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 The house I purchased in Hurstville during the early 1990s was 

my first mortgage with my first husband. The house was a three 

bedroomed Federation cottage that cried out for a genteel renovation, 

especially in the kitchen, laundry and bathroom. My sister said we had 

paid far too much for it, and with interest rates between seventeen and 

twenty per cent, perhaps we had. We realised we had paid too much 

when we could only afford a weekly treat of a cup of coffee at the local 

café on a Sunday morning after church. 

 We ate lots of pasta and rice with the cheapest cuts of meat. It is 

amazing how the kilogram of minced beef can be stretched across the 

weekly dinners. Our frugal groceries were supplemented by the 

generosity of our next-door neighbour. Old Anna lived in an un-

renovated Federation cottage with her forty-two year old son. Anna 

had a smattering of English and when she became excited was very 

difficult to understand. Her son, Janis was very shy and very quiet and 

did not speak much. Anna was only thirteen when she had left Latvia, 

one of the Baltic nations at the end of the war in 1949, being 

dispossessed of her home and farm when the Soviets occupied her 

country.  

 Despite her limited English, she would have a good chat with my 

husband’s Nana when Nana came for Easter Sunday lunch and for 

Christmas lunch. Nana would disappear into Anna’s house mid 

afternoon and return in the late afternoon tipsy and well fed, bringing 

some beautiful savoury pastries and unusual berry desserts. Nana also 

brought back tid-bits of information about Anna’s life, which we 

devoured. When Nana said that Anna’s family had been executed by 

the Soviets and Janis’ birth was a surprise, I quickly calculated that 

Janis must have been conceived during the exodus from Latvia to 

Australia. Anna was very, very young when she had given birth to 

Janis. 
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Nana also found out that the birth was not registered and Yanis 

had been home schooled, because there was no documentation to 

prove he existed. When this information was disclosed Nana said Anna 

had been so ashamed and so fearful during the pregnancy that she 

would be sent back to Latvia she decided not to disclose the 

pregnancy to anyone, except a cousin who had later helped with the 

birth. 

Anna lived with and looked after her cousin, while raising Janis.  

The cousin had come to Australia in 1919 being one of the displaced 

peoples of Europe. As is the Latvian tradition, the house was 

bequeathed to Anna, as there were no other relatives. Both Anna and 

Janis had lived in the same house for forty-two years. 

Janis had lived a very quiet and restricted life, and my suspicions 

that he had an intellectual disability were later confirmed.  He was 

content with his own company and had no curiosity about the world.  

Our turbulent marriage and lifestyle perplexed him, but he was never 

interested and never asked questions about why the bath sat in the 

middle of the backyard for ten days, why we danced to loud music till 

after midnight or why my sister would turn up regularly in the early 

morning and knock loudly on the back door as she sobbed out the 

grief of yet another disastrous relationship.

Janis would have been an excellent farmer. All his crops grew 

and flourished. He would proudly and with great pleasure give to us 

week after week, the bounty of his backyard garden. Lettuce and 

succulent tomatoes, quince for jam and aromatic guavas, figs of 

plump richness, peas and beans, fiery red radish and tiny onions.  Six 

eggs each week from his chickens. His garden was a paradise of smell 

and texture and glorious colour. Sometimes he would invite me in to 

walk along the narrow track between each crop as he picked the 

oranges, dug up baby potatoes, cut crisp stalks of spinach and 
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rhubarb. His garden thrived and prospered. I was grateful for his 

generosity because his weekly gift of fruit and vegetable made our 

frugal meals bearable. 

He was so quiet and so shy. Eventually we talked and he agreed 

to have English literacy lessons with me, twice a week as payment for 

his vegetables. It was during these lessons my suspicions were 

confirmed about his intellectual disability, and then I understood why 

Anna had always been reluctant for any government body to know of 

his existence. She believed he would be taken from her and put away, 

as was the situation in Soviet-occupied Latvia.

When I asked Janis his secret for growing crops of such 

abundance he whispered, “It is the elves. The elves tell me what to do.” 

