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            Being tied, known, being in somebody – it’s bad, but

            not might be worse. And always, no matter what, I think

            of you, at the craziest of times, and never

            not even not. It must be that I love you, loathe

            anyone who loathes you. Know me then, know

            who I am and carry on.

            anton korteweg
from ‘Wij samen’ (‘Psalm 139’)
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         My heavenly favourite, I’ll come straight out with it: I should have taken a paring knife and incised you like a sore in a claw horn; I should have created some space in the inter-claw cleft so that manure and dirt could drop out and no one could infect you, or perhaps I should have just peeled and trimmed you with the grinder, cleaned you and rubbed you dry with some sawdust, that headstrong summer. How could I have forgotten the warnings they gave us in the classes on hoof-trimming and ailments of the coronet band, on laminitis, on Mortellaro disease (or ‘hairy foot warts’) when I was training to be a vet; how they repeated ad nauseam to be careful you didn’t cut to the quick, Never damage the quick, they said time and time again, but oh my failing, my flaw! That obstinate summer, you lay like a breached calf in the nursery of my degenerate desires, I was madness’s accomplice, I didn’t know how not to desire you, you, my darling chosen one, and the more often I squatted down among the steaming bodies of the Blaarkop cows and sensed your presence close by in the grass that had just been mown and had a rock cress border, where you spent hours under the pear tree, bent over the neck of your snow-white guitar, practising a Cranberries song, the more feverishly I hoped for an 4abomasum displacement or the removal of a tissue mass, so that I could spend more time near you, listening to you start all over again when you struck the wrong string or reached for a high note with that rippling, angelic voice of yours, and then you’d fall silent for a moment and I imagined you, red-cheeked, blowing away a lock of hair from your face, a lock that kept falling back and oh how beautifully you blew, like a child blowing a dandelion clock; you sang about tanks, bombs, guns, about war, and with everything I did, I thought about you, you, I thought about you when I put on a transparent orange shoulder-length glove, covered it in veterinary lubricant, slid it into the vaginal tract of a dual-purpose cow, or when I put one hand around the feet of a slippery, membrane-encased calf, tugging softly to the rhythm of the contractions, and rubbed the clammy flank of the dam reassuringly with my other hand, when I talked softly to her, sometimes reciting lines from Beckett that I’m not going to repeat here, no one really appreciates them besides you and the Blaarkops, and every time I longed even more passionately for you to hover around me as I put on my green vet’s coat, buttoned it up and set to work; I hoped then that you’d smile at me the way you smiled so sweetly at the wiry farmhands who sat down at the kitchen table at lunchtime behind a wall of piled-up sandwiches spread with a thick layer of butter and filled with smoked sliced sausage, but they didn’t dare make a move, you were an animal they hadn’t learned about at college, you didn’t have four stomachs, you had just one, which was insatiable, and I’d known you since you were 5little, I knew you through and through, even though you were too young to be desired by me and, at the same time, too spirited and impatient to be patronised or handled in a fatherly manner, and I could tell from the way you acted that you wanted to break free from parental authority, from the farm you’d grown up on, which bore the name De Hulst, after W. G. van de Hulst, the writer of Christian children’s books, the only writer your father had heard of and whose entire works he’d read – he’d read them to you on good days, making you dream you were a sugared bun like in the story, whetting everyone’s appetite and making them want to take a bite out of you, so that you had to protect your sugary body the whole time from the king, the sweet-tooths and ants, and perhaps I should have taken your dream seriously, I realise, now that I write this, even though it was never my intention to write this – I focused mainly on your demeanour, not on your dream, on how you were breaking free, not just from the farm but also from the cowsheds next to it, there was asbestos in the roofs that your father refused to have seen to because God decided whether you got cancer or not, not a few old corrugated roofing sheets, and you were also breaking free from Him, you wanted to escape God and at the same time you were afraid of His wrath, of His final judgement, and sometimes in bed you whispered a line from hymn 118, Deliver me from all my fears. But most of all you wanted to free yourself from your father, who was gentle but very strict, moody and capricious; you wanted to turn your back on him and at the same time still cherish him, the way you 6cherished Bully, the surly bull, whom you could only stroke when he’d just eaten or mated with a cow, and sometimes you lent him to other farmers, you put the stud fee from each coupling in a jam jar on the chimney breast in the kitchen and used the money to go on holiday, yes, Bully paid for your holidays to Zeeland, and everything your dad gave you there, from sandwich spread to Donald Duck pocket books, he’d say: You should thank Bully for it. And I heard you prying yourself free in the truculent, sullen tone of voice you used when your dad wanted to zip up your overalls, not to protect you from the chilly morning mist but to be able to touch you briefly, his child who was fast outgrowing his rough hands covered in cuts and calluses, and then I’d look at mine that were big and strong enough to clasp yours tightly, I’d held children’s hands before, even though that was different, they clutched at mine, and now I wanted to hold yours, weave my fingers through yours; on your middle finger you wore a plastic ring with a ladybird that you’d got from the orthodontist after they told you that you’d need headgear braces and you were devastated by the news, they let you pick something from the comfort box and you chose this ring that was slightly too big; I would circle your palm for hours with my thumb, like a ruminant with turning sickness. And I only half-listened to your dad’s stories during the coffee break, he was like a combination of Mick Jagger and Rutger Hauer when he spoke fervently about his livestock, the drought in the fields and the ditches, that it would be a poor harvest if the umbellifers were too droopy to be picked and put in a 7vase – I just nodded along, there wasn’t a vase to be seen in the whole farm, and people who never had any flowers or plants in their house were often troubled by worries of poor harvests, even when it was a good, fertile season, and I nodded again when he told me that cattle liked a monotonous diet, that they were creatures of habit just like he was and that he sometimes played classical music to them, Chopin or Vivaldi, which gave the milk in the evening a creamier taste; I creased my face into a smile at the right moment but I would have preferred to have heard everything about you, I wanted to discuss you the way we discussed the cows, their oestrus and their changeable natures, and I looked at the lawn where you and your brother were jumping on the trampoline, playing who could touch heaven first, who would be the first to tickle Jesus, you wanted to tickle him to death, and later you’d tell me the Romans used to tickle people as a form of torture, they’d tie them down and let a goat lick the soles of their feet for a long time, and as you jumped on the trampoline, higher and higher, your blonde hair danced and shone like cornstalks around your delicate face; I saw how quickly you tired of the game and started staring over the glossy heads of lettuce and leeks in the vegetable plot, eager for the life that lay in wait beyond Het Dorp, you wanted to get away from here like most girls and boys of your age want to leave home, some of them joined the army and became soldiers before returning later, homesick, to the camouflage of Het Dorp, but you were sure you’d never feel nostalgic, everything you owned was inside your head and I 8couldn’t know at the time that you lacked a home, even though you loved De Hulst farm to deep in its beams, and the idea alone that you would leave, cycle away along the Prikkebeensedijk, swerving to avoid the loose cobbles, abandoning your dad, the idea alone caused you to sigh and turn back to the game on the trampoline, yes, you were bad at saying goodbye, so bad, you’d say later, and I’d soon realised it from the way on a Saturday morning you’d stand around sulking when the young bulls were picked up to be taken to the slaughterhouse, you’d cuddle them and scratch them behind their ears, whispering inaudible words to them; it was only there that I saw how you carried your loss with you, I wanted to be able to take it away with anti-inflammatories, or better still by filling the void, even though we never spoke to one another, even though over the years I came by you often came along to watch me inseminate or examine a cow, you’d bring a bucket of warm water and a saucer with a bar of green soap so that I could wash the blood and shit from my hands and offer me an old checked tea towel – but no word passed your beautifully shaped lips, lips I wanted to palpate, the way I did with animals suffering from bluetongue; you didn’t have bluetongue, you were perfectly healthy and incredibly beguiling and I knew then I’d be the first man in your life to see you the way you wanted to be seen, as a fourteen-year-old adult, all fourteen-year-olds long to be considered more grown-up than they are, but you didn’t just want that, you behaved that way too, and beneath those graceful and almost fully fledged movements I still saw the 9hidden childishness and it was then that I loved you the most, so much that it sometimes made me feel dizzy, as though I’d spent too long breathing in penicillin fumes; that childishness stood out the most when you gadded about the farmyard talking to yourself, when you screamed girlishly when your dad and brother sprayed you with the garden hose on sunny days, or when you walked past giggling with your girlfriends, your tanned legs in oversized waders, and you all acted like the world lay open before you, the way the wasps in the split pears under the tree tuck into the juicy flesh, you were the wasps, you were strong and invincible, but I saw you struggling with the twilight zone between girl and woman, with becoming someone who might never step into the spotlight and succeed, with loss hanging like a veil of mist around your narrow shoulders, and I watched you as you walked alone between the tall grass and the rapeseed along the embankment behind the farm when the young bulls had gone and the igloo huts were quiet and deserted, later, dressed in waterproofs, you’d clean them millimetre by millimetre with a pressure hose as a way of cleaning the bulls’ existence from your mind, and then of course I knew you were crying up there on the embankment, I just knew – I began to watch you closely at the beginning of summer when you were exactly two months and seventeen days past your fourteenth birthday and lay on your back in the hay with a Roald Dahl book above your head, Danny, the Champion of the World, and I slowly and carefully rinsed a pitchfork under the tap at the side of the cowshed, I knew you felt safe there, 10that you were in a world in which you were understood, a world you wanted to stay in forever, I heard you laughing from time to time and you stayed lying there on the flattened hay, and after you left, your body’s imprint was left behind, and I rested my hand on the dry blades of grass that were still slightly warm and I wanted to carry on feeling you forever, really I did, but everything changed when you began to speak to me, on 7 July to be precise; it was the same day I started keeping a pencil tally in the meter cupboard to count down the days until I would be able to visit your farm again for the weekly livestock check, and on that particular summer’s day when the wind blew predominantly from the south-east I had been boldly humming along to a song playing on the radio in the milking barn, I never usually hummed but I was overcome by a kind of lightness and clarity and there was so much going wonderfully wrong at the farm that day that I could stay longer: a lot of the cows were limping, had ringworm or calcium deficiencies, and I hadn’t even heard you come in; suddenly I heard you say out of nowhere that it wasn’t your favourite song, you were leaning against the cooling tank, because favourite songs rarely got played on the radio you said, you had to get hold of them yourself in the record shop in the city on the other side of Lake Woede, but you said the song was good because it was so dramatic and in the clip the singer sang the song in a black cab at Warwick Avenue station, with smeared mascara, and of course you knew that at that moment she didn’t feel the same as the lyrics suggested, that her tears were fake because 11otherwise they’d choke up her voice, but you got something from it that made you feel less alone, even though you’d never been in a taxi, and slightly blushing you went on to say that you pretended to play the song and sing to a packed house with the most important people you knew in the front row, they’d find it amazing, sublime even, you would use eyedrops to get the same effect, you couldn’t cry on demand, you could if you thought about the people who’d died, but you don’t sing and think about dead people, no, that was impossible, only cycling and thinking about the dead was easy, you’d just pedal them into their graves as the tears ran down your cheeks, and afterwards you’d turned away nonchalantly as though having spoken to me didn’t mean a thing – it made me wonder whether you’d even spoken at all and I hadn’t dreamed it – and you slid your hand along the milk tank as though it were a Blaarkop’s back; I wished I’d said something in response, that I’d been brave enough to say something that afternoon, but I lost my voice like the singer on the radio and smiled at your back, all I heard was the presenter saying that it was going to be a tempestuous summer, particularly in the north, and the word tempestuous would only gain meaning later when I started to wonder whether this was the high season when the crack appeared in my life, that here among the pails of yellowish colostrum-topped milk my insane desire for you formed, or was it earlier, did the fracture occur somewhere in the childhood memories I will end up being forced to dejectedly leaf through by the courts; in any case when I got home I looked up the lyrics to 12the song from the radio and devoured the lines of ‘Warwick Avenue’, I copied the text into a Word document and underlined the words I felt fit the feelings I had for you, and after that I listened to the music I grew up with, underlining phrases in songs by Patti Smith, The Rolling Stones, Frank Zappa, Lou Reed, yes, Lou Reed especially, after I read that ‘Walk on the Wild Side’ had been boycotted for a while, and later it would feel the same with us; I couldn’t listen to the songs without thinking about you, the way you analysed the lyrics, bouncing up and down on your toes, so a month later, when I came to check on a heifer with a swollen mammary quarter, most likely summer mastitis, and I spotted you in the hay with a book again, this time the first part of the Harry Potter series, The Philosopher’s Stone, which you’d typed out word for word in Windows 95 when you were twelve after borrowing it from the library, you liked it too much to take back but didn’t want to pay a massive fine either, I gave you a black-edged condolence envelope containing the lyrics, I didn’t have anything else at home, these cream-coloured envelopes were for people whose favourite pet I’d had to put down, I usually added the poem ‘Joy in Death’ by Emily Dickinson, and I didn’t say anything to you about the underlined parts, that would come later, I thought to myself, when I’d sit on the front row, glowing with pride, clapping and whistling, and I’d shout something I’d once heard, I’d cup my hand to my mouth and shout: When you’re in the shit up to your neck, there’s nothing left to do but sing. Before thinking: there she is, my fiery little fugitive, my splendid creature.
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         Kurt Cobain was dead. He’d died eleven years previously but you’d only just found out an hour ago, after hearing ‘Smells Like Teen Spirit’ for the first time, and you played it again and again on your Discman, insisting that the musician hadn’t died of an overdose of drugs or a bullet, but an overdose of fame, which makes a person think they can fly until they realise they don’t have any wings and then they suddenly fall from the sky, like a Looney Tunes cartoon character – as soon as they realise they’re suspended in the air, they plunge into the depths. And you went on to say that if you ever became famous, really famous, you’d always remember where you came from, you’d never forget the smell of silage, of ammonia, cow shit, or your friends, you really wouldn’t, but you already knew you’d lose something essential, that success genuinely would change you and at the same time perpetuate something or maybe even make it worse, such as the endless emptiness already inside you – but I overlooked these symptoms, me, who knew exactly when an animal was sick or when it was producing too many stress hormones, I didn’t see it because I wanted to believe in your resilience, which you would end up needing so keenly, I looked away as I had done four years earlier during the foot-and-mouth outbreak, 14telling a farmer that it was a virus and would pass, I couldn’t bear the thought of the whole herd being culled because I’d it seen before, the way some cows, sheep and goats were still alive when they were thrown into the disposal truck, their legs kicking at the sides, and that same week I went to a cattle farm with an outbreak of pleuritis and when I went inside at lunchtime to fetch my peanut butter sandwiches from my briefcase, knowing I’d hardly manage a bite, and went unsuspecting into the hall, I saw the farmer hanging from the banister at the top of the stairs – first I saw the soles of his boots with shit and straw still in the tread, then his overalls and only after that the lifeless entirety; I’d closed my eyes to spare myself, hoping I could still save him, that I could rewind everything to the moment I’d driven my black Fiat van into the farmyard, and that I could talk him round the way Queen Beatrix talked the people round by using the word we a lot, I’d noticed, and how that worked – the way it worked with you – but back then I didn’t yet know what it was like to lose the dearest thing one had, I didn’t know that sometimes there were no words that could counter a loss; I wanted to try to rescue him from the noose, I could have at least pressed him to my chest the way I did with the clay-shitters, the sick calves, looking into their eyes to see how their rumen was developing, yes, I’d hold him like a clay-shitter and maybe whisper something in his ear, a line by Leonard Cohen, I think he’d appreciate that. I’m just coming up with this now, even though I’m quite sure the cattle 15farmer wouldn’t have understood it, or wanted to, because when someone has sunk too deeply into their own slurry pit they get sucked into the muck, no, I wouldn’t say anything, I’d just hold on to him until the helplessness drained out of him, like the cows’ blood, and we’d sit on the edge of my Fiat’s boot, the way I often did with a customer to discuss my findings, I’d light a cigarette and hold it up for him as his chapped lips touched my fingers and I’d feel how hard he drew on it and how the cigarette became slightly narrower before filling out again, as though he wanted to fill his lungs with hope, with something other than the death stench of the cull, and maybe I’d close the back of the van and sit with him in the gloomy space, so that we didn’t have to hear any of the sounds, the animals collapsing onto the grating, and we’d sit in the back where much later I’d put a cooling memory-foam mattress, when I was so parched and obsessed with you, my sweet precious, and we’d wait until we heard the grabber trucks leave the farm and it became so silent that we both wondered whether it had really happened, whether we hadn’t imagined the atrocities, the way I sometimes got the idea after watching a war film that I had got caught up in the action and that on every street corner there might be a soldier who was going to shoot me down, bang bang, I’d hear in my head, but he was hanging there and the worst thing was that it was the men from the disposal service who got him down from the banister in the end, using the same hands that had taken the lives of the farmer’s animals, and I couldn’t do anything about it, I stood there in the hall, numb, holding the soggy sandwiches, and I don’t know how but I 16managed to eat all three of them, including the crusts which I usually left in my lunch box, which had a faded sticker on its lid with two mating pigs and the text Makin’ Bacon, I usually threw away the crusts at home, it was a childish act of protest, a habit I hadn’t been able to break, and I watched as they laid a sheet of black agricultural plastic over the farmer that usually covered the corn silage to keep it fresh, two tube sandbags next to his arms so that the plastic wouldn’t be moved by the wind that blew in through the open garden doors, as though they wanted to be certain that he was dead and not still alive like some of the animals that went into the disposal truck, and from then on I couldn’t see peanut butter without seeing the dark-blue face of that dead farmer in my mind’s eye, his bulging eyes, and I looked away from you too, even though I only wanted to save myself this time, I wanted to remain part of your illusion and at the same time I hated that, but oh the weakness of my flesh, you were the fire of my loins, how could I put it out without extinguishing myself? I let you chatter on endlessly about how you saw Cobain’s song as an expression of despair, and that you’d read his suicide note online and it was too beautiful and too clear for a person who didn’t want to live anymore, he’d crossed out sentences and forgotten that a death wish could also be a way of crossing things out, that Teen Spirit was a brand of deodorant in America and that someone who was so distraught often didn’t care or cared too much about how they smelled, and how everything was captured in the song’s contradictions. At that precise moment you shuddered, 17though I don’t know whether it was because of the lyrics, the sudden disappearance of the newly discovered musician from your youthful existence or because of the gloaming rising from behind the cowsheds, slowly wrapping around us as though Het Dorp’s gravediggers had arrived, they wore black in their free time, they could never take time off from death because death never took time off from them, and sometimes I called the gravediggers if someone was keen to bury their favourite animal under the apple tree instead of leaving it on the side of the road to be collected by Rendac, and they’d dig deep enough for the groundwater to cover their ankles, it made me think of a passage from Sartre’s Nausea in which he writes: At this very moment – it’s frightful – if I exist, it is because I am horrified at existing. I am the one who pulls myself from the nothingness to which I aspire: the hatred, the disgust of existing, there are as many ways to make myself exist, to thrust myself into existence. And there on the edge of the abyss I shivered, yes, I shivered and couldn’t help thinking of my own existence, of mortality, I had just reached the biblical age of seven times seven and I knew that the number forty-nine stood for completeness, for liberation; the disciples had to wait forty-nine days for the Holy Spirit to come upon them and it was also an ominous number, like it says in Psalm 49: This is what happens to those who live for the moment, who only look out for themselves: Death herds them like sheep; they disappear down the gullet of the grave. But I didn’t want to look out for myself, I only wanted to look out for you, my heavenly chosen one, and I didn’t know 18which desert I’d eventually venture into, but with you I was fully alive, with you I existed and things were less horrific, suddenly I could stand at the edge of a hole, smiling down on the bald crowns of the gravediggers because I was young and boisterous like the apple tree that blossoms again each year even after the dead have been buried beneath it, because of you I continued to branch, I grew! And you said you liked the name Kurt, it sounded like an exotic dish that you’d take small bites of to make it last longer, to savour it more, that one day you hoped to have a boyfriend with that name, and then you looked sad all of a sudden, as though you’d realised something, something deeper than the knowledge that there aren’t many boys called Kurt, before recovering yourself and leaning against the cowshed door to tell me there were other musicians you’d discovered who turned out to be dead: Jones, Hendrix, Joplin, Morrison, Pfaff, Johnson, Harvey. That maybe they sounded so good, so unique in your head, because they were dead, as though they’d seen it coming and poured their last strength, their last breath into their songs, and you knew what you were talking about, we both knew what you were talking about but we didn’t mention it, just as we didn’t mention the dusk that evening that no longer surrounded us but crept inside us, making you speak more and more slowly, about the 27 Club, the musicians who’d died at the age of twenty-seven, and whom you were endlessly interested in, you’d read how Jones had drowned in a swimming pool in Hartfield, how Hendrix had choked on his own vomit after taking too many sleeping pills with wine, 19how Morrison had died of a heart attack, Joplin and Pfaff from a heroin overdose, Johnson after he’d drunk poisoned whisky, and you thought the worst death was Les Harvey’s, electrocuted during a gig with Stone the Crows when he touched a microphone that wasn’t earthed, and that’s how it was, actually, with all those musicians: they were no longer connected to the earth. Their desire for fame was their downfall, the drive for recognition, and you said that recognition was a child’s lullaby, without that melody life would be an endless wandering in search of the affirmative gaze you needed, and now I saw the dusk at the back of your eyes too, I saw you keep glancing over your shoulder at the farm, the lit-up living area, you had to go, you said, the dark and your homework, and you shrugged and said Bye then and I hadn’t even been able to tell you that I wanted my name to be Kurt for you, please call me Kurt.
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         Kurt, you said on a day that was as hot as the inside of a bovid: I have to tell you something, I was there that September day in New York. I wasn’t sure at first whether you were really calling me Kurt or whether I was imagining it, but let’s suppose you were actually addressing me that way, straightforwardly and seriously; I stood there next to the calf pens and pinched the open bag of milk powder so hard a little cloud puff escaped and it occurred to me, amazed, that it never snowed in the summer in any romantic film because the viewer would feel conned, they’d ask for their money back at the video rental shop, the viewer only ever wanted to see realistic budding love so that they could think this might happen to them too, and I knew already that we were unusual, unique, even though I considered the word unique as ugly as a tetchy bull after the manure has been cleaned from under its feet, and I didn’t see at the time that I too was engaged in carcass gain, I fed myself by becoming larger every moment I spent with you and made of my reckless passion a veal calf that grew hungrier and hungrier, hot-tempered even, and at the same time you calling me Kurt confused me, I mean: how alive was I in your thoughts at that moment, after a while would I just turn into a song you couldn’t get out of 21your head, would you keep playing me on repeat in the vain hope you would find something new so that I didn’t lose my lustre, or did you think you’d find something that could comfort you and ease you through this crazy summer? Perhaps for you I was an underlined phrase you hadn’t noticed in the lyrics I had given to you, or whose meaning, in any case, you didn’t understand, perhaps I remained unnoticed, but I didn’t have time to think about it for long because you called me Kurt and you sounded distressed and I stood with my boots in the snow and my head in the burning sun, between bliss and hot disappointment, and you said that you had been there, that you had flown there after the first plane had bored into the Twin Towers, that you really could fly, not due to imagined fame but because God had made a mistake or maybe it was even a secret gift, you asked what I would think if you stood on the edge of your bed every night practising for your next flight and you became the first flying person, that you’d take off for the second time on a day like this, this time from the feed silo, just like that, over the farmland, over the sugar beets and the wheat fields, over the Maalstroom’s clear waters, although, you said, I’d have to bear in mind that you wouldn’t come back, it was only special if you flew away for good, otherwise it was just a circus trick, and circus tricks are soon forgotten, or there was a small chance you might become a migratory bird, then you wouldn’t return until the summer and you were part of the harvest of the land, everyone was happy to see you, yes, that sounded nice, the people from Het Dorp 22pointing at you as you took off and claiming to have known you but all that time they hadn’t known you’d been hiding your wings, they’d whisper that there had always been something unusual about you, but this, no, they hadn’t expected this of you, and they’d watch as you flew over the Reformed church, circled the primary school and flew south along the dike, and everything beneath you became small, as small as a tater, you’d say, or better still, as small as a pea. What would I think of that? And you laid it on extra-thick, your tongue running greedily over your lips and making the words sound juicy, and you told me that you had flown there that tragic September day and you’d heard the people’s screams beneath you, the sirens, and as you flew, office papers streaming out of the towers became doves of peace and you saw people launching themselves out of the windows, you heard the dull thuds of the landing bodies like bags of milk powder, and then a second plane pinned itself to the second building of the Twin Towers and you wondered whether it was a plane or whether you had flown into that building, first with your head, your torso and then the rest of your body, your feet, you thought it was all your fault, and I saw the tears welling behind your eyes and I thought, man, you were only ten then, but I let you tell me about how you often fantasised that a plane would crash into De Hulst farm and you’d hear the walls fall down, the glass shatter, and you saw your dad lying under the right-hand wing even though they’d been aiming at you, you said, and maybe you should give yourself up and say it loud and clear: I was there that day, I was the 23plane, I set New York ablaze, I made the world cry and now I want to comfort the world by showing who the culprit is. And it sounded genuine, but even more convincing was the way you believed in your own story and how surprisingly easily you moved on to the loveliness of your wings, how amazingly beautiful and powerful they were, their water-repellent feathers, as you stood there in the doorway to the cowshed, moving your arms so abominably bewitchingly, I saw the muscles beneath your skin with every movement you made, and I wanted to shout that you should never take off, listen to me, never. But instead I frantically stirred a bucket of powder mixed with lukewarm water until the lumps had gone and said that before you could fly you had to learn to land, and I saw at once that it was the wrong answer and pedantic too, bah! I disappointed you, you’d been hoping for something else, perhaps even that I’d encourage you in your plans to fly, shushing the September calamity out of your mind, and I could have hit my head with the metal stirrer because you dropped your wings listlessly next to your body and I could almost smell the emptiness that bored into your chest like another plane, the way I could recognise from a distance the smell of a calf with the runs because it had picked up a virus, I was your virus, but you couldn’t have known that then, and I wanted to embrace that needy nymph-like body of yours because all you wanted was to be seen, to be somebody who was pointed at, but not the way they pointed at you at school, you wouldn’t have to fly so high to make them look then, there was someone who 24wanted you to stay here, please, stay here, because the fields would burst without you, because without you the Maalstroom would fill up with blue-green algae or dry up and then many migratory birds wouldn’t survive the long difficult trip south, they’d tumble like manna from above, but I mustn’t say that, I mustn’t go along with your stream of thoughts and your horrible confession, I had to picture you high up on the feed silo, dear lord, I shuddered at the thought! And I kept on stirring even though the milk had been smooth for a long time and then I said it, I’ll be damned if I didn’t say it: I’ll help you take off. I got to my feet as though this were a film, I stood there frozen to the spot with the stirrer in my hand, milk dripping onto the stone floor, and what I wanted was to stir the clots out of your head but you moved your arms again, stretching them wide, and the shadows made it look as though you were a real winged being, and you suddenly began to run around the farmyard like that, giggling, crying out: I’m a crow, a raven, I’m a heron. I’m the bird you fear the most, before finally crashing down onto the grass and lying there dead still as you stared up at the blue sky, and then you said: There is something wrong with me, there is something seriously wrong, before springing to your feet after just a few seconds, and I saw that the bird had gone from your soul, I saw you walking into the cowshed, your head bent, you picked up the manure scraper and zigzagged across the floor grating, pushing the muck between the grooves, and I kept my gaze fixed on you as I gave the calves their milk and what else could I do but lure you 25towards me, I would save you, sweet fugitive, I would save you unconditionally, and that must have been the moment when my nightmares began, dreams in which you moved high up on the feed silo with the gravediggers below you, they peered up at you, hands sheltering their eyes, they said you’d only know for sure if you braved the jump, and each time you were on the verge of taking off I would wake up in a sweat, wanting to call you to reassure myself, but I didn’t get your number until later, you telling me I shouldn’t call you, you hated phone calls, you hated ringtones, particularly ‘Snappy the Little Crocodile’, which almost all your classmates had on their phones, besides, hanging up was really difficult, as though when you cut the line you were always actually cutting the blood ties or the friendship, you never knew how to bring things to a close, you’d say there was a problem with the line: Hello, hello, I can’t hear you very well. So no, you didn’t like phone calls, it wasn’t until much later that I had your number and as I was eating a ready meal consisting of kale mash, a sausage and gravy, when Camillia and my two sons were on a day trip to the city, I would stare at the digits on my phone screen until I could hear your silvery voice and I did get you on the line and after a couple of times I knew that if you picked up you would always say the same thing: This is the bird’s voicemail. Peep. And even though I knew your phone number off by heart, I’d written it just to be safe under the tallies in the meter cupboard, and that summer I’d come by more and more often to check the heifers before getting stuck into the local beer that your dad 26poured for me at the end of the work day when the ground fog frothed up from the fields, and I’d smile politely at all his jokes and boasts, his factoids about the climate, and he thought it was his company that loosened me up, but that was only you, my precious creature, slowly I drank myself into your oppressive, dark little life, at the end of the evening I’d put the empty beer bottles next to the boot stand in the shed, and after all those bottles of local beer I’d feel it foaming, churning stupidly inside, but this I already knew for sure: I loved you.
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         Maybe there was nothing strange about it, maybe it was completely normal of me to go into a bed shop that boiling-hot morning. I bought the most expensive mattress they had, made of cooling memory foam, and two pillows filled with duck eider, I dragged the mattress to the back of my Fiat, laid it inside and covered it with an unzipped sleeping bag which I’d taken from home and upon which the initial C was embroidered – it was Camillia’s – I made sure that the side with the letter was near the door so that you’d never notice, and the thought crossed my mind that the woman I did have lay at my feet and the woman I wanted flapped around out of reach above my sweaty head; I looked all around to check that nobody had seen that I was building a love nest as diligently as coots do, before driving to your house with both happiness and disgust in my chest about what I had in the back of my car, and everything vanished the moment I saw you and realised that what I was doing was good, that you and I were inevitable, we were the bridge in a song, we were different from everything and everyone around us. And I watched as you playfully threw yourself onto the mattress with James and the Giant Peach in your hand, asking whether I slept here, and so I joked that I did, I was a werewolf and I 28parked at the corner of the nearby car park, because I wanted to sleep under the moon that was like an abscess in the sky that week – later it wouldn’t be a joke anymore and I would spend more and more nights nearby so I could be with you as quickly as possible and the seat next to me would gradually fill up with empty McDonald’s cartons, with little tubs of congealed mayonnaise and sandwich wrappers and Coke cans from the petrol station, and of course I did visit other farmers and businesses in between, but I’d rush through my work so I could drive back to Het Dorp, to you, and perhaps it was completely normal that you let yourself sink back with your book high above your head and you rested your feet in my lap on my dirty work trousers and I slowly touched your toes one by one, softly squeezing the bones, massaging them the way I sometimes did with the coronet band of a horse’s hoof, and you’d gently tug your leg when it tickled and I had to stop myself from ripping the book from your hands and throwing it into the grass before pulling you roughly, lovingly, onto my lap and pressing my nose into your hair still wet from swimming, smelling you beneath the chlorine smell, and I couldn’t say what the scent consisted of, I’d surely come up with something disappointing, you smelled of you and nobody else, that’s the way it was, and as I touched your skin for the first time, udder-soft, running your toes tenderly through my fingers, pretending to examine the bone structure so that I could tell whether you were a healthy animal or not, you told me you’d seen Tim Burton’s version of Charlie and the Chocolate Factory at least ten times, and 29Willy Wonka still frightened you, he was a weirdo, he left the horrible children to their fate, he got them worked up with all those sweets in the factory and didn’t protect them from the dangers of greed, you said that anyone who was too greedy was actually lacking in something and you always fast-forwarded through the songs in the film because they made you feel a bit sick and for a long time you’d thought you might find a golden wrapper in a chocolate bar yourself one day, that everyone would understand you had to leave this place, but you never found anything, and you said with a sigh that Roald Dahl had been buried with a box of HB pencils, his favourite Prestat chocolate, snooker cues and an electric saw, and that the BFG’s footsteps led to his grave in the churchyard in Great Missenden and you’d like to go there one day, lie on the cold stone and whisper to him that he’d saved your life, even though you wouldn’t say why, and you’d say you possessed Matilda’s powers and Charlie’s politeness, and you hadn’t been able to sleep for nights after seeing The Witches at school when you were nine and the teacher had said that only the children with rugged souls could watch the film and you’d raised your hand and found out that your soul was anything but rugged, and you’d once heard that Roald Dahl didn’t agree with the film’s ending, that it was different from in the book and Luke was changed back into a person from a mouse, and you’d heard that Dahl had gone to some cinemas and had stood at the entrance with a megaphone shouting: Don’t go in there, it’s a mousetrap. You’d wished he’d come to stand at the classroom entrance, that he’d said 30that a soul is only rugged after you’ve lost it a few times – you knew that Roald Dahl had once been in a plane crash and had suffered a fractured skull which was why he could write so beautifully, and you were sure something like that had happened to you too, you probably hadn’t crashed the first time you flew, but maybe something heavy had fallen on your head which made you think the way you do about things, and maybe it was because you had drilled into the Twin Towers, and there at the writer’s grave you’d have to admit you’d never read Fantastic Mr Fox because you weren’t that keen on foxes, they dug up the dead laying-hens that were buried on the bank of the dike, no, you said, foxes had no decency at all so you didn’t want to read about them, and you carried on talking as I looked at you, my little lamb, at the way the mattress formed itself around your body and was big enough for the two of us, but I didn’t dare lie down next to you, not yet, and then you said my name again as you kneaded my lap with your toes the way cats do when they feel relaxed, you said: Kurt, I’m not sure but sometimes I think I’ll never be normal again. You sighed and stared at the lines of your book again, and I wondered what would never be normal again, but I didn’t ask questions, I waited for you to go on, you told me about the swimming pool at the edge of Het Dorp, about the boys who dived off the top diving board to impress themselves, their friends and in particular the girls, how you’d once been kissed by a boy underwater when you were ten and you didn’t know whether you’d liked it or hated it, and then you found out he’d only kissed you so 31you’d buy him a packet of Haribo frogs later because he’d forgotten to bring money, and after that you called him the Frog, and sometimes you thought back to that kiss that had tasted of chlorine and a bit of boy, and I asked what came to mind when you thought about the Frog as I stroked your ankles and the white line where your sandals had blocked the sun and I found your paleness so much prettier than your tan, as though you were made of porcelain, that was how I wanted to see you, as my porcelain girl, and I knew you’d stopped reading some time ago, I saw your cheeks turn red, they looked like they’d been coloured in with the special pen I used to mark ewes after they’d been vaccinated, and you took a deep breath before saying that the bird kept killing the Frog, it swallowed it whole and that then you suddenly became the Frog, you couldn’t do anything about it, and then you pulled your feet from my lap, rolled onto your belly and said: I think about myself most of all. And I didn’t know what it had to do with the Frog, only that I’d touched on something you didn’t want to talk about and I couldn’t help that I was sitting there with my clumsy lust and that I no longer knew whether I wanted to cosset you or tear you to pieces, maybe I wanted to do both, dear god yes, I wanted to do both, and my filthy work trousers pinched around my genitals and I wanted to touch the soles of your feet that were still wrinkly from the pool water, I wanted to kiss Roald Dahl’s words out of your head and fill it with my own, but you seemed so far away all of a sudden, as though you were no longer part of my flock, and yet at that moment I was 32extremely happy with how things were between us and particularly with the acquisition of the mattress, my car would be the haven of our love; I’d hang posters on the walls, one of Nirvana and another of Queen Beatrix – she’d visited Het Dorp the previous April and you had been allowed to pin a buttonhole onto Prince Willem-Alexander, I’d watched from a distance as you hopped nervously from one leg to the other at the church, you were worried you’d stick the pin through the material of his suit, right into his chest, killing the Prince of Oranje-Nassau, and silently, with shaking hands, you’d attached the flower and later you’d written a glorious piece about it for the school newspaper that Camillia had checked and shown to me, I’d been touched to see how you’d made a title in giant letters using WordArt and the next line read: I am almost numb with cold but the thought that I will soon see Prince Willem-Alexander keeps me warm. And back then I couldn’t yet know that there wasn’t a single thought that would keep you warm, that you might well think it and write it, but you didn’t feel it, you wanted to warm the prince and be warmed by him but the warmth wouldn’t make you any calmer, instead it made you conscious of all the possible forms of loss, of the mourning you carried within you, and as soon as you loved someone you lost all your love and it became unbearable for you, you would let it dry out like a buttonhole corsage, or you tried with all your might to prevent it withering, which was just as pointless, and I fantasised that afternoon, after you had inaugurated the mattress, my hands folded under my head and my boots 33on the edge of the back of the car, that the queen was addressing me from the poster, solemnly saying that I was being awarded the Order of Loyalty and Merit because I would never leave your side, precious creature, and I’d be given a medal for rescuing you, I would show you what it was like to really fly, and I thought of that as I looked out over the polder landscape, at the umbellifers on the banks of the ditches, and for a brief moment I felt the same bliss as when I was young, perhaps your age, when I thought I could be anything, and that was the feeling I had now too, but the fact was I would become everything I didn’t want to be, I wanted to fix you – not break you – but I had always been clumsy, and suddenly there was darkness inside my head, much darker than ever before, and I saw pus dripping from the moon and trickling down the doors of my Fiat, I remembered how I had once dropped my mother’s hand-painted dinner plates, they had shattered on the stone kitchen floor and I’d been made to sleep in the pigsty together with my sins and the sweltering bodies of the pigs, and I found out that night that those sweet pink pigs weren’t able to look up at the sky, their necks weren’t flexible enough, and I was sure then that God couldn’t exist, no, God didn’t exist, and I told my mother this the next morning when she called me out of the pigsty for breakfast and I saw how my words made her fork disappear deeper into her pancakes – she always made them after failing to conceal her malice, they were reconciliation pancakes and they always tasted better than normal pancakes, they were heavier in your belly, the mix had been whipped up furiously 34and it didn’t have enough milk in it, but I told her about God and all that, and after that I had to go up the winding stairs with her to her bedroom which was opposite mine, and there she took off her apron and her modest long skirt, slowly as though hoping she might change her mind, but she never changed her mind, and with legs spread she’d sit on the edge of the bed and order me to kneel before her on my bare knees like a dog, and I’d even bark to please her, to make her laugh, woof woof, I’d say; she didn’t laugh, she wore those strange long black stockings and I could still taste the icing sugar on my lips and tongue and she’d say in a husky voice which wasn’t the one I knew: Don’t stop until God has come back into you.
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         My heavenly chosen one, I couldn’t help it, I kept on thinking about the Frog. In my thoughts I laid him on my fold-out operating table to dissect him and in so doing to be able to see what you saw, but every time I went to press the scalpel into the flesh of his belly he’d jump up, and slip croaking from my fingers, and I have to be honest that he made me feel jealous and combative, and oh, I know how thick-witted it was of me that at one point I began to follow you as you cycled along the Kinderballadeweg to the swimming pool with your swimsuit, towel and a packet of paprika-flavoured crisps under your carrier straps – the crisps would be so crumbled by the time you arrived that it would seem like you had more – slowly driving after you I would picture you kissing the Frog there and it wasn’t the kiss that was hell but the knowledge that there was no room for me during this salivatory exchange, your mind would be filled with somebody else: I wanted to possess you, you had to be mine, only mine. And sometimes I would briefly doze off in the swimming pool car park, exhausted by these tiring days, this chasing, but I’d jolt awake at the sight of the Frog, sitting on the dashboard in my dreams and croaking that I’d never possess you, that the more I thought I possessed you, the less true it 36would be, and sometimes you’d be gone already when I awoke with a shock, your red Gazelle wouldn’t be with the other bikes, but usually I drove behind you at a safe distance and saw you bent over your handlebars in the wind, slaloming around the white stripes on the road, and if we arrived at the farm at the same time you’d smile at me and say What a coincidence and I’d say A real coincidence and I’d screen your face, checking your mouth to see whether your lips were redder, thicker, whether butterflies were coming out of them, and I couldn’t ask whether you’d seen the Frog because after helping your dad out in the stalls you’d head straight up to your bedroom and I’d hear ‘Zombie’ by The Cranberries coming out of your window and I’d shiver even though we were in the middle of a heatwave because the words hit me so hard. No, I thought, we weren’t wrong, and I didn’t know whether you were singing because you had found love or because you wanted to find love – I’d fret about this as I walked around the fields among the Blaarkop cows, trying to listen to your dad, who was complaining about all the molehills, going on about the traps we needed to set, and for a moment I hoped I’d get caught in one of the traps, for it to be over, I’d walk into the trap and tell your dad that I was blind, blinded by you, but that I’d slowly seen the light – but those thoughts evaporated just as quickly as they’d come because there you were in the field, wearing for the first time a white dress with puff sleeves, and I wavered, my heavenly chosen one, I wavered between admiration, adoration and jealousy, and I saw that you were feeling 37awkward, you weren’t quite sure if you were still you in a dress, but I could see you through the fabric, it didn’t worry me, I was only worried about why or for whom you were doing this, for me or for the Frog? And you said almost shyly that dinner was ready, the taters were a bit overcooked but the meat was good, and you asked whether I was staying for dinner, your brother was going to eat at a friend’s and there was more than enough, and you glanced at your dad who nodded in approval and I could have cheered, but what I did was nod, I nodded and promptly turned away from you, and it wasn’t until later that I realised how unchivalrous that was, how arrogant too, and before we sat down to eat you’d already taken off your dress and you were wearing a shapeless t-shirt and baggy jeans, no one could tell from the back whether you were a boy or a girl, and I thought you weren’t sure yourself either because what did you mean when you said you turned into the Frog? It didn’t matter, I would teach you the difference between a girl and a boy, the way I made work experience students study the anatomy of a cow, and I would use a pointer to tell you the names of the different parts as you lay naked on the mattress, yes, you’d lie there naked and I would point at everything from your ulna to your coccyx, and I shook my head over my plate of steaming potatoes, schnitzel and green beans so that you wouldn’t sit down opposite me undressed, and I smiled and asked you casually, as though there wasn’t an answer that might upset me, with just enough interest in my voice because I knew how sensitive you were to that, to genuine interest, I asked whether 38you’d enjoyed your swim and you nodded happily, you told me how wonderful it was to be weightless, to swim underwater, that you were faster than all your girlfriends, and you said it was best to hold your hands half above the surface when you were swimming breaststroke, that this made you go faster, and you said again how nice it was to be weightless and it wasn’t until later that I would see how much this word actually weighed – when you had lost so much weight that there was almost nothing left to hold on to – and I was listening but I kept on seeing your lips pressed to the Frog’s, I saw your little tongue circle his, I furiously mashed a potato with my fork and I saw that you were keeping something back, the way you kept sneaking a look at your dad who was shovelling in his food without looking up, as though we might snatch away his plate at any moment, he didn’t seem to be following our conversation, all you could hear was the spoon tapping against his teeth with every mouthful of apple sauce, and between the clicks you told me about the new song you’d discovered on the Bonnie Tyler album Faster Than the Speed of Night, it was called ‘Total Eclipse of the Heart’ and you told me enthusiastically that you couldn’t stop listening to it, you wondered what it felt like when your heart was eclipsed, the song was so good and true, yes, it was true that love only hid in the dark and that you sometimes felt like you were falling apart, then you suddenly stood up on your chair, you waited until you had my full attention and I’d put down my fork, and there you stood on a stage for the first time and you felt wonderful, you felt invincible, you felt 39like the chosen one, and you sang along to the words in a clear, sparkling voice. I was convinced then that you were in love with me, and I didn’t know whether to be over the moon with happiness or whether to press you about your adventures at the swimming pool, but you sat back down and put a piece of schnitzel in your mouth; you blushed, which made me wonder whether I’d caused it, please say yes, say yes, or the Frog, and I couldn’t help feeling disgust, I couldn’t stop myself from telling you how many frogs’ bodies I’d seen on the way here, that some of them had got stuck to my tyres because of the heat and I’d had to scrape them off with the plastic name badge that was clipped to the breast pocket of my vet’s jacket, and I saw all the colour drain from you, it wasn’t until your eyes were empty and you were jabbing at your beans that I stopped and ended with the line: There’s a difference in how high some frogs can jump. You had stopped looking at me, you didn’t even look after asking the question and I couldn’t tell how you intended it but after I’d upset you, you said: Kurt, would you like to see my bedroom? The bird’s nest? And I looked at your dad who had started on the vanilla custard and who was so deep in his thoughts that he hadn’t even noticed, or maybe he didn’t think there was anything odd about us getting up and quietly rearranging our chairs and going upstairs, crossing the landing to your bedroom, where I perched uneasily on the edge of your desk next to your open maths book, but my heart missed a beat at the sight of the delightful children’s pleasure garden that I found myself in – ocean-blue wallpaper on the walls, the row 40of cuddly toys like nightwatchmen on your bed, the Hitkrant posters, from the issue from your birth year the lost child had given you, featuring Madonna, Julia Roberts, John Stamos, and the Flemish band De Kreuners. There was a Frank Eerhart poem whose last line was Een zee heeft geen zeer – a sea never feels sore – several photographs propped up against the spines of the books in the bookcase and your collection of Bert and Ernie CDs, and in not one of the photos were you depicted as yourself, you’d struck a pose the way fourteen-year-old girls do, seductive without knowing what that means, they want you, the eyes say, but more than that some extra pocket money, they want to be worshipped but would rather someone protected them from the world, they want an exciting life and at the same time to believe they are invisible, and I saw all of this in you, but you were further along than your friends who stood next to you like make-up dolls, you were different, you thought so deeply about things that even I couldn’t keep up with you after a while, you were underwater and it was hard for me to reach you, you were the bird who would later become famous, you were my prey, and all of a sudden it all made my head spin and I muttered that I didn’t feel well, that I had to go, and I turned and stumbled down the stairs and outside to my car which was parked on the gravel driveway, and I tore along the dike to my house, feeling sick, just like that time I’d been to the cattle farmer’s house and thought that if I drove faster I’d be able to rid my mind of the image of his hanging body, but like that farmer I couldn’t get rid of you, and, to torture myself further, once 41home I put on the Bonnie Tyler song in my study, I cried, yes, I sobbed about the terrible monstrous longing I had for you, about the Frog who now lived inside your head, even though I knew this wouldn’t be the case for long, I could easily take on the Frog, I’d flatten him before he could poke his tongue into you, and it was that evening that I first let myself go, precious creature, I frantically unbuttoned my jeans as I roughly wiped the tears from my face and I knew I was lost, my flesh was so weak! I made another attempt to think of Bonnie Tyler’s heavily made-up eyes, her husky voice, but all I could picture was you, standing in the field in your white dress, and I thought of us together on the mattress, a brief flash of the queen addressing me because of my rescue mission and pinning a medal to my chest and then back to you, you, you!
