailboat.” Daan wiggled his hips and 

snapped his fingers as he broadcast the news to the others. 
The boys’ celebration quickly turned to terror when the shadow of The Witch of 

Drontenburg darkened their stall. She lingered—much too long. The boys held their collective 
breath. Nobody dared twitch; even shifting eyes made too much noise.  

“How much are you asking for these crystal pieces…oh, and these precious silver 
spoons?”  

Jaap could not speak. Daan shivered. Jan held his once broken elbow. Henry rubbed his 
forehead where long-ago stitches had left a faint scar.  

“Will you accept one guilder per spoon?” she asked.  
“Two.” Jan squeaked.  
“Pardon me?” 
“Two guilders per spoon or ten guilders for the set.” 
Daan elbowed Jan in the ribs while still smiling politely at Witch Wilhelmina.  
“You’ll never sell anything at those prices!” The Witch set everything back on the table 

and walked away in a huff. Panic broke out among the boys.  
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“You and your big mouth just got us cursed!” Daan hollered as he shoved Jan with both 
hands, pushing him into the table, causing it to overturn. The crystal pieces shattered on the 
bricks; the silver spoons chimed a fragile note as they scattered on the paving stones under the 
feet of passersby. The boys exchanged punches as they wrestled on the ground to the distress 
and screams of the small children and young mothers in the crowd.  

Quickly exhausted by the wrestling and flurry of punching, the two friends agreed a truce 
between the hair pulling and spitting. Jan, who had been winning, helped Daan to his feet. 
Daan’s lip was split. A thin trickle of blood rolled from Jan’s nose to his chin. 

“Sorry that I shoved you,” Daan mumbled. 
“Sorry that I got us cursed.” 
The boys shook hands. 
“I’m so sick of all these witch stories.” Jaap snorted, “I’m going to prove once and for all 

that she is not a witch.” 
“How ya gonna do that?” the two, tired scrappers asked in unison. 
“I’m gonna sneak into her house to get proof!”  
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5. The Witch’s Lair 
Jaap cursed his ego repeatedly as he pedaled out of the crowded town center, past the 

deserted marina, over the quiet locks of the Ring Canal and three kilometers out past the edge 
of town. The headwind off the water told him that a storm was brewing not far offshore but 
backing out now would be written off as cowardice, not prudence, by the other boys. The bows 
of the tall linden trees were bowing and cracking in the gathering tempest that sucked dry 
leaves from the ground and blew them into Jaap’s face as he pushed on. A shiver of fear ran 
cold down his spine and pooled in his gut and legs when he glimpsed the gray thunderheads 
gathering out over the sea. Thick blackness quickly enveloped the tunnel of trees, smothering 
the bright afternoon sunshine. Streetlamps lining the country lane turned themselves on in the 
confusion caused by the falling darkness. 

Jaap rode slowly past The Witch’s house and was nearly blown backwards by the 
gusting wind as his attention shifted briefly to the dark house. He hoped to spot her bicycle 
leaned up against the house, but to his disappointment he could clearly see that the house was 
empty; not a single light burned inside or out. Stashing his bicycle in the same dry ditch as the 
day before, he crept up to the house one big tree trunk at a time, until he could see into the dark 
kitchen window, the entire back porch, the garden and the barn. He sprinted from the woods on 
the edge of the garden, pausing briefly behind a tousled lilac bush, then continuing in through 
the open barn door.   

The smell of warm feathers and chicken manure hung in the rafters of the barn, which 
creaked with a gust of wind. The remaining live hens sat nestled in their nests with their eyes 
closed and beaks tucked away, hiding from the approaching storm. The first rumble of distant 
thunder followed the next front of wind to broadside the barn. The air in the garden took on a 
surreal twilight tint, and the wind carried a slight smell of burned ozone that coated Jaap’s 
nostrils and tongue. 

As large, warm raindrops started to dot the vegetable patch, kicking up tiny clouds of 
dust as they hit, Jaap let out for the back porch trying to run between them. A lick of lightning 
cracked overhead from the black underbelly of a low hanging cloud. The air exploded around 
him as he ducked under the roof of the porch. The rain came down in buckets as the wind 
gusted and blew sideways into Jaap’s face.  

With no other place to run, Jaap jimmied the handle on the back door. To his surprise, 
the door jumped from the latch and stood ajar in front of him. The mixed scents of garlic, onions 
and chicken soup rushed into his face. He stepped into the kitchen and closed the door quietly 
behind him. Sheets of rain pounded on the glass in the door at his back as he dried his cheek 
and the inside of his ear with the sleeve of his t-shirt. Jaap searched for something that he could 
quickly snatch that would prove to the boys of Drontenburg that he had in fact been inside The 
Witch’s home and had lived to tell about it.  

At first glance, Jaap noticed nothing unique that he could not have bought himself from a 
general store in the town center. As he ventured further into the room, he peered into a large, 
boiling pot on the stove with the carcass of a large animal inside; only cartilage held the bones 
together. On the countertop next to the range, cut onions, assorted white roots, and ruffled kale 
leaves were ready to add to the caldron of witch’s brew. Past the stove, he proceeded to poke 
his head through the door frame into the living room. He scanned the tabletops and framed 
photographs standing on the old-fashioned box television set. He tiptoed past the coffee table to 
study the pictures.  