He told me in his quiet, but matter-of-fact voice that he left a small 

saucer of milk each evening for the elves at the Winter and Summer 

solstice, and at the Spring and Autumn equinox he left a small silver 

coin for them. In return the elves would dance and sing songs to make 

the crops grow. I could not say anything for I was so startled that an 

adult of forty-three years could believe such fairy nonsense. He was 

not joking nor winding me up. I had seen him leave a saucer of milk 

on the back veranda, but believed it was his gift for any stray cats that 

came over his fence. 

My husband said that if Janis believed the elves helped him with 

the garden crops it was the same as carrying a St Christopher medal in 

the glove compartment of our car. We all harbour silly and 

superstitious beliefs, and we all consider another’s beliefs as strange 

and irrational.  Janis was a good person and a gentle person and he 

loved the helpful elves, so we could not disbelieve them for his sake. 

His tolerance and acceptance of the other-world made him a 

target for unscrupulous people.  Sometimes he was short-changed 
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when he did shopping in Hurstville. When my husband found out that 

Yanis had been paying twice the price for a beer at the local pub, my 

husband had a quiet word with the publican. Yanis never understood 

why he started to win so many meat raffles and why the beer prices 

had dropped so much. 

Anna had noticed an old-books dealer had opened a shop at the 

end of the main street of the Hurstville shops, and sent Janis off with a 

package of three leather-bound books over one hundred years old to 

be sold. 

She expected to get a good price for them. In an excited 

outburst she told me, “They are very old, very beautiful. My 

grandmamma gave them to me. I bring them from Latvia.”

 They were books about old farming techniques, cattle rearing 

and traditional farm-house meals, all written in English, all published 

in London and all illustrated with beautiful engravings.  Anna expected 

a fair price for each one. 

We heard her yell. We heard her swear in profanities and curse in 

a foreign language. We heard her thump the walls and stomp outside, 

then sit down on the back door steps and sob. Janis had exchanged 

the rare books for a small dirty envelope holding bean seeds.  When I 

went in to talk to him he told me they were magic beans and that the 

old man in the book shop had assured him the elves would love the 

bean seeds and help them grow into an amazing plant. 

The next day Janis and I walked into Hurstville, down the main 

street and to its very end. I intended to confront the book-seller and 

demand the return of the rare books. It was good to walk the two 

kilometres from home to shop for I was very angry and roused to a 

high level of indignant agitation. I had rehearsed what I was going to 

say, telling my self, “Say it calmly. Say it politely. Say it nicely.” It 

became a chant as the words kept pace with my strides, “Calm, polite, 

nice, calm, polite nice.”
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It was not there. No bookshop was in the location described by 

Anna, nor at the site, Janis said it would be, at the junction of George 

and Steel Street, behind the streetlights and next to the Greek 

delicatessen. It was not there. There was an abandoned shop front and 

when I peered through the grubby and mould- smeared shop windows 

all I could see were rolls of old carpet underneath a thick bloom of 

puffy dust. 

I asked at the delicatessen about the shop. No. There had never 

been a bookshop there and yes, that shop had been empty for about 

ten years. Rico, the owner said that no-one wanted to lease the shop 

for it had a strange air about it. Strange sounds happened at night as 

though there were poltergeists, goblins or mischievous elves living 

there. Rico said, “It’s the elves. They play tricks.”

I walked out of the delicatessen in a bewildered state. Nothing 

made sense. Janis gently put his hand on my shoulder and said, “Let’s 

go home. No one is here and we can do nothing about it.” 

I could not understand what had happened. Anna is a precise 

person. She knows what is what, even if Janis does become confused 

from time to time. Anna would not have sent Janis to sell the books if 

she had not been sure a shop was there.  When I told Anna that the 

shop was not there, she looked at me and the tears fell from her eyes 

like the whey falls from out curds as the cheese matures. A continuous 

and silent run that seems as if it will never stop.

Later that evening, before the chill had crept from the shadows I 

saw Janis digging up a large patch of soil between the fig tree and the 

chicken coop. He set up a trellis beside the fence that separated his 

garden from our lack-lustre back yard. I called out to him and he sad, 

“I am planting the bean seeds. They are magical and the elves will see 

that they grow.” 
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I could not believe he would be so optimistic and naïve after 

what had happened.  But he is a person with a good soul, a kind heart 

and a trusting disposition. Maybe his belief in the elves had sustained 

his hope throughout many other awful incidents in his past.