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         The film tickets were burning a hole in my trouser pocket like Willy Wonka’s gold wrappers. I could already picture your excited face at the idea of getting away from the farm, even though the tickets weren’t for Tim Burton’s film but for something much better, Stephen King’s It, with the actor Tim Curry, a classic from before you were born, from 1990; it was being shown in the cinema in the next village which was mainly known for its castle, for a writer trained as a lawyer who escaped his imprisonment there in 1621 by hiding in a chest of books, and I’d never thought of that as romantic until you told me he’d done it to be reunited with his beloved, how dangerous and exciting it was to become a pile of books and how claustrophobic pining for the other could be, even though they’d made breathing holes in the chest, of course, but still, you said, he’d just done it knowing that he could be as dead as a doornail when he arrived, or worse still that he’d be discovered, because in those days the punishments were harsh and it was better to die of a broken heart than be caught and decapitated on the scaffold. And you said that in the Middle Ages they sometimes sent the chopped-off heads to the queen as a sign of having completed their task and wouldn’t it be awful if things were still like that today; there 43were several museums that claimed to possess the original chest in which the lawyer-writer had escaped – in 1958 a plane was named after him and it crashed into the Atlantic on its way to New York and none of the passengers or crew survived, and I knew you were picturing all of this, your imagination was endless and you could scare yourself to bits, and I recalled a photo of you standing on the edge of the castle’s ramparts during one of your best friend Elia’s birthday parties and you were dressed as a knight while all of your other girlfriends had dressed as desirable damsels, but you were there as a knight and it was the first time I saw you dressed like that, as a handsome young lad, and the tickets were burning a serious hole in my trouser pocket when I told your dad that afternoon that Camillia couldn’t come to the film and maybe you wanted to come, if you could at least, and I told your dad it would probably be inspiring for you and that’s what I said to him as we sat in the open boot of the car and looked out over the meadows and remarked that the cows were looking good this year, yes, beautiful, even number 180 was slowly recovering and walking better, and yes the calves were doing well, not many illnesses, and I offered him a Lucky Strike to reassure him further and then he said, as he blew out the smoke, that you could come as long as you were home by dark, and I remained calm, though inside I wanted to shout with joy, and I told you later during my break as you poured my coffee and offered me a pink cupcake, you said you’d never heard of It nor of Stephen King and I stared at you in disbelief, who had never heard of Stephen King? I 44impressed upon you that you had to read his books, but first this horror film, and I knew that with your vulnerability and the fact that The Witches, a children’s film, frightened you, that you’d huddle up to me and for nights on end you wouldn’t be able to sleep, you’d call me for the first time, saying: The bird is scared, the bird can’t sleep. And every time you went into your bedroom you’d check under your bed and inside the wardrobe and when you showered you’d put a flannel over the drain hole just in case, but there out in the field I was mainly enjoying the thought of spending more time together, away from the farm where hundreds of cow’s eyes observed us, away from your dad who would swing between being possessive and negligent, and then you asked if the Frog could sit with us because he was going too, and you were just friends you know, you said as casually as possible, but I heard the hope in that casualness and I said Of course he can, immediately noticing a sour taste in my mouth that I tried to get rid of by biting into my pink cupcake which was dry and got stuck in my throat and I coughed and said I still had some jobs to get through; I walked away from you and in the milking stall I leaned my head against the cold tank and balled my fists in disappointment at the setback, but I soon recovered when I realised I could simply sit between you and the Frog, and so I picked you up after dinner, you stood at the roadside waiting for me in your white dress like an angel fallen from heaven, so pretty that I had to stop myself from tooting the horn, suddenly I didn’t want to go to the film anymore; I only wanted to lie down with you on the mattress 45and share your Discman’s headphones and you’d explain why you felt like a kindred spirit of people who were born or who’d died on 20 April like Steve Marriott and Hitler, and you’d put on ‘All or Nothing’ and tell me that on the day you were born, Marriott died when his home in Essex caught fire, likely caused by a cigarette. This was probably why you came into the world in total silence like a wet calf with the membrane still over its head, because elsewhere in the world someone was dying; sometimes you had conversations with Hitler and inside your head you invited him to come for tea to celebrate your joint birthdays and you’d invite Freud too for company – and I wondered why on earth you’d thought of him – and you’d ask Hitler what kind of music he liked, which would make him want to dance, and you wouldn’t ask difficult questions, they would come later, when you were drinking juice after the second cup of coffee, the way birthday parties in the countryside typically progressed, only then would you ask about the atrocities he’d committed, you’d ask: Adolf, did you hate the Jews or mainly yourself? And you’d ask Freud to name the differences between yourself and Hitler – what made him bad and what made you good – and if it was possible you’d ever become like Hitler, and Freud would reassure you in a paternal manner and you’d be happy that he’d come to your birthday party too, after that you’d talk about Remembrance Day and say that you always did the two minutes of silence wherever you were, that you were scared that if you didn’t there would be another war, and you thought of the victims but also of Hitler, you said, because 46even inside the darkest person there was once sunlight, and you’d end with Steve Marriott again, he’d had a dog called Seamus, a German shepherd, Pink Floyd once wrote a song about him in which the dog’s barking and whining can be constantly heard in the background, and when you listened to the song you couldn’t help thinking about how terribly Seamus must miss his owner and it made you sad, inconsolable, and actually you were always mournful on your birthday because you wanted to be a grown-up and at the same time you didn’t want to grow older because inevitably you would keep on losing a version of yourself, and you said that all our cells replaced themselves every seven years which was why you could never know a person through and through, but I knew when you sat down next to me and put on your seat-belt, and we were just like two adults going on a night out, that I would get to know you better and better, in all your ugliness and all your beauty, and every now and then when I put my hand on the gearstick I accidentally touched your knee and it was only then that I noticed the slight curvature under the front part of your dress for the first time, before long you’d grow into a beautiful woman, I was sure of that, and I loved the fact that I was able to watch you grow up, though I hoped it wouldn’t happen too fast, I wanted to keep seeing the child, the happy child you were, who didn’t see through that playfulness that you were turning me on, and in the cinema I did go and sit between you and the Frog and I kept on pressing the button under the little table, you loved that you only had to press it and a woman would turn up in 47the dark and ask you in a whisper what you wanted, I kept on ordering new Cokes for you and in your naivety and artlessness you didn’t see any harm in me wrapping my arm around you the times you shivered with fear and terror, until I finally lay my hand on your knee like it was the gearstick and I could put us into third gear, and my hand slid higher and higher until my wrist slipped under your dress and against you and you stiffened but did nothing, you didn’t stand up, you didn’t begin to scream and you didn’t ask the Frog for help, you left my hand there, and I thought, no I wanted you to long for this, and I considered it a yes when I felt the fabric grow damp against my wrist, and I knew that I was doing something wrong, I was getting lost in the Horsehead Nebula of my own desires, but I couldn’t help it, I worshipped you, my little champion, my precious creature, and I told myself that you had stiffened because of Pennywise the Dancing Clown who had arrived in the village Derry in Maine and murdered Georgie, that this was why you were so quiet on the way home and the only thing you said was that you liked the fact that you could only get rid of a monster by not believing in it, that monsters couldn’t handle that, and I was worried that I was the clown here, that if you no longer believed in me or the existence of our love I would slowly disappear too, and we didn’t talk about my hand between your legs and to reassure you I pushed you into the Frog’s arms for a moment by saying that he was a nice kid and distractedly you said, Yes, yes, very nice, and when you got out I quickly grabbed your hand which was sticky from the popcorn and I was almost 48startled by how tightly you gripped mine, and I asked whether you wanted my mobile number, you could always call if there was anything wrong, and I wrote it on the back of a McDonald’s flyer, under the picture of the Double Big Mac, and that very evening you’d send me a message that read: Beneath the paleness of a clown there’s only a person who needs help. I didn’t send you a reply, not then, I wanted you to long for me and to forget the Frog, that little brat with his handsome face, who had slouched grumpily in his seat next to me in the cinema because he couldn’t sit next to you but who was gormless and didn’t deserve you, he’d demolish you like a Happy Meal: fast and without tasting you, and he’d soon be sated and have had enough of you, not like me at all. After the film was over you’d hugged him briefly, almost shyly, at the cinema entrance, the way teenagers do, while I was the only one who could really hold you tight, so tightly that all your worries would disappear, but you hugged him and then flapped through the sudden shower of rain to the car and the top of your white dress had become transparent and you didn’t realise, my darling, and you were silent because there was too much going through your head and after your message I lay for hours staring at the ceiling with Camillia next to me, she was becoming more and more of a stranger to me, and I simply couldn’t find you in her, because there’s only one person like you, and I didn’t show my face at the farm for a few days, I had you believe I wasn’t coming back, and when I saw you again you were different, taller perhaps, and after the film the Frog had decided to go out 49with Elia, you didn’t mind, you said, because, as you quoted from 1 Corinthians: She bears up under everything; believes the best in all; there is no limit to her hope, and never will she fall. And that wasn’t the case between you and the Frog, and I knew that was when you really started to see me, you hung around in the stalls more when I was treating a Blaarkop with mastitis, I’d see you arriving with a bucket of water and a bar of soap and you’d watch breathlessly as I ran the soap through my strong hands, hoping you were secretly longing to be that bar of soap, even though your silences were short because soon you began to talk about Stephen King again, by now you’d borrowed the book from the library and you wanted to put it down and at the same time you couldn’t – it was all so horrible and you said that you’d never forget It, you still had nightmares about it, and you came with me when I took my things to the car and you wanted to say something, something sweet maybe but you didn’t dare, and I looked around to check no one was looking, took your hand and pulled you onto the edge of the boot, I took you onto my lap and you allowed it, you wrapped your arms around me and laid your head on my shoulder, and I don’t think there was anyone who had ever curled up to me like that, as though you wanted to disappear into me the way you sank down underwater in the swimming pool, so heavily, and I thought: You are right, beneath all that paleness there’s a person who needs help. And I held you tight, sweet lord, how tightly I held you.
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         The nights were hellish that summer. Like a startled hare I ran back and forth between you and the hanging cattle farmer, and I often jerked awake in a sweat, frantically fumbling for the clock-radio’s off button, the bright light would scrape off the burned bits the way I did with a slice of bread I’d left in the toaster for too long, thinking I’d have less chance of getting cancer then, but, well, I increasingly thought at the breakfast table, let me get cancer, anything would be better than the nightly pain in my heart which caused me to writhe around beneath the sheets, and I tried with all my might not to wake up Camillia who would worry and dab at my forehead with a damp flannel and I’d rant and rave with the cancer in my head that she should bugger off with that flannel, that I was a goner; I was doomed because all I wanted was you and that made me even more of a lost cause, illness spread more quickly through a weak body, everyone knew that, and Christ how weak and pathetic I was, lying there biting into my pillowcase like a wounded hare who had been hit by a shower of shot and retreated into his lair to die, and I tried to imagine how you would hold me and whisper reassuringly that I would be your sweet little long-ears forever, the best thing you’d ever won at the fair, 51that you wore me like your favourite Little Mermaid sweater, and I tried to recall your smell, but I kept smelling all those burned slices of toast, the rotten smell of the nightmare, and sometimes I slipped out quietly from between the sheets and shuffled to the bathroom where I lit a cigarette in the window, blowing the smoke through the insect screen so that Camillia wouldn’t smell anything when she went to the toilet in the morning; if I told her I was no longer afraid to die, she would say: Think of the children. But I couldn’t tell her that there was just one child filling my head, I couldn’t tell her anything anymore in fact, we had become stubborn cows who just happened to be lying in the same stall, there was no way she would be able to understand the things I pictured, the images of the cattle farmer hanging not from the stairs but from the feed silo, he was as blue as sea holly and a final death rattle came from his mouth, it echoed through my head as I pressed my hands to my ears, and in the background I heard the lowing of the cows who had been driven into the corner by the marksmen, some of them taking a few shots before they fell, I saw the mechanical grabbers rising up behind the feed silo, holding half-dead sheep by their legs, I saw the ministers I sometimes called when a person didn’t know who to turn to in their grief – but I’d been too late for the cattle farmer, I’d lost sight of him for a moment, and if I’d felt hungry sooner, if I’d wondered sooner where he had got to, I might have run into the farmer in the hall and after the stock had been culled I could have taken him by the hand and said that even though his farm might look empty now, one day he’d 52hear the sounds of a new herd, he’d hear the clatter of drinking troughs again, the rotations of the green cow brushes massaging their backs, the hum of the milk tank, of course he’d never forget it and in the early weeks he’d see death’s skeleton in every new life, he might even start to doubt God, to doubt me, but he would come through it stronger and in time he’d be able to walk to the cowshed in the morning without leaden boots, he’d look at the Limousin and the Hereford heifers and his eyes would glimmer, he would talk to them again like a minister addressing his flock in the hope that they would head home comforted and devout, and still it was nonsense thinking all this because he was gone and in my nightmares he hung there as though he’d been shot and a couple of farmers had hung him from the silo in protest, the way some hung a dead pig in a tree next to a farm’s gates with the cadaveric fluid still dripping from the animal, and at some stock companies I had no longer been allowed to set foot through the door, I was both the consoler and the murderer; most ministers preached that people should kneel down, that it was God’s will that this disaster was spreading across the Netherlands, even though a lot of farmers opted for self-defence and threw stones at the police, at the farm vets, at the men who worked for the disposal services, they modelled themselves on David who threw stones at the giant Goliath and I couldn’t blame them, it was normal for the men to choose self-defence first and only kneel later, and I thought of Reverend Horreman, who was the only one to support direct action because he loved horses himself, he 53preached in his sermon that we had to do something to stop this animal suffering, fight this gross ethical deficit, he saw the culling order as instigating self-destruction and in some cases he was proved right, like with the cattle farmer – I saw him hanging from the feed silo in my dream and you, you stood there so terrifyingly high at its peak and I knew it was foolish, and I had known all this time that it was foolish that you wanted to fly, you’d crash down onto the stone flagging, my love, you’d simply crash, and I heard you childishly but fearfully singing and instead of catch me if you can you sang leave me if you can, you’re too scared to catch me, and I wanted to shout that I’d never leave you, at the same time I knew I’d be lying, and you stood there in your windcheater waiting for me to reassure you, but I couldn’t, and then you spread your arms defiantly, in a last motion of hope and at the same time a final threat, but still no words came out of my mouth, even though I knew I could talk you round even if for a little while, no, I knew my lines damn well, it was so easy – I would squeeze in a few lines from Psalm 300 from the hymn book because you’d recognise those: I won’t leave you, I will stay with you until the trumpets sound, from a great height left and right, thousands of voices surround, Yay and amen are said, nothing left to sing O Lord, then Your duty is done, I wouldn’t leave you until the scriptures have been fulfilled. You would let your wings drop and free yourself of your longing to fly, I’d pluck you from the feed silo with the mechanical grabber, but I said nothing, I couldn’t say anything, and so often when I jolted awake I would think of Leonard Cohen’s ‘Ain’t 54No Cure for Love’, I would think how true that was. And then you took off, and I was still hoping you would manage to beat gravity, go against Newton’s law, but you’d tumble to the ground, even though that wasn’t the only thing that worried me, because most recently in my dreams I had an audience that sat on wobbly garden chairs on the gravel, watching and applauding at the hideous parts, at the bits when many would sigh or close their eyes, the audience was my mother, she’d always had the knack of reacting at the wrong moments and being silent at the right ones, but in my nightmare she took the biscuit, and she sat there and she was the main reason that I couldn’t lie to you, she kept on saying, when she noticed that I was fibbing, that she’d cut off my tongue with a potato peeler, the way she cut off a potato’s shoots, and I pictured my tongue in the peel basket and I tasted icing sugar again, greasy pancakes, and I couldn’t do it, I couldn’t lie; I knew I would hurt you with this, more than falling from the silo would hurt you, so I let you fall, I let you tumble as you called out that you were a plane, you would make amends to New York, the city that never sleeps, and you quoted a line from Live in New York by Laurie Anderson – who happened to be the partner of Lou Reed – recorded about ten days after 9/11, and the cattle farmer suddenly opened his eyes and began to sob, he really did, he sobbed about my precious creature, my crashed seraph who lay wrecked and shattered on the ground.
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         You were sure of it – you were strange, but not so strange that you didn’t realise it yourself because those were the real loonies, the ones who forgot they were mad. You knew you were idiosyncratic and eccentric and at the same time had very good manners, you spoke very carefully and continued to address me as Mr, even though I hated it because it created a distance, because I didn’t want to be just any old mister in your life, not some passer-by who stopped and stared for a second too long, I wanted us to fuse together and that wasn’t possible as long as you kept saying Mr, and I tried to change it but your politeness got in the way, and still you behaved quite haughtily towards others at times, not because you were haughty but out of self-protection, and it made me think of what Horace wrote: Only God can change the lowest to the highest, abase the proud and raise the humble. But you were light and dark, big and small, and you could rapidly adapt to the script of everyday life – like a professional actress you moved among the villagers, among your classmates, and without even looking at them you knew how to present the best side of yourself, what they expected of you, you told me: Kurt, often it’s not about who you are but who they want you to be. And so you played the good daughter, the sweet and 56funny best friend, the charming girl from Het Dorp, my heavenly chosen one, the talented musician, and you were good at it, I have to hand it to you, you were magnificent, but nevertheless I often saw the abyss concealed beneath your performance, the boundless void that sometimes took hold of you when you were sitting on my lap on the edge of the boot and you wanted to crawl inside me to fill yourself up and you stared into space more and more often and it was only then that I realised that you talked a lot about songs, about books and films, but very little about yourself, about your life with your brother and your dad, and it was 23 July when I decided to show you my house, Camillia had gone to visit her sister in Spain and only the children were home, the eldest was two years older than you, and I couldn’t predict then that something would blossom between you, that I was offering you a new Frog on a plate and I’d become jealous of my own son when he wanted to take you home that night on his moped, no, I enticed you by saying it was my youngest son’s birthday, we had a cake with a thick layer of buttercream in the fridge which was too big for the three of us and I playfully spread my arms wide to show you how gigantic it was and the mere thought that you’d get away from the stench of the cows made you soft and happy and you told me about the best birthday cakes you’d had, particularly the one when you turned twelve, shaped like Ernie’s head, the eyes and hair made of liquorice laces, a chocolate-spread mouth and a pink marshmallow nose, and you said that everything changed after that cake, and you didn’t say how but your eyes 57became so sad that I held you even tighter on my lap, I wanted to kiss you, oh how I wanted to feel your lips on mine, but our first kiss would only come later when you were once again playing the actress who obeyed all commands, not daring to mention the mistakes in the script, the way I would become that mistake and I would have to settle for that – for being a mistake – but at the time I was still excited about my plan and I took you to my house on Mazenpad where my sons waited on you hand and foot and were on their best behaviour, and I desperately tried to monopolise your attention but you kept drifting to my eldest son, I saw you sneaking glances at him, until we started horsing around, me with the boys, wrestling on the laminate floor, and it was a while before you dared to join in, but in the end you sat on top of me and tickled my sides and I kept looking into your eyes and for the first time I saw that they weren’t just blue, there was a green rim around the pupil like a crown of thorns, and I roughhoused with the three of you and felt wretched for a moment as I lay panting and exhausted on the floor after half an hour, I felt like an old man and I said it was time for cake, but it wasn’t time for cake, it was time for you and me, and I suddenly felt like a giant at the table looming over the cake, with your giggles and heroic tales of school, I didn’t belong there and I couldn’t imagine you didn’t see that too, maybe you wanted me to go away like a superfluous parent, but then you gave me such a sweet look and it made me feel hungry again and I bravely took a bite of the whipped buttercream filling, following every glance you cast at my 58son, Argus-eyed, and I’d take you to my study, I thought of that at the table, and I would let drop that I no longer loved Camillia but the children did love her and that was why we stayed together, I would casually ask you what you thought of my eldest, and who you’d choose if you were on a desert island, whether you’d take him or me, and you’d say: Kurt, we’re on a desert island, I no longer have to choose, the difference is that we are the only ones who know we are there. And then, sitting on my desk chair, I’d pull you onto my lap and we’d look through my old childhood photos on the computer and you’d say I hadn’t changed a bit, you’d call me handsome, a prince, as I felt my excitement grow against you, but you hadn’t noticed or you didn’t know what that meant, and then I loved you even more, I loved that sweet ignorance, but we didn’t go to my study, the four of us watched a film – I can’t remember which – and you sat next to my elder son on the sofa and you looked good together, defiantly good, and I looked on as the two of you roared with laughter, it must have been a funny film, even though you didn’t like funny films because you didn’t get the jokes, or you were worried about not getting them and then you felt pressurised into chuckling by the presence of others, and I saw you looking at my eldest son’s lips, that when they formed a smile yours did too, and around dinnertime I went to fetch chips with you at the shopping centre in Het Dorp, in the Fiat I told you how much I’d liked you sitting on me when we were horsing around and waited nervously for your reaction, and you blushed, god, you blushed before recovering and going on to 59say that you were the strongest and I said Yes, you are the strongest, and you pulled up the right sleeve of your t-shirt and showed me your tensed biceps, we laughed and I knew that you hadn’t understood just how much I’d liked it when you sat on top of me like an elated princess but you’d find out for yourself, my magnificent creature, and we bought two frikandellen and two croquettes and a bag of chips plus mayonnaise, I parked my car at Tegenland nature reserve and the whole car smelled of frying fat, the windows steamed up, we kept half the food for the boys and you seemed to feel at ease with me in the smell of grease, you put your bare feet up on the dashboard and I playfully stuck two chips up my nose and mooed like a cow and you screamed with laughter, and maybe you were strange but not so weird as me because how could I allow myself to lure a child into my arms with some snacks and a while later with a pay-as-you-go card because you’d run out of pocket money and that way you could always reach me, you accepted it rather hesitantly, happy nonetheless because phone minutes were everything in a teenage life, and I didn’t know that my son would ask me for your number later that evening, which there was no way I could refuse without being caught out, and so half of your credit would go to me and half to him, and god almighty, it was as though my own flesh and blood was becoming my rival, and after the chips we drove home with the rest of the food, you played computer games with my sons, I left you all to it and disappeared upstairs with a head that was suddenly pounding painfully and worked in anguish on animal and 60inspection reports, until after a while I heard your quiet footsteps behind me and saw you appear in the stairwell, you told me the game was cool, awesome, and my son was going to take you home on his moped and was that OK? Fine, I said stiffly, wanting you to sense that I was offended, I wanted you to know that you were sidelining me again while I was the only one who could catch you when you fell, I was there all that time, and you searched for words, the actress tried to follow the script that had changed, you tried to prevent rejection, and I rested my head in my hands on my desk and said, now in a milder tone, that it really was fine, we’d see each other again on the farm, and you stood there for a moment before disappearing into the stairwell again, and I heard the moped’s engine surge, I couldn’t help looking out of the window, I saw you drive out of the street, go around the corner, you were holding tightly on to my son’s leather jacket, one arm around his waist, the other held out like a wing.
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         Over my plate of bacon and eggs I became overwhelmed by the thought that I had to mend my ways when, during breakfast, I began to work on my resistance and resolved to focus only on the calves on your farm – on those beautiful gentle creatures that suck so greedily on your hand that is covered in strings of saliva when you pull it back – and I looked out of the kitchen window at the shrubs gleaming in the morning twilight and thought of what Reverend Horreman had said the previous Sunday, that God had only shown us the way and we had to create our own paradise. I would take the mattress to the tip, along with my sick desires, and just when I was actually looking forward to putting these resistance plans into action, I got a message from you saying that Freud claimed that as long as virtue was not rewarded on earth, ethics would be preached in vain, and for a moment I was worried you’d seen through me, that you’d seen the monster hidden behind the virtue, there was no doubt the creepy mythical figures were familiar to you, from the Loch Ness Monster to the Jersey Devil, the kraken and Mothman, I was worried that you knew that my hand hadn’t crept higher into the valley between your legs to protect you but because I had the nerve to want to possess you, that you’d 62seen that I’d converted my car into a romantic paradise for you, that the Nirvana and Queen Beatrix posters were only there to put you at ease, but I also knew that for the last couple of days you’d been conducting conversations inside your head with Freud or Hitler, and that at times you spouted gibberish that even you didn’t understand, even though you think deeply about everything down to the smallest details, and I had seen you lying on a beach towel patterned with crabs on the lawn, talking to yourself, and it was clear that Freud the shrink was back, and you were talking to him about New York, about yourself, and there was no reason to be anxious because a new message arrived after that: If I’m your Bonnie, will you be my Clyde? I breathed a sigh of relief and knew immediately that you’d watched the film with Faye Dunaway and Warren Beatty, that it had touched you, that like me you strove for the most romantic kind of love, and the fact that love ended up riddled with bullets in the film wasn’t a problem for us, it was wonderful, particularly that last glance he cast at her before they were turned into perforated paper, when he realises it’s a trap, the man parked at the roadside hasn’t broken down, yes, that look, in that brief second, you could say it contains everything they’ve been through together, what they feel for each other, they know the adventure is over, they know that, and they’d refilm that glance in the 1992 remake, but only Dunaway and Beatty could look at each other that way and that’s why you knew the look was exceptional, as exceptional as the love between Bonnie and Clyde, because there was no other couple that 63destroyed each other yet left each other so whole in that way, and while they became heroes because they only robbed the big banks, they sent photos and poems to the press, poems that Bonnie Parker had written, and you would read ‘The Trail’s End’ many times and you’d hear the rain of fire in the film, and there were two grinning-face emojis after your question as to whether I wanted to be your Clyde, because as soon as I sent a message without emoticons you kept on sending me messages until I did send one, and then you’d be reassured, words affected you less and less, you had to see it depicted, you needed everything to be doubly confirmed, and so I often wrote Can’t wait to see you, my dear.:) and then you’d know that this was the truth, and my spirits rose so much that I scoffed my bacon and eggs in delight and my resistance had already slipped to the back of my mind, maybe it had only occurred to me so that I could hold on to a way out, the knowledge that I could create a paradise without you, but oh why did that seem so barren and mind-numbing, why did it suddenly seem as dark as during a downpour when I thought about it, why weren’t the shrubs enough for me, or treating animals who willingly let themselves be palpated, who did tolerate me, why did I have to focus on the most difficult being on earth, why, my precious creature, did a paradise without you seem like not a paradise but a retreat, while I’d never fled more than with you, fled who I really was, fled Camillia who suddenly said, when I put on my vet’s coat to come to you and kissed her forehead as she came to wave me off at the front door as she always did, that if I was 64cheating on her she’d like to know – I paused with my back to her, slowly did up my jacket, turned back half towards her and frowned as I did when someone said something totally unnecessary, and she said she thought I’d been so distracted recently, I was coming home later and later and we no longer made love, I had bought new underpants and according to one of her women’s magazines this was a sign of a husband’s infidelity, him buying new underpants himself, and I waved her doubts aside, blew them away like a dust bunny and pulled her to me, laid my hands on her buttocks and squeezed them rather apathetically, and then said I had to go, I would rather stay with her but duty called, and I sat down at the wheel feeling like I had handled this with consummate skill, I even whistled along to the radio and wondered how that magazine could know that men didn’t just randomly buy new underwear; it was true I’d bought a couple of pairs of boxer shorts and I only wore them when I was going to see you. At the same time I thought I shouldn’t worry too much about my morning resistance, it was fear of getting caught, of suddenly having a construction lamp focused on me and someone saying from above: That’s him! But I was already feeling light again and I was looking forward to seeing you and I drove through the meadows with my left arm hanging over the edge of the open window, listening to ‘Losing My Religion’, and I sang along to the second verse of the song at the top of my voice because the lyrics were so appropriate and sounded wonderful sung out loud, but I didn’t truly feel like a blinded fool until I arrived at De Hulst farm and 65saw my son’s moped parked next to the yew hedge, I tried to look amazed and force a smile when I saw you both sitting on the lawn, while unkind words were burning on my lips and what I really wanted to do was give my son a clip round the ear and talk my wondrous creature out of his head, before hissing to you: why on earth had you asked me if I wanted to be your Clyde, did you know what that meant, what those two people did aside from their criminal, murderous acts? They shared passion, my heavenly chosen one, they shared a bed, they shared their bodies the way the minister shares bread at supper, but they shared so much more than just intimacy, and couldn’t you see how you bewildered me, I barely touched my wife anymore because I wanted to worship only you, only you, and you stood there beside my son and you were going to lie in the haystack and it wasn’t my tongue but his that would penetrate your mouth, and I could hear you both screaming with laughter as I inseminated a cow too roughly in the stalls – I was terrified that you’d go to your bedroom, to the child’s pleasure garden that I always pictured when I thought of you, and that you would lie there naked on your bed surrounded by cuddly toys, but I could forgive you this, I had to forgive you, I was your Clyde, I was your Kurt, but it was fucking difficult and for a moment I felt the same nausea I’d experienced in your bedroom, and this time it was so bad that I had to sit down on the edge of a cow cubicle with my head between my knees and I vomited my breakfast in front of my boots, there went my resistance, it dripped between the slats of the grated floor, a second wave 66of vomiting followed and when my stomach felt empty and the nausea had gone I got shakily to my feet and told myself to pull myself together, I would tolerate the two of you having found each other but I would show you that you were better off with me, I went to your dad as though nothing had happened and we tagged calves’ ears, and I soothed the fear from their big eyes as I tried not to hear the giggling in the haybarn, though I preferred to hear you laughing because when there was silence I knew you were kissing, the silence of a kiss is the most wonderful sound if you’re the person being kissed, now it was just grim, and then I decided to go to the haybarn, I walked towards it, scuffing my boots over the flagstones so that you could hear me coming, I didn’t want to see how intimately entwined you were, and so I coughed before I went in and I caught a glimpse of you sitting up quickly, you straightened your clothes and gave me an innocent look, and I asked you whether you wanted to come with me to Tegenland, I’d heard there were a lot of otters there and maybe we could go for a swim, you looked from my son to me and you hesitated, but you said OK and I saw the envy in my elder son’s eyes but I didn’t care, I’d tell him later that I didn’t want the two of you to get carried away, that you were special, you sometimes had strange moods, yes, I didn’t want to stop him but he should know what he was getting himself into, once the first infatuation had passed, you had to work damned hard at a relationship – I’d give him a meaningful look, suggest some girls who were older than you, Christ, how cunning I was, I would 67suggest girls who were more physically mature and tip him a wink and we’d both know what I meant, I would say you were still a child, but it was up to him, and maybe I would add that you led a troubled existence, I loved that word, troubled, but again, it was up to him, and I planted a seed of doubt, I said deviously that I would support any decision he made, and later in Tegenland I’d ask you the question I’d wanted to ask for so long, we’d disappear deep into the tangle of willow trees, and the otters, we’d forget the otters, but on the way I’d tell you about the dissection thing, about how you could tell how old a mustelid was, I saw on your face that you were horrified and at the same time you were eager for more gory details, and I explained that they press on a dead otter’s pubic sheath, making a big stiff penis appear from beneath its fur, they cut this out and the older the otter, the longer and thicker the penis bone, you pulled a face and asked what they did with all those penises, did they pickle them in jars? And you laughed at the thought, but later you would feverishly think about that otter in your wonderful childish bed, about the penis emerging from the sheath, the words big and stiff, and you could turn into an otter as well as the Frog, but each time I asked you about it later you would go red and turn away from me, and I wondered whether the bird also devoured my son, whether you could become him too, but I knew that I would lose you, that some part of me didn’t want to know whether you could turn into my own flesh and blood, and I’d brought some refreshments with me – peaches, bananas, strawberries with cream. That last one 68was so clichéd it made me laugh at myself, and we set off along the forbidden paths through the lady’s bedstraw and the marsh marigolds and looked for a place that was hidden from view, and I laid the unzipped sleeping bag down on the grass, you stretched out on it and said that your wings had been hurting recently, and I thought it was because you were growing, I was making you grow, maybe you would no longer want to get away from here if I stayed with you, and I fed you strawberries and whipped cream, playfully squirting a blob on your sunburned nose, and I told you that not only Bonnie and Clyde had a special relationship but Kurt Cobain and Courtney Love did too, that what they did was normal for people who were fond of each other, and then I asked you, I asked whether you were fond of me, and you nodded and I kneeled beside you, I knew my son’s kiss lingered beneath the cream, but I didn’t want to think about that now and I simply said it: I told you that people who are fond of each other kiss, that it was time to do this, the way I announced on the farm that it was time for a cup of coffee or a beer. And I saw you thinking, I saw the bird worrying, and I said Stop worrying, people who are kissing no longer have room for doubts, and then I leaned in over you and pressed my lips to yours, and I tasted the resistance, the same resistance I encountered when I was pressing a drench gun into a ewe’s mouth to inject anti-maggot meds and stuck the pistol’s nozzle between the molars and the cheek pouch, but you were helpless, and I forced my tongue between your lips and tasted the sweetness of your insides, I ran my hands over your wings and for a moment we 69rose up together, then I let my body fall onto you and you couldn’t move and I was sure you didn’t want to escape, that you sometimes drove yourself mad with all your ways out, all your wild imaginings, and we horsed about in the meantime to make you feel that what we were doing was alright, you loved playfighting, and I felt the horniness of this skirmish burning through my body, you were the fire of my loins – I let you tell me about school, about Jule, about Elia and how you were growing further and further apart now you were at different schools and at first there was just a little space between your desks and now a few streets, those streets had always been there, but now it had become a road map you’d crumpled into your inside pocket, turning all the streets into winding paths, everything was getting longer and smaller at the same time, and you bit into a peach and I saw the juice dripping from the corners of your mouth, down your chin, and again I pressed my lips to yours, which were sticky, and I said this was the closest people could get to each other, and your beautiful smile was deafening and I wanted to stay here with you forever, but clouds were gathering and there was thunder, there was thunder because we were lying here together, and I whispered another line from Beckett and you sang in a high-pitched voice, quietly and clearly: Beckett is a little bit cracked. I couldn’t help but laugh and pulled you to your feet and we ran back to the Fiat, through the willow trees, the lightning and the gusts of rain, with the sleeping bag above our heads, and I fed you an overripe banana in the car and you ate out of my hand, my precious creature, you ate out of my hand!
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         I thought about our first kiss so much that it gradually lost its lustre and I greedily, gluttonously looked forward to the next one. But when, on the lawn, I tapped your foot with my boot because it was the only kind of contact that would look insignificant to your dad, you looked up, gave me a weak smile and acted in a guarded manner again, which made the memory of the kiss bitter, however desperately I continued to think about how sweet you were inside, and I saw you pointedly wrap your arm around my son as you walked past the cowshed where I was treating the calves, you giggled more loudly than necessary at his silly jokes and you disappeared back to the child’s pleasure garden above the front room, even though I knew that you were both hesitant to do more than touch each other’s lips, than frantically rub up against each other like the dry cows did, because if I stood beneath your window and held my breath, I could hear the bed slats squeaking, no more than that, but it was enough to make me sweat with envy! And you wore a ghastly cheap little necklace, with a heart you broke in half once you’d bought it, and each of you wore one half, with the other’s initial in it, you were at that age when you wanted to show the world you belonged together, but you didn’t see that it 71wasn’t necessary for us, that our engraved initials didn’t have to hang around our necks for us to feel that we belonged together, that we were one, we were already wearing each other, and sometimes I saw you watching me, but when I looked back you’d turn away your gaze, and I would only be able to get close again and touch you when Bowie the young bull lay dead in his stall, all of a sudden your distant, haughty behaviour was gone, you kneeled beside his lifeless body and cried so hard that the swallows flew away, your whole body shook and my son stood rather discouraged and despondent next to you, immobile like a scarecrow in a field, and I knew I had to grab my chance so I sank down next to you and laid my hand on your back, I felt your backbone under your t-shirt and stroked you until you calmed down, my son muttered something about having to meet a friend and tore off like a coward on his moped, and you let yourself lean against me and you whispered: The bird is scared to death of death. We both knew why you were scared of it but we didn’t mention it, it didn’t need to be said, and I was the shepherd from Psalm 49, the shepherd of death because I was bringing news of a passing for the third time, and your dad who was digging over the vegetable plot didn’t know that I had pulled you onto my lap next to the calf igloo, was rocking you back and forth and consoling you by saying that Bowie had had a wonderful brief life, that you’d looked after him as well as you could and that right from the start he’d been suffering from stunted growth, and I tried to ease the pain while wishing I were a squeaking bed but we hadn’t got to the stage 72when we could comfort each other by tearing the grief from each other’s bodies, driving it away by disappearing into each other, when I could become your heartache and you mine, or we’d kiss it away; I did kiss your hair there, it smelled of silage and my elder son’s aftershave, and I asked how your wings were doing, and you said that you’d flown around your bedroom for the first time the day before, that taking off had gone well, flying too, but the landing still needed a bit of practice, but you weren’t sure whether you could do it to your dad, leaving for good, and you stroked dead Bowie’s head and talked about the day all the cows were slaughtered – after the disposal service had left, you found broken-off cows’ tails on the gratings and your dad stopped speaking until the new herd arrived, you could no longer remember the last time you’d really talked to each other, he had become hard like the salt lick in the meadow that ensured the Blaarkop cows got enough sodium, and I blinked my eyes to get rid of the cattle farmer’s blue face, but you had already changed the subject and you said that you and Elia were officially not friends anymore, that she’d changed so much and she’d lost her imagination by French-kissing too much with the Frog, that all the twisting and turning was driving you crazy, and you chattered away about the time when you were nine and you tried to summon Elia’s dead cat and you pointed at the wall and said to each other: There he is. And you said you didn’t see anything but so desperately wanted to believe that you really were seeing the cat and it was such a shame if you lost your sense of imagination, that you could 73picture anything you wanted to see, sometimes now you saw the cat shoot past the wall as a shadow and the shadow turned into the Twin Towers, you saw the plane approaching and this might have been because you kept watching the 9/11 footage before you went to sleep each night and you’d lie there immobile beneath your covers, feeling yourself drilling into the building, the impact in your limbs, the heat scorching away your bravery, and you said you prayed to God then, even though you knew that what you were praying for was as impossible as summoning a dead cat, but you did so out of a sense of duty, for safety reasons, and you said sometimes the best light a person could get came from a building that was ablaze – you woke up bright and sparkling in the morning, feeling untouchable, but the feeling disappeared as soon as the light began to fade, that dusk existed to make us falter, to unite us with the darkness inside ourselves, and you lay your head on my lap and I stroked the conch of your ear and said I’d take Bowie to the side of the road in a wheelbarrow, and you nodded and we’d pull the tarp over his body together, and after an hour the first flies would start to circle the wheelbarrow in the summer’s heat, you’d flap your hands to chase them away, then your dad came from the garden holding a pitchfork to say that Camillia had called and I had to go home, something to do with the meter cupboard, he muttered absently, and I saw the sky go dark, apparently she’d said that I wouldn’t be visiting the farm for a while and your dad shrugged as I stood there with a burning gullet, knowing she’d seen the number beneath the tallies, that she’d 74called the number and been greeted with the bird’s voicemail, she’d think all kinds of things but never the right one, and you’d listened from a distance and you stood there crestfallen as I loaded up my stuff, and I said then that I might not see you for a long time, not in the way we’d been seeing each other, that of course we’d run into each other if you came to see my son, and suddenly I wanted you to stay with him because I realised it was the only way to keep you in my life, and you said sadly but theatrically: I’m always abandoned by the ones I love. And I knew damned well that this was probably another line from a song, but I was done with underlined lyrics, I didn’t want them now, and still I’d ponder this until I saw you again the way we used to see each other, and at the time I couldn’t know that it would be sooner than we thought, that it wouldn’t just be at the farm but also under the viaduct on the access road to Het Dorp and in my veterinary surgery; I pulled you to me briefly and you said you’d never forget me, not even when you were famous, and I said you were already famous, that you were reaching crazy heights inside my head and that fame wasn’t about the number of fans but the one who never left your side, however many crap songs you wrote, that one person kept on supporting you and it was about what you did, you could only make yourself famous by being proud of what you’d produced, that success could only be possible if you’d never expected it, and you nodded, but I knew you needed to be seen through other people’s eyes, you’d been staring through your own for so long: fourteen years was an eternity in the 75life of a child. And I really wanted to kiss you but I knew I mustn’t break anything, mustn’t force anything, and you glanced around and then asked me red-cheeked whether you might watch me dissecting an otter sometime, just to see you know, and I nodded and said I’d let you know when, and I wished you the best of luck with my son, he’s a good lad, I added hopefully, and suddenly you seemed disappointed, even though you weren’t sure why yourself, except that this felt like a goodbye and that parting made you feel sombre as well as being the crucible of your journey to fame, and so I placed my thumb beneath your chin, lifted it slightly so that you had to look at me and said that the sea didn’t feel sore, and you smiled dejectedly and your eyes were made of glass and you replied: The sea doesn’t feel sore because nobody hurts it. And I didn’t know what else to say, it was unbearable that I was hurting you, that for you it felt as though I were putting two dead bodies at the side of the road that day, poor Bowie’s and mine, and you turned around, your shoulders hanging, the way a script about departure required you to act, and I watched you until you disappeared beyond the pollarded willows, until I heard the sound of a guitar being played, it murmured out of the open window and across the fields, and I couldn’t make out what it was at all, it just sounded mournful, so terribly mournful, and I felt the earth shake as I drove home, the houses along the roadside had suddenly grown eyes and mouths, gables became eyebrows, and they stared at me angrily all the way back; Camillia was sitting on the sofa furiously peeling an orange, its juice spurting over her blouse, 76she put the segments on the table and I saw the fruit flies dive at them in a swarm, we were surrounded by death-eaters – I could only think about how alive you had made me, and I said to Camillia that it meant nothing, that number in the meter cupboard, I lied the words out of my chest and said nothing about the electricity flickering through me, I said only that you were a bird displaying grieving behaviour, I said: Some people suit solitude so well that we forget that they feel ugly and unseen in it, that every morning they run a lint roller over their clothes to appear less drab. And I said I was helping you to shine because I knew that Camillia tried to do the same for her pupils, to let them shine on their own canvas, and that this would lighten the mood and we’d talk about you and my son, about how lovely and right you were together, and with feigned concern I would say that I was keeping an eye on things, that the lusty lad might be going too fast, and I put the orange segments in Camillia’s mouth the way I had fed you, though I pulled my fingers back more quickly so as not to touch her lips, and I repeated that you were so alone and she suddenly decided we should invite you over, she’d cook her favourite dish for you, fresh tagliatelle with lemon, sage, roast walnuts, Parmesan, parsley and a dash of cream, and I knew she loved wounded birds, that’s why I reported back to her on your current condition, the way I did with sick animals: broken wings, loss of balance, reduced desire to fly.
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         There is no need to share this, to describe my nightmares, but I’m doing so because I was going to have to do it in the long run in any case, for the judges who will be able to tell from it how tormented I am, well dear judges, they don’t come more tormented than this! It is the main reason for sharing my nightmares, not to excuse my behaviour, or to show the extent of my regret at something I simultaneously celebrated, nor for you to feel pity for me, oh no, I would rather you hate me, feel a profound disgust when you think about me, but I will describe them all the same in order to understand myself better, because I never had the chance, or the time or the space, to understand myself, to see where the crack first appeared – it was already there before that first kiss, before that headstrong summer and even before I met you, and I awoke with a start in the night again, clammy with the sweat of fear, and instead of getting up to smoke a cigarette I stayed in bed and rapidly tumbled into a hallucination in which I saw you standing next to my bed, you were wearing the blue-and-green cardigan of your brother’s as you often did and which you draped over your desk chair before going to sleep and then kept on switching on your bedside lamp to see again, looking forward to being able to wear it the next day 78to school and everyone would admire it, as though you’d become a new pupil that everyone wanted to play with, and you weren’t fourteen in my dream but somewhere around three and you asked: Is he dead, is he really dead? I saw myself walking to the Waterdragersweg with the wheelbarrow we’d used for Bowie to lift in the boy’s body that lay broken under a lamp post and I heard you ask again whether he was dead, was he really dead, and I placed my fingers on your lips, shook my head and said that he was sleeping, he was having a wonderful sleep, and you asked: How long will the sleep last? I want to play with him. And I couldn’t say that the sleep would last as long as your life, no, I said you never knew when a person would wake up, that anyhow who knew when we were awake and when we were asleep, and you didn’t understand and you tugged at the wheelbarrow, and I got angry with you, so angry that I saw you cower in that nice cardigan of yours and you trudged after me along the Avondlaan to the Prikkebeensedijk; the whole way I pictured that young boy’s flawless face, he was wearing a striped jumper, his blond hair was gelled solid and combed into a middle parting, as though a harrow had drawn a seedbed through it, though nothing would grow from him anymore, and suddenly you weren’t walking after me but my mother was, she was wearing her apron again and patting the bottom of a tin of Van Gilse icing sugar which made the whole road go white and we slowly walked into a snowy landscape and it even grew cold, it began to freeze as I walked along with that body in the wheelbarrow, and I wondered how I was going to 79convey this news, and my mother was just walking along with that tin of icing sugar and she shouted that she had a bone to pick with me, though I’d known from a young age that no bones would be picked, and she shouted that I was a portender of doom, that everywhere I went I would carry tidings of death with me, and I felt the tears running down my cheeks, they ran down my cheeks and I tasted salt, and when I went to turn around and bravely contradict her it was you again walking there, stamping through the icing sugar in your red wellies, you grinned from ear to ear and shouted that it was snowing, it was snowing! And I wanted to pick you up and press you to me because I knew that after the news of the death came you would no longer be held, not until I was with you years later and you laid your head in my neck, and you kept on running and stamping through the snow and I called out that you had to stay near me but you ran to a man in the distance, a man I couldn’t place at first until he drew closer and I saw his blue face and knew that it was the cattle farmer, and you took his hand and bent over the edge of the wheelbarrow, you pointed at the boy’s body and told the farmer he was sleeping, that we had to speak quietly, and the farmer nodded, he nodded and gave me a penetrating look, we both knew what this sleep meant, and the snowy landscape faded and I suddenly saw you lying on the picnic blanket, lifeless, and I asked what you had done, what I had done, but you lay there and I didn’t know whether I’d bitten you, whether I’d sunk my teeth into your flesh because I longed for you so much, because my hunger had 80become too much, my jaws ached, and I jolted awake after I’d parked the wheelbarrow in front of the door to the farm and stammered the tidings of death, and then the countryside shook in horror, everything shook, even the pollard willows bowed their heads and stood crooked along the sides of the ditch, and just at the moment when you came into view I jolted awake again, and this time I let myself glide out of bed, agitated, as though the visions could sink their claws into me again at any second and drag me to that nocturnal hell, and I didn’t go to the bathroom but downstairs, to the garage, where I ran my hand along the Fiat’s bumper and laid my head on the cold black metal and whispered: He’s dead, he really is dead.
