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Introduction


by Omar El Akkad

On the eastern banks of the Willamette River in Portland, Oregon, about 20 minutes north of where I live, there’s a highway that cuts through what used to be one of this state’s most vibrant Black neighborhoods.

Around the middle of the twentieth century, thanks in part to an abundance of well-paying shipyard jobs, a Black middle class began to thrive in Portland, and many who worked on the docks settled into the Albina neighborhood. But beginning in the 1950s, the Oregon Department of Transportation chose to pass the state’s biggest highway through Albina, severing it from the river, severing it from itself. In the decades that followed, Albina’s population plummeted. A community of people who in Oregon’s founding charter were expressly prohibited from living in the state had managed to create something of a root system—and in the span of a few years, they watched the state pull it right out of the ground. Even today, all these years later, the ghosts of what Albina used to be hang over what it has become. Perhaps Faulkner was right about how the past 
is never past, but in places where this kind of damage is done, neither is the present fully present. Instead, there is strange uncertainty that takes hold, like the soft, raw skin that forms after the wound but before the scar. A middle place.

It is likely a function of my upbringing—having been made to leave the country of my birth at the age of five—that I’ve always gravitated to writers whose work interrogates the unsettled middle place of belonging. And while it’s never wise to wield superlatives, I’m not sure there’s a writer alive today who has done so in more original, more quietly subversive ways than Johannes Anyuru. I consider his 2017 novel, They Will Drown in their Mothers’ Tears, to be one of the finest of the century so far. And in almost every way, Ixelles represents an even more incisive achievement.

Ixelles is a ghost story. We are introduced to Ruth, who in a past life was a resident of Twenty-Seventy. It’s the sort of neighborhood on which it has always been possible for the more prosperous parts of town to safely project all their fiercest notions of economic and cultural otherness: It is unsafe there; the people unpredictable, unacclimated to prevailing norms; it would be better to turn it into something else, something more, well, refined.

In her present life, Ruth facilitates such transformations. She is a professional fabulist. Her job is to create people out of thin air—people whose opinions happen to support the positions of her firm’s clients. One of those clients wants to demolish Twenty-Seventy. The 
job of making this politically palatable takes Ruth back to the world against which her new life and high-paying job were supposed to provide insulation.

In Twenty-Seventy, Ruth is confronted with the possibility that her old boyfriend Mio—the father of her child and a man she believes was violently murdered—might still be alive. Mio is a martyr to the people of the neighborhood, a Robin Hood who once handed out PlayStations to the kids. He surfaces like a flickering specter, in snippets of conversation and recorded audio, in stories fully believed and impossible to verify. He hovers over Ruth, infects the middle place between a past she can never fully shed and a present that will always be ill fitting.

Anyuru has a talent for showing the seams in society’s sewing. Often, Ixelles reads like faint transmissions from uneasy, adjacent universes. There is something of Borges that runs through the novel—a child’s compendium of monsters from a role-playing game; past lives that refuse to die; the gravity of a library, that desperate wanting to be consumed by a story, by many stories at once; belonging as a matter of narrative ownership. It occurs to me that, just as so many of Borges’ characters might be said to share his fear of dying in a language they can’t understand, Anyuru’s characters often navigate the world as though gripped by a fear of dying in a culture that doesn’t understand them.

For years now, I have taught Anyuru’s work in my class on style and structure in contemporary fiction. Sometimes I’ll ask students to read the first few pages 
of They Will Drown in their Mothers’ Tears and tell me how the novel begins. Is it with a fleeting image of girls swinging in a playground? Or the section told from the perspective of a woman whose very name might be a lie? Or, earlier still, with the Muslim invocation that sits on its own page before any of the story is told? (I must admit that, knowing nothing about Anyuru at the time and having only a brief, oversimplified synopsis of the story to go on before picking up the novel, I couldn’t discount the possibility that the invocation was not a statement of faith, but cheap scenery, no different than the ubiquitous call to prayer or vaguely oriental music that accompanies the beginning of so many Western movies set in the Muslim world.) Inevitably, my students and I end up talking not only about the uncertainty of disputed belonging, but also the consequences.

If the default mode of modern Western identity can be described as feudalistic—one class that owns the parcels, has always owned the parcels, and another that toils for a pittance—then it’s tempting to describe Anyuru’s writing as an indictment of this mode. But that’s not quite accurate, and certainly not sufficient. Ixelles is less an indictment than an extrapolation—of repercussions, both moral and social, of bounds and boundaries. If one is told, time and again, that they will always inhabit a near-fantastical space in which they are only as American, as Swedish, as Anything as some unreachable class deems them to be, then is the entire geography not equally fantastical? When she invents fictional Muslims to bolster whatever position or 
scheme her clients support, is Ruth engaged in anything more or less fraudulent than her society at large?

“How does a lie begin?” Ruth wonders.

With a game two girls come up with so they can be someone else for a night, when they go down Meltmarkt, pretending to have French accents, pretending to have money. The lie begins with a boy who dies in an underpass, or when that boy’s son is old enough to ask about his dad, and his mother works for the agency and lies on a daily basis. The lie begins with nothing.

Anyuru’s ghost story haunts this nothing. In so asymmetrically ordered a world, it is the only parcel of belonging that might be called even ground.
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Mio

When the bus left the stop, they could hear the sea, softly murmuring, like your pulse when you cover your ears. Bolt cutters well hidden in the rolled-up towel. Mio tried to remember the route his father had taken all those years ago, but ended up choosing a direction at random, because Ruth was shifting from foot to foot, looking cold and impatient. They sauntered along the pale grass of the verge, past large houses and fences bearing warnings of alarms and security companies.

A car slowed down, and the driver stared at them shamelessly.

Ruth’s plastic sandals slapped the ground.

Mio said, “That guy who lived in a world where the only thing was books?”

Ruth said, “You’re wondering if he ever found the book about himself?”

“Yeah.”

“They weren’t those kinds of books.”


The hole his old man had cut in the fence was still there, after all these years. A rusty scar among the wildflowers. Mio wouldn’t be needing the bolt cutters—he felt the power of destiny. He gripped the links of the fence, pulling to widen the hole. Ruth shook her head and giggled nervously, but climbed through.

They came out the other side, half-running through the rolling landscape. Ruth hurried along ahead of him, probably afraid someone would see them from a passing car and call one of those security companies. The sand slipped beneath her feet—she slid, laughing, down a slope and climbed back up again.

She had new freckles this summer, across her cheeks and shoulders, even though she was black, or half-black, and she read poems at the library every other Thursday, and when she reached the crest of the last sand dune and stopped to cast a look over her shoulder with her bleached-out curls fluttering in the wind, she made Mio think of a patch of reflected sun dancing across a hand as someone far away opened the door to their balcony.

She turned toward the sea, letting go of the carrier bag they’d brought their swimwear in—it fell to the ground. A blue bikini top and a bottle of shampoo spilled out onto the sand. The roar of the waves was deafening. The North Sea inlet. She stood for a moment, then she laughed again and ran toward the waves.






Ruth

Behind the frosted glass of the door, the children’s green-blue silhouettes ring out, noisy and over-tired. Shoes tossed haphazardly in the hallway: fur-lined nylon boots, high-end sneakers—Em had pestered his way to a pair with air cushions in the sole and neon, designed by some grime star from London—she searches for them with exhaustion coursing in her temples.

Em’s school is in the western part of the city center, half an hour’s bus ride from home, but so close to the agency’s offices it makes sense for him to go there. She picks him up after work.

He’s sitting cross-legged on the floor with a pile of new library books beside him, talking with a boy of the same age, giggling quietly. They slap each other’s hands. Boys’ games, halfway between friendship and conflict.

“Em.”

He pretends not to hear, and when she repeats his name, he whispers something to his friend before getting up with demonstrative slowness.

Just a month ago, when the autumn semester began, 
he would still run up and give her a clingy hug as soon as she came through the door. Now it’s as though he’s ashamed, either of her specifically, or of having a mother at all.

On the bus home he slumps in his seat, doodling on his French homework. A creature with a bat’s wings and a panther’s head, reading a spell from a manual.

“Is it a magician?” Em shakes his head without taking his eyes from the precise sketching movements of his pencil. The panther’s head, with its velvety fur and glittering eyes, looks almost real.

“A wise man,” he says. She smiles. Thinks of Mio.

A librarian.

The next day Ruth meets a client, a man who is sprightly in a way that makes her think he probably plays badminton or runs marathons in cities on other continents. He doesn’t want to come to the agency, so she has come to him. He holds out a hanger and she hangs up her black bomber jacket—a design with details borrowed from Japanese workwear: the course cotton fabric, the collar not ribbed but cut like a kimono. Just like all her other clothes, it exudes luxury, maybe precisely because of its anonymity.

The client says, “Lucien said they would send their best…what’s the word? What do they call you?”

“It says consultant on my paycheck.”

The client laughs, surprised. He shows her into the living room, where he stands by the window—she stays where she is on the polished stone floor, unsure whether 
she’s expected to take a seat or not.

“Consultant.” The client’s gaze is fixed on the fog drifting like smoke between the trees along Huizingastraat. “Explain what it is you’re offering me.”

Hasn’t Lucien told the man what she does? She realizes she’s holding her bag like a protective barrier in front of her.

“To put it simply,” she says, setting her bag on the table, “I help the client navigate a media landscape in which the person speaking is often as important as what they’re saying.”

“Which means, in simple terms?”

“I think that was my attempt at being simple,” she says. “I tend to explain it like this: history has left traces in the language we use. Ripples. I work with fiction in order to…smooth out these ripples, or in some cases, utilize them.”

“Ripples. That makes me think of beaches,” the client says without shifting his gaze. “The patterns the waves leave in the wet sand?”

“I guess that’s the right image. My job is to invent human beings, to create people who tell a particular story or stage certain events.”

Even though she can speak freely—she would never be sent to a meeting if there wasn’t already a contract with a draconian non-disclosure clause—the exact nature of her work is, as usual, hard to put into words. The client makes a trite attempt at filling in: “I say I want to ban fighting dogs and you hire an actor to go on the radio and pretend to be a mother who’s worried 
her children will get bitten?”

“It’s not quite as simple as that.”

“No? A white person saying something like that is a racist, but someone like you is just being candid.”

“Have you spoken to Lucien?” she says and smooths out a crease in her top. It could almost be something you’d wear to go for a run on an autumn evening, if it weren’t for the fact that the fabric it’s made from looks more like charred paper, or the very finest gray velvet.

She studies the client’s back and neck, the boyishly ruffled hair. If she were ever asked to train others to do what she does at the agency, her first lesson would address strategies to avoid that word being spoken in the room at any cost.

Racist.

The client glances over at her and smirks.

“I know,” he says. “You work with more subtle categories. Concepts that others don’t yet have names for. You’re mapping the sociological landscape of the future.” So he has been speaking to Lucien about this. “You create characters and voices that give the client’s stories a route into the media and cultural world’s little…crevices.” He smiles privately, fleetingly at this last word. Sexually? On one level, that’s what their work is all about. Seduction. Power games. She would like to be able to say that the work is even more complicated, that it’s about constructing a game with language that writes the client’s needs into the story of time itself—time understood as a measure of our species’ progress: cave paintings followed by penicillin, followed by human 
rights—time as resistance to the sucking, dark ebb of entropy. But Lucien hates it when she starts getting philosophical with the clients, so she just nods—in any case, she welcomes the return to a more professional language, to codes and jargon.

“You represent a clothing brand?” she says.

“My brother’s the visionary. I just handle some financial aspects. The company was passed down from our parents. Our father was a tailor.”

He leaves his spot by the window, sits down on the sofa, and motions that she is welcome to join him, which she does.

The apartment is decorated in a minimalist style she recognizes from other clients’ homes: rosewood and walnut, luxury furnishings in steel and glass—all of it a little outmoded to her eyes. As though the class that makes up the agency’s clients simply go to auctions and bid on objects from their childhood homes. Perhaps they want to let others know that they come from a world they long to return to. That they are not refugees from their own past. Not like her.

He shows her a few images on a tablet. A menswear collection.

“It’s luxury clothing at the intersection of haute couture and urban exploration.” He pronounces the former in a casual French accent and the latter in casual American English—a rapid slicing between worlds. “How shall I put this? When the autumn collection was launched, a bunch of Brussels teenagers realized that the company’s initials were the same three letters they 
use for their territory. Is territory the word?”

Ruth nods dismissively. She’s taken out a ballpoint and a little black notepad, and is making notes—it gives her something to do with her hands.

“You don’t want your jackets and caps to be used as gang symbols?”

“Quite simply, we want to avoid being associated with a certain type of milieu, since—”

“Say no more.”

The client smiles, but the smile is understanding in the wrong way, apologetic.

“I’ve been led to believe you yourself have a background in these milieux?”

Her ears start buzzing. But she gives him a professional smile.

She has asked Lucien to stop using her life as a selling point for the agency. She wants to be like anyone else, a figure who passes and is gone, without a trace.

The bus carries her and Em slowly homeward, toward the sea. The yellow glow of the streetlights flashes across his face. She sees Mio in him. Eyelashes so long they look painted. The sinewy neck, cupid’s bow and brows that almost meet in the middle.

So much time has passed that Mio is close to becoming a child to her: the memories made obscene by death.

“Em? How was school?”

“Good.”

“What did you learn?”


“Nothing.”

“You must have learned something.”

“I told you. Nothing. Nothing is something.”

If you sit in the right spot in the agency’s conference room, you can glimpse the North Sea: a glittering polygon carved out by the harbor cranes and the office blocks of the shipping companies and banks.

The new client, who is sitting next to her press secretary, is a female politician from Brussels. She is dressed like the director of a medium-sized company.

The agency’s offices are in the northeast harbor, in the ruins of countless waves of globalization and a few urban regeneration attempts, in the kind of area where the same building houses a crack den and a restaurant offering tasting menus at 500 euros, complete with “experiences”: alongside dessert, you open a black paper swallow, and a smoky perfume hits you—the chef’s mother used to wear it to film premieres when he was a child.

Ruth rubs her temples while they wait for Lucien. They haven’t seen each other since she met the last client, and she wonders exactly how Lucien will go about pretending nothing happened. She finds a knot in the fishbone-thin muscles around her hairline and opens her mouth discreetly to spread the pain, releasing it across her neck and back. She notices the press secretary watching her. She wonders whether the massage looks like irritation over Lucien’s lateness, and takes a deep breath, trying to make the whole thing look like a 
focus exercise—something rooted in the yoga that middle managers are told to learn to stop themselves from burning out.

Lucien is in no hurry when he finally does turn up. He shakes the client’s and the press secretary’s hands, sits down alongside Ruth, opens his laptop, and hits the space bar half a dozen times to make it look as though he’s entering a password—in actual fact he never leaves the welcome page, where you can choose between a guest account and an account that belongs to someone called Hassan_2, who she guesses must also work for the agency—it’s the nature of the organization that employees meet only when absolutely necessary.

“Shall we start?” Lucien leans back in his chair. “Ruth?”

She would like to let him know how angry she is, but of course, this is not the moment to do it. She gives a curt nod, looks across the table, and brings her hands together and then up to her lips: professional, ascetic gestures.

“I understand the matter is urgent?”

The press secretary nods. He is her age, with the hair of a model and glasses with insectoid brass frames. Ruth always feels a certain mutual understanding, on a professional level, with PR people, publicists and others who share a certain—neither liberatingly large nor painfully small—distance from the client’s sticky, private catastrophe.

She turns to the politician and assumes a thoughtful, 
pouting expression that signals neither judgment nor sympathy—think of me as a doctor examining a growth on your scalp.

She takes out two folders, tastefully marbled in gray, handing one to the client and one to the press secretary. As they open them, Lucien adds, “We must insist that all documents are returned to us at the end of the meeting, for reasons of confidentiality. Apologies.”

The press secretary nods absently, adjusts his glasses, looks through the material. The client puts her folder down without turning the page.

“These documents concern a certain Emma Maes,” Ruth explains. “Do you know her?”

“Should I?”

“Not really. She’s a social worker who has been working in Molenbeek for many years.” Short pause. Molenbeek, Brussels. Bags of trash in the middle of the street and bearded men who sit behind lowered blinds and say the martyr reaches paradise before his blood reaches the ground.

The press secretary stops leafing through the luxurious, fine-grained pages.

“She’s an opinion maker on gang activity and migration issues?”

“Among other things. She lost her job two years ago, because she made the error of speaking out about some of the problems she was witnessing. Since then she’s had a pretty big following on social media. As you’ll see from the document, the funding she was receiving from various private stakeholders was revoked just last week.”


The press secretary puts down his folder, adjusts his hexagonal glasses once again.

“You want us to suggest,” he said, “that the French-speaking authorities go in and make up the funding shortfall?”

The politician mumbles something about why would she want to, that this isn’t her area, but the press secretary interrupts.

“If you support someone brave enough to state their opinions on the very subjects the party is pussy-footing around, and they go on to remove you from your post, it will look like it has something to do with Maes. Anything else—any extra-marital relations you may have had, for instance—will look like an excuse the party is using to get rid of you.”

Clients never smile when they realize what’s going on. Instead, they appear to feel disgust and disappointment.

Ruth looks out across the sea. The silver light far in the distance. She feels the fatigue again, this never-ending fatigue she’s felt since Em was born, or since Mio died. It’s been several weeks since she last slept through the night. Em wakes her up with shrill cries, and when she runs into his room, he’s swatting and clawing at the air around him. It took her twenty minutes to conceal the previous night’s scratch marks.

She would like to ask Lucien why he doesn’t just lie about himself, about his own life, rather than using her.

The client is still protesting: “Sorry, but won’t it seem rather transparent if I suddenly start backing someone 
I’ve never met? Won’t people see it for what it is?”

“What’s to say you’ve never met?” Ruth’s gaze doesn’t shift from the sea—her obstinate little act of revenge against Lucien. “You grew up in Hembeek, right? Let’s say she did too, and that you were at school together. One of you chose party politics, the other social justice, but you’ve always supported each other. And so on.”

“But—will Emma Maes go along with this? Are you sure we can trust her?”

“One hundred percent,” Lucien says.

“How?”

Before Ruth replies, she gathers the gray folders, not actually for reasons of confidentiality, but to end the meeting with an act that underlines the exquisite conspiracy of what has taken place in the room, a gesture that also complements the last thing she says:

“Because Emma Maes does not exist.”

She stands and leaves the room without looking at Lucien.

The bus home, toward the beach house and the sea. Em is drawing. Two women stand in the gangway, whispering and pointing at Ruth, or at her bicycle, presumably, which she has put in the space for strollers and wheelchairs two rows in front. The women are staring wide-eyed at the bike’s matte black, jackknife-like frame, the narrow wheels, the ergonomic racer handlebars. Lucien thinks she should get a car, but she uses the bike and the bus for work—she needs to move around the city, hear the dialects and accents, draw in 
all the everyday pain that colors human speech.

Lucien says that the other people who work at the agency are engineers while she is a shaman. A magician. She suspects he says this to all his employees.

The whispering women are only a few years younger than she is. They’re wearing tracksuit bottoms with sequins in the shape of angel wings along the thighs. Make-up like teenagers. One of them starts moving back through the bus, and it turns out not to be the bike that has caught her attention at all—she makes her way over to Ruth, leans over her with a quick smile, and nudges Em’s arm.

“Excuse me,” she says, and Ruth wants to shove the woman away, down into the seat on the other side of the gangway, and clamp her hand over her mouth. She knows what the woman’s about to say to Em. But she sits still. Frozen. Tired. Em looks up from his drawing and grimaces in a way that says he would rather not let the world in.

“Excuse me,” the woman repeats, “but I just wanted to say I knew your dad.”

Ruth sees Em’s hand start to shake.

The big gold hoops in the woman’s ears dangle in front of Ruth. Em looks up shyly.

“Your dad was a really great guy. I just thought I’d say that. He bought me a PlayStation when I was little.”

The woman puts her hand on Ruth’s arm, clumsy and indiscreet.

“You’re the one who was with Mio, right? Ruth?”

The bus turns onto a roundabout, the woman 
wobbles and almost loses her balance. Ruth catches the sweet compost smell of skunk. The smell of the doorways in Twenty-Seventy, of the guys’ padded jackets, of Tuonetar and Fahad’s apartment, where she detested visiting Mio, at the end.

She wants to lie to the woman, tell her she’s wrong, but Em is listening and Ruth has let it go too far—he’s heard his father’s name. So she nods blankly. The woman’s hand is still on her arm.

“It was on Eid, yeah? After Ramadan? He bought PlayStations for a load of families—secondhand, admittedly,” she says—an afterthought that almost sounds bitter. She slaps Ruth’s shoulder with the back of her hand, as though they were old friends: “Can’t believe they were gonna paint over him.”

“What do you mean, paint over him?” Em pipes up. Ruth should have pulled Em toward the doors as soon as she noticed the women looking at her. Should have gotten off the bus even though they’re far from home.

The woman looks at Em and says, “Fam, don’t you know? Your old man’s painted on a wall in Twenty-Seventy.”

She’s about to say something more, but thankfully the bus stops, and the woman’s friend waves her over. They get off, vanishing on streets glistening with rain.

Em sinks back into his fantasy world, doesn’t ask about the painting on the wall. But she can see the turbulence inside him. Twenty-Seventy. Her old postal code. That which once was.


Bobbejaan yaps and dashes off into last year’s muddy leaves when Harsha takes him off the leash. They’ve been taking their usual walk through the rows of houses and shops, and have just reached the park, its trees heavy with the night’s rain.

Aside from her mother and father, Harsha is the only person from Twenty-Seventy who Ruth has stayed in touch with.

“Sometimes Em walks down the street,” Ruth says, “and I look at him and think I see a shadow about to catch up with him.”

“And you think that shadow is what? Mio?” Harsha’s blue windbreaker has the words Assistante Social printed on the back—her shift starts later this evening, working for the French-speaking authorities that now overlap with the Flemish ones in Antwerp.

Bobbejaan runs between the tree stumps, striped and quick as a cat.

“It’s from his dreams. Shadows that chase him. A man looking in at him through the window.”

“And you definitely don’t want to tell him the truth?”

Harsha doesn’t know what Ruth does for a living. She thinks she’s a consultant in the ordinary sense of the word—that she sits there reading vision statements and job ads to make sure they don’t contain phrases that could be misinterpreted.

Harsha whistles to Bobbejaan, who turns and lopes toward them. She strokes him and says, “Can I say something without you getting angry? Sometimes I 
think things would have been better for you and Em if you’d stayed.”

“In Twenty-Seventy?”

“Why not? I live there.”

“In Seventy-Nine. That almost doesn’t count as Twenty-Seventy.”

Harsha smiles, concedes with a nod that it’s only the post office that sees her address as part of the area where they grew up.

“Your mom is still there. My parents. Mio’s—”

“I know,” Ruth says, not waiting for her to finish. Harsha squats down and scratches Bobbejaan behind the ears.

“The longer you put off telling Em about Mio,” she says, “the more power you give to what happened.”

One of Em’s monster manuals. He is lying on the sand in his pajamas, looking at the open manual in her hands.

“That’s a Karkyon.”

“It looks like a fire-breathing wild boar.”

“It’s called a Karkyon.”

She nods. Karkyon.

The manuals aren’t normally in the library; they have to be ordered online or bought from a specialist bookshop in town. As far as she understands, they describe the geography and fauna of imaginary worlds, and are designed to be used in a kind of game where you assume the role of someone else. When Em explains it to her, it almost sounds like a kind of improv theater, but it can’t be. He uses the manuals alone, sits bowed over 
them for hours at his desk, putting pieces of paper over the images and tracing them, making tables and using transparent six-, eight-, ten-, and twenty-sided dice to decide this or that. She can’t understand why Em prefers it to playing on his phone or tablet, but it probably has something to do with the things he believes about Mio. That he comes from a family of librarians. The few times he’s had a classmate over to visit them at the house by the beach, he has hidden the manuals and drawings in a box under his bed.

She flicks through, points at a gigantic red lion that’s talking to a fairytale prince.

“A Mantikora. It’s wise and has the ability to fly, and it can sting its victims with a poisonous stinger, like a scorpion.”

“Nice.”

Em rolls his eyes. Sometimes she wonders if he’s realized what her job is and asks for these books as a way of having something he can share with her. If he’s trying to understand and imitate her way of being in the world.

“Mom?”

She hums in response. Feels her throat tighten. She has prepared a number of different lies since the woman talked to them on the bus, each lie as complicated and watertight as the ones she creates at work. She could hear from his voice that the question was coming. At dusk. It’s always the way. The violet color out over the sea. She and him, free of the conflicts of the day.

“Why is there a painting of Dad on a wall?”


She keeps on flicking through the manual. Trying to win time, get to the end of something. Thinking of her mother, who almost never talked about her life, her escape, about the patches of burned skin on her arms and shoulders. As Ruth understood it, Mio’s parents were the same—apart from a photo of a nameless man in uniform that his mother had on display, Mio didn’t know why they’d come to Belgium, what they’d left behind in their home country. Nothing. For Harsha it was the other way round, but still somehow the same: Harsha had grown up with tales of her parents’ courage and sacrifice, and while she was at school she would pore over the words of a language you could be shot for speaking on the island they came from—Harsha, who tried to make the world whole.

“Mom? Answer me.”

Once when they were drunk, Harsha started crying and said she was envious of Ruth for having a mother who said nothing about the past, that there must be a freedom in it.

“That woman just thought you were someone else,” she says. “There are lots of people named Mio in Antwerp.”

Em turns away. Waves his hand in front of the sensor so the blinds close, then open again—strips of light spread over the wall opposite, flooding out through the open door, over the flat surfaces of polished concrete and marble in colors that echo the landscape outside: sea, sand, and sky. Em always says that the house feels like an outpost on another planet. Apparently this is a 
good thing. She thinks about how far she’s come. She and Mio looked up at this house and hoped the people who lived here wouldn’t call the police. Now she’s the one living here. Ruth runs her knuckles gently across Em’s cheek. Not yet a finished being. A few more years. When he’s thirteen she’ll tell him. When he’s sixteen. No. Seventeen. Like Mio was. Then she’ll tell all.

“Dad wanted to work in a library when he grew up.”

“Yeah. He was going to be a librarian. Like his father, and his grandfather. Like you want to be, right?”

Em doesn’t respond.

“And it’s not true that he bought PlayStations for the other children?”

She smiles, half at the memory of Mio sitting there, wrapping the game consoles in shiny paper—they were from a break-in, of course—and half at what the story seems to have become for Em: a fairytale, something to be jealous of other children for, and then she feels like crying, because of how far away everything is, and how impossible it is for a boy who’s never met his father to put his longing, his envy, and his anger into words.

“No, it wasn’t true,” she says, and she can hear from Em’s breathing that he’s fighting back the tears. He’s always been able to tell when she’s lying. “She thought we were some other people, Em.”
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Control

“In this game, you’re not yourself.”

“Who am I?”

“Someone else.”

“Someone else?” the parent says in their absentminded way. Never really present. The game master stretches and looks out through the car window. Sometimes the sea glimmers beyond the crash barriers and knolls covered with scorched grass.

He says, “You’re someone you come up with. Someone living in another world. Are you listening?”

“Em, I’m driving.”

“But you can listen.”

“I’m listening. I’m someone else. In another world.”






Mio

They were sitting on beach towels, shivering and happy. Ruth’s wet hair was slicked down across her head. The waves threw foam at their feet. Ruth reached for the bolt cutters, cut the air with them once, slow and ceremonious.

“Why did you bring these when you knew there was a hole in the fence?”

“I didn’t know whether the hole was still there. It’s been a long time since I last came here.”

Ruth was about to ask something more when someone came out on the terrace of the house a hundred meters up the beach. A man shading his eyes with his hand and peering in their direction. But the crashing waves had made both Mio and Ruth feel invincible—Ruth even waved cheerily at the man, who vanished back into the house.

“Do you know who made the hole?”

“It wasn’t you?”

Mio shook his head.

“My old man. Me and my little brother kept watch 
while he stood there struggling for at least half an hour with a regular little wire cutter. Then we came down here.” He had a loose bit of cartilage in his elbow where he’d crashed into a door frame long ago, and every time he stretched out his arm it clicked mechanically—he sat there doing it for a while, punching the air slowly, thoughtfully. “He told us this thing about our family. It happened to my great-great-grandfather or whatever. A man who lived in the Middle Ages.”

“The Middle Ages?”

“When there were knights and all that. He copied books by hand. Poetry and books about religion. In a place called the House of Wisdom.”

“The next time you meet a girl in a library, Mio, start with this story,” Ruth said, laughing, and he moved behind her, so she was sitting between his legs. He leaned his chin on her collarbone and looked out across the waves.

“I’m not going to meet any more girls,” he said.

“In libraries,” she said. He held her. A bird shrieked somewhere, it sounded so human, like a child having its hand burned on a stove—he looked up, quickly—just a gull, wobbling off into the wind.

Not one of the birds of death he saw back in Twenty-Seventy.

“His father had done the same job before him, and his oldest son would do it after him. That’s how it would have been forever,” he said. “But the Mongols invaded our kingdom.”

She glanced at him over her shoulder. The Mongols? 
Aha. She studied him in the light of this new information, kissed him, and whispered that he tasted of salt.

“Salt and light.” She leaned to one side and squeezed the water out of her hair—it fell in dark splashes on the sun-bleached rock.

Every other Thursday she went to the library and read aloud her poems full of sisterly wisdom and observations of life in Twenty-Seventy to a noisy gang of girls in hijab, a solitary Iranian who always wore a dress shirt and hat, and a scattering of associated adults, and often Mio recognized things he’d whispered to her in the darkness, things he and Nouredine had done, thoughts he’d had—bits of his life that she presented as her own, with a staccato voice and energetic gestures. She would probably write something about this too, about the bolt cutters and the wire cutter and the House of Wisdom. Let her do it. He wanted to give himself to her. He joined in with her laughter, his snickering gentle and exhausted, permissive, and thought that he was on the way to becoming more true.

“You want to hear the rest?” he said.

“Is there a rest?”

“Yeah.”

For instance, that day he’d gone into the library across the square after Denis’s funeral in search of…he didn’t really know what. And who had been sitting there but Ruth? In the House of Wisdom. And his father should have been a librarian in Baghdad.

That was Twenty-Seventy’s nickname—Baghdad.

She leaned back into his arms, put her hand over 
his, over her own tanned stomach, as if comparing the size of their hands. Does fate come from what has been? Or does it come toward people, from what’s about to happen? She wove her fingers into his.

One day people would say something died inside him when his friend Denis was shot, and they would understand that he’d started to say farewell to Twenty-Seventy, secretly, in his way of looking at the climbing frames and concrete façades, and his way of saying goodnight to his little sister, giving inflated discounts on pills and hash. Everyone would wonder where they’d gone. Mio and Ruth. Whether she wanted to go with him.

Soon. That autumn.

The wind blew with renewed force, fluttering the towel they were sitting on and making their clothes dance off across the rocks and throwing sea foam in their eyes, and Ruth laughed and took her free hand and wove all ten fingers into his, and when the wind let up, he whispered the rest of the story in her ear—how the Mongols sacked Baghdad.






Ruth

The road slopes gently up through the gallery’s sculpture park. Lucien walks ahead, in a blue woolen coat with broad lapels and antelope horn buttons. He says, “Dad would have killed me if he’d known this was where I spent my evenings.” They pass two rusty, long-legged sculptures and a roadblock with flaking reflective coating, and come to a flight of granite steps. The handrail is cold in Ruth’s hand. “People came here to smoke. It wasn’t a place for twelve-year-olds. Even if it was the twelve-year-olds who were smoking.”

The rage Ruth felt a few weeks ago has subsided. They reach the top of the hill. Some kind of viewpoint. Simple benches of smooth concrete. They’re not actually that high over the rest of the city, but they can see the airport, Mortsel, Edegem—shimmering patches of light over the fields. Like freshly fallen snow.

“We haven’t had a chance to talk since you met with the clothing brand. How was it?”

There’s the question. The opening. He waited until it was no longer important to her. She waves dismissively.


“When they launch their spring collection in a few months there’ll be a T-shirt with a photo of Gene Kelly in blackface. Then I’ll use one of my activist voices to start a campaign bitter enough to give the brand just the right amount of racist associations.”

“Gene Kelly? Do people know who he is these days?”

“No. Which is why it’s credible the company would make that mistake. But perhaps we should choose something religious instead?”

“I bet quite a few of the customers they want to avoid are called Muhammed.” Lucien looks up at the sky. “But he did his best. Dad, not Gene Kelly.” The smile makes him look like a sorrowful prince who’s been led astray. “We were on our own, you know?”

Ruth has been working for Lucien for many years now, but she still knows very little about him. Both his parents are from occupied Western Sahara. It’s possible his dad is rich for reasons linked to the city’s diamond trade.

He says, “My mother only showed up occasionally. A weekend. The last week of a summer holiday. Sometimes she said she was an actress, sometimes a singer. A professor.” Scattered stars above them. Contrails. “A guerrilla.”

She realizes that Lucien has dragged her up here to compensate for telling yet another client about her background. She wants to tell him that intimacy doesn’t work like that, that it’s not a question of bargaining, but something else. But since she wouldn’t be able to describe that something, she says nothing.


“Once, my mother said she was an air hostess. That that was why she could never stay with us. So I started coming here and watching the planes, and waving.”

Lucien points out a flashing point of light that rises from the airport and floats westward, out over the sea.

Boys’ games.

It strikes her that perhaps she thought wrong, that perhaps the first overstep was intended to open up this space between them, where a guilt-stricken Lucien could begin to share his family history.

He looks at his watch—the movement is businesslike and unexpected. Are they going to meet someone? A client? He points at one of the bridges that stretches like a dark band across the river, and when the thing he’s clearly expecting to happen does, it’s actually quite marvelous—the kind of moment that can still make her giddy. The streetlights on the bridge go on, one by one, so it looks like a bridge of light appearing out of nowhere—civilization’s mystical dimension emerging, one late autumn evening in Antwerp.

“I want a raise.”

“Of course.”

Perhaps she’s searching for a point where the world won’t simply yield. Some point she can push off against. Something true.

“The assignment you mentioned last month?”

“Yes?”

“I want it,” she says.

“You said no.”

“I changed my mind.”


“You know it’s not just any kind of job?”

“If we do it properly, it will give us an in at the town hall. Government contracts.”

“It creates opportunities for collaboration with the authorities.”

“We won’t have to pay for fake ID numbers anymore,” she says, not only in jest—Lucien has never fully inducted her in the legal and technical aspects of the agency’s work.

He turns toward her and says, “In the long term it will change the form of government we live under.”

Em slouches after the guided tour, traces the gilded edges of the books’ spines with his finger, which is probably not allowed.

“Do you like it?”

Em nods absently. Ruth has brought him to the Conscience Library, after reserving tickets a month in advance to the historic room, but she can understand him not wanting to listen to the guide’s account of the Nottebohm dynasty’s donations to children’s hospitals, about the paintings and collections of books that have been donated to the city over the years.

He stands in front of a 300-year-old celestial globe made of marble. The stars are hand-painted on the bone-white sphere. They look like small black suns. He whispers, “It’s like a magician’s laboratory.”

“Yeah.”

“You think we can go to the library where Grandad worked one day?”


“One day. But it’s not near here.”

“I know, Mom.”