Maybe the elves did live in his garden for the next morning I was 

astounded. The bean seeds had sprouted, grown and were trembling 

in a joyous abandon. They had grown overnight to a remarkable size. 

There were five vigorous stems to roof height with a diameter similar 

to a young coconut palm tree. The leaves of the bean plant were as 

large as my face and the tendrils were as thick as the handle of a 

wooden spoon. They moved of their own accord. Swaying and dancing 

in the air. The tendril’s small tips frolicked like a conductor waving a 

baton before a symphony orchestra,  trying to find purchase 

somewhere and somehow. 

I woke my husband who was not interested in Janis’ bean vine 

dilemma, nor interested in my consternation about its rapid growth. 

He packed a sandwich into his brief case and left for work. I rang my 

sister and asked her to come over, but she was in the joys of an 

illusory last-for-ever relationship. 

I went next door and spoke to Anna. She invited me in, had me 

sit at the kitchen table, gave me a cup of tea, leaned over and 

whispered, “Elves.” She did not consider the situation unusual. Was I 

the only person interested? Maybe I was confused. I sat with Anna as 

she showed me some old photographs of her farm near Skriveri in 

Latvia and beside the old barn was a huge vine, thick with leaf and full 

of beans. She tapped the photograph and said, “Elves.”

As I left Anna and walked out the front door I heard a rustling 

and a crinkling and looked up. The vine had crept over the roof of my 

house. The soft milky fur-bloom on the apple green trunk and leaves 

shone like a puff of smoke does when it crosses a still pond. 
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Shimmered and trembled. The tendrils swayed and slithered across the 

terracotta red tiles and I could see the tendrils gently tap and lift the 

tiles to gain grip. But, as if they knew I was watching, placed the tiles 

back in a gentle manner and kept on slithering across the roof top. It 

sounded like a gentle laugh as an old man gives when he witnesses 

the silliness of youth.

I packed the sandwich into my briefcase, locked the doors, 

walked to the station and took the train to my office in the city. I 

returned just after 5.00pm. and stood staring at what had happened 

during the day. Within eight hours and in daylight hours the five plants 

had spread across our roof and had jumped to the roof of the church 

that sat on the adjoining property. I swear this is true. I swear this is 

what I saw and I swear that it did happen. I tried to explain to my 

husband when he returned, but he was more interested in the news of 

the world on TV than he was with the news of our neighbour. 

I could not sleep for I could hear strange sounds all night, like 

rats running across the roof or possums dancing in the gum trees. I 

could not sleep and at 3.00am got out of bed, put on my dressing 

gown and slippers, opened the front door and looked over the fence to 

the church. I swear this is true. 

I saw it because the street light shone like a small nova-star 

directly onto the church’s property. The five bean plans had sprawled 

over my roof and over the church roof to set down a great spaghetti-

like cluster of rope thick roots, plaited the stems together and thrust 

themselves up into the air. I could not see where the plants ended for 

the dark cloud of the night sky had obliterated so much. I could not 

see the tip-top of the bean plant. I swear this is true. I was clear-

headed when I witnessed this and as sane as anyone can be. 

I looked over and there was Janis standing at his front door. He 

smiled at me, and pointed up into the night sky and said, “Elves.” 
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Then, he went back into his home, making sure the door closed softly.  

I could not sleep and tried to wake my husband. But he was deeply 

asleep and would not waken. I lay in bed wondering what had 

happened and what I should do.

By 5.00am I had fallen asleep, and was woken at 7.30am by my 

husband, urging me to get up and get going. A storm cloud had come 

in overnight and the rain was a steady and somnolent stream. I did not 

want to go out into its cold and soaking misery, nor did I want to go 

out and see the bean plant. As I closed the front door to walk to the 

station it was difficult to see anything for the rain now poured in a 

constant tug of wet and biting sleet. I could only see about five metres 

in front of me and looked to the pavement to avoid puddles and the 

overflowing gutters.

It rained all morning and was still raining when I left work at 

3.00pm. It continued to rain as the train pulled into Hurstville station 

and I walked home. I stood outside my house and tried to look up, but 

the force of the rain was so strong I could not look up as the rain felt 

like chilly jets of water spurting into my face. I went inside. 