By the light of his flashlight, a solemn wedding photo from the 1950s, of a nervous 
couple grabbed Jaap’s attention. “Wow! Old Wilhelmina was a looker.” In the next frame a 
chubby infant with wandering eyes was held by a joyful new mother, now a bit fuller in the face, 
her hair longer. Then a photo with the groom, bride and two toddlers, one on each lap; a boy, 
and a girl. The groom wasn’t found in any other pictures, but the woman and the children, each 
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a year older, appeared in several more. Most of the photos were in black and white, with a few 
in fading color, but nothing more recent than the 1970s. Jaap’s flashlight fell last on a photo of 
two women with similar faces and three children standing in falling snow, laughing, dressed from 
head to toe in orange, with tasseled scarves wrapped up high around their chins. One of the 
children looked like Henry. 

Back in the hallway to the front door, Jaap found a door to the basement. At the top of 
the dark, rickety stairs Jaap found the light switch along the wall. With timid steps he crept down 
the stairs afraid of what he would find hidden there. To both his relief and disappointment he 
found the cellar with only shelves lined with countless bottles of preserved fruits and vegetables. 
The sharp stench of cold soil and starch wrapped in burlap made Jaap plug his nose and head 
back up the ground floor and turn off the light.  

Next, tripping up the staircase in the dark to the first floor, Jaap found three bedrooms. 
Two were decorated as nurseries, one for a boy, one for a girl. The furniture and the decorations 
screamed “1960!” Jaap rolled his eyes. 

He continued up the steep, twisting staircase to the attic. Just as he summited the stairs, 
a flash of lightning blinded him, causing him to drop the flashlight. He blinked and rubbed his 
eyes feeling around in the dark for his light. As his eyes adjusted again to the darkness, he was 
shocked and then unsure of what to think as he gazed at a rowboat sitting on the floor of the 
attic. He reached out his hands and felt the smooth wooden gunnels of a small, two-person 
craft. Walking along the hull to the stern, he saw the dry oars, ready and waiting to slice the 
water. His flashlight caught the glimmer of iron—the head of an axe. Puffy, orange life jackets for 
adults and children and life rings with yellow ropes were stored in the pointy bow of the boat. 

Jaap scratched his head. He could not figure how The Witch had carried a boat up the 
steep, twisting stairs to the attic. He puzzled over why there were life jackets for children waiting 
in it. Jaap rummaged through his backpack to find his camera and took a photograph of the boat 
and its contents.  

Coming down the stairs and passing by the bedrooms, Jaap nearly tripped over the 
black cat, fabled to eat small children and devour large chickens. The cat stopped in its tracks 
and stared at Jaap with its accusing, yellow eyes. A low growl rumbled from the cat’s throat as 
Jaap slowly moved toward the stairs to the ground floor. The large cat lowered its ears, arched 
its back. A slow menacing hiss whistled between its long, front fangs. Jaap walked backwards 
down the stairs, never breaking eye contact with the animal; its backside low and its tail darting 
back and forth winding up the springs in its hind legs.  

As the cat jumped at him, Jaap turned to bound down the stairs. Running through the 
living room, Jaap quickly grabbed a picture frame from the top of the sideboard and stuffed it 
into his backpack as he bungled through the kitchen, where he tripped over a dining chair and 
fell to his knees in front of the garden door. The cat, bawling and growling as it entered the 
kitchen behind him, crept along the countertop ready to pounce on Jaap’s neck from above. An 
empty cloth bag laid limp on the countertop in front of the crouching cat. Just as it lunged, Jaap 
stood and snatched the cloth sack to intercept the leaping cat. The yellow-eyed shadow 
disappeared headfirst into the sack. The force of the jump and the weight of the cat yanked the 
sack out of Jaap’s hands, landing with a muted thud on the kitchen floor. Jaap quickly snatched 
the bag by the long, cloth handles. As the cat angrily squirmed, Jaap slapped its rump spinning 
it in circles, twisting the bag closed. Thin, translucent hooks of the cat’s claws poked through the 
cloth as it wrangled, unsuccessfully, to find its way to freedom.  

As Jaap struggled to stuff the panicked cat safely into his backpack, to his horror, The 
Witch’s head, covered in a bright yellow rain slicker, passed by the kitchen window. Her bicycle 
thudded against the railing of the back porch and her soggy steps clomped up the backstairs. 
Jaap ducked under the window and on all fours frantically crawled from the kitchen into the 
sitting room. He tucked himself behind the upholstered loveseat under the broad front windows 
and held his breath. The cat wrestled inside his backpack and cried in anger, but the pounding 
of the rain of the roof tiles muffled its pleadings. The sound of a rushing river enveloped the 
whole house. A flash of lightning and simultaneous crack of thunder shook the walls. The storm 
was directly overhead.  
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Wilhelmina stomped into the kitchen and slammed the door behind her. Jaap could hear 
her peeling off wet clothing off and hanging socks and coat over the radiators. The Witch called 
for the black cat. A muffled meow echoed every time it heard its name.  

“Max? I have some fresh fish for you. Max?” She moved through the kitchen into the 
dark living room. “Where are you, boy? Are you hiding from the lightning, Max?” 

“Meow...” 
The Witch reached for the light switch and flipped it down, up, down several times but 

the room remained dark. Another boom of thunder shook the windows. She called the cat again. 
The cat answered in turn. As The Witch rummaged around in a kitchen drawer, Jaap moved 
silently from the living room into the entryway and hid in the coat closet.  