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         I slowly crawled under your skin like a liver fluke in a cow, there isn’t a more pleasant way of putting it: I was a parasite. And with this horrible thought, filled with self-pity, I left a voicemail message after you had failed to pick up yet again; after the beep I said that I had a nice otter for you, a beautiful creature, you could come to my surgery on De Eeuwige Soldatenweg at four o’clock, and strangely enough I immediately felt a bit better, yes, joyful even, as though I were both the vermin and the pest control service, and I put on my favourite pair of dark-blue jeans and a sleeveless vest that showed off the muscles in my upper arms, I was happy with my body for my age, its proportions were just right, and I often looked at myself in the mirror to see what you saw, but I knew the image was always fuzzy because you couldn’t keep hold of an image of yourself nor of another, and you often looked at yourself in the mirror, vacillating between two extremes, beautiful and ugly, and this vacillation made you very slow at tackling the day if your hair wasn’t right, or if your clothes were too tight or too baggy around your body, and sometimes you said to the mirror: It seems that we aren’t going to get on very well together today. And then you’d go downstairs gloomily where your dad made you a 82chocolate-spread sandwich like he’d been doing for years, even though you no longer wanted it, but you ate it so as not to disappoint him, not to disrupt his routine, he asked twice a day whether you were enjoying life on the farm, Very much, you said, and he’d nod approvingly, but for years any enjoyment had been a dry cow ration, and after the chocolate sandwich you looked at yourself one last time before setting off on your bike for school, and you wanted to be good-looking, alluring and desirable, you wanted to be like the popular girls in the class and it didn’t help if I said you were much prettier, that I thought you were the loveliest creature I’d ever known and all of this was true, and every morning you’d stare at your chest with as much hope as fear that something would grow, not because you wanted breasts but because other girls already had them and they would earn you respect, they would turn the boys’ heads, even though it would be a while before anything worthy of mention would become visible, before you would ask Camillia to go with you to buy your first lacy bra which you would mainly fill with kitchen roll, but we hadn’t got to that point yet, luckily, because I loved the still-flat landscape, that’s what I thought about when I looked in the mirror, held my razor to my cheek, and afterwards applied my son’s Armani aftershave because you liked that smell, the smell of fresh bergamot, jasmine, helianthemum and green mandarin, and when you cycled up to my practice an hour after the agreed time, I was crazed with worry and picturing all kinds of disasters including you taking off from the feed silo, or that you had 83found out that I was indeed nothing more than a parasite, and I felt that the edges of my vest were wet around my armpits, it was also strange because you were never late, in fact you were always too early, you liked waiting yourself, waiting endlessly, so the thing you were about to do wasn’t over yet and you could still yearn for it – but now you were late and when you finally arrived you said groggily that you’d had another conversation with Hitler, that he’d appeared in your dad’s chair, the burgundy one in the front room where he always listened to Vivaldi’s Four Seasons, and there was thunder but also a lovely breeze and you sometimes thought that the country was afflicted by a heatwave because your dad kept playing ‘Summer’ on repeat and the violins went crazy after about three minutes, as though they’d been possessed by the heat, and you said that Hitler had said some sensible things, though sensible probably wasn’t the right word for a nasty rabble-rouser, but all the same you’d had to sit and think about it, and at that moment I didn’t want to know what he’d said to you and I didn’t want to see that you weren’t doing so well, that you were deteriorating, no, I looked away again and handed you a pair of plastic gloves which you accepted hesitantly and said: Kurt, won’t the otter take revenge on us if we cut off its willy? And I said that he was dead so he couldn’t and I knew immediately that this didn’t make any difference to you, you confused the living and the dead, just as your dad did with you, he kept seeing the lost child in you, and you wanted the otter to take revenge, then death wouldn’t be the end, and we went to the operating 84table where the otter lay stretched out on its back, it was an impressive, gigantic beast, I’d got it from one of my colleagues who often examined mustelids with his students, and you looked at its belly where the fur was much lighter than the rest, at its powerful paws with five webbed toes, and you leaned in and whispered: Thank you in advance, dear otter, for your willy, we will take good care of it. And I picked up a scalpel and said that I’d show you how to do it first and then you could cut out the penis, and I saw you gulp when I pressed on the base and the penis popped out of the fur, I saw you gulp and you ran your tongue along your lips and I’d only find out later that you always did that when you found something stirring or exciting, and I felt that this made you passionate, but you didn’t know what exactly the passion in you meant, and I asked whether you wanted to touch it and you nodded, reaching eagerly for the pink member to finger it carefully and then pick it up the way a child holds a lolly, and I saw you shimmer, I saw you shining deliciously, my precious creature, and then I slid the scalpel along the tip and cut it away from the fur slightly to show you and I left the rest to you; I didn’t know how to breathe, neither of us knew how to breathe, and my mistake was that I didn’t see any difference in this, that your lust became mine but that it wasn’t the case the other way around, and I stood behind you and folded my hand around your hand and together we cut out the penis, while my own pressed hard against your buttocks, against the fabric of your linen trousers, and once you had cut free the penis which was as long as an ice cream cone you 85held it up like a trophy, and I told you how young this otter was, that had he been an adult the penis bone would have been twice as long and thick, and you trembled again and asked whether you could please take it home with you, please, you said, please, and for a second I was taken aback by this question, but I acted as though it wasn’t strange and I didn’t ask what you were going to do with it – I rolled it up in a piece of clingfilm and gave it to you before clearing away the dead otter and disinfecting the table, and then I took off my gloves and threw them away before turning back to you, you’d suddenly lain down on the operating table with your arms clutched to your sides and you said, Dissect me, Kurt. This is a dream, I thought to myself – this is surely a delusion that has escaped from my sick mind – and I smelled my sweat through the jasmine and bergamot, but it was real, you lay there and I didn’t know what to do or what you understood dissection to be, and you had your eyes closed, you lay there lifelessly and so I cautiously kissed your bare shins, you giggled and said: No, you have to dissect me. Only then did I know that this was a game and I had to play it in a way that you wouldn’t see anything wrong in it, you were still bursting with innocence, and I played along and got out a clean scalpel and slid the tip of the handle along your bare legs, over your belly, and you said in a limp little voice that you were an otter, you were the otter, and I moved the metal over the buds of your breasts and I saw them stiffen under your shirt like a hare’s nipples, and I slid it between your legs, pressed lightly against the linen fabric and saw your cheeks go red, I 86saw them glowing so wonderfully, your tongue ran along your lips again and I didn’t know whether your chest was moving up and down more quickly or whether I was imagining it, and I kept on pressing the scalpel between your legs and you said: No, no, you have to cut me open. And I wanted to kiss your leg again but then you opened your eyes, grabbed the scalpel roughly from my hand and sank it into the flesh of your upper leg, drawing a vertical line from which blood immediately welled, and you got a look in your eyes that I hadn’t seen before and I wanted to scream, what the hell were you doing, but I stood there looking at you, frozen to the spot, and you said that this was what you meant, that you wanted to be opened up, dissected, and the otter must have felt like this too, and that there was something hidden inside you that had to be taken out, but you didn’t have enough time to get to it now, it was so deep and it would get too bloody, besides, you were going swimming in an hour with Jule and you didn’t want the pool to turn into the Red Sea, and only then did I act, carefully taking the scalpel from your hands and asking whether you’d gone mad, why had you hurt yourself, my heavenly chosen one, why had you done this? And you said that sunny spells followed pain and you whispered that since I’d told you about the dissection you’d been able to become not only the Frog but also the otter, and I staunched the blood with a tissue, pressed the edges of the wound tightly together, disinfected it with iodine and applied a sticking plaster, even though it would turn out later that it should have been stitched, that our first touch would 87immediately leave a scar, and I felt that you were lighter and happier than when you’d arrived, and later you’d tell me that your mind often weighed as much as Hitler’s heaviest tank, the Tiger II, and that you had felt lightened for the first time here, you had discovered something new, desire and pain as illumination, and my head spun and I stammered that you must never do this again, that I wanted you to stay whole, even though that was an empty promise because inside I was breaking you up into pieces, I was like a fluke worm inside you, and you swung your legs over the edge of the table and said: Sometimes I feel so happy that I want to die because I know it’s only temporary, that at any moment I’ll have to part with it. And I rested my hands on your knees but I didn’t know what to say, my pet, I could only clutch your knees like two calves’ heads, and I kissed your lips and this time you allowed it, I didn’t have to force my way inside, no, you opened your mouth and I saw that you were missing an upper incisor and I knew that you slept in a headgear brace, that everything was trying to grow straight but you weren’t allowing it to because you had gone awry, and you pressed your tongue against mine, but I wasn’t with you, not really, all I could see was you cutting into your own flesh, the blood, and I squeezed my eyes shut, realising only later that I should have stopped everything here, but I carefully spread your legs and pulled you a little forwards on the operating table so that you rested against my member and I moved gently, stopping to see how you responded, and I soon quickened, whispering between the kisses that I loved you, that I’d never loved 88anyone as much as I loved you, and you said nothing in return and at a certain point I saw blood seeping through the plaster, you became paler and I felt you growing weaker, I had to hold you more and more tightly to me, your head was dangling forward, but I was moving my limbs so forcefully that I didn’t notice or didn’t want to notice that you were no longer muttering stuff about the otter, and only during the end piece, the apotheosis, did I think that you were dead, you were dead and I whispered passionately: Oh my darling, I am dissecting you, I am dissecting you the way you wanted. I’m cutting you right open.
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         The penis bone would shrivel and rot away under your bed. It would end up being nothing more than a crusty souvenir among all the other keepsakes you kept hidden there, including the objects you had stolen when you were at primary school like Elia’s chain with the silver medallion which had a Barbie doll face on it; in year two you’d managed to filch it, on her birthday of all days, when all the guests were in the back garden eating cake, it shone so prettily you couldn’t resist it, just like the children’s book the teacher read from at breaktimes, and you told me how she would wet her fingertips to turn the pages and from that moment on you wanted to be a page so that she would turn you over and be the first person on earth to read you out loud, over and over because your text and your plot kept changing all the time, but this hadn’t been what happened when you slipped the book into your rucksack, nor did you gain her beautiful reading voice, and there was also some peat and charcoal from the school trip to Museum Park Archeon, an empty pack of chewing gum someone you had liked had touched, the till receipt from my pay-as-you-go card, a purple amethyst from your brother’s collection, he’d been sad to discover its loss but not so sad you’d confessed and given it back, a leather knife 90sheath from Mr Grauwerdam’s, the neighbour’s, shed, a box with some fur from your floppy-eared rabbit who had died, a Ninja Turtle fished out of someone’s coat pocket, your diaries which you only kept upon days you were afraid to lose, always starting with an apology that it had been so long, you wrote: Sorry dear diary, too much has happened to write down, that’s why it’s better not to write anything here and some events are only real when you’ve converted them into ink, some events are unbearable, they would make your pages crumple. Later you would write somewhere – the court officials would tell me – that you carried your real diary inside your head and that you could only write things neatly there without scrawling, even though I knew of course that one day my name would be given elongated stick-and-tail letters, KURT, that you stuck Post-its to the pages and only dared tell your secrets underneath them, and there were drawings under your bed that you had made of your grandmothers, both of them had died of cancer before you turned eleven, and the school reports with the encouragements you still wholeheartedly believed in, and it was getting more and more packed under there, particularly after you’d seen It at the cinema and your brother had crawled under your bed and imitated a cat for a joke, and you’d kept on hearing the miaowing long after he’d left – you’d decided then that the more stuff there was there, the harder it would be for a clown or your brother to hide there, and now the penis bone had joined the rest and sometimes you’d unwrap the clingfilm under your bedside lamp and shudder at the sight of the 91phallus that was no longer pink but white and had begun to decompose, but also lasciviously run your tongue over your lips, and you’d alternate between being the Frog and the otter before falling into a peaceful sleep above all that purloined or gleaned stuff, you were a thief, my sweet, but I didn’t care, even though I knew, however much of a cliché it was, that my heart lay among other people’s belongings, you were good at that, stealing other people’s hearts, you always did it so methodically that the person only found out much later and then it was too late, you’d already crawled inside someone, and it wasn’t that I worried about your thieving habits, more about how good you were at lying about it, how everything you couldn’t get or that wasn’t yours shone more brightly, and I wondered how shiny I was to you, if you only wanted me because you didn’t have me because I was already someone else’s, and you lied left, right and centre about your stash and I caught you fantasising that you had a glorious life more and more often and sometimes you no longer knew yourself what was true and what wasn’t, and you told everyone you’d got caught on a barbed-wire fence that day and you explained with too many gory details how it had happened, which made the other person soon stop listening and no one really seemed to wonder how you had got such a gash in your thigh, and they had to stitch it while the wound in the region of my heart was still bleeding, only you could staunch it, and I wasn’t sure how much you had registered of the last moments on the operating table, of my words and the passionate movements of my fiery limbs, but neither of us mentioned it 92when we saw each other just as the light began to fail – I was dropping off my son, the two of you were going to camp behind the embankment in a dome tent, we wouldn’t be taking the boat to Friesland and you weren’t going to Zeeland, and you kids wanted the feeling of a holiday so you came up with the idea of camping out, and the dome tent was soon set up between the dried cowpats and the daisies and your dad was acting like you were eight years old and having a sleepover, but Camillia knew better and had bought condoms because you-never-know, she said, adding that children were sleeping together at a younger and younger age, and I’d stood there feeling dreadful and queasy when she handed my eldest a packet of fruit-flavoured Durex and I was reminded of the picnic, when you had unabashedly eaten a banana out of my hand, and Camillia whispered some more unnecessary information to him, and I knew you and Jule had once got a condom from the machine next to the video rental shop, you’d skittishly flipped in a euro coin then run away, returning a couple of minutes later to get the condom from the slot as coolly as possible, and later you and Jule had shoved it onto a carrot in her bedroom, it was a big winter carrot and you both got your hands covered in lube and you’d had to wash them in the bathroom, giggling and horrified, and you said you’d smelled the factory smell on your hands for hours afterwards, it made you think that there was a person standing at a conveyor belt putting condoms in packets and you wondered what those people fantasised about then, whether they pictured their lovers, or they 93thought about the celery soup they’d make that evening, or maybe people worked in the factory who had never kissed a person let alone desired anyone, how painful it was to have to stuff a stranger’s desire or passion into a packet the whole day long – you said you wouldn’t have a problem working in a factory because things never got monotonous inside your head because even there you’d flourish and dream of a splendid life, and you and Jule would shove the condomed carrot into a teddy bear that you had cut open underneath and taken out some of the stuffing, and that night you’d cry about the scooped-out teddy because Freud had said that lust was stronger than reason and it wasn’t about having cut open the cuddly toy but what you did with it, and you’d pushed the carrot into it, up and down, up and down, as you read bits from Jule’s mum’s sex book which you’d found in the attic, you read what exactly you had to do, and the carrot went in and out until the fun wore off, and after that you sat on the sofa with a bowl of plain crisps and a can of shandy and you discussed the things that really mattered: pop stars, music, the newest sweets, boys and the parts of girls’ bodies that grew. And you’d bury the condomed carrot in the back garden between the lilac bushes and the ornamental fountain grass which belonged to the genus Pennisetum and whose pun of a name you considered quite fitting, and you forgot the thing that had so fascinated you, for which you’d feverishly cut open and then impaled a teddy bear, and I wanted to slap the packet out of my son’s hand and forbid him from using a rubber with you, with my little champion, and that’s why I 94mentioned it to you when we were putting up the green dome tent behind the embankment and my eldest was pissing against a tree a little further along with his boxers and his trousers dropped down around his ankles, the way he always pissed as a little kid, his white buttocks standing out sharply against the dark blue of the sky, I was reminded for a moment of my favourite Picasso, Guernica from 1937, with a stark white bull and horse, with so much despair, pain and chaos, and I couldn’t deny that the things you saw in my son who was still so uncynical, still so pliable and tender-hearted, and then wayward and plucky, I lacked, and I said that you were still young, enviably young, that you still had all the time in the world to do it, that you had to be very sure you wanted to do this, as sure as you were that you wanted to be famous, and I couldn’t help picturing my eldest, pale buttocks pointing at the starry sky, frantically thrusting into you a couple of times, and you’d think that that’s what it was, it might disappoint you because it changed nothing and it wouldn’t change you, because it wasn’t like in films or books, more like the way the Blaarkop cows went about it, and I laid out the guy ropes and fastened them to the ground with tent pegs, and I said you had to watch out you didn’t trip over them and you smiled nicely and replied with the words: Only those who stumble a lot truly understand what it is to stay on your feet. Then I cautiously asked what you wanted, whether you were ready for that, whether you were so in love you couldn’t think about anything else, whether he was the only person you wanted to do this with, and you shrugged and 95told me that you were reading Herman Melville’s Moby-Dick and that sometimes you had to go hunting to discover what you were afraid of and I didn’t understand what this had to do with my question, and you said you’d prayed to God asking whether this was the right time and He had remained silent and that a silent God was worse than a raging one, only Freud had leaned towards you pensively in the burgundy chair and asked whether my son was the whale you wanted to reel in, and you had retorted that in that business, in sea fishing, a whale was a whale, they were happy if they caught anything at all, and I took this to mean that you were worried that if it didn’t happen now it never would, and I knew that you had heard on the grapevine that Elia and the Frog had already done it, and since then she’d had more admirers and you thought even larger breasts, and that you wanted to be different as well as the same as everybody else, this was a level that had to be reached, or in your terms: the last base. Whereas you were only at first base and all you had done was kissed and felt each other up a bit, but alright, I would rather you got condoms from Camillia than go to the vending machine outside the video rental shop and then wonder whether it wouldn’t be better to use the money on a good film, a film with Al Pacino, than run the risk of being spotted by village gossips, or, worse, the minister because he’d accost your dad on the dike after the service in the Reformed church and tell him of your immoral behaviour and your dad would immediately banish me and my filth from the farm, they’re just children, he’d say, not knowing that his own child was 96gaping insatiably at an otter’s penis bone every night – you got to your feet and stamped on the tent pegs with your waders so that they sank deeper into the ground, as though you wanted to make sure the dome tent wouldn’t blow away, so that your longings were fastened with storm straps, so they wouldn’t end up with the ground spike in the darkness of the tent peg bag and of your head, and suddenly out of the blue you asked me, almost challengingly: Do you want to be the whale or something? And I stood there with the rest of the guy ropes in my hand and the claw hammer and I felt the damp evening air entering my lungs, I heard my son whooping, he’d climbed high into a tree and was shouting I’m the king of the world, which he’d got from Titanic, he always picked up the bravado from something and not the depth, and you were the absolute opposite and I didn’t say anything, for fuck’s sake, I couldn’t say anything because I didn’t know what I could reply and after the otter everything seemed like too much, too sullied, and I saw you staring into the distance at the neighbour’s land and I heard that you were lying when you said with a false undertone that you thought it would be wonderful to be swallowed by a whale, like Jonah in the Bible, and you hoped that you’d be spat out somewhere far away, far away from boring Het Dorp, and I still didn’t know whether my son was supposed to represent the whale, and you continued that it was always good to choose a sea at dusk, that’s what Ishmael from Moby-Dick had done, that it was good to go through life sailing on light, that you couldn’t choose a sea until you had a boat, for 97the time being it was about treading water, you said with conviction in your voice, as though you knew what you were doing and you wanted to go there, and you asked whether I was done with my volley of questions and you spoke in a formal way, addressing me with Mr again, and I stood there awkwardly with the guy ropes and that stupid hammer in my hand and I heard my son’s footsteps behind me, which stopped me from saying that I needed you, because that was what you wanted to hear, that somebody needed you, that I wanted to become the whale for you, I had to beg you to let me be the whale, I had to say I wanted to swallow you whole and never let you go and maybe you wanted me to say something about the day before, but there was so much distance to bridge, so many cowpats and daisies between us, and I was just the man with the hammer, I was constructing your love nest while I was the one who wanted to worship you in it, and my eldest patted my shoulder as a signal that I should sod off and I held up my hand and walked away, glancing back to see you both sitting in the grass, trying to light your dad’s camping stove to fry an omelette, and back home I hurriedly opened Moby-Dick and had to admit that it failed to grip me in the slightest, aside from the odd pearl, but no, the language, the slow pace, but I kept on reading, even if it was so as not to picture the two of you lying together on the inflatable mattress in the tent, and I turned the pages so roughly that some of them tore and I felt this matched my mood, and now that the youngest was at a sleepover too and we had the house to ourselves and Camillia seemed to have 98been triggered by your passion, she wanted to make love, but I couldn’t manage it, not even when I tried to think of you on the picnic blanket, on the operating table, and the way I stood behind you as you dissected the otter, how firmly you gripped its penis and how beautiful and sweet you were when I clutched you to me so limply, but then I saw the blood running from your leg again, I pictured my son with his white bread-roll bum lying on top of you, I couldn’t manage it and I said to Camillia that it wasn’t her fault, but I was tired because of all the stress at the surgery and at work, a lot of mastitis and tick bite fever and so forth, I added unnecessarily, and I would sit in the bathroom for hours that night, my lips pressed to the minuscule holes in the insect screen, and I couldn’t yet know that I’d pick up a grumpy son the next morning with the unused condoms still in the front pocket of his rucksack, oh my fiery fugitive, the effect you had on me!
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         You were terribly ill on Kate Bush’s forty-seventh birthday. You loved the song inspired by Emily Brontë’s Wuthering Heights – a book I’d had to beat my way through, the way on the fifth page the main character used a poker to beat off sheepdogs she called ‘four-footed fiends’, a herd of possessed swine, a passage that was later claimed to have been taken from the Book of Luke – you absolutely adored that song and I suddenly remembered that, in 1978, Kate Bush had opened the Haunted Castle in the Efteling theme park live on television, there was a fake grave with her name on it, and I decided to take you there someday, and you really identified with Cathy in the song, she sounded so helpless, so distraught, and you couldn’t imagine anyone longing so much for their lover, so intensely it chilled her, and you’d liked the song even more after Jule had lip-synced to it at primary school and all the boys had watched breathlessly as she swirled around the classroom waving her arms, afterwards they had applauded for so long it got awkward, and that was the best applause you could get, you’d said, when it got so embarrassing and uncomfortable a deathly silence fell afterwards, and that was the moment, when people were wallowing in their shame, that you should start the next 100song; when you were famous everyone would applaud too and sometimes you clapped for yourself when you listened to a song on your Discman and acted as though you were singing and playing it, before dancing excitedly around your bedroom, you could only whirl when no one was watching, only with the millions of eyes of an imaginary audience in your mind, and at home I listened to ‘Wuthering Heights’ and underlined some of the lyrics, I understood what you saw in them, even though I was more of a fan of ‘The Man with the Child in His Eyes’, as though it had been sung especially for me, and around one o’clock I arrived at the farm to check the calves weren’t getting dehydrated now the heatwave was persisting and the fields were constantly being sprayed, bathtubs filled with water had been put in all the meadows for the animals, and the only person I came across was your dad sitting in a garden chair in the shadow on the lawn wearing dirty overalls which looked like he’d been wearing them for weeks, he was spooning out a kiwi over the grass, I sat down next to him and looked at the spoon which sank into the fruit’s flesh and the juice running down his big hands, then I studied the rotary clothesline where your panties were hanging along with your dad’s and your brother’s undies, and the bows on the front of them made me smile for a second, so childish, so sweet, while behind them was a valley I was thinking about more and more often, and suddenly your dad spoke, the way he did when we were with the cows: I don’t know what it is, maybe infectious rhino-tracheitis, anthrax or tick bite fever. I asked what your 101temperature was, whether you were nauseated or had diarrhoea, and he shook his head, shrugged, nothing more came out of him, so when he went to the cowshed to clean out the cubicles and sprinkle them with sawdust, I snuck into the house and went upstairs to the childish pleasure garden, quietly opened the door and saw you lying there, curled up deep beneath the covers, I said that it was me, Kurt, and I sat down on the edge of your bed, laid my hand on your forehead and felt how dreadfully hot it was, and you said softly that it was because the Twin Towers were ablaze, that it had come to this again, and you told me that on 11 September you had flown over Lower Manhattan after boring into the building, you’d seen what you had done and your wings were covered in grey rubble, you moved them under your Sesame Street duvet cover, you said the screaming and shouting you’d heard was dreadful, that you kept seeing the photo called ‘The Falling Man’ that had been in The New York Times and showed a man who had jumped from the Twin Towers tumbling head first like a miniature plastic soldier and the photographer had included a note that you shouldn’t look to see who the man was but who you were yourself as you looked at the photo, what you felt, and you’d looked at ‘The Falling Man’ so much that you were the person tumbling and you told me that you’d seen both towers collapsing like semolina puddings and you’d flown home and cleaned the blood and dust from your wings under the shower, you’d seen the drain turn red and bits of plane had got stuck in it; afterwards you’d gone downstairs in your pyjamas and had 102seen your dad sitting in front of the TV with his head in his hands, saying: We’re goners, we’re all goners. And you stood there shivering in the sitting room, you heard the defeat in the newsreader’s voice and you wanted to cry out that it was your fault, just like that time in the third year of your life when the accident happened out front near the Waterdragersweg and the loss still resounded in your head, deep in the wiring, and you’d seen then that, just like with the Twin Towers, people could collapse and get to their feet a different person, that your dad and the other survivors would be forever covered in scaffolding, you wanted to say that you had lost so much more that day than just the person who had died, and I knew all of this, I knew it but I didn’t say so, and I saw your cheeks grow wet when you said: Kurt, I’m death’s little helper. You blurted out heatedly that you were a criminal, that you didn’t just share Hitler’s birthday but also his actions, that you were calling your bedroom the Eagle’s Nest from now on, and for a moment your eyes shot fire as though you were reviving, and you whispered that you’d make amends when you could fly again, really you would, and I said Of course you’ll make amends, and I carefully pushed you towards the wall so that I could lie down next to you, I got under the duvet with you and my god it was hot, beads of sweat ran down my forehead, but I didn’t care, I didn’t care that your bottom sheet would get damp, the only thing that mattered was that I was lying against you, and I could tell how weak you were given your claims of guilt and I laid my hand on your hip and let it glide 103downwards, you said you were thirsty, so thirsty, and I said I’d fetch something to drink so I got back up to go downstairs where your brother was sitting at the kitchen table with a bowl of cornflakes and he asked how you were doing, he looked at me intently as though searching for something he couldn’t yet lay his finger upon, and I said Not too well and he tapped his finger to his forehead and told me between spoonfuls of cornflakes that he’d had to fetch you from the hayloft in the night, you’d been standing at the loading door moving your arms along the sides of your body and you’d said you were practising, that practice makes perfect, and so he’d put you to bed and sat with his back against your bedroom door all night until it was morning, he’d never known before then how long the night actually lasted, and he rubbed his eyes, saying he had to go and have a bath because God could heal mad people, and he quoted a line from Matthew: But the children of the kingdom shall be cast out into outer darkness: there shall be weeping and gnashing of teeth. Finally he announced that your kingdom wasn’t entirely good, that you were bonkers, and he touched his forehead again before returning to his cornflakes, and I told him he was a good brother, a kind brother, and he nodded indifferently; I looked through my equipment for a calf’s bottle and filled it to the brim with water from the kitchen tap, upstairs I pushed the teat between your lips and you drank more greedily than a calf, and I whispered that I was sure you could make it up to New York, there was no point in contradicting you, trying to ease the delusions out of your 104mind or saying that you hadn’t committed a terrorist attack, that all the 9/11 terrorists were dead, I could only reassure you by believing you, and we were as together again as we had been at the picnic, even though we didn’t kiss this time, I just let my hand slide to the edge of your panties as I lay next to you in the boiling-hot child’s pleasure garden, and I felt the red ribbon against the palm of my hand and that was enough for now, my angel, it was enough to know how thin the material felt, how paper-thin the boundary was between you and me – it wouldn’t be long before I would possess you fully, before I could get so close that you would no longer think about distance, about homecoming, I would be your open window and you could fly into me, that’s what I wished for, and we lay side by side and you muttered something about the Frog, the Frog could pee standing up and you’d always thought that was a wonderful thing, that it felt amazing, and when you were him again you’d extinguish the Twin Towers fire with your jet, and I asked if you ever thought about other things when you were the Frog and you shook your head slightly and said with closed eyes: No, I only want to pee standing up. And then you let it go, I felt the bottom sheet, which at first had only been damp with our sweat, become drenched, I smelled the penetrating stench of urine and felt it soak into the fabric of my shirt and jeans, and I said: Pee, my love. Pee everything out. And you sighed and let it out, saying this was the sea you had chosen, you would never sail on light because your head was too heavy and you kept on missing the boat, and you said goodbye to 105the things in your bedroom as you apparently did each night as you slipped away, only then allowing yourself to be dragged into the boundless vortex of sleep: Goodbye desk, bye lamp, bye sofa, bye Eagle’s Nest.
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         It was half past two in the morning when, after quietly pushing yet another ghost out of my bed, I pulled on my sneakers at the front door and began to run – I ran, dear judges! I ran along the lighted, deserted roads of Het Dorp, through the polder, past Juliahoek and Minnenijd, and I saw the hares shoot away, I heard the crickets and the frogs egging me on, and I couldn’t help running along the Prikkebeensedijk, past the farm, where the knotted willows resembled gravediggers in the dark, standing silently and reverently around the house, as though you could succumb to the fever or to yourself at any moment, and I looked up at your room in the front part of the house and thought about what I’d dreamed and how you’d reply, you’d echo Freud’s thoughts that dreams were usually unfulfilled desires, and I’d say you were wrong, Freud was wrong, I repressed my daydreams, that was true, but what happened at night didn’t have anything to do with my desires, or little at least, and I felt the asphalt under my feet as I tried to ignore the stitch in my side, I filled my lungs with fresh night air and became lighter and clearer, my heavenly chosen one, even though I couldn’t avoid the images that forced themselves upon me and which the courts would 107later discuss after our love, our summer, had been given a case number, the number twelve, and oh how could they have done that to me, twelve?! The number that stands for the oxen in the Book of Numbers, the stones in Exodus, Jesus’s disciples and the legion of angels in Matthew, and me, I wasn’t allowed to own a single one, but I didn’t think about that at the time as I passed the farm and saw the thing I was so afraid of looming on the horizon, but it looked less terrifying when I was running than when I was lying under the covers or sitting by the toilet window’s insect screen, and Abildgaard’s painting Nightmare from 1800 briefly flashed before my eyes; I’d seen it in a museum in Denmark, it shows two naked women sleeping in a four-poster bed, on the belly of the woman lying at the front – stretched out and beautifully draped as though surrendering to what is on her belly – you can see the nightmare, painted as a black, bloated creature with elfin ears, it stares at you with luminous yellow eyes when you visit the painting, its shadow looms large on the wall, at the top left above it there’s a banana-shaped moon, and if you study the painting carefully, the most frightening thing isn’t the beast itself but its tail which lies between the woman’s breasts, and many art critics have described that as erotic, but I’d stood there shivering like a ewe without a winter fleece, and at the time it had occurred to me that nightmares were often depicted on the belly or chest, which is where you feel them when you awake with a jolt, even though I knew by now that it’s only later that they get into your head, filling your train of thought with their 108bloatedness, and I pictured that hairy creature as I ran, although the naked woman suddenly wasn’t the naked woman anymore, she had changed into you and I was on your belly, on the body that was too big for you and didn’t fit you yet, I was the nightmare and my tail rested between your well-formed breasts, and I wanted to stop picturing you like this, I didn’t ever want you to change into a woman, I wanted to preserve that beautiful child, and I concentrated on my dream not to have to see the voluptuous flesh growing on your lovely flat chest, and the cattle farmer’s blue face appeared before me again, dangling from the banisters, and I tasted the sickly flavour of peanut butter in my mouth, I spat into the black grass before picking up speed, I panted like a whipped horse but the images seemed to catch up to me, and I saw him hanging there, I saw myself as just a small boy, around six years old, I guess, I didn’t quite come to the top of my mother’s black stockings, and the cattle farmer disappeared, making way for my father, sitting at the kitchen table, he was wearing his smart Sunday suit, sometimes I thought he was God’s brother but that no one was telling me because otherwise I might boast about it because most dads were just hardworking rush cutters who came home exhausted in the evening and conjured a couple of bulrush cobs from behind their backs which you could light up under the viaduct like a cigar, trying to strike a pose as the smoke curled upwards into the sky, and my dad was in my dream and he said to me: It’s Easter, nine or ten eggs have been hidden. You can search for something that doesn’t exist or be 109content with what you’ve got. Afterwards he disappeared from the room and I wanted to call out that he should stay, please would he stay, but I couldn’t speak, I couldn’t say anything, and I saw myself searching the house, poking around the back garden among the ceramic gnomes and the lungwort, checking the pigsty, and soon I’d found nine, but I couldn’t find the last one, I made myself keep looking and so I crawled across the kitchen floor, looked under the china cabinets and heard my mother say that I was warm, getting warmer, until I crawled under the table and saw the last egg between her spread legs and I was sorry I hadn’t been satisfied with nine eggs, I’d been too greedy, and she said if I didn’t take it out, it would be my fault Jesus died and he wouldn’t come back at Pentecost, that everyone would know it was my fault he’d been nailed to the cross, and as I was coaxing out the egg, whose Easter paint had come off, with my fingers, it burst open and I swear a chick came out of it, a sweet fluffy chick that made me smile, I stroked its downy plumage and said, as greedy as I was, that I’d love it until the end of days, until it suddenly turned blue beneath my fingers, it staggered and collapsed, it lay there dead between my mother’s legs, and I was sucked away again, though I was still a little boy, and the farmer appeared before me again with swollen veins on his hands, I heard cattle lowing in the background, the gunmen’s shots, and you were suddenly standing at the top of the stairs in the white puff-sleeved dress you’d worn to the cinema, and you pointed at me and laughed loudly in a way I’d never heard you laugh before, I looked down at my body and 110discovered that I was naked, so terribly naked, and I wanted to hold my hands in front of my genitals in shame but I couldn’t move, and when I looked up again I was being pointed at again, again I heard scornful laughter, and this time it wasn’t you but my mother and I heard her say that I mustn’t think I’d ever be able to love a woman with that body, first I had to be nice to her for once, and, like the time before, she said I wasn’t to stop until God had come back into me, while I wanted to say that the Creator would never enter me again, that when I grew up I’d board up my house right down to the cat flap, but I knew it was a lie, I’d be even more helpless with God, that once He was inside you He protected you from vacancy, from squatters, and I ran along the Avondlaan towards Mazenpad, where I suddenly spotted the chick, it was massive and standing behind a row of houses, it pecked at the grass with its enormous orange beak and I slowed down, I walked over to it and it looked at me and said: Go home, Kurt, go home. I blinked and blinked until it disappeared and the court officials would say later that that chick offered me a solution, that it was my salvation, that rebirth was contained within it, but they could get stuffed with their rebirth, I was being plagued to death, I was being tormented, and I saw the black monster again, but this time your body was as flawless and pleasing as it should be, though it began to creak and crack, more and more, your ribs began to break one by one beneath my weight and I whispered into the misty darkness that I was sorry, that I was only sitting on you because I loved you, I’d never wanted to become your 111nightmare, and I saw you spinning round and round in the meadow like a ballerina, and you asked whether I was feeling dizzy yet, but you can’t get dizzy from another person, the most you can do is get blown off course, you only get dizzy from yourself, you’d discover this later, and Abildgaard’s creature disappeared when I reached my front door, half-dead, I collapsed on the doorstep and only realised then that my sneakers were filled with blood, I pulled off my socks and threw them like steaks in the bin which blowflies rose up from, I whispered to them to bugger off, bugger off; a little later I’d wake up Camillia with a kiss in her neck and promise myself I’d start behaving better tomorrow, I really would, and I’d bore myself feverishly into her to erase the visions, to embody you in her: twelve thrusts.
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         Sweet darling, the more the Twin Towers burned inside your head, the more fiery my love for you became and the weaker my flesh, oh it was so weak and soft, it was no more than three hundred grams of braised beef brisket. But despite the nocturnal chimeras and the idle plans I made, I was capable and desirous of laying claim to you more and more; the way a sick child becomes clingy, that was how you listlessly leaned against me as I sat on your bed among the cuddly toys, my back to the wall, reading to you from an erotic novel by Gerard Reve, by now I was engaged in really corrupting you, I even wanted to drive you into my arms with my choice of books, though you were feverish and I knew you only had eyes for my son who was at the swimming pool with his friends and had come by only yesterday with a basket of fruit that stood untouched on your bedside cabinet, behind the apples the carrion-eaters were already lying in wait, following my every move, and at home my eldest had said that you had had conversations about school, The Sims, about the smell when it rained after a long dry sunny spell, and that smell was called ‘petrichor’, scientists claimed that everyone loved it because their distant ancestors were dependent upon rain, about who had kissed who in Het Dorp, and my eldest said 113you sometimes came out with strange things, that you were running out of things to talk about, and he compared you to the block of cheese on the table which you shaved strips off until you were left holding the rind, you’d got down to the rind, there was nothing left to talk about, and Camillia explained to him that people in a relationship reached the rind several times but you had to see the other person as a new block of cheese each time, you had to keep doing your best to rediscover each other, and she smiled at me because the night before had made her feel reborn, and it had struck me that my son wasn’t wearing his chain with the half-heart that much anymore, I’d see it on the bathroom shelf, and this morning I’d secretly put it on myself, I felt the cold silver against my skin, only then understanding why you lovers wanted to wear this, wearing a part of another’s heart – there was hope in being a part of the other since there was already so much of yourself; and it looked so good on me, I slid it under my shirt so that you and Camillia wouldn’t notice; and in your bedroom I told you about the deep, tempestuous love affair between Vole and the narrator in Gerard Reve’s novel, how real and true their love was, even though there was a big age gap, and you made me repeat some passages, particularly those where Vole is sitting on the narrator’s lap, rocking back and forth in a sensual, lusty manner; I read it out in a clear, slow voice, and you asked why the narrator loved Vole so much, and I said sometimes you can love someone you’re not allowed to love, not in that way at least, while love knows no bounds, sometimes something can 114occur between two people that no one else can understand, but the point is to understand it yourself, sometimes your heart is like a cow released into the meadow for the first time in April, making crazy little jumps; and you said they could never stay together, the narrator and Vole, no one can live in a world full of incomprehension, and I replied sadly that it was true, and I no longer felt like continuing, no, I hated the narrator who seemed so blemish-free, I wanted to hurl the book across the room or rip out the pages and flush them down the toilet, but you asked me so sweetly if I’d carry on reading to you as you leaned heavily against me again, as though I were the last piece of driftwood you could cling on to to stay afloat, and I wanted to be that driftwood so I carried on reading, only stopping to take a sip of water from time to time because my throat was dry, or sneaking a peek at your skinny legs, at how you were sitting there in just your vest and pants, and I thought of the way I’d bathed you after you’d peed in the bed while your brother and your dad were out muck-spreading and the smell of manure blew in through the window and I paid close attention to the sounds of the tractor as I filled the bath and then added some purple bath salts that were hard and caked, I’d found them in a cupboard under some towels, for mother’s day was written on the packet in shaky letters. I didn’t ask questions but just lifted you out of bed and put you on the edge of the bathtub to take off your vest, your pants, and you let me because you were too tired and sick to complain, and you went into the water like a grebe taking an exploratory dive, I cupped my hands to 115pour warm water over your head and I washed your hair, massaged your shoulders and your back, the way a farmer had once taught me to massage a meat cow, the farmer said the beef would be optimally marbled that way, and I put some Axe shower gel on a flannel because I couldn’t find anything with lavender or rose anywhere, only the lost child’s Axe, you both wanted to smell of him, and I rubbed it over your belly, your chest, between your legs, and I really wanted to let go of the flannel but you were so fragile, my sweet, so incredibly fragile; the grebe floated around a bit and I sang a Simon & Garfunkel song, and you whispered that I had a nice falsetto, it was very tuneful, and I rinsed your hair and you told me that you’d once almost drowned, that you were always drawn to water and at the same time it scared you, when you were nine you’d wanted to swim under a rectangular foam raft and someone had kept moving it so that you couldn’t come up, what that had felt like, the pressure in your head, your throat had slowly constricted and your cheeks had almost exploded, your eyes bursting from their sockets, and it had occurred to you that you would die, that you would die while there was still a packet of sweets in your rucksack, you thought that was the worst part, and of course it was bad for your dad who would lose another child, but you also felt at peace, the way you felt at peace when you thought about how famous you’d become, even more famous than Cobain, and just as you were about to leave the world, you were dying, the float was suddenly removed and you surfaced, coughing and gasping for air, and after that you’d 116never enjoyed a bag of sweets so much, you said, the sour strips had never tasted so sour, the pink Dracula teeth were sickly sweet, the cola bottles were even a bit fizzy, and I loved the way you talked about sweets, you seemed brighter and livelier than ever, and you said you’d gone back for another swim almost immediately but it had been a while before you dared go underwater again, sometimes you lay back in the bath until you felt the same way as then, but when you came up again you didn’t feel the same delirious joy because the bathroom was still the bathroom with its moss-green tiles, there wasn’t such bright light as at the pool, and you suddenly said, Kurt, push me under. It was the same tone as when you’d said I should dissect you, and I didn’t know what you’d do if I didn’t do it, so I pushed you backward, laid my hand on your forehead and plunged you underwater for a couple of seconds, it was terrifying to see your pale face become even paler, and when I let go you whispered, Longer, until it’s no longer possible. And I could have murdered you, my darling, it would have been the ultimate act to keep you with me for all eternity, and I pushed you under until you began to struggle, until your hands clamped on to the sides of the bathtub, and then I clutched you, coughing and spluttering, to me before perching you on the edge of the bath again to dry you bit by bit, and your joy transformed into a quivering shame, you rounded your shoulders and put your hands in your lap and I began to sing again and that helped, even though you were too sick to hum along, but I sang for the both of us, and as I read to you from the erotic novel again, I 117felt at page 92 the things I’d felt when I’d read the book for the first time at secondary school, the same lust, particularly at the line: No indeed, I use my prong exclusively for his torment, because he belongs to you, and because I belong to you. Oh the deliciousness of the word prong, the narrator’s swollen member with which he longs to possess the boy animal, and it was there in the child’s pleasure garden, as your dad and your brother drove through the fields and we were enveloped in the odour of shower gel and manure, that I took your hand and laid it on the crotch of my trousers, and you left it there at first, heavy and listless, before cautiously fingering the curvature, and just as you’d felt the present I’d brought for you to guess what was inside it and had pressed to your cheek the cuddly toy with a heart in its arms that played the terrible ‘I Will Always Love You’ by Whitney Houston when you pinched its leg, you gently squeezed my crotch, my prong, the letters became too blurred for me to keep on reading, and you said you’d thought about the otter so often that its fur had become drab, the penis bone had started to stink and you no longer dared open the clingfilm, you’d put it inside a woolly sock and you kept it under your bed so you no longer had to touch it, it would later become evidence for the courts, for those bloody pathetic civil servants, and you pulled away your hand, blushing, like a child done playing, and you said you were hungry, maybe you’d be able to eat a dry rusk, yes, a dry rusk, and I sat there with all my lust and I wanted to turn away from you petulantly, but I saw the confusion in your eyes and I swept the hair 118from your face and said that it was alright, you needed time, even though I didn’t have a clue what I meant by this, because hadn’t I already proved that I wanted you unconditionally, but you stared at your nails and we remained silent until I said I still had some work to do in the cowshed and after that I had to go home but I’d see you the next morning, alright? And you nodded and shook your head at the same time and you whispered that you didn’t want me to go, that if I left now you’d leave forever, and I sensed the darkness underlying your words, you repeated: I’ll leave, you know, I’ll do it. And you stood up, swayed unsteadily over to the wardrobe and began to tug out shirts in angry rebelliousness, you shoved them into a sports bag as you said out loud, I’m leaving this place for good, I’m never coming back, never. You didn’t stop until I stood behind you and wrapped my arms around your feverish, nymph-like body, and I knew you had to do this, the threats gave you a little peace, you were desperate to be the lost child for once, and still I didn’t say what you wanted to hear: that I wouldn’t survive if you left for good, that without you the world would stutter to a stop like a ping-pong ball with a dent in it, no, I said nothing, my little fugitive, because you were that dent.
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         We left early in the morning for that most pleasurable of all pleasure spots, even though there was only one child in the Efteling theme park I desired, only one child who made my hopeless heart jump between my ribs. And I didn’t yet know that this day would end catastrophically, that my eldest son would break up with you on the Dreamflight dark ride and he’d throw his necklace from the cable car high above the Fairy-Tale Forest, your broken soul falling among the forest spirits, and maybe Camillia and I could have seen it coming from the way he’d stopped talking about you at home, the way he’d sat next to you on the way there, silent and fractious, keeping his arms aloofly to himself; though I’d been happy about it at the time because I’d feared an affectionate drive in which I’d jealously grip the wheel, doggedly refraining from leering at your wet kisses in the rear-view mirror, but my son barely listened to you as you enthusiastically recounted reading somewhere how many coins Muffin the Mule pooped out each year, around two hundred and seventeen thousand, and that Long Neck extended his neck sixty-one thousand times and that there were twelve Roly-Poly Gijs figures spread about the theme park, twelve! And I frantically tried to soothe matters when the two of you stumbled glumly 120out of the Dreamflight ride, I tried in vain to keep you together, I was afraid you’d disappear from my life otherwise, and I stuffed the two of you with candy floss, with pancakes, with potato waffles, with words: saying sometimes you had to persevere even though you were going through a rut and I said, forgive the cliché, that love was like the Python rollercoaster, it had its ups and downs, there were moments that were exciting, others that were dull, but nothing helped, my son remained adamant and said brusquely that he was simply no longer in love with you, and you became inconsolable, so deeply inconsolable, and Camillia hugged you for a long time as she gave me a helpless look, I shrugged to indicate that I didn’t know either, though I did try to lure you with me to the Haunted Castle, where Kate Bush’s fake grave was, but you said you couldn’t care less about that anymore, it was stupid, you said, because why would you go to the fake grave of someone who wasn’t dead? And my youngest would throw up in Villa Volta Madhouse not long after that – no, it was a disastrous day out, and yet I knew I would be able to cherish you even more after this because you no longer had to split your heart in two, and I knew you were partly inconsolable because of my eldest but worse were the feelings of loss that arose every time you parted ways with someone, it brought back the blow of the accident, everything collapsed inside your mind and that pain was so young that you’d never been able to express it in words because you hadn’t even known the alphabet at the time, and I hoped that you’d see that I was still there, I was still there, my sweet! And the car ride back 121was almost unbearable, you and my son stared out of opposite windows and my youngest vomited pancakes into a bag that had held a souvenir, and I heard you sobbing quietly and it made me think that you were just like the singer of ‘Warwick Avenue’ with trails of black mascara under your eyes, and maybe you could hear that song inside your head and it helped the tears to flow, or you hoped that it would make my son change his mind because you’d read in your teen magazine that crying girls make boys go soft, and you’d write a song for him to win him back, you’d play it at your first performance in the old school on Testamentstraat, which had been transformed into a music venue now that it was long out of use as a primary school, you performed there with the band Hide Exception which you’d formed at the age of eleven with Jule, Elia and your brother, and however beautifully you played and sang, my eldest stuck to his decision and you thought you couldn’t carry on living without him, your wings tingled even more, and that terrible afternoon I’d drop off Camillia and my children before driving you home, with a stop-off at Roversteeg, behind the field with yew trees, where I’d often park the Fiat later on because there was never a soul and the yew trees concealed our love nest, and I’d get onto the back seat with you so I could hold your candy-floss-sticky hands, I let you cry with your head against my chest and I said I’d never hurt you, my son was a lout, you deserved better than him, and slowly you calmed down, I saw that you were relaxing, and you told me that after recovering from your fever you’d become the bird again, sometimes you woke 122up and found feathers in your bed, those pretty white ones like from a snowy owl, and you said you were ready to leave, this was going to be your last summer in Het Dorp, you were just wondering how to break it to your dad and your brother, even though you didn’t think your brother would object much because he knew a lot about swallows and he never stopped them from flying south, but your dad, that was a different matter, you said, he’d slump onto a chair in his tool shed, bow his head and begin to sob uncontrollably, you’d lay your hand on his head and explain that you had to do this, you had to leave, and he’d ask whether he could at least call you once a day, and you’d say you didn’t like phone calls, you were sorry, and you couldn’t call and fly at the same time, and he too would tumble into another loss and for a moment you felt what it was like to be the lost child, to have someone crying about you, but it wouldn’t stop you, no, you’d say goodbye to him and leave him behind with his nails and his nuts and bolts, and he’d call after you, hopeful, because he could easily knock up a table or a bookcase for you and perhaps he thought he could fix you too, he just hadn’t known you were so broken, that all your screws had rusted, he hadn’t known, and he’d ask you how on earth you could fly if everything was so shaky, and you’d smile and say that things had been shaky all this time, that they’d always rattled but no one had heard this because you wore a coat of feathers so thick that it muffled all sound, and on the back seat I longed to tear the feathers from your body until you were naked, I’d drive the bird out of you and all the fantasies you 123reeled off, but you’d drifted back to today’s catastrophe and you said that when the chain with the half-heart had fallen among the wood spirits, it was like something in you had fallen with it, that it worried you that it was lying there so close to those scary trolls, that the Fata Morgana ride had always been your favourite, and every time the crocodile that came swimming towards you in the tunnel at the start made you jump, it was so lifelike, but you hadn’t been able to see the crocodile this time because you’d been stuck in the queue, that actually we spent our entire lives in all kinds of queues and the moments were rare when you could just climb aboard something to forget it all, and I nipped at your ear, I nipped at your neck and I said I was the most dangerous crocodile, I was a Mississippi alligator, there was one in Moscow Zoo that was seventy-one – Saturn, that was his name, he’d been born in America in 1936 but had soon been shipped to the zoo in Berlin where he’d survived the bombings in the Second World War, it was rumoured that he’d even been one of Hitler’s personal possessions, and I hoped this anecdote would cheer you up, and I repeated that I was a crocodile, I’d eat you up, and I kissed you again, I kissed you sadly, so incredibly sadly.
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         You said: Kurt, according to Hitler, I’m a poor, totally incompetent representative of the people, I’m the errand boy, the drudge, a courier who no longer has a grip of the handlebars.