As I sat at my desk with a cup of hot chocolate and a toasted 

cheese sandwich the doorbell chimed. It was Janis. He said, “Get your 

boots on and a coat and come with me. I must show you something.” I 

was curious. Janis was excited and smiling. It was rare to see him with 

such a high level of emotion. I put on a pair of old wellies and a driza-

bone. Janis took my hand and said, “Come with me because I want to 

show you something.” 

We walked behind the church and into their backyard. There in 

the middle was a huge stem, surrounded by a cage of roots from 

which large leaves as big as cushions grew. Janis stepped on the first 

leaf and it held firm. He began to climb up the trunk using each leaf as 
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a stepping-stone. I followed him. I stood firmly on the first leaf, but it 

did not bend nor buckle nor give way. I stepped onto the next one, 

and the next one, always following Janis. He led the way.

The rain kept pouring down and it slithered off my hood and 

tickled its way down my neck. I felt cold and chilly but continued to 

climb. Five minutes, then ten, then fifteen and the rain began to ease 

as the sun began to drop and the indigo night sky began to appear. I 

looked up and could not see where the bean plant stopped, so 

continued to follow Janis.

Twenty minutes, and then thirty minutes and the indigo had 

turned the darkest of navy blues and the scattered clouds of grey 

looked like the crisp shock of frost that appears on blueberries when 

they are snap frozen. I was cold and could hear my heart pacing 

around my body. Its thump reassured me I was still alive and not in 

the other world. 

Janis called out, “Almost there. Follow me to the left.” He 

seemed to know what was happening and where he was going. I 

stopped to gather my breath and then looked up. The bean plant had 

sent out a leaf stem to form a meandering pathway into an open field. 

I swear it is true. At the end of the stem, sitting on a large paddock-

sized leaf was a picture-book farm. It looked like one of those farm 

houses set in flower-fringed fields of an English country-side. 

Janis said, “ It is our farm in Skriveri.” He was correct for I was 

able to see in my mind, the photo Anna had shown me of their old 

ancestral farm. 

Janis strode out along the stem and I quickly followed him. When 

I turned around to see the scope of where we were I could not see a 

leaf stem or the core stem of the bean plant. We were floating in space 

and I was standing in a field of thick tufted green grass. Two cows 

were in the meadow, and I could smell honey and apple and the rich 
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musky scent of summer-kissed strawberries. There were bird calls and 

the low rumble that could have been the grumble of an empty stomach 

or of slow-grouping storm clouds. 

Janis was excited. He grabbed my hand and spoke as he strode 

quickly. “This is our farm. This is Mama’s farm in Latvia. Look there 

are the bee hives and there is the vegetable patch. Look over there! 

There is the farm house. And there are the five apple trees. The elves 

have brought me to Mama’s home.”

I swear this is all true. I swear it on the grave of my beloved 

mother and grandmother. What I saw is as real as the hands on my 

arms. What I saw was the postcard-perfect, photographed copy of the 

farm Anna had shown me two days ago.  I could see the farmhouse 

more clearly as we approached and a thin waft of smoke came from 

the chimney. The roof was a mix of thatching and timber. The walls 

were thickly sliced logs with plaited branches dabbed with mud. The 

windows were quite small being no bigger than my kitchen sink. The 

front door was painted in bold red and wide open. 

Janis called out in a mixture of broken Latvian and English, but 

there was no reply. We came to the front door and looked at the 

cottage. It was surrounded with a garden of multi-coloured flowers of 

multi shapes and multi scents. It smelt and looked like Heaven.  I 

wondered if I had died and been resurrected into Paradise.  Such 

gloriousness could not exist on earth. I put out my hand and touched 

Yanis on the shoulder. Yes. He was real. I pinched my face. Yes. It did 

hurt. 

Yanis said, “Take off your boots!” as he began to undo the laces 

of his thick-soled farmer-style boots. “We leave them here, outside 

the door. The elves will clean them.” Had the elf friends of Yanis 

followed him up the bean plant trunk or did they live on this farm as 

well? I knocked on the door and called out, “Is anyone at home? Is 
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anyone there?” We waited several minutes and as there was no answer 

we carefully walked across the stone-flagged tiled floor of a kitchen. 

Warmth came from the oven and an aroma of herb-infused 

chicken soup knocked my nose awake. My mouth salivated. I wanted 

some soup. I could already taste the tang of the rosemary-flavoured 

broth and feel the texture of succulent chicken flesh in my mouth as I 

glided it over my tongue and gums. I wanted some soup.