With a flashlight in hand, Wilhelmina searched the corners of the living room, calling to 
her cat repeatedly as she looked under the dust ruffles of the couches. The cat’s cries, further 
muffled by a forest of hanging wool and fur coats, led The Witch through the house searching 
for the crying hostage. On a final sweep through the living room, Wilhelmina noticed the missing 
picture frame on top of the old television. She slowly looked around the dark room with the 
beam of the flashlight fixed on the glaring gap in the row of arranged frames, a missing tooth in 
an otherwise flawless smile.  

Turning slowly, she let the white beam lead her back into the kitchen where she retrieved 
a butcher’s knife from the soup station, locked the kitchen door and stuffed the keys into the 
pockets of her long skirt. Standing again in the door frame between the kitchen and the hallway, 
she yelled at the top of her lungs, “Whoever you are, you picked the wrong house to burgle 
today. Start sayin’ your prayers.”  

Jaap swallowed hard, almost gagging on his own saliva. He held his coughing in as his 
esophagus turned inside out.  

The Witch made no effort to disguise her footsteps or to even walk stealthily. She 
tramped through the house like a giant whose golden goose had been stolen, throwing open 
doors, and slamming them again behind her. Jaap felt the floor shake as she charged down the 
basement stairs and back up again. Her steps closed in on the coat closet in the entryway. The 
cat let out a sickly meow.  

“Max? Are you upstairs?”  
Jaap listened to her feet climb the stairs one at a time, pausing on each plank to listen 

for the cat’s cry for help. With each meow, The Witch climbed higher. Soon, Jaap could not hear 
her footsteps above him and opened the closet door to peek out. From the entryway he could 
hear her footsteps on the second flight of stairs heading to the attic. Jaap tiptoed from the 
hallway to the kitchen door, pulled the handle down only to find it deadbolted into place. 
Panicked at the sound of descending footsteps, Jaap darted into the living room and hid behind 
the couch again under the same window.  

Wilhelmina landed in the entryway, swung the door to the closet open and swatted at the 
coats, stabbing the dark with her cleaver. As she retreated to check the kitchen another time, 
Jaap stood to unlatch the window. Crouching behind the sofa, he slowly pushed the pane 
upwards and open, leaving sweaty finger smudges on the spotless glass. The noise of the 
storm rushed into the living room, blowing the curtains wildly in different directions. The Witch 
bolted from the kitchen into the living room just in time to see the soles of Jaap’s shoes slip out 
the narrow opening of the window and crash head-first into her blue hydrangea bush.  

Jaap rolled once over on the cat who squelched in pain, jumped quickly to his feet, and 
disappeared into the raging storm.   
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6. Proof 
Jaap stripped off his shoes, socks, and trousers at the backdoor, creating puddles on his 

grandmother’s kitchen floor, and scurried quickly up the stairs to his attic bedroom. From his 
backpack he removed the framed photograph, his grandmother's orange, tasseled scarf, and a 
gyrating cloth sack with a very angry cat inside.  

After a quick change into dry clothes, Jaap carried his wrapped prize with him three 
doors down to Henry’s house, where he found Henry, Jan and Daan sitting around the kitchen 
table, counting the final take from the Flea Market.  

“Well, well. Look who decided to show up,” Jan mumbled.  
“Did you survive The Witch’s house, or did you chicken out?” Daan quibbled.  
“Listen up, big mouths. I not only went in her house, I saw everything. And I brought you 

all proof.” Jaap set the wet, squirming sack on the kitchen table where it proceeded to roll over 
twice and let out a deep, fearsome growl.  

“What is that?” Henry’s face turned white, making his carrot top look even more orange 
than usual. 

“That is The Witch’s black cat.”  
“What?” Jan’s eyes opened as round and white as a full moon.  
“Why did you bring it here?” Daan looked deeply spooked and suddenly timid. 
“It's pay-back for her cursing us at the market,” Jaap suggested.  
“She’ll turn us all into frogs.” Henry looked again as if he would cry, his face now turning 

as red as his hair.  
“No, she won’t. She’s not a witch. I saw pictures of her kids and her wedding. She’s a 

normal old lady. And see, her black cat isn’t a vicious animal that eats children. It can’t even find 
its way out of a sack.” Jaap poked the sack and watched it change shape. The boys poked the 
sack in turn and made the mad cat twitch and jump until it nearly fell off the table. 

“What are you going to do with it?” Jan asked with new admiration in his voice.  
Jaap smiled. “We’ll let it go and it will find its own way home, but I wanted to prove to 

you first that she is not a witch. Do you believe me now?”  
Henry took courage, “I think you’re right, Jaap. Because after you got all mad and took 

off to The Witch’s house, we sold everything. We have enough for the sailboat. So, her curse 
didn’t work this time.”  

The boys carried the cat to the front door with growing confidence, untied the knot and 
set the sack on the doorstep and stood back. With a few hefty spasms from within, the closure 
quickly untwisted, and a black paw emerged, then two pointy ears, followed by two angry yellow 
eyes. The boys, in unison, jumped at the cat and whooped as loud as they could. The cat 
sprung from the sack as fast as black lightning, bolted into the rain-washed street, and 
disappeared out of sight around the corner toward the Market Square. 

Wiping tears of laughter from his eyes, Jaap said, “Now, let’s get our sailboat and stop 
worrying about that fake witch.”  
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7. A Fateful Voyage 

At breakfast, Jaap’s grandmother was in a nostalgic mood as her two grandsons 
jabbered on about the dinghy that they were on their way to buy from old man Schippers.  