         And I asked you who your people were then and you waved your arms around, indicating everyone who was part of your small world, Jule as well as Elia, even though you only saw Elia now when Hide Exception got together to practise, and the Frog, the minister, the sexton, your family, everyone in the village and, of course, the cows, and you said that if you wanted to be great you sometimes had to make other people small, you didn’t want to but it happened quite often in your head all the same, you fantasised that you were the most special person, and it wouldn’t be a good sign if you became your own errand boy because you knew how powerful it made you if someone else took on this task for you, and according to Hitler there was no use regretting your actions, you simply did what you did and that’s why you couldn’t be a good representative of the people, what’s more, you were much too kind and sometimes you thought back to when you had your own drudge at primary school, a kind of follower but without the German uniform, he was called Cliff and he was two years younger and you described him as a little angel 125you’d once seen in a Catholic church and had never forgotten, it had hung naked under the pulpit and you could see its marble willy, it was a different kind of willy than the otter’s, you said, and you’d asked Reverend Horreman whether you couldn’t get some of those angels for the church on the dike, to make the place more homey, you’d quickly added, and the reverend had said that nudity was only for the eyes of the Lord, and you hadn’t understood what he meant by this and so you sometimes thought about it when you looked at the windows of the reverend’s house, he would undress each night for the Lord and then open the window to reveal his nakedness to the heavens, but no, you’d never forgotten the angel and you ran your tongue along your lips and only then did I realise how obsessed you were by boys’ prongs, and I didn’t have time to wonder why this was because your voice grew softer but also fiercer as though you realised as you were telling me this what your words meant, and you whispered that you’d first seen Cliff at the nativity play when you’d been playing a sheep, you’d been so looking forward to this, for weeks you’d practised the bleat of a Texel sheep when you were on the loo, but when the moment arrived Mary turned out to be allergic to wool and you were only allowed to watch the birth scene from a distance in the lovely costume the teachers had designed for you, and cry baah, and it was there that you spotted Cliff, who was playing baby Jesus, shining so brightly and beautifully just like an angel in the church, and after the play you’d crawled on your knees to his crib like a real Texel sheep and you’d whispered, though you didn’t 126know yourself what this meant, that most shepherds longed to be part of a flock and it was possible that there were sheep who longed to be shepherds, who wanted to be leaders, and you asked whether you could cycle home together, that was how easily things went between children, I thought, and he’d said he’d come on foot but he’d like a backie, at least if your tyre wasn’t too soft, and you’d replied that your tyres were as hard as a rock because since the accident your dad checked them every morning, he squeezed the tyres, turned the pedals, pressed on the saddle and clicked on the dynamo and checked the lights were working, only then did he wave you off and disappear to the cowshed, it was the same every morning, even when you were in a hurry, but that day you weren’t in a hurry because you were taking baby Jesus, the little angel, home, and it meant a detour; it became a fixed routine, you taking him home, and you felt so blessed with all that marble behind you, and on 4 February 2000 it happened, you can still remember because it was the day The Sims computer game came out, a game that was later listed in the book 1001 Video Games You Must Play Before You Die by Tony Mott, and on that day you also managed to get hold of the rarest Pokémon card, a Shining Charizard, which had written on it: The flames it breathes are so hot that they can melt anything. That was the day you’d lose the errand boy, it was terrible, you said, all that blood, and you let a silence fall, I waited in suspense to hear what would come next and watched as you pushed a lock of hair behind your ear then let it slide back, so that you were hidden again behind the 127blonde slats, you took a deep breath and said that in a moment of folly you’d told Jule and Elia that they could view Jesus’s showpiece, that it was the most beautiful you’d ever seen, nicer than all the toys you owned, nothing could beat it, and so after school you’d walked to the woods behind the bike shed with Cliff and asked the baby Jesus to drop his trousers, which he did of course because he was your errand boy, you said, and they did everything you asked, and Jule and Elia had giggled when they saw his willy, but that was all, and they’d asked impatiently where the showpiece was, you’d exclaimed in amazement that this was the showpiece, but they seemed disappointed so you’d come up with another plan on the spot, it had just sprung into your mind the way songs sometimes came to mind, but when you thought about it now it betrayed the fact that the darkness was already in you back then, your Hitler genes, because suddenly you became greedy, yes, you were greedy and you saw baby Jesus standing there and the only thing you could think was: I want that willy, it would look better on me. And then things got serious, you whispered to me, you need a strong stomach for this, it was that serious because that afternoon in February you had unzipped your rucksack, taken out your pencil case and fished a pair of scissors out from among the pens and pencils, you gave it to Cliff, who stood there shivering in the cold wind, and then you’d told him to cut off his boy’s prong, you were already picturing supergluing it to yourself in the bathroom later, it would be a while before you would be able to pee standing up, you’d thought happily at that moment, 128and baby Jesus hadn’t objected because he did everything you asked, and he’d put his prong between the metal blades and it was lucky the scissors were blunt, you said, because the knife grinder in Het Dorp was off sick with a nervous breakdown and wasn’t allowed to touch any sharp objects on doctor’s orders, it was good that Jule had intervened and stopped him, it was your first terrorist attack, you said, and in your memory the woods had turned blood red, raspberry red, but after that you were no longer allowed to give Cliff, the little angel, a lift home and you never again felt his warm head against your back as you cycled into the wind from school to Het Dorp, and the teachers had worried about you but not enough to call your dad, because everyone knew that nothing compared to the loss of the child, and you didn’t understand but since then you’d started fantasising that you really did have a willy, and I asked you what you did with it and you gave me an irritated look as though it were obvious, you said you peed with it of course, and I asked whether you knew what else you could do with it, and you asked What then? and I said I’d tell you sometime or maybe I’d show you, and you nodded happily as though I’d just suggested going to the sweet shop on Cinderellalaan where you sometimes bought salmiac powder into which you dipped a wet finger before putting it in your mouth, doing this until the powder began to clump and your tongue had gone brown, and we sat on the wooden gate in the meadow on the waterfront, we looked at the Blaarkop cows as I ate my lunch, holding out my sandwiches to you so you could take greedy bites, you 129enjoyed being fed, my sweet little gannet, you enjoyed eating from my hands, drinking from my water bottle filled with Camillia’s home-made elderflower cordial, and we gazed at the flax fields and farmland in the distance and I wondered what this outpouring meant, whether you really felt that you were as bad as Hitler, and I saw you glancing at a pale patch in the grass where a few days previously the dome tent had been erected, where you’d wanted to be swallowed by the whale, and that evening I’d lined the litter tray with pages from Moby-Dick, I asked whether you still thought about my son much, even though I didn’t really want to hear the answer, you nodded slightly and asked whether things would have been different if Hitler had been a woman, whether he would have been so evil if he’d been in love, because since my son had broken up with you you’d felt angry at everyone, even the sexton who was responsible for turning on and off the floodlights around the church, as though he’d cast you into the dark, blown out the candles inside your head, and I said that Hitler couldn’t fall in love because he didn’t love himself and you looked at me in confusion and said: I don’t love myself either, but that makes me love others more. I have so much love and at the same time so much hate that it grows over the edges of my body. And I didn’t ask what you hated so much because I thought back then that you needed a full-grown body to hate and you still had some growth spurts to go; I held out my sandwich again and marmalade filled the corners of your mouth, I laid my hand on the gate, pressing the side of it to your hand which you moved along immediately, and 130for a second I hoped you’d get another fever so that I could lie in bed with you again under the Sesame Street duvet cover, and I swung down from the gate and inspected the Blaarkops to see how they were walking, whether they were limping or had lost weight, but they looked fit and healthy and this gave me a feeling of contentment, and I wanted to walk back to the gate but you’d gone – I searched the meadow for you and found you stretched out on the pale patch of grass, it was the same size as the two-person mattress in the back of my Fiat, you stared at the sky and I asked what you were doing, you spread your arms and theatrically quoted a line from the horror film It: They float, Georgie. They float. And when you’re down here with me, you’ll float too. The Blaarkops came to stand around you and I didn’t know whether to lie down next to you, I glanced over my shoulder but couldn’t see your dad or your brother in the farmyard, they were probably indoors blanching the beans they’d harvested and putting them in freezer bags so that you could have beans for dinner every Monday, and you repeated: You’ll float too. I wanted nothing more than to float with you so I lay down next to you on the flattened grass, the cows stood in a circle around us, forming a wall so we could no longer be seen, we stared at the thistle-blue sky and I replied with a quote, also by Stephen King: It was easier to be brave when you were someone else, and you smiled, you loved this game, we lay close to each other and I smelled the grass, the bodies of the cows, you, and you told me that when you were four you’d started to grow crooked all of a sudden, and every week you had to go to a lady 131in a nearby village to do some exercises, but it had become clear that you were growing away from the sun rather than towards it, and although things mainly straightened up, inside everything was skewed, and sometimes you noticed when carrying your school bag that one shoulder was lower than the other, and you went on to say that some people were born blind but others opened their eyes right away because they knew they’d miss too much otherwise, but because they had this knowledge they actually missed all kinds of stuff, sometimes it was better to be ignorant, then you saw more, and you asked me how I was born – blind and ignorant or with my eyes open, and I said I came out of a dark mother’s womb, as black as ink, and I saw you recoil at the words mother’s womb for the first time, you turned pale and I asked whether you were OK, you said Yes, yes and changed the subject to Hitler again, he was sitting in the chair near the window more often than Freud these days, staring at you persistently, his left leg crossed over his right, he wore black boots with swastikas and there was always mud in the treads, as though he’d stamped his way into your head through the woods, and you wanted to take good care of your people like the American president George Bush, but then more conscientiously, and you asked whether I knew that Bush had swapped alcohol for the Bible one day and now only drank the occasional malt beer, that us humans often had to be intoxicated to get through life, and you were intoxicated by sweets, The Sims and the bird, and you asked what I was under the influence of and I replied with exactly these words, 132I said: I’m intoxicated by you, my sweet darling. I looked to see your reaction and you touched your nostril because a big dung fly had landed on it and then you said you liked the word darling, it was beautiful, and you didn’t respond to what I’d said, you were a useless president, my lamb, but I didn’t care, you seemed satisfied with the word I’d chosen for you, and you took a deep breath and I held my finger to your lips, I said you were to stop quoting, you should say what you really wanted to say, and your eyes started to brim without any tears actually falling, you told me you often felt lonely, despite the imaginary audience inside your head, sometimes you felt just like a potato deep in the earth, you only grew in darkness, you often longed for light, for spotlights, but you also knew they’d blind you, that the fame you’d find would only grow if you dug yourself in deeper, if you suffocated yourself, and I smelled your fear through the odour of the grass and the cows – that evening you played at the music venue on Testamentstraat for the first time, and you were magnificent, you were blinding with your lips blue from the Blue Curaçao, the first drink I’d secretly ordered for you, Jule and Elia, and which you’d cautiously sipped at; Camillia and I stood at the front and we clapped harder than anyone else when you came onstage, long enough for it to become awkward, which I knew you appreciated the most, and you played ‘Teenage Dirtbag’ by Wheatus, and ‘My Generation’ by The Who, and after that the songs you’d written yourself, and the band members around you faded, you stood like a heavenly creature in the spotlight, so free of all your 133strangeness and anxiety, and suddenly I became painfully aware that you weren’t singing for me but for my eldest son, that I was just an ulcer, an ulcer inside you, and I stammered to Camillia that I was going to smoke a cigarette, I pushed my way through the people, nauseous, muttered goodbye to your dad who was standing at the back talking to another farmer about the climate, barely looking at you, and outside I collapsed between the drunk teenagers and realised that to them I was just an old man who wanted to feel young and that’s why I’d gone to a concert, and their eyes became yours, which made me feel even dizzier about my own urges and desires, I wanted to shout next to the stage that you were my sweet darling, but your eyes were mainly searching for your classmates, my son, the farm lads who were suddenly interested in you now you were showing what you’d had inside you all that time, and they all saw the heavenly creature with blue lips, but I knew what you were really like, how deeply everything affected you, what kind of sea lay behind your delicate back, and I heard the audience shouting for an encore, and you’d known this would come and had saved the best for last, one of your favourites, ‘All The Small Things’ by blink-182, and I heard you singing in a spirited, high-pitched voice. At the chorus everyone started dancing except your dad, who had left halfway through the evening and cycled home along the dike and would never tell you what he thought of your first gig, he’d only ask the next morning whether it had gone on late, everything revolved around time for him, around the weather, animals and plants, the 134lost child, and not much revolved around you, and after the overwhelming applause at the end you’d run outside euphorically and pretend you didn’t mind that your dad had left already, you’d fall into my arms, still singing. And I’d push you away too roughly, the way I sometimes pushed away a boisterous calf because it was keeping me from my work, if I wasn’t in the mood or if it was too strong and I had to show it who was boss; you’d ask, distraught, why I’d acted like that, whether you’d done something wrong, and I couldn’t say, I couldn’t say that everything that was wrong consisted of you, that you were the fire in my loins, that it seared so painfully, you were my alcohol, my sugar rush, I wanted you to sing about me rather than my son, even though that would only happen later, when you’d name your first album after me, based on the case number, Kurt12, and the court officials would listen to it stony-faced and draw their conclusions, and Camillia and I would only read about you in the newspapers with their exultant headlines, she would throw them on the barbecue, where you caught fire and all the meat tasted of you, but that was much later – in the here and now we stood face to face like night cats on heat and you turned around, light-headed from the Blue Curaçao, light-headed from the invincibility inside your chest, from the world that lay at your feet, even though you knew that when dawn broke you’d soon return to the darkness, you’d find yourself in a swarm of starlings, one of them again, even though you felt fantastic and special now, even though you felt chosen, and Camillia came outside, you gave each other 135a celebratory three kisses which you’d later describe as Judas kisses, but now you were happy, wild, and suddenly I stopped caring, what did it bloody matter that I was standing here, a forty-nine-year-old among the swaggering, noisy teenagers who still had to shout out their right to exist, who drank themselves silly because they knew that one day their lives would be dull and predictable, what did it matter that I loved you so much, so terribly much, my little windmill, you and I belonged together, and I whispered in your ear, half-drunk, half-serious, that you should never grow up, you hear me, never. And I went back inside with you and danced the hell out of myself.
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         I have to honestly admit that after your willy story I found myself in a predicament, my sweet darling. Because, well, I really did want to fulfil your unbridled longing for a little boy’s horn, I wanted to see the heat and the desire shining in your eyes, your red tongue sliding along your lips, and sometimes in my fantasies I pictured you in your childish bed becoming the Frog or the otter and I felt the warmth of your pee soaking through my clothes again, I could smell the urine and I would help you to aim, I would draw a smiling pig’s head with waterproof pen inside the toilet bowl, my sons had loved that, they’d done their utmost to pee on it, and I’d tell you the pig needed washing, I’d grip your hips to keep your course steady, but even more than that I wanted to show you, have you feel, what else you could do with a prong besides peeing standing up, even though you already knew more about it than I was able to guess, thanks to your teenage magazines and to Elia and the Frog, even though when it came to it I’d confuse knowledge and experience, and at the same time I hated the thought that I would drag you into my glorified cravings, I would force you to have a growth spurt that your clothes weren’t ready for, especially after that willy story filled with childish, naive longing; aside from this, 137there was nothing angelic about my penis and it didn’t look a thing like the dissected otter’s cream horn; I didn’t know what I should compare it to because everything sounded crude and ugly and I wouldn’t be able to bear it if I scared you off, if you looked at it with disappointment or disgust, the way you looked at your dad when he filled a sandwich with brawn and apple syrup, you’d say you could see the offal in the grey slices, that it was a schadenfreude sandwich, and I wouldn’t want you to look at my – let’s stick with the anatomical language of hard protrusions, the extensions of the frontal bones of antlers are called ‘pedicles’ – that you’d look at my pedicle the same way, no, I wanted astonishment, I wanted the eagerness with which you’d clutched the otter’s member, I wanted you to hold the pedicle in your child’s hand, I wouldn’t mind if you quoted It until you dropped, I wouldn’t care as long as you kept hold of the horn, the way you sometimes held on to a cow’s teat to draw out the colostrum after she’d calved, it was a delectable sight, oh yes, it made me euphoric, but I was afraid of rejection, of rejection that would feel like imaginary castration, and I realised that I had experienced this before, imaginary castration, if you castrate a full-grown stag its antlers drop off, after which new, strangely formed ones grow rampant, this is called perruque growth – I was one of these perruque heads, a creature who became a deviant after I had been rejected when I was sixteen years old, when my body and soul were so corrupted that I no longer knew whether I wanted to murder or worship my mother, and it was possible that I was on my 138way to my second and final castration, but oh, how intensely I longed for my murderous tine, my antler’s savage snag, how I longed to fold your hand around my tine, but the courage to take you to my love nest was weakened each time you called me Mr and sir, how could I introduce you to the wonderful world of the prong if, aside from the rare moments you called me Kurt, you kept on addressing me with the terrible politeness that had been inculcated in you, which created an ocean between us, and I hardly dared kiss you when we were alone and at the end of the working day, quaking with lust, I’d park my Fiat in the parking spot just around the corner from the farm and frantically discharge myself into a Mars bar wrapper and I pretended my hand was your hand, since then I’d been sleeping in the car more and more often, while Camillia thought I’d gone to an appointment in Germany, even though she found it strange that I had to keep going there, but I told her that German cows were particularly difficult and she thought that was funny, and as long as she found something funny the coast was clear, and so every night I slummed it with a McDonald’s, I’d drive to Evaplantsoen in town for a Double Big Tasty and fries, which would already be cold by the time I got to my usual place under the poplars; oh, I didn’t care, fries were fries and the point was to stay as close as possible to you as I could, so that I could smell your sweet scent when the wind was blowing in the right direction, and for us to look at the same side of the moon, but all that Mr made me increasingly resentful, I was surly towards you sometimes because of it, 139and I saw you hesitating when you came to bring a bucket of lukewarm water and a bar of green soap, you unerringly sensed when something was wrong, if someone treated you differently, and I soon realised that the more distance I kept, the closer you came, and oh, I knew that you were scared I would abandon you and that’s why you played the actress again, you adapted to my script, and you squatted next to the bucket, took my dirty hands in yours, submerged them under the water and ran the bar of soap over my skin, you washed them until there wasn’t a speck of dirt left, and we squatted in the middle of the cowshed next to the bucket and you said nothing, you simply looked at me and gave me a dizzyingly sweet smile, you kept dipping my hands and rubbing them clean and then dried each one with a stiff towel, you rinsed all the surliness from me and I felt my tine throbbing inside my overalls, we looked at a newborn calf and you told me you were sometimes jealous of the bond between the mother cow and her daughter, the naturalness with which she licked her child clean and removed the caul, and you said that on the last Queen’s Day you’d felt jealous of Crown Prince Willem-Alexander and Queen Beatrix, there’d been a time you would have preferred her as a mother, you’d been reminded of it when I’d hung the poster of the queen in the back of the Fiat, a woman who had to serve all the people could also take care of you, you thought, and alongside the films of 9/11 you often watched the 1980 coronation, which your dad had taped, just as he’d taped the attack on the Twin Towers and all the other highs and lows from the news, and 140several times you’d watched Beatrix stand there in her majestic ermine cloak and pronounce the beautiful line where she’d slightly stuttered the word God, raising her chin to make it easier to get out, which made it seem like she wasn’t entirely convinced He was going to help her, more the other way round – that she would help Him, and she took her coronation oath which you’d practise in front of the mirror multiple times afterwards, a tablecloth draped around your shoulders: The things which I have here before promised, I will perform and keep. So help me God. And you told me that you’d once bought roller skates with light-up wheels at the primary school jumble sale on Queen’s Day for a ridiculously low price, you’d taken good care of them and polished them until they’d shone even though you knew you’d never wear them, you were too scared of damaging them, scared of cracks in your procured joy, scared of losing them, though you did keep on testing how tight the straps could go, but you knew what it was like to lose the most precious thing, the most beautiful thing you could own, that this could happen to you unexpectedly, even though the straps were so tight they left an imprint on your skin, and only later did you come across old footage of the 1980 coronation riots on television, as though that celebratory day had two sides like a sponge cake: the top was lovely and covered in smooth icing but the bottom was ugly with a million holes. Behind the smoke bombs you spotted the white slogans the rioting squatters had painted on the walls in Amsterdam, and out of a kind of protest, you said, even though you didn’t know what you 141were protesting about, you decided to turn your bedroom into a squatters’ den, which was easy given that you were the only person who ever went into it, but it gave you a kind of longed-for freedom, to own something that no one could take from you, and you decided to pick Queen Beatrix as a mother and to believe in her, the way you believed in God, but then as a person who joined in with dangling donuts and could wave in such a friendly way you were compelled to wave back, even though you hated all that waving and were supposed to keep your hands in your pockets, and from that moment on you delivered lengthy monologues to Her Majesty about how your days progressed – some were mouldy like the wrapped silage bales – and about your dad and your brother, rarely about the lost child, and about everything that was going on in Het Dorp, but even more often about what wasn’t happening, this was easier to talk about and expand upon, the truth was pale and feeble, you told me, and sometimes too unsettling, and you didn’t want her to worry because queens with too many cares couldn’t serve or rule a country, they became as wobbly as the verses of the Dutch national anthem that came after the first two and which no one could remember, they’d disappear at a mutter into the annals of history and you wanted to spare her this, and you gave passionate accounts of the Second World War, of your conversations with Freud and Hitler, but you also told her that you were the best pupil in your school and brilliant in every subject, so good the teachers actually wanted to keep you in a display case with the table tennis 142trophies, you were the prize of the primary school, you fibbed, and that was when you began writing slogans on your wallpaper in light pencil strokes so that you could only read them from very close up, lines like: I am alone but not so alone that loneliness has become my friend. Or: I’m the soldier in my own battles. And: I am free but not liberated. But also: My joy is like a fish, every time I get too greedy, I choke on a bone. And you fantasised that Queen Beatrix would visit you one day and walk around your squat with her hands behind her back, her smile would be more genuine than on Queen’s Day, more interested or maybe even serious, the way she smiled during her annual Christmas speech in which she once said that the country’s fate was so close to her heart – she laid her hand on her chest as she wanted to check the squatters hadn’t stolen it because you can live in a good person’s heart, it has countless chambers, and she would read the slogans on the wall and nod, a lot of nodding, before sitting down on the edge of the bed in her peace-dove-white skirt suit and patting the duvet next to her as a sign that you should take a seat, of course you wouldn’t hesitate for a second, you cried enthusiastically, and once you were sitting next to her you could smell her perfume and you’d notice that it smelled of caramel, and you’d talk about life, school, boys, and she’d sometimes wrap her arm around you but each time you began to get used to her touch on your shoulder she’d suddenly stand up in your imagination, whatever you did to try to steer things, and she’d say that duty called, the people, her children, while it was so quiet in your room that you could hear the hum of the motorway, 143with a bit of imagination you could hear it like the rush of the sea, and then you said: Trix, I am your duty, your people, your child. She’d give you a tender smile, pinch your cheek gently and say apologetically that one day you’d understand, it was what grown-ups often said while of course you understood, though you preferred to remain in the dark, and your eyes grew sad as you finished your story with her putting on her regal ermine cloak and leaving your bedroom because queens have to leave, they belong to nobody, not to the state and not even to themselves, and you were left there with your slogans, all those stupid slogans, you hissed, with the polished roller skates you’d kept so long they no longer fit, and that was how things always went, you said in such a clever way: Everything shrinks and loses its value over time. You’d thought for a moment, when you were pinning the buttonhole on the prince last April, of stabbing the pin through his suit into the middle of his soul, even though you were scared of this fantasy, even though you were afraid that Willem-Alexander would perish and you’d be able to take his place after all, that this would be your second terrorist attack, and I didn’t say that I understood you, that of course I could see the loss running rampant inside you, that I could see that the fundament was damaged, the collar and crown, the way some tuberous crops get overgrowth disease and suffer from stunted development and can infect the entire garden or greenhouse soil, that you weren’t only suffering from overgrowth disease but also from leaf-curl, which indicates growth issues in roses, that the loss was getting bigger and growing taller than the fence of your 144body, no, I stood up in the cowshed, stretched my stiff legs, asked you to stand up and hugged your motherless body tightly to me.
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         I started grabbing my sneakers more and more often to run the poison and disease out of my body. I ran through the streets like a madman, trying to think of your apricot skin, your young, breathtaking shoulder blades, your back which was a little broader at the top like a swimmer’s, your glee which was still so playful and uncorrupted, and you were still a child, absolutely, but I saw your posture change when you were around boys when I followed you to the swimming pool, I saw you walk straighter, you stood next to them like a picket post, you were a picket post and you wanted to mark out your territory, and I was worried about the boy prong problem and that this was why you gambolled around the dear boys so desirous and enticing – you’d called them this since I’d read to you from Gerard Reve’s novel Dear Boys, and I’d had to stop myself from tooting the horn to keep you from falling into the wrong arms, ha, how ambiguous this thought was! I can almost hear the court officials sniggering as they wrote down: Wanted to keep her from falling into the wrong arms, did not include his own in this. And that’s not quite true, ladies and gentlemen of the court, because I knew how abhorrent my motives were but I was a dickhead, a bastard, and I couldn’t help thinking that you’d be better 146with me than with those yelling and unmanageable dear boys, and I ran through the polder, past the pumping station, along the Prikkebeensedijk to De Hulst farm and paused next to the disinfection tank in the farmyard that had arrived after the foot-and-mouth epidemic, and I really wanted to wash myself in that water, disinfect myself entirely, I rested my hands on my knees to regain my breath, I realised that the blisters on my soles had burst, by now Camillia knew about my nocturnal battles with the hares, she hadn’t said anything but in the mornings she dressed the blisters that left blood spots on the bottom sheet and sometimes I wanted to shove her away angrily, ask her viciously why she was doing this, why on earth was she bandaging a monster, but then I’d have to confess to what was bothering me, what was eating me up from the inside as though I were one of the maggot-infested ewes I sometimes treated, they often didn’t make it; the maggots were slowly devouring all my organs and had started on my soul, and I would lose everything, but you most of all – my hunt would end with the words from my favourite poem, ‘The Hollow Men’ by T. S. Eliot, which I can quote in full, though the final lines would be the most appropriate to our conclusion: This is the way the world ends. Not with a bang but a whimper. I’d always felt like that Hollow Man and without you I’d actually become him too, god, how I’d weep, because you were light, you were fire, and I looked at your bedroom window again, it was one o’clock in the morning and the light was still on at the front of the house, and I pictured you reading a few pages from R. L. Stine’s 147Goosebumps series with one of those horrible ugly jackets and an embossed title, then standing on the edge of your bed, shaking from the horror story, and spreading your arms, you’d practise taking off and become the bird, you’d give it a couple of goes and then turn off the bedside lamp and lay your wings to rest, and I waited until the house went dark before running on, reassured, along Vondelingenweg and Testamentstraat, along the bike path and under the viaduct, as I doggedly ran through our conversations in my head so as not to see the spectres from my nightmares, I remembered you telling me how you’d first become the bird after the accident, when one of your teachers had given you the book Frog and the Birdsong by Max Velthuijs, after your dad hadn’t uttered a single word to you about it while the blow of the accident was still ringing in your ears, he saw you sitting on the sofa for weeks with that book even though you didn’t understand a word of it, the illustrations were very clear though, you leafed through them so often the cover came loose and dangled from the pages like a milk tooth hanging by a thread, and you had explained to me that it was about a frog and a pig who found a bird at the edge of the woods, it was lying on its back with its legs in the air, the position all birds adopt in the end, and the frog pointed to the ground and said to the pig that the blackbird was broken, that it had stopped working, and this was where the story went wrong, you said, when you had finally learned to read you were devastated because it was wrong – Do you know why? you asked fiercely, and I shook my head, then you whispered, as 148though it were a secret: A dead thing can’t be broken, dead is dead, nothing more. The ones left behind are broken and into a thousand pieces at that. If you were honest the book had made you angry, so angry you’d torn off the loose jacket entirely, only to tape it back on later, so angry because it said you could only be broken when you were dead, while there were so many living beings with defects and you didn’t know whether you were defective too, but you were no longer in perfect working order, and in the story it also said that death was the blue sky, while for you the sky was filled with life and you saw barn swallows, crows, magpies and kites dart through it each day, no, the earth, that was the final breath, a hole in the ground for a stray cat, for a laying hen, for the lost child, but there were some things for which you couldn’t dig a hole in the bank of the dike, fill it in and cover it in flowers, for which you couldn’t pronounce the solemn words the hare in the book used for the little bird – that she’d sung beautifully all her life and now was enjoying her well-deserved rest – you couldn’t even say that you missed that person because what did missing mean if the person was still there, if the person was still walking the same earth but not missing you, and you couldn’t shout out the frog’s words either: Isn’t life wonderful! And then go and play hide-and-seek, even though you had to admit you liked this bit of the story the most, it was moving too, because it seemed like a good idea, playing hide-and-seek after each loss, and when you find each other again you know how important it is that the other still exists, because for a moment you don’t have each other, he or she has gone 149and you feel the icy draught that comes when you’re looking for someone but can’t find them, and when someone dies or leaves you, that person is lost forever, you drive yourself crazy searching everywhere, in every corner, and I only realised here that the lost child and the forsaken one were not the same person, that you’d lost someone to death and someone to life, one was heartbreaking and the other made you wretchedly defenceless, it made you so gloomy that you had to make yourself big, and you also thought, by the way, you said that birds lay down with their legs in the air to show God the calluses under their claws, so that He could see how many hours they’d spent on the wing, and only then would He decide whether that was enough or not, this was how Max Velthuijs’s bird would be ready to expire, it had warbled and flown enough, but many birds hadn’t, and sometimes you buried someone who hadn’t spent many hours in the air and that was the worst, but since reading that book you’d become a bird, though you were one that could change colour, sometimes your feathers were pitch black, at other times grey or snow white, you waited until you could take off, even though you were sometimes uncertain about how many hours of flying God would give you, whether you’d get far, whether you’d reach the south, you had quite a lot of hard skin under your feet and it worried you sometimes, and I didn’t ask then who you were missing, who had left you in a way that gave you feverish dreams that you were the one leaving, that made you keep threatening to leave, your moss-green suitcase was almost always ready behind your 150bedroom door, even though you’d never got further than the lamp post the lost child had lain broken against, and you would spend more and more time lying in the field on your back like the bird, a sob in your throat, so sad and forlorn as you said: I am dead, I am dead as a dodo. And I wanted to get the Stanley knife from my vet’s bag and very carefully cut the calluses from your feet, to show you it wasn’t time to leave yet, but you’d sob that I wasn’t God, and indeed I wasn’t God but I’d lie and say I knew Him well, we were friends and He had told me to give you a few more hours of flying, yes, He’d really done that, and each time you threatened to leave I would grab hold of you, that was what you wanted, for someone to pin you to the ground so you couldn’t become a plane that could bore into somebody because you felt like you’d been bored into yourself, and so when I saw you lying in the meadow again playing dead, I said I’d be the pilot from now on, the pilot decided whether a plane would take off or not and I’d found out that a bit more maintenance was needed before we could leave, something to do with the propellers, the landing equipment and navigation lights, and you looked relieved, you even smiled and stood up, stopped playing the dead bird, and said in a serious voice: Kurt, we’ll have to delay the flight until further notice, because once you’re in the air it’s hard to come to your senses. You went on to say you’d never seen a migratory bird change its mind in the air because if you change your mind there’s more chance of crashing, flying isn’t a matter of ability, it’s a matter of thinking you can do it; you thought you could do it, but I was right, 151you said, it would be folly to take off without maintenance, we first had to make some wind, it was now so quiet that not even the leaves were rustling, and I looked at you, at this wise creature who nevertheless lived in a fantasy world, like a grebe caught in an oil slick you were stuck, and however much I tried to clean you with washing-up liquid, it seemed like I was only rubbing the oil in deeper, a time-consuming task that left my hands dirty, yet still I waited for you to respond to my attempts with love, but the strength with which you struggled proved that the grebe was still strong, that your chances of survival were too high for you to throw yourself into my arms; I knew that to treat birds rescued from an oil slick you had to keep them for a week in a warm, illuminated greenhouse so that they could replenish their natural oils, and so I kept you warm before releasing you again, and you’d feel that you couldn’t do without me, without the pilot, and I thought of this as I ran through the night, continuously drifting back to you in my mind, and it wasn’t until three streets further that I realised that I was being followed, I was so entrenched in the story of Frog and the Birdsong that it took a while, but I suddenly heard footsteps behind me, they drummed on the warm tarmac and got louder and louder, and when I finally dared look I saw the fluffy chick from my nightmares furiously running after me, I called back over my shoulder that it should leave me alone, immediately feeling like an idiot, here I was in the middle of the night screaming at an imaginary chick – the court officials loved this later – but the gigantic chick ran faster, it easily 152caught up with me and spoke again: Go home, Kurt, go home. I asked what it was doing here, why it was hassling me, and I saw blood seeping through the sides of my white shoes, but I didn’t care, I ran and ran and tumbled right into the spectre of that night, my mother coming to sit on the edge of my bed wearing her apron and rolling up a pancake, these were reconciliation pancakes, I could tell immediately because of the greasy, suffocating smell of frying, and she said she was sorry, she’d do her best tomorrow, why was I such a handful, and she pushed the tip of the roll into my mouth and I chewed on it listlessly, I felt the syrup dripping from it, onto the collar of my pyjamas and down my neck, I wanted to say something but my mouth was full, and all of a sudden it started raining in big drops and I drowned, I drowned in it as I made swimming movements with my arms, but it was so thick and sticky I couldn’t make any progress, and I felt the air slowly disappearing from my lungs, I felt my cheeks fill with syrup, until the cattle farmer appeared on the other side of my bed, he smiled at me and held out a blue hand, but he pulled it back again every time my fingers almost reached his own, how could he help me if I hadn’t been able to help him, I thought then, and I suffocated in the syrup and woke up coughing, and as I ran I coughed the hell out of my lungs, and suddenly I no longer knew where I was, the streets looked strange, I began to run in circles and everything made my head spin until I was exhausted, but just when I was about to give up, when I was about to collapse onto a patch of grass next to a playground, I saw the yellow chick rising up behind 153the rows of houses, I knew at once I had to go there, it was where the Hollow Man’s house was, even though I didn’t want to admit later that those terrible court officials might have been right, that the chick did indeed represent rebirth, because the thing I didn’t want was to be reborn, no, I wanted to keep on living in you, in only you.
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         As I slid my hand, sheathed in a plastic glove, into a cow’s nether parts, I could hardly know that later that evening I’d feel that same heat once again. I would confuse the ruttishness of the Blaarkop cows with that of a child, I would claim you now and leave my filth behind inside you, I would inseminate you with the idea that you could suddenly lose yourself wherever you were – in any event, it would be one of the last moments that would be described under a yellow Post-it in your diary which was labelled Secret! and which would be filched by your brother, meaning our togetherness could only still be kept inside your head, which would end up becoming as full of souvenirs as the space under your bed, which was a less safe place, it seemed, where things began to fester, but I was weak, my heavenly chosen one, I was too weak to stop myself, and you should know that I tried to get Camillia to come along with me, though I’ll admit I was secretly hoping she couldn’t, I asked her to come to the cinema with us and when she said she had to go to her flower arranging club I was relieved, she had got so used to you that she was no longer suspicious, even though she often worried about you and thought it odd that you came to eat at our house so often without your dad asking any questions, 155still what she mainly saw was a lonely winged creature bursting with talent and she wanted to keep you flying, she wanted to help you shine, you were her pupil and she thought that a trip to the movies would do you good, and I looked forward to being with you, to sitting shoulder to shoulder in the cinema, pressing my knee against yours, feeding you popcorn and those nasty sweet jellybeans you loved so much, you’d pick the green ones as your favourite and you thought the pink ones tasted of mouldy strawberries so I left those in the packet – I knew all of this, and also that you pinched the bridge of your nose when there was a sad scene because you felt you should only cry when a film was bad, that you started to jig your legs when a scene went on for too long, or when it got boring or you could no longer concentrate, I also knew that you loved dark auditoriums but they also made you feel slightly claustrophobic, and you checked the emergency exit many times during a film just in case, but this particular evening – when I’d regret afterwards that I hadn’t gone to the tip and flung the mattress from the back of the Fiat when I was practising my daily resistance – you wouldn’t look at the emergency exit once you were so gripped by Lars von Trier’s Dogville, starring Nicole Kidman, and you even forgot to drink your Coke, you didn’t wriggle but sat in your seat as quiet as a mouse, and later you’d tell me in an elated voice how insanely great you’d found the film, its alienating effect, the cast and in particular the barking chalk dog, that you wanted a dog like that too, and actually the story was about you, you’d say, 156about a girl with a secret, surrounded by people who wanted something from her, who asked for more and more, you weren’t being followed by two gangsters but you said they represented fear, that everyone gets chased by gangsters in black in their lives, that you were trying to get away too but hoped things would end better for you, certainly not with a bullet to the head, and I only realised then who I was in the script, I was the man from the rape scene whom you said very little about, but everything was explained to me and still I didn’t see it, not really at least because I was only thinking about the subtitles during the film, I was mainly looking forward to the finale in the car, when you couldn’t stop talking about the actors and hadn’t realised I was driving towards Roversteeg, when I parked the car behind the yew trees and said as casually as possible that we could continue our conversation in the back, and you skipped around the car reeling off quotes like an actress, you sank back onto the mattress and said that Nicole Kidman was pretty in a good way, not like a doll or fake, but attractive the way a lot of people are, and I lay down next to you with my back to the poster of Queen Beatrix because I wasn’t expecting a medal for this rescue mission, more like a degradation, and you didn’t stop jabbering on until I put my hand over your mouth, I waited a couple of seconds and took it away again before roughly pressing my lips to yours, I kissed away that nasty jellybean taste until I could taste you, asking in the meantime: Who are you now, the bird, the Frog or the otter? And you shrugged and said you only knew who you 157were when you weren’t asked, I remember it was a vague answer, but to be honest I didn’t care, the only thing that mattered was that we were lying here together, though it was dangerous to stop kissing because then you disappeared into the boundless stream of thoughts about what you’d just seen, how keen you were to see the next part of the Land of Opportunities trilogy, the film Manderlay that had just come out, and I promised you we’d go to it, and I didn’t ask what your secret was, I didn’t ask what the gangsters wanted from you, I only knew what I wanted and that was for you to get lost in my country, and I moved down from your mouth, lifted up your t-shirt and kissed your belly, I kissed the skin just above the top of your jeans and whispered that I loved you, I loved you so incredibly much, and I didn’t know that no one had ever said this to you before, but you’d seen it in books and films so you knew how to respond, how sad the other person would be if you didn’t say it back, and so you whispered that you loved me too and I asked whether you meant it and you said that you loved me like you loved yourself. I knew that this was changing constantly, you didn’t really love yourself and so you didn’t really love me, but you were happy and when you were happy you thought everything would be alright, even though you were a quagmire, my love, and still I was satisfied with your answer, the most important thing was that you believed it, that you thought you loved me, because then you would love me, and I saw this as consent for me to open the button of your jeans, a silver button with a flower on it, and I was touched by 158every moment I saw the child in you, the child I would have loved to have seen playing, the child I wanted to take onto my lap, that I wanted to rock into a better world, but who I also wanted to desire, who I wanted to undress, oh how sick this paradox was; I said that if you loved someone you wanted to be touched all over your body by them, from the top of your head to your big toe, that you wanted to be dissected to the bone, and I asked whether I could dissect you and you said there weren’t any scalpels here, and I circled the bow of your panties with my finger, I said you had to imagine that my hand was a scalpel, and you nodded thoughtfully, I was so keen to show you that you didn’t need pain to be able to exist and I slid my hand into your panties and felt in amazement how wet you were, oh, the pool of delights, and I thanked you for this and you asked Why and I smiled because you didn’t understand, because I would make you understand, and I saw you vacillating between stiffening and relaxing, my sweet darling, I saw you swinging from one to the other so delightfully, I saw you become unsettled, fearful, the way you were when the hunting season began in Tegenland and you lay in bed with the shots whistling through the air and you knew that it was mainly damage control, that they were hunting foxes, pheasants and barnacle geese, but you couldn’t help thinking of the cows during the foot-and-mouth outbreak, and in bed you guessed that the minister was bait hunting, where the hunter waits in the same place until a wild animal appears and aims from a ladder or a platform so that the shot ends up in the ground 159when you hit one, you felt like prey, and you counted the shots like the seconds between lightning and a thunderclap to know how close they were, you saw poachers everywhere after dark, except for those that were luring you to them, you became unsettled the way you were in geography when you had to come to the front of the class and couldn’t answer a simple question because the world was spinning inside your head, because you stood there like a hunting trophy in the line of sight with your arms pressed to your sides because someone in your class had noticed the downy hair in your armpits and you didn’t know what to do about it and the girls had giggled and said you were just like the Grinch, the Grinch that got an electric shaver for Christmas and was laughed at by everyone and started to hate Christmas, and I saw you lying next to me so scared and out of sorts that it only made me hornier, I saw tears welling in your eyes and I moved my fingers inside you and whispered: I’m Hitler, I’m Freud. And it rendered you helpless, it must have made you helpless because you moaned softly and I saw your tongue running across your lips, you stopped crying and murmured that you were the Frog, the prettiest frog in the countryside, you could jump so high you saw the promised land shimmering beyond Het Dorp, sometimes you peed standing up in the shower, right over your feet and you loved the feeling, and I said it was true you were the Frog, I was dissecting you, first your webbed feet, then those delicious soft frog’s legs and then a small incision next to your heart to see for whom and for what it was beating, and I saw your cheeks turn red, 160you wet your lips more and more, and suddenly you squeezed your legs shut, you tried to push my hand away but I was stronger, I was the man from the scene in the film, and I saw your eyes become lighter as though the opal in them had been polished, I pressed your legs open wider and stirred you up with words about the Frog, and it made you frantic, my sweet child, and you protested so that you didn’t reach the light, there where I so wanted to take you, and I whispered that next time there would be prongs, as though we were going to watch a play, a new translation of Beckett, I whispered that there were different kinds of prongs, bigger and prettier than baby Jesus’s, than the little angel’s, you’d be able to stroke the prong for as long as you wanted, and then your nymph-like body jerked, it jerked so deliciously, with such wonderful beauty, like a subcutaneous earthquake, and after that I would talk away the silence, I didn’t want to see how uprooted you were, how you’d truly lost yourself for the first time and the earthquake had caused cracks in the bone, no, I talked about Beckett, about his famous play Waiting for Godot, I told you about the characters, Vladimir, Estragon, about Lucky and Pozzo, I’d say that you were most like Estragon because he kept on wanting to leave Vladimir but changed his mind each time, the greatest abandonment was not leaving but the threat of doing so, many people wait for someone who keeps failing to arrive, they look forward to this so much and for so long that they become blind to all the other people who walk by in the meantime, and I hoped you would recognise yourself in this, you were waiting for 161someone like Godot, you fantasised about someone who could take away all your abandonment and hurt, you fantasised about a mother who would unpack your suitcase behind the door and put it away for good, I talked away until you had recovered, until you no longer looked so pale and were able to chatter away again, and I gave you the lyrics to a song by Jewel Akens, ‘The Birds and the Bees’, it was the only hit Akens had had, I said, it had reached the Billboard Hot 100 and made it to number two in the charts, after that he’d never had the same success as with ‘The Birds and the Bees’, even though he’d released the single ‘Born A Loser’ with Thurston Harris’s ‘Little Bitty Pretty One’ on the B-side, and you shouted enthusiastically that the song was in the film of Roald Dahl’s Matilda, at the moment that Matilda realises she has magic powers and can move everything by looking at it, you sang the chorus and as you warbled so purely I underlined some of the words in my head. I dropped you off at the farm, where you opened the Fiat’s door with sudden hesitation and turned back briefly, the happiness of a moment earlier had vanished, you had turned back into an uprooted being and you said you felt strange, so peculiarly strange, and I smiled and said it must be all the jellybeans, and you said No no, I mean you know what, and I nodded and said I understood but that this was normal if you were very fond of someone, you were very fond of me, weren’t you, and you nodded enthusiastically and I said you’d become a wonderful Frog, I’d help you, I was your friend, your Kurt, and the uncertainty left your 162eyes, you were momentarily reassured, and I said, Bye Frog, see you soon, very soon, and I drove off and didn’t see you trying to skip, you were trying to skip but you couldn’t, not like before.
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         It became ever clearer that you were wavering. You were wavering between a boy and a girl and you were obsessing more and more about the dear boys in the swimming pool and about little boys’ horns; you gave the dear boys lifts home on the back of your bike after swimming and Hitler had been right, you became a courier, I looked on with envy from my Fiat in which I followed you at a safe distance, I saw the way you looked at them when you left the pool with your towel under your arm and your wet chlorinated hair, the way you adopted an attitude to fit theirs and imitated them, the way you hoped each time they’d give the courier a tip and you’d be able to take a peek at their prongs, you’d long forgotten the shrivelled otter penis bone under your bed, that was a childish game, now you wanted a real one and you found boy prongs more aesthetically pleasing than otters’, it was more like the stick of rock your grandmother had once given you, you’d sucked the roof of your mouth to bits on it, no, you wanted the real thing, and I’d once told you that the blue whale had the largest penis in the animal kingdom, one that was three and a half metres long, of all the land animals the elephant had the biggest, at one and a half metres, then there was the barnacle, a crustacean that was both male and 164female and had two willies that were twenty-five times longer than the barnacle itself, but the most attractive penis in the animal kingdom was that of the mantle baboon, which had a bright-red one, it would sit down especially to show off how large and attractive the thing was, and it used it to exert its authority – you’d lapped up this story, even though you thought it was unfair the barnacle had two and you didn’t even have one, and you thought it must be hard to aim when you had two; since then you’d been totally obsessed by boy prongs, it had got even worse after I’d shown you a couple of Raphael drawings during the coffee break while your brother and your dad continued hay baling on the other side of the Maalstroom, the weatherman had warned of showers and so they couldn’t take a break, and indeed there would be a heavy shower, though it had been hanging above them for quite some time, it would pour without a drop falling from the sky, but I showed you Raphael’s Small Cowper Madonna, which was in a museum in Washington, close to the Pentagon building, which was what the third plane had bored into on 9/11, its outside walls had collapsed, and I knew you were thinking about this when I mentioned the museum, you nearly tumbled back into your feelings of guilt, but the print I laid on the wobbly garden table between the sugary biscuits and the coffee mugs captured your attention, a painting in which Mary was holding an angelic little boy, with one hand under his bare buttocks as he clung to her neck with his chubby arms, and I saw you gaping at all that magnificence, and you asked who Cowper was, how old was he there, what 165did he dream of, and I spouted rubbish to keep you feeling lusty, I showed you The Virgin and Child, where you could see the boy from the front and also his mini-prong, and of course The Large Cowper Madonna but you weren’t interested in that one, I noticed, his arm was painted in front of his penis and so you couldn’t see anything, no, you stared mainly at the boy in The Small Cowper, at his tiny bottom and his willy, and you fluttered excitedly around the garden table before bending over the portrait again, sighing with pleasure, and you said that Mary must have been a good mother, you could see that from the loving expression on her face, and I magicked the next Raphael drawing from my briefcase, the one of Putto, I told you that the name Putto stood for plump, naked, angelic children in sculptures and paintings, also called cherubs, and again you flapped around the garden table, shouting high-spiritedly: I am Putto, I am Putto. And I didn’t know whether this was the desired effect, you were much too skinny to be a real Putto, but I hadn’t seen the bird flap this wildly before and so I called you Putto after this, and just like that time in the farmyard the bird vanished from your soul when I put away the prints, and you whispered that there was something wrong with you, seriously wrong, and oh how sorry I felt for you, my sweet Putto, my pretty cherub, and I thought how Camillia had said the same, she’d said there was something wrong with you after she’d taken you to the orthodontist a couple of days earlier because your dad was too busy with the cows, you’d been finally released from your headgear brace, but instead of being happy you’d cried 166on the back seat all the way home, even harder than when my son had dumped you in the Dreamflight ride, Camillia said, you’d suddenly realised that when the horrible headgear brace was gone you’d also lose the orthodontist, and even though he was quite rough and not even kind, loss was loss, and Camillia said it wasn’t normal for you to be so devastated, you fantasised so much that it was harder and harder for her to know the truth, but I understood you much better, I understood that it wasn’t about the orthodontist, not really at least, it was about the injury caused by loss which was brutally reopened every time a person went away, and you only calmed down when Camillia suggested that you could always send him a card, to which you’d replied that you also could prise out the splint behind your teeth so that they would grow crooked again, and this idea had cheered you up even more than the card, and when Camillia told me this I couldn’t help thinking of Meatloaf’s song ‘I’d Do Anything For Love’ from the year that you’d lost both the lost child and the forsaken one, and that this song was perfect for you, it was about you, you did everything for love. And I reassured you that there was nothing wrong with you, though I knew I was lying, I held out my hand to you and said we were going to make amends to New York, really we were, I said, let’s go there now, I’m the pilot, and you took hold of my hand and gave me a mistrustful look when I got two milk pails from behind the cooling tank and placed them upside down on the grass behind the dike, I let go of your hand and stood on top of one, waiting for you to copy me, only then did 167I close my eyes, reach out my arms and ask whether you were ready to set off, to take off, and I peeked between my eyelashes, I saw you standing shyly on the bucket with your arms open wide, your cheeks wet, we flew that August afternoon to Fulton Street, to the place where the Twin Towers had stood, and I asked you to express your feelings about everything you felt guilty about, you muttered some apologies and then you said you’d never intended to crash into the towers, that you’d blown off course and that sometimes when you were angry you thought it helped to break things, but no, this hadn’t been your intention, and just when I thought things were going well, that I was helping you, freeing you from your towering guilt, you jumped down, kicked over the milk pail and screamed that it wasn’t helping, that I was stupid if I thought you’d fall for this, you genuinely could fly, you really did need to go to New York and I wasn’t taking you seriously, I was a useless pilot, that when you were up in the air it felt very different from standing on a bucket, that I didn’t understand what it was like to see all those falling bodies from close up, to feel the dust and rubble on your skin, and you ran away barefoot, zigzagging between the cowpats, I sprinted after you and caught up with you under the plum tree, grabbing your wrist roughly, and I said I was sorry, Putto, I’m sorry, and we wrestled, you were no longer crazed with lust but crazed with anger and I fought everything out of you, your tooth pierced your lip, blood streamed from your mouth, I hooked my boot behind your bare foot and mowed you down into the grass and lay down on top of you, I 168licked your chin, your neck and your lips like a bloodhound, and then I stretched out so that I could reach the low-hanging overripe plums before splitting one open and pushing out its stone, and I said that this was the fruit of evil, we’d both die if we ate it, and you loved being recalcitrant and snatched the juicy plum from my hands, shoved it into your mouth and began to chew furiously so that the blood mixed with the plum juice, and you said: I am evil, I am the bird of evil. And I pushed my tongue into your mouth with the fruit pulp and we ate and slurped and kissed the fruit away until our cheeks and lips were sticky, until you calmed down and the anger seeped away and you burst out crying, you sobbed so hard that the Blaarkop cows looked up, and you whispered that you’d die now, and I couldn’t see it from looking at you, my sweet darling, I tried to hush you with empty promises, with sweets, with how famous you’d be one day, more famous than George Bush, that we weren’t really going to die but that sometimes it was nice to think so, that it made you better able to live, but you were nothing but sorrow and so I tore you even further open, I said I’d make you bloom and I pushed my sticky hand into your trousers and saw you slip away, I saw the tears dry up, and you stammered: If you leave me I’ll become a rotting plum where all the holes are filled with wasps. And I said I’d never go far, I picked up the plum stone from the grass and pressed it deep into your warm insides and I promised you would bloom ever more beautifully each year, I promised that we’d be together again next year in the same place and we’d spend our summers under this tree, and 169I couldn’t know then that your brother would cut it down later with a chainsaw after reading your diary, that the downpour was right above our heads and the sky was a mouth filled with crooked teeth.