She thinks she can sense an energy emanating from the books, from the solid shelves of dark wood, from the production of knowledge and the accumulation of wealth. If it were possible to set a place like this apart from the violence of history, from the things this country has done to her mother’s country, then her own strange, nameless vocation wouldn’t exist.

A magician’s laboratory. He’s not wrong.

The client is a woman with gray tortoiseshell glasses. They meet in the parking lot outside the superstore where the woman has been buying equipment for cleaning a pleasure boat—she loads buckets of chemicals from a trolley and puts them in the trunk of her car as they talk. The contrast between the activity and the conversation gives Ruth a vague and amusing sense that she’s dreaming.

“I represent a group of politicians and businesspeople who see the need for a major transport redevelopment that would connect Antwerp with Essen and Berg op Zoom,” the woman says. “The plan is for a new highway and the replacement of a large number of traffic lights with roundabouts. Potentially, a number of new residential buildings will be constructed.” The woman opens the passenger door and grabs a folder from the glove box. “The problem is the district that has to be demolished. Twenty-Seventy.”


Shostakovitch. The strings’ intensity builds and recedes. Ruth’s noise-canceling headphones fit tightly over her ears. She is sitting in the office space where she rents a desk. The folder the client gave her contains a vision statement, typically hackneyed, and a number of maps and diagrams. Photographs.

The tower blocks that are to be flattened to make way for on ramps and roundabouts. She recognizes a couple of leafless trees in the bottom corner of one of the photos. She grew up in the block in the photo. She and Mio. Row after row of identical balconies and windows.

She turns the pages.

Local activists are already gathering signatures against the project, and it is anticipated that agenda-setting intellectuals, communists at universities and on newspaper editorial teams who’ve never set foot in the area, will soon start claiming that these buildings have been chosen for demolition specifically because the people who live there are immigrants, working class, poor. In turn, this creates the problem she’s been charged with solving—along with the new traffic system, a new residential area is planned for Twenty-Seventy, primarily along the riverbank, and of course, they are seeking to attract a different segment of the population than the people who live there today: people with real spending power and professional careers. The very same category of people who are likely to be put off if their attempts to climb the property ladder are associated with the expulsion of the world’s underclass.


She has several voices that could theoretically be utilized. A woman who does research into urban planning and ethnicity at Goldsmiths in London, complete with falsified PhD, and three different activists and arts journalists whom she’s used to write a variety of debate articles for other clients, meaning they already possess what she thinks of as impermeability or a certain ontological credit.

She rests her head in her hands. The co-working space was once a church, but only one of its stained glass windows has been retained—the others have been replaced with colorless glass to give maximum light, and a number of partitions have been erected; from her desk on the rough stone floor it’s as though the medieval church has become weightless and the stones are ever-so-slowly drifting apart and floating off into the cloudy sky.

The assignment will involve not only outward communication to the public, but also convincing the residents of Twenty-Seventy not to offer any resistance to the demolition, to accept the homes they will be offered in other parts of Antwerp and its surroundings instead. Maybe she’ll even be able to make them want to move, if she finds the traumatic truth the task touches upon, and then the other point, from which that truth can be shaken.

The strings surge once again. Crescendo. She lowers the volume.

Em woke up in the middle of the night again. Eyes in the darkness outside the window. He thought 
someone was standing there looking at him. It’s the monster manuals putting the fear into him.

She goes to get a coffee from the coffee bar—a young man with turquoise nail polish pulls a shot of espresso into a cup that she takes with her and drinks outside the church’s iron-clad oak door.

The sleepy hours before the evening rush. A man of about her age sucks on a vape pen. An academic, in a suit jacket and polished leather shoes that make the gravel crunch as he shifts his body’s center of gravity back and forth. Maybe Sudanese, or Congolese like her mother. Very dark, with high cheekbones. She has a feeling he’s about to try and strike up a conversation. She gets out her phone. It’s Harsha, asking whether they can go for a walk sometime this week. It occurs to her that Harsha’s probably acquainted with the activists mentioned in the document. And Lucien has been asking for an update.

The tip of the man’s vape lights up electric blue, and when she makes the mistake of glancing at him a third time, he introduces himself, thankfully without holding out his hand.

“Simone.” He has vitiligo—a band of paler patches and small freckles spread up from the moss-colored polo neck and over his right cheek.

She smiles coolly and looks down at her phone again. “Ruth.”

The few men who can cope with Em’s existence can’t handle Mio; they always want her to admit—on some secret level that is the only one that matters in a relationship—that he was a mistake. He who was the 
only truth in her life. He who gave her Em.

The man goes in through the oak door and she is left with her coffee, cold now, scraping the frozen gravel with the point of her shoe.

Mio fed the birds in the district, and at the end they would come in great flocks, knowing they would get bread and old fries when he came out onto the roofs of Twenty-Seventy.

Mio and Ruth and a storm of wings around them, and him saying to her, “The book about me is the book about you, too.”

Em sits just inside the school’s outer door, hunched over in his enormous down jacket. He’s the very last child to be picked up, and when she hugs him he makes his body slack, contrary, punishing her. She tries to talk to him on the bus home, but in the end becomes so irritated at his infinite needs that she gives up trying to placate him.

At bedtime he starts crying, burrows his face into the pillow and sobs, and she feels the tiredness come on again. It washes over her. Would wash her away if she weren’t forced to stay. Left behind. Mio disappeared. She touches his hair, strokes his head as it faces the wall, and he sniffs loudly, turns on his back. Lies there for a long time staring at the ceiling.

“Try to sleep.”

“Tell me a story.”

“Mommy has to work awhile.”

“Tell me how Dad died.”

“You already know.”


“Tell me again.”

“His whole family was in a car, and a truck drove into them.”

“That’s why I don’t have a grandma or grandad.”

“Yes.”

I live in this building that will be demolished.

It’s a man’s voice speaking, Flemish with a hint of an accent—the voice of someone who’s been rendered invisible—and he says that sentence, again and again.

I live in this building that will be demolished.

Through the solitary stained-glass window on the church’s western wall, rays of multi-colored light stream across her computer, the graphics tablets, the 2D and 3D printers’ heavy white casings. Ruth runs her thumb and middle finger over her eyebrow, slowly—a caressing motion.

The voices are not constructions, not in any simple sense; they emerge intact, wrapped around their own predicaments, each unique in tone and phrasing.

She notes down a few possible biographical details about the man speaking. The voice belongs to a refugee, someone who grew up playing with rusty military equipment and spent ammunition. Possibly a religious man.

I live in this building that will be demolished.

She closes her eyes. Sits with her head in her hands.

The morning, like streaks of fire across the withered coastal meadow. She puts Em on the bus and waves 
at him through the window as the bus dwindles in the distance. She gets on her bike, riding along the road, turning off when she reaches the harbor inlet twenty minutes later. She bikes past metal fences, the refineries’ automatic barriers, the reflective silver cylinders of the fuel tankers.

The frame of her bike is a prototype of which only a few were made after it turned out to be too expensive for mass production: carbon fiber, an Orbea, matte black and thin as a blade. Despite the gears, wheels, and brakes, the bike seems to have less in common with other bikes than with objects like stealth jets and quantum computers: technology from the bleeding edge of the future. She’d bought it from a workshop in Brussels with her sixth paycheck from the agency. It had made her stomach lurch to spend so much money on a single thing.

The gears shift with a whisper.

Why did she take the assignment? To free herself from something, finally? To free Em? From whom she was? Or from whom she loved?

She stops on a hill from where she can look out across the tower blocks and the square, and—toward the railway station—the narrow streets of houses from the beginning of the last century.

Laundry flutters on balcony railings.

Twenty-Seventy. She gets out her phone, finds her mother’s number. Her drinking and gambling. The fights with her father.

I live in this building that will be demolished.


Bobbejaan runs across the frozen grass and Em darts after him in his rubber boots.

“Not too far, Em!” Ruth calls. She and Harsha walk slowly along the winding asphalt path. Harsha coils the lead, holding it tightly between her hands, rearranging it, pulling it taut. Some kind of anxiety about her today.

Ruth says, “Have you heard what they want to do over in Twenty-Seventy?”

Harsha hums, looks at her feet, says, “We’re gathering signatures. We’re going to bring about a local referendum. Put a stop to it.”

Ruth notes that Harsha doesn’t just know the activists named in the folder—of course, she’s one of them. Ruth scans the park for Em. He’s trying to get Bobbejaan interested in a stick, but has come worryingly close to a hole in the ground where workers have been laying fiber-optic cables during the week. Heavy machinery motionless at the side of the road.

“Em! Stay on this side of the barriers!”

Em waves.

“Speaking of Twenty-Seventy,” Harsha says. “Have you seen the video from the library? The kid who falls down the stairs?”

“I think I scrolled past a link this morning. Was it in Twenty-Seventy?”

“It was Umar’s son. Muhammed.” Harsha tries to seem unbothered, but it’s clear this is what has been putting her on edge throughout their walk.

Ruth tries to recall what she read in the post. A teenager was in hospital after being assaulted by 
security guards. People were sharing something written by a young woman from the high-rises of the Europark district, with exactly the kind of mournful tone Ruth might have invented—I see these pictures and I think of my own brother, and so on. Maybe there were one or two extravagant poetic images in there, and a contagious belief in the power of language to move people—Ruth had cast her eyes over the first line or two.

Harsha is still fiddling with the lead, twisting it in her hands so hard the leather creaks.

“They call Muhammed ‘Proxy’ these days.”

“He used to follow Mio around a fair bit?”

Harsha nods.

“He and a couple of other kids used to run around making a load of noise and I don’t know what else.”

“Wearing their hats indoors,” Ruth said, and Harsha laughs but then falls silent, grows earnest.

“It was Bakhuizen who called security. There was a fight, and this Proxy-Muhammed guy fell down the stairs. I’m connected in a way, because a couple of the people who saw the video online reported their concerns.”

“Bakhuizen,” Ruth says, smiling wryly, almost sorrowfully, not at any particular memory, but at the past in general, at the surprising weight of it when it appears, summoned by that hard-to-pronounce surname you’d read on a name tag and at first assume must come from Kyrgyzstan, even though it only means “baker” in some old Flemish dialect. Then people started using it instead of calling her Ellen—a private joke among a group of 
girls: Bakhuizen, inexplicably funny, Bakhuizen, can you show us your favorite book on sex? Later, when her mom was drinking at the Vietnamese place and Ruth was locked out, the library was where she went, and it was Bakhuizen who got her interested in poetry—plied her with poems she must have read when she was Ruth’s age, blank verse and terza rime about stars and Valkyries, which Ruth read, mostly from sheer boredom.

“You haven’t seen Proxy since you moved?”

“I don’t think so.”

Harsha whistles to Bobbejaan, and they walk on in silence, out of the park. The evening traffic moves along Varnsenstraat, under the trees, away from the buildings they want to demolish, the balconies and the square and all the other things that were once more real than anything else: Twenty-Seventy.

“Harsha?”

“Yeah.”

“Why did you ask if I’d seen Muhammed?”

“Forget it. It was nothing.”

But it was something.

Em’s breath fogs the window. He’s drawing in a math book this evening, using the squares to create perspective: a desolate desert landscape with ruins on the horizon, where human beings and some kind of anthropomorphized animals are drifting around, armed either with neolithic spears or machine guns—not a particularly obvious combination, but perhaps that’s the prevailing aesthetic after the era of mass-produced images and 
trash heaps—worlds built from the wreckage of history.

“This is Mutant Benelux.”

“Mutant Benelux. How was school?”

He shrugs and when her hand brushes against his hair he shakes himself, as though throwing off her touch.

“It’s a lone voice,” Ruth says when Lucien rings her the following day.

“Wouldn’t a chorus be easier? Sorry. But I’m picturing a handful of voices, some speaking to the people in Twenty-Seventy who are affected by this, and others turning outward to society?”

“Twenty-Seventy is part of society.”

“If you were here at the agency you’d see me clutching my chest like my heart had just been dealt a fatal blow.”

“It’s a lone voice.”

“Do we know who the voice belongs to? More or less?”

The coworking space is almost empty. Out in the city the leaves are falling. She’s scrolling through her notes on her laptop.

“The person’s first gesture is to represent Twenty-Seventy against the world.”

“She wins the residents’ trust by being their spokesperson.”

“He.”

“A woman would be better. Let’s avoid that unfortunate association with child brides. Et cetera.”


“It’s a man,” Ruth says.

“The genre we work in is realism.”

“I don’t know about that.”

“We’re not idealists. We’re down here in all the wretchedness and overcrowding of the world as it really is.”

His little monologue makes her laugh. She says:

“Maybe it’s a local imam or a football coach.”

“In that case I predict the usual logical and logistical problems.”

“A man like that would be well known in the area.”

“And so on.”

“I can’t help you. This is the voice. He’s unknown to the people in the area, but he knows their pain and the losses they’ve suffered. Right? That’s a condition?”

“You’re talking about a man who looks down at the market square through his binoculars,” Lucien says.

“Actually, you’re not wrong.”

“Maybe it’s just some uncle on the street who gets interviewed about his life in Twenty-Seventy, but not about the transport redevelopments, not right away? A man who—feeds pigeons and plays exotic board games?”

“And he says what? It’s not all about knife crime and riots here, we also have gardens where people grow vegetables from back home.”

“It’s to figure this out that I now pay you such an implausibly large salary.”

She leans the Orbea against the playground fence. Looks up and feels dizzy from the vertigo she always 
gets at the foot of these apartment blocks—the world stands on end for a while. There, five floors above the ground, eight windows to the right, is the room that once belonged to Mio. A grimy flash of sky.

She wonders if anyone in his family—they still live in the same apartment—would recognize her if they saw her down here, in these new clothes, with the eyes of a person who has stocks and a mortgage.

Children dash around the slide in rainboots and fluttering headscarves, a big sister or older cousin watches over them from the climbing structure. They exchange a look, the girl produces a wad of saliva that slowly stretches out in the wind.

Ruth sits down on the bench. Wonders if her mother is home, in the block on the other side of the yard. Probably not. Down at the Vietnamese, on the square.

I live in this building that will be demolished.

Birds are lined up along the edge of the roof, twelve floors above the ground. Little black towers.

It was Mio who took her up there. The world of the roofs. And something about seeing the buildings from a distance, like little cubes and boxes, changed her.

The shrunken figures. The shrunken lives. Nouredine, Mio’s little brother, had skidded around on a moped in the parking lot, leaving tracks of burned rubber, and from her perspective it looked like the infinity symbol in her math books. It made her think of a poem she’d read in one of the yellowing volumes Bakhuizen had put into her hand.


I am a part of infinity.

She still remembers the color of evening, and Mio’s body so close. His boyish scent of sweat and desire, of nicotine oil and stolen cologne. The streetlamps lighting up circles of pavement below, in a creepy, claustrophobic doll’s-house world where she and everyone she knew lived.

I’m a lone world within millions of worlds—a foreign poet, translated into Flemish in an anthology. A hundred poems for young readers. Eternity in the tire marks left by a bored little brother skidding round.

She drops her gaze, searching in her jacket pocket and fishing out a rain-faded sheet of paper she tore off a lamp post on her way across the square.

New MEETING about the PLANS to demolish 2070.

Mosque at entrance 28B.

Address. Date.

She’d have to go to one of those meetings eventually.

A man jogs across from the bus station. When he catches sight of her, he stops mid-step. Looks like he’s considering turning around. Then he saunters over anyway.

“What are you doing here?”

She doesn’t recognize him. One of Mio’s friends? Jacket and workpants from an employment agency. Knives and other tools hanging from his belt. Her eyes snag on the blue handle. She can’t help thinking about the blade. What it would feel like to have three inches of steel penetrate your belly? She swallows hard.

“I’ve come to see my mom.”


The man cracks his knuckles. There, from one breath to the next, she remembers him: he too read poems at the library, at the same time as she did.

“Thought you might be here because of Proxy-Muhammed?” He looks over between the buildings. Doesn’t really want to look her in the eye. Maybe he’s gotten religion.

“Do you still write?” she says, and he motions toward his tool belt.

“Work, you know? Never find the time.”

“You wrote such beautiful poems about your mom?”

He bends his fingers one by one with the help of his thumb, making the joints crack. She wonders if he still smokes hash and takes pills, like she thinks she remembers him doing back then. If that’s what he’s trying to conceal with that nervous gaze that looks everywhere except at her.

“How are things with your son?”

“Things are good,” she says. The man puts his hands in his pockets. Now and then he hums a little, as though contemplating a problem.

“You want to see a picture?” Ruth gets her phone out. “Of my and Mio’s son?”

He nods and sits beside her on the bench. She shows him a picture from that summer where Em is holding a melting popsicle and laughing into the camera. Glancing at the man, she thinks she sees some kind of pain behind his eyes. Perhaps it has something to do with Em. With the joy the boys here lose so early.

They sit in silence, he picks dirt or bits of hash 
out from under his nails, and she’d like to ask why he stopped short when he saw her, why he can’t stop fidgeting, but she lacks the words these days.

Fam.

In one corner of the office, there’s a soundproof Faraday cage that blocks Wi-Fi and mobile signals. The only way to send information in or out of the cage is via an analog phone cable connected to a camera: you photograph the screen of your computer and fax the analog images through an implausibly time-consuming process. They call this place “the gray cage.” She sometimes uses it during the delicate phases of her work.

Simone, the man from somewhere in the middle of Africa with the vape pen and vitiligo, comes out of the cage with a sheaf of paper in his hand. When he becomes aware of her looking at him he smiles and waves—she smiles back, looks down at her folder again. She wonders what line of work he might be in, a man with angular shoulders, the back of his head flat as a hammer.

The others working in the office space—UX designers, IT consultants, ethical sourcing managers—have by this point learned to leave her alone when she’s wearing her headphones.

She’s sitting in an armchair. Eyes closed. Thinking through what she’s decided. Some biographical details are beginning to take shape: a mother and father, a first love: smudges at the boundaries of perception.

She sees sand blowing and gathering against the 
wall of a building.

A man standing with his back to her. Graying, wiry hair.

My childhood fit inside the cupped hands of my mother.

Distant grenade blasts. Sand as white as pearl dust blowing across the streets.

The man from the desert turns his head, studying her over his shoulder. His face blurred. A humming sound from the man’s throat. A noise with a unique harshness, a unique melody. The voice comes first. The voice is an echo that sings backward through the years, measuring the life from which it speaks. The man says:

I heard her sing in the trees I left behind.

She takes a break. Searches online for the video Harsha told her about. Even though Harsha told her to forget it.

Spring rain slides down the stained-glass fragments of the solitary church window.

There are two videos. One of them shows a young man getting into an argument with security guards at the library. They tug at him, pushing him out through the alarm sensors, where he falls down a staircase: that was the clip that was shared online, picked up by a number of the bigger news platforms and written about by the previously rather obscure poet Anna Afellay.

Another video began to circulate the day before yesterday. It complicates the narrative.

In this one, a group of boys are sitting around a table in the library. They’re resting their wet shoes on empty chairs and smoking the kind of colorful single-use vapes 
that Ruth recognizes from the cautionary materials distributed by Em’s school: like green and purple chalks given childish names like Puffbarz or Vapestix and marketed to teenagers—the guys exhale little clouds of water vapor that allegedly smell like mint or “berry,” and at least one of them is playing music on his phone—a clattering rhythm and gloomy, repetitive synth strings, and someone mumbling about death and money in British English made more or less impenetrable by slang. She watches, skin crawling with doubt, attentive to the things about the recording that had Harsha treading on eggshells around her and the man with the blue knife asking if she was in Twenty-Seventy because of Proxy-Muhammed—the more she’s thought about it, the more she’s gotten the sense he was intimating something more personal than that she was there to write about what had happened.

She recognizes Proxy from the video of the incident. He’s sitting at a table with the others, but seems a little separate from them—like now, as one of the guys grabs a book he’s trying to read and throws it to one of the others, who turns it over and over in his hands, laughing.

You can almost see, from the jerky movements of the camera, that it’s being held by an older person unused to creating content. It’s Bakhuizen—Ruth recognizes her voice when she speaks:

“I want the politicians to see this.”

The boys notice the camera and call:

“You filming us Bakhuizen?”

Ruth feels a kind of sisterly, despairing tenderness 
she didn’t know she still had in her. She wipes her clammy hands on her pants. Catatonia. Revulsion. This has nothing to do with her. Right? She focuses on Proxy, whose eyes dart around as he laughs gutlessly at the other guys. His coat is draped over the chair, a parka with ratty fake fur and the logo of the supermarket chain Delhaize on the back—a black heraldic lion on a white background. Someone outside the frame shouts:

“Ey, Bakhuizen, film this.”

“This is how it is, every evening,” says Bakhuizen, who is not talking to the boys of course, but to the future viewer—to the politicians, she said—she wants the politicians to see how things are for her in this little library above a market square in a district of Antwerp that will soon be leveled. The camera floats closer to the boys—this very movement seems to carry a danger, a suggestion of confrontation.

“Every evening, this is how it is.”

One of the guys stands up. Pulls the black cloth of his sweater over his face.

“Don’t record me.” He makes his voice bigger than it is. Tries to sound like the men in his life. The men who scare him, Ruth thinks. “Did you hear me, you whore, I said don’t record me.”

He comes over to the camera. Ruth looks away. What about these scenes has anything to do with her?

Nothing.

Em walks alongside her through the sand dunes. To the southwest the harbor’s distant cranes can be seen. 
Shadows thin as cotton thread in the red haze of the horizon. A container ship drifts slowly out into the English Channel.

“It feels like we’re in Athas right now,” says Em.

“Athas?”

“It’s an evil world where magicians have sucked all the life out of the earth and turned it into a desert.”

“Maybe we can play one of your games some time? You and me?”

Em laughs at this, with an ease that surprises her—how completely separate their worlds are in his eyes. How little difference it seems to make to him.

She bikes alone along Motstraat, which runs right through Twenty-Seventy, past the square with the library, the Vietnamese and the Proxy Delhaize, past fences and corrugated iron, past all the behavioral architecture with its streets in the sky and rusting football goals—it makes her think of fossils of enormous animals. Someone shakes a coverlet from an open window. Gray skies over Antwerp. The traces of a dream. She turns in behind the library. Stops beneath the mural.

Bro, don’t you know? Your old man’s painted on a wall in Twenty-Seventy.

There he is. A version. Mio.

In a way it was Bakhuizen who arranged the whole thing. It was just after his death, and Bakhuizen had been granted EU funding to decorate the library’s exterior. She organized a vote among the local teenagers—whose portrait did they want to see on the empty 
concrete wall? She’d probably been thinking along the lines of Bob Marley, or even Malcolm X, but someone wrote Saddam Hussein on a piece of paper—this was the year after the war—and put it in the suggestion box, hopefully as a joke, and Saddam looked set to win until someone else suggested Mio, who in the end, and with a certain amount of help from her, won by a hair. Ruth had already moved when this happened. She’d heard the story from a laughing Harsha.

Mio looks at her, washed out and smiling.

A boy comes by on an electric bike. It’s much too big, a woman’s bike; he’s standing up to peddle, and the seat almost reaches his neck. He circles twice around her.

“Did you know Mio?” he says.

“Yeah.”

“Do you think it’s true what everybody says?”

“What does everybody say?”

The boy goes round again. His puffer vest is designed to look bulletproof, with Velcro tabs on the sides. He might be Em’s age? If that?

“They say Mio’s not dead.”

She gets an urge to grab his jacket, make him stop.

“He’s dead.” Her reply comes like a reflex, a tired scream from her life, from the after-school pick-ups and the lonely nights.

The boy goes around again.

“Who’s speaking then?” he says.

“Who’s speaking?” For a moment she has the feeling the boy is talking about her work, about the voices, that Mio’s the one making the voices she produces or 
finds inside her, but how could he know anything about that? Then he says:

“Who’s speaking on Proxy’s thing?”

“You mean Proxy-Muhammed?” She doesn’t take the boy seriously, of course. She looks up at the mural again. Drizzle in the air. It makes the painting fuzzy, faintly aglow.

Before cycling off, the boy shouts:

“Proxy has a thing where that guy is speaking. Mio.”

The waves roll in, swelling like soap suds before her, disappearing back out into the night, out into the rain that patters on her waterproof poncho.

Often, when she stands down here by the cliffs where she and Mio swam one summer, she thinks of a line in a poem that describes the sea as a thing that has shattered into a thousand pieces and then spends all eternity trying to put itself back together again. She read it in one of the books Bakhuizen foisted on her. In her teens it made her think of her mother.

Her mother and her dreams of winning millions. Her mother playing her little electric piano. She closes her eyes, listening to the sea and the rain. Mio? What? He’s not alive. Just some game. Just a fairytale the kids tell about the man who’s painted on the wall. Heart of gold. Bought PlayStations for the whole of Twenty-Seventy. Just a story.

The leaves have fallen from the poplars outside Sint Vincentius, the hospital where Proxy-Muhammed has 
been taken, according to an article that was published around the time of the accident. The automatic glass doors open with a sigh, and she stops. A man in a wheelchair, with an oxygen tube under his nose, is pushed past out into the parking lot by an older woman. Orthodox Jews. The woman’s wearing a wig and has eyes that are an almost transparent green, and she gives Ruth such a sympathetic, questioning look as she stands in the entrance. More visitors and patients push past. What’s she doing here? She turns to leave. Mio’s dead. She’s the only one left.

The next clip, which plays after Bakhuizen’s, was recorded by a young girl.

Two security guards are talking to Proxy, who’s now sitting alone at the table—the other kids must have taken off. Proxy stares down at an open book, his cap pulled down over his forehead. Downy moustache, spots on his nose.

“I didn’t do nothing.”

“Come on.” One of the guards grabs his arm and tries to pull him to his feet. “Get your things, let’s go.”

Proxy-Muhammed goes limp, hanging in the security guard’s grip like a preschooler—humiliating for everyone involved. He repeats:

“I didn’t do nothing.”

Ruth is sitting at home, watching on her laptop. She pauses, studies each scene, clicks back through. Doesn’t know what she’s looking for.

Proxy has a thing where that guy is speaking. Mio.


The sea swells grayly outside the living room window. Em is sleeping.

In the video, Proxy finally finds his feet, grabs his backpack from the back of a chair, and pulls on the jacket with the Delhaize logo. He and the guard tussle as they walk toward the library exit, under the round, spaceship-like lamps.

The girl who’s recording says they should leave Proxy alone, that he hasn’t done anything—she raises her voice more and more—a friend or girlfriend. The guards are shooing Proxy away, he walks the last bit by himself, moodily. They jog along behind him, waddling with their utility belts and cable ties and robust phones. Ellen Bakhuizen pops up by the lending desk. She’s really grown old since Ruth last saw her: gray haired and thin as a reed, she stands in a pool of light, looking on anxiously.

“Ellen, can you tell them?” Proxy sounds different when he addresses Bakhuizen, familiar—he seems to think she’ll step in on his behalf, even taking a few steps toward her before the guards jerk him back by grabbing that ugly parka.

At that point, Bakhuizen makes a halfhearted movement toward the boy, as though to come out from behind the counter, but something stops her—a look from the guards, or nothing, or everything.

“We’re closing soon anyway,” she says, and after a moment of confusion, the boy’s eyes cloud.

At the exit, right by the steps down to street level, he turns and says, perhaps to her, “I didn’t do nothing.” He grabs onto the railing, hard, and turns back to the 
guards: “People get stabbed round here. People have Kalashnikovs.”

“What did you say?” says the more red-faced guard, and Proxy pouts. His eyes dart from side to side under the cap. Then he makes the eternal sign of the pistol with one hand. Aims carefully.

It’s the red-faced guy who loses his patience and steps forward. Another tussle follows, more violent now, since the boy’s resisting properly. It’s hard to see exactly what’s happening. Flailing arms. The jacket with the supermarket chain’s heraldic lion. A staircase leading down. A couple of hard jerks—and the guard lets go, gives up, unexpectedly, and the boy is thrown backward by his own resistance.

He falls over the railing. He falls out of the shot.

The girl who’s recording screams.

Screams God, God, God.

The camera shakes—she drops it and picks it up.

Rattling noises.

The guard takes a nervous step forward. Half a step, interrupted, as though he doesn’t want to see what awaits at the bottom of the stairs. His broad back. The word SECURITY.

Ruth thinks she sees a change in his posture, as he leaves his professional role and becomes a man who perhaps has a son or a brother of Proxy’s age. His arms hang by his sides. SECURITY—the reassuring dimensions of that word, printed in reflective ink between his drooping shoulders. A man with no high-school education who realizes he’s about to lose his job.


The camera passes the SECURITY, onward, shakily.

When Ruth enters the library the following day, wet from a North Sea storm that made land when she’d already biked halfway, no one is at the lending desk. She takes a turn around the shelves. Aside from two older women in hijab, surfing on an old computer with a noisy fan, the library is empty.

The poetry section. Two shelves in the corner, a window out onto the square. It’s here, on an improvised stage, that she read her poems.

Bakhuizen comes around a corner pushing a book trolley; she lights up when she catches sight of Ruth, makes a motion as if to hug her, but stops herself.

“God. Can it be five years?”

“Almost ten.”

“How are things with you? And with your little boy? What was his name again?”

“Em.”

“Em as in Eminem.”

“Among other things. Mio. Muhammed. Things are good with us.”

“Where do you live now?”

“We have a house up the coast. Near the border.”

Bakhuizen replaces a couple of volumes of poetry on the shelf. The coast means money. A moped buzzes past out on the square, the sound dies out.

“There was a journalist here last week.”

“That’s not why I’m here.” Ruth’s wet hair is dripping 
down her neck, inside her collar. She puts it over her shoulder. Stands by the window. Across from her, the Vietnamese’s red neon sign glows. The flaking dragons on the window. Mom always sat there with Kaddi. She’s probably sitting there drinking this evening. “I don’t write anymore.”

Bakhuizen looks at her, nods at some thought.

“I still show the recording to the young people who come here,” she says. “The video of that evening you won the award. Your fantastic poem. You remember?”

“I remember getting fifty euros,” Ruth smiles. Doesn’t tell her that she and Mio bought a handful of pills from his stock and took them up on the roof that night. Lay giggling on their backs. Mio pointed at Arabic letters he thought he could make out among the drifting, nocturnal clouds. Alif, Lam. Tried to teach her. Mim. Ra.

“Fifty euros? Was it that much?” Bakhuizen laughs in the shy, averted way old people with bad teeth do. Ruth laughs along respectfully, waits, then says something apropos of nothing:

“Wasn’t it awful how he fell down the stairs? Do you know him?”

“Yes, I suppose I do. Little Proxy.”

“Proxy? Where does the name come from?”

“Guess his family couldn’t afford winter coats. His mom gives him her old uniforms from her job at the Proxy supermarket.” She glances at Ruth, warmly, furtively. “He reminds me of you.”

“Really?”

“Started coming here a couple of years back. Sits 
on his own a lot, reading.” Bakhuizen rubs one thumb across the other hand, as if rubbing away a mark only she can see. Smiles again, ambiguous and inward. “They say I’m racist. That that’s why I called security.”

“Who says that?”

“People on the internet. That poet. Anna Afellay. She didn’t write it in so many words, but that was what she was getting at, wasn’t it?”

“I haven’t read it,” Ruth lies.

“You know she’s been running a course here all winter? Every other Tuesday. Sitting here, teaching the local kids to write poetry. Mostly young girls. But it seems she’s thinking of stopping now.” Bakhuizen shakes her head.

Ruth wants to ask straight out about what the boy on the bike said. That there’s a rumor going round that Mio’s still alive. That Proxy-Muhammed has a “thing” where Mio’s talking. But she says nothing. Scared of sounding hopeful. Of subjecting Bakhuizen to that.

Both women stand in silence at the window, looking down at the square. A gang of boys is hanging about outside the Proxy Delhaize supermarket. Some of them could be the same people who made Bakhuizen call security.

“Can you tell me where they come from?” Bakhuizen says. “All these boys?”

“Don’t they live around here?”

Bakhuizen shakes her head again, but says:

“Yeah, they live here. They’re like phantoms from the end of the world.”


They stand around, aiming kicks and elbow strikes at each other, in their down jackets, in the rain, and when Bakhuizen shakes her head a third time, there’s something affirmative in the movement, as though her inability to comprehend the boys down there is actually a very deep form of knowledge.

Back at Sint Vincentius. The man in reception enters Ruth’s question into the system, his fingers flying over a screen.

“Unfortunately, I’m not able to tell you.”

She should go home.

“Why not?”

Let it go. You’re alone. The man reads the screen:

“The mother apparently doesn’t want journalists coming here and so on.”

“I’m not a journalist,” Ruth says, leaning into the intonation and phrasing from Twenty-Seventy. “I’m the boy’s aunt.” She laughs, and it’s that double-edged laugh from when they were teens, she and Harsha, stoned in the city center, pretending to be from Ixelles—two girls with French accents and parents who were diplomats or clothing importers with their own stores in Matonge—if anyone questioned their rather improbable stories, they giggled just like that, kind of uncertain but still scornful, sociopathic, with an underlying threat—if we can lie about something as meaningless as this, what else are we capable of? Ruth tilts her head, grins and says:

“That’s my sister you’ve been speaking to.”


The door is ajar. A sense of premonition. She stands for a long time, gripping the door handle.

She peeps in. The boy’s bony body is hooked up to monitors via electrodes and cables. Transparent tubes transport oxygen, fluids. A bouquet of withered flowers in a vase.

She looks along the corridor. Emergency exit signs, trolleys of stale buns. She had to leave her phone number at reception. She wanted to lie, but suspected that the man would check the number by calling it right there and then—he had that vibe.

She’s unsure whether she’s committing a crime as she enters the room. She stands at the foot of the bed, gently touches the boy’s shin, wood-like under the thin covers. What can be seen of his face under the fogged oxygen mask looks black and blue. She hears her own pulse in her head. There are sweets wrappers in the wastebasket. His mother or girlfriend must have been to visit. Or his father, Umar—Ruth remembers him as pretty depressed and angry after his shop got burgled.

A cabinet of white-coated wood. She touches its metal handle and a mechanical spring opens the door—the movement startles her.

The jacket from Proxy Delhaize hangs from a hook inside. Hoodie, Adidas sweats, backpack. She searches the jacket. Nothing.

Proxy has a thing where that guy is speaking. Mio.

A thing—what kind of thing? Could the boy simply have been talking about a cellphone? She opens the zipper of the backpack. Checks herself. Looks out into 
the room, out into the darkened corridor. The boy’s family could turn up at any time, or a nurse, a doctor. She chews the inside of her cheek. Imagines for a moment she’s watching herself through another’s eyes about to look through a stranger’s personal effects. Here again, in that space without boundaries. As though she’s never owned herself. Never owned anything at all.

Quickly, she walks over to the door and closes it, then returns to the cabinet and takes out the backpack. She sits in an armchair by the window and searches through it.

A pack of cigarettes. Two extra pairs of underwear.

Here. A CD player. Headphones with wires. She had one like this in her earliest childhood, her mom had bought it once when she’d won on the horses. Gave her a couple of jazz CDs that were much too sophisticated. She turns over the saucer-shaped plastic casing in her hands. The very weight of the machine, and the little click when she opens it—it feels so old-fashioned. An artifact from another world. A 20th-century thing.

Inside is a gold-colored CD. She takes it out. The side the information is burned onto also shimmers with a shade like gold or brass, rather than silver, which is the color she vaguely recalls the discs having had. She’s half reverent, half nauseous from fear. The headphones are battered. Earwax in the seams of the plastic—she takes some tissue from over by the sink and wipes them. Puts them in her ears. Starts the CD player.