“Do you remember I told you about the year it snowed on Queensday? Well, as luck has 
it, I found an old photograph of it this morning upstairs in the attic.” Grandma set the framed 
photograph on the breakfast table, the same one that Jaap had taken from Witch Wilhelmina's 
living room. Jaap stopped chewing and talking.  

“You see? This is your father, Jaap, this one here.” Grandma’s knobby finger pointed to 
the young man. “He was just about your age in this picture. And this is your mama, Henry, when 
she was still in kindergarten.”  

“Who is that, Grandma?” Jaap pointed to the third child.  
“That is your Uncle Claus, but you never met him. He died in an accident when he was 

eleven.”  
“Who’s the lady with you?”  
“That is my older sister, Wilhelmina.” 
“Is she dead?” 
“No, but I haven’t spoken to her for, gosh, it must be thirty years now since your uncle 

Claus died. I see her on her bicycle in town every week or so, but we don't speak. So much time 
has gone by now that I don’t know where we would start again.”  

Jaap and Henry looked at each other wide-eyed across the table.  
“How did Uncle Claus die?” Jaap asked. 
“There was a skating accident on the Ring Canal one winter. Your Great Aunt Wilhelmina 

had taken all three kids skating. Claus fell through the ice and they couldn’t pull him out before it 
was too late.”  

“Just like when Daan fell through the ice,” Henry whispered. 
“She took it harder than any of us. I guess she was never able to forgive herself. She 

stopped coming for birthdays and Christmas that same year. It was too hard for her. And then 
we stopped talking altogether, even after we got our own telephones installed. And it is such a 
shame that after all the loved ones we’ve lost to the tragedies in Drontenburg over the last sixty 
years, that we don’t hold on to those we still have.”  

By midday, the four boys had assembled at the sport marina and loitered nervously on 
the dock, daring each other to knock on the door of old man Schippers’ houseboat. Henry 
carried their old cigar box with a vice-like grip, arguing that he would not give it to anybody but 
the old sailor himself in exchange for the key to unlock their sailboat from its moorings. 

Before anybody could knock, the door of the rickety houseboat opened from the inside. 
Old man Schippers staggered out, hungover, shading his bleary eyes from the bright morning 
sun. Empty beer cans bobbed helplessly in the still water around the pontoons of the house.  

“Hey, close your filthy little beaks! Can’t you let an old man sleep in peace?”   
“We, uh—” 
“No! The answer is still no. I won’t lower the price. You come with your money or don’t 

come back.”  
“We have all the money.” Henry stepped forward with new confidence, holding the cigar 

box out as a peace offering. 
Schippers scratched his head and wiggled his jaw. “Do you now?” 
The boys held their breath, not wanting to make another noise that might upset him.  
“Humph, I’ll be...well, don’t just stand there,” the old man waved his arm at Henry, “come 

count it out for me.”  
Henry and Schippers sat in parley in weathered, wooden chairs on the unvarnished 

planks of Schippers’ patio. Stacks of carefully counted coins and colorful banknotes passed 
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between them over the wobbly table. Still nobody dared to breathe as they watched and waited 
for the deal-closing handshake. 

With the counting done, the old man stood slowly from his chair, scratched his belly, and 
shuffled into the house. When he reemerged, he clicked the soft heels of his slippers together, 
saluted, and handed a key and a small booklet to Henry, who beamed with pride as they shook 
hands.  

The boys all climbed into their newly purchased boat together, sitting shoulder to 
shoulder along the fiberglass gunnels, bobbing up and down in the water, grinning at each other 
and eying up the naked mast and boom.  

“Is it hard to sail?” Henry asked Jaap. 
“Not really. After a few hours you’ll get it under your knee and then you just practice all 

summer. But first we’ll have to put the riggings all together.” 
The boys clambered ashore one by one leaving only Jaap in the boat. The three pulled 

the boat over the placid water, around the dock, with Jaap at the rudder, to run it ashore on the 
beach where they could learn to dress the mast and set the lines.  

A strong westerly wind kicked up as the mainsail on the mast was hoisted. The canvas 
caught the wind and tipped the light boat on to the starboard hull, itching to be put in the water. 
The boys slapped a round of high-fives, excited by their quick achievement.  

With the wind rushing around their ears, the boys did not hear the click and whir of 
Wilhelmina’s bicycle on the path above them on the rise of the dike. She called out, startling 
them. “Have you boys checked the wind flags in the marina? There are two flags flying. Could 
be another stormy day, like yesterday afternoon. You ought not go out in that small boat today; 
you will surely capsize.”  

Henry could not move a muscle, frozen in place by her shrill warning. Jaap, with his back 
to The Witch, screwed up his face and mimicked her nagging, with a high, whiny voice. The 
boys sniggered, holding in their laughs, to keep The Witch from hearing them.  

Jaap turned around with a straight face to answer Witch Wilhelmina. “Thank you, ma’am. 
But we’re just practicing tying knots and adjusting riggings. No sailing for us today.”  

Wilhelmina waived, mounted her bicycle, and set off into the wind along the top of the 
sea wall.  

“What are we going to do now? We’re cursed again.” Henry pouted.  
“Henry, she’s not a witch,” Jaap rebutted. “Look I’ll prove it to you.”  
Jaap pushed the boat out into the water and jumped onboard, splashing his tennis shoes 

as he went. The boat glided over the surface of the choppy water. Jaap settled in at the stern, 
hoisted the sail and grabbed the rudder. The sail tugged on the mast, pulling the boat slowly out 
past the dock with the sail billowing. After sailing fifty meters from shore, Jaap, shifting the 
boom, steered the boat toward the sandy beach again.  