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         I leaf endlessly through that summer and through my memories in search of where the crack in my life began. I pause at the moment when the carrion-eaters began to gather around me because something in me had begun to rot and ferment, I leaf further to the place where the sickening began, to the first symptoms of my longing for the child, to where the disability made itself felt while all those preceding years I’d been able to banish every little featherweight from my thoughts, but why oh why didn’t I do that with you, my sweet darling, my heavenly Putto, why did I walk with you through the funfair on the village square with a giant teddy bear under my arm, which I’d managed to fish out of the grab machine for you and which grinned at me so meanly it made me feel anxious, why was I hanging about with this child who walked beside me taking greedy licks at a big red sticky gobstopper while bursting into the odd skip and jump that was no longer the silly skipping of a carefree young creature, I’d ripped that carefreeness out from between your bones while I’d have liked nothing better than to preserve it, but you grew out of my clutches and into my heart’s desires, and I realised then that I’d never skipped as a little boy, I’d been born an adult and adults didn’t skip, they walked upright 171and in step, but with you, my prize animal, with you I did long to skip, you made me feel young, and I was certain things had been allowed to get this far because of my mother, she’d planted an insatiable longing in me, a permanent hurt that I tried to heal with you, hoping it would help me forget the cold years of my childhood, inside me there was a small needy boy who really wanted to play, who just wanted to have fun with you, but my suffocating lust got in the way; every time I smelled the soft sweet odour of your body I was transported to the far limits of my sanity, to my bliss, how could I resist? And you walked as you always did on the west side of my body, that was right, you felt, because then I saw you from your best angle, even though I thought immediately that you were beautiful from every angle, and I gripped the bear’s fur even tighter, it was boiling hot, much too hot to lug a big awkward stuffed animal like that about, but you’d pointed at it, wanting me to get that one in particular because he looked so lonely, you said, because loneliness at the fair was worse than anything else, here it was about profit and loss and the bear looked like he’d lost a lot, so that as you walked between the stalls and the rides you began to make an inventory of the losses you’d suffered over the previous weeks, starting with the news that the bridge over Lake Pontchartrain had been badly damaged, the I-10 Twin Span Bridge in the United States, you saw dozens of cars fall into the abyss in your dreams, it was a consequence of Hurricane Katrina and partly to do with metal fatigue, and you loved that term – metal fatigue – and you said that some people 172here were suffering from that, that they could collapse at any moment, and after that news item you’d always carry an emergency hammer around in your rucksack so you could smash open a window if you ended up underwater, even though you didn’t have a car, and you heard that Hurricane Katrina was the heftiest storm-lady since 1928 and had destroyed all of Gulfport in Mississippi, that bird flu had broken out in China and South-East Asia and was slowly spreading around the world, that a French athlete and a Dutch cartoonist had died, even though you didn’t know them you still found it sad, there had been several terrorist bombings in London including one in Russell Square Underground station and another in a double-decker bus, a red TransBus Trident, and you summarised the news items in a quavering voice before listing your personal losses: you’d lost all your pocket money in the coin pusher where plastic tokens were supposed to fall off the edge that you could buy toys with, even though what attracted you most was the wonderful tinkling of the coins as you dropped them in. Apart from that you’d lost a challenge with Elia to kiss the first dear boy to come out of the caterpillar ride or the Breakdance, you’d gone for the Breakdance in any case, you said, because better dear boys came out of that than the caterpillar, which was much too slow and the dear boys who enjoyed that ride were mostly boring and wore polo shirts, but you’d stood there and hadn’t dared because each time you saw a dear boy come out of the Breakdance, you were scared of turning into the bird and swallowing the person 173concerned, the way you sometimes gulped down the Frog in your mind, everyone would point at you in horror and whisper about what you’d done, everyone would be afraid of you, like they were of the Haunted Castle, where people said there was a gravedigger hidden in the corner to jump out at you and bury you alive if you didn’t watch out, and so you’d lost and Elia had tasked you with stealing someone’s purse so that you could go in the bumper cars and I’d gazed at you in astonishment when you explained the best way to filch someone’s treasured belongings, it was all about distracting them, and you waved your sneaky hands about in the air, I’d forgotten that you were a thief but now I noticed the way you looked around stealthily, and you carried on talking about your loss because there was something worse, something you’d lost and would never get back and you didn’t know what to do about it, you lowered your voice when we reached the Lucky Duck tent and I tried to hook a yellow plastic duck for you, and there you told it to me with a pale face as though you’d just been given a fright by a gravedigger, you said you’d woken up that morning and discovered you were injured, the bird had flown into something, it must have done because there was blood in your underpants, three little spots like confetti, even though there was nothing festive about it, you said somewhat glumly, because you knew from books that this meant you’d become a woman, that you were sexually mature and this would change everything, you could be plucked at any moment, just like the overripe plums your dad made jam with, and it was a crime, you said, because the 174chance you’d get a boy prong was now minimal, and you told me the dear boys had suddenly started looking at you differently, almost piningly, while what you wanted was to become one of them, but the bird had got injured, and you whispered that this was an attack from above, from God, you were leaking the blood you had spilled on 9/11, and I leaned towards you, smiled, charmed, and told you that all girls of your age begin to bleed at some point, this ripeness didn’t mean you could be plucked at any moment, you could always say no, you had to say no if you didn’t want to do something, and I peddled the greatest fabrication of the century because I knew that I was the plum-picker, the jam-maker, and I said you were still a child, despite the blood, you were my child, my sweet darling, and I asked if you’d told your dad and you said you’d written it on the shopping list between the butter and the gingerbread, you’d written: I’m bleeding like a stuck pig. He hadn’t brought it up but he had understood because a couple of hours later a pack of sanitary towels appeared in front of your bedroom door and you’d got a slice of apple pie with your coffee, though you’d hardly eaten any of it and had sat in the garden chair, pale and miserable, while your brother smirked because he knew what the apple pie was for, and you found it strange they were celebrating you being injured, so terribly injured, you’d studied the sanitary towels sitting at your desk, they had wings just like you, you said, and they smelled of lavender, and you’d wondered what on earth you were supposed to do next, why no one had told you when and where the changes would take place, when you’d be well 175again, and those were all the losses of the week, you stared at the ground and said: Kurt, the biggest loss is me myself, I’m a major lost cause, I’m like a snake shedding its skin without first getting to know my old skin properly. There were too many locals around us for me to press your body to mine so I got you a bag of Manna puffed rice to console you and you filled your pretty mouth with the colourful snacks as you stared at the square and I wondered what you were thinking about, my heavenly chosen one, and all of a sudden you raised your hand like you were at school, because you’d forgotten something, something important, you’d lost your diary, yes, it had suddenly disappeared from under your bed where you’d put it with all your souvenirs and mementos, and I felt light in my head, I almost strangled the teddy bear under my arm, and I said you couldn’t suddenly lose a diary, it had to be somewhere, and you shook your head decisively, it was gone, vanished, and I asked what you’d written in it and you said, Everything and nothing. You saw that I was getting flustered because you tried to reassure me, claiming that it must be somewhere, maybe even in the drawer of your bedside cabinet or under your mattress, and I knew this wasn’t true but I didn’t want to acknowledge it, I had to believe we were safe, that I was a souvenir you’d defend with your life, and I pulled you with me onto the bumper cars, and oh how confused you made me feel because there amid all that violence, as I anxiously grabbed my head with every crash and you thought it was funny because nobody your age did that and you only grabbed your head if there was 176something inside it you needed to protect, and I had to think about this, then you asked me the question, I swear you asked it – it’s true, dear judges – you asked when it was going to be time for the prongs, and all the fright ebbed away, you licked at the big gobstopper in your hand, holding the steering wheel in the other, you drove so wildly you seemed to have forgotten the bridge over Lake Pontchartrain, and you apologised for the day before, how angry you’d been, you knew I’d meant well, pilots usually meant well because they wanted to keep something in the air, and you’d had a long chat with Freud in the evening, he’d sat on the edge of your bed wearing horrible pyjamas with a childish snake pattern and you should have already seen that the skin-shedding was about to happen, he’d said it came down to this: People have to love in order to stay healthy and people get sick when they are unable to love. And you didn’t know whether he meant you when he said people, but you wanted to learn to love, you didn’t want to get ill because you knew of two kinds of illness: protracted and brief, and both of them ended the same way, they ended with a hole in the ground, and you said that a real prong was sure to heal you, you’d stop longing for one because the voice of reason was impatient, it wouldn’t rest until it was listened to, and so you had to give in to your fascination so that you could stop it, and I knew it was the other way round, the more I surrendered myself to you, the more screwed up I became, but oh my urges were so strong, it was a perpetual tug of war, I kept losing to myself, and we bumped into Elia and the Frog’s bumper car, Elia squinted at 177me as though she knew what I was up to, and I suddenly felt like a giant in the playground again, I sank down a little in the car seat and replied: Whenever you want, my dear. And you said you hoped tomorrow would be alright, when the hay bales had been collected, yes, tomorrow would be a perfect day for a boy prong, you were already fourteen, you said, and it was high time you got involved with more serious matters, and you whispered that you wanted me to teach you all about love, you were back in one of your romantic fantasies and you thought you’d suffered enough losses that week, I felt my cheeks grow hot and wondered whether you knew what your question meant, and I asked whether you’d ever seen people making love, you sniffed and said wisely that you didn’t have to have seen something to be able to imagine it, though you sometimes pictured Bonnie and Clyde in an intimate embrace and you knew exactly what it was, what’s more you’d seen cows mating plenty of times, it was as easy as pie, and I’d often think back to those words: easy as pie. You saw it as a biology test, a dissection, as something you could pass and which would earn you respect, but loathsome as I was I sat in the bumper car with a swollen tine and all I could think was that I was a Lucky Duck, I was your Lucky Duck, and I didn’t care that you were trying to kill us with all the crashing, that your hands weren’t even holding the steering wheel anymore, and however capricious my knowledge of it was, I wanted to teach you about love.
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         It wasn’t the first time I’d been tormented by nocturnal visions but it was the first time I was so disturbed by them. Sometimes I awoke with a start and felt like the ram from Genesis whose horns got stuck in the undergrowth and who was sacrificed in place of Abraham’s son, I was the judgement’s verdict, I was death, and sometimes it seemed as though the sweltering bed I lay in was a sacrificial altar, it was on fire, and between Camillia and me was a conflagration that meant I couldn’t reach her, let alone save her, I could only get away from the disaster zone myself by sliding out from between the sweaty sheets and pulling on my sneakers downstairs, they’d grown stiff from all the dried-up sacrificial blood from the blisters on my heels, and this time I ran like I was fleeing the horned ram, I was fleeing myself, I ran so agitatedly and unevenly, I ran until I almost threw up, I felt the lasagne from the night before repeating on me, Camillia had added loads of garlic because she thought I was meeting someone during my nocturnal rounds, she was sure, she’d said suspiciously, she’d seen that I was getting vainer, she saw me getting younger while she was growing towards mortality, she saw that I was more easy-going with our sons, and she saw that I was going away more often and for longer, there 179were more appointments in Germany, while in reality I was just a couple of miles away, sinking my teeth into a Double Big Tasty burger or drinking a medium milkshake, she saw my taste in clothing change, she saw me closing my eyes when I touched her, but she couldn’t put her finger on it, and those cloves of garlic were her way of protesting about the changes in me, she’d put in an entire head and watched to see whether I ate it all, whether I cleaned my teeth afterwards, and now I was running towards Koningjanszand with terrible breath and as I ran it began to snow, I know this sounds crazy but it snowed that August night, flakes fell from the firmament and I only discovered it was icing sugar when I stuck out my tongue, and all of a sudden I was walking along Waterdragersweg with a wheelbarrow containing the lost child, the landscape around me was terrifyingly white, in the distance I saw the tower of the Reformed church and my mother was walking beside me, she was wearing her mourning suit, it was her favourite outfit, darkness suited her – I didn’t want to but I looked anyway, I looked at the lost child’s face, the little priest, and I heard the impact of his body as it hit the bumper and I saw myself drive on, I drove on and turned back at the roundabout and drove back, looking on from my Fiat and only helping later, when I said in a shaky voice that I knew him, which caused the people to move aside deferentially, giving me access to the lifeless body, and I did everything the others did, I stammered, I swore at the hit-and-run driver, I raged at God, and everyone was in despair but nobody looked at my Fiat which was parked a little way 180off, with blood on its bumper, no, we all looked at the little minister, and an ambulance would arrive with screeching sirens, but in my dream I carted him to the farm in a wheelbarrow, and when I took a better look at him, it wasn’t him but you, my sweet darling, you were in the wheelbarrow, pale as a corpse, with closed eyes, and I gave my mother a desperate look and asked in a wail how this was possible and she said I was a harbinger of death, I’d always be a harbinger, I’d destroyed the child with my obsession, with my VetGelscented hands, and I stuttered that it had never been my intention, that I loved you, and she smiled nastily, she said I wasn’t capable of loving anyone, everything I touched would rot and crumble, and she patted the tin of icing sugar again, the wind started to blow and it became icily cold, I screamed for her to stop making it snow, but it was unavoidable because that December day it had snowed, the day the lost child had wanted to cross the road to deliver Christmas cards on his way to school; it was a Wednesday, yes, a Wednesday morning, and the vibrations of the impact shook the entire village and would continue to do so, as though a piledriver was constantly at work, and I walked along with you in the wheelbarrow, my perfect Putto, and this time we didn’t go to the farm but to the graveyard on Avondlaan, number 102, the double grave which contained the lost child, the cattle farmer was standing next to it deferentially, he said: First come, first served. And I wanted to say that it wasn’t your time yet, but the gravediggers lifted you out of the wheelbarrow and laid you in the earth, and my mother kneaded my neck 181with her heavy hand, she whispered that I was her boy, hers, even though I knew she might suddenly claim that she wasn’t my mother, the way she had done at nursery school when anyone had asked her, she’d shaken her head resolutely, she was ashamed of having given birth to me, of having given birth to anything in fact, so I always stumbled after her across the playground at a safe distance and, as I saw mothers around me smiling at their offspring and asking how their day had been and clutching their tired bodies to their chests, I followed that black skirt, that thundercloud, and on the back of the bike I held on to the saddle and watched her skirt keep getting caught in the spokes, I wrapped my arms around her body once only and she stopped abruptly in the middle of the road, lifted me from the baggage carrier and said: You know the way home. I saw her cycle away without looking back, further and further until she turned from a cormorant, a water bird, into a tiny black polystyrene ball before disappearing from sight; I was desperate at that moment, so desperate! The whole way home I thought she might come back on her bike and apologise but she didn’t, and when I arrived home an hour later, drenched from the rain, she said nothing, she held her tongue as though I’d rejected her, and from that moment on, every turned back would make me frantic, I would tumble into an infinite vortex, but now you lay in the double grave numbered 102, and in my vision I jumped into the hole and shook you gently, I heard the cattle farmer’s deep voice saying that a sacrifice could not be undone, and I wanted to say that I should be the sacrifice, 182not you, my darling, it wasn’t your fault, and I heard your dad’s impotent voice, the time I’d come to tell him about the lost child and you’d been playing in the bath and I saw the way the forsaken one collapsed, how she refreshed the bathwater before she left, forgetting to add cold water to the hot, and burned you, it’s a cliché I know, but in my dream the gravediggers began to close the hole, I ended up covered in soil, I tried to climb out and pull you with me but nobody could see me and I was buried along with you, it grew dark and at the moment of suffocation, as I felt the soil between my teeth, I woke up startled, though the oppressive sensation of all that earth on my chest was still there as I ran along the road through the polder, I saw the Lievens painting in my mind’s eye, he had painted Abraham and Isaac embracing as they gazed fearfully up at the sky, next to them a knife and a dead ram, I whispered to the heavens that I wanted to be the ram, oh, please sacrifice me, and then I arrived back in my street and saw my own house looming, it stood there so calmly, and I sank down on the doorstep and writhed on the lukewarm stone, god almighty, I writhed with pain, my horns were caught in the undergrowth and I was well and truly stuck.
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         Your brother had crawled under your bed again, pretending to be a cat. Why he did this and how he managed it was a mystery to me, but he was clearly capable of squeezing himself in amongst your collection of objects and relics and must have found your diary there, he would have completely forgotten to miaow and lain there rigid all night, reading and reading while you were totally oblivious and did your flight exercises on the edge of your bed by the light of your standard lamp, he followed every word I’d spoken to you, every message I’d sent you on MSN, all the smiley faces, every bloody thing I’d done, he saw the plum stone I’d pushed into you, which you’d later fished out of the toilet and sellotaped to one of the pages, noting beneath it the date it was picked and my name, and when I drove into the farmyard just after nine o’clock for my weekly inspection of the cows, your brother was standing beside the postbox holding a two-pronged fork, his eyes aflame, I knew immediately that this was bad news, my sweet darling, I knew it, and I turned the Fiat around in the yard so I could drive back, I cautiously opened the window a little, he hissed at me that if I didn’t get lost right away he’d murder me, and I saw his hand grip the fork more powerfully, his knuckles turned white, he lifted 184the fork and then let the tip of the handle bang down onto the paving slabs, and I saw you standing at the living room window, as straight as a rod, still dressed in your nightdress, you waved at me mechanically, you waved the way Queen Beatrix did on Queen’s Day, I didn’t wave back because this couldn’t be the end, this was a ridiculous end, my beautiful Putto, there wasn’t a film I’d seen that came to such a stupid, abrupt stop, and I looked to see whether your dad was around but he was nowhere to be seen, so I turned back to your brother’s face which was contorted with rage, I said rather cowardly that it was meaningless, it really was, it was meaningless, and in response he gouged the side of the Fiat with his fork, I accelerated and drove back home along the Prikkebeensedijk, sweating, where I was met by a crazed Camillia who had received a message containing a section of your diary, and she asked if I knew how old that child was, she could have been my daughter, when they heard what I’d inflicted on you the whole of Het Dorp would relish gossiping about the vet who couldn’t keep his hands to himself; she spat bile at me and asked whether I was in love with you, and when I nodded she began to laugh derisively, she tapped her forehead with her finger and I wanted to say that the madness wasn’t only there, it was everywhere, the cancer was in my whole system, and she wanted to know exactly what had happened between us; I lied and said just a kiss, just one, and she asked whether tongues had been involved and when I nodded again she began to rant about how nuts you were, how crazed, she called you a little whore, a devilish child, and 185I tried to calm her down by saying it was just one time, a misunderstanding, that you were a shot of morphine for the pain, and she screamed What pain? and I couldn’t tell her about my childhood memories, the nightmares, that I was a blister that kept on bursting, no, I held her in my arms and called myself an idiot and I swore it would never happen again, I’d send a colleague to your farm instead, I said it was my fault, that you, my lamb, weren’t to blame, and I said I’d never see you again, that Camillia should act like nothing had happened if you were in her class after the summer holidays, and I drew towards me that sulky, sad body that had become foreign, the savage flesh that had steadily receded from me, I clutched her like one of the dead ewes I’d carried from the meadow on occasion, and she said that she and your brother had decided you should tell your father about it yourself, because lies proliferate faster than weeds, and so later when you and your dad were standing in an empty, hosed-down manure pit – where you sometimes played tennis in the summer with your brother – you’d stand there with your dad and tell him that you’d kissed me, and he’d wet his thumb and roughly scrub your lips with it, like a small child covered in chocolate spread, you’d let him do it and he’d say: Never betray yourself or the other with a kiss. And you’d whisper that you loved me, that you really loved me, only you didn’t know whether you wanted kissing to be part of it, and your dad yelled that you couldn’t, you couldn’t love me because I was the devil and nobody loved the devil because that meant that you were one of his emissaries, and 186you weren’t, he said, and now he used both thumbs to wipe your lips, to scrub off the kiss; after that he started talking about how much the young calves would go for and afterwards not another word about it; a couple of hours later I’d leave a message on the bird’s voicemail, asking whether you had any running shoes and saying it was time for the credits to roll, I’d increasingly claim that it was time for the credits to roll, for the final scene, and that same evening I ran past De Hulst farm where you stood waiting on the road wearing your nightdress and your brother’s much-too-big trainers, it was a funny combination and at the same time wonderful to look at, delightfully filmic too, and we ran through the lukewarm darkness, from time to time I glanced at you flapping through the night like a white butterfly and I let my hand slip into yours, I felt your slender fingers weave between mine, and we didn’t speak until we were under the viaduct on the main road to Het Dorp, and as trucks raced over our heads I pulled your sweaty body to mine and said that I could no longer come and check on the cows, you looked sad, as though you were one of the cattle, as though you were part of the weekly inspection, and I said that from now on we really were Bonnie and Clyde, we’d only be able to meet at night, did you know how to keep a secret? And you nodded firmly and said you kept so many secrets inside your ribcage and that this was why two hills would grow there someday, giving you even more space to hide stuff, and I said that this secret would fill not just your thorax but also your entire body, and you spoke of the emptiness in your limbs, I didn’t have to 187worry, there was enough space, and I never should have saddled you with this secret, my darling, but the night traffic raced above us and you stood there so pretty in your white nightie and the oversized sneakers and I didn’t want this to stop, this couldn’t stop, no, my heart would beat on without you but not as loudly or energetically, it wouldn’t leap, it would sink deep into my flesh, and there among the crickets and the frogs I put my fate in your juvenile hands; I said that without you I had no reason to go on living, and you knew what it was like to have run out of reasons, you pressed hard against me and said that you didn’t need a motive to be able to exist, what motivated you was the strength you were born with, the strength that had expelled you from the womb and left you gasping for breath, you had to keep remembering that when everything seemed meaningless, and I grinned at so much wisdom in such a small body, and I felt so much joy that I blurted out that you were mine now, and I didn’t know that you’d always been someone else’s possession, that what you needed was to belong to yourself, you loved belonging to someone else, it filled you completely but was slowly gouging out your insides, at a certain point you’d no longer know who the bird was and under which circumstances she should spread her wings, and out of the blue you asked whether I wasn’t desperate for a pee and I shook my head, Pity, you said, pity you don’t have to pee, and I saw your tongue glide along your lips, I changed my mind and said theatrically that I did really need to, yes, now you came to mention it, I was dying for a pee, and you smiled and cried in an excited, 188childish voice that we should do something about it, and I led you by the hand into the field next to the viaduct and said: It’s prong time. There, in the middle of the flax that tickled my bare legs and in the light of the full moon, I undid my flies and brought out my semi-erect tine, you looked at it the way you stared at the sweet-shop window, behind its glass were containers filled with confectionary: taffy sticks, marshmallows, double lollies, UFOs and packs of Hubba Bubba gum; and it was a while before a stream of urine came out but soon it was splashing onto the flax and I asked whether you wanted to hold it, did you want to operate the prong, and eagerly you took it between your fingers and you loved it, you cried: You are peeing, you are peeing the drought out of the darkness! Mist was rising from the fields and I didn’t show you what else you could do with it, that would come later when I thought you were longing for it, the way you’d longed for a loving glance from Queen Beatrix on Queen’s Day, no, I squatted down next to you, pulled down your panties from beneath your nightie and threw them behind me into the flax, I ordered you to stand with your legs wide apart, I ordered you to pee and I saw drops trickling down your legs, you’d closed your eyes, your face raised up to the moon, and I wanted to keep this image for all eternity, I saved it as a file deep in the wiring of my brain, and when you opened your eyes again I lit up a Lucky Strike and told you the brand got its name because the rich gold-diggers of the California Gold Rush in 1848 would shout out Lucky strike, and I held up the cigarette to you and you gave me a nervous 189glance before cautiously taking a drag, after which you burst out coughing, you whispered, reeling slightly, that you liked it, I knew you were fibbing but you eagerly took a second puff, this time it went a bit better, you blew the smoke up towards the firmament and asked whether God would be surrounded by smoke and stench now, would God get cancer because passive smoking gave you more chance of getting it, and I said that God had always had cancer, He bore all of our illnesses and sins, this was nothing new for Him, every day He was both sick and healed, but He always got better, I promised you, and you nodded, relieved, and we forgot your panties, I’d come back later to look for them, I’d keep them in my Fiat’s glove compartment with my driving licence and some muesli bars, occasionally getting them out to bury my nose in them, and after the peeing we ran back to the farm, your sneakers making squelching sounds from the pee that had got into them, you left wet footprints on the tarmac, you loved the sensation and you kept looking back as though you’d only just realised you existed, you only really existed when you saw the wet footprints, and blushing and insecure I asked you what you’d thought of the tine, you said it was wondercrump and splendiferous, very different from Cliff’s, the little angel’s, and the one of the little boy you called Cowper from Raphael’s painting, this one was as big as all the little willies put together, and again you called it splendiferous, gloriumptious and wondercrump and I didn’t know that these were words Roald Dahl had made up, but your voice sounded elated and I took you to the shed door next to the front part 190of the house and I kissed you long and slow, I whispered a Beckett quote and after that something from the Song of Songs: Your lips drop sweetness as the honeycomb, my bride; milk and honey are under your tongue. The fragrance of your garments is like the fragrance of Lebanon. I knew you loved the Song of Songs, it was the first thing that had made you sputter with desire, you’d fantasised in your child’s pleasure garden that someone had said those words to you, and I wanted to run my fingers up your thighs but you squeezed your legs together and stuttered that you still had some homework to do, so much homework, and I replied that it was the middle of the night, my beautiful Putto, it was the summer holidays, and you said the bird never went on holiday, he had to prepare to migrate south, and I smiled tolerantly, pressed my lips passionately to your clammy forehead, I let you flap away through the shed door like a swallow-tailed moth and I wondered whether you knew that you were my homework, I examined and studied you endlessly, I remembered everything you said, everything you did, how you moved – you were my ultimate lab test, my best presentation topic, my dissection piece, my favourite creature.
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         I kept on seeing you, despite the loathing, despite all the reproaches cast at me. And each time, my desire raged more fiercely, even though I clung on to the vain hope that we could be friends, I genuinely meant this, I no longer wanted to so venomously declare the war of lust against you, I wanted to keep you whole, not riddled with bullets, but there wasn’t a gram of peace in me, no fraternal feelings, I knew that as soon as I put on my soldier’s uniform, my vet’s coat, we’d both end up more and more battered, and I swear, dear judges, I didn’t want to tempt fate anymore – Camillia, your dad and your brother knew and we were even-toed ungulates captured in the animal pens of their gaze, but why I further soiled that young creature and her unspoiled childishness, that young creature still bursting with joie de vivre, I cannot explain, I can only say that from an early age I’d wanted to play with anything that was sick or broken, that might break at any moment, so I’d always paid more attention to the weaker animals than to those that were plump and healthy, that shone, and as a little boy I’d preferred cars that were worn right down to the rims, that were missing parts, and there was so much missing in you, my sweet darling, you were a tightrope walker without a sense of balance, a winged 192creature in a sky too vast, who drifted further and further away from the south and towards the cold, you were a Putto, a child figurine who longed to be seen, you longed for the body of a dear boy but didn’t yet know what it was like to crave your own body, you yearned incessantly for the forsaken one to return, and on a night that was darker than all the others you grabbed a lit cigarette from my mouth and I realised that you were worn down to the rims yourself when you stabbed the hissing cigarette out in the palm of your hand, I saw the flesh singe, you pressed until the butt broke, until a grey ring of ash was left behind where soon a greenish blister erupted, and until the same calm appeared in your eyes as when you’d sunk the scalpel into your thigh after we’d dissected the otter, and I grabbed your wrist and shuddered and didn’t know whether to be angry or sad, whether I should shout at you or whisper, whether I should shake the Frog, the otter or the bird until all the nuts and bolts in you were back in the right place, and you sighed as though you’d been freed of something, you said: This wound never heals, it reminds me that not all cigarettes find a light, that not all of them find the right mouth – the loveliest one, I am one of those cigarettes, the one that always goes out because there’s too much wind. I wanted to say that the right mouth was here facing you, that it was so windless your light would never blow out, but I knew you were looking for something else, not the lips that kissed the actress, that kissed the desired one, but the maternal mouth that would utter sweet words to you, that would be pressed to your skin if you fell off the edge of your 193bed again when taking off, who – just like Jule’s mother, who’d sucked a bee sting from your neck once with a straw – would suck the stings from your hurts, and I looked at the dreadful ash circle on your hand and what I did then was pathetic, yes, it was pathetic but I still did it, I lit up a new cigarette, took a few drags until it was burning properly, gritted my teeth to bear the expected pain and pressed its tip to my own hand, saying that from then on we’d be The Lonely Cigarettes, we had to light each other if we wanted to burn, and you sank to your knees and wrapped your arms around my legs, the way a two-year-old might, you pressed your cheek firmly to my bare knee, this was the only way: as though you felt like you’d crawled under another’s skin, that the urge to hunt raging through you could be assuaged, you wanted this tight grip to give you the same authority over the darkness that you had over the daytime when you felt playful and free, but no matter how much kindling you gathered, how much you filled your hollow body with my fiery, tender skirmishes, with your school teachers and your imaginary audience, it was never enough, whenever you let go you turned back into a wounded animal, whenever you let go you abruptly broke the magical fusion, you got to your feet sulkily and listlessly turned your back on your spectators, your head lowered, your shoulders raised, before coming to the same loathsome conclusion: they couldn’t offer what you were looking for, specifically that eternal unification, it was impossible to find the forsaken one in another person, and I laid my painful hand with its pulsing wound on your crown, 194I scratched your scalp through your hair and you started talking about Kurt Cobain’s suicide note which you’d printed in bold and hung above your desk. And as you clung to my leg, you told me how beautiful and true his feelings were, you felt exactly the same way. Sometimes you became so one with another person you’d experience a momentary happiness, other people also had a warmer pelt than you, and since you’d become the otter you were endlessly foraging, you were still looking for the right food to fill the emptiness and you asked whether I knew that most otters died on the roads, the otter had been inside you for a while already, in 1989 the last otter in Friesland had been run over and otters had become officially extinct in the Netherlands, it was another thirteen years before they released new otters, in the meantime you were born but that didn’t make the news because you weren’t news yet, and it suddenly occurred to you why one day, when you were around eight, you’d lain down in the middle of the Prikkebeensedijk in a jute sack, your brother darting around anxiously shouting that a car could come along at any moment, but you lay there like future roadkill, like a run-over otter, and you felt at your best when you imagined you were dead and all expectations were stilled, just lying quietly on your back on the tarmac, staring up at the cornflower-blue skies, where there was no school teacher to be seen and where you felt momentarily freed from having to be perfect, from your desperation when they had no time for you because of all their other tasks and the other pupils, because teachers don’t have eight eyes like jumping spiders do, and even if 195they did have, you would have wanted, maybe even insisted, that all eight were focused on you; and you pictured them scraping you from the tarmac with a shovel, like they did with run-over mustelids, by now your brother was standing arms-outstretched like a traffic controller in front of you and you didn’t get up until the first car drove past tooting, you rolled up your jute sack and you said that otters lived to the age of eleven to fifteen in captivity and in the wild to only three or four, this meant you still had a year to go, and it was only then that I realised that you were living in captivity, that Het Dorp robbed you of any freedom in order to keep you alive for as long as possible, and you finally let go of my leg and stood up, I didn’t say that being famous was also a kind of captivity, that lots of people would want to become one with you later, but that you couldn’t allow this, that the hunt for you would be opened when your second album came out, you’d spend more time in your jute sack, not in reality but in your mind, nobody loved you unconditionally, everything was based on what you produced, they held you up or they let you fall, and you told me you threatened to leave so often that at some point you’d have to pack your bags, if only to seem credible, and I said we all had travelling bags ready at our doors, we needed that possibility of escape in order to stay in a place, and you asked where I wanted to go and I said: I only want to go to you, my sweet darling, you are my suitcase, my escape route. You nodded, pursed your lips, which you often did when you were thinking; this time I hadn’t come on foot but in my Fiat, I had left the door slightly open 196and the radio playing and in my memory they played a string of songs that were applicable to us that summer night, as though everything orbited my passion, around the vet and his heavenly chosen one, it was the holiday season when Mungo Jerry’s ‘In the Summertime’ was played a lot, ‘Surfin’ USA’ by The Beach Boys, and you’d given yourself an Avril Lavigne look since Jule had one too and you were wearing mascara for the first time, you could talk about her latest album Under My Skin for hours, you had it on your Discman, though nothing was as good as her debut, Let Go, you thought it must be stifling for all those musicians who began with an enormous hit that nothing else could compete with, they’d squandered their talent right at the start, you said, even though the same would happen to you, nothing would be as good as Kurt12, even though the critics would claim that your work became more layered with every album, darker too, The New York Times would write: You can hear the homesickness in her voice, the homesickness for the countryside, for the life she left behind. She was the only one of her classmates to leave the village and now she is the only one who longs to go back. This record stems from an obsession with her childhood. That last line stuck in my head and I often wondered whether I was the reason you so obsessively longed for what you were so keen to escape, I had stolen something from you – your childhood, you could never get it back, and no one could really understand that you left the girl behind when you left, how much you missed her, and I couldn’t either, only much later I did when the court officials sat 197facing me in a darkened room with the sword of Damocles hanging over my head, and not only The New York Times would write about you, but all the newspapers proclaimed you great, your right to exist was printed in bold ink, in screaming headlines, they analysed you the way Freud did in your head; but here you were my lamb, a divine child I could still make out beneath the Rimmel, I was enchanted by your strange flapping movements when you wanted to explain something, the way you never looked at someone for more than a couple of seconds before making a point of staring into space, by those desirable flaws of yours, for example, you were a ferocious nose-picker, yes, a maniacal nose-picker, particularly when you were tense or had to think about something for a long time or couldn’t find the right words, you’d push your little finger deep inside and begin to dig until you found what you were looking for, even though you never did this in front of other people, except for your brother and your dad, and still I’d caught you doing it in the back of the Fiat when you thought I was asleep, I’d taken your hand and slipped your little finger lovingly between my lips, I’d sucked the green-and-yellow slime from your finger and you said solemnly: Now all my thoughts are inside you. I said they were safe with me, I’d guard them with my life, I said you had to eat me to get them back, it was a childish habit, that nose-picking, and that’s why I was delighted when you sometimes did it by accident and you seemed to be in an ocean where I couldn’t reach you, the digging and the salty taste in your mouth calmed you and you thought it strange 198that people were so disgusted and disapproving of it, you’d read that the Egyptian pharaoh Tutankhamun had hired someone to rummage around in his nose, for which they received three cattle, board and lodging, you thought it a pointless job but the earnings weren’t too bad for the period, anyway, your little finger was specially made to disappear into those deep pleasure holes and snot was the tastiest delicacy you possessed, God had given it to you for free, It’s my own sweet shop, you sometimes joked, though naturally caramels and mints were more enticing, you never looked forward to picking your nose, it wasn’t something you longed for or dreamed about, it simply happened and then you delighted in it, and you knew that both Hitler and Mussolini had been famous nose-pickers and that meant you had even more in common with Hitler – your dad had tried all kinds of different things to stop you, first by giving you a present if you stopped, a Barbie doll that you would only play with twice in the end, you soon had her run over by a car and then buried her in the vegetable plot between the onions in the hope that she would blossom again, after that you went back to building dens at the back of the dike where you and your brother pretended to live in the Middle Ages, you were strangely fascinated by this, as well as by the wars which you re-enacted, and you always insisted on a plane crash being part of it, preferably a 1933 Boeing 247 which could fit ten passengers, it was your favourite aircraft besides the light bomber the Douglas DB-8A/3N, also from the 1930s; but after you’d been given the present you still kept on picking 199your nose and that’s why you’d had to wear oven gloves for an entire day, this had helped briefly, but when you were allowed to take them off in the evening you’d rooted around until you bled to catch up on the missed harvests, and it had been inconvenient, you couldn’t pick up anything wearing those silly gloves, you’d thought the whole time that the day was too hot to pick up, as though the day was an oven dish, and when you went to the toilet you couldn’t wipe your bottom, no, it was impossible to keep it up, and not to forget the time you’d had to wash your hands at length with vinegar or turpentine, every time you’d put a finger in your mouth a shudder had run through you, the shudder of a mistake, but in the end you’d just sucked off the poisonous taste; the last trick had helped the most, which meant that you did it out of sight of your dad in any case now, because in desperation he’d fetched his Stanley knife from the shed, pressed the slide with his thumb so that the silver blade appeared from the handle, and said he’d cut off your little finger if he caught you doing it one more time, and this had helped, now you mainly did it in your bedroom or when you were cycling, you’d pick yourself back to normal, and it helped because it always made you feel calm, it brought answers and new ideas, your nose was a treasure chest, it would finally take you to your magnum opus, your first album, which included a song called ‘Picking Your Nose’, and I wouldn’t be able to listen to it without feeling your finger in my mouth again, without yearning for you in agony, and you claimed that there was a miniature landscape inside you made of balls of snot, and you could do 200another trick too, you could touch the tip of your nose with your tongue, you could lick the snot from your nostrils, like cows did, it was a trick you’d often shown off in the playground, classmates would pay you a Pog to be able to watch it, and I often thought that you dug too much, my sweet darling, the way you dug too deep in your role in the school production of Michael Jackson’s Thriller video, the song was partly based on the horror film An American Werewolf in London with a monologue in it by Vincent Price, and you’d perform this for the whole school and the parents, and you told me how frightened you were when the music teacher showed the videoclip in which a screeching, roaring Jackson turned into a werewolf and his hands became claws and his ears became pointed; you told me you saw the zombies’ faces at night coming out of their graves, and the music teacher had indicated every detail, every emotion portrayed, and he said that zombies’ emotions made them zombies, more than their paleness, their death-like movements or hollow eyes, but the right facial expressions, this was the power behind theatre, and you knew better than anyone which emotion went with which expression, because both your dad and the forsaken one were mime artists in disguise, and you’d be cast as one of the zombies while you’d have rather had the lead role, the little girl, or better still Jackson because he wore a stunning shiny red jacket and some of your classmates found him sexy, and for weeks you practised the dance steps to death, you came home every day with a face painted white before washing it off with a flannel, leaving behind a chalky 201trace on your skin so you floated through life even paler than usual, the text was a doddle, you said, you’d memorised it in one go, but you couldn’t get the dance steps into your limbs, you didn’t have the elegance, you were too self-conscious, too conscious of how you moved and how it might look to the audience, and when you stood there in the auditorium it looked just like your arms and legs were too heavy, as though there were tablecloth magnets hanging from them to keep you in place, as though you were the scarecrow in the field of red cabbages who swayed woodenly in the wind and whom you called Japie at the farm, your dad always asked how Japie was doing when you ran out of things to talk about, but this time you couldn’t find the rhythm and in a slight panic you looked at your classmates who moved freely to the music with their vacant zombie stares, and when it had got to the point that you’d finally mastered the choreography, partly thanks to Camillia practising it with you after school, she told me at home how deeply you’d delved into the material, so insanely deep that you sometimes walked across the playground like a zombie, but just when you thought you knew what the song was about, that’s to say love, and sang the lyrics in your bedroom with full conviction, precisely when you understood every emotion, every word, and you still had a terrible dislike of the song, but because you could do something you hadn’t expected to be able to do and had started to feel more kindly towards it, precisely then you fell ill, ill from the tension, and this happened time after time when there was something at school you were wary of, which you were 202or weren’t looking forward to, your stomach would start playing up, there was no way you could go to school then, and as soon as your dad said you could stay home you’d be as right as rain again after an hour and then you fantasised about getting the lead role one day, how you’d shine onstage, but as soon as it was your turn, as soon as you had to perform, you got stomach ache and you had to stay home, except for if you were performing with Hide Exception, then you were incredibly strong, then you were an angel flourishing, and you said that you’d never forgotten the zombie dance steps, they were hidden somewhere in your limbs, and you didn’t understand the hype about Michael Jackson, you still didn’t like his music and you never would, apart from that you thought he was a weirdo, you didn’t understand how Macaulay Culkin could be friends with him, what the Home Alone actor saw in him, because you thought Culkin was amazing, though you said it was very sad he’d got addicted to drugs, but you already understood back then that a thirst for fame and the hangover that followed had to be anaesthetised sometimes, and you told me that in 1991, the year you were born, Culkin had had a minor role in Jackson’s video for Black or White, and you loved the way he jumped around as a kid playing air guitar in such a happy crazy way and then lip-synced a rap at the end of it, it was the only video in which Jackson came across sympathetically, you thought, but he still couldn’t capture your heart, you only kept watching the clips to see your favourite actor, because Home Alone 2: Lost in New York was secretly one of your favourite films, it 203was essential you watched it every Christmas because you also felt lost in New York, but for a different reason, and now we were talking about the film, if you could go to the Empire City one day you’d take the tour ‘Live like Kevin’, you’d spend the night in the same hotel as Culkin, as Kevin McCallister, the Plaza Hotel, where one night can easily cost two thousand dollars, approximately two and a half dairy cows, you calculated, you’d visit Duncan’s Toy Chest, walk under the Gapstow Bridge in Central Park where Kevin met the pigeon lady, played by Irish actress Brenda Fricker, you thought she was so nice and hoped you’d bump into her so you could ask how her broken heart was, whether it was on loan again, and after the tour you’d get into the four-poster hotel bed with a dark-red velvet canopy and eat ten Ice Cream Sundae Extravaganzas, and then take a bath with a lot of foam, and you thought it was a funny fact that the inflatable clown Kevin moves around behind the shower curtain to make Mr Hector think he’s really travelling with his father was based on Pennywise from It, and you loved continuously quoting the same line from Home Alone, the greatest piece of text of all time, from the black-and-white gangster film Kevin watches, and you could suddenly say it out of the blue, at well- and ill-chosen moments, as you grinned impassively: Keep the change, you filthy animal. And sometimes you dug so deeply that I was afraid you’d hit groundwater, you’d reach the bottom, even though people didn’t really have a bottom, as soon as you touched it, it disappeared under your feet, you could always go deeper and deeper, or as you sang in ‘Picking 204Your Nose’: The bottom is not the ground, your nose is not a way out, and it will always be like that, the depth is the depth that you create yourself. I dig and dig and no one sees that I’ve become the bottom of the hole, nobody sees it, my dear, they see my bleeding nose and they think it’s just a nosebleed. I saw you had a lot of nosebleeds that summer, you looked like the child in a painting by the Russian artist Viktor Vasnetsov, the child sat on a bench next to a lady, with its finger deep in its nose, that’s what you looked like, I saw the clotted red and the way you sometimes ran your tongue along the edges in an unguarded moment, without anyone paying you a Pog for this, you’d taste of metal when we kissed, and I only made the nose-picking worse, you dug yourself an escape route, but I wasn’t a hanky, I wasn’t a cloth to staunch the bleeding, I was the dirt on the inside, the damage to the fine hairs, I was the scab that kept coming off.