A hiss.

She can still turn back.


Someone is breathing into the headphones.

She can take them out of her ears and put them back into the backpack. She and Em can live their life.

Maybe the sound of waves on the beach.

“There are roofs where you can see all the way to the sea.”

It really is his voice. Impossible.

“The waves roll in over cracked streets. Crash in through doorways.”

It’s him talking, Mio—she puts her hand to her mouth.

Is it an old recording?

No. It’s not him, of course not. It can’t be him saying the things the man on the CD is saying.

It’s just some sick game people in Twenty-Seventy are playing, something that has nothing to do with her.

She looks at the boy in the hospital bed. The recording distorts, the voice breaks up, becomes for a moment muffled and thick as syrup:

“I will teach you to dive from the razed bridges.”

Numb on the bus home with Em. She’d considered taking the CD player and the mysterious golden disc with her, but didn’t, because she was afraid of being caught, and because the objects…she doesn’t know. She doesn’t want to have them at home, where Em could find them. She wraps her arms around her chest, hard, staring out at the streetlights sliding by.

The man speaking said openly that he was Mio, and asserted that he was in a place he called the Nothingness 
Section—it sounded like a play on one of the sections in the library—the poetry section, the law section. He described the place in ellipses and insinuations, saying nothing about where it was. A kind of ruined city full of birds.

He mentioned her and Em, almost dismissively.

It can’t be Mio talking, she knows that much, because if Mio were alive, he would contact her, show up at her door, lift his son in his arms.

Once she’d decided that, her first thought was that it had something to do with her work at the agency: that her own lies had birthed this lie, that someone had found out what she was doing and was getting their revenge. But the golden disc wasn’t sent to her. It was pure chance that she’d run into the guy on the square who’d told her about it.

It’s some game she’s stumbled into.

“Don’t be scared, Mommy,” Em says, and she turns to him, quickly. He studies her with his inscrutable eyes. She wonders what he sees in her this evening. And other evenings. When she strokes his cheek, it’s above all a gesture meant to reclaim something.

“What is it, Mommy?”

“It’s nothing.”

Just someone who’s learned to imitate a dead boy’s voice.
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Gold

The waves roll in over cracked streets. Crash in through doorways. And when they turn and are sucked back out, it’s as though they take your whole life with them—the child welfare reports and the meetings with social workers, the baggies of hash and pills, the nights when you stayed up, filled with anxiety. Everything disappears with the waves.

I’ll wait for you here, bro.

I’ll teach you to dive from the razed bridges.

Has my voice changed over the years?

You were still little when I disappeared. But you used to follow me around.

It’s me.

It’s Mio.

I don’t know how much you remember of me. I knew your old man. He let me and Nouredine fill our vapes, even though we weren’t eighteen. Before the thieves smashed in his knee, he’d sometimes play football with 
us in the summer. That’s where my first memory of you comes from. You’re standing with your hands on the fence one evening when the older guys have arranged a tournament and the whole of Twenty-Seventy is out. Your old man spun away and nutmegged everyone. People said he should try out for Daring and Ajax.

You lit up when you saw him, bro.

So it was a shame what happened to his knee.

Shame. We use that word for everything, don’t we? The police lined us up against the wall and we said aren’t you ashamed? Ashamed walla. In school the teachers got our names mixed up and we stood up and tipped over the chairs and the desks and shouted about people having no shame.

Once the older guys tricked me into drinking a Jupiter they’d pissed in. Another time I let Fahad spit in my mouth for two euros. And me and Nouredine stripped a guy down to his boxers and pissed on his clothes, on his school bag and shoes, everything. Forced him to put all the soaking wet clothes back on.

Shame teaches us we are not eternal.

I’ve been reading a lot here. Trying to understand how I became what I am.

I’m ashamed of how my old man beat us at home, you know? That what they said was true every time we got 
investigated because a gym teacher had spotted the bruises. Does your dad beat you? Are you afraid of your dad?

It was in the air, like radiation or something. It stuck in our hair and eyes. Shame.

You know.

I saw you.

You stopped going home at night. The years after your old man got his knee smashed in. You always wanting to tag along when me and Nouredine went to Tuonetar’s, even though it was eleven at night and you were in primary school.

I used to look out the window before I went to sleep, and I’d see you sitting out there down on the bench by the playground, waiting. For nothing.






Ruth

Ruth peers into the fog, where the bellows of the boys in pink and yellow pinnies are muted as they fly into each other so the rain sprays up and their shin pads clack like wooden planks. Even though they’re only a few years older than Em they seem heavy as horses.

“Any of them yours?”

Inspector Marte van der Aart is wearing a jacket with the team logo on the breast and a huge collar as protection from the wind. Her graying hair is stuffed into a black beanie. She shakes her head.

“Mine are grown up now.”

Ruth called her after her visit to Sint Vincentius, and this was the only time in the next month she had free.

“I used to play for the women’s team back in the stone age. Now I help out when time allows.” Van der Aart smiles wanly. Ruth hasn’t told her what she wants to talk about, and struggles to find the words.

The last time the two women met, van der Aart was sitting in Ruth’s dad’s living room, telling her that Mio’s 
investigation had been closed because there were no more leads to follow. It wasn’t until she’d gone, leaving Ruth alone with a crying one-year-old who was drawing in pen on the linoleum floor, that Ruth realized van der Aart had come to speak to her face to face in the hope of drawing out further information she believed Ruth was sitting on: a fight, disappearing drugs—something. Since a boy like Mio couldn’t have died without being guilty of something. And since a girl couldn’t be together with a boy like that without knowing what kind of boy he was.

“Does your son play? Mio used to play a bit, right?”

Ruth shakes her head. The thought of Em, who sits for hours sorting his pens by the thickness of their nibs, playing football with other boys is almost comical.

“Doesn’t the nickname ‘Mio’ come from the football player Eduard Mio? Dortmund via Ixelles?”

Ruth shrugs.

“He just had a shirt with that name on the back one summer. You know how it is.”

Van der Aart laughs and shakes her head at a thought.

“Ah, well. I don’t know how many Mommos and Mommes and Moes I’ve met over the years.”

Something happens on the pitch, a pass or a mark, that causes van der Aart to applaud briefly, and then she adds, “You start wondering why they call eight out of ten kids Muhammed if none of them want to be called that.”

That wasn’t what Ruth meant. Just something about growing up, how one gets one’s names. She burrows 
her hands into her pockets. Mio’s Ruth. Her jacket is new, from an Italian company that works with police and military technology—made from a shimmering, water-repellent fabric that is supposed to be invisible to surveillance cameras but is, unfortunately, not that warm.

They are in a residential area of single-family dwellings and leafy avenues to the west, one of the suburbs where Antwerp gives over to smaller towns and then clusters again into cities—Ghent and Aalst—van der Aart shouts something across the field, a hoarse bark that hangs in the raw, frigid air.

After all these years, Ruth still feels a certain resistance to talking to the police. It’s a residue in her body from all those times she saw the police stand her neighbors and classmates up against the wall to check their IDs, sometimes without any reason other than the fact they existed. Often on the hunt for Mio or Nouredine.

Van der Aart casts a quick glance in her direction before turning her attention back to the boys out on the field, elbowing each other and hawking up snot.

“Let me guess,” she says. “You want to talk about the boy from the library? That gold CD?”

Ruth’s surprise must be evident from her face, because van der Aart says:

“My colleague, who investigated that mess with the security guards, found the CD. She thought I might be interested in the stuff about where Nouredine might be buried. Did you get that far when you were listening?”

Ruth nods. She’s been back to Sint Vincentius and 
listened to the whole disc. The man speaking claims that Nouredine, Mio’s little brother who was murdered about a year after Mio’s death, is buried in the concrete foundations of a large bus station that was being built at the time—a node for the bus routes in Twenty-Seventy. One of the places that will be demolished as part of the transportation redevelopment.

Van der Aart studies Ruth and Ruth wonders again whether she was committing a crime when she lied about her identity at the hospital, or when she went through Proxy-Muhammed’s things, or when she goes there to listen to the disc. Perhaps she should have lied to van der Aart, but it’s too late, and van der Aart doesn’t seem to be hung up on it—she gestures dismissively and says:

“That’s an old rumor that probably won’t check out. We heard it when Nouredine first disappeared. We even interrogated a couple of guys in the area who worked on that site. Of course the theory was that Nouredine was murdered by the same person who stabbed Mio to death.”

Ruth gives a curt nod. Swallows. Those words. Stabbed to death. She looks at the field. Twenty-Seventy was full of boys who ran around in sweats and the jerseys of their idols. Hours and days and years, the endless matches of summer evenings, first to ten, first to fifty, fights and celebrations and curses—I hope God makes all your family sick—skinned knees, older brothers coming out of front doors and getting roped into doing the scoring—Fahad standing there brandishing a 
machete at Umar, shouting that it was a free kick.

Boys looking for a way into the world.

“Why was I never allowed to see Mio’s body?”

“His mother identified him. You weren’t a relative,” van der Aart says, as if simply stating a fact. They stand, peering into the fog. A poorly aimed pass bounces toward them in the grass, van der Aart stops it with her foot, juggling it with her feet a few times, hands still in her pockets, before sending it back with a kick—the sound of her shoe against the ball is hard and hollow. “He’s dead, Ruth.”

She sits at home, trying to concentrate on her work. The noise-canceling headphones create a sense of being immersed in water, having blocked ears after a long flight. Outside the large windows angry, soundless waves beat against the cliffs.

She scans though the client’s dossier once again, puts it aside and searches the internet to get a clearer and more up-to-date understanding of the protests against the highway redevelopment.

The activists who’ve started having meetings in one of the mosques in Twenty-Seventy are not motivated by religion—quite the opposite: these are die-hard communists, active in unions, a mix of people from the left. The mosque seems quite simply to be the only venue where they can meet, since everything else is controlled by the local property management company, who wants the demolition and the transport redevelopment to go ahead.


The poet who more-or-less implied that Bakhuizen was an agent of colonialism, Anna Afellay, has written a number of viral social media posts on the demolition plans: We are many, the people who come from places that don’t count, places where people take the knee, where history begins, and so on. Ruth looks at a photo. She’s only just twenty. Beautiful. Chunky, black-framed glasses, short hair, indeterminate ethnicity. Her surname is Arabic.

Ruth leans her head against the back of the sofa.

She regrets having gone to Sint Vincentius.

She opens a sound file with a piece by an artist from New Zealand, faint, diffuse blows. Something that sounds like a conversation heard through a wall. It’s a recording from a city at night, in which some frequencies have been amplified and others made to recede, disappearing into the background murmur. The sounds of sirens from police cars and ambulances are present as an unbroken, sorrowful gull’s whistle—somehow that seems to be the point—the cities as an eternal state of crisis, a low-intensity tumult with no beginning or end.

The sound art started as an attempt to get closer to her mother after her lacerating teenage years. Ruth was about twenty when she started listening to the music her mother had always talked about. Miles, Monk, Nina. She worked her way methodically through the giants, out to the margins, soon realizing she was drawn to the atonal, to the pure sounds.

She forces her mind back to her work, to the demolition of Twenty-Seventy. Who’s the man speaking? She 
can hear him mumbling, as though in the depths of the wind and traffic and the scattered, fading cries, the roar of valves and human activity, human dreams.

A man watching over his disappointments.

Invisible, never appreciated, full of wasted riches.

A man who has made mistakes.

An author.

Em is standing in the doorway. She takes off her headphones.

“Hungry.”

She gets up with an affectionate sigh, searches through the fridge awhile, then stands at the granite countertop pinching the heads off hot-smoked shrimp, which she shells and arranges on two slices of rye bread. A dollop of chili aioli.

“Time for bed after this.”

Em slouches against the counter.

“You were neighbors.”

“We lived in the same building.” She drizzles olive oil over the open sandwiches, hands him one, and starts eating the other, aware of the danger that awaits on the edge of the conversation.

“You lived in Ixelles?”

“We’ve talked about this. We were neighbors in Ixelles.”

“There’s a place here in Antwerp called Twenty-Seventy.” Em tries to sound like nothing’s up but can’t avoid filling the numbers with so much wonder it makes Ruth smile. Em takes a bite of his sandwich, peers at her 
intensely. “Those were the numbers that woman on the bus said. She said Dad’s face is painted on a wall.” All this is so big for him. His beginnings. “Twenty-Seventy, it’s a postcode.”

“I guess so.” Ruth wipes the counter.

How does a lie begin? With a game two girls come up with so they can be someone else for a night, when they go down Meltmarkt, pretending to have French accents, pretending to have money. The lie begins with a boy who dies in an underpass, or when that boy’s son is old enough to ask about his dad, and his mother works for the agency and lies on a daily basis. The lie begins with nothing.

“But was that where he was run over? In Twenty-Seventy? Is that why he’s painted on the wall there?”

Twenty-Seventy. Em has never been there. Ruth’s dad moved to an apartment closer to the city center, and they meet her mom in cafés, or she comes to see them out on the coast, despite the fact she gets irritated by the neighbors and the cars and the wealth. They both know not to tell Em about Mio.

“That woman thought we were someone else. Bedtime.”

“Not yet.”

“Bedtime, Em.”

She picks up the toys that lie scattered across the floor of his room, so she won’t step on them if he wakes in the night.

“He took you to Bobbejaanland.”


She doesn’t reply. Waves her hand in front of the sensor on the window frame, the blinds crease with a whisper, and the room grows dark.

“You met and he took you there,” Em giggles.

“Yes.”

“It’s here in Antwerp.”

She sits on the edge of the bed. Picks at something under her nail.

“Yes.”

“You went on the roller coaster.”

“Sleep now.”

She strokes his forehead, the curve of his skull. Closes her eyes. Remembers the plunging feeling in the pit of her stomach as the back of Mio’s head rang out against the metal lockers at school. He was taking a beating from three older guys. It was the second time they’d met in a short while; the previous time he’d turned up at the library in a baggy black suit. He’d been at a funeral. A kid in the neighborhood had been shot by the entrance to his building.

One of the older guys had pulled Mio’s shirt over his head and was chaotically kneeing the heap of bones and fabric and soft tissue. She remembers Mio’s naked chest being so thin his ribs stuck out, and it was covered in old bruises. As though someone had beaten him with a cane.

How would she be able to tell Em things like this? How would she be able to tell him that a kid had kneed Mio in the temple, making his head bash against the locker again with such a terrible sound—the sound of 
brain damage, memory loss, personality changes?

Something clumsy and halfhearted about Mio’s movements. As though he didn’t really care he was getting beaten to a pulp. When he collapsed on the floor of the corridor, she stepped forward, driven not by sympathy but by something biological: she stood between the guys and Mio and shouted stop it, or that’s enough, and one of the guys actually pulled her hair or maybe just got his watch tangled in it, in a final attempt to get at Mio. But they gave up. Probably ashamed of hitting a girl. The baying crowd dispersed. She and Mio sat down with their backs to the lockers, he wiped his nose with his hand and looked at the blood, and when he laughed she noticed there was blood in his mouth too. Blood on his teeth.

“You went on the craziest roller coaster,” Em whispers in the gloom of the bedroom. “He paid for everything.” His voice in the darkness—as though constantly giddy about something. About having had a dad. “And he kissed you there.” Em reaches across her and fishes the ratty keyring from his pants on the floor. She supposed it was actually she who’d kissed Mio, just as the roller coaster plunged down to its deepest point and the camera took a photo of the terrified passengers. But he was the one who pushed his way to a kiosk lined with TV screens and found the picture of the kiss, and bought a keyring where the photo was encapsulated in plastic. Gave it to her. The romance of seventeen-year-olds.

Em rolls onto his back and stares at the keyring, 
holds it in a narrow sliver of evening light that’s falling through the blinds.

Mom kissing Dad.

“I wish I’d been there with you.”

“An author?” Lucien is sitting in the coffee bar at the coworking space, black rings under his eyes from the nocturnal, digital meetings he’d been having for some reason or other with lawyers in Micronesia and Liberia.

“An exiled author,” she says, while the barista with the turquoise nails swirls frothed milk into Lucien’s coffee. “He publishes books in his home country.”

“But in Belgium he’s completely unknown?” Lucien pulls the cup toward him, sips the coffee. “Here in Belgium he cleans toilets.”

“He drives a bus.”

“He cleans buses. A compromise. And people look at him like he can’t read the ads that line the bus’s roof. They throw their cigarette butts at him.”

They’re talking in low voices, half-whispers, as always when they’re around people.

“But back home. Back home he’s viewed as the next Hendrik Conscience. Proust.”

“Pynchon. Foster Wallace.”

“One of the millions of geniuses brushed under the carpet in the immigrant ghettos.”

Lucien has brought along some folders of documents concerning simpler jobs. She flicks through them as they talk. One client is an architect, another the curator of an art museum in the Netherlands. Sometimes 
she wonders how long the precise nature of the agency can be kept secret with this ever-growing circle of clients; what will happen when it becomes widely known that they exist and what they do, whether anything will change. She picks out a couple of projects she has a feel for, and pushes the others back across the table.

“I’d hoped you might take the curator.”

“I don’t have time.”

She is working on a book the author is supposed to have written, a short-story collection. It will probably never be published, but it needs to exist to give the voice those layers of memory and dashed hopes that will differentiate it from the patter produced by algorithms and internet trolls.

The barista passes over her espresso and she says to Lucien:

“How much do you know about the technology that creates synthetic speech?”

“Why do you ask?”

“These programs that make people looks like celebrities? Deepfake? Is there an alternative for voices?”

“You mean a filter that can make you sound like someone else?”

“Like a specific person.”

“I guess there is,” Lucien says. “Why?”

She sits by the hospital bed with the crackly little headphones in her ears, trying to identify the sounds in the background of the recording. Wind, a car passing.

“It was easy to disappear,” says the man talking. He 
actually sounds surprised about that. A distant horn. The roar of waves perhaps.

Ruth opens her eyes. A doctor in a white coat and creased shirt, barely older than herself, is standing in the doorway. He greets her with a nod, stands at the foot of the bed, picks up a folder of notes that’s hanging at the end.

“Are you the aunt?”

“Yes.”

The doctor points at the CD player and the headphones, which she sets aside awkwardly.

“I listened to a couple of sentences this morning,” he says. “At first I thought it was his real brother talking.” He casts his eyes over the notes.

“It isn’t.”

“Yes, I realized that.”

“He doesn’t have any brothers,” she says, and the doctor scribbles something on the notes and leaves.

The Orbea glides through the glistening night so frictionlessly it feels virtual. Fleet, floating. She scythes through the diamond district. Two Hasidic Jews stand outside their shops, talking in the sharp white light of the shop windows; they avert their eyes modestly when she looks at them. Past the fortified façades, the columns of smooth granite and marble, the windows of bulletproof glass. Past the wealth. Is she a part of that now? She wanted to give Em some security.

She is listening to a piece by an Italian futurist, a concert for mechanical equipment: foghorns wheeze 
and whine, sheet metal buckles and clangs, cogs rattle. There is something naive in the composer’s attempts to shock the listener with dissonance and noise, here on the other side of two world wars, in a place where violence seems wrapped in silence and forgetting, in erasure, just as much as in explosions and booms—the blip of a region on the other side of an ocean being wiped out by a cruise missile, the soldier with night-vision goggles slitting the throat of his enemy. The hum of war dispatches on soundless screens. But then, she’s not listening to the piece for philosophical reasons, but for the sheer pleasure of the noise, disconnected from the ideological axioms.

Em is sitting on the terrace, in the gently undulating wind from the sea, drawing a map in a fancy sketchpad that Ruth bought him in an art supplies shop so he’d stop destroying his school books. As she watches him sitting there, with the spring evening seemingly concentrated in the pink glow that falls across the paper on his lap, a thought destabilizes her. She grasps the door frame for support. What if the strange, solitary boy sitting there on the beach furniture has a father? What if Mio is alive?






Control

“The game is about you telling me what’s happening with this other guy, right?”

“Yeah. The character.” The hotel room smells of mold and sea. The game master is sitting on the edge of the bed, toying with his manuals. The parent has stretched out on the bed without taking off her shoes. The curtain keeps getting sucked into a draft.

“Then you have to make decisions,” the game master says. “For example, you might be out traveling, like we are now, and then dusk falls. So you have to decide whether you want to stay and seek shelter, or keep going after dark.”

“Aren’t there any hotels in the game?”

“No. And you know what happens at night?”

“No?”

“The dead come back to life.”
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Ruth

Empty polystyrene cartons from the Vietnamese are stacked in tall towers on Ruth’s mom’s dining table. She clears them away, squashing them into a couple of trash bags out in the kitchen, while Ruth stands the Orbea, which she’d brought up in the elevator and wheeled into the narrow hall, on its back wheel. She leans it against the door, and pushes her way into the apartment.

“Have you eaten? I could heat some leftovers?”

Ruth shakes her head. She sits at the table, which her mom is wiping with a cloth.

“Mom, you don’t need to—”

“Lift up your hands so I can get in there.”

Ruth looks at the building across the way, where they all lived together, before the separation. Third floor. Mio’s family moved in two floors up when she was six. She can still remember the day, because it was the same day her mom moved out.

“You’ll have to bring Em next time.”

“Maybe.”

“Sorry, I know you don’t want him to—”


“Don’t worry, Mom.”

“I’ll put some coffee on.”

“Tea. Otherwise I won’t be able to sleep.

Her mom rinses out a pan and fills it with water.

Fifth floor, eight windows from the left: Mio’s room. Ruth rests her chin on her hand, feeling the time that has passed since she was one of the kids down in the yard. Her mom shouts from the kitchen:

“Have you not been sleeping?”

She smiles at this demonstration of care, another act that undoes the abyss of time; to once again find oneself on the other side of maternal anxiety, if only for an afternoon.

Her mom gets boxes of old tea bags out of the kitchen cabinet, holding up the different flavors.

“Green.”

“You need your sleep.”

“It’s just hard to be alone with Em sometimes,” she says, taking a tea bag and putting it on the counter. Her mom gives a quick nod. She’s managed to light the greasy, unreliable gas burner, and goes back out into the kitchen to wait for the water to boil. Ruth feels something move in her silence, her posture.

“I was talking about myself, Mom.”

“It was your dad who didn’t want to give me shared custody.”

“I was talking about myself.”

“You don’t know what it was like. I was an African woman. Imagine how hard it was trying to go against him.”


Not all that hard, Ruth thinks, but says nothing.

Her mom pours the hot water into the mugs and lowers herself into a chair, and Ruth hopes that at least half of the doomed, shaking quality of her movements is a dramatic flourish intended to take the sting out of the fight that was threatening to blow up. Ruth says:

“Have you heard about these traffic developments that are in the works? Seems like they’re going to tear down all these blocks?”

Her mom dunks her tea bag into the water and chuckles to herself.

“That will come to nothing. Are they going to make us all move? Hundreds of people? Where would we go?”

Sharp shadows outside, between the houses. Someone is moving in Mio’s room. Closing the blinds. Probably his little sister, Amina. Ruth often sees her in there. She waits. Nothing else happens.

“Mom?”

“Yes, dear?”

“Have you heard of something called the Nothingness Section?”

Her mom’s forehead wrinkles and she blows on her tea.

“And what might that be?”

A voice deep down whispers: Mom, don’t say no.

“It’s something from work,” Ruth says. “Have you heard the phrase? The Nothingness Section?”

Her mom shakes her head, thinking carefully, but says nothing. Perhaps she’s heard the rumors about Mio being alive, and wants to protect Ruth.


“Play me something.”

Her mom bares her few teeth in a grin and gets up, and it seems the slowness and the tiredness are real, after all. She gets out the box, covered in scratches, which has always reminded Ruth of a child’s coffin. Solemnly she unfastens the brass clips, gets out the long electric piano, plugs in the cable, and turns on the power. Draws out a first chord. A second.

Ruth remembers this from her childhood. Miles, perhaps. She used to sit in this very chair, listening to her mom playing when this apartment was Kaddi’s.

Ruth listens to the music, the backbeat swing she associates with the Congo, with her mom’s own childhood, that unknown world. She closes her eyes, remembers herself as a girl—the powerlessness; the scratch-its her mom scraped; the cigarettes everyone was constantly smoking; Kaddi’s dark, obnoxious sense of humor; the bitter, sour sodas Ruth’s mom always gave her—the kind she and Kaddi probably mixed with booze the rest of the time. They called them Jupiter—somehow, Ruth sensed that it would hurt both women if a child pointed out that Jupiter wasn’t a Flemish synonym for soda, but a specific brand, so she let it go—as far as she knows, her mom and Kaddi still call all kinds of soda Jupiter. Reconciliation? Time—she listens to the music and feels days and months and years. A moped crosses the courtyard below, a girl sits behind the guy driving, they vanish between the blocks. It could be her and Mio. Two ghosts from the end of the world.


On her way home, lounging against the handrail, one hand on the handlebars of the Orbea and her forehead against the vibrating pane of the bus window.

A couple of guys in the seats in front of her are talking loudly, carelessly, about girls they’ve been with and what they’ve done, swearing on God’s name that each obscenity is true. Walla, I split her in two.

He lay beside her in the darkness and made her laugh with his half-lies and his stories. Brother.

He would never leave her.

He would never do what the man on the golden disc says. Pretend to die in order to disappear and start again.

She gets out her phone and does an online search for the Nothingness Section, in French this time, but still doesn’t get a single hit. As though someone has combed through the internet and deleted the name wherever it’s appeared. When she searches in English she finds a Russian artwork called A Catalog of Nothing, which gathers photographs of blank billboards, empty swimming pools, equations that end in eternal sequences of zeros. Aside from that? Nothing.

The boys in front of her laugh at something, so hysterically they hammer their fists against the seats and windows of the bus.

The bus pulls in at the stop and she wheels her bike off, adjusts the straps of her bag. A man who got on at the same time as her, in Twenty-Seventy, has also gotten off. He has walked a few steps along the road and it’s not until she starts cycling toward him that she realizes 
he had his hood up for the whole trip, that he looked away every time she turned toward him—a lanky man in a leather jacket with a hoodie underneath, around her age.

She stops and puts her foot down on the ground. Perceives the proximity of the sea in a kind of wind-whipped desolation—the first beach houses are a hundred meters or so down the road. The man slows, stopping around twenty meters ahead of her. She considers turning and cycling in the other direction to avoid passing him, tries to determine whether he would catch up with her before she’d managed to get her speed up.

“Mio?”

When the name comes, it surprises her. Something in the way he hunches his shoulders. He stands still for a few heartbeats, then crosses the road and disappears back in the direction the bus came from.

“Mio?” she calls, as he passes on the other side of the road, silhouetted against the coastal meadows and the night. “Mio? Is that you?”






Gold

They say I was knifed in an underpass, that I crawled out to die under the stars. But you can hear my voice, right?

This place is full of people like me. They think we’re dead, but we’re sitting on the roofs here in the Nothingness Section. Looking across the waves that wash in between the tilting high-rises.

The only person I spoke to when I was planning to leave was Nouredine. Brothers share their debts. I explained that people were after us, that we had to take off, but that they would take revenge on our little sister, or on our old man. So we had to pretend to die.

He didn’t want to come. I’ve heard they sank his body in concrete. That he’s imprisoned for all eternity under the bus station in Twenty-Seventy.

I was in the tunnel. That much is true. But I wasn’t stabbed by anyone. I’d brought one of those knives me and Denis had. I grabbed the knife hard and pulled it 
out of my fist, splashing blood over the asphalt.

The police knew people were after me. One of them actually helped me. The police and my mom. Of course she shook her head at first when I told her everything. But I told her she had to save my life.

She traveled out to the hospital that night, and rang relatives and lied that she’d kissed my brow and said her farewells and all the other stuff. I reckon she cried real tears for how things had gone for her, here in Belgium.

By then I was already on my way. Driving along the coast in a stolen car. In some ways that was the sickest part of the plan. Seventeen years old, no driver’s license. I remember the sand dunes out there in the early morning light. The wind farms and levees. It felt like I was ceasing to exist. Like I was gradually fading out of existence.

I dumped the car before I reached the border. I was planning to travel to a Muslim country, but what would I do there? I barely knew how to pray correctly, even though my old man tried to beat it into me and Nouredine throughout our childhood.

I drifted. Lived in Marseille and Nice and other cities where it’s warm enough to sleep on roofs and under bridges all year round.

I’ve been here and there and back again, as we used to say.

It was easy to disappear. As though I’d never really existed.






Ruth

Today, past the sun-bleached curtains of the hospital room, she can see all the way to the diamond district: the dark, asymmetrical office blocks and huge concrete towers. Buildings that will never be pulled down, she thinks, even though she knows that’s not true.

Her phone lights up. Harsha. She doesn’t answer. When they talked, Harsha pretended she’d never heard the golden disc, but she must have known about it longer than Ruth. She must have lied that winter day when Ruth asked why she was curious about Proxy-Muhammed. When she replied that it was nothing, that Ruth should forget it.

The screen lights up again, darkens.

She rests both hands on the pile of papers that’s between herself and the client, as though she is enjoying something that’s radiating from the paper—hard work, integrity, literary brilliance.

The client is a journalist who’s written a book about criminal family networks in the concrete suburbs of 
Anderlecht, but he lacks a victim with a face, someone who’s actually been subjected to the violence of the people he’s fingered; no one dared to be named publicly.

An assignment so simple it hardly needed the agency’s involvement. Ruth pushes a gray folder across the table.

“This is Selma Burakgazi. Muslim, but not practicing. She doesn’t wear hijab, and so on.”

“Is that good?”

“It makes it easier for your target reader to relate to her.”

The journalist looks at the photographs of the woman. Ruth goes on:

“Last fall, a man drove into her car. They started arguing about who was at fault. The man seemed to be under the influence of drugs, and it was obvious that he was the one who had run into her. When she sent him a bill for the damage, the nightmare began: harassment and threats that are still ongoing.”

The journalist nods appreciatively at the clichéd phrases.

“And if someone were to dig deeper?”

“She has an address, social media accounts, responds to email. She even has a social security number and a passport, though she can’t travel outside the EU. If anyone needs to speak to her on the phone, we can arrange a voice actor.” Ruth smiles. “She’s more real than a lot of people who actually exist.”


The kids outside Proxy Delhaize raise their arms to shield their faces from the dust and trash that’s blowing around. When the wind settles they go back to the sucking on their Smokebarz and Puffstix. The guys play-fight, the girls shake their heads at them, but they measure something in their games, as they side-eye through harsh make-up.

“What are you thinking about?” Harsha sits opposite Ruth with a coffee and a dry croissant.

“About the names around the square here,” Ruth says.

“Muhammed and Aisha.”

“The names of the places,” Ruth says. “When they built the housing blocks around the square here, they named the streets and courtyards after different kinds of moths—Motstraat, Nachtvlugstraat. When I started writing poems it was like I discovered something sorrowful in the names themselves.”

“An artificial quality?”

“That too. The fact that someone had presumably sat there with a list, assigning names to places where people would live. The anonymity of it. But it was more like—I don’t know. Something about the theme they chose. Moths.”

She looks down at a napkin, at the speckled moth that flutters up from a teacup. The café has always been here on the square, hemmed in by the hair salon and the place where Proxy’s dad once ran a shop until he was burgled and half-paralyzed. In recent years, the shop housed businesses that unlocked phones, or sold 
Muslim women’s clothing, and most recently shisha pipes and various hash-smoking accessories—little skull-shaped dishes in silvery metal.

Ruth folds the napkin in two. There was a time when she and Harsha would sit here every day after school, talking about nothing—the big nothing that was everything to them: the boys who seemed to do as they pleased, the boys they were in love with, the boys they lied about to their parents.

She felt an urge to put Harsha up against the wall.

“It was like the sorrowful quality of the moths found its way into us through the names. Magical thinking, you know?”

“They burn their wings on the light.”

Ruth runs her thumbnail over the crease she’s made in the napkin and folds it again.

You knew and you said nothing.

“You know those summer nights when you used to have to sleep with the window open?” she says. “And you’d wake up hot and sweaty, and those moths were hurling themselves against the glass, and you’d lie awake thinking everything was ebbing away. Like everything was already mired in forgetting.”

Harsha looks at her, tenderly, or sadly, and then makes her voice low and spiky, imitating one or other of the boys they grew up with:

“You think too much, walla.”

They both laugh.

“I have to get going soon.”

Harsha gives her another sympathetic look.


“I know he’s dead, Harsha.”

“But you’re still going to dig around?”

“I want to be able to say to Em that I tried to find out the truth, if he asks when he’s older.”

She glances at the clock. She really must get going soon.

“The truth? What do you think that is, if it’s not that Mio is dead?”

Ruth shrugs. Looks Harsha in the eye briefly, hard.

You knew and you said nothing.

On the other hand she’s not telling Harsha anything about her job, neither generally nor specifically about the demolition of Twenty-Seventy. Because Harsha wouldn’t understand. Someone who thinks the ethics of individual choice, of each little life we’re trying to make work here in the world, can be measured with the models of politics.

“He had so many secrets,” she says, and when Harsha’s expression creases to become even more sympathetic, Ruth adds, “I don’t mean the way he lived. The things he and Nouredine did. I’m talking about something else. Something that—I don’t know. The birds. The sea and his stories about the library. Dreams he had.”

“I saw it too.” Harsha sweeps the crumbs onto her saucer and smiles at some memory of Mio—they knew each other superficially even before he and Ruth got together. “People who don’t know how he was look at the mural behind the library and think it’s about us romanticizing criminals. But that’s not why he’s been painted there, right?”


“No,” Ruth says.

“He had something. A light he was forced to conceal, not only from others, but from himself too. From himself first and foremost, you know? So he could bear the fact he was stuck here, just like everybody else.”

Ruth looks out across the square.

“How’s it going with the traffic works? The petition and the meetings?”

“We’ll see. It will be awful if the demolitions go ahead. It’s so telling that they think they have the right to uproot people, just because they happen to live here. To spread them to the winds.”

Out on the square one of the girls laughs at something, a bubbling over.

Bobbejaan had been half-asleep under the table. Now he wakes up, sticks his nose out, and begs for food. Harsha gets out a dog treat that he licks up with his broad tongue. She says:

“Anna’s written a few things that have caught the attention of people outside. Things are probably going to pick up speed this fall.”

“Are we talking about Anna Afellay? The one who wrote about Proxy-Muhammed?”

Harsha nods.

“She watches that video of a boy falling down some steps and she thinks of her brother.”

Harsha smiles at Ruth’s uncharitable paraphrase. Ruth folds the napkin a third time. Runs her nail across, says:

“You know I found a feather in Mio’s pocket once? 
From some bird of prey.”

“And now someone’s imitating his voice and telling a tale that says he didn’t die but moved to a place where the sky is full of birds?”

“And uses lines from my poems.”

This is something Ruth realized just recently: some of the phrases the man speaking on the golden disc uses are identical to things she read aloud at the library ten years ago.

Harsha lays her hand on Ruth’s.

“Ruth. This is also true: young people who die violent deaths become martyrs. For one thing or another.” Harsha looks out across the square too, at the girls outside Proxy Delhaize who are laughing and fooling around. “You know, back home they raise monuments to young girls who strap themselves into suicide vests and walk into hotels.”

Ruth knows that Harsha was named after someone who had done that. Blew herself and a handful of Indian diplomats to smithereens, for national self-determination and socialism. Harsha blinks absently. Harsha, who continues to try and turn her parents’ loss into a victory. To change what has been.