“Hey, guys, she handles really well. It’s a tight little boat. Turns really well.” Jaap yelled 
over the gusting wind as the bow ran aground on the sand, “You see, Henry, I didn’t capsize. 
She’s not a witch. She’s just our grouchy old aunt.”  

“I’m still not going out in the boat today,” Henry answered. 
“Suit yourself.” Jaap jumped out of the boat, turned it around and pointed it toward the 

wide river, where frothy whitecaps formed where the westerly wind and the river’s current met 
each other.  

Jaap sailed further out with the dinghy until the boys could see his floppy blonde hair rise 
and fall with the gusting wind. Soon, they could only see the white sail, the hull concealed in the 
rolling water.  

With the wind at Jaap’s back, the boat zipped over the growing swells, slapping the 
surface of the water with the bow as it cleared one and started to climb the next. Jaap grinned 
as the spray splashed up into his ruddy face over and over again as he crested each swell.  

Already a full kilometer from the marina, Jaap swung the boat around in a wide ark to 
head back to the beach. As he turned the boat toward the shore and into the wind, a downdraft 
from the dark clouds overhead met him head-on. The bow of the dinghy lifted off the surface of 
the water, pushing the boat backwards. The boom took a swing at Jaap’s head. He ducked just 
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in time but took his hand off the rudder which twisted under the force of the backward motion of 
the boat, turning it sideways into the wind. A second gust from the cloud burst broadsided the 
little craft, filling both sails to capacity, raising the boat onto its portside gunnel. Jaap stood, 
trying to create counterweight to the forceful wind but was quickly launched into the air and 
headfirst into the water. Heavy rain filled the sails as the boat laid helplessly on its side. 

Jaap clung to the overturned boat, treading water while he tried to pull himself on top of 
the capsized dinghy. He kicked off his shoes and let them sink away below him into the murky 
river.  

The boys on the beach ran to the end of the pier. Unable to see Jaap hidden behind the 
capsized hull, they panicked. Daan and Henry ran ashore to find the Harbormaster, yelling, 
“Man overboard! Man overboard!” Jan stayed put, shouting Jaap’s name into the storm that had 
burst open over the river. 

From the beach, a boat launched and was moving quickly toward Jaap and the 
overturned dinghy. The boys were not able to see who was rowing the aluminum rowboat that 
pushed its way with strong even strokes through the wild wind. The lightning and thunder made 
them duck and cover as the storm came ashore, abandoning their vigil at the end of the pier. 
They watched from the beach as the oars of the rescue boat continued to churn through the 
rough water and pouring rain until it pulled up alongside their capsized boat. A sure hand 
reached out, clasping Jaap by the forearm and nearly heaved the whole length of his body out 
of water and into the boat. Bent in-half and hanging safely over the gunnels, Jaap threw his left 
leg up and over and rolled himself into the back of the boat, looking like a drowned puppy. 

“Just practicing knots, eh?” a familiar, shrill voice shouted over the din of the squall.  
Jaap, kneeling over in the bottom of the boat, coughing and sputtering, turned to see the 

steely eyes of The Witch of Drontenburg staring back at him.  
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8. An Interview with a Witch 
Wilhelmina rowed the boat to shore with smooth, powerful strokes that somebody thirty 

years her junior would have had trouble producing. When the boys finally saw who was rowing 
the boat, they scurried away like scared field mice, hiding themselves in the smallest relief or 
shadow they could find. Finding the Harbormaster absent from his post and the door to his 
wooden hut locked, Wilhelmina sat Jaap’s skinny bum on the back of her bicycle and pedaled to 
her home, his shoeless feet dangling off the side of the back wheel.  

The Witch gave Jaap a chair in the kitchen next to the wood burning stove and wrapped 
a wool blanket around his shoulders. She ladled a bowl of hot chicken soup from the simmering 
pot on the stove and plunked a thick slice of heavy dark bread, slathered with butter, onto his 
plate. She sat down across the table from him and looked straight through him.   

“Now, whose kid are you?” 
Jaap was incapable of answering. He stared right back at her, afraid to blink.  
“You’d better get some of that warm soup in your body or you’ll catch your death.” 
Jaap lifted a spoonful of chicken broth to his face and tried to wrap his mouth around it. 

Unable to put the wide spoon in his small mouth, he slurped up the broth with a loud sucking 
noise.  

“Mind your manners, boy!” Wilhelmina’s face did nothing to hide her disgust. “Did your 
parents not teach you any manners? They certainly didn’t teach you any decency and respect 
for your elders.” 

Jaap was silent except for his chattering teeth.   
“You should not have gone out on the water after I warned you. I don’t give warnings for 

nothing, you know.” Wilhelmina lifted a finger to her face as she scolded the shivering boy. “You 
could have easily drowned.” 

Giant tears welled up in Jaap’s eyes, defying gravity as they ballooned. He snorted and 
sniffed as the dam of terrors finally overflowed. “I only capsized because you cursed me!” The 
tears tumbled down his face, splashing onto the plate under his chin.  

“What on earth are you talking about, boy?” The Witch shook her head slowly from side 
to side, wondering at his imagination.  

Jaap, barely intelligible, wiped his nose on the back of his hand. “Why do you go around 
casting spells on the kids and making them get hurt?”  