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         At times I no longer knew whether I was awake or asleep. Shaking with my leprous thoughts, I sat at the wheel of my Fiat and looked at my hands as though they belonged to a stranger, as though my own features were a vague memory of who I had once been, I moved my fingers up and down, I drummed the steering wheel and felt my vet’s coat pinching at the armpits, the top button pressed against my Adam’s apple, so I tore it open and rubbed the sweat from my forehead with my sleeve, and I realised that this opening was much too Proustian, perhaps I’d read too much of Swann’s Way over the previous days before switching off my reading lamp and rolling over, since some had claimed that Proust could change your life and this was tempting, though others were saving the book for the end of days, for when God poured out His Spirit upon all flesh, and maybe I was there now, at any moment there could be an announcement that it was almost closing time, like at the outdoor swimming pool when everyone would obediently roll up their towels and pick up the empty juice boxes from the grass; and so I’d begun to read Proust but the style was heartless, it was impalpable, it was a masquerade for what was supposed to be written, and so I’d fall asleep in despair, knowing that there 206were another six volumes of In Search of Lost Time, yes, Proust left me at my wits’ end, though I had even more trouble with my favourite book, which I read after Swann’s Way, one I didn’t have to wrestle my way through, which I had to close my eyes for, in my thoughts I’d furiously leaf through the pages looking for something to satisfy my lust, that favourite book was you, my sweet darling, you read like the story I had always wanted to read and I dreaded the day I’d have to close the book for good, when you’d turn your back on me, and it wasn’t my fault that some scenes drove me to madness, to ecstasy, I’d listen to Camillia’s breathing to see whether it was regular or not, and I knew exactly when she was lying there fretting and when she was far away, I didn’t slip out of bed until I was certain she couldn’t hear me, this time I took the first volume of Proust with me in case she woke up and caught me, I could always say I was reading, and I went to the bathroom and sat down on the toilet with my boxer shorts around my ankles, and then I began to tumble, I tumbled until my lips were pressed against the insect screen, until I had to do my best not to scream myself to order, not to call out your name, I pictured us lying in the child’s pleasure garden amid the cuddly toys that time you were ill and each time I fantasised anew that I penetrated that feverish, weak child, that you whispered softly: Kurt, dissect me. The floppier your small body felt in my arms, the harder and faster I moved my hand around my tine and the more saliva dripped down the screen as I pressed my tongue to the holes and tried to repress my panting, I felt the lukewarm night air 207on my lips, I thought I could taste the wings of the mosquitoes on the outside, with my thumb I opened the Proust novel that I was still holding in my other hand, I said your name in my head, Putto, Putto, Putto, and clumsily spewed my semen onto the brownish-yellow pages that were the colour of your skin in summer, on page 133 to be precise, beneath what might possibly be the most hopeful line in Swann’s Way: May you always see a blue sky overhead, my young friend; and then, even when the time comes, which is coming now for me, when the woods are all black, when night is fast falling, you will be able to console yourself as I am doing, by looking up to the sky. It made me want to read on a little, to look into the series like into a horse’s mouth and not to recoil, even though this page would be soiled forever, it would stick to page 132, they could no longer be separated without tearing, but I knew the sky would be blue if I looked at it, that we were both looking at the same canopy of heaven, and this idea made me happy, and I thought of this in my Fiat as I took a bite of a slice of spiced gingerbread that Camillia had baked and I didn’t know whether it tasted bitter because there wasn’t enough sugar in it or because I was lying to her, maybe she wanted it to be bitter so that I could taste how deep her sorrow was since finding out about our kiss, she couldn’t get us out of her mind, she kept bringing it up, she no longer used your name but called you that child, which made me feel even more abject, and we still had no idea what was hanging over us, we still had no idea that the sky would not be blue for a long period after a certain point, that the weatherman would 208speak of prolonged cloud cover, dark-grey nimbostratus, and I got out of the car at a sheep farm to look at a couple of ewes with footrot and grass tetany and to treat them for maggots, I shook the farmer’s hand and felt light-headed, as though I were hovering between sleep and wakefulness, and I squatted down in the field next to an even-toed ungulate that lay panting in the shade, I looked back to see if the farmer could see me and laid my head against the shorn, burning body, I talked to the ewe as though she were my beloved, I told her about you, about us, of course, it was crazy of me, but it was as though she understood, and I pressed my nose to her fleece, I felt my face become greasy, and I promised to stop reading Proust, perhaps I wasn’t ready for the enrichment it offered, not now, I only wanted to read you, and I described you to the sheep, and I couldn’t help exaggerating your love for me, I couldn’t help saying that without me you had nothing to get up for in the morning, I told her how wildly beautiful you were, how perfectly shaped your lips were, your chin, your nostrils, the moles on your neck like the dark spots bitter pit causes in apples, you were my favourite crop, my harvest yield, and I couldn’t yet know that the ewe would be dead by the time the coffee break was offered, that, trembling, I’d lay a tarpaulin over the beloved and ask myself whether she’d been eaten up by maggots or my hideous secrets, and I’d drive home in a foul mood, where Camillia announced in a seductive tone of voice that our sons were at the swimming pool and we had the house to ourselves, she’d bought new lingerie especially for me, and oh how she made desperate 209attempts to be desired again by me, to forget that child sleeping in between us, and I told her about the dead sheep, that I was too sad to make love, and on the sofa she took my head in her hands and laid it in her lap, she stroked my hair, she reassured me but mainly herself; she’d hang the lingerie set up at the back of the wardrobe and one day I’d give the panties to you, after you told me that all the girls had a string between their buttocks, that the underpants you wore with bows at the front had suddenly gone out of fashion, that girls like you were out of fashion anyhow, and you started calling underpants knickers, your classmates tugged at them as you bent over in the auditorium to get your Bert and Ernie lunch box out of your bag, the elastic snapped against your skin and they asked you teasingly whether you’d caught anything in them yet, they were as big as fishing nets; so you were thrilled with Camillia’s red panties which were much too large for you, they stuck out over the top of your jeans in the shape of a bird, everyone saw the bird, the broken winged creature, the yearning youth, and your dad would come across the panties in the wash and throw them on the fire, you’d lie and say you’d bought them at Hans Textiel in a village near to Het Dorp, the village where it was rumoured that God was the estate agent and managed all the houses, and your dad would ask you who you were wearing them for, who you wanted to look so diabolical for, and you shouted that you wore them for yourself, and you’d practise taking off even more fervently, you’d hit the ceiling, your eyes filled with grit and tears, and no one understood that all your 210attempts to belong failed because you were different, that being different would finally be your salvation and at the same time your downfall, and you’d describe to me how the panties had caught fire, how much that had upset you, the marshmallows tasted differently afterwards – of a life you’d never be given, and I didn’t ask which life that was because you’d moved on to how it was actually quite uncomfortable, a string between your buttocks, that if they teased you about your big knickers now, you gave a list of all the types of fish you could catch with them, using your hands to show the size of a perch, and after a while they lost interest, though you were concerned that Jule had asked you why you didn’t have breasts yet, the way your dad often asked why the post hadn’t arrived yet and you thought for a moment that they might come through the letterbox one day encased in bubble-wrap, but that your dad would keep intercepting them, just like the advertising brochures because the toy-selling company Bart Smit was one of the devil’s sidelines, and Jule would say you were the only one who was still flat-chested, and you asked God why, but as was often the case He was dead silent, and you whispered to me that God was just like a perch, that after you’d filleted Him there wasn’t much fish left, and you filleted Him to the bone, you asked so many questions but you never got an answer, not the way you’d got them when you were around seven and you still fervently believed in Him, but you didn’t give up, you said: Maybe His walkie-talkie is broken and He can’t hear me. And I found that so cute, I nodded, I confirmed your doubts, I said that 211something sure would grow when it was the right time, and you stared ahead, satisfied, even though if you could choose you would have much rather had a boy prong than breasts, I said you could have anything you wanted in your imagination, and later I’d put Proust back in the bookcase, alongside de Sade and Tolstoy, my favourite book – you – would be enough for me, because you enriched my life, I’d dog-ear every single page, I cherished both your type area and your white spaces, I wanted to remember every part of you – I soon realised that I slept better without Swann’s Way, Camillia would grill me about the book, the way she always did before reading anything herself, though she tended to prefer thrillers and she always read the ending first before starting at the beginning, otherwise she couldn’t cope with the tension, she had to know who had murdered whom, and I would call the novel a struggle, not knowing that when she was dusting the bookcase she’d briefly leaf through it, on her way to the end she’d come across the pages that would stick together and draw her own conclusions, she would ask me who I’d been thinking of when I’d masturbated, and I’d lie, I’d say that I was thinking we might make another baby, yes, we’d make another soft little creature that would hang on to our necks with its chubby, sticky hands, and even though I was much too old for this, I knew that she’d wanted a large family, I knew this confession would warm her heart, it would soften her hard ears and make her forget a different child, and from that moment on, Proust was given a new meaning in my life, he stood for my escape from this 212existence, for the lies that rattled in the draught like a loose curtain rail, a rail that sagged more and more and let in more light and darkness, and then I thought that I was the rattling curtain rail, I rattled until the whole lot crashed to the floor, oh, I often thought, let the whole bloody lot fall, just let it go.
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         A story was doing the rounds that the forsaken one was living in the spare bedroom, doped up to the eyeballs on Valium. She was lying there waiting for God to fetch her, for the trumpets from Psalm 300 to sound, though others claimed, and this sounded more likely, that she’d gone off, that she’d travelled to a far-off land, they spoke of Stavanger in Norway or even further afield, others still said she was marked Absent, just Absent, nothing more, and I thought this was the best description for a person you no longer saw, as though people had noticeboards inside their heads with an ABSENT and a PRESENT that you could slide to one side or the other, and there were a lot of people on the left for you, eleven grandparents – your own and those you’d amassed from friends and promoted to honorary grandparents, and of course the forsaken one was there too, she was right at the top of the list, not to forget the entire herd of cows from the foot-and-mouth epidemic, then the fifteen-year-old daughter of friends of your father’s who lived on the Avondlaan and in the same year as 9/11 had died of meningococcus and whose funeral you still remembered because after the lost child you’d remember every funeral, but also because they sang Eric Clapton’s ‘Tears in Heaven’ and it was the first time 214you’d heard it, you’d always carry it within you, especially after you’d read somewhere that on a Wednesday in 1991, a month after your birth, in an unguarded moment his four-year-old son had fallen from the fifty-third floor of a Manhattan skyscraper, you said it was the same day that the forsaken one had accidentally let you fall from the wooden chest of drawers and you were sure that the two things were connected, but you had always wondered why one person survived a fall and the other didn’t, and of course it would be too much of a tall story if you’d succumbed there and almost three years later the lost child, no one would believe that, so you kept on living but you felt like you knew what it was like to fall from a skyscraper, it had happened in New York which meant it affected you even more, and my mind went back to the list of attendees and how all the primary school teachers were on the left too, they still existed but they’d disappeared from your daily life, whereas they’d been the most important people to you for many years, the people who taught you about the world outside Het Dorp, even if it was only in books, the people who drew you onto their laps and stroked your hair behind your ears, who gave you good grades for all your presentations even though you stammered your way through the strangest topics, I had long forgotten my teachers but you would never let go of yours, they stood in the corridors of your memory for eternity, ready to appear onstage, and there was also the orthodontist who was marked ABSENT, as well as the dyscalculia teacher and the physiotherapist, the people who’d stopped you from growing 215crooked, who released you when they thought you were heading towards the sun, the dumbos, they let you go when the shadow lay in wait like a vigilant Rottweiler, and then there was the father of a classmate who’d had a car business and shot himself in the head with a revolver in the back garden one day, you’d often seen him waiting in the playground and you counted him among your losses because he’d always given you a friendly smile and waved and had never revealed that he’d been struggling with the jump leads of his existence, you often fantasised that you’d use all your saved-up pocket money to buy a dark-green Volvo 960 from 1991, of course, even though you couldn’t drive, and a Mercedes-Benz because you loved the Janis Joplin song of the same name, it was the last hit she recorded before she died, and you thought this was because in the song she asked the Lord to buy her a Mercedes-Benz, or a colour TV, or a night on the town, and you knew the Lord wasn’t materialistic in nature, this might have disappointed Joplin, disappointed people were like cars without petrol, you said, they never got through a hill start, in the end you’d go for the Volvo 960, you’d turn back time to before the gunshot and you’d buy the car to cheer up your classmate’s father, to make him happy so that he might want to keep on living, and aside from this you lived in a village where much had been lost, where during the great flood of 1953 the Prikkebeensedijk had burst, where search parties looked for the people marked ABSENT, there was one loss that weighed heavily on Het Dorp, that had affected the friendly atmosphere, namely the disappearance of the then 216nineteen-year-old from Benedenpeilsteeg in the summer of 1984 during the opening ceremony of the Olympic Games in Los Angeles, there were still yellowing posters of her face in the windows of some houses, everyone born here or who moved in bore this sorrow in them, not just the mystery or the loss but more than that the fear, the fear that you could just be taken on a July day, you could be stolen and never see the light again, it was mainly the girls of Het Dorp who were saddled with this pitch-black sense of suffocation, and for a long time everyone in Het Dorp was a suspect, there was even a church service in which Minister Horreman urged the perpetrator to come forward, to release the community from this agonising grip, and only much later, two years after this headstrong summer, journalist Peter R. de Vries would reopen the case and visit Het Dorp, I picture you seeing him standing near the petrol station with his camera crew, wearing a navy-blue shirt, it would both reassure you and scare you, Benedenpeilsteeg backed on to the Prikkebeensedijk and you always shuddered as you cycled past number fourteen, as though you were pedalling the fear into yourself of all the images that taunted you as evening fell, of all the stories doing the rounds in the community, and there was one fact, namely that there were people in Het Dorp who knew more, the perpetrator was probably a member of the congregation, and for this reason every young person was wary of suddenly being kidnapped, they were given the message that it wasn’t safe to be a girl; and then there were still other absentees, five graves along from the lost child’s there was a girl who had 217wanted to go swimming and had jumped off a boat in Tegenland nature reserve and got caught in the propeller, you always walked past her when visiting the lost child and read the words on her gravestone as the gravel crunched beneath your feet, you didn’t understand why there was gravel in graveyards, its crunching made the silence much worse; yes, there was a village filled with missing people, but your greatest loss was not the car dealer or the daughter of your father’s friends, or the orthodontist, your greatest lost was the forsaken one, who was far far away, who was all the way in Stavanger in the province of Rogaland, and who left you after the accident when you were almost three, and I saw how much the abandonment affected you, the way it festered inside you like an abscess, like my love for you festered inside me, even though it wasn’t comparable at all, I could incise it at any moment but you had to carry it with you your whole life, and I saw that as soon as I took to my heels you burst into a desperate flapping, as though you no longer felt the wind beneath your wings, you stayed circling the windward side of my body, in the ridge lift current I exhaled with every word, then you seemed to have forgotten your southbound course, oh, there was so much absence, and you often looked up Norway in your geography textbook, you’d read about the moon landscape at Gloppedalsura and you were sure the forsaken one was there among the ravage of rocks, and you found it terrible that you didn’t know any of the famous people who lived or had lived in Stavanger, because then the forsaken one wouldn’t be alone, and that would reassure you, 218the way you had been reassured that Peter R. de Vries had turned his attention to Het Dorp for a while, he took it in his arms and wanted to track down all those that were missing, but he found no one, he found nothing, and you stared your eyes out at the map of Norway, you fantasised about going there in your newly purchased Volvo 960, driving through the landscape with snow tyres, looking around, but maybe she was long gone from that seaport, you sometimes thought, and then you hoped she’d gone to Bexleyheath in the south-east of London, where Kate Bush lived, yes, they were neighbours and every day they drank English tea with milk, which they dipped their shortbread biscuits into as they chatted about their daily lives, this was what you hoped, that they chatted about their daily lives and let their tea grow cold, that Kate Bush would sing ‘Cloudbusting’ from the album Hounds of Love, or ‘Running Up That Hill’, they were all apt because most of her songs were about loss, and you pictured them sitting together in a typical English house with a deep-pile floral carpet, they watched the BBC for hours, and you wondered whether God kept watch over London if there was so much to do in Het Dorp, and sometimes I thought that the left side being so full was why you forgot the right-hand column, that this one was less important to you because you’d learned better how to deal with the dead and the absent than you had with those who lived, and I realised that I’d forgotten Cliff, the little angel, and also the penfriend you’d found in a farming magazine and to whom you’d written a great deal of letters 219that were so heavy with lies that they needed a lot of stamps, you wrote that you lived in New York and had survived a fall from a skyscraper, you walked around Central Park each day and had seen the pigeon lady from Lost in New York, you spent a lot of time in Carnegie Hall, the concert hall where Frank Zappa, Billie Holliday and Jacques Brel had performed, you wrote that you spent hours wandering around Fifth Avenue and Broadway thinking about the songs you wanted to record, that life there was bigger, just like the McDonald’s portions, that sometimes you drank espresso with Al Pacino and that he was a very friendly man, yes, very friendly, he didn’t say fuck once whereas he said it two hundred times in Scarface, that he wore the suit from The Godfather and that you’d walked to the statues of Christopher Columbus and Alice in Wonderland in Central Park, where Alice sat on a toadstool with the cat, the rabbit and the hatter around her, the bronze of the statue shone so beautifully because each day hundreds of children climbed it and the statue was polished by their sticky hands, you adored the poem ‘Jabberwocky’ by Lewis Carroll that was engraved on the circle around Alice too, even though you didn’t understand much of it, you loved the sound of it, and you’d send your pen pal entire stories about the city that never sleeps but rarely write anything about your real life, about your dad, your brother and the cows, about yourself and the bird, and soon the correspondence became less frequent, you’d stop sending a school photo each year, and so she faded and you limited yourself to the necessary courtesies, birthday 220greetings and Christmas cards, until your contact finally died a death, and I couldn’t help thinking about the people in the right-hand column where Jule and Elia and the Frog were, where your imaginary friends like Freud and Hitler had a place, and I understood what your connection was with Hitler, at least, I understood the resemblances in your backgrounds and you having the same birthday, you’d both lost so much, but what the founding father of psychoanalysis was doing inside your pretty head, I did not know, I didn’t know where you’d dug him up from but he took up too much space, space that I wanted to fill, I wanted to be at the top of the list of those in attendance, I wanted to be eternally present, I wanted a name card that didn’t slide.
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         There was partial to full cloud cover that day, 9.2mm of rain. For a final farewell I wanted the rain gauge to be at least full, or rather, I wanted to see it overflow as I said goodbye to you for good, the rain had to pour the way it would pour inside my heart, but I couldn’t do it yet, not now, and I restlessly followed you from the swimming pool to halfway along the Prikkebeensedijk, I knew exactly who you hung out with, who you shared your frog sweets with in your swimming costume beside the pool, I saw how you laughed at the childish jokes I didn’t understand, and I saw that the closer you got to De Hulst farm, the more you began to lurch across the road through the polder, the more carelessly you navigated between the white stripes, you were a worthless courier, my love, and the more I claimed you as my own, the more dear boys you transported, as though your greed knew no bounds, and you kept on waiting for a tip, but less eagerly than you had because now you knew what it looked like, a more dangerous tine, you knew there was a growth curve to your longing that would climb higher and higher, even though you continued to prefer the angels’ little prongs, those pale cream horns, but there were doubts too, yes, there were doubts, Jule’s mother had dug up the condom-covered 222carrot when she was gardening, she’d interrogated you both about it as she squeezed fresh oranges for you as she always did after school, on Friday nights there you always ate chicken with vegetables and potato croquettes, the loose skin on the legs disgusted you, but you lapped up the family atmosphere, you’d been interrogated and Jule’s mother had explained what you’d already read in the sex book in the attic, you’d only half-listened the way you always only half-listened because you had one leg in the real world and the other in the shadowy realm of your fantasies, you wanted to hear everything but you also drifted off, and suddenly you’d said – caught up as you were in the convivial cosiness – that you sometimes kissed someone, that you kissed me, the farm vet, and you’d expected applause, a pat on the shoulder, but you saw only worried eyes, and Jule’s mother also said this was serious, and you paled at the news that something terrible had happened to you, so you lied and said it had only been the once, that your father and brother knew about it, but still you were a bit upset when we met up after that – I’d been looking forward to seeing you in daylight finally, not just in the night, now that Camillia had taken our sons for a day out in the city, which meant I could take you with me to an adaptation of Samuel Beckett’s Endgame without anybody knowing, and you loved the way two people tried to beat loneliness, the way, after the destruction of the Second World War, they try to live towards a definitive ending, while you could only truly live with someone else if you were able to cope on your own, you said, and during the show I’d looked 223around to check there weren’t any familiar faces who might betray us, before glancing back at that lovely, amazed face, half-hidden under a sun hat and Camillia’s summer scarf, I’d brought it with me so you wouldn’t be recognised, yes, it was ridiculous, I’d even put lipstick on you and now you sat there like the beautiful daughter of a king, like an actress, and at the end you walked into one of the other rooms where there was a puppet show, you slipped inside and I watched from the doorway as you sank down among the other children and screamed with laughter at Punch’s silly antics, you shouted his name louder than anyone else whenever anything was almost stolen, and I felt sad for a moment at how young you were, how I sickened you with my infirmity, but it went away when we drank Coke in the theatre’s lobby and you were the prettiest of all the visitors, I asked you questions about the dog, why it was so important in Beckett’s play, and you told me that it functioned as a reconciliatory factor in the arguments in the bunker between Hamm and his younger servant Clov, dogs were often used for reconciliation, people think that getting one as a pet can save their friendship or marriage, and you said that the play was about the madness, the unreasonableness and the pointlessness of existence, that the actors and the puppets found themselves in a broken world in ruins, that Maria Callas’s voice was used as a keynote because you could hear the ruins in her voice, the despair and the deterioration that hollowed out life, the pain between two people who kept failing to find each other, and I asked you what you liked so much about Punch and Judy in 224comparison to this masterpiece and you had to think for a while before saying: Sometimes it’s simplicity that makes things make sense. Hamm and Clov didn’t have this, the simplicity of all things, the absence of anything complicated. If you can see that absence, the lack of excess, it’s easier to handle overgrowth, you have to be able to long for both, and you have to be able to hate both. But simplicity always remains simplicity. I smiled at you and said you’d understood the play well, you grinned with pride as you put your lips to the glass of Coke and then told me you’d been to a puppet show in 1995 with your dad and your brother, to Green Fingers, Blue Eyes by Margreet Greve, it was about a land of vegetables and there were talking cucumbers, you couldn’t remember exactly, just the darkness of the room and some vague puppet faces, and it was one of the nicest afternoons you could remember because your dad had smiled for the first time since the accident and you and your brother had looked at each other in delight, at the time you’d thought it would all come good, but the farm wasn’t a puppet show, and there was no one upstairs controlling your strings, and you felt that was a shame, but here you’d had that feeling again that everything would be alright, and I pressed my bare knee to yours beneath the wobbly table, and I saw you jolt from the touch, the words of Jule’s mother ran through your head, her explanation of the naked man and the naked lady from the book and how babies are made, and how to make sure you didn’t make babies, that you had to love each other to do this, that you had to be in love, and you felt that you did love me, but being 225in love is when your heart turns into a buddleia bush, Jule’s mum had said, and you knew that buddleias were in bloom now, they blossomed from July to September, but yours had been pruned after my son had ended things, and pruned bushes could get woody, damaged or become susceptible to wilting diseases, and even though it could handle harsh winds, you doubted whether I would make it blossom, even though you felt sensations all through your body when I kissed you, and this was confusing, and I said those sensations were good, it was a sign that the caterpillars were slowly metamorphosing into butterflies, but you couldn’t put Jule’s mother’s worried words out of your mind and so after the play I took you to the little beach at Lake Woede, to a place where there were no people, and I ordered you to go into the water with all your clothes on, the way a famous director would make his actors forget the play that had just taken place by making them jump into an ice-cold lake, in Lake Superior which bordered on Minnesota, and subject them to the cold for long enough to forget everything except their body temperature, until they almost caught hypothermia, and as they swam they had to take off their costumes, piece by piece, the role would sink literally and figuratively to the bottom of the lake, later they stood on the shore, stark naked and shivering, they felt clean and refreshed, their alter egos had sunk away and now they were ready for the next thing, for new lines, for a new character, and I watched you go into the water, you ducked under and I took off my shirt and trousers and followed you into the cold lake to swim towards 226you, I told you to forget everything Jule’s mother had said, what we were doing was good, nobody knew our script, you couldn’t have two directors work on the same play because they never wanted to take things in the same direction and this would make the actors uneasy, they’d wander around aimlessly over the stage, they’d become caught up in the chaos, and I said that I was the director as well as the pilot, in the end I would make you shine the way you wanted to shine, the applause we’d just experienced would be for you someday, just like that time with the pop concert, only the audience would be bigger, you’d travel the world with your records, and I forced you to choose between me and the Friday chicken drumsticks, between Romeo and Juliet and King Lear, the play in which one of his jealous daughters tried to make her father appear crazy to get hold of his possessions, and you said in a weak voice that I wasn’t crazy, but I told you that Jule and her mother would try to make you think I was, and you said in a listless tone that you’d pick me, and I said I couldn’t hear you, I couldn’t hear you, and you shouted across the water: Kurt, I pick you, I’m yours, I’m Juliet. And I took you by your waist and lifted you up above the waves the freight ships made on Lake Woede, you, my sweet little water rat, you, my irresistible Putto, and we lay ourselves to dry on the sand where I kissed away the rest of your doubts about Jule’s mother’s concerns, and I asked whether you could feel the buddleia bush blossoming now, I said you were lying when you nodded, I saw that you were feigning the bush’s fruition and your own, you were feigning being in love, but I 227didn’t want to see this, I thought it would come in due course, and out of your trouser pocket you fished the condom that you’d quickly taken off the dug-up carrot as a keepsake, and holding the muddy item you said in a serious voice that you’d wanted to keep it for us, and I saw this as an invitation to go a step further, I asked you when and where Bonnie and Clyde would make love, you stared at the clouds as though the answer could be read there and I ran my finger over your lips, you opened them and I pushed my index finger inside, along the insides of your cheeks, your molars, you circled it with your tongue and when I withdrew it you had the answer, you said: After the bird has flown her first lap. And it wasn’t fair of me, my sweet darling, I got annoyed, I was annoyed because I couldn’t wait anymore, because you’d come up with that stupid bird again, and what I did then was unfair of me, I told you a lie, I said doing it would make you get a boy’s prong, I’d plant a seed in you and a shoot would come out of it like a potato, and your eyes began to shine, though you were a bit sceptical at first because Elia had never mentioned this, but perhaps it wasn’t entirely true that she’d done it with the Frog, maybe she’d only said it to make her friends jealous, to gain status, because when you’d all asked her to describe it in detail as well as what it felt like, and did it hurt, was there blood, she’d simply smiled dreamily and said it was impossible to describe, the way you couldn’t describe the Harry Potter series in just a few words, and as a fan of J. K. Rowling’s books you’d understood, but no, she hadn’t said anything about a little prong, though you probably wouldn’t tell other people 228so that you could keep all that deliciousness for yourself, you said, and you were glad I was offering you this opportunity, and when your clothes were dry you’d suddenly quoted a line from Psalm 51, your eyes moist: Create in me a pure heart, o God, and renew a steadfast spirit within me. You loved this line, yes, you wanted a steadfast spirit too and without delay, and I said a steadfast spirit didn’t exist, it changed all the time, you could compare it to the weatherman who had different news every day, we were never the same, and you looked miserable, yes, you looked miserable and said firmly that you knew people who did have a steadfast spirit, who never changed, and you could become like that too, and I nodded, and said, Of course, you can become anything you want, your heart is purer than Lake Woede, and you smiled, reassured, and we drove back to Het Dorp and I dropped you off at the corner of the lane, out of sight of the farm, and you said the coming weekend would be alright to do what Bonnie and Clyde did when Clyde wasn’t impotent, you’d be free after you’d helped your dad fencing the meadow, and you cautiously asked whether it hurt, youknowwhat, and I shook my head and repeated my lie, I promised you we’d go to Stavanger afterwards, you looked at me in disbelief before punching the air ecstatically, and I said we’d see each other before the prong appointment when we went out for a run and you nodded and I pressed another pay-as-you-go card worth fifteen euros into your hand, you leaned over the gearstick and kissed me gratefully and you said you’d listened to Frank Zappa, you didn’t know exactly what you were 229listening to, the lyrics were often weird and comical, you couldn’t make head nor tail of it, the different tunes drove you nuts, though you did find ‘Motherly Love’ affecting and relatable. And I watched you go, I watched you walk along the Avondlaan towards the dike, you skipped the half paving slabs so that your feet would only land on the whole ones, the half ones were unlucky, you thought, they’d ensure you never got a steadfast spirit and that was something you could use right now, while I knew that bad luck wasn’t in the street paving but in the fact that one day you’d fail to land.
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         I often think back to our first conversation in the milking barn when you told me about the song ‘Warwick Avenue’. Sometimes I’m no longer sure whether you really said it, it makes me start doubting my memory because the song only came out three years after that particular summer, so how could you have started talking about it then? Later it would also turn out that Duffy’s tears actually were genuine, that Duffy had become very emotional as she sang it and that the cameraman had kept on filming, the singer had finally given permission to use the recording because it’s what most people feel like after a break-up, when they take a taxi alone from the station, when they say they won’t cry for the other person but those tears do come eventually, whether you want them to or not; love is sometimes a cloudburst that often comes with a fall wind, a downpour, but I wouldn’t be able to tell you this later, I wouldn’t be able to tell you that the break between two people also rends the heart, that dolphins are among the few animals that commit suicide, who let themselves sink to the bottom, their hearts broken, and die there, I couldn’t share any of that with you because the courts would ban all contact between us, the powers that be wouldn’t understand it, they’d leaf through the dossier, 231furious, they would accuse me of insanity, they’d send several letters before the case was tried, with those terrible words sex crime after the reference number. And I just tried to recall the first thing you’d said to me, whether it was about a calf in breach or a song on the radio, and I sometimes thought that I’d let myself be led too much by music that summer, by the sultriness of it, the radio played a lot of old hits like ‘How Deep Is Your Love’ by The Bee Gees, songs by Roxy Music and ‘Dancing in the Street’ by Mick Jagger and David Bowie, and I started to believe that the opening line had been something different after all, that the first thing you’d said to me was that if Carla Bruni and Mick Jagger had stayed together, Sarkozy would never have been chosen as France’s president, that he’d got a lot of votes but most people just wanted to hear Carla Bruni’s voice, they wanted her charm and her beauty, they thought a president with a wife like that must be trustworthy, or no, you said, it was all because of her nose, if Bruni hadn’t had a nose job, Mick Jagger would never have noticed her, they would never have had an affair, everything had gone the way it did because of her nose, and I wasn’t sure whether you’d said this, because this didn’t fit with the year of that summer either, Sarkozy would only become president later, though he might have lusted after the singer before that, but you said you loved Carla Bruni and her French chansons, yes, I was sure of that, you said that the songs were so sweet and dreamy and even though the lyrics were more threatening and ominous, you wanted to become like her, so pretty, though I found you more attractive, and I would have 232asked you, if you had actually said that in these words, there in the milking barn, I would have asked you what you thought of the age gap between Bruni and Jagger, and you would have said that amorousness knows no gap, that Cliff, the child Jesus, was a lot younger too, and I would say that I was seven hands older than you, but you’d shrug, and I knew you had terrible dyscalculia, you got all house numbers and telephone numbers mixed up and you often rang the wrong doorbell or didn’t get Jule on the line but a stranger and this had made you hate phone calls even more, though sometimes you did hope you’d get someone in New York, you’d lie and say you were a good friend of Al Pacino and you’d casually ask how things were in Manhattan, and numbers or thirty-five years meant nothing to you, while the number thirty-five was the atomic number of the element bromine, the article from the written constitution about what to do when the king is incapable of undertaking his royal duties, the number of hours I spent reading the novel The Count of Monte Cristo by Alexandre Dumas, a main road in Jordan, it was the distance between you and me, each year represented a kilometre, and it was insane, I have to admit, dear judges, it was insane of me to fantasise about a life with my prize little animal after we’d seen the Beckett play, I wondered how all those celebrities got away with it and I didn’t, it didn’t matter what your opening line had been or who began to speak first, what mattered was that I wanted to be with you, I wanted to travel the whole world with you in the Fiat, our love paradise, and every morning we’d wake up in a different nature reserve, 233we’d stare from the mattress in the back at the plains or mountains as I fed you strawberries, we’d visit cities, we’d drive from Het Dorp to Bexleyheath, to Motherwell, to the capital of North Lanarkshire, because you liked the name, in the evenings we’d eat at fancy restaurants where they had starched napkins that they placed on your lap and you’d be more worried about getting them dirty than your own trousers, and everyone would think we were a father and daughter on holiday together, and I wouldn’t mind as long as we could be together, and I knew I’d promised you major lies, about getting a boy’s prong and going to Stavanger, but it was no lie that I wanted to go there with you, not so much to visit the forsaken one but because I wanted to be far away from my life here, from my practice, from Camillia, from my sons, not that I didn’t love them or that I’d tired of my work, no, I loved the animals, I loved my sons, but I was simply blinded by you, you made me long to leave everything behind and take off with you, and I lay staring up at the ceiling, it was lit by the strip of light that entered above the loose curtain rail, a snoring body next to me, and I fantasised about picking you up at the corner of the Avondlaan where you’d be waiting with your threatening-to-leave suitcase, a little sad because you’d hadn’t said goodbye to your dad, because flying away was a bit different from leaving, if you took off he’d only have to worry about all those loose nuts and bolts, but if your suitcase was gone it would be serious, he’d have to worry about the entire construction, and yet you still stood there at the side of the road and the further behind us we left 234Het Dorp with all its absentees, the happier you became, and I had bought you a bag of sweets to make the journey seem shorter, the same kind your dad bought when you drove to Zeeland, and you sucked contentedly on a liquorice shoelace, I rested my hand on your knee and said that I was your courier now, and as I fantasised about kissing your inner thighs in the back of the car at our first stopover, the ceiling above me became blacker and blacker, droplets of ink dripped down onto the bed, onto the white sheets, and I looked to my side but Camillia had gone, and I must have started dreaming because I heard you singing the lyrics to the song ‘Stavanger’ from your album Kurt12, which I’d often play when Camillia was out: And the girl sings, oh Stavanger, we are almost there, we are almost there, but not yet. We drive home in this car, but what is a home without cows, what is a home without the desire to leave, the desire to fly away. And as the ink turns the bed black I’m sucked into a nightmare, to one of my sickly childhood memories in which I see my mother lying on the kitchen table with her legs open wide and her black skirt rolled up to her waist, her mouth half-open, whimpering, I saw my father standing still next to her, and suddenly from between those open legs a small, bloody monster appeared, it slowly squeezed itself out, and in my nightmare my mother gave birth to a calf, an eerily silent malformed calf with closed eyes, and I only realised later that this was my stillborn sister, but in my nightmare I really did see a calf, it hung half out of my mother, and it was so quiet that only now as I write this does the seriousness of the event 235sink in, that giving birth to a deceased child is giving birth to death, and I thought this was all but then my mother gestured to me, she said I should come closer, I had to eat the bloody calf, I’m not kidding, dear court officials, she said that, and I was no longer myself, I looked down from above at the young lad I was and I saw myself sinking my teeth into the flesh, I saw the blood on my incisors, splatters on my clothes, I watched myself eat my sister and my mother said she’d lacked vitality because I was such a pig, it would be my fault forever that she’d failed to see the light of day, and I tried to look at my father but all I could see was that half-eaten creature sticking out between her legs, I stammered that it wasn’t what I wanted, but my mother continued to call me a greedy pig, a gob-stuffer, a carrion-eater, and I cried myself awake, I cried until the ink was watery, and I tried to think of you to calm myself, but the calf, oh, the calf.
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         When Queen Beatrix fell from her throne as a mother-figure because she was far too busy and also probably too ambitious a target on your part, and what’s more you thought that Castle Drakensteyn was too far from Het Dorp, I didn’t know that Camillia would be her successor. It must have happened on 30 April when you pinned a corsage to Prince Willem-Alexander and Camillia stayed by your side because she could see how nervous you were that morning, she laid her hand on your shoulder at times, squeezed it gently, and everyone who approached or touched you in a maternal manner was given a seat inside your mind, but Camillia was given the most beautiful, the most glorious, with golden armrests and red upholstery, at every performance you put on in your mind when you were listening to a song on your Discman or when you were playing The Cranberries, it wasn’t me on the front row but her, she clapped proudly as a mother would clap at her own child on the stage, but in reality everything was a bit more hostile, in real life she didn’t want anything to do with you anymore and so you were saddled with an ascendant to the throne who refused their services, she refused to rule your country, she no longer wanted to cut all the questions you had like ceremonial ribbons, and it 237wasn’t so much Camillia you missed as the mother inside her, whom you’d seen appear the times when you’d come to see my son and to his annoyance had hung about downstairs before going upstairs to his bedroom together where you’d turned on the music so we wouldn’t hear that hopeless dry humping, and you tried to make it up with Camillia in all the ways you could think of, you knocked on the door at eight in the morning on various occasions and Camillia would open it in her dressing gown and let you in, fearful you would go mouthing off about what had happened between us otherwise, that my sons and the whole village would hear of it, but this had to be the end of it, she said, after this you’d only see each other at school, where she would be your teacher and nothing more, you had to move on, get on with your own life, and you hated this most of all, people saying your own life to you, while your life had always been somebody else’s, your dad’s, he was both the manager and the administrator, but so careless that he didn’t see the losses and financial greed, that one was greater than the other. And you wanted your life to be managed too, not by your father but by someone who would fill the emptiness in you, so that you didn’t have to fill the rampant emptiness yourself, your inability to love yourself, and the two of you talked about what had happened and Camillia thought that we hadn’t seen each other anymore after your brother’s message, after that one kiss, that it had stopped, and when I came home from a pig factory I saw the two of you sitting at the kitchen table, I joined you and sat closer to Camillia than to you, to 238give her the impression that there was nothing going on between us anymore, even though I wanted to take you to my study and pull you onto my lap, my delicious Putto, intoxicate you with my bearish smell, and at the end of the conversation I said I’d see you out, you said I didn’t need to, you knew where the door was, and I kept on insisting until Camillia became furious and shouted, You heard what the child said! And it should have stopped here, when all the muck that had accumulated poured from Camillia’s mouth, at first directed at me and then at you, it should have stopped when we said goodbye, when the credits appeared and Camillia stopped treating you like a fourteen-year-old but like an adult, she accused you of being a little whore and I saw you shrink behind your empty orange juice glass, I saw you try to hold back the tears but they escaped and ran down your cheeks, all I could think of was licking your peachy skin, I would kiss your eyelids, your wet eyelashes, and you’d smile again and giggle that I smelled of pigs, and to console you I’d tell you about a boar’s penis, that they are corkscrew-shaped so that they can bore them into a sow’s cervix, if that didn’t console you I’d expand on the lie about Stavanger, I said that after visiting the forsaken one we’d go to Iceland, to the Phallological Museum in Reykjavik which I’d looked up on the internet, it had been founded in 1997 and they had the biggest collection of penises in the world, a collection of 280 jarred specimens preserved in formalin; the museum attracts thousands of visitors each year as it has both a blue whale’s member and a hamster’s, which you have to look at with a 239magnifying glass, you’d love the idea, you’d run your tongue along your lips and forget Camillia’s rage and her swearing, you’d go to the museum’s website multiple times and add it to your Favourites, you’d see a pig’s corkscrew there too, but best of all would still be the whale’s and the casts of the prongs of all of Iceland’s Olympic handball team, and you’d say the museum was still looking for a human specimen, there were a couple of donors who had promised in their wills that their prongs would be donated to the Phallological Museum, and you’d like to have a polar bear’s willy, and you wouldn’t be able to wait for us to visit the museum, I couldn’t help thinking more about the day you’d visit my museum, you’d unzip my flies and free my tine, and oh you’d free it from its captivity and stroke it with those sweet childish hands of yours, but I couldn’t console you with this, now in Camillia’s presence, and finally she’d calm down, she’d get three clown ice creams from the freezer with bubble gum noses, and she’d say we could all do with cooling down, we ate the ice creams in an uncomfortable silence as the tears continued to run down your cheeks, and I saw again how young and pretty you were, a wonderfully sad child with a melting clown ice cream in her hand, and I knew your thoughts had turned to It, I knew you weren’t enjoying the ice cream on a stick because you no longer liked clowns, you felt like you were eating It and its misery lived on inside you, but you bit and licked your way bravely through it and Camillia said it would be better if you stopped coming round, you nodded and chewed the red gumball listlessly, 240you blew a bubble so big we could no longer see your face, until sadness had become a red cloud, you blew until it burst and half of it ended up in your hair so that Camillia had to fetch the scissors and she’d see how longingly I looked at you, because I suddenly saw the flames ignite again in her eyes as she cut the gum from your hair, she accompanied you to the letterbox and couldn’t stop herself from blurting out more bitter words: That two people who I thought loved me could do this to me. And you thought this was awful, you lay awake for nights afterwards and tried to come round a few more times, but Camillia didn’t let you in, after that you sent endlessly long letters, bursting with song lyrics which were all about how sorry you were, one of them contained a poem, the poem ‘Leaving’ by Rutger Kopland, which you’d print afterwards and hang above your desk because it was what it felt like for you, yet another person leaving, another queen who’d abdicated from her throne, and after this you’d discover Rainer Maria Rilke, you’d quote a poem: There is no more wretched prison than the fear of hurting someone who loves you. You’d tell me about his poems later, that some were amazingly beautiful and others simply bad, you didn’t like ‘The Suicide’s Song’, it was ugly and too easy, someone writing about suicide and comparing life with food, with the worldly cuisine that didn’t taste bad but didn’t end up in their blood, and then closing with the ugly words that he’d stopped eating, that he’d be on a diet for at least a thousand years, and you’d say that most people familiar with suicide’s old song wouldn’t come up with anything so simplistic, with these meaningless 241comparisons, they rarely still thought about food but felt more like they were being devoured themselves – on the other hand you thought The Notebooks of Malte Laurids Brigge was brilliant, and that’s how you discovered a new language, that of Gerrit Achterberg, Anna Enquist, Pablo Neruda, Charles Baudelaire, you discovered the cravings in your soul and when it got too much you crawled back into the world of Roald Dahl, you’d started reading Boy by then, which is partly set in Norway and which had a black-and-white photo of the part of Norway that Roald Dahl visited every summer on page 51, and when you looked at the picture you pretended you were going there on holiday instead of Zeeland, even though Zeeland was vast and gorgeous you still longed for Stavanger, where the forsaken one was said to be, and you knew you’d discovered something in the poems you read, you’d found a place to shelter in, something that was completely different from the terrifying stories in the Bible or the texts of some of the Psalms, like Psalm 137 which includes the line: Happy shall he be, that taketh and dasheth thy little ones against the stones. And you’d send Camillia several letters, even a bouquet of flowers, yes, flowers, which she’d immediately throw in the bin, saying that the devil’s flowers would soon wilt, and none of us could know that it wasn’t the end, that things would continue, that you’d slid the sticks from the clown ice creams into your pocket to add them to the collection under your bed and they would serve as evidence in court later, and the more Camillia let go of you, the more I could hold on to you, and later I’d repeatedly 242play the song ‘An Ice Cream Clown’ from Kurt12, which the judges would point at with wagging fingers, at the video where it rains clown ice creams and at this line: Everything changed that day, the child disappeared from me, like the taste of gum fades away. Don’t call me an ice cream clown, my love. It was that dark summer that melted me, not you, not you.
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         It was four years ago when, on 11 September 2001, at a quarter to nine in the morning, American Airlines Flight 11, a Boeing 767-223ER, crashed into the World Trade Center’s North Tower in Lower Manhattan, and one of the passengers was the actress Berry Berenson who had been married to Anthony Perkins who played Norman Bates in the film Psycho, and at that exact moment you were writing the word catastrophe in a dictation. It’s true, you said, that was the word, and when you added a full stop it happened, the North Tower burst into flames, the Western world’s security would be threatened for the first time since the Second World War, and twenty minutes later American Airlines Flight 175 flew into the South Tower; you dished up these facts like a newsreader, adding that in 1993 a car bomb had gone off in a parking garage under the World Trade Center, the perpetrators had hoped that one of the towers would fall against the other like a domino, it was exactly a month after the lost child had gone and the towers had remained standing, you said the only dominoes that had fallen were the ones in your own family after the accident on the Waterdragersweg, like on the TV show Domino Day, in which, in the same year as 9/11, the first stone was toppled by Kylie Minogue and the theme was 244‘Bridging the World’, and you talked about all the conspiracy theories connected to the terrorist attack, some of them were true and others weren’t, but one thing was certain, there had never been a second plane. Because when in the classroom you’d added a full stop with your fountain pen and closed your exercise book and, according to you, the primary school had shaken in its foundations, you’d taken off and flown to New York, you’d bored into the South Tower at three minutes past nine, and I said there was film footage of the second aircraft, all the passengers had died, but you cried indignantly that these had been faked because no one would believe that a child had flown into the building, no one would believe it and if they did they’d lose all hope, they’d never be able to process it, and that’s why people pretended there had been a second plane, because a first one had already flown into the building and this would make it more understandable, more digestible, but it had been you, you could still feel the impact in your body, the shards of glass in your skin, and I said you couldn’t fly to New York in twenty minutes – it was impossible for a person to fly anyway – and with every question or counter I came up with you became more defiant, and we ran through the inky polder alongside the ditches, you would tell me that two of the terrorists in the first plane had already announced on a dating site what was going to happen, they’d written on their profiles that it was going to be a hot summer, and then the number nineteen, the number of hijackers, and you said it should actually be Summer Twenty, because this would fit perfectly with your date of birth, but they hadn’t 245been counting you because you were never very good at sticking to appointments, sometimes you wanted to play with somebody but changed your mind at the last moment, the weight of all the expectations would make you feel nervous and you’d rather build a den with your brother on the embankment instead, and you’d always known you’d commit an attack with the number twenty, when you made your first attempt on 4 February with Cliff, with the child Jesus, there was also a two in the four, two times two, and that was in 2000 and so you ended up at twenty again, this was why you never felt good in the run-up to your birthday, when April appeared on the calendar in the toilet and your name was on it as though your dad was scared he’d forget, you were worried because you didn’t know what your next action would be, and it was the coldest April day in history when you came into the world, it was so freezing everything creaked, and not only Hitler was born on that day but also Louis Napoleon, and in 1999 two pupils shot dead twelve fellow students and a teacher at Columbine High School in the United States, and you were sometimes afraid of becoming a school shooter yourself at secondary school where you’d keep the bullies in your line of sight until they begged for mercy, and one time your birthday had been at Easter, in 2003, and that time Jesus had died again and usually you found it strange that it happened each year, but this time it was quite odd, and when you blew out twelve candles on your cake you also extinguished Jesus, even though you knew by then that he would rise again, that he 246had multiple lives and it was never GAME OVER. This reassured you, and you said that each person experienced several crucifixions in their life, as well as resurrections, sometimes you went to sleep thinking you wouldn’t get up again, you would lie in your bed like a corpse for burial, the first time you’d wanted to die you were eleven and you’d looked at your favourite sweater which had Ariel the mermaid on it and suddenly realised you were too old for it, it immediately felt itchy, and you’d held your hands in front of your chest in shame the whole day and then never worn it again, and you’d increasingly lose the child, even when you weren’t wearing Disney sweaters you felt ashamed of yourself, of your body that was growing and growing and, like ivy, couldn’t be held back, and every day you left Het Dorp to cycle to the secondary school a few villages further, where you’d learn how to pave a street amongst other things, while all the roads you’d travel were mainly made of mud and sand, and as soon as you cycled out of Het Dorp you’d lose that child that wanted to play, that wanted to build dens, castles of Lego, and you became Avril Lavigne or Carla Bruni, you straightened your back and rubbed the clumps of mascara from the corners of your eyes, and we sat on a bench next to the black water and you lifted up your nightdress and said with a smile: It has begun. I shone my mobile phone on you but your chest was still pale and flat, nevertheless I said that I could see something and I kissed the pinkish little valves, I took them in my mouth and sucked, you giggled and hunched your shoulders because it tickled, I continued 247kissing you as you talked about your favourite sweater and the attack, you said you’d showered after the towers had collapsed and simply returned to school and that the teacher had told everyone what had happened with a serious expression, he explained what it meant for the world – that you all had to pray for the victims, and at the end of the lesson you wrote a note that said: I am the plane, I did it. You gave it to the teacher and he read it but didn’t understand what you meant, he said that culpability always sought out a hollow body and you were filled with love, and you wanted to say that you were so hollow that your own words and those of others echoed inside you, that before going to sleep you had to run through everything that had happened during the day because everything resounded so much, you were as hollow as a sausage roll from the HEMA after someone had eaten the sausage, and you’d cycle home along Rookweg, through Het Dorp which both filled you with love and made you fearful, where as a girl you could be snatched at any moment like a brand-new bike, never to return, where behind dozens of windows the planes flew into buildings, and for days on end you heard the sirens and people screaming inside your head, the minister was going to pray for New York and what you really wanted to do was stand up during the service and shout out that it was your fault, you’d show the wounds from the shards of glass, you’d say you hadn’t been hijacked, you hadn’t done this upon someone else’s orders but entirely on your own, you’d sink down on your knees in the middle of the aisle and wait to be arrested, but 248you hadn’t said anything, you didn’t stand up during the silent prayer, it would hurt your dad too much, he was also a deacon and one of the deacon’s tasks was to raise his children well, it was in Paul’s Letters to Timothy, he’d have to step down and everyone knew if you stepped down you became easier pickings for the devil, and you didn’t want to have that on your conscience so you’d kept quiet, though you had written a letter, addressed to God and to the devil, you’d put one in the slot of the letterbox for local post because you were sure He lived in Het Dorp, you suspected in Babylonsteeg where there was an advertising board for Campina buttermilk, the name and the advert were befitting of Him because all of the goody-goodies in your class drank cartons of buttermilk, and all the bad boys semi-skimmed or whole milk, what’s more, the meadow adjacent to the alley was flooded in wintertime by the ice-skating club to make a skating rink and you were sure that in the evening, when it was time for the advanced skaters, God would pirouette among the gravediggers, they would discuss who the next hole in the ground would be for, and you put the letter for the devil in the slot marked OTHER – I pulled you onto my lap and asked what you’d written and you said: I asked God questions and gave answers to the devil. I nodded, though I didn’t understand any of it, and I asked cautiously whether you knew that you didn’t have anything to do with 9/11, it was impossible, my angel, you were not that barbaric, and I saw your eyes glaze over, your body became hard in my arms like a ruminant that had lain dead in a stall for days, you 249whispered that nobody took you seriously, but it didn’t matter because someday you would make up for it, and if you could make up with New York, you surely could with Camillia too, and I wanted to see you happy again, I wanted to hear your elated child’s voice, so I showed you a Pierre Bonnard painting by the light of my mobile phone, I’d printed it out especially for you and put it in the pocket of my tracksuit bottoms, Bonnard was a French painter who primarily painted his sweetheart Maria Boursin, who went by the name of Marthe, naked in a bath, she suffered from tuberculosis and a phobia of germs and so took a lot of baths, and I told you that Bonnard would sell his paintings and then break into the customer’s house that very same night and change the painting, to improve it, he was never satisfied, and you loved this story and cried out that we were all like Bonnard, only we’d break into ourselves each day, we were constantly improving on being human and something that had looked beautiful yesterday could look ugly today, we touched up the paint and the job was never-ending and that’s why we looked different each day, you said: That’s hopeful, Kurt, because you are your own most faithful customer, you are your own most obsessive collector, you can never tire of looking at yourself because then you are really lost. And you repeated that we were all like Bonnard, only some had a firmer hand than others, and you stood up on the bench, your white nightdress fluttered in the gentle evening breeze, and you said like an actress that you were your own collector, and a thief, you adored calling yourself a thief, it gave you a 250rationale you so longed for, even though you’d stolen this from somewhere, you’d always steal your right to exist, and I pulled you towards me and planted your feet on either side of my hips, I pressed my lips to the skin of your legs, moving up and up, before pushing my tongue against the fabric of your panties, and I heard the brent geese honking more loudly, the wind picked up, and I was almost certain I could hear you whisper, you whispered that you were a clown ice cream, yes, you were a creamy clown ice cream and I had to thaw you.
