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The Festive Season in a 
Part of Africa

TOD COLLINS

A story from South Africa, retold by Jennifer Bassett

If you are a poor farmer and you only have 
one cow, it is important that it doesn’t get 
sick. Because if it does, and you need to get a 
vet to come and see it, that can be very 
expensive.

But if you are afraid that your cow will die, 
then you must send for the vet – even if it is 
the festive season and Christmas was only 
two days ago . . .

T wo days after Christmas a Zulu woman and her 
schoolboy son sat waiting for me to finish my 

morning’s clinic in Ondini. She wanted me to visit her 
old mother’s cow, which had a calf waiting to be born. 
But for two days now the calf would not come out, and 
the poor cow was getting very tired. ‘We have heard that 
you are a good vet,’ the woman said to me.

So off we went. The schoolboy in the front of my pick-
up, to show me the way, and the woman and my assistant 
Mbambo in the back. An hour of driving on bad roads full 
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DAL STIvENS

Retold by Christine Lindop

When we look back to childhood, we usually 
think about the happy times – the home where 
we grew up, the games we played, the dreams 
we had.

Young Joe is growing up in the city, but 
his father has fond memories of his own 
childhood in a small country town. Joe listens 
to his father’s stories, and imagines the great 
pepper-tree in the backyard . . .

y father often spoke about the pepper-tree when I 
was a child, and it was clear that it meant a lot to 

him – like the Rolls Royce he was always going to buy. It 
wasn’t what he said about the pepper-tree – my father was 
not very clever with words – but how he said it. When he 
spoke of the pepper-tree at Tullama where he had grown 
up, you saw it clearly: an enormous tree with long sheets of 
green leaves in a big wide backyard in a country town. 

‘A proper backyard – not one of your miserable city yards,’ 
my father said. In this great tree there was always a noisy 
traffic of birds flying from branch to branch.

When we lived at Newtown, Sydney, I used to look for 
pepper-trees when my father took me for a walk on Sunday 
afternoons. ‘Look, there’s a pepper-tree,’ I’d say to him 
when I saw one.
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PART ONE + A CHILD AT GATESHEAD
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THE RED ROOM

W
e could not go for a walk that afternoon. There was such
a freezing cold wind, and such heavy rain, that we all
stayed indoors. I was glad of it. I never liked long walks,

especially in winter. I used to hate coming home when it was
almost dark, with ice-cold fingers and toes, feeling miserable
because Bessie, the nursemaid, was always scolding me. All the
time I knew I was different from my cousins, Eliza, John and
Georgiana Reed. They were taller and stronger than me, and they
were loved.

These three usually spent their time crying and quarrelling, but
today they were sitting quietly around their mother in the sitting-
room. I wanted to join the family circle, but Mrs Reed, my aunt,
refused. Bessie had complained about me.

‘No, I’m sorry, Jane. Until I hear from Bessie, or see for myself,
that you are really trying to behave better, you cannot be treated as
a good, happy child, like my children.’

‘What does Bessie say I have done?’ I asked.
‘Jane, it is not polite to question me in that way. If you cannot

speak pleasantly, be quiet.’
I crept out of the sitting-room and into the small room next door,

where I chose a book full of pictures from the bookcase. I climbed
on to the window-seat and drew the curtains, so that I was
completely hidden. I sat there for a while. Sometimes I looked out
of the window at the grey November afternoon, and saw the rain
pouring down on the leafless garden. But most of the time I studied
the book and stared, fascinated, at the pictures. Lost in the world of
imagination, I forgot my sad, lonely existence for a while, and was
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It�’s August. Anna is playing her guitar on the balcony of
her new apartment. ‘I like it here,’ she thinks.

Then her phone rings. It’s her friend Vicki.
‘I’m coming now, Anna. It’s Grandview Apartments,

Charlton, isn’t it?’
‘That’s right. See you soon.’
Anna takes her guitar and goes out of her apartment.

She goes down in the elevator and goes outside.
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