“When we were little it was that Turkish guy—what was his name?”

“Something…”

“Yeah—the first person to get Flemish rap on the radio, and then he gets shot trying to take back some equipment a bunch of junkies stole from his basement studio. And all the kids rapped about him, said his name 
on their records and tagged it all over the walls.”

Harsha’s hand is as cool and heavy as marble over Ruth’s. Mio called her “Mother Harsha” because of her way of sticking her nose into everyone in the area’s business. She goes on:

“Now Mio’s that guy. I always thought it would be a rapper who stole his name, but—you get me, right? His portrait is painted on a wall. This golden disc is just…it’s just some game they’re playing.”

Ruth nods. She knows.

But she was never allowed to see the body.

A fridge-pale light pours out onto the loading bay, where Proxy-Muhammed’s mom stands smoking and waiting for Ruth.

“They always call security when they see our children,” she says. “Write that. Write that it makes no difference whether they behave well or not.”

Ruth has never claimed that she was intending to write about what happened at the library, but she didn’t correct Proxy’s mom when she made the assumption over the phone. She doesn’t say anything about it now either.

The woman is wearing her uniform—a jacket bearing the stylized lion—and has a headscarf tied messily over her hair. She looks hunted, beaten down by what days and years become in these places. Crueler.

“The doctors tell me you go to visit him at the hospital.”

“Yeah,” Ruth mumbles. “I remember him from 
when I lived here. He was pretty taken with Mio.”

“They think we’re sisters,” Proxy’s mom says, raising her eyebrows and laughing. Ruth guesses that what’s funny is the doctors’ inability to distinguish between their ethnicities, but perhaps the laughter is about something else, something less clear—people here carry so much vague longing. Ruth wonders if the staff at the hospital have asked straight out whether Ruth is part of the family, but whatever the case, it hasn’t stopped her from being able to come and go as she pleases. She tries to sound as though she’s doing an interview for an article:

“The librarian says Proxy was there a lot? That he liked reading?”

“Proxy?” His mom looks genuinely surprised. Puffs on her cigarette, sours. “Who calls him that?”

Ruth shrugs listlessly.

Ruth remembers Proxy’s mom from her childhood: one of the young women who helped the kids with their homework out in the courtyard, and whose husband, Umar, ran the shop by the café, despite the fact he was probably only about twenty. Sold fruit, cigarettes, scratch-its, energy drinks, together with a cousin. People said he was going to be a professional footballer. But then little Muhammed was born, apparently somewhat unexpectedly, and when a thief smashed Umar’s knee with an ax and he couldn’t work anymore, and definitely couldn’t play football, she was forced to start working here at Proxy Delhaize instead of going to university. The voice on the golden disc talks about that a fair bit, 
suggesting that her husband started beating the boy.

One of the rumors Ruth heard after Mio’s death was that there was a connection between the two events: that the guys who robbed Umar also killed Mio and Nouredine. But she doesn’t know. She wants to wrap up this whole business, put it away and go back to concentrating on her job.

She just wants to be free.

Proxy’s mom stabs the air with the glow of her cigarette.

“He did well in school. You can write that. He had his disruptive years, like everyone. As you said, he trailed around after Mio and Nouredine for a while. That was after everything that happened with his dad.” Some strands of hair have slipped out from beneath the edge of her hijab; she presses the cigarette between her lips and tucks the hair back under her headscarf in a rapid, automatic movement, saying, “It scared him that someone attacked his dad with an ax.”

“I can see why.”

“People suspected that guy Fahad, and a kid named Kabar. Umar himself would never talk about it. But the people who did it must have lived in the area too, I guess. And I think it made Muhammed drawn to guys he thought were tough. Guys who would be able to protect him.” A sorrowful, empathetic expression. “Like your Mio.”

“Yeah.”

Proxy’s mom rearranges her work jacket, pulling the cord around her waist.


“Hey,” she says. “Are you in touch with the university? Do you know how to get stipends and so on? To get your grades up?” She is trying to sound casual, as though she is somewhat disdainful of the thought, but her longing is there again, bared and inflamed, in a quick look directed right into Ruth’s eyes—though perhaps it’s not about longing, but a debt the woman imagines someone who has left owes to those who have been left behind.

“Not really. Sorry.”

Someone is wrestling noisily with a trolley or a heavy door inside the warehouse; Proxy’s mom turns and peers into the light for a while. Ruth says:

“Muhammed has this gold disc he listens to. Do you know where it came from?”

“You mean like a CD? Who listens to that kind of thing these days? He must have got it from some friend.”

“It doesn’t mean anything to you?”

“No.”

“Is Umar home? Maybe he knows something about it?”

Proxy’s mom chuckles, as though something has just occurred to her, and says:

“Do you know what he does sometimes? Little Muhammed. Such a strange, sweet boy he is. He’ll be in his room, and when he thinks no one is listening, he pretends to cry.”

Ruth notes that she’s changed the subject with the fleetness of foot reserved for those who have done so many times. Perhaps it even happens unconsciously, like 
throwing your arms up to protect yourself from a blow. The woman goes on:

“No, that’s not true, he’s not pretending. That’s the wrong word. He’s practicing. He’s practicing crying.”

Ruth actually recognizes that. It has something to do with the golden disc and the place the man pretending to be Mio calls “the Nothingness Section.” He says people there gather in the squares at dusk, that they sit on benches and plastic crates and mopeds, or lie with their heads on each other’s laps.

He says they cry every night for all the people they’ve left behind.

The summer ages. The wasps grow drowsy. The sea is still and warm. Em sits at home, staring glassily, hypnotized, at his screens, demonstratively bored, until she lets him go down alone to the cliffs—as long as he’s wearing a life vest and she can see him from the house.

She watches him from the terrace. He hops around and balances on the rocks where his dad once sat with his arms around a girl who wanted to escape her life. She calls his name and waves to say he should come nearer, that he shouldn’t be where the cliffs are steep, that the world is full of danger.

One night, after he’s gone to sleep, she flicks through the strange manuals for his games. She wishes she could dedicate time to understanding the complicated rules that seem to govern these role-playing games. To play with him. Of course, he laughed off the suggestion when she made it earlier that year, but since then he’s 
asked her a couple of times if she was serious.

She goes through the smaller side-projects she’s taken on, then forces herself to become immersed once more in the voice and the fake life of the author. He’s a man who has lived in other buildings that have been demolished, by grenades, by the bulldozers of the dictatorship. A man who might, conceivably, be able to speak this line: A house is never a home.

“You want to look over the campaign for the ethical mobiles and tablets?” Ruth says. She and Lucien are sitting outside a café near the agency, each eating a scoop of saffron ice cream beneath large, unlit paper lanterns that are swaying in the breeze.

“I hope you don’t call it a campaign when you’re talking to the clients.”

“Do you want to look over the intervention?”

“These people came to the agency to escape the gray zones that ad campaigns imply.”

“And step into the world of total falsehood.”

“On the contrary. They see your work as art.”

“They want advertising that works in a time that doesn’t even want ads that aren’t ads.”

“That aren’t ads. Don’t forget the third negation.” Lucien licks his spoon. “We live and breathe in that third negation.”

Whatever that might mean.

Em comes in through the door to the terrace with a ratty comic album he’s borrowed from the library. He’s 
almost toppling forward with laughter, supports himself on the door frame, collapses, and when she asks what’s so funny, he points to a page where a cat has tipped over a pot of ink and then left footprints across the floor and walls. So simple and dumb, but it has him crying with laughter, and she laughs too, and then it’s like nothing can catch them. Ruth and Em.

As though I’d never really existed.

Being true.

Birds over the city one morning as she bikes into the agency: they are circling in a giant black planetary ring.

One day I’ll come and get you.

Bakhuizen polishes the thick lenses with a flap of her cardigan. She is standing in front of a wreath of dried flowers faded into unrecognizability by time and the sun. She puts her glasses back on, points to a gap in the wreath, and says, “There was a perfectly charming astrantia there, from the doorway where Denis was shot. Wasn’t he friends with your Mio?”

Ruth nods. She’s seen the wreaths before, here and there inside the library: stems and leaves so dry they’re virtually metallic: flowers that have withered so much they look more like tufts of ash and flaking clumps of coagulated blood. She’s never considered where the flowers came from. Bakhuizen says, “I started binding these many years ago, when I noticed that no one seemed to care what happened to the flowers people left 
on the street after one of our boys had come to harm.”

She sounds so smug, as though she’s talking about leftovers she’s frozen so she can heat them up in the microwave, and Ruth is unsure what she should feel. Bakhuizen was probably crossing the line when she went and picked out her favorite flowers from the bouquets of the bereaved.

Our boys.

Ruth doesn’t reply. Instead, she tries to bring the conversation around to what she’d here to talk about: “Apparently, you have a better chance of waking from a coma if you hear things you recognize.”

“Music and so on,” Bakhuizen nods.

“Precisely. According to the doctors. So I thought I’d ask if you remember him reading anything in particular?”

“You’re going to read to him?”

“If you can remember anything in particular?”

Instead of answering Ruth’s question, Bakhuizen peers again at the wreath, pointing at a pale rose and saying, “That’s from the underpass. Where your Mio died.”

Some thought is making for the surface as Bakhuizen says that, something about the golden disc. Something that’s not right.

Petals like dried paper. The flower probably came from Mio’s mom.

“This one too.” Bakhuizen points at another flower, and Ruth realizes she needs some kind of absolution, that she’s been taking flowers from dead people’s 
bouquets for decades and now she’s here with one of the inner circle of the bereaved and needs to hear there was some meaning to her act. When Ruth neither judges nor absolves her, she finally answers the question Ruth asked.

“Yes, what did he read? Little Proxy. He wanted books on the utopias people have imagined over the years. Political theory, really. Pretty advanced books. And he would often flip through atlases, and once he asked me about the saddest books I had. So it was a mixture.”

Ruth murmurs absentmindedly. There was something about what Bakhuizen said about the flowers from the underpass, something that—she doesn’t know—she looks up at the wreath again, tries to grasp the thought.

She herself laid red roses in the tunnel. She’d bought them at Proxy Delhaize from a plastic bucket by the till. Ten red roses—the same bouquet Mom used to buy Dad when they were making up after one of their fights.

“Hey, the other guys who were here that evening when he fell down the stairs—were they his friends?”

“I wouldn’t say that. Acquaintances. Tormentors. You know how it is.”

Someone shouts on the steps; a short, interrupted shriek.

Ten red roses meant come back home.

The second week of the fall semester. She’s sitting with Em on the bus. He’s started going on his own, but she meets him sometimes, steering the Orbea in through 
the central doors and sitting beside him, clutching onto something that’s in the process of disappearing. The fact that he’s her child, helpless in the world. Rain buffets the windows. Antwerp weather.

“I bought you sketchbooks so you wouldn’t have to ruin your schoolbooks.”

He draws a dragon snaking its way up across the sky. Asian. Could have been embroidered on one of the patches Harsha had on her backpack when she was in middle school. The emblems for various revolutionary student groups and guerrillas.

“I hate school.”

“Where did that come from?”

“It’s true. I hate school.” He says it with such a sincere little trill that she assumes he’s joking.

“Don’t say that.”

“Why not? If it’s true?”

“Don’t joke about things like that.”

Then he gives her a look she’s never seen before. A look full of disdain for her. She suppresses an impulse to grab his arm, to shake him, to show she’s still physically stronger. The violence trap. He’s just imitating something he’s seen in the schoolyard. Trying out an expression the older boys have used on him.

The bus drives into a tunnel, the light pulsates, pale amber, and it’s then that the thought about the underpass and the flowers comes back, the thought that was unfolding at the library in Twenty-Seventy, and she realizes what it is she couldn’t grasp.

The man on the golden disc says people think Mio 
was stabbed in the underpass, then stumbled out and died under the stars. But that’s wrong. Mio died inside the tunnel. It was there that people lit candles and hugged each other and cried, and it was there that she laid her red roses.

A plunging sensation within her. The man on the golden disc doesn’t even have that detail right.

Mio is dead.






Gold

I sat in a stairwell, breaking up a blue pill. It was winter. I was drifting in France, living in stolen cars, hanging out a lot with an Afghan guy who used to speak Norwegian or Swedish when he took those blue tablets—he’d gone to school there before they threw him out. It almost sounded like Flemish, you know? You could recognize words here and there. But otherwise we spoke English and French, and a little Arabic he knew from the Quran.

He was sitting with his head against the wall, already high, but I gave him his half anyway. A tablet as blue as ice. Like the ice in those films we saw in secondary school, the ones where they tell you the world is ending. The ice that breaks off the North Pole and plunges into the sea in slow motion.

I let my half melt under my tongue, thinking about Nouredine, Twenty-Seventy, how everything turned out. My girlfriend, who I left there. The Afghan said something in Swedish.

“You’re speaking that made-up language again,” I 
said in French, and he laughed. A little spittle ran from his bottom lip.

“One day I’ll find the Section.” La section. He made it sound like some institution.

“The mental section?” I said, and he said:

“The Nothingness Section.”

At that point I assumed it was just his way of saying he was getting high, and I thought why not, you go to your Nothingness Section.

That was the first time I heard the name.

The second time the guy talked about the place, we were sitting in a stairwell and I remember kicking my feet against each other to get rid of some snow that was stuck in the tread of the soles. France. We had nothing to take that day, but he still said:

“One day I’ll find the Nothingness Section.” La section de rien—that time I thought he was talking about death.






Monster Manual

Evening sweeps in over withered fields, enveloping ruined castles and shopping centers, minarets and motorways. Trucks creeping like insects on the bottom of a lake.

Evening comes to refugee camps, to train stations that look like cathedrals; it comes to Hungary and Poland, sweeps in over Rome and Scandinavia.

A plow of birds traverses the evening, their wings’ undersides catching the fading light—evening reaches Corsica, Benelux. Evening falls over Europe, and the night—the night comes, and the office blocks glinting gold sink into the planetary shadow. Riches and poverty. Pricelessness and worthlessness.

Harsha kicks at the tangled sheets. A break with the magic circle of the old judicial systems, the abolition of the Staatsgewalt, of power, of the authority of the state.

The colonized world is a world cut in two.

She sleeps openmouthed, breathless.


Ruth’s mom dreams of a locked room where a sweaty man smokes, shirt unbuttoned, asking questions to which she doesn’t know the answers—soon she will wake with a jolt, and stare for a long time at the ceiling, and she’ll start to cry, because the man took that from her too—the future that was to come.

He took her girl away from her, somehow, in that room that existed long ago.

But still she’s dreaming. The man is asking about capital cities in Asia, about musical terminology, the brain’s anatomy.

Both stateless people and citizens dream.

In the old librarian’s dream, sand is blowing in across Antwerp, sand in dense, dark clouds, sand that collects in dunes against the walls of houses.

The unconscious boy in the bed breathes in and out, the noise of the machines that keep him alive combines with the whining of the sandstorm out there.

“Hi Ellen,” says a voice behind her. It’s the boy’s dream body. Its contours glow vaguely blue but otherwise it looks like he always looked when he turned up at the library, in his mother’s parka.

He stands beside the bed, looks down at himself, says:

“What are you doing in my dream?”

“I’m on my way to the ant section,” Bakhuizen says.

“The ant section?”

“Ants’ sense of smell is 300 times more developed than tracker dogs. They write whole cycles of novels in 
nothing but scent.” An ant crawls from her jacket sleeve and out over her hand, and she says, “They have major scope for use in medicine.” She sighs deeply: “They’ve found new cancer cells.”

“I have to wake up before my class leaves high school,” the boy says. “Mio’s going to come and get me.”

Bakhuizen strokes the unconscious body on the cheek and closes her eyes.

Deeper into the bowels of the night. Farther into the darkness. An unwashed young man is sleeping in a car. In the back seat, a handful of shimmering gold discs.

The man dreams about a boy—in these drug-induced dreams that sweep though his body, he never knows who the boy is, and anyway: aren’t your dreams always about you? You dream a scene from a horror movie—are you not all at once the cowering, groaning victim; the murderer; and the haunted house?

The boy in the dream is curled up, almost folded up into a corner, wearing nothing but his underpants, and his back is covered with oval bruises and thin, horizontal scars, as though he’s endured many years of beatings. Whippings. As the murderer’s eye inches closer, it’s possible to see that the boy is shuddering, as though in an epileptic attack, and down and feathers begin to push up out of his back.

Em is walking along a corridor. This is the dream he is tormented by night after night: a corridor, a room, a 
tunnel. He turns and sees a shadow rear up across the ceiling, coming toward him now, like the beating of a wing, and he is awoken by his own cries.
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Ruth

“You’ve been staying up late again.”

“I’m trying to live up to the plausibly large salary you now pay me.”

She and Lucien are facing the big windows. Lucien sits with his legs loosely crossed in front of him, a light suit jacket folded on his lap. She gathers her papers, turns off her computer, prepares to go home.

Lucien clears his throat and whispers:

“That one?”

Ruth glances over. A woman walks past on the sidewalk outside, chatting animatedly on her phone, younger than Ruth, wearing oversized sneakers with soles that look like they’ve been carved from yellow tractor tires. She looks as though at least one of her parents comes from Indonesia, Malaysia. Ruth says:

“She was tricked into joining an extreme political sect in her home country.”

“Released sarin gas into the school ventilation system,” Lucien says, and Ruth stifles an illicit laugh.

Simone—the man with the vape and the vitiligo 
who tries to talk to her every time he gets a chance—passes them on his way out the oak doorway. She’s understood, from the few words they’ve exchanged, that he is a mathematician, a postgrad at the university. He stops outside the window, adjusts a bag, rearranges a laptop and a few documents. Lucien notices her staring at him, and says:

“He grew up with a mentally ill mother. The rest of the family thought she was possessed by spirits. Exorcism and so on.”

Ruth chuckles quietly. Simone disappears off down the street. Lucien bounces his fingers against one another.

“Can we talk a bit about your old neighbors? They managed to get a hell of a lot of signatures over the summer.”

“You know just as well as I do that an intervention is wasted if it happens too early.”

“It’s like Judo. Let your opponent build up their momentum and use it against them.”

“You know but you’re going to ask anyway.”

“Our client would like to hear that you’ve got the situation under control.”

“Less control means more control.”

“A koan.”

Ruth smiles, throwing on the rustling Italian invisibility jacket. She leans back in the office chair, chewing the inside of her cheek.

“I want you to sleep properly, Ruth.”

“I sleep.”


“I don’t pay you to sit up at night. I want you to sleep, so I can get those dreams I’m paying for.”

The woman walks down the hallway in front of her. Kitschy gilded frames glimmer in the gray darkness. Arabic calligraphy. The woman is short, kind of compact. The mother of two dead boys. She and Ruth met only once before, at Mio’s funeral. She was walking around with a bowl of sticky black liquid that she made all the women and girls dip their fingers in—some ritual from the old country.

She knocks on the door, a girl calls something in Arabic, she opens it.

Mio’s little sister Amina is sitting on the bed with a blanket over her knees and her phone in her hands. Ruth nods a silent greeting, to which the girl doesn’t respond. She was seven or eight when it all happened; now she’s as old as Proxy-Muhammed, and will be graduating next year at the same time as his class. Wireless earbuds, like little white question marks.

Ruth is dry mouthed, numb bodied. Strange to be here, in Mio’s room, after looking in through its window so many times, before and since his death.

His mother opens a wardrobe, takes out a cardboard box.

“Ask before you take anything.”

Ruth walks over to the box. She just needs to check one last thing, then she’s through with this whole golden disc business. She sits on her haunches. There are a few shirts on top that Mio had stopped wearing 
when he moved in with her and her dad. Comics that had probably belonged to Nouredine, and a test from primary or middle school with stars on it. She wonders whether it was Mio or his mother who saved it.

Mio’s CDs are at the bottom of the box. Mio never listened to them when he and Ruth were together—everything was already streaming by that point—but he showed them to her once. Burned on Tuonetar’s computer. She picks one up. He’s written the song titles on the case in his crooked handwriting.

There was an undercurrent in his mother’s words about asking before she took anything. Was she insinuating that Black people are thieves? Or that Ruth stole Mio from her? Maybe she thinks Ruth has stolen her grandchild, even though she hasn’t shown any interest in Em. She doesn’t know. Just something undefined that jerks and tugs at her insides. The woman stands in the doorway awhile. Then leaves her.

She opens the case. The disc is gold, but only on one side, not the burned, digital tracks. She feels the little sister’s eyes on the back of her neck, and wonders what they’ve told the girl. That it’s Ruth’s fault Mio is dead? That if Mio hadn’t been with Ruth he would have still been living at home, where they could have protected him. And if Mio hadn’t died, would Nouredine also have lived?

It was something like that shifting on the underside of the words.

She picks up another CD. Nouredine has written his name on it. The earliest songs by him and Tuonetar. 
Titles in embarrassingly generic English. Life in da Hood.

She thinks once again that it can’t possibly be a coincidence that the work she does involves the creation of voices, that she—strictly speaking—pretends to be other people—and that one day a boy turns up with a recording of a fake Mio. Is it possible Lucien is behind all this?—a suspicion that’s been lurking on the periphery of her consciousness. A horrible little silverfish of a thought. And yet: she’s not at the center of these events, the golden disc isn’t aimed at her but at Proxy-Muhammed—her involvement is coincidental.

On the other hand: Isn’t that exactly how Lucien would make it look?

“I love your earrings.”

“Thanks.”

“They were expensive, right?”

Ruth can’t tell whether Amina’s question is intended to create a distance between them, or if she’s trying to connect—they are family of a kind, after all. Amina says:

“Sorry. You’re not supposed to ask questions like that, right?”

“No problem.” Ruth puts down the CD. “They were pretty expensive,” she smiles.

“They’re lovely, walla.” Amina has a regretful tone of voice that the girls of Twenty-Seventy start putting on at a certain age. As though beauty is nothing but a preparation for disappointment: Someone says a dude has a heart of gold and makes it sound like the poor 
guy’s been handed down a death sentence.

Amina makes space for Ruth beside her by tucking her legs in toward her body under the cover. Ruth goes on searching through the CDs, opening a few more cases, to reassure herself that none of the others are gold in the same way as Proxy’s disc.

Amina studies her.

“Are you looking for something to show your son?”

“Yeah. Yeah, exactly.”

Ruth could say why she’s here. After all, the person on the golden disc states that the mom is part of a wide-ranging conspiracy to make her own son disappear—wouldn’t it be better if they all knew about it? Maybe they do know. Maybe it’s only Ruth who doesn’t.

What’s more: Shouldn’t they also know that Ruth lied and said they all died in a car crash? If she’s about to start being liberal with the truth?

Amina leans forward—for a moment Ruth thinks she’s about to hug her, but then she realizes the girl’s still fascinated by her earrings.

“Are they black diamonds? Obsidian?”

Someone says: Walla, his eyes, he looks at me and I melt. By that they mean he’s lying, that he’s got three girls on the go and one summer he’ll get married to a virgin from back home.

Voices.

“No,” Ruth says. “It’s artificial. Ceramic heat insulation.”

Amina does a kind of squint with one eye, unsure 
whether Ruth is mocking her. Ruth considers explaining, giving her more context, but says only:

“It’s a kind of…artwork, you could say?”

Amira nods.

In one corner of the room there’s a dresser drowning in cheap jewelry of the kind you can buy at the Century Center—the mall that had been a large hotel in the previous century—in one of the shops where fake diving watches and necklaces hang on displays, one step away from being sold by the pound—at one time, Ruth too wore a lot of those trinkets; stole them, even though they were cheap.

“The last time I saw you, you were this big.” She holds her hand out above the floor, but Amina apparently doesn’t find it interesting to hear that she was once shorter than she is now—she looks down at her phone again. Scrolls.

Ruth slips one of the CDs into her jacket pocket and gets up.

“I barely remember him, you know?” Amina says. “Muhammed. Mio, I mean. Mom calls him Muhammed.”

“Yeah.”

“I remember Nouredine better.”

“Mio was lovely,” Ruth says. Almost couldn’t get the words out. Doesn’t know what to do with her hands. “He liked you a lot.”

’Did he say that?”

“He was worried about you. Because of—” There’s so much she can’t say. About how things were for Mio at 
home. The abuse. The exclusion. She lets the interrupted sentence hang in the air.

Something occurs to Amina, who climbs out of the bed and walks over to the dresser. She rummages through the drawers and finds a little blue plastic spinning top that she passes to Ruth.

“This was Mio’s when he was little.”

Ruth turns the top over in her hands. Cogs around the outside, the remains of a sticker decorated with lightning bolts.

“For Em,” Amina says. “That’s his name, right? Em?”

“Yeah.”

“Is he too old for stuff like that?”

Ruth smiles and nods halfheartedly, head tilted a little, “Yeah, he is really, but thanks anyway.” Amina laughs suddenly, and at first Ruth thinks she’s laughing at her, at her inability to speak plainly, but then Amina says, “Nouredine told me once that I must never stop playing, because playing was magic. Rituals, you know? Rituals that meant you would never grow up. He said: People don’t stop playing because we grow up, we grow up because we stop playing.”

Ruth pretends to process this banal little insight. She nods slowly. She never had any kind of relationship with Nouredine, even though he trailed Mio 24/7. Something slippery about him; the rap tracks he recorded at Tuonetar and Fahad’s place, where he portrayed himself as much worse than he was, as far as she knew anyway; his boundless admiration for his brother, 
or rather for what his brother wanted the world to think he was. Sometimes she’s wondered if it was Nouredine’s fault that Mio got stabbed—that Nouredine started a fight Mio got drawn into. Things like that happened a lot. She makes her way toward the door.

“He hit a guy who’d like…thrown sand at me. Nouredine. That was right before he died. So at first I thought that’s why someone killed him, you know?”

Amina has sat down on the edge of the bed, beside Ruth, with her feet on the floor; Ruth sees the toes inside the girl’s socks curl inward, squeezing together, as she speaks.

“Mom said Mio wasn’t dead. When I was little. That he’d just traveled far away. So when Nouredine was killed and they told me everything, and that the truth was that Mio was dead too, I thought it was my fault.” Amina laughs privately.

“It wasn’t.”

Amina shakes her head quickly, then nods:

“I know.”

Ruth suddenly feels the presence of death here, in this room where two murdered boys once lived, wrestling with one another, making plans for the night. She wants out.

“They say he’s buried in the concrete under the new bus station. Have you heard?”

“Yeah.”

Amina’s brow furrows. She glances out through the door, as though to check her parents aren’t out there, eavesdropping in the hallway, then whispers:


“Nouredine smacked the guy three times over the head.” She laughs her confused, tentative laugh, and demonstrates with her hand: one, two, three, then withdraws into a vague feeling deep inside her dark eyes. Not grief.

Admiration.

Fam.

Nurses and assistant nurses emerge with paper coffee cups down on the hospital courtyard. They stand around smoking in their old coats. Through the headphones, the voice she once loved says:

“The moms called their children home and we knew that a catastrophe, still without name, had come one day closer.”

He would wake her with a kiss as light as a feather, sometimes. With an almost sibling-like tenderness.

Fam.

She thinks she can hear piano music on the recording—the odd note, carried on the wind. Perhaps a car driving past with the stereo on. She rewinds, listens again, doesn’t hear it.

She turns off the CD player. Takes out the golden disc. She’s just going to do this one last thing, then it’s over. She compares the disc with the one she took from the box at Mio’s place. It’s the same brand, she thinks: the same kind of marks around the hole in the middle. She looks over at the open door, chewing the inside of her cheek; no one in the corridor. She quickly puts Proxy’s golden disc inside a folded piece of paper, 
slips it into her jacket pocket.

The boy’s pale eyelids flicker, then they’re still.

A rectangle flickers over the pale yellow wall of the assembly room. Harsha’s dad, a sinewy man with a neatly groomed mustache, is standing in front of a humming projector, giving a PowerPoint presentation about how direct democracy and local referendums work in Flanders.

He speaks with a slight Tamil accent, and the angry, offended charisma of a communist who possesses a precise image of human history, from its beginnings among people who exchanged deer antlers and shells, through the Indus Valley’s Bronze Age slaving societies, to now, and then into the distant future—for strictly material reasons, he has left his inhospitable jungle island, laid down his weapons, and retrained as a civil servant, well versed in the formalities of bureaucratic life.

Ruth leans against the wall at the back, in what appears to be a kind of coffee room connected to the mosque’s prayer hall—on a door to the left of the improvised projection surface, there’s a piece of paper with some Arabic writing and a stylized picture of a man bowing.

When Harsha’s dad has finished his presentation and they turn on the lights in the hall, Ruth catches sight of Harsha. She’s sitting next to Anna Afellay, whispering in a familiar manner. Ruth makes her way over, with little smiles and apologies, and settles into an empty seat beside them. A woman takes over the meeting, another 
couple of agenda points are ticked off. The meeting is interrupted now and then when someone—a teenager, an older Congolese woman, a Flemish retiree in a cap—starts talking in a muddled, generic way, without asking permission to speak, about how unfair everything is, and how no one listens to them because of their postal code, and that they’ve seen the country change for the worse. Ruth glances at Anna, who is nodding along, tapping away at a laptop whenever someone says something. Several large, flat rings in ornate silver around her neck. Ruth thinks they were either bought for five euro from one of the cheap European clothing chains, or inherited from a grandfather who was a Berber or Tuareg—the authentic glimmer of nomadic peoples and contested territories in the family’s recent history. Ruth has seen from Anna’s social media that she’s signed a contract to publish a collection of poetry this summer, which was celebrated in the comments.

When the meeting is over, all three of them walk outside. Harsha talks to her dad and other activists of the older generation for a while. Anna lights a slender cigarette from some French brand, smoking with her eyes lowered.

“I’m a bit of a fan, actually,” she says to Ruth, peering up at her through her glasses, under dense eyebrows. “I was there back when you read your stuff at the library.”

“Were you living here?”

Anna shakes her head.

“Europark. But my mom knew I liked poetry,” she says, “and found out they had poetry nights here.” Anna 
scrapes her army boot across the tarmac in a way that seems to mock her own awkwardness around Ruth, and around something that happened more than ten years ago. “You know, it meant a lot to see a girl who was like me, I mean, someone writing from the same experiences? And you won the competition.”

Ruth is embarrassed by this intimacy, and she thinks that what Anna insinuated about Bakhuizen back in the spring—that the librarian was motivated by a racist logic when she called security—takes on another dimension of betrayal if Anna didn’t just run creative writing lessons, but even discovered poetry thanks to Bakhuizen’s poetry nights.

“But you don’t write anymore?”

“No.” Ruth exchanges a look with Harsha, who’s popped up alongside them.

“Ruth’s a consultant,” Harsha says. “With great power comes no responsibility.” She raises her eyebrows and pokes Ruth with her elbow.

As they stand there, talking beneath the yellowing leaves, each with indistinct feelings no doubt flowing through them, people are streaming out of the meeting, spreading across Twenty-Seventy, and men with beards and little crocheted caps push past in the other direction, into the mosque, on their way to evening prayers, some evidently acquainted with the activists, others not without irritation over the motley crew of visitors.

“I read that thing you wrote in the spring,” Ruth says to Anna. “About the boy who fell down the stairs in the library.”


“Who was pushed,” Anna corrects her. “He was pushed.” She says this with a sisterly rather than a confrontational tone. Which is worse, of course.

“Did you know him?”

“Not really. I was running classes there for a bit, poetry classes. He came in and fooled around once or twice.”

“What was he like?”

Anna tilts her head, tries to recall.

“He didn’t have that rage in him that many of the boys from here have. I got the impression he was loved. Perhaps that’s the wrong word. Who isn’t loved by someone?” She flicks ash from her French cigarette. “By their mother. But it was like he was going somewhere. As though he wasn’t really here.”

The iridescent gold disc slides into the player and is swallowed with a hum by micromotors. The shop is overrun with electronic components that are heaped haphazardly on the shelves; which of them the owner is repairing on her customers’ behalf and which are for sale is unclear, at least to anyone unable to decode her system of small numbered post-it notes.

The player on the counter is connected to a computer. The owner touches her finger to the screen, and a square becomes a slightly larger square.

“The sound file was created three years ago.”

“Here in Antwerp?”

“Impossible to say.”

“But it’s the same kind of disc as the other one I showed you, the one that was only gold on one side?”


“Same brand. This one’s a later model.”

The owner touches the screen again, bringing up another window full of numbers and letters.

“This is the information that’s saved in a simple photograph. You can see the date and time I took the photo. That kind of information exists for the sound file on the CD too, though it’s buried a little deeper. But here you can see the GPS coordinates of where I was, and in which user account in the cloud the file was saved. The operating system that was used.”

“And so on,” says Ruth, who knows most of this stuff—she’s had to get into it for work sometimes. “But you’re saying that kind of information isn’t on the CD?”

A gesture of resignation.

“The more analog a piece of data is, the less metadata it holds.”

The client is wearing a suit cut Mao-style. He’s the producer of a science fiction movie that, going on the evidence available, won’t be that good. Ruth is sitting opposite him in the conference room overlooking the docks, presenting an intervention—showing fabricated photographs of people who will show up in chats and livestreams and say they love the fact that so many of the film’s characters aren’t white, that it shows the world as it is today. If that doesn’t lead to a backlash, Ruth will create one herself using a couple of fictional voices, making it possible for the producer to blame any financial losses on backward, bigoted fans.


Lucien is sitting on a concrete roadblock, flicking through a thin pamphlet with dark gray pages. Beside him is a paper coffee cup.

Some activity must have just come to an end in a local synagogue, because a stream of Hasidic Jews pass by with their flapping black coats, wigs, and cylindrical fox-fur hats. Drizzle hangs in the air of the darkening November day. Umbrellas and strollers. Ruth gets off the Orbea, leaning against the frame rather than sitting beside Lucien on the damp concrete.

He unfolds the pamphlet so she can see: white text, almost glowing against the background. A house for mom and ballet shoes. On the following page, just two words: Sleeping bags.

“What am I reading?”

“An artist dressed up as Father Christmas and visited this horrible camp in Calais. It’s been torn down now.”

“The Jungle.” She says it in a French accent, since that was how they pronounced it on the Flemish news when it still featured there.

“The Jungle. He handed out presents for the children, who were asked to write lists of what they wanted next year. He published it as some kind of found poetry.”

She turns down the corners of her mouth—why not? Looks along the street, out into the drizzle and the traffic.

“A new consultant?”

Lucien snaps the pamphlet shut. “You can’t do what we do without understanding poetry.”


“And what is it we do, precisely?”

He must have detected something in her voice, because a worry she’s never previously seen in him flashes into his eyes when he looks up. When he answers, it’s in his ordinary, untroubled tone, “We’re advocates of a kind.”

“You heard me read my poems and thought: this girl sounds like a promising advocate.”

Lucien laughs and gets up from the barrier, adjusting his graphite-gray raincoat. Advocates—Ruth assumes he means that they’re objective, that they bring their clients’ ideas into the public realm regardless of what they themselves think of them.

Sometimes she has a feeling she and Lucien are so alike they could be siblings; at others, he feels like an opponent in a battle for a landscape that will emerge only once it’s been lost. If then. He turns up the collar on his raincoat, they begin to stroll down the street. He changes the subject to the more concrete side of their operations:

“If you still insist that the author has to appear in flesh and blood, we have to start interviewing actors. And I’m going to be frank.”

“We’re behind schedule.”