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         The court officials asked whether I liked otters, mustelids. I deflected the question by answering that they were beautiful creatures, yes, beautiful, I’d been donating to the Otter Protection Society for years, they did good work, and they asked why had I hurt this particular specimen, this otter, why had I soiled your – my sweet darling’s – fascination, which was still so pure and immaculate, so childish and innocent, why had I done this, and they asked whether I knew what the survival chances were of a young otter who was suddenly released into the wild after years in captivity, did I know that otters were a protected species, that they were frequent traffic victims, like the lost child, that the second risk to them was destruction of their habitat, I’d destroyed your habitat, I’d endangered you and afterwards you’d tumble into the wrong arms several more times because you could no longer tell the difference between good and bad, like in the Govert Flinck painting in which the influence of his mentor Rembrandt is clearly visible, and in which he painted the blind Isaac from Genesis who gave his blessings to the wrong son when he touched Jacob, who had wrapped his arms in a goat hide to pass for his brother Esau so that he could trick the blessing for the firstborn from his father, in the same way you would 252keep giving your blessing and love to the wrong people, or as it said in the new official Bible translation, and you found this so beautifully worded, you would continue giving evil the fat of the land, the wheat and the tares, the mustard seed, and the court officials asked what I fantasised when I saw you become the otter, the bird or the Frog, when I saw you transform, and of course they were hoping for a perverse answer, they wanted filth, they wanted something they could pore over, licking their lips and looking at each other with conspiratorial frowns, I saw it in their measly little eyes that floated like olives in brine, and I thought of the time you’d become the otter and whispered for me to dissect you, I thought of you cutting your thigh with the scalpel, spilling your blood so as not to spill anyone else’s, how lustfully I’d thrust up against you as you lay limp in my arms like an anaesthetised foal, you had been dead for a moment and death suited you so well that at the time I didn’t need to grieve, and afterwards I often thought back to it, you lying lifelessly next to me, oh that foal, it made me long for that childish voice again, and later it would transpire that you had vague memories of the event, of the passion with which I pounded against you, you had been far gone but somewhere in that shadowy landscape you heard my voice, crazed with lust, saying that you were dead, that I would cut you open, and in a song on your Kurt12 album you’d refer to this moment with some lyrics in which you didn’t compare yourself to an otter but to a lobster because you’d read somewhere that they stab themselves to death if you pour 253alcohol on them, and that afternoon I’d treated the wound on your leg with alcohol-based iodine: If you spill alcohol on a lobster, he’ll stab himself, you spilled and I stabbed myself, I was a lobster and dear god, what you spilled. Your fire was my doom, I was dead but too alive not to feel the pain. I was a lobster and dear god, what you spilled. I would play the song several times when Camillia wasn’t home, feeling like a moron for longing for you again, but I was also angry, I was angry that I’d so naively fallen into my own trap again, it had always been the case that children had been drawn to me like moths to a light, they wanted to play with me, and I’d never tried to catch any of them in my cupped hands aside from you, like most moths you confused light with the moon, you wanted to play and you wanted love, and I’d opened the cups and you had landed on my palm, calm and unafraid, I’d wanted to keep you there, knowing that your wings were fragile, a single tear could stop you from flying again, but I had pressed my hands together, I heard your body snap; one never knows which insect to kill and which to carefully put outside, no one would deliberately kill a dragonfly, but we don’t mind squashing mosquitos and moths, and I flattened you because I couldn’t keep you, not so that you would remain intact, and I remembered the time you had become the Frog in the flax field and had peed standing up, you had gently said to me that I should ask if I wanted to see your prong, I had asked and you’d held up your nightie, I said it was wonderful, the most beautiful one I’d ever seen, and I asked you whether you wanted to touch your prong and 254you’d become confused, you only wanted to pee standing up like the strongest creatures in the animal kingdom do to demonstrate their power, you wanted a prong like the little angels had, like Cliff, and you said it was a museum piece, you couldn’t touch museum pieces, and I told you that as well as the pilot and the film director I was also the museum’s curator, only I was allowed to touch it, I had to check whether there was any damage and evaluate its worth, and the times I’d slipped my hand into your panties, you’d ask impatiently whether you wouldn’t get a real prong now, and I said the deer was in velvet, it was on its way, but it wouldn’t appear until a large prong had been inside you, oh, I totally screwed you up, and before biting your lip you said that you could pee the furthest of all the dear boys, and I agreed with you, I said you could pee so far your stream reached Africa, you’d alleviate the drought there, and that was the moment you gasped for breath, that the otter in you surfaced, the Frog, I saw you felt included for a moment, before falling back, before ashamedly pulling your panties up, before turning back into the bird, and the court officials would ask whether I’d ever dropped anything valuable, how I had reacted, and I remembered my mother’s fancy crockery, the crash and the reconciliation pancakes and what happened after that, but also the glass snow globe my father had brought back as a gift for me when he’d gone to fetch a couple of pigs over the border, how inconsolable I’d been when I’d dropped it and discovered that the snow wasn’t snow at all but bits of porcelain, and that later in the film Unfaithful, from 2002, I’d seen the main 255character, played by Richard Gere, murder the lover of his wife, played by Diane Lane, with a snow globe, and after that I’d done the same to my mother in my nightmares, and the court officials threw themselves like vultures at this nightmare, they furiously scribbled down that I dreamed of murdering my mother and asked why I was so upset about a broken snow globe yet felt no guilt about these shards, your shards, and I said that I wanted to heal you, I loved you, and they snorted scornfully, yes, they snorted scornfully and asked whether I’d loved a child before and I nodded, yes, I had desired several children but had always stopped myself, it was only you, my Putto, and they asked what I felt when I inseminated a cow, what came over me when I slid my hand into its nether parts, that’s what they asked, the perverts, and I said it left me cold, it only felt nice in wintertime when it warmed up my frozen hands, nothing more, and I knew where they were going with this – to 21 August, the last day of the summer holidays, when my sweat dripped onto your bare belly and the mattress bounced with my movements, the poster of Queen Beatrix came free and fell onto the floor next to us, face down, as though it refused to be a spectator of this horror show, and I tried to distract the officials by saying there was something wrong with you, something seriously wrong, I told them about your conversations with Hitler and Freud, I told them how you’d asked me in a text if I’d do it with you, and they raised their eyebrows, they asked how I’d responded to this question, and I said that my soul was fragile, I liked to give people what they wanted, and they 256asked whether it was true that I’d promised you a penis, a trip to Stavanger and Iceland, and they took out the first piece of evidence, the shrivelled otter’s penis, and I said that you were ill, that the space under your bed was crammed with objects you’d collected, and I didn’t want to talk about you like that, my love, but they forced me to, I was powerless! And I said that you lived in a fantasy world, I was part of your imaginary planet, you’d invented everything except for the exchange of messages, I would say I couldn’t remember anything else, no, I couldn’t remember anything, and they’d question my eldest son, Camillia and your dad, but that was all later, it was still summer and I knew nothing about the courts and their suffocating questions, I didn’t know that one of them would need to go to the toilet every time he had a cup of coffee, that another would slam his fist on the table and shout that I had to tell the truth, that these were serious allegations, they’d listened to your record and things were very wrong, they’d been through your diary and they’d ask what the deal with plums was, did I like them, how did I eat them, they’d push me to my limits, they’d tell my eldest that I liked children of his age, they’d make him scared his parents would divorce, they would blame Camillia for not intervening, she would make use of her right to remain silent, they’d make mincemeat of me, but back in the summer I was still with you, everything was good, and there wasn’t an hour that went by without me thinking of you, without my closing the door of my practice, closing my eyes and longing for you as I began to tumble, and I so looked forward to our meeting, I sent you messages 257about it being prong time, I said I couldn’t survive without you, I asked what clothes you were wearing, had you peed standing up again, and I cleaned myself afterwards with a disinfectant wipe, and the courts would ask questions about your obsession with boy prongs, your dad would write you a long letter about how sinful your body was, he said you were more economical with sweets than with your own body, you were a home-wrecker, it was repulsive, you’d brought it upon yourself, you were no longer welcome in church, and you’d sit there helplessly in a sterile white room, a woman in uniform would ask whether you ever touched yourself and what that felt like, had you liked it when I touched you, you’d shrug and she’d take this as a yes, she’d ask you all about your transformation into animals, but that was much later, it was still summer, it was summer and we were together, you were my map and I knew exactly where I wanted to go.
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         There you lay, my lightweight comrade, my little Eros. I’d picked you up at the swimming pool in the late afternoon and we drove to the wooded area at Tegenland nature reserve, where I parked the Fiat between the old pine trees, and lounging in the open boot we watched a sparrowhawk fly past, a couple of white admiral butterflies, a crested tit, and I nuzzled your chlorinated hair and snorted the lovely little swimmer that you were deep into my memory, I said that it was prong time, my sweet darling, yes, it was prong time, and after I’d looked around to check that no one could see us, I closed the Fiat’s boot, you had lain down on the bright white mattress filled with cooling memory foam and waited for the lights in the auditorium of the car to be dimmed, for the film to start, and only afterwards did I ask myself whether you’d known what was going to happen, whether you’d actually realised what doing it meant, because you lay there and made no move to take off your clothes, as I whispered crazy lines from Beckett to you because my head was spinning from the anticipation of what was about to come, I’d dreamed so feverishly of it, I didn’t tell you what was going to happen, I didn’t prepare you for it, I didn’t give you a script, I only said that you would get a prong from it, a wonderful prong, and I 259forgot that you were wavering between a girl and a boy, that I was making things worse with this, you ran your tongue over your lips and I asked you to do it again, you repeated it, more theatrically now, as though your lips were covered in plum juice, and it was so hot that afternoon that I was sweating even before I’d realised how boiling hot I was, and I took off my linen shirt so that I wouldn’t get creases in it that I’d have to explain to Camillia later, I hung it on a hook in the back next to the Nirvana poster, and you looked at Cobain, you told me that he’d grown up in Aberdeen in Washington, he’d had sex for the first time with a girl at high school who wasn’t entirely a hundred per cent and after that everyone had teased him, calling him the retard fucker, it became so unbearable that he lay down on the train tracks but that day the train happened to take a different track and that was just as well, you said, otherwise no one would ever have known him, while that was what he wanted, he wanted everyone to know him, he longed for success the same way you longed for success – you’d never lain down on a real railway track but you had lain on a toy one and you’d made the wooden toy train drive into you, so you knew what it felt like, what kind of thoughts you had as you lay on the rails, in any case you had to be quite out of your mind to be able to stay lying there as the sleepers and the metal rails pressed into your spine, and you’d quoted a section of the Dutch version of the Lord’s Prayer because you loved it so much: Source of Being, I meet you in what stirs me. I give you a name so that I can give you a place in my life. Bundle your light in me, give it some use. 260You particularly liked the first line and give it some use, and you hoped they wouldn’t call you the retard fucker too, because some of your classmates didn’t think you were a hundred per cent, you acted so different from them, and I told you that you could never tell anyone about what was about to happen, it was only possible if you kept it secret, this summer had to stay between us, you had to say you’d done it with one of the dear boys from the swimming pool, in the woods or in the changing rooms, and you nodded, you understood, and you said it was going to happen early the next day, before the first day of school, you’d take off from the feed silo, and you looked delighted as you said this, and at the time I didn’t want to know what these words might mean, I was too lusty to listen to you properly, I was the broken flange that would cause the train to derail, sweat dripped down my forehand and onto the mattress, I took off my jeans and folded them up neatly, I pulled down my damp boxer shorts and showed you my swollen tine, I was a ruttish stag and could only think about disappearing into you, and I ordered you to undress, I ordered you to look at my tine, and you’d already seen a picture of one in Jule’s mother’s book, but this was more imposing than a black-and-white photo, this was different from the time you had steered me as I peed, and you closed your eyes and stuttered that you really had to pee and I saw that you were lying, so I said you mustn’t lie, I said you could become the Frog without peeing, and you replied that it was the only thing you could think of, though your thoughts had gone even further recently – now you 261were fantasising about being Zack from the television show Saved by the Bell, a series about a group of friends at Bayside High School who had all kinds of adventures, or that you were one of the dear boys from your class and that the teachers and Jule’s and Elia’s mothers were helping you to pee, they held your angelic boy prong in their hands and helped you to direct your pee, you sometimes acted like your bladder was full to bursting and they saved you at the last moment, being rescued felt nice, so nice, and you didn’t know exactly what you were doing but you thrust against your pillow or your teddy bear as you imagined this, and when it was over you really did need to go to the toilet, and that was the finest pee of the day, you whispered, and I glowed at this confession, I kissed the inside of your legs as I slowly moved upwards, I whispered that you were the horniest Frog I knew, the most wonderful dear boy, and I pressed my tongue into you and lost all control, I lost it and you tasted so sweet, so much of yourself, and I pushed myself up, I kissed you and forced my tine into you, I said we couldn’t get closer to each other than this, and you’d remember it, this was the only way to get close to someone, and I was the ruttish stag, I impaled you and I can no longer remember how you reacted, you were my prey and I played with you, I pounded into you and I didn’t realise that you were becoming limper and limper, you became as limp as that time on the operating table, I only knew that my sweat dripped onto your neck, you had a pearl necklace of droplets around your neck, after a few minutes I took my tine out of you and that was the moment the poster of Queen 262Beatrix came loose and floated down next to us, I didn’t want to think about the queen, not her, I said I loved you, gritted my teeth and spurted my seed over your belly, and you looked at it fearfully and then with fascination, it would become a new interest alongside urinating standing up, and I had dropped down next to you on the mattress, panting, slowly you came back to life, I waited for you to speak but you said nothing and I thought your cheeks were damp with my sweat, damp with my dew, but later I wondered if I was right, I wondered if you had cried, and when the silence lasted for too long I picked up my briefcase, took out some udder cloths and lovingly wiped your belly clean, after that I got a bottle of Coke and a pack of Smurf bubble gum from under my veterinary gloves, I gulped down the fizzy drink and opened the bubble gum, I showed you the tattoo that came with it and some light came back into your sad, absent eyes, and I pressed it firmly to your upper arm, I licked and licked until the tattoo was well and truly wet and then held it in place for a moment before pulling off the paper, you looked at the picture on your skin and said that it was Vanity Smurf, the vainest of the Smurfs, and you said you looked in the mirror a lot like he did, sometimes you were euphoric at what you saw, but often glum, and you frantically chewed the little blue block – I wanted to ask you all kinds of questions about what had just taken place but I didn’t dare, so I told you the story of Leda and the swan, how Zeus was madly in love with the enchanting Leda and wanted to make love to her, but she kept turning him down, she already had a partner, King 263Tyndareus, and Zeus couldn’t handle the rejection and turned himself into a swan, a beautiful swan, he overwhelmed Leda with his guise and she made love with him under a starry sky, with the transformed Zeus, they had two children, Pollux and Helen, born from a single egg, and you listened breathlessly to the story, you asked why Leda did want to have sex with the swan but not with the ruler of the gods, and I took your hands and kissed your fingertips, I told you that swans have big penises, they were among the few types of birds with a penis, not as big as a whale’s but definitely a few centimetres longer than a human penis, this was what Leda had fallen for, what’s more the swan represents seduction, desire and eternal fidelity, and you asked how long it would be before you turned into an otter or the Frog and you looked down in the hope of seeing something growing, I said that it was the same as with a swan, it was hidden inside you and would come out when you made love, and you asked how to do that exactly, make love, and I pushed myself into you again, this time fiercer, hungrier, I was no longer T. S. Eliot’s Hollow Man, I was the swan, I was the stag and I filled you, I was inside you, my lightweight comrade, together we were The Lonely Cigarettes, and I no longer know if I quoted from a Rilke poem I’d looked up earlier in order to intoxicate you even more, whether I actually said: Then feeling gladness for the first time in his feathers, the god became a real swan in her lap. And I saw you open your mouth slightly, you pressed your tongue against your lips, I saw the blue Smurf gum between your teeth and I pounded the hell out of myself, I 264pulled you with me to the depths of my depravity and I said that this was how you made love, oh, we made it and I didn’t know I was driving it away, I was driving the last remains from your body, oh, how I terrified love.
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         I drank the reassurance of twilight like honeydew. I longed for it and drank greedily after finding myself yet again in the torture chamber of my nightmares, after attacking my mother with the snow globe, I saw her lying beneath the white flakes, the shards of broken china, and I feverishly felt around next to me but the bed was cold and empty, Camillia had been sleeping on the sofa more and more frequently since the diary entry and the kiss with you, under a thin bedspread, next to the altar of photos of her parents, a wooden cross and a picture of Diana, Lady Di, I’d never really understood what the Princess of Wales was doing there, but Camillia seemed to attach a great deal of value to her, and I’d suggested sleeping on the sofa myself, but she wanted to get away from the bed where we had once loved one another, where we’d planted the seed of our sons, and now I lay here alone in a sea of bedding, trying to get my breathing under control, I tried to think of the day before and wasn’t sure whether I was on the brink of horror or exaltation at the thought that we, my heavenly chosen one, we had become one, but the smile and the delight it roused in me were destroyed by my mother, I saw her sitting on the edge of my bed in my bedroom, I was fourteen and she said of course she knew what I was getting up 266to, she’d seen the pictures of Kim Carnes under my mattress, I was an oversexed adolescent, and she got into bed with me and I smelled pancakes that drifted around her, she felt at my boxers or ordered me to touch myself, she said I was only allowed to think of her, and I sought refuge in women like Carnes less and less, only younger girls were safe to think about, girls on the boundary between childhood and womanhood, and this was when I learned not to fantasise about myself but to become a spectator, as a spectator I couldn’t be dirty and sinful, I wasn’t doing anything, was I, I was only watching, and I often pictured classmates messing around with each other, it transported me to rapture but I was never involved myself, which was why my first encounters with girls were disappointing, I felt excitement but no more than that, I drifted out of my own body as soon as they touched me, I was a circus kid with a fear of heights, and my longing for children increased, my longing for the heedlessness of their desires, the delightful timidity, the shy fumbling without immediately attaching expectations to it, in my sexual development, in my physical maturity I was no further along than them, but I gradually got older and the girls stayed young, they remained for all eternity between thirteen and sixteen, and I collected pictures of the blonde singer, I listened endlessly to The New Christy Minstrels and later to her first album from 1971, the album called Rest On Me, in the hope that it would work, that I would grow in the other direction, but when my mother got into bed with me and told me how dirty and sinful I was as she touched me, the only thing I 267could do was detest adulthood, the only thing I could do was become that spectator again when I felt her cold wedding ring on my tine, and one day I threw the photos of Carnes onto the compost heap along with the pig shit and mandarin peel, and as my needs became more desperate around the age of twenty-eight I went to parks and beaches and the young creatures on the cusp of puberty, just entering that thrilling, turbulent valley where they would discover their own bodies, their movements wavered between those of a graceful young woman and a playful child, I watched them and then discharged myself at home as I changed back into the spectator, and it was during that period when I hadn’t had any physical contact with women for years that I fled the house, the pigs, went far away from my mother and her reconciliation pancakes, desperate and fearful of my own lusts, and went in search of someone my own age, as a form of healing, as protection, as a cloak for my true feelings, and that was when I found Camillia, I met her when I went to give a practical on ruminants at the secondary school where she worked as a teacher, and though she was in a relationship with somebody else, there was an immediate connection, there was an immediate connection in the sense that I thought I could share my life with her and that she would be able to liberate me from my horrible longings for little cherubs, she was my Kim Carnes, and she left her boyfriend and we had two sweet children, I was so relieved they were both sons, but my desires didn’t go away and at every farm I visited there were always some young nymphs present who 268ran after me giggling or wanted to sit on my lap, and I acted like I was a superhero, the fantastic vet, and over the years that I followed them I’d see their interest decline and turn to their peers, and then I’d sadly let them go, I’d feel like that circus kid again who wasn’t part of the show because of his fear of heights, but it was different with you, my sweet darling, your interest didn’t decline but increased, you were so different from all the other girls I had cherished, you were so eccentric and lost and at the same time so adorable, which made you irresistible, you were boundless and bashful, and perhaps it was with you that I didn’t feel like a spectator for the first time, I became a participant, and I thought about you and me without feeling detached, and this confused me at first, I was disconcerted when I saw you romping around the field and I wanted to possess you there between the blades of grass, when I drank coffee in the farmhouse and you suddenly climbed the doorpost with your hands and feet against the sides before propping yourself up at the top for minutes at a time and peering down at us like a crow in a cherry tree, and I longed so intensely for you to come down and sit on my lap that I let my coffee grow cold, you were a wild animal and I was going to tame you, the fourteen-year-old I’d once been reappeared when I was with you, hot-headedly he worked his way between my bones, he wanted to be seen, it felt as though I were going through puberty again, I wanted to discover everything with you, I didn’t want to harm you, my lovely Putto, I simply didn’t have a grip on my desires anymore, they had been ripening 269inside me for so long, and when you entered that youthful age and your interest didn’t wane I began to worship you even more; but you had not appeared in the torture chamber of my nightmares the previous night – I had seen the cattle farmer again, he dangled from a rope and I stood beside my mother who lay beneath the snowflakes, the farmer hawked and said that all his cows were going to be killed, exactly as he had done the day the disease broke out and his stock had to be culled, when the shooters paced around the farmyard in their boots with white protective covers, when one Lakenvelder after the other sank to her knees, and I wanted to say something, something that would clear the air, the sky had become so black, so filled with dismay, which I must have breathed into my lungs that day for the farmer to keep reappearing in my dreams, and I hoped that this was a dream, I hoped it was like a rip current at sea – you have to let it pull you along if you want to get out of it because the harder you resist, the less your chances of getting out alive, so I let myself sink to the bottom and I saw myself standing there with the base of the snow globe in my hand, there was blood on it, I whispered like I’d whispered as a young boy when I spoke to her, never allowed to call her Mother or Mummy, I called her madam, and the farmer said that madam was dead, I had murdered her, and I shook my head, I shook my head and said I hadn’t done it, that despite her cruelty I loved madam, but I also saw that the snow had turned red, and the farmer said that if you repeat the same fantasy too often it comes true sometimes, and I had repeated this endlessly while 270thinking how pitiful I was, as a small boy I’d loved to imagine how pitiful I was, I’d turn myself into an orphan, and now madam was dead, I really was an orphan, and the next moment in the nightmare I was somewhere in a meadow whose ditch bordered on Het Dorp, the fields and the vegetable plots, and I was digging a hole with a spade as though I were a gravedigger, I dug and dug until I heard a voice saying I could stop, it was deep enough, I climbed out of the hole and the farmer helped me lay my mother into it, we threw earth over her body, I heard it thudding onto her black skirt suit, and when we were stamping down the ground the farmer said he had something for me, a surprise, he opened a few buttons of his overalls with his blue hands and got a chick out of his inside pocket, it was the Easter chick, there was no doubting it, it had returned to its normal size, and the farmer handed me the fluffy creature, he said: If you can make a chicken from a chick, everything will be alright. And I took the bird, it felt warm from the farmer’s inside pocket, I pressed it tightly to me, and I saw myself lying in the grass next to the grave with the chick on my chest, the sun shone on my face, I smiled as I hadn’t done for a long time, and when I woke up the pain in my body had lessened, I no longer writhed sweatily beneath the sheets, though I was gasping for air, for reassurance because the image of the snow globe still loomed large over everything, and still I just wanted to lie there thinking about what I had just dreamed, what the farmer had said, but I knew that you were waiting for me and so I put on my trainers and crept out of the house and I ran through the 271deserted streets with the feeling of the chick still on my chest, and I didn’t know that you wouldn’t be under the viaduct, that I wouldn’t find you in the flax field, I had no idea that you’d taken off from the feed silo, that the nuts and bolts in your wings hadn’t been properly adjusted, that you’d crashed to the ground and broken.
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         You’d lain motionless on your back on the cold flagstones in the farmyard for half an hour. Your father would find you and drop his pitchfork, lift you up like a wounded calf and lay you in the cattle truck which was coupled to the old red Massey Ferguson 250 before driving to the hospital in the city as fast as he could, he would violate traffic regulations, he sat at the wheel praying to God and you lay there on the straw with wide-open eyes that the blue had disappeared from, unable to utter a word, they’d examine you and find a slight fracture at the base of the skull, a broken collarbone and some bruised ribs, and later in interviews you’d explain that this was one of the reasons you’d been able to make Kurt12, just as Roald Dahl had been able to write books after his plane crash, but for now you lay there in ruins, you lay like an otter on the operating table and it would be two days before you could say anything, before you could utter a first line, you would say: Those with wings cannot be tamed. After that you’d asked for your mobile phone, of course, and you promised your father and your brother you’d never do it again, it was a one-off, you said, like the way Smith’s crisps had added flippos to their packets in 1995 and had stopped again immediately because a Belgian woman had choked on 273one, and you said sometimes it took an accident to show that something was dangerous, you realised now that your attempts to fly were a mug’s game, even though you knew this wouldn’t be your last attempt, and your brother and dad were reassured, they were glad you could talk again, though they didn’t say much to you themselves, and you’d rattled off at top speed how the inventor of the flippo, Mr Zandvliet, had become a multimillionaire but had lost all of his wealth because he wanted to make marbles with little figures inside them, and all kinds of things went wrong with the manufacturing of them, and anyway kids weren’t interested in marbles anymore, in shooters, aggies, allies, Benningtons, cat’s eyes, corkscrews, onion skins or peewees or any other kinds of marble, Mr Zandvliet ate at the soup kitchen these days, still dreaming of the ideal marble, and it was a pleasant thought, that, after all their misfortunes, a person kept on dreaming of that one success, and your brother and dad would nod, and you’d remember the time at primary school when you’d asked one of the dear boys out for the first time, using a yellow Post-it marked Koster Insurance and Real Estate, you’d asked if he wanted to go out with you and above the burning question you’d sellotaped a pile of flippos, as though you could bribe him with them, and this was exactly how you thought you should treat people, that you had to give them something good before they would be your friend or boyfriend; and I heard what had happened that morning through my son, the news of your fall spread through Het Dorp like the smell of slurry, but nobody knew it was an 274attempt to fly, they thought you’d climbed the feed silo for the view, all the people who lived here loved the view so no one thought it was strange, though there were rumours that you had tried to commit suicide, you’d jumped because you wanted to join the lost child, because the death of a family member always leaves some poison behind, and after three days you’d send me a message saying that you’d disabled the plane, the bird, there was trouble with the engine, the trip to New York had to be postponed, just like your attempts to make up with Camillia, and I would visit you when your dad and brother went home to pick up some clean clothes for you and milk the cows, and I saw you lying there in the white hospital bed like a broken angel, one arm in a sling, Jule and Elia had drawn hearts on it and written LU and NLYG on it which is MSN for love you and never let you go, you’d send these messages to each other all the time without really getting what the words meant, and you had a room to yourself with a television and a bathroom, I conjured a balloon from behind my back, it had Bugs Bunny on it, holding a heart which said Get Well Soon, it would be one of the singles from your debut album which was about taking off from the feed silo behind the cowshed but mainly about my visit that evening and there were lines in it which I would often think about later, I’d keep rewinding them which made me feel like a monster, yes, dear judges, I would feel like a monster when I listened to the lyrics: I was brave enough to fly, but was reluctant to leave you. And Bugs Bunny said: get out of here as fast as you can, but my wings didn’t work, they didn’t work. I 275crashed, and if you crash, don’t think that’s the end, a crash is never the end, you only land with a smack when you no longer want to fly. I listened repeatedly to these lines, but there in the hospital you grinned from ear to ear when I fastened the balloon to the railings of your bed, next to the little table with a plate of pureed patient food in which I could make out a few carrots in the mash and which, as far as I could see, you hadn’t taken a single bite of, and without saying anything I sat down on the chair next to you, I took the spoon, filled it and moved it like a cargo ship towards you, you looked at it in disgust but when I held it to your lips you did open your mouth and I put the cargo ship inside, I repeated this until the plate was empty, and I saw that you enjoyed being fed like a small child, I loved it when you were vulnerable, like that time when you had a fever and I’d read to you from the Gerard Reve novel and you’d leaned against me like a rag doll, and then, too, I asked you to move up so that I could close the curtains around the bed, I got in next to you and asked whether the nurses might suddenly come in and you said they didn’t do their second round until eight o’clock, so that you could watch a repeat of Saved by the Bell, you lived entirely in that world and were particularly taken with the fifteen-year-old Zack Morris, played by Mark-Paul Gosselaar, a Dutch-American actor, and you sighed that he was so good-looking, so handsome; you said that Jule and Elia preferred A. C. Slater, played by Mario Lopez, they said he was more manly, more muscular, they considered Zack too much of a boy still, the way they found all of the boys of your 276age too young, too childish, they were more attracted to adult men because they thought themselves grown-up and mature enough, they walked around the school playground, around life, as though they were invincible, but you fancied Zack, you thought him so handsome you wanted to be him, you could be him, and you said he probably had a beautiful tine too and I got the impression that you daydreamed about him, that you would rather be with him, and I didn’t know whether it was because of my jealousy or my fear that your interest would shift to the dear boys of your own age, whether this was why I laid my hand on your belly, I felt you recoil from the pain of your bruised ribs, but I ignored this reaction and slid under the seam of your hospital robe, I hooked my thumb under the edge of your panties to pull them down slightly and penetrate you with my fingers which still had a bit of mash from the hospital dinner on them, and you stammered that I shouldn’t and you tried to squeeze your legs together but I didn’t listen and roughly parted them, you were too fragile and injured to protest; I said that Zack might be handsome but he’d never understand you the way I did, he would never love you as much as I did, and it wasn’t until I felt something warm and sticky running down my hand that I understood what the problem was, why you’d pressed your legs together, I lifted up the sheets and saw that you were covered in blood, you really were broken now, and when I looked at you, you hid your face behind your good arm and your shoulders jerked, tears dripped onto your sling, and I saw for the first time that you were ashamed, deeply 277ashamed of yourself, of your body, of us, of what we were doing, and only then did I see the sanitary towel in your panties, my god I had no idea how you struggled with the changes that came with being a girl, how you didn’t understand why you bled and there was nobody you could turn to, you’d leaked at school one time and the bullies had asked anyone who would listen whether they wanted to see a blood moon, before pointing at your crotch, and you’d tied your jacket around your waist and knocked palely on the headmistress’s door to report yourself sick, at home you’d put your jeans in the wash, you’d told your dad with fake cheer that a class had been cancelled, and withdrawn to your bedroom where you’d lain listlessly on your bed, but whenever you’d closed your eyes the blood moon had appeared, and I wanted to say that you didn’t have to be ashamed, it was only red liquid, though I couldn’t understand that this was shameful blood, that for a lot of girls it was different from a wound, it was a war you had only with yourself, in which you were the only person wounded, every month anew – I didn’t understand and said that Roald Dahl surely didn’t cry when he crashed, oh, I was so clumsy, esteemed court, I was so clumsy because of my fear of losing you, fear that you would slowly drift from my arms, and I tried to cheer you up with the prospect of our trip to the Phallological Museum, I said they were certain to have a swan’s penis, but you kept on crying and what possessed me then I have never understood, maybe I wanted to become your fascination, though this was childish and naive, I said I’d show you what else you could do 278aside from pee standing up and you continued to sob as I planted my knees on either side of your body without touching your belly, when I opened my zip and got out my tine and held it to your lips, just like the spoon, the cargo ship, I held it to your lips until they had to open, I wiped the tears from your eyes and whispered that this was what you wanted, I whispered instructions on how to move your mouth and I said that you hadn’t read anything about this in your teenage magazines, though you would tell me later that a dear boy had once whispered something about this in the last year of primary school, and all the girls had cried Yuck and Gross and even the dear boys had thought it a dirty thing at the time, and I saw your confusion, I saw the ocean drip from your eyes, and I said you were doing it well, you were doing it brilliantly, my heavenly chosen one, I would use Roald Dahl’s words – fantabulous and splendiferous – to reassure you, I would shunt the fire from my loins and finally leave the hospital just before the nurses came to check up on you and discovered the bloodbath, and you’d say that you didn’t feel well, you had to throw up and all the hospital food would come out of you, you’d vomit out the otter and the Frog, and I drove off in my Fiat, playing ‘Gypsy’ by Fleetwood Mac, one of your favourite bands, I would grip the steering wheel firmly, I would keep seeing your tear-stained face, and I grew frantic with despair at losing you for good after this, so around 11 p.m. I sent you a message saying things had to stop, we had to say goodbye, and oh, I knew what I was doing because you responded immediately, you apologised for the 279way you’d done it, you didn’t want to lose me, and I knew I was using the pain of the lost child to keep you with me, but I couldn’t live without your wondrousness, you were my favourite calf, and I wrote that I loved you, I was your Kurt, and I kept rereading your reply, I read it and couldn’t help smiling with delight, you sent me a line from Bonnie Tyler’s 1977 hit ‘It’s a Heartache’, though the delight wouldn’t last for long because when I got home and went into the sitting room I found Camillia shaking on the red sofa, I saw immediately that there was a problem, it was as though the furniture was holding its breath and she sat there like a spider in a web, waiting for me, her prey, to fly into the threads of her sticky gallows, she was holding a pile of papers, these turned out to be printouts of our MSN messages, with an excess of smileys, with all my monstrous questions and answers, with all my saddening attempts to make you mine, I’d accidentally left my computer on with all my messages from you in the file called My heavenly favourite, and she’d opened it, she’d gone through them word by word, she’d read everything, many times, she had almost vomited, she looked me straight in the eye as I came in, her murderous eyes watched as I took off my vet’s coat and hung it over a chair, and her conclusion was brief and to the point, she didn’t move as she spoke the words, with terrifying calm, she said: You fucked that child.
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         Dear court officials, I knew very well that if cows showed too little or too much ruttishness you should look to their nutrition, living quarters, abnormalities of the ovaries and infectious diseases. Accommodation is one of the most important causes when looking to ascertain whether animals are on heat, often the floor is too slippery meaning the heifers don’t dare to leap about and signals are missed, and boy oh boy, the floor was as slippery as ice where you were, I had injected you in the hospital, my prize creature, without looking for the signals, without seeing that you did want to leap but not with me in particular, there was the wrong flooring at home and everything was sinful and no one talked about your desire to leap, which you mainly expressed in your bedroom or away from home, and I didn’t see that you were still at the stage of the dry cows that rub up against each other, no more than that, no I injected you with prostaglandin the way I do with cattle to accelerate ovulation so that they will gestate sooner, not that I wanted you to gestate, my love, but I confused your naive ruttishness with the adult lusts in myself and I avoided the signs so that I could penetrate you, so that I could inseminate you with my love, and it’s true, esteemed court, you have to know that since that incident I 281have tried to improve my life, I deleted my MSN account, and for a few days I didn’t go under the viaduct, I spent as much time as possible around Camillia to try to persuade her to give me another chance, however contradictory it all was, I didn’t want to lose my family, my salvation and my cover, and I knew that Camillia didn’t want to go through a messy divorce like the one her parents had had, she didn’t want to inflict that on our sons, I showed my best side, I made her favourite porridge with raspberries for breakfast, I acted the perfect househusband, I allowed her to rant and rave when she angrily shouted how could I have done this? When she called me a paedophile or a kiddie fiddler, a fence vole, yes, she called me a disgusting fence vole, and I peeled dozens of tangerines for her as she fired questions at me which she actually didn’t want to know, or couldn’t bear knowing, the answer to, she asked how we’d done it, how long it had taken, whether I’d come inside you, each confirmation or explanation I gave was met with a volley of abuse spattered with tangerine bits, and I didn’t mention the mattress in the back of my work car, I told her it had happened on the back seat and Camillia would tell my eldest son who by now had realised that something was going on between us, and he’d refuse to ever sit on the back seat again, he would be increasingly fractious towards me now he knew what had gone on between me and his first girlfriend, that his very own father had done it with a girl his age, and Camillia had wanted to know what kind of underwear you wore, I wouldn’t tell her about the pair of her panties I’d given you, I 282wouldn’t say anything about the girlish bows on the front that had made me shudder with delight, no, I let her cry, I let her give up only to come up with a plan an hour later to get us out of this mess, I let her invent hopeful solutions, I let her throw a mug across the room and tidied up the shards, I approached her like a horse that might kick and tried to get a little closer each time, but every attempt ended in a row and she asked several times if I was a fence vole, and I lied and said it was the first time I’d loved a child, though this was partly true because what I felt for you, my lovely Putto, I’d never felt for an adolescent before, and I really thought it was over between us, I thought it was over and I could cope without you, I wanted to stop damaging you, I wanted you to pupate into a pretty swallow-tailed moth, and I’d follow the process at an appropriate distance, I would no longer drive after you as you cycled home from the swimming pool along the Kinderballadeweg, I would no longer be your audience when you performed with Hide Exception in the pub, and when I ran into Jule and Elia in the bakery at the shopping centre where you bought cream cakes every Friday, I would no longer try surreptitiously to find out if you had kissed any dear boys at the weekend; sometimes I would think of you when I lay in bed or took a shower, I would feel your lips around my tine again and my longing for you would sometimes hurt so much that I’d upset Camillia by brusquely turning away from her, by still staying silent about what was bothering me or what I was longing for, and by not taking the risk of telling her anything about my past or my 283nightmares. Every song would make me think of you, if I underlined lyrics it was only in my head and that’s where it stopped, honestly, I thought it was over, that I would not cause you any more pain, but then your dad suddenly took off to Charolais in France to buy a few cream-coloured beef cows because he liked the look of them and these cows had the tastiest meat, he left with the Toyota Avensis and the cattle trailer, and you and your brother stayed behind to keep the farm running and this would turn out to be a total disaster, suddenly there was a lack of structure, the house was filled every night with your brother’s long-haired friends, there was drinking, drugs and sex, and you lay in your child’s pleasure garden, scared after all the horror films you watched all day now you had to recover from your fall from the feed silo and couldn’t go to school, you heard the cows that were being milked too late lowing, they walked around the meadow with leaden udders, you heard your brother pumping into a different girl each night, and while he tucked into Hawaiian pizza and sweets for dinner you began to eat less and less and go running more and more, as soon as the first friends appeared at the door after milking time, whooping and carrying crates of beer, you’d pull on your shoes and run through the polder until the pain of your bruised ribs and your broken collarbone made you stop, until it got dark and the horror scenes from the films inside your head welled up and you thought of Patrick Bateman, played by Christian Bale, from American Psycho, who jumped out from behind every bush holding a chainsaw, you thought of 284the missing girl from Benedenpeilsteeg, of the struggle that must have taken place in the kitchen that night in 1984, so that drops of blood fell onto the doormat, of how Minister Horreman along with the man who lived opposite number fourteen, and a psychotherapist from the region who wrote columns and often mentioned the girl who’d looked like a young Suzi Quatro in his pieces, claimed that the kidnapper or kidnappers lived in Het Dorp, they knew where to find the front door key and had overpowered Suzi that night, and after that many papers across the whole country had written about the closed community where nobody would talk, about the questionnaires that had been sent round a couple of years later and which not even half of the 530 inhabitants had filled in, people usually heard all kinds of things but that night everyone had been stone deaf, some would secure their front doors with bars, afraid that the perpetrator would strike again, and even the police would cautiously let it be known that there was a large chance the culprit lived nearby, so close that you could easily be kidnapped without anyone else realising, and in the year of your birth the doctor who had been appointed confidential adviser to anyone who knew more about that summer’s day died in a mountaineering accident and Minister Horreman would pick up the baton, over the course of the years more fingers would be pointed at the psychotherapist, who along with the neighbour across the street would set up a taskforce to find Suzi, they would claim they knew who had done it and were about to announce it, there was digging in Tegenland, in fields and 285rubbish dumps, several clairvoyants would visit Het Dorp, villagers no longer dared walk their dogs, and the psychotherapist would say the perpetrator had written him a letter with a penitential psalm in it, a line from Psalm 6: I am worn out from my groaning. All night long I flood my bed with weeping and drench my couch with tears. The psychotherapist would promise in his columns that he would make the name or names known soon, until he became a suspect himself and withdrew, and that’s what you thought about and also about Suzi’s father, who was a caretaker at the primary school you’d been to and every Friday afternoon you’d read the electricity meter with him and had been allowed to take coffee to the teachers and you felt special, you’d been crazy about him, this sweet frail man who’d always smiled as he added an extra lump of sugar to the female teachers’ coffee, saying with a wink that it would make them less strict, and you ran through the polder with your hand on your ribs as though the murderer were hot on your heels, when you got home you’d step under the shower, shaking with fear, before crawling deep under the sheets to the pounding music of your brother’s favourite band, Audio Adrenaline, a Christian rock band from America with a good beat, though you thought all the banging might scare off God, and you felt more lonely than ever, you thought your dad would never return, that he’d packed his bags like the forsaken one, and downstairs you could hear things breaking, you smelled cannabis, and to comfort yourself you disappeared into your favourite children’s book, Tales of the Wicked Witch by Hanna Kraan, 286you fantasised that you lived in that story, you were in the woods with the hare, the hedgehog, the blackbird and the owl, you read the stories again and again and never got bored of them, reading made you feel safe, until you put the book down and turned off your bedside light, then you disappeared into conversations with Freud and Hitler, and it had got worse since your dad had gone to France, as though they had taken over as parents, and they perched on the edge of your desk and addressed you, they ran through the events of the day with you and pointed out the difficulties, you discussed your loneliness with them, your desire for a boy’s prong, and Freud would pensively turn his attentions to this matter, he could tell you about the European mole, the greater guinea pig and the spotted hyena whose females had pseudo-penises, it seemed that they had a prong on the outside but inside a womb and ovaries, they couldn’t fertilise anyone and behind the pseudo-penis there was an opening for fertilisation and birth, they could pee with them and have sex with them, but Freud would tell you that female hyenas mainly had a prong for domination, to be able to be the first to eat, to get the best food and be able to feed their young, and it was good for the existence of the species otherwise they would soon become extinct, and he said it might work like that for you too, you mainly wanted a prong to feel strong and powerful, to survive, you were growing up with your dad and your brother and didn’t want to be the weakest because you saw that they had a different relationship with each other and often left you out of conversations because they were about men’s 287things, and your dad had stopped roughhousing with you since you’d started to lose blood, as though you might break at any moment, he no longer knew how to relate to you, having a prong would give you the sense you belonged, that you were strong, and yes, the fascination had got out of hand, you could no longer think about anything else, if you saw a stallion walking around a field you’d hope that his member would emerge from its sheath and you’d be able to get a good look at it, that’s what you hoped, and you kept dreaming about female teachers and your friends’ mothers helping you to pee standing up and you didn’t want to hear Freud’s explanation, you were determined to get a prong even if you had to steal to get it or smash your piggy bank, it didn’t matter, and you’d get angry with Freud, you’d shout that he should sod off, get out of the house, and you’d let Hitler into your mind more often than your friends, you discussed the war waging inside you with him, you’d ask him what a near-death experience felt like because you’d read somewhere that, during the First World War, Hitler’s moustache had almost cost him his life because it had stopped the gas mask he was wearing from sealing properly, and he would reply that you knew what it felt like, he would remind you of the time you’d got under the raft in the swimming pool, the time you’d lain on the road in a jute sack, and you’d slowly nod, yes, you knew what it felt like, and you’d ask him why he loved animals but hated humans, why he didn’t eat meat, whether he missed his dog Blondi whom he’d given a poison capsule before he committed suicide so that she wouldn’t fall into 288the hands of the Russian troops, and he’d say that animals don’t reject you, German shepherds are loyal, he’d been rejected so many times in his life he hadn’t been able to take it anymore, Blondi had stolen his heart, he’d had several German shepherds in his life but none had been like her, and you’d say to him that there must be something humane in a person who loved animals and he’d look sad, a person so filled with hatred didn’t want his humanity pointed out to him, it would make him vulnerable and vulnerability was the worst atom bomb there was, it blew the whole lot up from the inside, and even though you were still so young you understood how this worked and you’d spar with him about your longing for fame, you’d tell him that you sometimes walked along the aisle between the pews feeling like everyone was looking at you and admiring you, in particular the farm lads turned their heads, at those kinds of moments you felt powerful and sang along to the hymns at the top of your voice, fantasising about being a world-famous musician one day, and Hitler would get sleepy, he’d yawn and say that it was already late and you had to sleep, and when you woke up you’d check your underpants to see whether a prong had grown already only to stare at the ceiling in disappointment afterwards, thinking about what you wouldn’t eat that day, you’d make a list and put everything on it you liked but that wasn’t good for you and being able to determine this for yourself made you feel calm, and after this you’d send me a message that you wanted to go to Stavanger now, could I come and pick you up, and I’d wait under the viaduct in my 289Fiat and tell you there that it was impossible, we couldn’t go to Stavanger, and the tears welled up in your pretty blue eyes, you cried in a high-pitched voice that I’d promised, we’d visit the forsaken one together and after that the Phallological Museum in Iceland, you were senseless with rage, with all the sadness that had built up in your little body and was seeping through the cracks in your bones, and all my certainty that I could survive without you disappeared – it disappeared, dear court officials, however much I tried to swim against the current of my own desires, and I opened the car door and walked around the Fiat and pulled you with me into the harvested flax field and sank down onto the loose earth; I pulled you onto my lap and told you that flax wasn’t good until it had grown to around 120 centimetres in height and if it didn’t get flattened, it didn’t lie down, that if I took you to Stavanger you’d be harvested too young, you had to grow first, and you asked how tall you had to be before we could go, and I searched for an answer you would be happy with, and I said we could go when you came of age and you pouted disappointedly because four years sounded like an eternity, and I whispered that I was dying to flatten you and I pushed you back onto the earth and I smelled the cannabis in your hair and you said you’d thrown Freud out, the man wasn’t right in the head with all his theories, and I replied that I thought it was a good idea, and I kissed you and you asked how many calories there were in a kiss and I said you only spent calories on a kiss and you pushed your tongue into my mouth and you moaned a little when I climbed on top of 290you, the way you’d heard the girls doing in your brother’s room, and you thought it was part of what you had to do, and resting on my elbows I asked you how things were going at the farm, you looked away and told me how much fun you and your brother were having, amazing amounts of fun, you really weren’t missing your dad, you could spend more time practising flying, the cows were fine, Yes, you said, the cows are fine.