“You’d best fill that talking-hole of yours with some bread, youngin’. Seems you can’t say 
anything that makes any sense with it empty.”  

Jaap took a big bite of the dark bread and spoke as he chewed. “Everybody says you’re 
a witch.”  

“Don’t talk with your mouth full. You’ll choke and die.” 
Jaap began spitting slimy, mashed up bread out of his mouth onto the tablecloth. 
“What are you...just what do you—” Wilhelmina reached for the paper napkins on the 

table. 
“You just cursed me again. Now I’ll choke on my bread and die.” 
“What are you talking about, child?”  
“If I don’t have anything in my mouth then the curse can’t come true.” Jaap looked at her 

defiantly with his mouth completely emptied of the bread.  
“That’s not a curse!” Wilhelmina slapped the table. “That’s fifty years of experience of 

keeping smart-mouthed, troublemaking kids like you from getting killed by doing stupid things 
when their parents aren’t watching. Like sailing in a storm. Who’s been telling you stories?” 

“My cousin Henry and his friends say that you cast spells on them and whatever you say 
always comes true. They say you’re a witch.” Jaap folded his arms across his chest. 

“You seem like an intelligent young man. Why do you believe such silly stories?”  
“I didn’t believe them. I kept telling them that witches don’t exist. They had so much 

proof and now, well-”  
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“Well what? You think because you capsized in the river that it was my curse?”  
“They say that you never fall off your bicycle, even in a storm, and that you never get 

sick. Old man Schippers says you can’t be drowned, and you can walk through fire. Daan says 
that you have a black cat that eats children but—”  

“Enough of you running your mouth, child.” She slapped a new slice of bread down on 
Jaap’s plate. “Stop this nonsense talk. Eat up, and I’ll take you home to your parents.”  

“My parents don’t live here. I’m staying with my Grandmother.” 
“Eat up child. I’ve had enough of your nonsense for one day.”  

Jaap slurped quietly from the oversized spoon until he had finished the bowl of soup 
while Wilhelmina wrung out his wet socks in the sink. He chewed the thick bread with his mouth 
closed and a thoughtful expression on his face. When he finished, he wrapped the pile of 
chewed bread in a paper napkin and set his dishes on the countertop next to the sink and 
obediently returned to his chair. With his wits about him again, Jaap spoke respectfully to 
Wilhelmina without blubbering. 

“So, if you’re not a witch why don’t you ever fall off your bicycle in a storm?”   
“That’s because I learned to ride a bicycle during the war.” 
“You fought in the war? Against the Germans?” 
“No. I was too young, and they didn’t allow the girls to fight back then anyway. Do you 

know about the resistance, boy?” 
“Of course!” Jaap’s eyes opened wide.  
“I carried messages between the villages on Walcheren for the resistance, dressed up 

like a cheese seller.” Wilhelmina unfolded a dish towel and dried the dishes from the wash rack 
as she spoke. “We hid the messages in the middle of the cheese wheels that I would carry on 
my bicycle. The day that the Nazi’s bombed Middleburg, I was riding very important messages 
between Drontenburg and other towns with instructions for our fighters. I learned to keep my 
balance with bombs falling all around me. After that, a little wind is nothing to worry about.” 

“Did you ever get caught?” Jaap listened with wide, round eyes glued on the old woman. 
“The soldiers would stop me and search my baskets in every town, but they never 

caught on that the messages were hidden under the wax of the cheese.”  
“If you’re not a witch how can you row a boat in a storm?” Jaap moved to the edge of his 

chair. “Old man Schippers said—”  
Wilhelmina screwed up her face and shook her head. “What are you talking to Mr. 

Schippers for? He’s a dirty old drunk and has no business keeping company with decent 
townsfolk, let alone children.” 

“Well, he sold us the sailboat. But I never liked him. He’s really mean,” Jaap answered. 
“I should have guessed it. That man has never been able to move on. He blames 

everybody else that he lives in that shack of a houseboat. It's the alcohol that put him there, 
nothing else.”  

“Why does he say that you can’t be drowned? He said he saw it with his own eyes.” 
Wilhelmina sat at the kitchen table and pulled her apron off, hanging over the back of a 

dining chair. “Have you learned in school about the great flood of 1953?” 
“Yes. My dad is from Drontenburg, so I heard about all that stuff.”  
“It’s not just old stuff, young man. I lived here in this house when the sea wall broke that 

night and we lost a lot of friends, livestock and our livelihoods in that flood.” 
“Did you get flooded here, too?”  
“Yes. In the middle of the night I had to row my children to safety all by myself after the 

water reached the attic.”  
“In this house?” Jaap looked through the kitchen ceiling. “It was all the way up to there?”  
“When I came back in the morning to help rescue the neighbors with my little rowboat, 

Only the peak of the roof of this house was still dry.”  
“Is that why old man Schippers says—” 
“Mr. Schippers had the next farm up from us on the lane. When I came back the third 

time, Mr. Schippers’ family had all been drowned because he hadn’t prepared his house. He 
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was too busy chasing women and booze. The water flooded their attic and they couldn't get 
out.”  

“Where was Mr. Schippers?” 
“He was with the other men trying to shore up the sea wall before it broke, but that’s no 

excuse for not having things ready for his wife and little girls. My husband died in the flood trying 
to save others, but he left his house prepared to save his own family.” 