“We’re a little behind. And you’ve decided that this job requires more than a virtual figure, that this time a real person, a stranger who we have no way of controlling, has to become part of the plan?”

She says nothing. Feels his evaluating gaze. His needs.


“Sooner or later,” he says, “you’ll be forced to choose between leaving the agency and turning it into something else.”

“Into what?”

“Into something you can tolerate.”






Gold

Chunky isolated cables wind up through the waves. We steal electric current from the mainland. When the evening comes, strings of lanterns are lit on the balconies.

Even on the best nights in Twenty-Seventy, when we used to sit in the square chewing sunflower seeds and cracking jokes about nothing, and the moms didn’t call the kids in until the sun sank behind the towers, even then there was still this dull, rumbling note under it all. The sound of the catastrophe that heaped entrails at our feet.

Time.

Time is different here.

You too. You become a different person here.

I’m not allowed to say too much, but this place is on an island that is slowly sinking into the sea, making the tower blocks and bridges and squares tip into the waves and crumble.

Can you hear that? The sobbing and sniffing, and a solitary voice that’s almost howling, down on the street?


Perhaps the wind is drowning out the sound.

But they’ve started now. They’re crying for what has been and what is to come.

There’s so much about the Nothingness Section that’s impossible to explain. The most impossible thing is that we belong here.

The Nothingness Section. To begin with I didn’t know what they were talking about. It sounded pretentious and wrong, as though the name didn’t fit in their mouths—street kids who washed in gas station toilets and ate the leftovers on fast-food trays, the people of doorways and fountains.

When I started to get what the name referred to I couldn’t believe a place like that existed.

A place where guys like them were wanted.

Guys like us.

But it exists, fam.

One day I’ll come and get you.






Ruth

Em sits surrounded by abandoned jump ropes and plastic spades with a teacher beside him. As Ruth gets closer she can see that the man is holding Em by the sleeve of his jacket to stop him from getting up. She crouches down and tries to make eye contact through the curls of his bangs.

“Em? What happened?” His throat and cheeks are red and blotchy.

“You want to tell her yourself?” the teacher says, but instead of answering, Em jerks himself free from his grip and stands up—either to show off his strength to her because he’s ashamed of having been held captive by this man, or because he’s only daring to use that strength now that she is here. The teacher stays where he is, presses his lips into a joyless smile, and says:

“You don’t want to tell her?”

Ruth thinks she’d like to knock the man’s teeth out with a spring baton for his condescending way of speaking to her son.

In the distance, a lone girl is playing hopscotch 
along a chalked outline.

Em stares at his shaking hands.

“Then I’ll tell her,” the teacher says, looking at Ruth as though she’s also ten years old. “He was fighting one of his classmates. And it’s the third time this week. Isn’t that right, Em?” As he says this he casts a look at Em, who mumbles something in response, possibly a swear, because the teacher shakes his head wearily. “And then he had difficulty calming himself down.”

On the bus, Em stares mutely through the window, out into the gray. Ruth makes a couple of attempts to speak to him but gives up. She knows she’s been out of the picture too much this last year. She’s going to change that now. Get this freeway assignment out of the way, let go of the golden disc. Get back to her life, the daily routine that she and Em have had all these years in spite of everything.

At bedtime he finally opens his mouth—lying with his face to the wall, he says gloomily:

“I’ve already had my punishment, right?”

The sentence is so peculiar she doesn’t know what to say. She waits. Sometimes that’s all that’s needed. He adds, “So why shouldn’t I make the mistake?”

Cautiously, she brushes a curl from his forehead.

“What punishment do you think you’ve had?”

His eyes roll toward her, glaring from their corners, and once more she senses that disdain.

“You know what I mean.”

“No, I don’t, Em. What punishment have you had?”


The roar of the waves outside. Like the sound of the respirator in the room where Proxy-Muhammed floats between life and death. Like the white noise on the golden disc, where a man who’s pretending to be Em’s father says there’s a place where it’s possible to be true.

To be true.

That’s taken from her old poems.

“I just want to go to a different school,” Em says in a hopeless, whiny voice. Then he pauses, summons his courage, and says, “A school in Twenty-Seventy.”

She actually has to stop herself from laughing at what these four digits have become for him. When he realizes she’s not taking him seriously, and presumably gets confirmation of some inner insecurity, he turns to face the wall again.

“Why do you lie about everything?”

“Em.”

“You’re not from Ixelles. You’re from Twenty-Seventy. You and Dad.”

“You don’t even know what it is. It’s just a place.”

“But you and Dad are from there, right?”

She stands by his unconscious body. Touches the backs of his fingers. What did he see in Mio, what made him constantly follow Mio around, love him? Something true? Who is he? The thin, transparent tube under his nose hisses. His chest rises. Sinks. Rises.

Hard, white grains blow around Em’s boots. They look like crumbled polystyrene. Em looks up at the mural 
with steaming breath.

They’re there now, behind the library, beneath the faded old portrait of Mio. She doesn’t know if she’s doing the right thing bringing him here, but she can’t bear the fact that Twenty-Seventy has become some mythological place for him. It’s better for him to see some of the gritty reality.

“Who painted the mural?”

“Someone from Brussels,” Ruth says.

Em pouts and tilts his head.

“He doesn’t look like he does in your photos,” he says of his dad, who’s reclining up there in the light snow, seventeen years old, wearing a track top and a thin chain around his neck: the dropout’s uniform.

“Doesn’t he?”

“He never really looks into the camera in your photos,” Em says. He’s captivated by the mural, or by the moment, by who he is in relation to this place. “Did Dad live here?”

“He had family here,” she says. “Sometimes he lived here and sometimes in Ixelles.” That’s as far as she can make herself go.

“And when he died the people here were sad.”

“Yeah.”

The artist who painted the mural based it on a picture that Tuonetar had taken one night at a party. Mio had just had his hair cut, and his smile is a little numb.

Ruth blows on her hands.

It doesn’t matter that she never saw the body.

The man on the golden disc doesn’t even know that 
Mio died in the tunnel, not outside.

“Do you know what he said to me once? Your dad?”

Em shakes his head, but doesn’t take his eyes off the boy on the wall, even for half a breath.

“That he was turning into a bird.”

He laughs then, and the strangest thing: a bird that’s been sitting under a jutting piece of metal is scared by the sound and takes off with a muted, gray flutter.

“Mom?”

“Yeah?”

“Why was this secret?”

All her life she’s thought she had a valid answer to that question, but now she’s searching for it, there’s nothing there.

The pale pink soda her mom, his grandma, offers him is pretty bitter and unappetizing when it’s not mixed with booze. Em sits at the kitchen table with the glass in front of him and grimaces in a way that means more or less that—he had been expecting a glass of Jupiter, not grape tonic or some Russian blend of hibiscus and carrot—Ruth catches his eye and raises her eyebrows meaningfully before he has a chance to say anything about it. Outside the window, the snow is falling more heavily now that evening is coming—the kind of wet, gray snow that drives in off the North Sea and the English Channel this time of year.

“Have you seen the mural of my dad?” Em wipes his sticky lips. His eyes are surveying the apartment, taking in the fact that his grandmother lives like this, in this 
small, untidy space. “It’s massive, painted on a wall.”

“Yes.” Ruth’s mom gives her a sideways look. Em says:

“Dad used to come here to see his family sometimes.”

“Right, yeah,” she mumbles. She’s never liked being drawn into Ruth’s lies. She prefers saying nothing at all. Em takes another slurp of the mixer and fishes for more information:

“Did Mom live here with you?”

“Sometimes.”

“And when did you actually live in Ixelles?”

Her mom doesn’t answer, pouring him a little more soda instead, before sitting down alongside them. She runs her hand over the tabletop. As if for the first time, she catches sight of the scratches and stains and the accumulated wear of several decades. It’s Em, his presence makes everything strange. Ruth senses it too. She looks at her mom’s arms, wondering how long it will be before Em sees the burn scars and asks about them.

A few kids of Em’s age come out into the yard; they gather up the fresh snow from the slide and the benches and start forming snowballs—Em peers down, half standing to see. She can see that he believes there’s a part of him out there. Something he should have been instead. Perhaps he’s not wrong, she doesn’t know anymore. The children shriek with evil glee when they hit their target—laughter and cheering muffled by the snow.

“Run and play with them.” It’s her mom who says it, not Ruth, and when her mom sees her worry, she waves 
it away: “Those kids are no worse than you were.”

Ruth watches him then, Em dodging snowballs among the same swings and climbing structures she played on as a child.

After a while her mom gets out the electric piano and plays a slow, swaying melody, almost a lullaby.

Time? Only something inexorable, something she won’t be able to stop.

One of the boys chases Em, Ruth follows them with her eyes, ready to rush down all three flights of stairs and step in, interrupt. They’re climbing on the slide now, running up it, and Em slips, and for half a breath, before he rights himself and goes on playing, Ruth feels a plunging vertigo in her gut. As though it’s she who is falling out there.
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Lifeway

Little Ruth sat beside Lifeway on the sofa, clutching her stuffed koala. Drizzle pattered against the windowpane.

“Mommy?”

Lifeway hummed and fingered the pink slip of paper while she waited for the next race to start on the other side of the TV screen, at the racetrack in Ostend.

“Mommy? How do you know which horse is going to win just by looking at the names?”

Ruth’s question was skeptical, in her precocious, six-year-old way. A girl who listened carefully. Lifeway glanced out at the rain as she considered the question. Certain names had a glow about them. An energy. Fiery Longing. Equinox Sun. She ashed into a can of Jupiter. Terone Mist. Ruth’s dad Mathijs insisted the girl would get allergies if Lifeway smoked in the apartment, and perhaps that was true, but she couldn’t go out onto the balcony now, because she had to keep her eyes on the race—it was essential to the control she exercised over what was happening at the track—and now the next race was starting, the blue gates opened, the drivers 
whipped the horses on through the North Sea weather.

Later, when she was down at the corner shop with Ruth at her heels, buying a bouquet of cheap roses that fell apart in the cellophane wrapper, she noticed that the price, two euros and ninety cents, was almost exactly the amount she’d accumulated as loose change in her pockets. As though when she’d been reading the names this morning, she’d already known how things would end.

A mover’s truck had parked in front of the entrance to their block in the short time she and little Ruth had been out of the apartment, and the elevator was full of boxes and furniture, so they had to wait with the mother of the newly arrived family and her two boys, while the man rode the elevator up and unloaded their things. A dark-skinned Arab or North African, stubbly and distressed in saggy track pants—he forced his way into the last, tiny space between their things and disappeared up into the building.

Nostalgia for Infinity and Time’s Autumn. Horse names that could belong to spaceships. The cellophane around the flowers rustled.

The older of the two Arab boys was Ruth’s age, the other a few years younger. Unhappy and undernourished, whispering to each other in German and Arabic. The mother, a short woman in a headscarf and a long coat, seemed to be trying to make them say hello, but they stubbornly refused. In the end, she grabbed the hair at the older brother’s temple and twisted, making him whinny a little. Then he said:


“Muhammed.”

Lifeway nodded curtly and said her name. Her French intonation made many people miss the meaning, and those who deciphered it generally mistook the name for one of the half-magical names given to some Congolese children: name your child Scholastique and she might get to go to school; for equally obvious reasons, name a son Innocence. Call a girl Lifeway and hope that she’ll find a better life in the north. In fact, it was simply the name of the missionary clinic where she’d been born, Lifeway Missions International, a name she shared with a number of boys and girls in her hometown.

Ruth squirmed and peered through the windows on the elevator, up into the darkness. Lifeway stroked her hair in a discreet attempt to control her.

“Beautiful roses,” the mother said in English, apropos of nothing. She seemed on the verge of rage or tears. North Africans or Arabs—Lifeway thought all of them looked at her as though they expected her to ask if there was any laundry she might take care of. Purely because she came from the other side of the Sahara. It was an exaggeration, inside her—Kaddi was an Arab, for example—but it was a true feeling, and what are thoughts other than the shadows of feelings?

She was smoking by the partially open window, staring at the sad roses that lay surrounded by Jupiter cans and cigarette butts. Ruth was sitting in front of the TV and had found the program she always watched. A Japanese 
animation about medieval Europe. In the title sequence, two radioactively blonde children rode through a forest on white horses.

She thought about the fight she and Mathijs would have when he came home from work in an hour or so. Mathijs wouldn’t throw the roses on the floor, but neither would he accept them. He would sigh spiteful, helpful phrases while she cut open the plastic, put the flowers in a vase, and said sorry. Don’t forget to trim them, and the water mustn’t be too cold. I’m just saying that because you always forget. And Ruth would sit where she was sitting now, with her nose a centimeter away from the buzzing TV screen, pretending she wasn’t listening.

Destroying her eyes as punishment.

A girl on her way to mastering the art of control.

Lifeway opened the balcony door and wafted out the smell of cigarette smoke, stepped out, smoked another cigarette out there, and got so nervous thinking about the fight, about Mathijs’s anger, which he never directed at her, but turned inward, in a silent, deathly vortex, that she had to smoke yet another cigarette, while she cleared away the last traces inside the apartment—she let it burn down on a plate under the fan in the stove hood.

After the fight she would put Ruth to bed, sing her a little song from back home, and there would be a valley in the fight between her and Mathijs. But then they’d continue, not stopping until they went to bed, when all the hard words would have made them sad and 
raw, and dawn would already be glowing through the gaps between the blinds, and one of them would at last reach for the other, fumbling for those wordless depths of the soul where they always needed each other.

She stared at the roses. Picked them up and threw them in the trash chute. Since Mathijs never did it.

Kaddi sat hunched over her kitchen table, so hungover it looked like she’d been boned, in sweats and a tank. She was holding the teaspoon between her thumb and index finger, stirring the sugar cubes into the steaming tea, slowly, as though she were brushing the earth from a delicate fossil at the bottom of the mug.

“Forget those corner shop roses you always insist on getting,” she said. “Go buy a nice dress.” She shoved her hand into her pocket and pulled out a few crumpled notes. Pushed them across the table. Lifeway glanced at them. “And underwear.”

It was the third morning Lifeway had woken up at Kaddi’s; three days ago she’d told Mathijs the way things stood, that she’d gambled away the rent again, and then she’d stood up and left with the two shopping bags full of clothes she’d already packed. Not even when Mathijs ran after her into the stairwell had she had anything else to say.

The winter light was reflected in the windows opposite. She looked for their bedroom. The blinds were still down.

“He doesn’t want me to buy underwear,” she said. “He wants me to apologize.”


That made Kaddi furrow her eyebrows in consternation—maybe she was amused, maybe angry—Lifeway could never figure out which: regardless of whether Kaddi was laughing or about to start fighting down at the Vietnamese, her eyes were always glassy and expressionless. Two titanium bolts screwed in under the carefully plucked eyebrows. Two generations of statelessness. Somewhere there was a son she’d been forced to give up—she only talked about it when she was too drunk to properly tell the story.

“You’ve been sitting here for three days because you don’t want to apologize?” Kaddi took a sip of her tea and added two more sugar cubes. “May I ask why you don’t want to apologize?”

When Lifeway replied and the words were spoken out loud, they sounded stupid and ugly:

“Because he’d let it all go on forever.”

She caught herself in the bathroom mirror one night, with her foamy toothbrush in her hand. The long scar across her belly, the circles of shining skin where the men had pressed in their cigarettes.

A map that showed the path back.

A path that couldn’t be walked.

To a door that was closed.

Notes from a piano—like when the first raindrops run down a window.

Clattering drums.


Ruth walked across the yard with the electric piano, dragging it along behind her, so the wheels on its case jolted with every lump in the concrete and crack between the paving stones—Lifeway stood at the window, cushioning potential damage to the instrument with a telepathic gaze.

The two new boys were sitting on the swings, the Moroccans or Algerians. They stared after Ruth hungrily. Today their dad was there too, leaning against the fence in a worn-out coat and pants that were too short for him. Lifeway sipped her beer and said:

“Doesn’t he look like a professor who lost his job because he was building bombs on work time?”

Kaddi craned her neck for a proper look and chuckled soundlessly.

“He looks like a cleaner who’s had a psychotic episode and thinks he’s the king of Rome.”

“The emperor.”

“The emperor of all that creeps and crawls and walks on two or four legs in the galaxy and its surroundings,” said Kaddi. It was a reference to some dictator or other—a title a general had given himself when he moved into a palace that had been shot to pieces.

Boys’ games and girls’ games.

Lifeway laughed and put aside her beer bottle. She opened the door and waited for the elevator to come up. Mechanical clunking, the sound of slamming doors—the noisy, threatening song of matter. She opened the elevator door for Ruth, carefully took the electric piano from her, and gave her a hug.


“Hello, darling.” To her, Lifeway could say such words—darling. The girl was stronger than Mathijs.

“Dad wanted me to tell you he can’t have the piano at home because it makes him sad.” Ruth seemed to want to gulp down her glass of Jupiter as fast as possible. She licked her chapped lips and tipped back in the kitchen chair. A strange thing about children of that age; they grow and become unrecognizable if you’re away from them a few days.

“Don’t you think that dad down there looks like a cleaner pretending he’s the king?”

Ruth didn’t laugh, just peered over the windowsill, down at the boys and the man. The girl was her heart—Lifeway sensed the truth of this well-thumbed image, in the form of a throbbing ache in her chest: her heart had gotten out of her body, was running around between all the trucks and sly boys of the world, and now it was sitting there, drinking sugar solution and giving her a judgmental look.

“Daddy said I had to go home right away.” But she didn’t get up. She scratched at the empty glass with her nail, on the half-worn-away print. A griffin, was that what it was called, the animal that was depicted there? A lion with wings and a tail like a scorpion? A Czech beer company—Kaddi had pretty much stolen all her tableware from the Vietnamese.

Ruth scratched off a flake of gold, brushed it off the tip of her finger.

There had been a time when Lifeway could have 
made her roar with laughter, easy as anything. A grimace. Lifeway placed the case containing the electric piano on the kitchen table, opened it, connected the cord, played a few notes.

“The guy who wrote this music was named Miles.”

The girl shrugged sullenly at this information. Lifeway played a chord.

“He used to go to church on Sundays,” she said, “and as he walked home, people would be sitting on their verandas, listening to records. Do you know what those are? You play them on a record player? The kind we have in the bedroom?”

“Course I do.” She went on scratching at the glass, producing more little glittering flakes, which she studied and then disposed of under the table.

“Course you do. But Miles didn’t. And since there were big trees in front of the houses, he thought the music was coming from them. From the trees. Isn’t that funny?”

“No,” Little Ruth said, but laughed anyway, though the laugh was brief and scornful. “It’s awful, Mommy.”

Lifeway caressed the keyboard, producing a couple more atonal minor chords from Miles’s 1970s—the doomed, luminous heroin period.

“Perhaps,” she said. “But that’s still what he thought. And he thought it was all the same song. That the little snatches of music he heard from windows and verandas were all one big symphony. A song that poured out of those big trees.”


A week passed, Mathijs still hadn’t raised the blinds. Lifeway hoped it was because he knew the windows were visible from Kaddi’s kitchen, not because he needed to lie in a darkened room like an injured animal.

Two weeks passed.

A plan for getting money: flyering. She took one half of the advertisements and Kaddi took the other half, and when she got her pay, she went to the shop and looked at the names of the horses, choosing those that spoke to her. Cul de Sac and Black Duel.

She dreamed about the man with the cigarettes, or sometimes about her siblings, who slept in a heap by the bakery, where they could get a little of the heat from the ovens until the baker came out and drove them away with a broom.

They trailed along the streets in the whirling sand.

She opened her eyes. Slumped on a bus seat, with the cart of flyers beside her. She sometimes found Kaddi’s flyers dumped in a trash can somewhere nearby.

Fenced-over footbridges drifted in the drizzle.

Weeks and months. This time she didn’t go home. Hard to say why. Sometimes she ran into Mathijs down in the yard. Here he was, for example, walking along holding Ruth by one hand, with a Proxy Delhaize bag in the other, and she was on her way to the laundromat in only shorts and a T-shirt, in the damp chill of fall. She tried to get a hug out of Ruth, but the girl was so stubborn and reluctant she gave up. They stood shivering, all three of them, waiting for something.

“I never got my Coltranes,” she said.


“I’m keeping Coltrane,” Mathijs said.

Lifeway couldn’t tell whether Mathijs was angry or joking—she gestured with her fingers—do you have a cigarette? Mathijs tucked away a strand of hair that had fallen out of his ponytail, held out the pack to her, lit the cigarette.

“Coltrane reminds me of days when the sun was shining,” he said, and of course little Ruth sensed that something was going on that fell outside of her six years on this earth, something that had to do with her parents’ eternal capitulations to one another, because suddenly she wanted to get out of there, she tugged and jerked at the sleeve of Mathijs’s jacket—a girl who saw and kept everything inside herself in order to one day use it in some big, horrible act of revenge. Lifeway said:

“Aren’t you cold?”

“Aren’t you cold?” Ruth mimicked, capturing the intonation and broken Flemish so perfectly that it was neither nasty nor funny, only frightening. As though inside the child there was nothing of herself—only layer upon layer of armor.

One May evening a year or so later, she and Kaddi took Ruth down to the Vietnamese, and Ruth had agreed to sleep over, so they were all drinking Jupiter. One of the old dudes who always talked to Lifeway about the horses at the corner shop got up—perhaps he was going to the bathroom or to order another beer—and fell headlong, pulling the tablecloth and empty beer glasses along with him. Kaddi laughed psychotically at 
this turn of events, her brow furrowed with sympathy or schadenfreude, and Lifeway laughed too, though more at Kaddi’s reaction than at the man falling over. Ruth didn’t laugh. She stirred her rice around with her fork, and the sound of the metal tines against the china sliced into their marrow. Lifeway stopped laughing and said:

“Can you stop that?”

The old dude pulled on his jacket inside-out and was gone; Ruth picked up a grain of rice with her fingers.

“What did you burn yourself on?” The question came out of nowhere. The question came out of the grain of rice.

“What do you mean?”

“Where did all those marks on your arm come from?”

“I burned myself.”

“But Mom, I know you burned yourself. What on?”

“Something hot.”

“A lot of times, right?”

“Yes. A lot of times.”

The restaurant was on the second floor, overlooking the square, diagonally across from the library. Beyond the decorative borders on the windows—flaking decals of golden dragons—the evening had come, with pink splashes across the undersides of the clouds and a sense of the planet’s solitary journey through the void.

“You look like my little sister.” Lifeway hadn’t known she was going to say it before she said it.

“You have a sister?”

“She doesn’t live here,” Lifeway said, getting up and 
getting out her wallet to pay. If she told her about her sister, she’d be forced to tell her about how she’d failed to protect them all, about the man with the cigarettes. About the way of the world. “You can watch your show when we get back. Your fairytale.”

“I don’t watch that anymore.” Ruth pulled on her jacket, in her slow, reluctant way. “I’ve brought a book.”

“I can read it to you, then.”

“I can read better than you can.”

When they got home, Lifeway set up a bed beside her own, and the girl lay reading, better than her, of course. Lifeway drank her tea and watched her. A girl of my own.

She wanted to get down on her knees beside the mattress, brush a strand of hair from the girl’s forehead. Touch her and see if she was real.

“I had brothers too,” she said, and Ruth looked up from her book.

“Do they live in Africa, then?”

She said Africa instead of the name of their country.

“No, they live—”

She gestured. Threw a handful of imaginary sand over her shoulder.

They live there. Behind us. In what once was.

Notes from a piano, almost inaudible, extinguished—as though the fingers are only very gently depressing the keys, once, as if in snow—






Gold

The Nothingness Section.

That which never was, that which cannot be told.

What do you do out there every night, Mio?

Nothing.

The guys hung around outside train stations with tears tattooed on their cheeks and ugly copies of designer jackets, saying that the Section was an abandoned tourist town in Kyrgyzstan—tumble-down concrete hotels that had once been inhabited by coal miners on vacation.

They said the buildings were full of diaries that had belonged to people who’d been exterminated by their own governments, and videos where people who’d never seen a camera fidgeted and talked about how they’d run away, leaving everything behind.

The girls who walked arm in arm and popped blue pills cut their hands on the utility knives they carried to protect themselves, making a blood oath that if one of 
them found the Section she would come back for the other.

I was sitting with a girl under an overpass, amid the rumble of the passing trucks, and she said she’d heard that the Section was an island, and that there was only one bridge that went out there, and that was guarded by armed mothers who’d lost their children to war and drugs. She showed me the scar on her hand. The scar from an oath between sisters. She let me kiss it.






Ruth

Em stands in a pool of meltwater in the hall, listening open-mouthed as her mother plays the piano. He looks transformed. Older.

They walk toward the bus station. She thinks about how the buildings around them will be demolished within a few years. But the author’s voice doesn’t come to her this evening. Only her own ghosts.

“You said Dad met his relatives here sometimes?”

“Yeah.”

“Which relatives?”

“They moved away from here.”

“All of them?”

“His sister lives here.”

Em’s steps slow. He turns to look at the tower blocks there in the night. Magnetized.

“Can I meet her?”

“Not tonight. Come on. I don’t want to miss the bus.”

He goes along with it, they pick up the pace, crossing Motstraat, where cars and mopeds glide through the snow.


“Mom? Where are the dead?”

“Nowhere.” She says it without thinking what she’s saying. Which question she’s answering.
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Ruth

“Parts of Naples are completely autonomous. There are districts the state has relinquished control of, tower blocks run like giant collectives.”

“It’s the mafia running all that.” Harsha blows on her hands. “They sell drugs. Run brothels.”

An orange glow far off in the west, beyond the river and the silhouettes of the harbor.

A girl waves a stick in front of Bobbejaan. Harsha works with her, in some unspecified way—taking care of her or protecting her, or something that involves elements of both these activities. A shy girl in a silver padded jacket who might originally be from the Balkans or Eastern Europe. Her name’s a secret.

Harsha’s had a haircut since they last met: the hair on one side of her head is cropped, and the style makes her look vaguely like an assassin. It strikes Ruth that one of her clients must have chosen it, or even cut her hair—she has that lack of inhibition in her. Mother Harsha. Even if she may no longer believe in a world without prisons and nation states.


Ruth massages her eyelids. Harsha says:

“You know what I hear when I listen to the gold CD?”

“No,” says Ruth, thinking, there in the darkness under her tired, throbbing eyelids, that Harsha just gave herself away. That without thinking about it, she let slip the fact that she too has been at Sint Vincentius. Unless she’s gotten hold of a copy of the golden disc some other way. But then why not say so? Is she hiding something? Does she know, through her work, who’s pretending to be Mio?

Ruth opens her eyes.

“No. What do you hear when you listen to it?”

“I hear a boy who thought he was a prince,” Harsha says.

“Like all boys.”

“Like all boys. And he went out into the world and discovered that instead of becoming a king, he’d be a street sweeper.”

Yeah. A place that lives up to its promises: the promises that have made people cross oceans, the promises that have made people leave everything they owned. A place where they come together every night and cry.

Bobbejaan comes tearing through the tree trunks with the blonde girl on his heels, she’s out of breath and unexpectedly happy, but seems to sense the tension pulsing in the silence between Ruth and Harsha, because the wind goes out of her sails, and she stands there, a little adrift, scratching Bobbejaan’s enormous head.


“Why is he called Bobbejaan?”

“It’s the name of a Belgian musician,” Harsha says. “He played country music. Cowboy music.”

“God, you think I have no idea, don’t you. I know who Bobbejaan was. That’s why I asked why there’s a dog called that.”

“He was named by the guy who had him before me.” Harsha nods at Ruth. “You tell her.” Some kind of clumsy attempt to make amends.

“It’s your dog.”

“You were the one who won the poetry competition.”

What was there to tell? Tuonetar, Nouredine’s friend—if you can call the dude who provides you with the drugs you sell on your corner a friend—was outside the café on the square. Five, six years ago. Shivering, teeth chattering, though it was the middle of summer. He was meant to be reporting to Hasselt prison the following day, where his brother Fahad was already serving time—Fahad had been put away for attempted robbery and then killed someone inside. Life.

Tuonetar had arranged to meet Harsha. Ruth was standing to the side, uneasy to be back in the area—this was after everything, after Mio got stabbed and Nouredine was buried in the concrete foundations under the bus station, and she had started working at the agency. Switch worlds. Shed a life.

Tuonetar had the Rottweiler puppy in his arms. Tuonetar was his producer name. A Scandinavian god of death or something. He’d been buried deep in death 
metal, this crazy thing: listening at the highest volume to Norwegians and Finns growling about occult ritual killings that they actually enacted. None of this peculiar interest could be seen in his way of dressing, but he’d taken that name and on his social media accounts he’d styled it in a death-metal typeface—white letters that twisted around like a combination of graveyard mist and a thicket of thorns—his trademark.

Harsha had reluctantly taken the puppy, they’d said farewell to yet another of their local boys, and there was nothing to say about it that wouldn’t make Ruth cry over the accumulation of time.

Tuonetar got clean while he was inside, moved to Thailand, like they all do, that kind of guy—take off for Koh Samui. Or for Prague, Bucharest, Barcelona. They vanish. Just vanish. She doesn’t say all this to the girl in the silver padded jacket, only this:

“The guy was annoyed that people named their dogs after African heroes. As he put it.” A hasty glance at Harsha, who’s also smiling at that.

“Was he African?”

“North African. And he was annoyed that people have dogs with names like Tyson and Malcolm.”

“King,” Harsha adds, and both she and Ruth laugh. The blonde girl puts up the hood on her windbreaker and spits in between her feet.

“Walla,” she says, “walla, a security guard at this place outside Liège where I was had a dog named Tupac.”


“Questions about the nature of fiction are also questions about the existence of the soul,” the man says. He stands in darkness on the improvised stage. He’s actually too young to play the author, as Lucien has already whispered in Ruth’s ear, but she wants to hear what he does with the script: “Are the characters that populate books simply assembled from the author’s memories? Echoes of people the author has encountered in what we call…reality?”

Lucien has rented a conference room in the east of the city center so as not to link the day’s activities to the agency. Ruth has lowered the blackout blinds and stacked chairs and tables along the wall—they are sitting in one corner of the room. The man says:

“Does Don Quixote live on somehow in remnants or shards in the world? As a shadow that runs a hand across the dry grass somewhere, a dazzled grimace on a taxi driver’s face, descended from the man who inspired Cervantes when he created his rider’s madness?”

The manuscript he’s reading will never be published, it’s just something Ruth has put together for the auditions, to be certain that the actors are comfortable projecting a certain kind of intellectual language.

“If that’s the case, if the author draws fiction from the world, where the reader draws their images, then this thing we call the soul is nothing but more, silent world.”

Lucien smiles at this logic.

Scaffolding covers the façades of the Century Center. Half-transparent plastic sheeting hangs from the metal 
bars, snapping in the wind. The lights from the shop windows and offices on the upper floors look spectral.

Commissioner van der Aart has left a voice message that Ruth listens to on headphones as she bikes past the mall:

“I’ve been thinking about something the man on the golden disc says. He insinuates that the body was found outside the underpass, right?” Ruth feels a flash of fear go through her body. She stops the bike, adjusts the headphones so as not to miss anything. Van der Aart is quiet for a long time—her breathing is audible, and so is a rhythmic crunching sound—she was presumably out for a walk when she recorded the message. She says:,“In actual fact, it’s true that Mio died outside the underpass. We never released that information to the public, we just let people believe that Mio died inside the tunnel, since that was where most of the blood was. That was where people laid their flowers and so on. We often withhold technical details like that in the investigation, in order to differentiate between authentic tips and people seeking to disrupt our work in some way.” Another long pause. The crunch of footsteps. Now Ruth puts both feet on the ground, so as not to lose her balance. So as not to fall. The plastic sheets hanging from the scaffolding lash in the rain. “Ruth. This is important. The only way the man speaking on the golden disc could know Mio died outside the tunnel is if he was there.”

The rented conference room is deserted. The blackout blinds are down. Only one lamp is on, in the corner, 
where Ruth and Lucien are waiting for an actor who’s running late. Ruth flicks through the manuscript the visitor will be reading from: cross this out and cross this out.

“What is the author’s question, actually?” Lucien says. “I don’t know if I understand it.”

“I assume he’s asking himself where everything comes from.”

Ruth’s thoughts are all over the place. She’s stopped sleeping again. Her body irritated, restless.

“We’re talking about the interconnected make-believe that begins with shadows on the roof of a cave and ape-like grunts?”

“Yeah.”

“And ends in eight seasons of your favorite TV show?”

“You should’ve written the monologue instead of me.” She crosses out yet another line.

“To me it just seems surprisingly romantic to think that it doesn’t simply come from the world.”

“From chance and noise, from hunger and the drive to procreate.”

“From history. But you think the soul has something to do with it?”

“You are conscious of the fact it’s the author, not me, who’s saying these things?”

“You are conscious that Freud had a lot to say about the subconscious?”

“He wrote many extensive volumes on the subject,” Ruth says, staring out into the dark, empty conference room.


Ideally, she’d like to get a better sense of how the author will fit into the room where the intervention will take place, how his energy will play with the attendees of the meeting, but it’s too complicated in a purely logistical sense to have extras there—too many confidentiality agreements would have to be managed. Lucien says:

“In the subconscious there are no negations.”

“A man says I never think about my father, I don’t hate my father. He hates his father.”

“And you say it’s the fictional character talking, not you.”

“And that’s the question, I guess: who is talking when a fictional character is talking.”

She stands up, moves a couple of chairs out onto the empty floor. When she’s done, she sits down beside him again. He says:

“You know what I’m looking forward to? Finding a translator. Are we leaning toward Arabic?”

“I still don’t know. Yemen, Kenya.”

“Somewhere barefoot children gather firewood at dusk,” Lucien nods. Her phone lights up. Van der Aart calling again. She doesn’t respond. Mio is dead, he has to be. Lucien tries to hide the fact he’s reading the name on the screen. The creeping suspicion returns: that Lucien has something to do with the golden disc. But why? What would it achieve? Impossible to know. He says:

“What I’m looking forward to is producing the actual book. The artifact.”

“The actual thing.”

“We have to settle on a cover, contact a printer. And 
then,” he smiles, and appears genuinely happy behind an ironic, villainous grin and raised eyebrows, “then we have to send a courier with a suitcase full of fake books, books he’ll secretly put out in libraries—we’ve said somewhere around the Gulf of Aden?”

“We’ve talked about the Gulf of Aden and the highlands of East Africa.”

“But there are libraries at least in the man’s home country?”

“Libraries are a universal phenomenon,” Ruth says.

“Like graveyards and agriculture.”

“Wells and crossroads.”

“And his books are at the library? He hasn’t fled some kind of crackdown on freedom of expression? State repression?”

“There’s a certain amount of repression there.” Ruth turns her phone facedown on the table, because van der Aart keeps calling. Lucien doesn’t remark upon it, he goes on talking about the author:

“We shouldn’t make too big a thing of it. We don’t want interest groups seeking out his books and turning him into some sort of freedom of expression martyr.”

“He turns up to a meeting and gives a speech,” Ruth says.

“And then sinks back into obscurity.”

“The violence of the regime is nothing but an undertone in his fate.”

There are teenagers outside the automatic doors of the Century Center, seeking shelter from the rain, hanging 
off the metal poles of the scaffolding, acrobatically bored, smoking and whistling at girls. Ruth slows down in front of them.

“Hi.”