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         Your brother would no longer imitate a cat. Although you would rather have had a thousand times that miaow that made you stiffen for a second, switch on your bedside lamp and lean angrily over the edge of your bed and see the grinning face of your brother who would then press his fists to the slats, laughing, you would rather have had that miaowing than that he would scare you witless by talking about Suzi, saying that anyone could be the murderer, even the friendly man everyone called the Shoe Pecker because he’d go round the whole village each month asking whether anyone had any shoes to be repaired, and he’d return them later as good as new, yes, even the Shoe Pecker could be it, and he’d say roguishly that there was a chance that Suzi would be dug up one day like a potato, she’d come to the surface, or maybe she was hidden somewhere like in the Dutroux case, and he knew how scared these stories made you – you no longer dared fetch a tin of peas from the basement, and you resolved never to steal anything again, someone else could miss the thing, and of course flippos and a storybook weren’t the same as a child, but you also knew that thieves began with small things only to bring home bigger and bigger trophies, and sometimes in his anger and because of the cannabis your 292brother would say he was going to murder you, he was going to bump you off, and you hoped even more fervently that you would get a pseudo-penis like the spotted hyena so that you would feel stronger, so that you wouldn’t become extinct, and you looked at the cinnamon roll on your plate which you’d got out of the freezer, you watched it thaw and wondered whether you would eat it or not, you loved cinnamon rolls and the market vendor who sold them on Thursday afternoons at the village square was really friendly, he always gave you a free chocolate almond biscuit with extra cream filling, sprinkled with extra nuts, which you kept dropping out of your bedroom window into the gutter now, you were no longer able to eat them and you didn’t want your dad to find out or to disappoint the market vendor by saying you no longer fancied them, you could feel the chocolate-dipped biscuits churning in your stomach, you’d rather have an empty ditch like in the summer when the Blaarkops were allowed outside, and your gutter would become blocked with all the biscuits, rainwater could no longer escape, your dad leaned a ladder against it thinking it was filled with leaves and sycamore seeds and came across the assortment of baker’s confections, he’d throw the brittle, mouldy biscuits into a bucket and empty them onto the compost, he would say to you peevishly that there were children your age who were starving and you were just throwing food out the window, from that moment he’d keep an eye on you and wait during the coffee break until you’d eaten the custard creams which you’d nibble at with tears in your eyes and a lump in 293your throat, and afterwards you’d put on your running shoes and try not to think about all the swollen-bellied children in Africa staring hungrily at all the flies around their faces, who would have killed for an almond biscuit from the market vendor, but that was later, at this moment your dad was still in France, and once the cinnamon roll had thawed you decided to put it back in the freezer, with the beef, a Viennetta ice cream cake and currant buns, and you repeated the process of freezing and thawing, you wavered between eating and not eating, and your brother would become unpredictable due to the drugs he and his friends were using, one moment he’d be ecstatically happy and good-natured, the next moment angry and erratic, and on that day in August, the fifth day without your father’s supervision, you’d make the papers when your brother and some friends gave your dad’s favourite bull, Bullebak, an ecstasy pill as a joke, they hid it inside a sausage roll and the animal got out of control, it made the craziest jumps, before running, frothing at the mouth, with such power and momentum – your brother and his friends laughing, watching with the sweat from working out still on their foreheads, towels around their necks – and they had no idea that the bull would suddenly turn and charge at them with wild eyes and that one of the friends, Joris, who lived a few houses further, wouldn’t jump out of the way in time and would be impaled on its horns, he’d be crushed to death between the bull’s massive body and the wall, Bullebak would collapse with the lifeless Joris beside him and a deathly silence would come over the barn, almost 294as quiet as when the stock had been culled during the foot-and-mouth epidemic, and you stood there frozen behind the fence and you saw the silence slowly turn into despair, you saw all of the air disappear from the strong, pumped-up bodies, you saw the blood gushing from Joris and you’d call me, you’d say quietly that death had come to visit again, you’d mumble that Joris was broken, as broken as the bird in Max Velthuijs’s Frog and the Birdsong, and I’d tell Camillia, who appreciated my honesty and she wouldn’t hesitate for a second but grab the car keys from the fruit bowl, we’d drive to the farm together after I’d called your dad and told him the terrible news, and he’d said in a choked voice, as though his mouth was filled with hawthorn flies, that he’d come home as fast as he could but it would be a couple of days before he got there, could I take care of you and your brother in the meantime, and on the way Camillia and I didn’t exchange a single word about the fact that we were on our way together to rescue a child who had turned her life upside down, so that she had barely slept for days and had had several migraines, we’d drive into the farmyard and be met with a dreadful havoc, your brother wouldn’t say a word to me but only speak to Camillia, but he was relieved we were there, that we calmed his friends down, that we called the police and went to Joris’s parents, that together with a couple of neighbours I moved Bullebak to the roadside for collection, and that Camillia fetched chips from the cafeteria early in the evening because we still had to eat, and she tidied up the farm with you, she’d hardly look at you and only reply when 295strictly necessary, we’d eat the chips outside on the grass in silence after the police had left the farm, just like the time after the lost child’s accident, and I tried to catch your eye, my beautiful Putto, I wanted to show you that I was there for you, I wanted to see whether everything was still alright between us, but you stared apathetically at the fried potato strips on your plate and you’d eat three in total, your brother on the other hand put away two hotdogs and a deep-fried noodle snack, I would finally speak up and say that it wasn’t your fault, that ecstasy pill had been a crazy thing to do, really crazy – but you couldn’t have known it would get out of hand like that, that you’d have Joris and Bullebak’s deaths on your conscience, and your brother would brusquely push back his garden chair and walk away towards the embankment where he’d smoke a cigarette, maybe he’d cry, he wouldn’t give any more parties for the rest of the time, he’d no longer go into the part of the old stable where there hadn’t been any cows for years and where he’d sprayed POWERBASE on the wall with red graffiti paint, where he and his friends had spent hours doing weights, he’d no longer invite girls round but dedicate himself entirely to the farm, over the next few days Camillia and I kept an eye on you until your dad returned, and I have to admit that I was more than happy with this situation, I was close to you, Camillia seemed to have temporarily forgotten her worst anger, hurt and powerlessness and turned her attention to the broken birds, though she didn’t leave the two of us alone for a second, and I really thought that this was good for you, that you both needed 296this support, but I didn’t see that your condition was deteriorating, you reeled around the farm, wafer-thin, you talked out loud to nothing and nobody, after we’d brought you some food the two of you would watch the most sinister films together, like The Hills Have Eyes 2, in which a group of people from America are travelling through the desert in New Mexico when their bus breaks down and they are disturbed at night by the inhabitants of a nearby village who have mutated as a result of nuclear tests conducted by the American government, and you’d peek at the television between your fingers, you’d no longer dare to move but as soon as you looked aside you saw the impaled Joris before your eyes, you saw Bullebak, to whom your dad had always spoken lovingly when he passed, whom he gave an approving pat on the flanks after he’d mounted a Blaarkop, you kept seeing the incident, that’s why you kept watching the film, the mutated desert dwellers, and you got more and more scared and that week you wouldn’t turn up under the viaduct, you’d say your feet were sore, you had blisters as big as Easter Island, it would make me grumpy and suspicious, I would send you a message that it was bullshit, yes, bullshit, with a few exclamation marks, !!!, and I knew you couldn’t bear it when anyone was angry with you, it reminded you of the powerlessness and the fury of the forsaken one, who was still in Stavanger or in Bexleyheath with Kate Bush, that when she’d fallen something inside you had tumbled too, when she was injured you felt the pain, you were only three at the time but you were sure you could still remember her wearing a 297dress the day she left, a blue evening dress even though she left in the morning, as though she were taking the evening with her, after that, evening would never be the same, it was darker and would form itself seamlessly around you like the sheep costume you’d worn at the school play, when Maria had been allergic to you, that’s what it would feel like in the evenings, as though you were causing other people’s allergies to flare and were only allowed to watch from the sidelines as darkness appeared on the stage and made the curtain fall, and you were scared of the dark, even when your dad left on the construction lamp at the back of the farmyard and the pollard willows looked picturesque, and after my message I would text you that I was sorry, we’d see each other at Joris’s funeral and afterwards I had a surprise for you, something that would cheer you up, and every evening Camillia cooked two extra meals, sometimes saying she was crazy to be feeding that little monster, she swung between care and anger and maybe she thought that she could cook away the love between us, my heavenly chosen one, and so every evening we drove to the farm with a pan of spaghetti or a dish of lasagne on the back seat, and I helped your brother with the cows and Camillia tidied up with you and asked about your homework, she checked your essay on Roald Dahl, your articles for the school newspaper, and sometimes she’d look at you and picture us naked on the back seat, she’d get angry and call you a whore, a devil’s child, she criticised your essay, she said Roald Dahl would turn in his grave in Great Missenden if he could read this, that in fact he didn’t like 298children, look at The Witches, at The Enormous Crocodile, they hated little people, particularly ones like you, she told you, and she didn’t help you shine but tore you apart, the way she felt torn apart herself, she wouldn’t only scrawl her words in red ink in the margins of your essay but also in the margins of your conscience, and you tried even harder to make it up to her, even though you didn’t know that what had happened would turn out to be serious because you thought that everyone in your class had done it, and you didn’t yet know that it was normal to do it with one person but punishable with another and ultimately devastating, your body wasn’t something that you could just share with another, you saw love like the herbarium you’d had to compile in the first year at school and which had to be as complete as possible by collecting as many plants as you could and drying them in a wooden press, you were one of those flowers, you wanted to be immortalised between someone’s hands and you’d do anything for this, and I slowly pressed all the liquid out of you, all your amorousness, I turned the screws and deprived you of your freedom that Friday, the day before your dad returned from Charolais, and the four of us would attend Joris’s funeral in the Reformed church on the dike, where Minister Horreman led the service and spoke about the tragic accident, I would sit beside you in the pew and feel my hip burning against yours, your brother sat broken next to you and Camillia would rest her hand on his back and you’d glance at it from time to time, almost jealously, and afterwards we drank coffee and ate a slice of dry cake in the cemetery’s hall and I’d see you slipping away from 299the crowd, I followed you after a quick glance at Camillia who was standing with Joris’s inconsolable parents and not paying any attention to me, I slipped outside and saw you standing at the lost child’s grave, I saw you get a slice of cake from your jacket pocket and stuff it in your mouth in one, you stood there with fat cheeks, not chewing, you stood there, my sweet darling, until the gravediggers wanted to close off the cemetery, until they talked you into going home by saying that you could come back another time, dead people don’t fly away, and you’d empty your cheeks next to the conifers, you’d kick some gravel over the bits of cake, you’d tell your brother that death had diabetes and was suffering from blood sugar spikes, you’d walk back to De Hulst farm in a funeral procession, back to the thirsty calves who banged their heads against the gates of their igloo pens, I saw you look back one more time, my champion creature, I waited until you’d reached the top of the Avondlaan, until Camillia took my hand and pulled me with her to her car, a red Renault Twingo, which would still make you shudder years later whenever you saw one – the same as a black Fiat – and Camillia whispered firmly that it was over for good now, that we had to get that child out of our lives, and I nodded, I nodded because I knew this could be a good ending, something you often saw in books or films, a final scene at a cemetery with drizzle and umbrellas, but it was impossible to let you go like this, to leave it at this, we drove home in our mourning attire, I scratched a cake crumb from my black lapel and all I could think was: we’re going in the wrong direction, turn back, please, turn back!
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         I did a brilliant job of playing the calm of despair, the quiet before the storm of folly, I was the pleasant, well-meaning vet who took every animal in Het Dorp to the grave or held it back from it, I would drive up with a bag filled with penicillin, antibiotics, anti-inflammatories, hoof scrapers, and I always wore a stethoscope around my neck which I liked to place on your flat chest to hear which actions made your heart miss a beat or start racing, and everywhere I went the farmers greeted me warmly, things had been different during the foot-and-mouth epidemic, but that was long in the past now, even though we’d never forget it, we’d never erase the images from our minds, and at the war memorial in Wilde Jagers park, where a crying woman and another woman with her hands in front of her face sat on a pedestal with the words LEST WE FORGET engraved under them, that’s where the previous May you had written the ear tag numbers of the cows who had been culled, next to the names of those from Het Dorp who had fallen during the Second World War which were engraved in stone, the youngest of whom was nine years old, and on Remembrance Day when the entire community gathered in Wilde Jagers park you’d think not just of the war victims but also of the dead cows, you wished 301you could lay a wreath for them but your dad felt this was going too far, and you sang along to the national anthem at the top of your voice when the brass band started playing it, and listened breathlessly to a councillor who read out the poem ‘Resistance’ by Remco Campert, you’d never heard of this man – Campert – but you loved the poem and after that you’d read everything he’d written, and during the two-minute silence you worried you’d get a tickling cough, you stood tensely waiting for the trumpet to sound, you couldn’t imagine much about war and at the same time a lot, your imagination was so vast that you could suddenly find yourself in the trenches at any moment, you’d watched the films Schindler’s List, Der Untergang and La vita è bella several times and this allowed you to mimic the fear and disappear into it, so deeply that you thought you could see the Germans and the Allies behind the housing blocks during the two-minute silence, and one day someone would remove the list of the felled cows because their suffering couldn’t be compared to that of the war victims, and yes, the farmers I visited slowly recovered and were happy to see me again, their wives would make me coffee or give me a beer, and after that I’d examine the animals, I knew what I was talking about if I saw a sheep with a prolapse walking around the meadow, I knew what to do, but to the prolapsed creature I cared about the most I was a complete let-down, that was you, my heavenly chosen one, everyone could see from the outside that you weren’t doing well, they saw you running through the polder in your nightdress and getting thinner and 302thinner, some said they could hear your bones rattle when you walked, as though you were shaking a scoop filled with feed pellets, someone else said, they stared into the distance, their hands shading their eyes, to where you fluttered about among the baby’s-breath and the cow parsley, and they shook their heads and said it was complete madness to go running through the deserted landscape at dusk, you were asking to be snatched, and I couldn’t say that you couldn’t be snatched because you already belonged to me, I’d never let you out of my sight, and I knew that in this I was failing to temper my crazy love and hunger for you, to separate the monstrous and the paternal inside me, to recognise the heaven and the hell in my motives, and as I lay in bed I kept staring at your phone number on my screen, above it: Little Bird. Sometimes I rang it just to hear your voicemail, your voice, and then I’d hang up again and browse through our recent messages in search of something to hold on to, a sign that you felt the same way about me, even though I knew that to you love was like sweets, you longed for it so keenly but as soon as your stomach had been filled you forgot about it, as soon as the sweetness made you feel a bit sick, and I didn’t see that I was making you feel ill, you no longer thought about sweets, you hardly ever went to the shop on Cinderellalaan to fill a bag with fudge, sour liquorice, marshmallows and love hearts, you got so thin you could no longer be held, there was too much room left in my arms, and later, much later, as I looked back at this summer and the poisonous things I had done and the judges gave me a prison sentence, the case was widely 303reported in the newspapers and in yellow letters on Teletext, later I would listen to the song ‘Sweet Bully’ on Kurt12, about Joris’s death and funeral, about Bullebak, who had lain on the roadside for two days before the disposal service came to pick him up and who had started to rot in the heat, since returning from France your dad wouldn’t say a word to either of you, except for bare necessities, like passing the butter or the apple syrup, sometimes he’d look at you as you laid carrots on the scales on the kitchen counter and ate a kilo of them a day, he would see your skin and the whites of your eyes slowly turn orange, he would sometimes grab your wrist and fold his fingers around it, he would shake his head and disappear to the stables, he would sit on his chair in the tool shed and bow his head, just like the time you told him that you were leaving Het Dorp, you were going to take off, and he would frantically rummage around his nuts and bolts for something to reinforce you, and I would listen to ‘Sweet Bully’, to the sad tones of the synthesiser, to the line: Bully and the boy were dead and all I could think was: don’t eat the cake, don’t eat the cake, because fear would rather live in a big house than in a cave. You were my lightweight, my comrade, and when I played ‘Sweet Bully’ the tears would fall from my eyes, not just because of you and the deaths of Bullebak and Joris, but also the cattle farmer who had hanged himself from the banisters and whom I hadn’t been able to help, last night he suddenly appeared in my bed in Camillia’s place with his hands folded on his chest, he lay there and said it was a wonderful mattress, it had a good bounce to it, a soft pillow but not too soft, yes, a wonderful bed, and he 304looked at me with his bloodshot eyes, he’d rolled onto his side and said that the accident on the Waterdragersweg wasn’t my fault, the lost child had suddenly crossed the road to follow a friend and he hadn’t looked left and right, the impact was so hard that he was dead before he hit the ground, I shouldn’t have driven on, it was an anxiety reflex, no more than that, the road was treacherous, everyone knew that, but while they had tried to improve safety by laying grass block pavers on the roadsides, the idiots just drove right over them, and the lost child and his friends simply hadn’t looked, and I lay there snivelling, I snivelled and said that maybe this was why I loved you so much, because it was my fault you were defective, and it was my fault that the forsaken one had gone to Stavanger, and the cattle farmer held up his blue hand and wiped the tears from my cheek, and I said sorry to him, sorry I couldn’t save him, that that day, while colleagues had told me about other farmers committing suicide due to the foot-and-mouth outbreak, I had looked away, I’d been too preoccupied with my peanut butter sandwiches, I had so often gone somewhere to put an animal to sleep that I’d never known how to keep someone from death, yes, I could make some things better, I saw exactly what they needed, but a farmer, no, I hadn’t known what to do at all, and when I listened to ‘Sweet Bully’ I saw myself attending to Joris and to Bullebak, while I really should have been looking after you and your brother, things had happened exactly like the time with the lost child: the dead stole the show, they were met with endless applause, yes, god almighty, we clapped our hands to bits.
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         After the weekly Thursday-evening catechism with Minister Horreman, you would pick up your packed case and leave De Hulst farm for the first time. You’d cycled through the torrential summer rain with Jule and the Frog to the house next to the Reformed church and Horreman’s wife had insisted that you put on some of her clothing so that you could dry your drenched jeans and so two of you had sat on the sofa in much-too-baggy trousers and Jule in a too-big skirt and you couldn’t stop laughing at how ridiculous you all looked, and about the word ass in the line from Proverbs you had to read out: A whip for the horse, a bridle for the ass, and a rod for the fool’s back. And the tears ran down your cheeks, Minister Horreman would ask you to read the line again and again until you could read it without sputtering, he explained that the ass was just a donkey, it took you four attempts to get your voice serious, and after getting an ice cream from the ice cream van parked next to the church you cycled home, where your dad spoke to you for the first time since his return from Charolais, he screamed his head off at you, and you left, your dad stood on the embankment for hours staring into the darkness wondering where you had got to, he’d keep checking until one in the morning, he wouldn’t be able to sleep and 306he’d toss and turn until he was trapped in his concern, he’d said to you that it was your fault that your brother had almost stopped eating too, that he only ate slices of cucumber with Knorr seasoning on them and looked like a beanpole walking around the farm with his jeans hanging under his butt, that he’d copied this from you and it was your fault because you were the one who had started it, he drove a plough over your bones and didn’t see how you were lamenting the loss of Joris, of Bullebak, of the lost child and the forsaken one, he didn’t see that what was going on between you and me left you struggling ever harder, that I’d crawled into your system like a liver fluke, he didn’t know it was still going on and he didn’t dare to ask you what exactly had happened between us, he almost had a heart attack when you casually mentioned, during an episode of Deal or No Deal, as the host was giving a clue, that you’d done it with me, had actually done it – you know what – and the host went crazy with delight when the box was opened, while your dad tossed back his glass of jenever in one, he would get the dusty crowbar from the hall which had lain hidden behind a pile of shoes and which was intended for chasing away intruders, thieves, Jehovah’s Witnesses or people who abducted girls, and you would stop him, you would talk his jenever anger out of his head, you would go back to watching Deal or No Deal together, your dad would let his hand slip apathetically into a bowl of cocktail nuts, he’d munch on them without tasting them, but when you’d opened the box, a hatch had opened in your mind, you thought about Jule’s mother’s reaction, about 307your dad’s, and your brother’s, Camillia’s, everyone responded with shock to the idea of you and me, and slowly you realised that it might not be as normal as you’d thought the whole time, that you’d allowed yourself to be goaded by your classmates, that I had slowly pushed you towards it, that all those love songs might not be about us but other people, and on that evening, even before your announcement during Deal or No Deal, your dad would blame you for your brother’s skinniness, he couldn’t know that Hitler had increasingly taken over the running of your mind, that Freud was keeping things more or less in balance, but that a battle was raging inside you and a flight to New York was getting closer and closer, he would say that God had created your body, that it was a temple for the Holy Ghost and that in Psalm 139 it was written: I praise you because I am fearfully and wonderfully made; your works are wonderful, I know that full well. My frame was not hidden from you when I was made in the secret place. When I was woven together in the depths of the earth. He would say that every day you could go to Him like a needy child, but you distanced yourself more and more, he would hide the yellow Knorr pot and force your brother to eat otherwise he wouldn’t be allowed to touch a Blaarkop again and would have to stop helping on the farm, despair would fill his hollow cheeks and your dad would point a finger at you and say that you had brought wilful starvation into the house like a stray cat covered in fleas, you’d storm upstairs and get your suitcase, you’d slam the front door behind you and not know that your dad would spend hours 308standing on the embankment, crazy with worry, he would leave a light on in the hall in case you came home because he knew you became afraid once the farm put on its nightgown and buttoned it up to the chin, he would get out of bed a few times and lay his ear to your door to check whether you’d come back, and you, you walked along the Vondelingenweg towards Testamentstraat to the Zwemmerskade and you wanted life to be like your cycling proficiency test at primary school, where at every roundabout and street corner a mother sat on a folding chair and smiled at you when you held your arm out properly, and all your nerves and fears went away because it was alright, whichever turn-off you chose, they sat there in a sun hat, a book on their lap, they would keep sitting there, they would keep looking up when you passed, sometimes calling out that you’d taken a bend nicely, yes, good on the bend, or mentioning the hard wind, which always pushed you back, but mostly they were silent and only smiled and then you knew there was a good chance you’d pass, but here you walked alone in the pitch darkness and before long you were overtaken by a boy on a moped, you would call him the Rat because he had two big front teeth with a gap in between them, a beautiful Rat, you would jump on the back of his moped and spend the night with him, you fell asleep in the arms of a stranger, and after breakfast the Rat would take you home where you’d eat a whole bag of currant buns beneath your dad’s piercing gaze, he didn’t intervene when he saw how you were gobbling them up, how you tore into the buns with your teeth, almost 309possessed, it was only when tears the size of currants fell from your eyes and you shouted that you wanted to die, that a full stomach was the worst feeling ever, that he took hold of you and pressed you to his dirty overalls, he held you so tightly you thought all your bones would break, but you didn’t care, let them break, and he muttered that you mustn’t die, Don’t die, he would have liked to put a twisty tie around your neck so that no bacteria could get in, totally airtight, and looking at it now, this was the dress rehearsal for 11 September 2005, you’d spent the night away from home and now you knew that you could fly away for good, you put your suitcase back behind your door and went to your brother’s room, you told him that he looked disgustingly skinny, that girls didn’t fancy skinny boys, and he shrugged and stared vacantly at his games console, you saw it as a competition, him becoming thinner than you, you wanted to hurt him, nobody was allowed to beat you, not even in starvation, you both sat in front of your plates like birds of prey, leering at each other and keeping track of what the other ate or not, you ran faster than usual through the polder past the viaduct, where in a fit of passion I had graffitied I LOVE YOU on the tarmac with white spray paint I had stolen from my eldest, it would stay there for weeks before the rain washed it away, you’d see it every time you cycled into town with Jule and Elia to spend your pocket money on clothes and the Hitzone 32 CD, you’d cycle over the words and stare ahead dourly, you’d talk at ten to the dozen about the Rat and romanticise everything about him, you’d say he’d sprayed the words on the road and they 310would sigh that it was really romantic, and the day after you’d met him, in a rowing boat in the Maalstroom which you first had to bail out with a bucket before you could row it, you’d ask the Rat with his shiny hair as black as pitch whether he’d go out with you, you’d row to the middle of the Maalstroom among the waterlilies, just by Koningjanszand, and this was where you’d ask him to go out with you, he would say yes and you would cheer inside as though you’d just spotted the rarest specimen from the Phallological Museum, you hoped this would take away your longing for a prong, but even more you hoped it would drive away the swan, that I would let you go, oh my heavenly chosen one, didn’t you understand that we belonged together, that he was just a chance passer-by you used to try to get rid of me? You loved the fact the Rat took your hand when the farmhands came into the yard, you loved lying with him in the meadow, thinking that your body was indeed a plough, that you were a plough and the Rat was harvesting, that he filled you to eternity, you would tell me that you had a boyfriend, that it was serious and that you could no longer meet up, and behind those words I sensed the ravine of abandonment, I could let you fall into it or keep you from it, so I said that I wanted to see you one last time, I really did, one last time, you hesitated and I insisted, I told you that swans can die if their mate suddenly vanishes, you couldn’t leave me like this, you agreed, of course you agreed, and you sent me a quote from Stephen King’s It: Maybe, in the end, it’s the voice that tells the stories more than the stories themselves that matters.
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         Under the viaduct you looked just like a squirrel monkey. Such sweet soft creatures whose skulls you can see through their thin fur; your nightdress hung shapelessly around your body, but you were still breathtakingly beautiful, my dear Putto, yes, you were beautiful, and I asked what it was like to be back at school again, how was your collarbone, why you were making yourself so skinny if you wanted to be seen, if you dreamed of fame, and I told you the story from Genesis about the seven fat and skinny cows, people still used this metaphor and would look happy and relieved when they said that the years of plenty had arrived, no one compared the skinny cows with anything good, no, they ate them up, skin and bones and all, without showing any remorse, but they stayed skinny and ugly, I asked you whether you wanted to be that hideous and you shrugged, flapped your wings listlessly and told me that you, your dad and your brother went to a restaurant in Grijpskerke every summer when you were in Zeeland, and you didn’t eat all day to save your hunger for the evening, now you were saving your hunger for the right moment in the same way, even though you hadn’t gone on holiday to Zeeland and so you hadn’t gone out for dinner, you were saving it up the same way Elia had saved all 312her sweets at primary school and kept them in a box so that one misty day, the kind of day you had when you were little, when your worries could still be burned off like warts, while the ones you got when you were older grew deeper, one misty day Elia ate all of her sweets in one go, she was the first of the three of you to realise that a person might want to be dead, while back then you still thought it absurd, how could you long for the worst of the worst, at the time you thought she wanted to die because she didn’t know what death was, she also longed for a Furby, one of those talking owl toys, just because she was never given one; and I asked you again why you were starving yourself and you didn’t know, and I didn’t see that you’d scouted yourself, you’d discovered you were talented at something, namely controlling what did or didn’t enter your body, and neither did I see that it was connected to my visit to you in hospital when I’d inseminated you and there’d been no escaping it, I knew from Camillia that you were failing to do your homework more and more often, while you’d used to be so studious, one week you wanted to be a vet, the next an archaeologist, or better still a palaeontologist, a person who dug up fossils including those of dinosaurs, because you loved digging up things, you dug up a lot of things in that little head of yours and brought out the prettiest treasures and sometimes the most tragic ones, but everything was hidden in there, and Camillia thought you’d stopped doing your homework in the hope that she’d give you extra tuition, so that you’d be friends again, and there was no way she was going to and she told me that you had 313written a strange story for the school paper about dissecting an otter, she’d turned it down and advised you to write about something else, something more cheerful, and you’d said that this was cheerful, she’d said she didn’t want to publish it because it was too gory, at which point you stormed out of the classroom towards the canteen, where along with a friend you fried croquettes in the lunch break and were given five euros at the end of the week and a free croquette in a bun, she was worried you’d start telling everyone what had happened between us, you’d hand out our secret along with a sachet of mustard, but I knew you’d keep quiet, I knew it was festering inside and you’d keep quiet, Camillia said again that there was something wrong with you, something seriously wrong, and I saved her from the store cupboard of her doubts and said you were just at a difficult age, fourteen-year-old girls were neither fish nor fowl, and under the viaduct you said that your wings were working again, they were stronger than ever, it wouldn’t be long before you flew to New York, you were totally ready, and I pulled you to my chest, to my swollen tine which was pressing against my tracksuit bottoms, and you said: Kurt, sometimes I don’t know if I’m still alive. Maybe I died when I flew off the feed silo and I’m in heaven now. And you told me that the hospital had two floors, one for those who were still alive and the other for people who were going to perish, they mustn’t come across each other under any circumstances, otherwise the earthlings would get a terrible shock, you hadn’t come across anyone in the corridors either when you’d grown bored and had gone 314for a wander, and you’d seen the confectionary trolley for the children with cancer, you’d contemplated stealing something, a blueberry muffin, a Twix, a normal marshmallow or a chocolate-coated one, but you couldn’t bear the thought of disappointing those tube-children – you called them that because they often had a tube coming out of their nose – disappointing them because all the sweet things they’d been looking forward to all day had gone, and so you’d wandered on again, and you told me that you hadn’t met a single earthling, the corridor to the games room which had a computer and where you could play The Sims represented the gateway to heaven, there were beanbags you could sink away into entirely and a massage chair that began to whir and vibrate when you sat on it, there were board games like Battleship, and you blew up a lot of tube-children’s ships, no, you were sure you’d been in heaven but after that you’d started haunting the earth because you still had to atone for your evil deeds, and you told me that you’d read somewhere that when a beekeeper died in the Pyrenees it was normal for someone else to go and put a black dot on all his bees, each bee was taken separately and marked with ink, and you thought there was an atrocious beauty to this, you wanted to be marked too, you wanted people to see you were mourning, not just for Joris and Bullebak, but mainly for the lost child and the forsaken one, and sometimes for yourself too because you kept getting bored and every day you were a different version in a different world, and I said I wanted to mark you, my love, you weren’t in heaven, you’d suffered a skull fracture 315and this was why you felt confused sometimes, but you shook your head, you said that earthlings often did recognise a celestial being, they often walked around in civvies until they had understood their sins, until they’d made amends and paid off their debts, like Pierre Bonnard’s wife – God was scared of germs and people weren’t allowed into His kingdom unless they were clean and healed of all wounds, you scrubbed your body every night with green soap but you kept on feeling dirty, the remains of 9/11 and Camillia’s sadness stuck to you, you were a shooter and the gunpowder remained visible on your hand, and you hoped that when you were free of sin God would be kind enough to create a prong for you, it was the only thing you’d ask of Him, a prong, it would also be better for His peace of mind because children with prongs weren’t kidnapped as often, they were more often road traffic casualties because of their recklessness, but you knew the dangers of the road, you were a captive otter, and as a celestial being you could be run over but you’d get up again because God had turned off the GAME OVER function, He did that for all those who came to Him, you had countless lives, and once you’d put things right with your creditors you’d meet the lost child, he’d wait for you in front of the toyshop on the Zwemmerskade and you’d walk to the bakery which had a sign above its door that read: Through man’s toil and God in heaven, loaves of bread from corn are leaven. You’d buy two egg cakes dusted with icing sugar and eat them sitting in front of the bakery as you exclaimed in delight that the lost child looked exactly like the photos in the sitting room at the 316farm, that was the nice thing about celestial beings, you could always recognise them because they never got older, you’d inhale some icing sugar and start coughing, it would make you both laugh, you’d tell him everything that had happened in the meantime as you walked around Het Dorp, stopping occasionally because a memory cropped up, like that small block of flats in the village that the kids called the sex flats, you didn’t know why exactly but you thought there were three storeys and the bedrooms were above each other and that might have something to do with it, and you thought they might all go and lie down on top of each other at the same moment, the way chickens went to roost together in the evening, and then you actually had six couples lying on top of each other, and this times four, and that was why they were called the sex flats, and in one of the building’s gardens you and Jule had once found a box filled to the brim with cat-shaped liquorice sweets, you’d taken it home and proudly shown it to Jule’s dad like you’d found treasure but Jule’s dad had taken it to his office and said there might be something in the sweets, maybe drugs, and you were sure he’d eaten all of them himself in the end, and much later a home for people with learning disabilities would be built opposite the sex flats and you’d call them the moles because many of them were short-sighted, the moles would sit in the church on Sundays, drooling and fidgety, you’d be frightened of them but this also drew you to them, the way cats like to jump on the laps of people who don’t like them, and one day a mole squeezed up next to you and wrapped his arms tightly around you, you 317heard the people in the pews behind you laughing, but you sat there frozen, although after this you were less frightened of the moles, they were perfectly nice people, and you and the lost child would walk past the primary school where you’d had the best time of your life, you often looked back on it nostalgically, those brown-tiled corridors that smelled of Cif, the third-year teacher who had told those wonderful stories about Robin the Hobgoblin, and you couldn’t steal him because the stories were inside her head and you couldn’t put a teacher in your coat pocket, you’d tell the lost child about all your adventures, all the secrets about the dear boys you’d loved and whom you’d collected as though they were rare Pokémon cards, you’d lie down on the table tennis table and stare up at the sky, you wouldn’t ask him what had possessed him to cross over at such a dangerous place without looking, he’d ask you what had happened to his bike, and you’d say it had been completely undamaged so that in the end your dad had given it to someone in Het Dorp, he had sprayed his baby shoes silver and they were on the mantelpiece, and you’d tell him that the church had three different bells which they rang when someone died, a bell for men, a bell for women and a bell for children, you could recognise the latter from its lighter tone, and during the lost child’s funeral the little death bell had been sounded constantly and for years after that the children’s bell would suddenly go off inside your head; and you’d lie there until the school bell went and you’d promise to meet up more often – yes, you really should do that, and you’d hug him and notice that he 318didn’t even smell fusty, no, he smelled of Axe and a little bit of bubblewrap, so you were sure God wouldn’t let anything else happen to him; I stood under the viaduct and listened to your spiel and I repeated that you weren’t a celestial being, but it was as if you didn’t want to hear this, or you really would rather be dead, so I took your hand and took you to the gate to the flax field next to the viaduct and I ordered you to lie down on the ground, I pulled your pants down and over your ankles and you muttered that you were with the Rat now, I said the Rat didn’t love you, not the way I did, I forced your legs apart and penetrated you and as I thrust the fire from my loins I said this was what it felt like to be alive, it was so dark I couldn’t see your face, I couldn’t see that it was contorted with pain, your back was scraping over the stones and I skinned you, I revealed a new version of you unannounced, and later that night you’d stand before the mirror and study the grazes on your back, you’d throw your nightdress on the compost heap, the next day you’d send me a message without any emojis, you’d say it was over, you were a cinnamon roll without cinnamon, you were in love with the Rat, even though the butterflies, the scaly creatures, were quiet inside your chest, you had an urgent task to do and didn’t need any distractions, you would write that the bird didn’t want to hurt anyone anymore, since the story of Leda and the swan you knew full well that I was the true bird, and you hoped that I would understand, kisses, farewell from your sweet darling.
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         I didn’t have much time to feel miserable about your message. To call you, beside myself, and say that it was bullshit what you’d written, to make you think you couldn’t survive without me, that you were a calf with contracted flexor tendons, so that you could hardly put any weight on your front legs, I didn’t have time for this because that morning, 11 September, which at first had looked like it would pass uneventfully, and upon which my youngest taught me the dance moves to the popular jumping song by DJ Norman vs Darkraver, changed from pleasant to ghastly because Camillia, in a good mood, after having cleaned her own car, had wanted to vacuum the Fiat, she’d start with the boot and make a hideous discovery, she’d find a double mattress, the down-filled pillows, she’d have to stop herself from falling by grasping the door, and she’d stare in disbelief at the three-by-three love nest, at the posters of Queen Beatrix and Kurt Cobain on the walls, at the tealights around the mattress and her unzipped sleeping bag on it, she would stand there glued to the spot, the hose of the vacuum cleaner in her hand, the roaring beast beside her, she would take in every damning detail until a furious dragon arose inside her, and she silenced the puffing beast with her foot; I was sitting in my study 320watching my youngest do funny jumps and I heard from the footsteps on the stairs that something was wrong, feverishly I wondered whether someone hadn’t spotted us next to the viaduct a few days ago, or whether you’d contacted Camillia again and told her everything because your body had become too skinny to be able to store such big secrets, and less than half an hour after that I was on my way to the rubbish dump with a fire-spewing Camillia beside me, she wanted to see me throw away the mattress with her own eyes, and she called me a filthy degenerate, a kiddie fiddler, I said that I loved you but that it was over, I’d wanted to get rid of the mattress, and she asked how often we’d done it there, whether I knew what kind of sentence I’d get if this ever came to light, you were fourteen years old, my god, fourteen! She slammed the dashboard angrily with her hand and screamed that she despised me, and when we’d almost got to the dump I couldn’t help thinking about the attack on the Twin Towers, that it was exactly four years ago, on this day in 1946 Operation Black Tulip was launched in which all the Germans living in the Netherlands were deported, and lying in the grass you’d mutter your excuses to the United States and have Hitler deported from your head, you’d have him put out of the country because you no longer needed him, later in the song ‘The Fall and the Black Tulip’ on Kurt12 you’d sing: I’m sorry, I’m sorry, the buildings, the planes, the people, even if everything was easy to fix, nothing would stop the evil, and now that you’re out of my mind, I promise to get better in everything I do, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, the buildings, the 321planes, the people. And you lay there, I fantasised, as ‘Spirit in the Sky’ rang out across the fields, a song from 1969 written by the American Norman Greenbaum that had been in the annual Top 2000 songs played on Dutch radio for years, and I knew the danger had subsided, except for Camillia and me, I saw the sword hanging over our heads, I dragged the mattress on which I had broken you, on which I had bluntly bored into you, out of the back of the car and to the drop-off place, Camillia watched from the car, sobbing, as one of the dump employees felt to see if it was dry so they could recycle it, and when he nodded it was picked up by a grabber like a cow, like one of your dad’s cream-coloured Charolaises, and dropped with the other mattresses that lay there forlornly, some of them folded so they looked like down-turned mouths, there were some old brown ones, ribbed orange ones, mattresses with large stains of god knows what, and I tried not to think about the foot-and-mouth epidemic, I thought that people had died on these mattresses, people had cried all night on them, couples had made love on them, good conversations had been had on them, people had lain dreaming on them, some had woken up fearful and startled, prayers had been said on them, futures had been determined or just some vague wild plans, and now they lay here waiting to be destroyed, and it hurt to be throwing away our last connection, to have to leave it here, my little champion, Camillia didn’t want her sleeping bag back either, she didn’t want anything that you had lain naked in, over or under, and when I got back in the Fiat and looked out of the window at all the 322mattresses including mine, as straight as an arrow, a thin strip, like Camillia’s mouth, I didn’t know what to say, we had never had this kind of silence before together, it was so quiet you could hear the lucky charm hanging from the rear-view mirror spinning on its thread as though it didn’t know which of us to face, and suddenly I began to mutter stuff about my mother, my nightmares, the cattle farmer hanging from the banisters and that this was why I’d stopped eating peanut butter, I talked and coughed up everything, I was gasping for breath but I didn’t stop, I cried and I said I didn’t want to lose her, I loved that child, it was true, I was in love with you, but I understood now that it was impossible, I really did understand, and I reached for her knee but she moved it away and so my hand landed on the gearstick, it landed there like a fat bluebottle that is welcome nowhere, but she let me talk, she let me cry, and when I was finished and I saw how much she had aged over the past few weeks, how sad her eyes were, there were wrinkles around them I hadn’t seen before, as though someone had engraved them there, I suddenly thought of the passage from Isaiah which I’d read to her on our wedding day: I will be the same until your old age, and I will bear you up when you turn grey. I have made you, and I will carry you; I will bear and rescue you. And now I had treated her like a mattress, I had wanted to recycle her and exchange her for you, but I hadn’t realised that I could never really lie comfortably on you, there were too many holes, we would always be hounded by people who couldn’t understand our love, by furious court officials, by 323your dad and your brother, that I had used your innocence and naivety to feel loved, that I’d seen our relationship as equal and balanced and couldn’t believe I had only hurt you, I’d abused my authority, my knowledge of the world, the sham sanctuary I offered, my arms that had wrapped around you too tightly, I’d seen you as a willing animal, as a calf I could teach something to or cure, and all that time I didn’t think I had anything to give up, anything to lose, but the loss was sitting next to me, the loss was still snoring in the bunkbed, the loss danced around my study, I hadn’t realised what they meant to me, I had only seen you, my lovely Putto, and even though I promised Camillia I would change, that this would never happen again, that I loved her and what I felt for you was impetuous and unthinking, that I was relieved the mattress was being recycled, my flesh still remained weak and I couldn’t help calling you a bit later and leaving a weepy message on your voicemail in a shrill Styrofoam voice, saying that I wanted to say goodbye one last time, I promised, we’d pee standing together because you enjoyed that so much, and nothing more, we’d pee and say goodbye, that was it, and when the bird returned my call a while later I picked up unsuspectingly and got your dad on the line, from that moment everything happened fast, because after that phone call the police would knock on my door and interrogate me about what had happened between you and me, I would act calmly, I would express my concern for you, I’d say you’d been struggling for a while, that Camillia and I were taking care of you and that your dad hadn’t paid 224enough attention to you, it would go no further than a caution because you didn’t want to press charges, only later did the letter from the court turn up on the doormat with the summons to appear before the judge, it was a year after Kurt12 had been released, they would use your album and your diary as important pieces of evidence, I would say I couldn’t remember anything anymore, which wasn’t true of course, my sweet, but it was the only way I could protect myself and my family, I would lose my job, I would go to prison for at least two years, where I would write all of this, I didn’t want to but I had to, for myself, for Camillia, for the court officials and maybe for you, so that you would read that I genuinely loved you, that my feelings for you weren’t like a summer hit that disappeared from the charts after brief popularity, no, it was real and true, and the papers would be filled with statements about us, the headlines weren’t kind, most of them were about me, the vet who embarked on a romance with a fourteen-year-old, about the way you called me Mr Kurt in your diaries and continued to address me with polite formality, about our trips to the cinema, about Stephen King’s It, with which I had damaged your juvenile brain, about the first kiss during the picnic and how I tasted you through the whipped cream, you, you, you, everything would pass and I would continue to say that I couldn’t remember anything, my lawyer would contest the diary, saying it was nothing more than the passionate fantasy of an infatuated teenager, and the court officials would visit the bed shop and find out exactly when I had bought the mattress you had written about, how soft it was and how sad you were that the pillows were filled with eiderdown, you wouldn’t appear in court because you no longer lived in Het Dorp and they’d sent the summons to the wrong student house in the city, there would be no one except the officials to defend you, the maddest stories about the otter and the shrivelled penis bone would do the rounds, and about the plum stone, in prison I would sometimes hear your songs being played on the radio, I would smile, even though I was trapped between these four walls, and maybe part of me was relieved that I was locked up, because it was the only way to break free of you, to allow you to take off, and it was an infernal task, leafing through that summer, dear judges, it was so infernal it drove me crazy at times, I could barely eat or sleep and the prison doctor prescribed me a heavy dose of aripiprazole because apparently I’d screamed for my love for days, sometimes I thought I’d murdered you, I really did, I thought that, I’d see myself become a gravedigger and start digging a hole in the bare soil in Tegenland to put you in, and the doctor would discourage me from raking this all up, but I persisted and now you court officials have got what you wanted: evidence. Evidence of my weakness, evidence of me putting my grasping claws around you, the wonderful child, to cling on to you, proof of my incompetence, but I wouldn’t want to start over again, I wouldn’t want to delete anything, this is what I had to write, this is the story of the vet and his heavenly chosen one, this is for you, for when you look back later and wonder whether I loved you, because I loved you to 325the point of inarticulacy, I never wanted to break you, I wanted to keep you whole, I didn’t want to smash you to smithereens like my mother’s crockery but I was so clumsy, so reckless! I don’t want to ask for forgiveness, I’ve never bought into that, no, I wanted to show you can be truly loved by somebody, even though my love was like a potato harvester while you were still in bloom, I should have seen that it was too much and too big for such a small body, that I could only help you to fly by encouraging you, not by touching you, the way you mustn’t touch butterflies otherwise you damage them, and I damaged you more and more, what you were scared of all those years happened, like Suzi you were abducted, and I counted you as my possession, of course you couldn’t compare it with the missing Suzi, but sometimes you could be so afraid that something of yours would be stolen that you forgot to protect yourself, and all of the villagers looked at each other with suspicion since Minister Horreman had called upon the perpetrator to reveal himself, he had said that those who knew something but remained silent were risking eternal damnation, on Judgement Day everyone would have to justify themselves to God and He would not look upon you with mercy, and all those suspicious eyes didn’t see what else was being taken, and even though you knew how to filch all kinds of stuff, you didn’t see when you were being snatched yourself, and I had snatched you that summer, oh, it hurt that my intentions were so hard to explain, that they incited so much disgust in others, and that disgust was deserved, you should never pull a crop out of the 326ground before harvest time and that is what I did, I tore it from the ground, roots and all, I sank my teeth into its rawness, and from the start I’d seen how you hovered between child and woman, between girl and dear boy, I had sullied your childish longings for a prong for good, I had only wanted to show you the things I already knew, and didn’t realise you should discover them for yourself, I was so blinded by your splendour, by your angelic nature, that I overlooked the fact that you were a youngster, you were two years younger than my eldest, that I was no longer the boy I was from back then when I hadn’t progressed beyond the age of fourteen, who longed for sizzling adolescent love because he’d never experienced it, who got into bed with fear every night at that age because I never knew where the maternal hand would go this time, and I saw in you recovery, healing, I wanted to catch up on everything I’d missed out on at the time, I could never love women because I had never become a man, I still felt like a child and when I was with you I was one, you allowed me to think that anything was possible, that I could renew myself, that the rejuvenation of cells that took place every seven years was possible for me too, I rejuvenated myself in you, my heavenly chosen one, and I didn’t see that I was destroying you, or I didn’t want to see it, I was like a stallion in the field wearing blinkers, not against the traffic or flies, but against the truth, and I would write this to you as my mother sat on the edge of my prison bed in her black mourning suit, she sat on the bed and instead of being drawn into her madness I cried at the top of my voice: Kssst, get out 327of here! And since then she hasn’t come back, though the fact that the prison is heavily guarded has probably helped too, but that aside, she went away and I felt healed after all these years, and the chick and the cattle farmer were gone too, they were still somewhere inside my head, somewhere between the engine cables, but they no longer came to haunt me, and the court officials would say that this is the path to growth, to improvement, I don’t have to get the boy out of my body, I only have to understand him, my beautiful Putto! And that’s why I want you to understand me so that you will be able to understand yourself later, so that you will never blame yourself for anything, never ever, you were a calf with bovine respiratory syncytial virus and I looked away, and yes, it is cold at the end of this line, so cold as to make you shiver, but this is the only The End that you and I will probably share, my sweet darling, because the skinny cow ate the fat cow and that was how it had to go, but that would only be later, before that we’d gone to the rubbish dump, we’d left our mattress, our love paradise, behind like old junk, and we arrived home exhausted, Camillia lay down on the sofa after giving me the poem ‘Song’ by Judith Herzberg and I quickly scanned the lines, because the slower I read the words the more devastating they would be, she lay down on the sofa with a tea towel over her face to subdue a migraine attack, I saw the carrion-eaters observing us from a distance and I went to my study and called you, I didn’t know who I’d get on the line later, I put on my headphones and played ‘Romeo and Juliet’ from the 1980 Dire Straits album Making Movies 329and I listened to the words of the eighth verse over and over. After that I listened to my new favourite, ‘Talk to Me’ by Stevie Nicks, the singer from Fleetwood Mac, and when I heard the last line I saw Little Bird light up on the screen of my phone, it wasn’t you but your dad and two hours later the doorbell rang, I heard deep male voices downstairs, I heard them wiping their shoes on the doormat, I put my headphones back on and closed my eyes, yes, I closed my eyes tightly and it all went black, as though I were standing eye to eye with an encroaching dusk, with a newborn calf, it was over, the summer was reverently committed to the ground by the gravediggers, and Stevie Nicks’s voice gradually dimmed, Talk to me, but please don’t ever say too much, and after the phone call and the visit from the police I would run into you two more times that headstrong summer before I was taken to court, one time in the supermarket between the cornflakes and the jars of sundried tomatoes, and again at the annual gathering of the Small Animals Association in the primary school’s g ymnasium, where you wandered along the rows of cages with your dad and the Rat, past the buffed-up mandarin ducks, wood pigeons, guinea pigs, brent geese and so forth, and my heart would leap for a brief second, I would smell you in among the magnesium salts, the shit and the soap, yes, I would smell your sweetness, my celestial being, and I hid in among the congregation and watched as you took part in the competition at the end of the afternoon, the question was which part of the Bible did this quotation come from: For there is nothing hidden that will not be disclosed, and  330nothing concealed that will not be known or brought out into the open. And I heard your high sparkling voice above the cries of the yellow-laced-with-white crested chickens, one of which belonged to your brother – his favourite chicken was crowned champion that day and received much praise for her beautiful plumage, her strong legs and the erect crest on top of her head, and a week later his chicken would get caught under a gate and be crushed, and you called out our case number, our summer, you called out the number of your album, my fiery fugitive, my magnificent creature, you answered the question: Twelve, Luke twelve, verses one to three. And you walked to the stage which was made of beer crates and a couple of pallets, you jumped up and instead of accepting your prize you lay down on your back, like the winged creature from Frog and the Birdsong, and you were beautiful, and dead, yes, you played perfectly dead.331332
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