“So, Old Man Schippers is mad that you survived, and his family didn’t?” 
“I reckon,” Wilhelmina said, wiping tears from her eyes. “He was mad at me for not 

taking his family first.”   
“Is that why you keep a boat in your attic?” 
Wilhelmina’s eyebrows bored down on Jaap. “How do you know about the boat in my 

attic?” 
“I … uhh … I—” Jaap’s hands wrung each other in his lap under the table while the 

wheels in his head tried to manufacture an answer. 
“You and your friends were in my house yesterday, weren’t you?” 
“No!” Jaap blurted through guilty lips. He felt the tips of his ears burn red. 
“Maybe just you, then?” Wilhelmina leaned in close over the table. “I saw your feet go 

out my front window, you little sneak.”  
“Okay. Yes. But I was here trying to find proof that you are not a witch. So, I was trying to 

help you.” 
“You smashed my hydrangea bush on your way out.”   
“I’m sorry,” Jaap said with humble, downcast eyes. 
“Do you still have the photograph you took?” 
“Yes. It's at my grandmother’s house.” 
“Why did you take it?” 
“I told you. I needed proof that you are not a witch.”  
“Well then, once the storm passes, we’ll deliver you home and retrieve my photograph.” 

A low growl and spitting of an angry cat sounded from the living room. Slowly out of the 
shadows the cat crept into the kitchen, keeping close to the far wall. The animal was bawling, 
his ears pinned close to his head, his tail tucked low, ready for a fight. 

“Max! What’s gotten into you? Shoo!” Wilhelmina stamped her foot on the kitchen tiles. 
The cat jumped and ran quickly in the other direction. “Maybe he smelled you yesterday.”  

“Uh...I...uh, didn’t see the cat.” Hoping to change the subject quickly Jaap asked, “Why 
do you have so much food in your basement if you’re afraid of more floods?” 

“Goodness child! Where didn’t you go in my house? Did you check to see if I kept 
children downstairs to fatten them up to eat them?” Wilhelmina laughed, tipping her head back.  

“No. I thought you kept them in the barn before—” Jaap covered his mouth with his 
hands, swallowing the rest of his words. 

“Listen, you little snoop,” Wilhelmina swatted the back of his head, “everybody around 
here who lived through the winter after the war keeps food in their houses, to feed themselves 
and their neighbors if there is ever a war again.” 

“Do you think the Germans will come back and try again?” Jaap asked sitting up in his 
chair. 

“I don’t know anything about that, but once you’ve been that hungry you take action to 
make sure it doesn’t happen again.” 

“My grandmother also keeps lots of food in her house. But it’s all gross stuff.”  
“I swear, if the grocer didn’t wash it, cut it and prepare it for your microwave, you all in 

the towns would starve.” 
“I can cook some things I buy at the store,” Jaap protested, defending his hurt Dutch 

pride.  
“Heaven help us if the Germans ever do come back. They only have to blow-up the 

trucks with all the food wrapped in plastic and you’d all surrender faster than the last time.” 
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Wilhelmina held a dusty potato in front of Jaap’s face. “Has anybody taught you how to grow 
potato?”  

“Do you grow your own potatoes in your big garden?” Jaap sat up in his chair to look out 
the window into the muddy vegetable patch. The rain had stopped but had inundated the 
garden. 

“Yes, and lots of kale and onions and carrots, too,” she replied, stuffing the potato back 
in the burlap bag beside the table.  

“Is that why you never get sick? Because you eat all those gross, healthy things?” Jaap 
screwed up his face and held his nose. 

“I get sick, just like everybody else. Is that another fairy-tale your friends have told you 
about me?”  

Jaap nodded.  
“Everybody today loves to pretend they are too sick to work or go to school. Who do you 

think is going to make the bread and feed the chickens if we think we’re too sick to work? Eh?” 
Wilhelmina threw her arms in the air in exasperation. “When I was your age, if we didn’t work, 
we didn’t eat. ‘The cows won’t milk themselves,’ my father used to say to me and my little sister 
at four-thirty every morning. Even on Christmas, we milked the cows before we opened our 
gifts.” Wilhelmina slapped the table with both hands. Jaap startled and sat straight in his chair. 
“So, we worked even when we were ill, and we never let it keep us in bed.”  

“Is your little sister called Julianna?”  
Wilhelmina’s face showed sincere surprise. “My, you ask lots of questions for a boy who 

almost died. Maybe I should have left you out there.” Her eyes locked on to Jaap’s. “If I can’t 
figure out whose kid you are, how do you know who my sister is?” 

“She was in the picture I stole.” Jaap pointed toward the empty spot atop the television in  
the living room.  
“Yes, but how do you know her name?” The Witch was now nose-to-nose with Jaap. 
“Because,” he gulped, “she’s my Grandmother. She found the photo this morning in my 

bedroom and told us about Uncle Claus, who I never met.” 
Wilhelmina didn’t blink. She didn’t breathe. Her face was still as stone. Slowly, she 

straightened her back. “Did she tell you what happened to Claus?” Wilhelmina began to shake. 
“Yes.”  
She pounded on the table and shouted. “Is she the one who told you I’m a witch? Did 

she tell you to stay away from me? That I might kill you and eat you?”  
Jaap jumped back and shook his head back and forth in a panic. “No! She says Uncle 

Claus wasn’t your fault. She wants you to talk to her again and come over sometimes for lunch.” 
After a minute of silence, Jaap added with a demure voice, “She said she misses you.” 