A guy sitting on a pipe at the level of her chest nods a silent greeting in return, the others turn away and mumble to each other in a language she guesses must be Pashto. A couple of them study the Orbea. A handful of Flemish girls are standing around too, sharing Puffbarz with the guys and shooting her hostile glances.

“Can I ask you something?”

“Go ahead, ask.” The guy speaking is lounging with his arms over his thighs, and has, just like the others, a great shock of hair on top of his head, so well-tended it looks as though it’s been sculpted from a single piece of shining plastic.

“Have you heard of a place called the Nothingness Section?”

“Is it a shop?”

She doesn’t know how to say no, which words to use, so she says, “Yes, it’s a shop.”

The guy studies her awhile. The patter of the rain on the metal pipes sounds almost electric.

“No. We don’t know.”

She wheels the Orbea into the mall. Shutters are being lowered and glass panels swing out and are locked in place. The shops are closing for the day. But there are still a lot of people milling about. Teenagers and security guards roam around, a group of missionaries hand out 
brochures and books from a suitcase on wheels—when they see her pass, one of them holds out a brochure with the title Women in Sufism. She politely refuses, but the man—a young convert with thin red whisps of beard and Arabic clothing in shiny polymer fabrics—follows her for a few steps, regurgitating some well-rehearsed phrases about the prophet, about how he was created like a beam of light before time:

“Our sheik teaches us that everything is but a reflection and an echo of that first moment.” When she merely nods politely and keeps on walking, he gives up and slopes back under the awnings.

She calls Em to check he’s gotten home all right. He doesn’t respond. Probably still sitting on the bus with his phone out of battery. Why would the murderer pretend to be his victim? And why perform this charade to a boy whose mom works at Proxy Delhaize and whose old man is addicted to painkillers? Is van der Aart trying to scare her by calling all the time? Trying to get her not to ask certain questions, since it would expose the fact that the police helped Mio disappear?

No.

Because he’s dead.

He wouldn’t leave her alone here. A single mom.

The tires of the Orbea leave a shiny snail trail of rainwater over the fake marble floor.

She passes a group of older Congolese men on a bench, well dressed, in suit jackets and white shirts—even their gesticulations are formal, as though they are discussing the state of the world in a parliament, rather 
than in a mall about to close for the day.

A guy runs past, fast, as though he’s being chased, but no one follows—the footsteps echo, die out.

A departure hall for travelers with no destination.






Control

They’ve stopped at a rest area. The game master puts a stone from the side of the road on the loose character sheets and maps, to stop them from blowing away.

The sea is out of view today—slopes and mounds of dry grass.

The parent is finally concentrating a little, even flicking through the right manual.

“In this game you don’t need to be like you are in reality. You can be anything.”

“Anything?”

“Can I be a creature like this, with wings?”






Gold

A food delivery rider in a muddy, neon-green padded jacket said that the Nothingness Section was a city the French had built somewhere along the North African coast, with hotels and boulevards and concert halls. When they lost it to the Arabs in a war, they erased every trace of it from the maps.

He said the streets were lined with beheaded statues, and that the people lived in tents on the squares and rooftops, because the buildings themselves were full of bookcases and boxes—the whole town is one enormous archive: a library of the memories and hopes of the poor.






Ruth

“You’re a social worker, right?”

“A consultant.”

“Don’t lie,” mumbles a Black guy sitting with a bunch of other teenagers on the steep, grooved steps of a stationary escalator. A fake diamond stud in his nose. “Consultants were in charge of the Roman Empire when it was at war.”

“You’re thinking of consuls,” Ruth said.

A girl with tight braids, bound at her neck with colorful elastic bands, holds Ruth in a suspicious sideways look for a while, before staring out into the mall’s echoing space, into the ravine of signs and dusty plastic greenery. Then she says:

“You know it’s not a shop, right?”

“Yeah.”

“They say it’s a place for people like us.” The girl gives a forced laugh, full of something like self-contempt—Ruth thinks she must have learned, a very long time ago, to mock herself whenever she’s asserting her will. She’s good at it.


“People like you?”

The girl gives her a knowing look.

“Like us. Like you and me.”

Ruth tightens her grip on the Orbea’s wrapped handlebars, feels goosebumps rise on her arms and neck.

The Black guy at the top of the escalator twirls the jewel in his nose and says:

“It’s just someone trying to trick teenagers into going with him. A pedophile, walla.”

That has everyone on the escalator laughing.

“He talks about it on those old CDs, you know? Those discs you needed a special machine to listen to?”

“Who is he?”

“A guy from Twenty-Seventy,” says the girl with the braids, who picks and bites at a torn cuticle. “Mio.”

Ruth leans into the handlebars.

“Have you seen him?”

She shakes her head, and a young guy who’s been silent until now says:

“The CDs just turn up in people’s jackets or bags.” His hood is up, the drawstring pulled tight. “Certain people. But my big brother knew him. He was a legend, walla. Everyone thinks he got stabbed ages ago, but on the CDs he says he’s still alive. Faked his own death.”

“Like Hitler.”

“Have you heard one of those CDs? Have any of you heard the CD?”

The teenagers look uncomfortable. The guy with the diamond stud in his nostril keeps half his attention focused out into the mall, looking along first one walkway, 
then another—a fugitive’s body language.

“I’ve heard a bit,” he says. The girl with the braids turns around, offended, and stares at him.

“Say walla.”

“Walla.”

“Why haven’t you ever said anything?”

“You never asked,” the guy says, twirling the stud in his nose, twisting it back and forth like you do when the hole is new. “Mio talks about how he’s going to come and get people and shit like that. That he’s going to take people to that place. The Nothingness Section. It’s all bullshit. It’s pedo.” He shoves the girl with his elbow and they all stand up, and when they push past Ruth to go outside and smoke in the rain, she says:

“A place where you can see the sea from the roofs of the houses, right?” She almost shouts it. Didn’t know she had it in her. This breathlessness.






Monster Manual

“When we meet here, is it real?”

“Why wouldn’t it be?”

“I mean, is it really you here? Or is it all just coming from me?”

Mio never looks at her in the dreams.






Gold

You walk over the last bridge. Climb over the trash. Dried bird shit everywhere. It looks like the wax we used to write the names of the dead on the asphalt, you know?

Then you see it, on the other side. The building looks like the buildings you’ve always lived in, but it’s full of birds, they’re everywhere. Gulls circle in a shrieking tornado, and swallows and sparrows dart around the concrete columns and through the fences.

The Nothingness Section.

Pigeons. Toucans.

Toucans, fam.

You’re going to get to see it all with your own eyes. The old Muslim wrestling master who trains pigeons. The great archive of stories about strikes and slave revolts. And the looks of the people here. Their way of moving.

You can heal.

Fam.


I can’t describe how I ended up finding this place, because spreading that information is not permitted, but I can say that those who try on their own have to do things they never thought they’d do. Sleeping in containers with a bucket to piss in, and only piss to drink when the water runs out. Watching people go so far as to sell children they’ve promised to take care of.

It will be different for you. I’ll come and get you when you’ve finished high school. Your parents will look for you while the others run out into the schoolyard in their square caps and student gowns. They’ll stand there with flowers, calling your name. Your old man, who tried to bury all his shame in you, and your old lady, who after all these years still believes you got in the way of her dreams.

But you’ll be gone. Like I was.

Fam, you won’t believe it when you see it. Birds as blue as I don’t know what.

As blue as the color blue.






Ruth

The young woman with the microphone has her curls piled high and an expensive blouse, stolen from the Century Center the previous week. The very first poem she wrote was called “We Are a Part of Eternity.” She deleted it from her phone a few days later, not so much because she’d stolen most of it directly, but because it seemed to lack a viewpoint to speak from as it reached for the big words. Always and never. Instead she wrote a poem about how short the distance was to the terraced houses where the postal codes started with Twenty-Eighty, though life was completely different for the people who lived there. It was easier to read things like that to others—poems about the guys on the square, with life advice she would never give to their faces, of course, and a poem about Mom. A poem about drugs, a poem about politicians.

In spite of everything, Ruth feels a certain tenderness toward the woman in the photo. Everything she didn’t know was coming.

The photo is in its usual place, between five volumes 
of an encyclopedia her dad never collected the rest of and a couple of china horses her mom had given him as a joke, riffing on her gambling addiction, the racetrack, the rent that disappeared.

Ruth gets it down. A year or so after the picture was taken, she was a completely different person. Breastfeeding Em, taking casual jobs at old people’s homes that her dad helped her get—a few times they actually worked at the same place, turning the old people over together, an ex-seaman and the eighteen-year-old widow of a teenage criminal. Maybe she stopped writing because she didn’t know where she would read the poems? In the library at Twenty-Seventy? When the murderer could be sitting there listening?

She doesn’t remember much from those years: Em waking her in the night, exhaustion setting down its roots in her, a feeling of being stretched to the bounds of elasticity, of becoming very thin; she took the bus to work and looked out into the misty morning and couldn’t understand how quickly a kind of beginning had been thrown away.

Then one day when Em was four, someone called and said they’d seen a recording from the time when Mio was still alive, from the evening when she’d won the poetry contest. He had a job offer. Lucien. The agency.

She runs her thumb over the photo one last time before she puts it back. Does our destiny originate in us? From our overturned plans and attempts to find meaning? Or is it external? Mio thought so. That destiny was something you had to find.


She sits beside her dad on the sofa that has accompanied him ever since he left the tower blocks by the square almost a decade ago and moved in here, into one of the cramped old workers’ houses closer to the railway station.

But even these houses will probably be demolished when she’s done.

She could write my name is Ruth and I grew up here, and I say to you: Let them level this place with the ground. Was that why she took this assignment—out of rage? Her dad shifts on the sofa, in the gloomy flicker of the TV. He actually liked Mio to begin with, if reluctantly, almost against his will—Mio lived with them for several months after he’d fallen out with his family, and she sometimes found them out on the balcony together, talking about God and music. Then the thing that happened between Mio and her dad happened, the fistfight or the accident, or whatever it was, and Mio was no longer welcome at her dad’s place either, just like he wasn’t welcome at home, or at school, and of course her dad made sure that her mom knew, scared her and Kaddi so Mio wouldn’t be able to sleep there either. So Mio moved his stuff to Fahad and Tuonetar’s, where Ruth hardly ever went—she didn’t like the doomsday atmosphere, the drugs that lay around the place. The beginning of the end.

Her dad looks at her and smiles with vague regret.

“You want to watch something else?”

“No, it’s no bother.”

She wonders whether a family can be anything but 
a web of silences and deceit that binds people together. If everyone goes back home to once again try to find out why they are the way they are. Or perhaps she’s alone in that too.

The man who followed her in the spring is back: he gets off the bus at the same time as she and Em, walks twenty paces or so behind them, with a hood and a cap, and she hastens Em along, though he doesn’t understand the urgency—she takes his hand, pulling him after her.

“Hurry up a little, Em.”

She’s thinking of the golden disc, where the man pretending to be Mio talks about how he’s going to come and get the chosen ones. Maybe his son too. Take them on the long journey, to the Nothingness Section. Which doesn’t exist.

Gulls shriek overhead.

When she turns, the man has crossed the street: just a neighbor, on his way to one of the other widely spaced houses.

They find their author: a janitor at a school on the outskirts of Bruges, a little over fifty, reserved, interested in literature, with salt-and-pepper hair and a sharpness inside him, a pain he never quite lets them see face-on. An actor at a political theater in the Jordan of his youth.

“My thesis is the opposite,”—he seems to say the lines from the side of his mouth. “Fiction is the world overflowing its banks. When we say that what’s 
important in a fantasy is what that fantasy negates, what the dreamer is fleeing from, we are denying the soul’s existence. It’s possible for a person to create something that doesn’t come from their history, that has nothing to do with them. Another reality is there in every single one of us.”

He’s going to play a man from a coastal city in Yemen; as long as he doesn’t speak Arabic, no one will realize that he’s actually from Jordan—according to him, he can ape Arabic dialects so well not even that would give him away, but Ruth’s doubtful. Regardless: he signs a contract with them containing the usual non-disclosure clause and they rent an apartment in Wilrijk where he is to isolate himself and lose weight, grow a mustache, and read through the rather extensive background material Ruth has constructed for him—including the short-story collection that’s been sent off to the printers. He has his photo taken by one of the agency’s picture editors, who then manipulates the photo to find the point where the man’s acquaintances won’t immediately recognize him, but with which he can still be identified as the fictional character when he actually does turn up in the physical world.

Em sits cross-legged and sends the blue plastic top spinning across the living room floor; it rattles across the polished stone surface and then bumps into a step, wobbles, and stops. Em studies it, wondering what else it can do; even though she gave it to him a pretty long time ago, this is the first time he’s tried to play with it.


“I think you’re meant to have two,” he says. “Two that fight each other.”

He’s still going on about meeting his dad’s sister—he knows the spinning top came from Mio via her—but Ruth can’t foresee all the consequences of that meeting, so she’s putting it off.

Everything waits, tense.

She sits on the sofa, working on the book the author will soon be publishing as the first step in the intervention: an observation on life in Twenty-Seventy, poetic rather than political, even though of course it does take the debate on the demolition and the gentrification of the city’s central areas as its starting point.

“Dad’s little brother probably had one too.”

“Presumably,” she mumbles, and writes: What memories reside in these buildings that are soon to be demolished? She immediately crosses out the line, but she knows she’s hit upon something: control will be exercised on a grammatical level—the transport redevelopment will be treated as a fait accompli.

“A question, Ruth.”

“Seaweed protein and five liters of water.”

“A genuine question—”

“Yes?”

“How do you view the personal dimensions of the assignment?”

“You want an honest answer?”

“An honest lie.”

“You want an honest answer?”


“There are no honest answers. Say something I’ll be inclined to believe.”

“I long to see it all turned to rubble.”

“Because then it will all be over? What happened once and then went on happening forever? It will be over then?”

“Because it will be reasonably equivalent to the fact that a person I loved died. It will be the first reasonable event in my life for ten years.”

“‘Stop all the clocks… Prevent the dog from barking in the corner.’ Is that how it goes? The poem?”

“The Auden poem? ‘Prevent the dog from barking with a juicy bone.’”

“‘Silence the pianos… The stars are not wanted now: put out every one.’”

A man in a white jalabiya asks Harsha and Ruth whether they’d like some company, with an old-fashioned, courteous gesture—sweeping his hand across as if to welcome them in through an invisible door. They stroll slowly through Twenty-Seventy, past the laundromat, the cafés where the men drink coffee and smoke behind windows covered in scratches, across the internal courtyards between apartment blocks.

Ruth and Harsha bumped into each other at one of the meetings in the mosque’s assembly room, and they’re headed for a tower block where Harsha maintains that there’s a broken door that leads up onto the roof. One of her clients showed it to her.

Ruth recognizes the imam from her childhood—he 
ran the mosque for many years but lost it to the current owners in some internal conflict. Some evenings he led a group of boys in some form of singing sessions—car thieves sitting cross-legged, singing in clear voices that leaked out onto the street. Tuonetar was there now and then—oddly enough, with his name borrowed from heathen mythology and his general fascination with death—and one evening he dragged Nouredine along with him, around Ramadan; Ruth remembers them sitting there in the yard, practicing an Arabic song from a folder of sootily photocopied sheets. But Nouredine took umbrage at something the imam said or did, and both of them stopped going.

The man makes small talk with Harsha as they walk. Ruth understands from the conversation that he knows her through her work and is asking about some client or another, urging her to change a decision. Money or custody. Over the white jalabiya, he wears the kind of run-of-the-mill windbreaker a middle manager in one of the city’s shipping companies might pick out of their wardrobe on a wet winter’s day. Two guys come toward them on an electric moped, alarmingly quickly and without helmets, naturally, but when they see the imam they slow down, jump off, and wheel the moped along. They bow slightly, so reverent are their nods as they greet him. But then she hears the snickering behind his back, hears how it explodes after some line-crossing joke. The high-frequency whine of the moped’s electric motor starting.

The imam looks away the moment she glances at 
him—two birds pass in the rhombus of pale yellow sky above the courtyard, he follows them with his eyes.

“The prophet likes poetry a lot,” he says, and then mumbles a phrase in Arabic that Ruth at first thinks is a poem he’s about to translate, before she realizes it’s actually something to do with him naming the prophet—that he’s turning to an invisible world they don’t share.

Pillars of cloud over the gas station. A flaking blue metal railing where she and Harsha used to stand and spit at the cars. She wonders, as she often does here, if the murderer still lives in Twenty-Seventy? Her dad thought so—that was half the reason he moved away. But maybe the murderer was in turn murdered. Or maybe, as van der Aart implied, it’s the murderer speaking on the golden disc. The imam comes to his door and stops, but Harsha has more to say about a couple of the boys he teaches, so Ruth walks on a few paces so they can talk in peace.

Bakhuizen is standing in an entranceway diagonally across the street, talking to Proxy-Muhammed’s mom. It looks surprisingly friendly, considering it was Bakhuizen who called security. Has Bakhuizen sought her out to ask forgiveness? She looks stooped and tired. The winter sun is aglow in her thinning gray hair. Ruth is about to cross the road and exchange a few words with her, when she sees what Bakhuizen has in her hand: a square plastic case she holds out to Proxy’s mom, who opens it—a golden disc—it catches the sun as she turns it over in her hand.


“I’m going to take a sabbatical.”

They’re up on the roof, among drifts of broken furniture and shopping carts, empty cigarette packs and energy drinks—the refuse of several generations’ directionless anger and longing.

“What are you going to do?”

Harsha pulls a strand of hair out of her mouth with her finger.

“Travel. Travel home. Back, or whatever the word is. To my country.”

A wrenching feeling. Ruth walks over to the edge, looks down, says:

“Alone?”

Harsha nods. Everything has been wrong since Ruth took the assignment and found out about the golden disc. It’s as though nothing holds up. Like when Mio died.

“Will you be gone long?”

Harsha shrugs. The jacket with the words Assistante Sociale on the back. “Until I’ve decided if I want anything more from life than upholding a system that constantly enacts violence on us.”

Ruth digs her nails into her palms. She envies Harsha’s ability to formulate her longing so clearly that she’s able to act upon it. Even when it concerns a loss of belief in her life choices. And she’s surprised by the fact that until now, she hadn’t noticed that her friend was unhappy.

“Isn’t it you who always tells the kids that it’s all of us together that make up the system?”


Harsha smiles at that, makes a strange gesture, as though she’s holding something in her hands but it’s running through them, blowing away. Ruth wonders if the change in Harsha has something to do with the story about the Nothingness Section; if it’s impacted Harsha’s life too. Mother Harsha.

“There’s something else I have to say.”

“What?”

“It’s about Mio. He came to me before he was murdered. He said he was thinking of taking off.”

“Taking off?”

“People were talking about guys he owed money to. That they were after him.” Harsha searches for the right phrase, poking the trash with her foot. “And he loved you so much, you know? But he’d got it into his head that he, I don’t know—that he was weighing you down. That he was keeping you locked in a different life from the one you could have had without him.”

The tone of her voice—as if it were true. Ruth peers out into the wind. Soon all of this will be gone. Rubble and dust. Put out the stars. Highways and roundabouts.

“He said that if he left, I had to tell you he’d always love you.”

“Yeah.”

“And that he’d find you again.”

“Find me?”

Nothing has made sense since he died.

Left here on her own.

“It’s just something guys like that say, Ruth. Then he was stabbed, and everything was so chaotic I forgot.”


“You forgot that he’d said he was going to disappear?”

“He didn’t say he was going to disappear. He said—if something happened.”

“What exactly did he say?”

“You know how guys were back then. They all thought they were going to die.”

Ruth thinks: Were they wrong? They stand in silence as the wind picks up.

Find me.

Find me, Mio.
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Mio

The sleeves of the funeral suit were too long, and they flapped like black fins over Mio’s hands—he rolled them up, then grabbed the cigarette out of his little brother’s mouth and pointed up at the windows of their block—the old lady can see you. Nouredine pulled out another cigarette, which he stuck into his mouth, louche and indifferent, so Mio smacked him—a gentle, admonishing clap on the cheek. They stared each other down.

They were sitting up on the climbing frame, Mio in the suit he’d borrowed from Fahad, Tuonetar’s big brother, who didn’t go to Christian funerals, Nouredine in his black Adidas tracksuit with gold stripes.

Hit me back then.

Hit me back and see what happens.

Nouredine was the first to look away, with those feminine eyelashes. Mio said:

“It could have been one of us they were burying today, have you thought about that?”

He wanted to get his brother to feel—what was it called again? Like when you’re saying the Eid prayer? 
You bow down and you can almost hear God’s breath as a murmur in the overfull gym, and you think you’re going to change your life and so on? That was the feeling you should have at funerals.

Walla, as if Tuonetar hadn’t even recorded in secret with his phone in the church, so he could cut some authentic material into their ridiculous rap videos.

It was called something that sounded like revolving. Revolution. Not that.

Nouredine slid down off the climbing frame in his flowing way, aimed a flying kick at a trash can on a lamppost so that it twisted round and spilled its contents out over the asphalt—sweet wrappers and half-eaten shawarma wraps and bags of dog shit.

Revelation.

Not the right word either.

The local birds caught sight of the leftovers that had fallen out of the trash can and flew down to pick them over—gulls in from the North Sea, pigeons and magpies and crows fighting over strips of foil and gristly pieces of meat.

“Denis,” he whispered, to no one in particular, to nothing, and shook his head. It was real. You could actually die. He lit a cigarette, because unlike his brother he was smart enough to sit with his back toward the window from which their mom might be spying, well versed in the statistics on emphysema and gateways to more serious drugs. He looked up into the light and saw a strange bird circling down from the sky, not to pick at the trash, but to sit right beside him. A black bird, as big 
as a gull. Were they called ravens? It wasn’t a raven. The thick beak made him think of a spearhead of that kind of black stone they used to use back in the day. In the Stone Age.

“Denis?” Just a feeling. The bird fluttered a little to rebalance itself. The ugly gray feet clutched the metal pole. “Denis, is that you?”

He and Nouredine had smoked a lot of weed that morning, before the funeral—hotboxed a stolen car. That was probably all it was. Probably. But the feeling was: the bird was Denis’s soul. And he noticed that birds have eyes like snakes or fish—he looked into the spectral, milky eye, which held his gaze. He smoked. Thought about how everything had been before, when they’d just moved here from Germany, when he and Nouredine had played on the climbing frame and practiced knife throwing with scissors, and he thought about the time before that, when he’d spoken German, and lived above a similar courtyard, though that one had a large willow tree, and the feeling was that everything was still there somewhere, in its own time, down there. The feeling was: the past existed beneath him, the future above him.

Walla he had to stop getting stoned.

But in another layer of time Denis was still there and they were twelve years old, walking home with their arms around each other’s shoulders.

The bird had hopped closer to him—it was so close now that he could reach out his hand and touch the shimmering black primary feathers.


He stopped on Motstraat later that day, down below the library windows through which the top rows of the bookshelves were visible. He was snapping his fingers. Did time have a shape? He walked around the building, out onto the square, and was careful to avoid being seen as he walked in through the door.

He jogged up the stairs like a boy with no particular aim in mind. The library was quiet. He thought about mounted warriors who tore the spines off books so they could make sandals from them, and who stacked the skulls of young boys in pyramids. He wanted to feel the draft from a door half-open to another life, but found only a few books in the seven-to-nine-year-old section he thought his little sister would like.

He caught sight of a girl from the area. She was lost in some book. She usually hung around with Mother Harsha. Green hair, though she changed it often: a confused mulatta. Her old man lived two floors below them, her mom across the street with an alcoholic old crone.

“Excuse me?”

She looked up and surveyed his suit and the children’s books in his hand.

“Yeah?”

“How much does it cost to borrow books here?”

“You sure you shouldn’t start with something a little easier to read?”

He was almost completely sure she was joking. He smiled, raising one eyebrow. Uncertain here in this new place.


“They’re for my little sister.”

She looked down at her book.

“You getting married?”

“One day, inshallah.”

She laughed to herself, not meanly exactly—he realized that she’d asked because of the suit, and laughed himself—it surprised him that he could laugh today.

“I was at a funeral,” he said. She looked up, quickly. Nice eyes, walla.

“Sorry.”

“Thanks.”

“It costs twenty euro. Borrowing books.”

He put on a little show of checking his pockets though he knew they were empty—he was pretending so hard to be surprised he more or less turned them inside out—she looked up at him like he was an idiot.

“I don’t have any cash. Do they take cards?”

She shook her head. Her name—something Russian or Jewish? Rakel. Was always hanging out with Harsha who he’d kissed once, when they were kids, as a game, and who looked at you like you’d disappointed her personally if you happened to be selling outside her door.

“Send the money to my phone and I’ll fix you up,” she said.

He did it, and she got up, leisurely, took the three kids’ books from his arms and walked over to the lending desk. Fixed him up.

Heading home with the books under his arm he passed Denis’s door. The asphalt was flecked with white: when 
someone died, they would put out grave candles and write the person’s name in melted wax, and it were as though everyone—he, Tuonetar, Fahad, and even Nouredine—got to stop putting on an act for a while. They hugged. Some people cried. Fahad had even said he was sorry for being so obnoxious when Mio was a kid. For tricking him and such. He stared at the blobs of wax and the remains of the bouquets people had laid on the ground. Then he gazed out into the night. But he didn’t see any more birds.

At school of course, people carried on like he didn’t know what, looking at him like he had the plague and whispering behind his back. The first day back after Denis died. He walked alone through the rattling corridors.

One time he and Denis had ridden a moped right through the main entrance and skidded into the gym where the moped’s tires had left black tracks on the wooden floor and the gym teacher was about to catch them when someone opened the emergency exit. They’d been suspended for two weeks and reported to social services. Kings, walla.

But now everyone suddenly seemed to have an awful lot to say.

After lunch he went psycho on a group of older kids, flying at them for nothing, because they laughed as he walked by, and he didn’t even care that they beat him up—like: kick these thoughts out of my head, please.

The terror Denis must have felt as he ran toward the door to his block.


His head thudded against the lockers, but it was like it was all happening a long way away, and very slowly. The terror when the first shots hit. Thud, thud. And it wasn’t like he needed help, but apparently somebody was stepping in and kicking up such a fuss that the guys backed off, and he got to his feet and did gun fingers at them, and right then, at that moment, he really meant it too—he’d go and borrow a Beretta from Fahad’s place, then we’ll see who’s a man, yeah?

Slumped against the lockers. The person who’d helped was sitting next to him and it was then he noticed that it was the girl from the library. He nodded at her, like: thanks, how you doing? His ribs ached when he breathed. And anyway, the only thing Fahad had was a bolt gun meant for slaughtering livestock that a junkie had given him in payment for a couple of pills.

“You stole my twenty euro,” he said.

“I know.”

He wiped his nose with his hand, and when he saw the blood, streaky and thin, it almost brought him to tears.

That evening he found himself standing outside Denis’s door again. It was like he was drawn there all the time, by destiny or something. He looked at the white blobs. Then he thought about the girl, the way she’d thrown herself in the way of the kicks, why someone would do that. He thought about his mom. He thought about the Mongols, the cruel horsemen who had made their horses trample the Quran and the other books in the 
House of Wisdom. He crouched down and ran his fingers over the place where shots must have ricocheted off the aluminum door. Bayt al-Hikmah. He thought the black bird passed in front of the streetlight above him—a shadow that floated across his hands, the wall. When he looked there was no bird to be seen.

He got a sense Denis was still stuck here in Twenty-Seventy. But why? Sick thoughts. He was the one stuck here in nothingness. Denis was free.

Vile thoughts.

His old man was wearing his taxi jacket, fighting with Mom about money blah blah blah, money they owed her family in Germany, money that didn’t go far enough, money they needed to save to build their house back home, the house they would move to when the regime fell or something like that. He sneaked into his room, collapsed on the bed, and put his headphones on. It was Denis who’d first shown him Eminem. Old school. Old school as fuck.

Denis was blonde, like Eminem, came from a Flemish family who still lived in Twenty-Seventy—one of those kids who either started adopting an Arabic accent or voting for Vlaams Belang and hanging the yellow-and-black flag from his balcony.

His old man was in the doorway, signaling to him to take off his headphones.

“Someday I’m going to show you some real music.” The bed springs bounced when his dad sat down. “From your country.” He hummed a melody, sorrowful, with a 
funny twiddle at the end, while looking out of the window. Mio followed his gaze—that girl’s old lady lived there, just across the street, with the drunk.

His dad bounced on the springs a little, as if to check everything was working and he didn’t need to buy another bed. Sometimes Mio got the sense his old man wanted it all to be the other way around—for Mio to be his dad instead. Maybe he should hit his dad, for no reason? He couldn’t help laughing privately at the thought, but unfortunately his dad didn’t get the joke, because he grabbed Mio’s chin and turned his face this way and that, inspecting the grazes and discoloration from the fight. The music was still pattering gently from the headphones around Mio’s neck.

“Have you been fighting again?”

He tried to jerk himself loose from his old man’s grip, but his father pressed his thumb purposefully onto the swelling over Mio’s eye, and in the end, Mio couldn’t help letting out a whimper. He let go then, got up and stood there as he so often did, eyes empty and confused, for a long time before he turned and left.

You had to climb up and balance on the actual banister to get to the loose ceiling panel. Mio got down the plastic bag and sat under the stairs in the urine-scented darkness of the basement in the neighboring section of his block. He counted the money. How much did you need to get by for a year in Barcelona? As in, to really live, in an apartment on the main street, what was it called again? Fahad had told him about that. He and 
Tuonetar had gone to see their old man there when they were little.

Ramblas. Las Rambla. La Ramba.

He counted the money a second time. How much would it cost to disappear?

He and Denis had several other hiding places spread around Twenty-Seventy. They kept their knives, for instance, buried in a flower bed—a combat knife used by the American military, another one shaped like an outsize claw of a bird of prey, and a ninja star Denis had made in metalwork a long time ago and wanted to keep, because of…nostalgia?

He counted the money again, but paused when he heard someone slam the door on the floor above him. Nostalgia, that’s what it’s called, right? That feeling of wanting to go back to the start?

It’s just that time is too deep?






Lifeway

The last leaves fell from the linden trees outside the social services office, one by one—twisting, pale flakes. Ruth refused to go in.

“You don’t need me to help translate anymore, Mom.” By which she meant, of course: I know what you’re up to and I’m not going to go along with it anymore.

Lifeway said, straight out, “They’ll raise my minimum benefits if they see I’ve got a daughter by a white man.”

The plan worked, but afterward Ruth went and told Mathijs, who nagged Lifeway about it as much as he could, in his passive, soul-deadening way—sighed that he’d tried to protect her from that his whole life, and now they’ll make a note in their records, because that’s how it works here in Belgium.

Lifeway didn’t believe that was how it worked. But perhaps they did have a gigantic archive somewhere, where they wrote down everything everyone had ever done wrong.

But the girl still had a lightness to her, still did and 
always would. When she laughed sometimes at one of Lifeway’s stupid jokes, everything in Kaddi’s smoke-infused apartment became for a moment weightless—the ashtray and the beer cans and the half-drunk bottle of Jupiter, the electric piano that was leaning against the wall, suddenly everything was light, floating a millimeter above the floor and the table, the green curtains were sucked into the room by a draft—all this governed by the girl’s laughter—masses of little burn-holes in the flapping fabric. Lifeway put them there when she was drunk.

She and Kaddi were drinking beers outside the laundromat while they waited for the laundry to finish. Mathijs came toward them along Motstraat, stressed and uncombed and asking whether they’d seen Ruth. Lifeway shook her head.

“She should have been home several hours ago.” Mathijs looked up and down the street. He had crow’s feet around his eyes, a checked shirt and slides and streaks of gray in his long hair. “She said she was going out with Harsha but promised to be home for lunch.” When neither Lifeway nor Kaddi shared his worry, he shrugged his shoulders and seemed not to know what to do with himself. He sank down beside them on the bench, ran his trembling fingers through his hair.

Lifeway took a sip of her beer and offered it to Mathijs, who accepted.

“I’m composing a piece for her,” said Lifeway. “For piano and drums.”


“You can’t play the drums,” said Mathijs.

Kaddi said: “She can’t play the piano either.”

They all laughed and stared out into the now-cooler, windy twilight, and for a moment, Lifeway thought, it felt as though she might be able to go home. Make a fresh start. But she thought about the dead ones. Everything she had to carry with her. The last survivor of a sunken kingdom. She looked down at the asphalt. If she’d had the money she probably would have gone to talk to someone—there were people here in Belgium you could talk to if you had the money. Experts.

Ruth slept at her and Kaddi’s place that night. The girl had just had a fight with Mathijs and had stayed away for a few hours as punishment.

Lifeway found hordes of lipstick and eyeshadow in her bag, what must have been hundreds of euros worth of make-up. It wasn’t that she was snooping through the girl’s stuff, it just turned out that way—she was worried. A girl who bleached her hair and then dyed it different colors every week until it was so thin and green she’d have to cut it all off if she ever wanted to look normal. And she was tall and headstrong, a stranger, truth be told—she came from some other place and was already leaving. She read books for adults and Japanese comics for five-year-olds that made her crease up with laughter, and if you asked questions about anything at all she hissed that you were worse than Mathijs. Lifeway sat watching her into the night. A girl who said Mathijs instead of Dad. She jerked in her sleep, and Lifeway 
wondered what she was dreaming about, in the way you wonder about those you love. She would have loved to see the dreams projected onto the wall, like in a cinema. She wondered if she said Lifeway instead of Mom.

Muted timpani beat. Just once. Like a battle drum.

Mathijs was hanging out their old sheets on the balcony.

Evenings in Twenty-Seventy.

Leave, Mathijs.

Lifeway stood by the window and watched him as he moved around, tired and slow. Probably wanted to save the extra fifty cents it cost to dry the laundry down at the laundromat. If she’d had money she would have given him half and told him to use the dryer, stop working double shifts.

Leave.

Leave and come back the way you were.

Free.

Free.

She sucked on her cigarette and just as she was thinking a third thought about money, Mathijs wobbled, as though the strength ran out of him—he gripped the balcony rail and stood for a long time with his head hanging.

Control.

A man who’d been to sea in his youth, worked in factories, and loved music from all over the world—that was his phrase, “music from all over the world.” They’d met at a jazz club in town and gotten thrown out because 
they were the only ones who were drunk. They’d wandered through the diamond district, past the reinforced windows, the knick-knacks that the Indians and Jews and Armenians left on display overnight. They’d kissed against a windowpane until an alarm started howling. A secret, edged in black, out on the limits of everything. Stolen happiness. Mathijs stretched, annexed this new grain of dread that had forced its way into his body, and hung up yet another of their faded, threadbare sheets, and she left the window, put Miles on, his ’70s experiments she kept coming back to, the sound like the trumpet was being choked, trying to breathe under the water, spitting.

Little girl without a homeland, I don’t know what I’ve done to you, because I’ve done it to myself.

If I had money I’d take you into town and let you buy everything you wanted.

Music that came before or after music.

She was still playing the lotto and the horses, and she’d hit the jackpot one day and take the girl home. Show her the house where all the siblings had grown up. The house they’d had to leave when the war came. She sat on the toilet to get some peace from Kaddi, her dead, joyless laughter, and sometimes she laid a finger on one of the burn marks on her left arm, then another finger on the next mark, and the next—thumb, index finger, little finger, thumb.