Janis said, “We can have some soup later. We will check to see if 

anyone is in the other rooms.” 

The kitchen was large by present-day standards but the lounge 

area was small. Two padded armchairs in a mottled red velvet sat in 

front of the fireplace whose chimney adjoined the kitchen’s fuel stove 

and oven. 

The chairs sat on a hand-woven, woollen rug of striped purple, 

red and blue. The area in front of the chairs was stained with a deep 

terracotta-brown. Like coffee or soup had been spilt, but not cleaned 

properly.

Janis said, “This is the parlour and in that cupboard are Mama’s 

books.” I opened the timber cupboard and on the top shelf were more 

than twenty old books. Each of them leather bound, and each beautiful 

in their quality and appearance. Janis picked out one. On the front 

cover was its title, “Kinder - und Hausmärchen” written by Jacob and 

Wilhelm, Die Brüder Grimm. It was written in German and published in 

Germany in 1812. It was almost one hundred years old. Janis said, 

“This was my mother’s favorite book.”

I flipped it open and inside was a photograph of Anna as a child, 

about five years of age being held by a young boy, about ten years of 

age. Janis looked over my shoulder and said, “That is Mama’s brother. 

He was called Ivar. He died of pneumonia on the trip out to Australia. 

Mama said I looked like him. ” 
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This was new information. Anna had never told me, or Nana that 

there had been an older brother. How awful to have lost two brothers 

and parents and to have come to a new country on her own. As a very 

young teenager. It must have been so awful and frightening for her. 

No wonder she was afraid to mention a pregnancy.

Janis said, “Here are the two bedrooms. This was Mama’s when 

she was a girl, and the other bedroom was for her parents.” I opened 

the door to Anna’s childhood bedroom. The neat single bed was 

covered with an embroidered quilt of traditional Latvian geometric 

designs. On the small table beside the bed was an old book, a set of 

amber beads, a silver drinking cup and a photograph of Anna as a 

young girl child of about ten years. She held the hand of a five year old 

boy who looked like Janis.  Standing behind, dressed in a traditional 

folk costume was the fifteen year old Ivars. His hand was gently placed 

on Anna’s waist. 

The walls were bare of paintings but there was a set of three 

hooks from which two dresses and a straw hat hung.  Anna’s clothes! 

The walls were covered in faded powder blue wallpaper decorated with 

small bunches of daisies. Near her bed, Anna had drawn additional 

daisies on the wallpaper with a blue pencil. This was the room Anna 

had lived in before she and her family moved to Riga before escaping 

from the Soviet-occupied Latvia. This was the room she remembered 

when she recalled her childhood.

The second bedroom was much grander. On the floor were three 

fox-fur rugs and a small Turkish-style carpet. There was a four-poster 

bed hung with muslin curtains and the mattress was covered with a 

white and green striped quilt. A solid timber cupboard was either side 

of the bed. On one cupboard top was a large photograph showing a 

beautiful young man. Ivars was holding the hand of a seven year old 
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boy, and with a protective arm around the shoulders of a twelve-year 

old Anna. Anna stared straight at the camera. 

This photograph must have been taken just before Anna and her 

family left the farm. I looked again at the photograph wondering about 

the relationship Anna had had with Ivars. She never spoke of him. I 

wondered what had happened between them and a cold shiver ran 

through my body when I realised that Anna’s body seemed tense and 

alert. She did not want to be in the photograph.  Who had taken the 

photograph?

I turned to speak to Janis, but he was not in the bedroom. He 

had gone back into the parlour and looking at the books in the 

cupboard.  I called out to him, “Who is the young man in the 

photograph? Is it Ivars, Anna’s brother?” He did not answer for he was 

giving deep attention to the books.

I stared at the photograph and all the while wanting to hear 

Anna’s voice as a child to tell me what was happening. I noticed her 

hair was parted in the middle, plaited and tied with a chirpy ribbon. 

She wore a pinafore with stout lace-up boots. She looked sad and 

tense. 

