Tempats of Christmas past return to haunt homes
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	Travel features highly on the agenda of many expatriates as the festive season fast approaches. The choice is varied, exotic locales seductively beckon, and whether it be tranquillity and warm sunshine or action skiing in the Alps that are sought, all prove a welcome enticement for those eagerly seeking a departure from the traditional turkey and family frivolity.

But homeward bound travel is eagerly anticipated by one sector of the expatriate population: the tempat. This is a person who works overseas on short-term assignments. For him, returning home is long anticipated as a welcome oasis, far removed from pressures of the job. Turkey, tradition and frivolity prove enticing and welcoming beacons for the returning tempat. But beneath this thin veil of familiarity, family, friends and festivity there lurks friction.

Although the homecoming is a reason for rejoicing, it also strikes a faint chord of alarm on the home front. It is that time of the year when things get moved.


In a conscious effort to glide quickly and seamlessly back into the folds of the family, ever keen to install his stamp on the family hierarchy, the well-intentioned tempat's schedule normally starts in the hub of family life the kitchen.

New systems are evolved, crockery being the first port of call. It is re-washed, reorganised, and relocated. The food cupboard and fridge are the next unsuspecting victims.

Spice jars, festive condiments and other Christmas luxuries, recently budgeted and shopped for by his spouse, are alien and unidentifiable commodities to the seasoned tempat. His palate dulled by months of "local fare", he tosses said items into the bin with gay abandon in his pursuit of "feeling at home".

In his haste for organisation and perfection, he continues his relentless domestic activity, adopting an air of injured surprise when his well-meant actions are received with irritation and rising hysteria by his spouse.

Being a well-seasoned and intuitive tempat, aware that the first 48 hours at "home" are akin to treading on egg shells, before the normal maelstrom of family life kicks in, he readily accepts the proffered suggestion that the garage/shed needs sorting out, embarking on his new venture with boyish enthusiasm. With peace temporarily restored to the kitchen, festive preparations re-commence, with appetising aromas wafting through the house. 

However, the festive aromas entice the tempat back, encouraging a lengthy account extolling the virtues of the local project cook who produced a five course traditional Christmas over an open fire.

Both parties anxiously avoid full scale domestic conflict, maintaining by a thread the fragile, tenuous atmosphere. An agreement is quickly reached, the kitchen cupboards require re-stocking having been de-cluttered, and an outing to the supermarket is necessary.

The outing intended to restore jangled nerves does quite the opposite. The tempat, unfamiliar with traffic congestion and traffic lights spends the short journey berating other drivers, punctuating the conversation with short hoots of his horn.

The supermarket is a very lengthy experience. Unused to shopping in well-stocked supermarkets, the returned assignee insists on converting each item to local currency, and then complains at the prices.

The checkout proves the final straw as the tempat struggles to keep up with the checkout girl, who, anxious to finish her shift, despatches said shopping along the conveyor belt with fevered impatience. Resulting in the beloved returnee totally submerged by shopping still to be bagged and a growing band of impatient Christmas shoppers forming behind.

You head home by the least congested, most direct route. A restorative drink in front of the television goes some way to restoring the tempat's shattered nerves.

Agreement is reached that some time with the children might alleviate the stress: the tree still needs decorating. The enchanting festive tableau of family harmony doesn't last for long, as sibling rivalries and the trauma of unravelling and replacing of Christmas tree lights ensue.

A friend phones with an urgent request for a baby-sitter, breaking the stalemate and providing a perfect means of escape.

As you disappear through the front door shouting last minute instructions for supper and bed times, drifting on the clear night air is the sweet melodious sound of carollers singing ``Peace on earth''.

Welcome home. 