She remembered a pair of simple minor chords from her childhood, a lullaby someone must have sung to her, and one day when she was at the table trying to recreate it on the electric piano, Ruth began to dance, stretched her arms out and did a couple of little pirouettes, with the Jupiter can she’d just gotten out of the fridge in her hand. And that lightness was there, even though she was sixteen and a grown woman with breasts and hips; she stood like a ballerina or some kind of bird and looked at her mom with raised eyebrows, and then inexplicably she laughed and collapsed into a kitchen chair.

Mathijs said she’d smoked hash.

A piece for my daughter.

The notes that fall over each other, without order, in a thundering cacophony.

She doesn’t love me.

And I thank all the powers that she doesn’t love me so much it will bring her down.

She collapsed in the elevator—drunk and old, on her way home from the Vietnamese—fell into the buttons so the elevator stopped and one of all the alarms in the world started ringing. Sat against the side of the elevator and wondered whether anyone was still alive back home. She couldn’t contact them because she had nothing to give them. None of the riches.

The jangling of the alarm. Nothing. Nothing of the 
surplus, nothing of Europe.

But one day she’d show the girl the trees. When she won big on the horses. The trees back home. Like the trees Miles had seen.






Mio

Clap, clap, and now I clap you and you clap back—Nouredine and Amina were facing each other on the bus stop’s precarious plastic seats, playing a complicated girl’s game that Mio was amazed Nouredine had bothered to learn.

Clap, clap, then we both clap, Nouredine.

A primary feather swooped down over the road, dancing in the wind, right into Mio’s hand. He twirled it in his fingers, looked up but saw no bird.

Denis?

Felt a shove in his back, turned around, almost expecting it to be Denis, alive again, but it was the girl with the green hair, though she’d washed out the dye—a pair of turquoise curls hung out of the raised hood. Ruth—he’d asked people what her name was.

He put the feather in his pocket.

Even though it had been a month or so since the fight, he and Ruth hadn’t actually talked, they’d just nodded when they met in the corridors—he was 
embarrassed that he’d gotten beaten up, and she mostly stood around whispering with Mother Harsha, barely gracing him with a look.

“You going to school?” he said, and looked along the road for the bus.

“Nah, I’m going to the Institute of Future Studies. I work there on Wednesdays.”

“You owe me that twenty-five euro.”

“Twenty.”

“There’s this thing called interest.”

“Interest is haram in your religion, man.” She smiled when she said that. He said:

“Ya, ustadha.”

She smiled at that too, though she probably didn’t know what it meant—O, teacher. Clap, clap—Nouredine missed a clap on Amina’s hands and Amina said his name, Nouredine, making it sound just like their mom—the same hopeless nagging. But Nouredine had lost concentration and was staring up at Mio and Ruth in his suspicious way, as though everyone but himself and Mio were plainclothes police and they were numbers one and two on Interpol’s most-wanted list.

Mio sloped away from the bus shelter so that Nouredine wouldn’t be able to hear the rest of his and Ruth’s conversation.

“I could get a crew together, you know?” he said. “Those geeks would be dead if I wanted. You know that, right?”

She raised her eyebrows, then, mockingly, like: am I meant to be impressed?


Twenty-Seventy girls, walla.

“My old man beats me ten times harder anyway,” he said, expecting her to laugh, like the boys did when they were swapping horror stories about things they’d gotten up to and the beatings they’d gotten afterward—the story of the beating was part of it, it was a measure of just how sick the thing you’d done was. But instead she was just looking at him and thinking god knows what—who knows what girls think.

They sat down on a bench.

“You’re half. Right?”

She laughed at the question, inwardly, and shook her head a little. He said:

“Half-white, I mean. Right?”

“Why don’t you get a crew then?” she said. “If you can.”

He shrugged, leaned back, glared up at the gray sky. They said Denis had been alive when the ambulance came, lying there, staring up between the buildings. Shots to his stomach, thigh, throat. Died on the way to the hospital. He thought about the word, dead: monosyllabic, woody, and tried to get it to stick to the memories he had of his friend. To make it real. To make the world real.

He wondered what Denis had thought as he lay there. What one thought.

There was a tree at the end of it all. A tree at the end of all heavens or whatever people said—their old man told them that a long time ago, when he and Nouredine were little and he was still trying to teach them religion, 
before he gave up on all that.

Maybe that tree had leaves like feathers or something.

Horrifying thoughts.

The black bird. It was back up there. He considered asking Ruth if she could see it too, or if it was just him. He put his hand in his pocket. The feather was real, after all. Why didn’t he get a crew? Because if he went to Fahad and told him he’d been beaten up by a bunch of schoolkids, Fahad would take his patch away from him and give it to someone else. That was one reason.

“I’m never going to leave here, walla,” he said without meaning it at all. There was a kind of power in staying loyal to the neighborhood unto death—Ruth just raised her eyebrows mockingly again.

Mio’d had girls before, of course. A twenty-five-year-old at a party at Tuonetar and Fahad’s, who’d presumably done it with him in exchange for pills, as a joke, and then there were younger girls who thought you were a don because you were selling, but he mostly left them alone. Mostly. Then there were a few girls who were controlled at home and were looking for criminal guys who could threaten their families—knock on the door, hold up a gun, and tell them that from now on your daughter’s gonna do what she wants, got it?

The bird circled once over the road.

Ruth seemed to copy Mio’s way of sitting, legs wide, cocky—it looked ridiculous when she did it, and he wondered if it was intentional. Probably. She tipped her head back as he had done and her hood slipped off, 
letting loose her bleached-to-death curls.

“Fam. If you’re planning to stay here all your life you’d better learn how to fight.”

Tuonetar was crouching like a goalkeeper on the square, holding his phone while Nouredine leaned over it, spitting bars about stabbing and shitkicking and shooting. Making guns with his hands and shooting noises. There was music coming from somewhere, and little Muhammed, Umar’s boy, had gotten together a bunch of younger kids who were standing around with scarves tied round their faces, and a couple of older guys were there too—Fahad’s friends, and someone had a white Rottweiler, and other kids were waving smoking, flare-red Bengal torches.






Monster Manual

Ruth lay on the mattress. She’d thrown off her blanket and was uttering frightened little moans. She dreamed she was riding through a forest, very fast. Something was chasing her. And now and then, between the thick trunks, she could see someone else who was fleeing.

A boy.

A brother.

Night over Antwerp. Scraps of cloud over the bunker-like façades of the diamond district, over the Century Center, and over the taxis that pulled into the parking lots of hotels to drop people off and pick them up.

In one of the hotel rooms a man lay flicking through a novel and said:

“My sons can’t read their own language.”

The woman who was in the room for one night, before she’d disappear out into nothing or into her life—her days of mortgages and sons of her own, one of whom works with land improvements, another with 
finance—hung over the edge of the bed and rummaged through the discarded clothes for her cigarettes.

“How old are they?”

“Sixteen and thirteen. Muhammed and Nouredine.”

“And they can’t read?”

“Not their own language.”

They can’t read Flemish? she thought but didn’t say. Before she lit the cigarette, she swept the sheet around her and clamped it under her arms, not exactly from shyness but because she was playing herself in a film scene—a woman who exchanged pleasantries and amusing phrases with a stranger, relaxed after working their way together back from the shore of nothingness.

“No daughters?”

“A girl lives under my roof and hates me already, despite the fact she’s only five. Amina.” The man lay there, holding the book above him like someone reading while lying on a towel. It was just about conceivable that he could make out the letters in the half-light, but the book was the prop he needed in order to complain about his children’s poor reading skills. Unclear whether the daughter suffered the same.

He spoke Flemish like a taxi driver, with an accent, sure, but with humorous and intelligently formulated observations about all manner of things—the quick-witted creole of customer patter.

“I can’t picture your children hating you,” she said, but of course she could picture it—she could see how the man’s melancholy might switch into strictness when he was home, in the monotonous stress of everyday life.


“All three of them hate me,” said the man, “because I brought them here. To a place where it’s possible to hate your father.” He laughed at that, an exceptionally talented man—that was the impression she got—and hot in a haunted way, with long eyelashes and hair so black it seemed to suck in the light.

Married, presumably, though he wore no ring.

She wondered if he too was playing himself in a movie—the Muslim, taunted by forbidden desires.

She righted the sheet, secretly enjoying the fact that some of her movements were doubled, an echo of images she’d seen on film and TV—though she supposed there was something unsavory about the entertainment media’s certification boards influencing her most intimate moments, the way one should be afterward.

He said, “The moth is drawn to the flame and catches fire. Becomes the flame. Becomes—Europe. You know who wrote that?”

“Rumi. Apart from the last line.”

’Have you read Rumi?”

“On a postcard. Online.”

“He fled the Mongols. He was a refugee.”

“Are we talking about Genghis Khan?”

“Hülegü Khan.”

Hülegü—she mouthed the name and nodded to herself, as though laconically assessing—the studio audience laughed as she lit her cigarette.

“Twelfth century, thirteenth century? Knights with fur caps and short bows made of animal horn?”

The man nodded and put aside his book.


She ashed in an empty water glass—she’d taped over the smoke alarm on the ceiling—the very phrase “smoking in bed” put her in mind of a report by a fire investigator, complete with photos of the charred remains of two people—“we suspect they were smoking in bed.”

She kissed him on the shoulder. She liked the weight that the details of their lives were charged with here in the bedroom darkness; not so much what the man said about his children, but the fact that there were parents and children at all, as stories, names, words, and that life is probably nothing more than an attempt to live on one’s own terms, beyond all that, beyond the myths one accumulates—in many cases from the treacherous Other—she liked thinking things like this, a woman who worked in the HR department of a cookie factory. Who are we, deep down, beneath the stories—the vertiginous questions of the divorced night.

She dragged herself up and went to the bathroom, where the harsh light washed away the confusion of objects and attention, of her having half-merged with the man, and with the night—the thing that follows. When she returned to the bedroom, the man had pulled on his underwear and was standing by the window, and he turned with something wild in his eyes.

“What I said about my children.”

“That they can’t read Arabic.”

“That they hate me.”

“You didn’t mean it.”

“I watch them when they’re sleeping. My boys. And I know there’s nothing more I can say to them to make 
them love me. Do you understand? That’s what I mean. I’ve been trying my whole life to make them love me.”

She didn’t respond to this overly personal comment. The man looked back out into the night.






Control

“You’ve inherited an ancient suit of armor made of black dragon scales.”

“Couldn’t I have had a gift voucher instead?”

The blanket the game master and the parent are sitting on flaps silently in the wind coming in off the sea.

“Roll again. An inheritance gives you two rolls on the table.”

The parent rolls the dice again.

The teenagers who’ve joined them on the trip are walking along the shoreline. Their bony, tanned legs stick out of their shorts. Sometimes the game master talks to them, but somehow they’re even more withdrawn and secretive than the parent.

The parent holds out the box they use for throwing the dice.

“Fourteen. You have a sword which gives you two extra damage points. Write it here.”

He points at the character sheet. The parent is getting the hang of it today. Finally.

“You need to make up a name and a story for the 
sword, because in this world, which is a truer world that the mortal world, weapons have names and memories.”






Mio

“It’s the social conditions.”

“Walla, people have a lot of social baggage before they’ve even started elementary school.”

“Nursery even,” Fahad said, knotting yet another freezer bag of pills. “That’s why people get shot.” He threw the bag across the coffee table to Mio. Tuonetar laughed—he was sitting in the corner, programming beats on his computer—right now he was messing around with a drum loop that was rattling out of a single, cracked speaker. Mio stuffed the bag in his backpack.

A guy had gotten shot the previous week, in the southwest, where Twenty-Seventy bled into the Indian part of the diamond district, and Mio had heard a rumor that it was revenge for Denis’s murder. But if it was, wouldn’t Mio have known about it? Wouldn’t he have been involved? Denis had been his best friend after all. Right? Blue pills and mint-green—Fahad sorted them, lined up the bags, Mio put them in his backpack.

Fahad had the energy of a twenty-four-year-old 
who carried a knife and plucked his eyebrows, who combined working out at the gym with constant vaping and smoking—he said, “I’ll say one thing. Kabar and his cousins are actual trash.”

Kabar—a name Mio wasn’t familiar with. Did Fahad mean it was Kabar who’d shot that guy last week—the one Mio had been asking about? The name meant something, at least in the old-fashioned Arabic from the Quran. Gravestone? Funeral? Mio couldn’t remember. Maybe Kabar was someone who’d recently come back from the prison in Hasselt.

Tuonetar was changing the music—in the silence the rain pattered against the window.

Could someone really be called “grave”?

A new drum loop, Tuonetar stripped out the high frequencies, added reverb, slowed the tempo—the feeling of a Roman slave galley. Tramadol and Oxy, and a couple of blocks of hash that Fahad cut into chunks with a knife he heated with a lighter.

Fahad and Tuonetar lived alone together despite the fact that Tuonetar was a year younger than Mio and Fahad only two years older. Their mom had disappeared, whored to death or murdered by their old man—you heard different versions depending on who was whispering about it in a doorway at any given moment. Their dad had moved back home, but still got disability from both the Flemish and the French-speaking authorities, and it was his name on the door—according to the brothers he was smoking hash on a beach with three French and two Danish women.


“He’s asking for real. He’s asking why the guy got shot.” Tuonetar said.

Fahad pursed his lips, thought for a moment, and said, “You want to know?”

Mio nodded.

“OK, I’ll tell you why people get shot.” Fahad moistened his middle finger and used it to mop up the traces of powder left on the table and the big bags from dividing up the goods. “They get shot because they decide they’re going to get out. They start getting into religion, meet a girl.” He fixed Mio with his gaze as he said it. But Mio hadn’t met a girl, had he? Or had Nouredine already told him about Ruth. They’d only been talking. “People think: I’ll get out. But they forget that all the little shitheads they’ve insulted haven’t got out, and that all the cousins and brothers of people they’ve fucked with are still out there.”

“Out here,” Tuonetar said—a sixteen-year-old who build his own computers and drum machines, and who’d once smashed a guy’s hand because he’d tried to pull a fast one with fake five-euro bills.

“Precisely. Out here,” said Fahad, enchanted by the thought of being on the outside of the world, among the murderers and the one percent. “And when the rumor that they’ve got out of that life reaches the wrong person—” he aimed at Mio with his index finger. Bang. A soundless shot. “That’s why you always hear that guys who get murdered had dreams, that they were making changes.”

“Exactly. Every dead man has a heart of gold,” said 
Tuonetar, tapping on the keyboard, changing the drum sound until the only thing left was a rhythmic, digital hiss.

Ruth was sitting on a bench on the square, reading. Sunday. Library closed, sky heavy with rain. Mio stopped to tie his shoe.

“You read a lot, right?”

She made a humming sound, maybe a yes, maybe a way of giving the question a mark just below average. He tried another question, “Do you smoke?”

“Cigarettes?”

“You smoke anything else?”

“You got anything else?”

He took her to one of his best hiding places: a cracked concrete stairwell behind a locked metal gate he’d had a key made for. It led up between two tower blocks, to another locked gate.

Ruth held in the smoke and gave an experienced nod—above average. Mio had made the joint on her book, and it was still on his lap. He dusted it off. No picture on the cover.

“What’s it about?”

“About a big palace that holds all the books it’s possible to write.” She still had the smoke in her lungs; it made her voice hoarse and tense—she exhaled and went on between coughs: “There are millions of books there. An infinite number, actually. You get what that means?”


“It’s like when they say the Quran is a sea without shores.”

“Sure. But it’s an infinite number of books. Some books just have letters in a random order. Some books only have the first letter of the alphabet. Books with the second letter.”

“Books with the third letter.”

“The boy can count,” she said, passing him the joint. “There are books where half of it is a normal book, a book you know—”

“The Quran,” said Mio, eager to show he was keeping up.

“The Quran again? Half the book is the Quran, but the other half is chaos, or some other book. And the other way around. You know?”

“Somewhere in the palace is the school math book, completely unchanged, and somewhere else there’s the same book with a letter or a number wrong?”

“And the same book with another letter wrong, or a whole page wrong. Every book that can exist is there.”

Mio nodded, smoked, flicked through the book; down on the street mopeds shot past. He sent the joint back her way; she took another toke and a thought occurred to her: “That book is in the palace somewhere.”

“Which book?”

“The book in your hands,” she says. “The one you’re reading right now.”

That spun him out so much he stopped reading. He leaned out and peered down the stairs. Sometimes his mom went past on the street below, on her way home 
from the laundromat—you had to pull your feet back into the recessed part then.

“What happens in this palace, then?”

“A man goes around, searching for the book that explains his life or whatever. The book about him, about his reason for existing.”

“He’s searching for his destiny,” said Mio, and when she looked at him and nodded it was the first time she didn’t seem to think he was an idiot—she nodded slowly, smoke coming from her open mouth.

Mio topped up his burner at Umar’s shop. It took longer than it needed to for Umar to print the ticket with his code, because he was checking over Mio’s shoulder the whole time, watching Nouredine who was drifting between the shelves, rummaging through the candy.

Muhammed, who was in the same year as Amina, was sitting on a tall stool behind the counter, playing something on his phone, the kind of thing that makes your brain melt. Collect pirate gold, collect whatever it’s called, seeds and axes, build a barn and build windmills—he lit up when he saw Mio, who nodded a short greeting.

“I gave you twenty euros.”

“It’s coming, it’s coming,” said Umar, looking at Nouredine once again, and Mio turned too and saw his little brother open a Mammoth energy drink, take a sip, and put the can back in the fridge. He opened another.

“Are you going to pay for those, or is he?” Umar tried to look threatening, and of course he could have 
given both of them a beating if he wanted, a grown man with thick veins that twisted up his forearms. Talented footballer. Played on Antwerpen FC’s third team, and would have been a pro at some point, so people said.

Dreams and such.

“Pay for what?” said Mio and wondered why he was starting something. He could have paid for two extra cans of Mammoth, he had the cash. But it was a principle: just because Denis had gotten shot it didn’t mean people could piss on him.

At last the receipt fed out of the register.

“I need five euros change, yeah?”

“So your little brother’s paying, then?”

Nouredine sauntered over to the counter, stood beside Mio and nodded to little Muhammed. Stuck his tongue out in a way that made the kid laugh. Took a gulp from can number two.

“You talking about this?” he said to Umar. “I had it when I came in.” Mio tore the receipt off the register, and grabbed five euros from the open cash drawer.

Out onto the square, in the drizzle and the wind, Nouredine laughing and putting his arm around him.

Fam.

He went to Friday prayers the following week. Sat right at the back, hiding. Long time since he’d been to mosque. He’d showered and put on clean clothes, but the scent of hash lingered under his nails and in his hair. He wondered if everyone could smell it. The imam, Abdourahman, was talking about a final moment, when 
nothing but the angel of death was there, alone with God.

Mio’s knees were aching from sitting on the floor.

A guy his own age led the prayer, after an older man who must have been the guy’s dad or teacher prompted him, motioning with his hand, get up, please, it’s your turn, and the guy had a voice that was mashallah—a fine voice. But there was something about the whole thing—yet another door banging in the wind of all that could have been but wasn’t—Mio got up and crept away without praying.

Birds over the playground.

Seeking something that was his alone.

“Denis?” he said to the mysterious black bird, which had returned. Assuming it was the same one. Thankfully it didn’t react to the name. Walla. He pulled a scrap of meat from a polystyrene carton that was beside him on the bench, threw it to the bird, which hopped down from the swings. It grabbed the meat and flew up again. A couple of other birds, of the same kind, big and black with paler undersides, came floating around in wide arcs.

He and Denis had sat on those swings one evening, both completely debilitated by paranoid hysterics, collapsing with laughter, falling off—did that still exist in some world? Right down in the depths of time? Or was the memory just an echo, like when you shout in an underpass and the sound comes back? Like when you’re stoned and you turn your head too quickly—an afterglow? The imam came toward him in his fluttering 
skirt. Prayers were over and he guessed the old dude was heading home. His dad had said he was a Sufi, that he prayed to graves and so on, and that there were people who wanted to take over the mosque, people who followed the Quran and sunnah, whatever that meant.

“As-salamu alaykum.” Something in the man’s voice made him think of rough old wood—the dry, veiny insides of a tree trunk that has been split by lightning. He stood with his hands in the pockets of his skirt—it wasn’t a skirt of course, they said toube back home, jalabiya, dishdasha, but Mio liked calling it a skirt in his head. Protection.

His old man wore a skirt sometimes, at Eid when he sat with the other guys, pretending he didn’t spend his weekends out getting drunk and doing who knows what. Mio knew. He’d checked his old man’s phone and seen the messages from other women.

Shame.

He threw a soggy French fry to the birds.

“Wa alaykum as-salaam,”—he said that as a single word, joined up, leykumslam.

“May I sit here?”

“Have a seat, Ammu.” Mio patted the bench and added, “Please, bismillah,” in God’s name or however you put it: Brother, if God lets you, who am I to stop you?

The imam mumbled a little to himself in his gruff voice—hmm, yes, the way old folks do, though he was only a couple of years older than Mio’s father—and made sure his down jacket protected his white skirt as he lowered himself onto the bench.


You saw me sneak away without praying.

The imam said, “It was the birds who taught us about death.”

Mio nodded at this information. He knew the old guy was only waiting for the right opportunity to quiz him about why he’d left.

The imam spent a little more time arranging his clothing, said a swift prayer of blessing for the prophet, even though he hadn’t used his name, peace be with him, blessings be with him, and then said, “Qabil was jealous of his brother.”

“Qabil?”

“Christians call him Cain.”

“Ah, OK, him. The murderer.”

“The murderer.” The imam smiled and looked out over the playground, where some of the black birds were still flapping around. “But he hadn’t murdered anyone when the story began. He was just jealous. And a man came to him. The man had caught a bird, which he’d pinned to the ground and was hitting with a stone as Qabil looked on. Qabil had never seen a dead creature. And he had an idea.”

Long-winded story. “He would kill his brother,” Mio said.

The imam nodded earnestly. Mio threw a bit of shawarma to the birds. They fought over it for a while, until one of them took it and flew off. When Mio looked after it, he spotted Ruth, who was standing on her dad’s balcony smoking. Her dad must be at work, because he didn’t know she smoked. She saw him and waved, but 
he didn’t wave back. Ashamed in front of the imam and so on. He looked down between his feet. The imam said:

“You know who the man who caught the bird was?”

“Shaytan, right?”

“Shaytan. May God protect us.”

“Ameen.”

“And Qabil didn’t know what to do with the body. He carried it around on his back.”

Mio smiled at this image—carrying your dead brother around. He thought of Denis, of course. That he carried the memory of him around.

“God sent two birds,” the imam went on, “and one of them killed the other and buried it in the ground. Subhanallah.” He exclaimed this last word, subhanallah, which means God is beyond everything, as though he were surprised at his own tale, and Mio echoed the phrase, subhanallah, God is definitely not here in Twenty-Seventy in any case—he threw yet another piece of meat to the birds; this time one of them dived down from the climbing frame and caught it before it had reached the ground.

“Ammu?”

“Yes?”

“Can the dead come back?”

“You mean judgment day?”

Mio shrugged, afraid to believe in the wrong way.

“Or in dreams? Or like…I don’t know.”

A video where Nouredine and Tuonetar posed with drugs spread out on the table. Tuonetar had a pistol. He 
aimed at the camera, which zoomed in, the barrel grew, became a black hole, engulfed the screen.

Nouredine rapping in a dark room. Some nearby bike storage area, with a lightbulb that swung dramatically. And scenes where they were playing around with the Bengal torches and the camera swung close to the ground—it looked pretty sick in the end. And Nouredine said, “Brapp, brapp, brapp,” and rode the beat, drowsily, effortlessly almost—Mio actually felt pretty proud of how talented his little brother was. Rhyming “concrete” and “goal keep” in that casual way that was in just then. Stories about Twenty-Seventy, about guys who were doing time at Hasselt and guys who were in the ground—and that’s when the images of Denis’s funeral popped up, interspersed with fighting dogs jumping at the camera and a moped doing donuts and figure eights until the rubber smoked—a chemical-blue fog rising from the asphalt. A priest cast earth on the coffin.

He hit the screwdriver with the hammer a couple of times and got it into the lock. Twisted it with a sharp jerk. As soon as he’d opened the door a crack, the wind grabbed it and wrenched it open.

Evening clouds and gold.

Ruth stepped out onto the tarred felt of the roof.

“Who’s calling?” she said. “Do you know, in the dream?”

“Denis, maybe,” he said, “or maybe in some mystical way it’s me.”


“Yeah, maybe it’s you. That’s how it is sometimes.”

She wandered around among the trash people had thrown up there, the winds jostling her—at one point making her so unsteady she grabbed onto his arm for support, as though she’d been afraid she might blow away. She laughed and said:

“It’s about being true.” She was still holding onto his arm, the fabric of his track jacket, and she took a step toward the edge. Craned her neck to look out over the courtyard.

She could see her own block. It looked like her mom was sitting by the window, playing the piano. She stood there a long time, watching, and then she turned around. She stretched out her arms in a cross, and he wished he had the courage to kiss her.

The old man in the flicker of the TV, saying Mio’s real name. Mio stopped by the living room door.

“I assume I’m right in thinking there’s no reason for a neighbor to have seen you up on a roof?”

Mio moistened his lower lip, glanced at the TV.

“When?”

He wanted to know how much his old man knew—had the neighbor seen Ruth too?

The channel showed Mecca round the clock, the pilgrims in their sheets, moving in a slow spiral.

“When?” his old man echoed. “Have you been up on a roof smoking or haven’t you?”

OK, that was all, that he smoked sometimes. He knitted his brow, surprised, like: Why are you asking, dear 
father? He said aloud, “I don’t smoke.”

His old man turned his head toward him, crocodile slow, before making a gesture of resignation that meant that Mio was obstinate, that it was better to be honest, that he wasn’t angry, that he smoked too when mom wasn’t looking.

But the fact was that if Mio had been honest, if he’d sat down beside his old man and told him that he smoked, that his best friend was dead, that he was planning to leave as soon as he had enough money, and that he’d met a girl he was going to take with him, because he thought she was somehow connected to his destiny, with the whole story of Baghdad and the Mongols, about how it should have been for all of them, for his old man too—for his old man first and foremost—it would have meant they were a family who did that kind of thing, where they talked to one another. It would have been a bigger lie than his little lie about not smoking.

On the TV, the camera panned slowly over the pilgrims. He said it again, more convincingly now, “I don’t smoke.”

The dream meant he had to be true.

They stuck their fingers into the chain-link fence and heaved themselves over the top.

The carousels of Bobbejaanland flickered beyond the utility boxes and the weeds and the wildflowers.

Of course, Mio could have paid their entrance fee if he’d wanted to, but he needed to see what kind of a girl 
Ruth was, because Fahad had said you should get rid of girls who weren’t into illegal stuff if you wanted to live the life they lived.

Ruth was into it.

They crept through the staff area, where a fat security guard saw them and chased them between big HGV trailers, and they climbed over yet another fence, and then emerged into the park itself, pushing their way through the crowds, giggling and wild—she was laughing so hard she was bent over, stumbling forward.

They walked among the tourists and young families like any other couple. Interlaced fingers and country music, and the smell of burnt sugar drifting between the colored lights. She kissed him on the roller coaster, with her tongue that was muscular and warm and searching behind his teeth, and he bought the keyring to show the picture to Fahad and Tuonetar, when he’d tell them about her, that she’d been up for jumping the fence, but of course they’d say did you kiss her, a shorty like that who changes her hair color every week like a stripper, bro? So he gave the keyring to her, and she laughed and asked what he expected her to do with it, but she still put it in her pocket.

He took her to the sea. To the special place his old man had found when they were little.

He sat on the bath towel, on his haunches, and looked out at the gray waves. Felt like crying without knowing why. He hadn’t been here since he was a kid. What if he hadn’t gone into the library after Denis’s 
funeral? If he and Ruth had never met? The shape of time.

Rahma—a word his old man had taught him—came to mind. He didn’t know how to translate it into Flemish. But that something was forgiven.

“Go on with the story,” she said over her shoulder.

He sucked on his vape and said, “One day my ancestor was down by the river fetching water. You know, Baghdad had fallen and the warriors were inside the city, and you’ve got to remember, there were dead bodies everywhere, there were goats and horses and hens running all over. You know, the Muslims thought the end times had come. And my ancestor sat there on the riverbank with his clay pot, and he noticed these black threads swirling under the water. A darkness streaming down from the city.”

“What was it?”

Away in the northeast, beyond the expensive, gray house, the propellers of the wind farm whipped around, slowly, as in a dream.

Rahma.

“So, at first he thought it was a shoal of fish. But it wasn’t. Then a load of books came floating along. Books the water had been flicking through. Books that floated out to sea.”

Ruth said, “They destroyed the library. The Mongols.”

“They tossed the books in the river. The ink had run off the pages and turned the river black.”


Books—she always had books with her, wherever she went—books under her arm, books in her backpack, books about girls with magical powers, exceptional girls, and sometimes books Mother Harsha had given her and told her she had to read, apparently: books about politics, about colonialism and the Black Panthers in America and everything that had happened to their people, black and brown people, as she put it—one day she even turned up talking about the Sykes-Picot line.

The shadow on the living-room wall behind his old man fluttered in the glow of the TV. It loomed as he stood up and took a step toward Mio, and Mio saw the shadow as his old man’s life—it was his old man’s life they were all falling through, stuck to each other—a family.

Crevices in the cliffs, where crabs and flies moved in the light, slowly, in another kind of time.

“Who do you think we would have been if we’d been born somewhere else?”

“Like where?” said Ruth.

“I don’t know. Just not here.”

She shrugged, sat astride him, kissed him, got up and padded across the rugged slabs of rock, then climbed out into the North Sea waves.

She wrote poems on her phone, poems she’d started reading at the library, and other ones he sometimes secretly read, like now—he knew her password.

Her head bobbed in the waves, disappeared behind a crest, popped up again.


He opened her notes.

Just a week or so after they’d started really hanging out, or whatever the expression was, she’d written a poem called “We Are a Part of Eternity.” About him and her. They hadn’t even kissed each other, and she’d written that. About being on the roof and about destiny. Whether it existed or not. She’d deleted it now.

He sat with her phone in his hand, reading while keeping a lookout to make sure she didn’t see.

Sometimes, when he read her poems, he felt lonely, but he liked it, because it meant that nothing anybody said about him meant anything, that no one could know who you really were, deep down. Because even Ruth, who seemed to like him, couldn’t see it.

He squinted out across the dark-green water, where she was waving at him, diving and doing a handstand, so her feet were sticking out of the water.

He was something other than what showed. Something true.






Ruth

The picture is etched into the gravestone granite. It seems to float in the stone.

“Why does it say his name was Muhammed?”

“That was his real name.”

“But everyone called him Mio,” Em says, childishly proud of knowing this little detail about his dad. In the picture, which was taken at a birthday party, Mio is the same age Em is now, and he grins with a gap in his top teeth.

“I have to tell you something.”

“About Dad?”

“Yeah.”

“I already know,” Em says. “He didn’t want to work at a library at all.”

“Yes, he did. That part’s true. In a way.”

“What is it then?”

She feels like she’s lost sensation in her feet, in her face, her hands. She regrets bringing Em here, and suddenly doesn’t want to tell him what she was going to tell him.


But she has to—if she says it to Em, it will be real.

He’s dead.

He’s dead, because he wouldn’t leave her.

“It’s about the way he died.”

“He died in a car crash. His whole family died at the same time. Everyone except his sister?”

“No, Em.” She exhales. Em scrapes the snow with the chubby toe of his winter boot. She inhales. “Someone hurt him. Someone stabbed him with a knife.”

Em keeps on scraping. Staring at the boy in the stone.

“Who?”

“No one knows.”

“No one?”

“No.”

Em reaches the frozen turf and then the brown earth. Stops.

“The man who did it knows,” he says, looking at the picture again. Dad laughing with a cut-out gold paper crown.
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Ruth

Ruth checks her inbox while she’s waiting for Bakhuizen to close up and set the alarm on the other side of the square.

The actor has written to her, they are in ongoing correspondence about his coming intervention. His meditation on Twenty-Seventy is mostly finished, its viral spread over the internet prearranged thanks to a number of fictional accounts the agency uses to manipulate the algorithms. For instance: a number of voices she’s developed specifically to whip the mainstream into a fury—angry children of migrants, only partly familiar with the theories they cite—a couple of those will share the link to the author’s book, with accompanying bile-laden comments, causing lots of people to hate-click in the first few hours.

The gang of guys comes out of the library. They saunter across the square, greet friends—ritualistic, involved embraces with smoke billowing from their mouths, like soldiers meeting during a winter campaign.

For many years the library was her foothold in the 
world. It was as though other places were constantly mired in doubt: school hallways, park benches, even playgrounds. Everywhere, you had to exude a vague sense of threat, to talk a little too loud, to carry a tension in your body. Probably a not insignificant part of the hostile, cocky attitude she now detects in the teenagers around here comes from that. Background radiation. Defense. But the library was different. A place one didn’t need to conquer.

She waits, adds a few lines to some notes about the author. She thinks of him as religious, but in an irreverent way that makes him hard to place in society: in the manuscript that is to be published, for example, he refers to angels, but with a sense that the angels are crashing down to earth and being locked up in chicken coops. In any case—there’s something there: pointing away from the world, not slotting oneself into a predictable way of speaking about justice and injustice.

A means of short-circuiting something in the resistance to the construction.

She writes yet another email to Harsha, who hasn’t been in touch even though it’s been a few weeks since she left. Ruth misses her pragmatism, the big-sisterly earnestness with which she treated both her own and Ruth’s dreams.

The catastrophe she senses on the horizon: Harsha’s absence is an indefinable part of it.

Bakhuizen comes around to the library’s entrance. She locks up and walks toward the bus station. Ruth follows at a distance. Doesn’t know what she’s expecting 
to see. That Bakhuizen will sneak a golden disc to a teenager? That Mio will turn up? She wonders if she would even recognize him if she saw him now—the boy she had once loved so she wouldn’t be torn apart by her longing to escape.

Why did Bakhuizen give Proxy-Muhammed’s mom a golden disc? Is she the one distributing the discs to the neighborhood’s teenagers? As a kind of…poetry? She supposes it’s possible. Bakhuizen doesn’t speak to anyone, doesn’t do anything, gets on a bus. Nothing more.

Em blinks. The occasional car drives past. There’s no sense in anything. No refuge.

“Why did someone kill Dad?”

“They thought he was someone else.”

“Some bad people?”

Ruth senses he won’t be content with that answer. No one is. Not the police, not her friends, not the men she’s gone out with now and then.

Not even herself.

“Yeah.”

“But the police didn’t catch anyone?”

“Because no one saw what happened. So no one knows who the bad people were.”

She should never have taken him along to the grave and told him about the murder. An eleven-year-old shouldn’t be thinking about this stuff.

Out there, the waves crash against the cliffs, then draw back. Her phone lights up soundlessly in her 
pocket. Van der Aart. She rejects the call. Can’t bear van der Aart’s sententiousness, the objective way with which she always—since it’s her job—pokes around in the ruins after the world has ended.

Ruth senses the questions rising to the surface in Em, before receding again, as yet unspoken, unformulated.

Was Dad a bad person too?

Why were you in love with a bad person?

Who are you, Mom?

“If you want to stay anonymous during the protests, bear in mind it’s now possible to identify people by the shape of their ears. That happened at the protests in Hong Kong a few years ago.”

There are now significantly more people at the meetings in Twenty-Seventy. People must have realized that the area really would be demolished unless something was done. People crowd the corridor.