I cried out as I dropped the photograph. Glass pieces scattered 

on the floor as the entire cottage shook. I stumbled, fell and began to 

slide across the floor. The cottage was being tipped on its side. I slid 

across the mats and rugs, bumping into the doorway, bumping into 

the cupboard and falling out of the front door onto Janis. He grabbed 

me and sat me up. 

I could feel my heart hammering and jabbering away in my 

chest. Something had happened and I was not safe. Janis murmured to 

me and placed his hand on my shoulder. “He gently and softly said, “It 

will be alright. Just be quiet. The elves will help us.” I looked up to see 
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his quiet smile. He took his hand from my shoulder and gently cradled 

a large stack of books. The old books from the cupboard. He had 

taken them. “They are for Mama,” he said.

Then, a warm wind blew on my body, a festering smell of death 

and rotting meat. A spittle of rain landed on my body and I looked up. 

What I say is true. This is all true and I was not dreaming, nor am I 

making this up. It is truth. I will swear this on the bible or any stack of 

bibles. This is true.

I looked up and a huge face about the size of a small house was 

staring at me and breathing a wretched breath onto me. I was stunned 

and in shock. I stared at the face, at the eyes and the nose and mouth. 

A great sneer was on the face, a bulbous and smashed-about nose 

with eyebrows like great tangles of tropical vines wrapped in mulga 

scrub. The skin was brown and blotchy and the lips like huge pink 

slugs, fattened from a diet of new-leaf lettuce. I was mesmerised. 

Transfixed by the bulging eyes. Hypnotised by the unreality of the 

situation. 

For sure, I expected to hear a “Fee Fi Fo Fum.” But it did not 

happen for I began to swim in air, tumbled around and landed on soft 

firm ground. I landed in the palm of this monster’s hand. The Skriveri 

cottage had gone but Janis remained. He was kneeling beside me, his 

arms still holding tightly to the bundle of books.  Janis said, “It is the 

man in the bookshop. It is him. Only now he is bigger.” The monster’s 

hand and face became closer and its face was almost upon us.

“Bite him. Bite his hand. “ Janis called to me. “Bite him now and 

bite many times. He is going to eat us.” I knelt down to the monster’s 

thumb and took a great bite. Held on and chewed the skin. As we 

know, a mosquito is tiny and its bite is tiny, but a small bite from a 

mosquito can be painful and powerful.
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I felt myself flying into the air and the daylight that once 

surrounded the cottage quickly disappeared into twilight’s evening of 

dark clouds and dark shadows. I tumbled through the air spiralling, 

and could feel from time-to-time the touch of Janis’ foot or shoulder 

as he tumbled and fell through the air with me. It was a sensation of 

flight and freedom. There was a deep and cocooning darkness around 

me. I did not feel afraid, rather I felt a sense of tumultuous 

abandonment. I was safe. 

I felt my arm slap against a leaf, and then another and another. I 

tried to grab onto a leaf or a branch, but I could not grasp anything. I 

could not see anything except dark shadows in a black night. I 

bounced against a rubbery mat, slipped and fell onto another. It was 

not a mat, but a leaf of large size and spongy texture, like a 

rubberised mattress. I slipped and slipped. Then slipped again until I 

thudded onto a solid, hard, wet surface. I fell no more.

Thwack! Janis landed beside me. I could feel a soft dampness on 

my body. Rain? Or mist or fog? I stared up into the sky and the dark 

bleak-grey of clouds began to soften into the dark night sky. Above 

me the stars began to appear, one-by-one and fill the sky. I felt tears 

slide from my eyes and felt my heart begin to slow and moved my legs 

and arms. I had landed whole in body and mind. I turned and saw Janis 

lying beside me still clasping the books close to his heart and staring 

into the night. 

“We are safe,” he said. “The elves have brought us back safely.”

I closed my eyes in relief. I do not know for how long we lay 

there in the dark and cold and damp. Who does really know the true 

passing and passage of time? The movement of Time is one matter I 

no longer consider important in my life. Time passes and we measure 

it differently to the way it is measured by rocks and trees and elves 

and bean plants. 
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I said, “We need to go. If we stay here we will become ill from 

the cold and damp.” I helped Janis to stand. He continued to cradle the 

books. We walked out of the back yard of the church, through the 

covered corridor, across the front of the church to stand in front of my 

home. The lights were on. My husband was home. I could smell the 

deep comforting scent of roasting beef. God bless him. He had made 

something for dinner. 