Wilhelmina sat silent and unanimated. Her shoulders drooped and she hung her head, 
silently weeping. Jaap, lacking experience in such matters didn't know how to hold his tongue; 
to be still until the emotions had passed. 

“When you take me home, you can stay for dinner and meet Henry. You’re his Auntie 
too. Did you even know I was born? Do you know my birthday? It’s in June. You can come to my 
family party on the Sunday afternoon after my real birthday, with the whole family. Maybe you 
can ride with Grandma in the train to Haarlem.” 

“Boy,” Wilhelmina cleared her throat, whispering with difficulty, “what happened was too 
much to repair. I let her baby boy drown under the ice. The family doesn’t want me back.” 

Jaap replied with great enthusiasm in his squeaky voice, “Well, the way I see it is that, 
because you saved me from drowning today, which was not your fault, and you even warned 
me not to go out on the water, well—everybody is even again.”  
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9. Sisters 
Henry was in tears, having a miniature meltdown as he told his grandmother about Jaap 

tipping over in the sailboat and that The Witch had taken him away in her own rowboat. Julianna 
couldn’t make heads or tails of Henry’s story. As she listened all she could see were puddles 
forming under his feet on the entryway floor. The other boys were even less coherent, talking all 
at once. 

Once Julianna was able to calm them all down and get a complete story, she stood 
straight, smoothed her apron down and walked calmly into the kitchen to telephone the police 
department. When she replaced the handset in its cradle, she sat on a hard chair and let out a 
sad sigh.  

The mood was grave and somber when the police, Henry’s mother and the parents of 
the other boys arrived outside Julianna’s door. The three boys told their stories all at once to 
their own mothers; the message the same, that Jaap had capsized, and that The Witch of 
Drontenburg had plucked him out of the water and took him away. The police officer in charge 
phoned the Harbormaster at the marina who confirmed that a small sailboat had capsized, but 
the details of a rescue were unknown to him. He was asked to send a rescue boat to the scene 
of the capsized boat and search for a survivor in the water—or to recover the body.  

As the police sergeant was leaving to join the search for Jaap at the marina, the boys, all 
at once, heard the click and whir of Wilhelmina’s bicycle coming up the street and began to 
panic. They turned in frantic, little circles and tried to hide behind the grown-ups’ legs. 

“Boys, calm down. What’s the problem?” the police sergeant barked.   
With terror visible on his face, Henry pointed to the street. “The Witch is coming to get us 

too!”  
Wilhelmina steered her bicycle up the sidewalk and stopped at the iron railing of 

Julianna’s garden. Right behind her, straddling the back wheel, his shoeless feet sticking out on 
both sides, was a very wet, but very alive Jaap. 

“Hey guys. What you are all doing here?” Jaap called out as he entered the shallow yard 
through the gate. 

The boys gathered around, asking questions, and wanting answers all at once. On 
hearing Jaap’s voice on the street, Julianna stepped out of the house with tears rolling down her 
wrinkled cheeks.  

“Gramma!” Jaap ran to her and gave her a soggy hug. “You’ll never guess who saved 
me today.” Jaap pointed out to the street, and everyone’s eyes followed.  

Julianna caught sight of Wilhelmina, with her silver and purple curls, standing on the 
sidewalk with her bicycle.  

Overcome and silent, Julianna slowly walked to the open gate and stood an arm’s length 
from her older sister. She held out a knobby hand and with a quivering voice asked, “Won’t you 
come in? We have a lot to talk about.”  

Jaap introduced Henry to their Great Aunt with the excitement of an explorer who had 
found a lost tribe of pygmies on an uncharted island. Henry was less enthusiastic about the 
discovery. He would only shake hands with his arch-nemesis, and then only because his mother 
forced him to do so. Henry’s mother gave her long-lost aunt a warm hug and the women sat 
together in Julianna’s parlor to begin rebuilding the bridges that the storms of life had washed 
away.  

Upstairs in the attic, away from the adult talk, Jaap and Henry were busily brainstorming 
and sketching ideas about how to improve the sailboat. Jaap had several suggestions after his 
less than successful maiden voyage on the river that morning.  

Grandma Julianna called from downstairs. The boys reluctantly left their project to say 
goodbye to Great Aunt Wilhelmina. As he went, Jaap grabbed the framed photograph of 
Wilhelmina and Julianna at the snowy Queensday celebration from the nightstand and galloped 
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down the steep stairs on Henry’s heels. When they reached the bottom of the stairs, the 
telephone on the wall rang. The sergeant’s booming voice could be heard by all, squawking 
through the handset. 

Jaap discreetly handed the photograph to Wilhelmina without a word. Wilhelmina smiled 
and hugged the boy tight with a happy smile of relief and hope on her ruddy, windburned face. 
Henry sheltered behind his mother’s legs.  

Julianna hung up the telephone. “Boys, the policeman says that your sailboat has been 
brought ashore. It is mostly undamaged. They say you can claim it tomorrow.”  

“That’s great!” Jaap chirped with a happy smile. Henry tried desperately but failed to get 
Jaap’s attention while holding his finger to his pressed lips and shaking his head quickly from 
side to side, “Because Henry and I have plans to put an orange sail on that boat and sail it to 
Amsterdam next year for Queensday.”  

Julianna, Henry’s mother and Wilhelmina simultaneously bristled at the suggestion and 
shrieked, “Oh no you’re not! You’ll get yourselves killed.”  

Henry let out a sullen, defeated moan. “You just got us cursed again, Jaap!”  

Einde 
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