I turned to Janis and said, “Come in and eat with us. Tell my 

husband what has happened.” He smiled a smile of such beautiful 

sweetness and guilelessness, saying, “Thank you for the invite. But, I 

need to see Mama. I have these books to show her. And I have my 

chores to do.” I kissed his cheek for he is a good man and a gentle 

neighbour, turned and went in my front door.

I did tell my husband what had happened. But he did not listen 

nor seem to care for he was concerned with making the gravy, crisping 

the potato skins and carving the roast beef. He pretended to listen, 

but his mind was elsewhere. As we were eating a thumping sound 

came from Anna’s back yard garden. I got up and went to look. I 

turned on the light of the back veranda and called out. 

Janis answered, “I am cutting down this bean plant. It is too big 

and not safe to leave it to grow.” He sliced through the trunk-like stem 

easily and there was a sound in my head like a great rumble and 

screams of anger. Later that night I heard a roar like a giant helicopter 

had landed in our backyard. I tried to wake my husband, but he slept 

on. He was satiated with a large helping of roast beef and a generous 

glass of shiraz. He slept and I could not sleep.

I stood on the back veranda, and in the middle of our back yard 

where once a lovely, well-manicured, green couch-grass lawn had 

stood was a great canyon. Like a monster had fallen from a great 

height. Nothing was there except a depression and some rubble of 
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crushed flagging-tiles, strips of an old embroidered quilt and small 

fragments of broken glass. Nothing else. 

I looked over the fence. The light was on in Anna’s lounge-room 

so I went next door, knocked on the door and was welcomed in by 

Anna. We sat in the over-stuffed, slightly-tatty Art-Deco arm chairs. 

On the coffee table was the stack of books. I looked at them. And I tell 

this story truthfully. The books existed. They were as real and as solid 

as my husband’s belief in the daily setting of the sun.

Anna spoke to me carefully, as though she had rehearsed and 

had learnt the English words she needed to tell me her story. 

“These books belonged to my grandmother. We tried to bring all 

these books with us. But the soldiers came and burnt them. I could 

only hide three before they came to our farm in Skriveri. I wrapped 

them in two dresses and brought them here. I kept them with me 

because they were all I had of the old country and of my family. My 

parents were executed before we got out of Latvia. My two brothers 

died of pneumonia before the ships left Hamburg. Do not ask more. 

My son is my son. Do not condemn me. I was a young girl of thirteen 

and in awful situations you do what you do to survive. I came here 

alive. 

I live here. I am safe here. I am not afraid. I know the police and 

soldiers will not break into my home and take me away. My son is my 

son and he will inherit the house when I die. He will live here till he 

dies, but he needs money to buy his needs. 

These books are very valuable. I want you to sell them for me. 

You can take some of the profits.”

She handed me one of the books, “Catherine the Great, Minerva 

of Tsekoy Sulo” and I carefully opened it. Published in London in 1816. 

A rare book, a first edition telling the life and times of Catherine the 

Great by Mary Shelly. It was almost two hundred years old. Anna 
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handed me another book. It was the same author, Mary Shelly and 

published in London in 1818. It was a first edition of a story about the 

unleashing of a notorious monster. Underneath this book was the 

Brothers’ Grimm first edition of Household Tales for Young Children. 

All of the books were old and rare. 

Anna smiled at me. “You will know what to do. You have a good 

heart and you will make sure you get a good price for these books so 

my son can stay here and be content in the garden. The elves will look 

after him and the elves will look after you. 

I will get you a cup of tea while you look at the books.”

I tell you this story truly and honestly as it happened, for how 

else can there be an explanation for how I came to be here, in this job. 

The house in Hurstville was my first mortgage. My second 

mortgage was an old shopfront on the corner of George and Steel 

Streets in Hurstville, behind the pedestrian lights and beside a 

wonderful Greek delicatessen.  Janis works with me one day a week 

and my second husband maintains the accounts.  Janis says the elves 

help him with sorting the stock. My sister is settled in Mudgee on a 

horse farm. My business goes well because I have many wealthy 

international customers and I am well-regarded for my ability to 

source authentic material. I do not know for sure if the elves are 

helping me, but I am grateful for my prosperity and for my 

contentment.

I deal in old and rare books now. 
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