In a few days a group of politicians and potential investors will be visiting the area; not to speak to residents, of course, but to walk and see how the roads will run through the landscape, and where the new residential blocks, for the new residents, will be built.

The woman speaking has run through a list of bullet points covering the planned protests: be there on time, bring children if you can and have them make their own signs, wear proper shoes. She has come to the question of how to handle any violence that might occur. There’s a group of young men beside Ruth at the very back, with a bitter scent of hash and sweat in their clothes—a 
few of them are the same ones who hang around the library. They gape and grin at what the woman says about ear coverings, like: we knew it, we knew the system was even sicker than we could’ve imagined. One of them puts up his hood and pulls the drawstring tight so only his nose is sticking out, then stands with his arms crossed. Like, come on then, identify me now.

Proxy-Muhammed’s mom, who’s standing alongside Ruth, touches her left ear nervously, half-subconsciously.

Van der Aart’s graphite-colored Audi turns into the driveway of the house on the beach. The tires crunch on the frozen sand of the shoulder.

Ruth tells Em to wait inside, stuffs her feet into a pair of untied running shoes, and goes out.

A hard, capricious wind from the sea. It makes the dry grass along the road lie flat, kind of fluttering, against the ground, like in videos played at double speed. Ruth sits in the passenger seat. The sudden absence of the wind’s clamor is tangible when she pulls shut the door. A silence that presses against the eardrums.

“Ruth, I’m going to tell you something,” says van der Aart, without any introductory pleasantries. She’s wearing a beige, weatherproof jacket with a nautical flag on the sleeve.

“You couldn’t have done this by phone?”

“I could if you’d answered.”

“I’ve had a lot on at work.”

“No worries. In any case I wanted to look you in the eye when I told you this.”


“I’m listening.”

“This is how it is. Half the guys we bring in start crying as soon as we lock the cell door behind them. Prison’s full of tattooed murderers who cry themselves to sleep at night. Loud. Howling like dogs.”

“Sorry, but what was this thing you couldn’t say on the phone?”

Van der Aart pinches the bridge of her nose with her thumb and index finger. Sits motionless. Ruth doesn’t mean to be so short with her, but she has to protect herself against something, against the thing that’s been cutting her down all her life, been restricting her to common-sense thoughts, to the purportedly reasonable.

Even though the boy she loved died.

The system.

“Ruth. This thing about there being a place where people come together in the evenings to cry—that sounds like what they were doing in criminal psychology thirty years ago. Fifty years ago. But it’s simply not true that men learning to cry is a solution to criminality. If anything, male criminals cry more than other men.”

“Got it. I have to make some dinner for Em.”

“What I’m trying to tell you is that—nothing on that gold CD is true. You get that, right?”

“Yeah.” Ruth can hear the way her voice trails off, how it is swallowed by the other woman’s authority. And van der Aart notices it too, regroups, straightens her jacket.

“Good. Good, Ruth. I can’t tell you how I know what I’m about to say,” she says, “but I know you’ve been 
going around asking people about Mio’s death.”

One or another of van der Aart’s colleagues who works with drug dealing or youth criminality must have seen her in the Century Center. Right? Taken photos of her? Or could Harsha have spoken to van der Aart before she left?

Ruth leans forward in her seat, staring out through the windshield—the sort of contrary body language a child would have resorted to.

Gulls drift around in the chlorine-tinged, stormy sky, far away, in the direction of the English Channel. White crosses. Like an American military cemetery in a certain kind of sentimental movie.

“Is it illegal to ask questions?”

“What do I have to do to get you to let go of this? Shall we open up the grave?”

“Yeah,” Ruth says, though she doesn’t mean it. “Do it.”

Van der Aart sighs.

“The person talking on the gold CD was there when Mio died. Don’t you get that? Don’t you realize that what you’re doing is dangerous?”

“Sure.”

“You say ‘sure,’ but if you keep on asking questions, sooner or later you’ll bump into him.”

“I know,” Ruth says. “That’s why I can’t stop.”

One evening, the guy with the fake diamond nose stud is in a burger joint in the Century Center, but when she addresses him, he acts like he’s never met her before, 
and when she reminds him about the golden disc he makes an ugly, precocious sexual invitation.

Lucien opens the box with a letter opener and pulls out a book. Ruth runs her fingertips over the Arabic lettering she believes is the author’s name.

“Who did the translation in the end?

“The actor.”

“You’re joking?”

“He’s interested in literature, so why not?”

“One NDA less to administer, I guess.”

The photo on the back cover is manipulated to make the actor not quite recognizable—one of those dreamlike deflections the agency builds its work on.

If the book had really been published in the ever-diminishing Yemeni book market, there probably wouldn’t have been a photo printed there, but the book doesn’t exist for the people there, it’s just an artifact that might be found by a Belgian journalist, should he or she ever go far enough in their search. An endpoint. She flicks through the pages of Arabic text.

“Lucien? Are there others like us?”

“You’re the only one for me.”

“Others like the agency.”

“I would say it’s the nature of the beast that we can’t know. The other operators we know of—troll factories, propaganda centers, PR firms—are, by definition, not like us.”

“Because we know about them.”

The dust from a building site blows about outside 
the window, in the ironic neon-blue glow from a shop sign on the floor below the office window: a recently opened place selling handbags, sunglasses, and T-shirts with screenprints from micro-fashion houses.

“But it’s possible they exist, right?” says Ruth. “Other agencies out there?”

“What are you getting at?”

She looks at the author photo again, opens the cover, studies the quality of the binding, which she thinks is a little too good to be credible—she thinks a book printed and bound in a country in the throes of a civil war should be—she doesn’t know. Broken.

“There’s someone spreading a voice recording pretending to be Mio. He says he didn’t die.”

Lucien’s expression is halfway between thought and fascination.

“And you’re sure it’s not true?” he says, pouting his lower lip in a blank, thoughtful expression. Is he putting on a performance? Is he the one behind the golden disc after all? Some kind of manipulation designed to unbalance her? Why? He says: “OK. He’s dead. Have you used his life in your work? Used details someone might have recognized and been offended by? Decided to—throw it back in your face, so to speak?”

“The thought has occurred to me. But I’ve never used him. Others—his father, in a way, a long time ago, and I don’t know if you remember the rapper I created in Brussels? The one who was doing the anti-gun work in Molenbeek?”

“MK-Ultra.”


“BX-55. Pronounced Bex Fifty-five.”

Lucien says:

“Other rappers get their names on their license plates when they get successful; this guy took a shortcut and used the license plate number on his mom’s old beater as his alias.”

“Short for Brussels, district fifty-five.”

“Naturally,” Lucien says.

“That idea, the alias consisting of letters and numbers, was modeled on Mio’s little brother, who called himself P90, which in turn riffed on an old futuristic submachine gun. Reverse grip. Fabrique National. Which was really the name the group he and his friend had.”

“He died too? The little brother? Murdered?”

“Half a year or so after Mio. Apparently he’s buried in the concrete under a local bus station.”

Lucien does a quarter spin on the chair, a little of the blue light from the sign out there falls over the left side of his face. He is considering something.

“I’ve never asked you about Mio.”

“But you’re asking now?”

“Perhaps.”

“You’re asking: Why not just drop it?”

“It’s not just because he died, is it?” Lucien goes on. “A guy who had problems at home, an unruly guy from the squares and the alleys, and he died when you were together, and has become—mythological. It’s not just that?”

“He’s the father of my son.”

“That doesn’t necessarily mean anything. Dad. It’s a word.”


She smiles at an old memory. Something she and Mio talked about. She says:

“There’s a series of letters between a Danish woman and a Russian man. Two poets writing in English, to each other, and the Russian word processor doesn’t understand the apostrophe between I and m, I am, I’m. I—apostrophe—m. It replaces the apostrophe with a question mark.”

“I question mark am,” Lucien says.

Neither says anything. She doesn’t have the words. She found the words with Mio. The view from the rooftop world.

“They call it the question of love.”

She bikes in the rain, in a transparent rain poncho, past the men of the diamond district, standing in doorways in aprons or suits that make them look as though they’ve been to a wedding or a funeral; Hasidim with beards and broad-brimmed hats, and she thinks about a few lines of a poem about God she read when she was growing up, but can’t recall who wrote them: The one we are waiting for does not come. Our way of waiting is his way of coming.

And love? When it comes you realize it was always already there. That you’ve always been waiting for just this love.

I?m.

Em is curled up in bed, locked inside himself, and she doesn’t know what to do with her anxiety, so she turns 
it into care, to puttering and cleaning, picking his jacket up from the floor, turning the sleeve the right way out. Something falls out of a pocket, drifts down among toys and the manuals from his games.

A feather. Another. Two feathers.

She picks one up.

“Em?”

He murmurs without looking up from his notebook.

“What’s this?” The feather is blue, a shade that’s somehow dense.

“What?”

The other feather is between her stockinged feet. Dark brown with patches of white.

“Em? Can you put down your book and answer?”

When Em at last looks up and sees the feather in her hand, a horrible panic floods his eyes, and she sees that he’s trying to come up with a lie, a countermove that will turn the situation into an argument, into tears and shouting, instead of—what? Intimacy?

“Em?”

He jumps out of bed, grabs the brown feather off the floor and tries to grab the blue one from her hand, but she dodges.

“They’re mine. I found them.”

“You don’t just find feathers like this, Em.”

He snatches his jacket and gets out a rectangular slip of paper from the inside pocket. He unfolds it and tucks the brown feather inside. She can see other feathers there. A striated primary feather from some bird of prey or duck. Her thoughts twist around themselves. 
She sits on the edge of the bed, puts one hand on top of the other, clutching it hard to stop herself from shaking.

“Please Em? You didn’t find these feathers. You don’t just find—”

“Then how did I find them?”

He’s consolidating the lie, thinks he’s found a wound from which to speak: that the feathers are his, that she had no right to root through his jacket.

She concentrates on breathing, bringing down her pulse. Then runs her hand cautiously over his back and says, “Tell me the truth, Em. Someone gave these to you, right? A man?” She gives Em the blue feather. He puts it in the improvised paper case, arranging it all with great tenderness.

Says nothing.

Does everyone think they’re going to be different from their parents? That their children will talk to them? “Does he say he’s your dad?” she says.

He doesn’t answer.






Control

The game master wakes up in the passenger seat, sticky with sweat. He dreamed something. The car is not moving. The sound of the sea. The parent has stopped by the side of the road. Is flipping through one of his manuals. The game master’s manual. He sits up, snatches the book.

“Em! You scared the shit out of me!”

The parent laughs and puts a hand over her mouth.

“You’re forbidden from looking at this manual.”

“Forbidden?”

The game master slams the book shut, holds up the cover.

“Read it—it’s the game master’s manual.”

“Sorry,” says the parent, still laughing a little, and now brushing a curl from the game master’s forehead. “You need a haircut.”

“You’ll ruin the game if you look in this manual.”

“Sorry, Em. I won’t do it again.”

“Remember what you promised.”

The teenagers in the back seat shift in their sleep, 
hiding their faces beneath towels and caps. The game master says, “Remember what you promised to do if I came with you.”

“I remember, Em.”






Ruth

Contemporary painting. Hurvin Anderson, British-born Jamaican. A tennis court in a tropical landscape. Red gravel. Palm trees with spiky leaves. A sense of biomass, vibrating heat.

Ruth has always liked the painting. It hangs in the agency’s offices, above Lucien’s desk, where he’s reading selected passages from the author’s book on his phone, cynically appreciative:

“These doors that are soon to be gone remember the poverty of our hands and the wealth in our touches.”

Through the window, brick façades and cranes sink into colorless shadows. “The grammatical control is genius. Why have we never thought of this before?” He quotes: “These walls, soon dust. These doors that are soon to stand open for all time.”

Absentmindedly, Ruth twirls the ring she wears on her left hand. A piece made from niobium and copper, made by an artist in Utah who uses a lathe to turn artifacts from superconductors and exotic synthetic materials. The same man who made the black earrings Amina 
loved. Lucien reads:

“Will the sky remember us?”

She detects something moving in his voice, a tremble that probably stems from the planes he would watch in his childhood, the boy he once was.

She twists the ring again, the lead-gray facets shimmer. The gold of a new chronology.

The politicians and investors arrive to light snowfall. The faintly whining electric cars have front and rear lights in geometric shapes that call to mind alien alphabets. They park behind the library with a couple of police riot vehicles—matte black armored cars with bars on the windows.

The protesters have gathered in the square: mothers with strollers, small groups of older women and teenagers. Homemade signs hover in front of the sign above the Vietnamese, in front of the balconies and apartment windows. Tired twentieth-century slogans about rights and “humanity.” On a couple of them, Ruth, who’s standing a little to one side, can actually see a line from Anna Afellay’s poem: “For a white person, the whole world is home.”

She feels a certain duty of care toward these people who refuse to understand that everything is already done, that they lost a long time ago.

The woman who talked about ears is showing a few young guys how to wrap their phones, bank cards, and ID cards in aluminum foil to stop the police scanning them from a distance, a scene that ought perhaps to 
provoke a sense of dystopian police state in the onlooker—big brother, his ghostly presence everywhere—but instead puts Ruth in mind of the packets of fish and lemon her dad would put in the oven when she was a child.

The politicians and investors start making their way through the neighborhood, impossible to tell apart, of course—technocrats in windbreakers and tennis shoes so clean you wonder if they’ve ever been worn outside before—there, possibly from those white shoes, Ruth feels a little shiver of science-fictionesque dread down her spine.

Riot police in helmets and armor with fluted shoulder guards keep the demonstrators at a distance. They are soon indignant: they want to break through, get a conversation going with the white tennis shoe clan, and several of them get out phones and start recording—civilians getting beaten back, not allowed to make their voices heard, et cetera. The younger ones start to mask their faces, tying scarves or pulling their shirts up over their faces. Scattered snow crystals whirl above them.

Ruth thinks about the golden disc. The man says that nothing exists outside of the system, that everything is a part of it, even revolutions, but that the young people here, the guys with their stolen mopeds and parents with antiquated religions, possess just that—nothing. We have nothing. And nothing is the only thing that can bring down the system—a play on words upon which someone has built a world view.

The group of investors and politicians has stopped 
by a stairwell, a woman sweeps an open hand gloved in deerskin across the square, along the street, over the heads of the demonstrators—Ruth understands that she’s painting a portrait of what lies beneath the paving stones and metal railings: the river valley, the bedrock, the pure landscape. Ruth realizes she recognizes her: it’s the contact who met her in a windy superstore parking lot back in the spring. The woman who was going to paint her pleasure boat.

A man shows up from a third direction, walking diagonally behind them all at a brisk pace, with a blue shirt and a functional jacket, hair short, around forty—he could have been an investor who’d gotten lost and was now coming to join them, had it not been for something florid and bitter in his face that says: this is a man who has a football team he’s ready to die for, a place in the world he thinks is a home. He’s holding a phone in front of him and is talking into it angrily—he does a 360 to take in his surroundings and backs straight through the gathered protesters.

“The lawless zones are opening like black holes in our Flemish cities,” he says, and a young woman in a hijab says:

“What?”

He moves toward the teenagers, speaks to them with breathless politeness:

“Hey guys, may I speak with you for a moment?”

“Who are you?” says a young man with a black face-covering that has a demonic skull with razor-sharp teeth printed on it. “Who asked you to film us?”


“The people,” says the man. He’s got an accent, Ruth notices; she’s moved close enough to take in what’s happening—he sounds like he’s from a rural area an hour or so inland, where industry is moving abroad and the future is narrowing into a thin strip of light over the tractors and farms.

“What people?” says the skull. “We’re the people, bro.” The other guys laugh at that and a few of them try to get a little chorus going—power to the people—a tentative Anglicism that sounds old-fashioned in Flemish, something they might have sung with an acoustic guitar accompaniment half a century ago. No one joins in.

“Why are you wearing masks?”

Instead of answering the question, the guy in the skull mask says:

“What’s your name?”

“Patrice Golob.” A crack is exposed in the man’s façade. He tries to make the name—all the unusual sounds—seem like any other. That of course provokes a new barrage of laughter from the group of guys in masks, and Golob turns the camera toward himself, talking directly to the people watching the proceedings on their own screens:

“If you’ve just joined us,” he said, “I’m reporting from a part of Antwerp that is to be demolished for the good of the general public, and the local population is protesting against this.”

Ruth is impressed by the way he manages to make the words “local population” sound like “natives.”


Anna Afellay shows up and pushes her way over to the man, whom she appears to recognize—either man or name. She wants to break into the conversation and divert it, but the guys are stopping her—let them talk, let them talk man to man.

Golob points the camera back at the boy with the skull mask.

“I’ll ask you again: Why aren’t you showing your faces?”

“Golob? What kind of name is that?”

“My grandfather was from Slovakia.”

“You want to know why we’re wearing masks?” The guy who says this is wearing a blue balaclava with the logo of an Italian designer embroidered on the forehead—it resembles a caste mark. “Because this is our hood.”

Ruth recognizes the voice from one of the videos from the library. It occurs to her that there’s a chance the man on the golden disc might be here. The one who can’t be Mio, even if this thing about the Nothingness Section sounds just like something Mio might have come up with; Mio with his search for destiny and his tales of the Mongols laying waste to Baghdad.

She considers leaving. Nothing’s going to happen that doesn’t already fit in with the existing narrative of the city, of Twenty-Seventy, of politics and citizens.

“Excuse me, could I ask you not to point lasers at me,” Golob says, because several young women farther back in the crowd are aiming green beams of light at him—eddying fireflies that alight on his face and hands, 
concentrated on the phone’s cluster of camera eyes.

“I’m wearing a mask because you’re so ugly.”

“Where’s the logic there?” Golob’s exaggerated politeness upsets some balance in the young men, makes them lose their footing—Ruth notices it, even though only their eyes are showing—they realize something about this situation is a trap, but they can’t quite make out what.

“Why are you standing here pretending to be some kind of mafia? Go home to your parents.”

“Bro. Bro, why are you standing here pretending to be some kind of journalist?”

That actually shuts him up for a while.

The green laser beams move in the thickening snow.

On the way home she calls Lucien. She says these events won’t impact the process either way. It’s possible certain obstacles will be accelerated. The snowfall streams against the window. The only thing those boys have is their short, noisy moment in a temporary power vacuum, when they can pretend to be in control. To hate the police as much as the police hate them because they imagine that without the police they’d be kings.

There was a smell back home in the apartment, and she sensed a quivering in her mom and dad when they left, something in their eyes and their bodies. A certainty took root in her even before she had the language to express it: that the sky above her was the ground beneath another world.

And when Mio turned up, reckless and seemingly 
without boundaries, it made her forget that was the case. And she could write.

I?m.

In the sick bed the boy’s face is growing ever more gaunt. Sometimes he looks almost transparent. She touches his hand, picks it up in hers, turns it palm up, traces the lines on it. A boy of alleys and street corners. He grows up and the swirling desperation of the place takes hold of him. His destiny finds him. But one day he finds a golden disc in his backpack. There’s a fairytale on it. A fairytale about a place for people like him. And he’s changed by it. By being wanted. Perhaps he doesn’t do that well in school, doesn’t always keep his distance from petty crime and theft.

But it puts the brakes on his fall out into the night.

A muted whine, as though from gigantic Tibetan prayer bowls. Higher tones that could almost be choral singing.

Ruth scythes through the traffic jams. Icy rain diagonal in the red glow of the rear lights. The hood of her poncho pulled up over her headphones, encapsulated—she likes to ride like this: the music gives her the creepy vibe of a world under water or beyond the stars.

The composer Camille Norment is playing an instrument made of giant glass bowls.

She gets stuck at a crosswalk, gets off to lead the Orbea through the stream of people, and catches sight of the blonde girl she met when she was with Harsha 
in the spring—the girl’s hair is soaked and she’s out of breath from running after Ruth along the sidewalk, calling out her name. Ruth pulls down her hood.

“Oh hey, I’m just on my way to pick up my son from school.” Since she found the feathers, she’s tried to make sure Em doesn’t come home alone—at least not every day of the week.

“I just wanted to check if you’ve got Harsha’s number? Seems like she’s got a new phone.”

“She’s gone away. If you give me your number I can try and ask her to give you a call.”

“But she’s good, right? I was worried about her.”

“Yeah, she’s fine,” Ruth says, though in truth, she doesn’t know. She still hasn’t managed to get ahold of Harsha since she went away, by phone or email. No updates to her social media in a long time. Is it possible that Harsha went off in search of the Nothingness Section? That she knows things about the place from stuff her clients have said to her over the years?

“OK, take my number and ask her to call.” The blonde girl rattles off a load of numbers and Ruth puts them in her phone hoping to be left in peace, but the girl stuffs her hands into the pockets of her soaked puffer jacket and half-runs alongside her through the puddles, so she can’t really ride off—she follows Ruth in that way people with no money always do, aimlessly, hoping for an invitation to join for coffee, a party, anything, a place to stay maybe, shared expenses.

Ruth slows to a stop, gets off, and walks alongside her.


“May I ask you something?”

“Of course,” says the blonde.

“Have you heard of something called the Nothingness Section?”

The girl purses her wide, childish mouth. Ruth thinks she sees confusion turn into cunning and even meanness, and when the girl shakes her head Ruth gets the sense she’s lying, but wants Ruth to know it. That it’s because she didn’t give her Harsha’s private number. But this is not revenge, it’s something else, something to do with the place. The Nothingness Section. Its alien logic.

One evening when Em is getting ready for bed, she notices he’s cut his palm. Not particularly deep, but enough to leave a mark. Pale skin where he must have worn a Band-Aid during the day.

“Em? What happened?”

He doesn’t answer. Maybe it’s got nothing to do with the golden disc, with what the man pretending to be Mio says on it. That he cut his hand just like this. Maybe it was just an accident. Em has not said anything about the feathers either, even though she’s tried to give him space to tell her about it in his own time. Days and weeks have passed without him bringing it up.

It’s not impossible, she supposes, that he’s simply heard the golden disc that she was stupid enough to bring home and even copy onto her computer. That he’s—collecting the feathers himself? She doesn’t get it.


Through the big windows of the coworking space, the traffic lights change and people stream into the crosswalk. Ruth and Lucien are sitting inside—but the windows go all the way to the floor, and are placed in such a way that it feels like the people are about to walk right through the office.

“That guy?”

Ruth nods discreetly at an older man in a suit and small round glasses who is just passing the window. Lucien, who’s half-watching the video of the protests, looks up from his phone and says, after a moment’s consideration, “His wife was tortured to death by the regime back home. He came here to Belgium, trained as an ophthalmologist, and then one day…”

Lucien gestures to Ruth that it’s her turn to fill in the rest—she says, “One day they brought a patient into the operating theater, and who was it, if not…”

“And so on.”

“And so on.”

Lucien angles his phone screen toward Ruth: Golob in the cross-fire of green laser beams.

“Interesting character.”

“Is he?” Ruth says. Golob, who in the traditional media already had a reputation as a cryptofascist provocateur and an agent for the dictatorships in Eastern Europe, has, as predicted, made a number of liberal voices chime in on the side of the residents, against both him and the guys in masks who caused a bit of trouble—the forces for good rallying against anti-democratic, divisive elements.


Naturally Anna Afellay has written a post about the whole business, and the campaign to preserve Twenty-Seventy has gotten the national attention the client feared, though Ruth had predicted that last year.

Everything is as it should be.

“You’re familiar with his story?” Lucien says, freezing the image of Golob speaking to camera. Fleshy mouth, early signs of balding.

Ruth replies, “Former child actor. Played a much-loved blond kid in a cult series twenty years back, but his career never really took off. Voice acting, ads. When they were planning a follow-up to the series a year or so ago, die-hard fans hoped his role would be reprised as some kind of grown-up hero. Knight of this or that. But the screenwriters killed him off in the second episode.”

“Because it’s preferable to have a female protagonist these days.”

“He cried all over social media.”

“He finished up with, ‘May the force be with you.’” Lucien’s laughter like the purring of a cat. He drums his finger on his lips. “What do you think about bringing Golob into the agency?”

“Are you serious?”

“Why not? He has access to an emotional register we lack.”

“Being one of the assumed winners in an unjust, antiquated social order?”

“Occupying a space where it’s impossible to admit that one’s skin color plays any role at all in the formation of one’s thoughts, one’s way of experiencing the 
world. He has to cling to an understanding of himself as the universal human being, because, of course, the alternative would be monstrous.”

“You want to bring in that kind of superficial, bitter, so-called common sense?”

“It’s the kind of voice that will be important in the years to come.”

Ruth raises her eyebrows. Why not. Out on the sidewalk, a man and a woman swish past on electric unicycles. She can’t see why she even needed to be consulted on the matter. But it has something to do with the changing, unclear nature of her and Lucien’s relationship. What she is to him. What they are to each other.

“A more pleasant question,” Lucien says, brushing off his palms as though he’s physically putting Patrice Golob and his potential career as a consultant behind him and erasing any trace the topic has left on his body. “I need you for a work trip. A conference center north of the Arctic Circle.”

“Sounds cold.”

“You get to go in a helicopter. Meet billionaires, network, and do a relaxing bit of stargazing. Free from the light pollution of the civilized world.”

She hides outside Em’s school. She waits with the hood of her zip-up jacket up and her hands stuffed in her pockets, peering around a corner. The catastrophe is looming. The shadow will catch up with her. She follows him when he gets out. He doesn’t go straight home, instead catching a bus to the Century Center, where he 
meets up with another boy. They descend into a shop that sells consoles and VR headsets, play something together, then drift around, buying a soda each. After a while he boards a bus bound for home. She has such a bad conscience over her actions that she buys a pair of jeans by an unfeasibly expensive brand that he’s been nagging her about all winter.

One morning she reads about herself in an op-ed. The woman using her life claims to live in Brussels, but her story is otherwise identical to Ruth’s: a relationship with a young man who was murdered when she was two months pregnant; soon the boy will be a teenager and she’s struggling with the question of what to tell him about his life. The piece is framed as a step away from the lies: I’m going to tell my son who his dad was, about how he chose to reject us, because it was a choice, and so on. It ends with a mention for a popular podcast that had gotten into deep water when the hosts made a joke about how violence in some places could be explained through social modeling.

So Lucien has given her story to another of the agency’s writers, to get at something within her. Why? What’s he trying to do to her?

She rides through Twenty-Seventy, past high-rises and squares, the traffic that flows sluggishly through the fog. She stops outside the laundromat, puts one foot down, and looks around at the people going about their lives. People she’s in the process of rendering homeless. She said to Lucien that it would be the first reasonable 
event in her life since Mio died. Leveling this to the ground. She thinks: The history of treachery is never recorded. Who would write it down? She doesn’t know what to do with the thought.

The Century Center, just before closing. She goes into the shop where she used to steal the cheap jewelry of her youth, and gets down a necklace of silver-plated nickel. When she used to come here in her teens, the sales assistants would watch her like hawks, but now they’re busy with other customers and spare her no more than a quick glance: they see her clothes and way of moving, and apparently assume she’s there to buy a present for a niece or nephew, or for a birthday party—she doesn’t think she looks like someone who’d buy things in this kind of place for her own children, even.

On the bus afterward, with the Orbea jammed into the central aisle, her head is pounding so hard she thinks she’s going to vomit. She unclenches her fist. The coiled-up necklace has left a red imprint on her palm. She lets the thin chain fall to its full length. What is it she’s seeking?

Something that can’t be found.

Who was she, before all this? She and Harsha were at a classmate’s party, even though they hadn’t been invited, as attested by the looks everyone was giving them. They sneaked around the house, trying on the parents’ clothes, cutting them to pieces. They stubbed out cigarettes on the carpets and the sofa cushions.


We’re nothing, that’s why.

They beat up this girl once, in town, just because she gave them the wrong kind of look, or because her top was too expensive. A knitted top Ruth had gazed at in a store window at least ten times.

Kicked a chip off the girl’s tooth when she was on the ground.

The chain runs between her fingers.

Nouredine used to climb up on the backs of buses as they left the bus stop. Like, holding on tight to the back bumper and riding along while the kids laughed.

Mom’s drinking and gambling.

She pulls the chain taut between her fingers now, sees its false glitter. Sometimes the sales assistants or security guards chased her. One time she ran up some stairs, and a guy who worked in a candy store she’d nicked stuff from ran after her. She overturned a heavy trash can so that it rolled with a horrifying bang down onto the steps, heading straight for him. She didn’t stop to see what happened.

She puts the chain away, puts on her headphones. Her hands are shaking. Byrd—not the jazz musician, but Joseph, the sound artist who grew up in Kentucky and who, one winter’s day, cut a chunk out of his arm at one of his concerts.

Her mom’s silence.

Her dad’s silent tears after her mom moved out—she opened the door to his bedroom when three days had passed without him making food, and he was lying there in the dark, sobbing. Didn’t reply when she tried 
to speak to him.

Discordant, sharp rustling, as Byrd draws different objects across a violin string.

The system.

The hash that made you vomit and laugh.

A guy she saw in the entrance to her block: he was bashing his head against the wall, hard, again and again. Didn’t look like a junkie. Like someone’s dad just come home from work, that was all. Bash, bash.

Kaddi, who cried out in her sleep, then sat up and stared at her like she was going to kill her.

And Mio pulled up beneath her window and whistled, and she ran down and jumped on the back of his moped.

A door out into the world.

She talks on the phone to the author, who’s moved into a two-room apartment in Twenty-Seventy. She gives him instructions: go out and be among people, be visible on your balcony, suck up the atmosphere of the neighborhood, people’s way of talking. The intervention is approaching.

“Was there any particular reason you chose Don Quixote?”

She closes her eyes in irritation.

“Maybe I thought it was ironic, in some uniquely personal way.”

“So it didn’t have anything to do with Alonso Fernández de Avellaneda?”

“I’m not familiar with who that is.”


She goes food shopping and the homeless people stand outside the supermarket with faces that have collapsed around lost teeth and addiction and become sort of concave, negative—and she sees, as though in a flash of lightning, what a monstrous lie it is that they are outside society. The opposite is true: these are people who were too weak, people who’ve been completely overcome by society, obliterated, so that only society remains.

The system.

Rain pours off scaffolding and slapping tarps.

She spins the golden disc in her hand. The respirator hisses. She puts the disc back in the player and hears the voice in the headphones say:

“People get money here by sending emails pretending to be princes and oligarchs; they hack into banks and skim the accounts of arms manufacturers and oil companies. There are a thousand ways of getting money. Money is not the important thing here. Money’s like rain. Go outside, cup your hands, and money will come. Here, it’s more important to be true.”

In one of the books Proxy read at the library it described a city in the Amazon, founded in the eighteenth century by escaped slaves, indigenous people forced off their lands, criminals, prostitutes. No ownership of goods, no marriage. Within a generation, the place was obliterated by Portuguese soldiers. But she wonders if it’s really so inconceivable that another way of ordering our existence could have survived simply 
by remaining forgotten.

A world behind the world.

She returns to Twenty-Seventy. Stands at the bus station where people say Nouredine is buried in the concrete. Something within her is working away. Some insight she can’t quite access. Something that’s going to come along and turn everything upside-down. She scrapes her foot over the grainy concrete.

Nouredine, sunk in the underworld down there.

Denis in a grave. Mio—somewhere.

She wishes so intensely for another world. A place where she could tell Em about his dad. Where she could be true.






Gold

I look at pictures of him now and then. My boy, who I didn’t even know was in Ruth’s belly when I left. I look for the unhappiness in his eyes.

The unhappiness comes from the past. From what our parents were fleeing. There’s a kind of dust blowing from the buildings, the police station, and the camps where they were subjected to things they can’t talk about. It catches up with them in the end. Finds them. It blows in through the valves and gathers in the corners where they’ve ended up. It finds its way into their children.

You ask your old man, what are you actually running from?

Nothing.

Nothing.

Somehow it found its way into us.






Ruth

Em rocks back in his seat, silly and recalcitrant when the teacher asks him what subjects he likes, who his friends are. In the end the teacher says, in a forced, squeaky voice, “Em, can you go and get your drawings and take them home with you?” A voice that’s old-fashioned in that strange way things are when they’ve only ever existed in half-a-century-old TV and radio broadcasts.

Em shuffles off across the classroom. It’s easy to spot his drawings on the wall, among the shaky crayon lines of the others. Precise shadows and fine detail. But instead of obeying the teacher, Em stops by a window—occasional shouts and harsh laughter can be heard from the schoolyard. The teacher studies him awhile, concerned, then leans forward and whispers:

“I wanted to talk to you about his dad.”

“His dad?” Sometimes she thinks the worst thing about being left in the world without Mio is this: never knowing, in meetings with midwifes or pediatricians, teachers or psychologists, how much they know, what they’ve found in the various records, mentioned in 
passing on the phone or at shift change. Single mother. Murdered criminal for a father.

“As I understand it he’s not present in Em’s life?”

She nods and tries to sound formal yet relaxed, in order to make this man with his conspiratorial whispers feel stupid, “Yes. That’s correct.”

“OK. I apologize for asking, it’s none of my business really.”

“That’s no trouble at all.”

“I thought I might show you something.” The teacher insists on whispering, despite the fact that Ruth is speaking at normal conversational volume. He takes a drawing from his desk: one of Em’s imaginary creatures, very realistically done, as always. A man covered in feathers. Like a crow or a raven. Even the face—a young man’s face—is covered in down.

“The children were supposed to be drawing their parents,” the teacher says, “and Em said this was his dad.”

Em is still looking out of the window. A child who watches his peers through a pane of glass. A confident, secure child, or so she thought. Has he listened to the copy of the golden disc she has on her computer? Presumably. That must be the case.

“He said his dad flies around and picks up children no one loves.”

She puts on an amused expression—what will they come up with next, these little kids?

“I guess the thing that’s a little unsettling,” the teacher goes on, “is that Em says he’s going to go with 
him. That they’re going to go on a long journey away from here, to a place where he belongs. It sounds a little—well, beautiful, perhaps, but also a little concerning.” The teacher smiles, unable to conceal his curiosity. “Is he dead? The father?”

“Dead? No.” When she laughs, she thinks her laughter sounds hollow. Canned laughter. “No, he works as a flight attendant. Cabin crew.”

The teacher blinks rapidly several times, a reaction confirming that he knows very well Em’s father is dead, but also that he can’t confront her with this information because there’s no legitimate reason for him to have this knowledge. He’s looked online, and maybe in public records, or heard some gossip from another member of staff, probably after Em’s fight earlier in the year. She picks up the drawing. It’s Mio’s face beneath the feathers.

“Em? You have to tell me the truth.”

“The truth?”

“The truth about everything. About this drawing. About the feathers I found in your jacket back in the winter.”

They’re on the bus home. To a place where he belongs.

“I threw them out. I hope you’re satisfied.”

“Who gave them to you?”

“No one.”

“You got them yourself? Did you buy them online?”

Em doesn’t answer, and she should drop it, let him breathe, she feels it in the tension between them, but 
she can’t stop herself:

“What’s this about you going away somewhere with your dad?”

“Should I tell you the truth?”

“Yeah.”

He laughs. There’s that scorn again.

“Like you’re telling me the truth about Dad?”

“Please, Em.”

The bus stops. Blue lights sweep across the windows, over the bus’s passengers. Four boys lined up against a wall out there, a car stopped by the police. Their faces closed. Too young to have drivers’ licenses. One of them turns to look at the bus. Ruth thinks he meets her gaze, stares at her, just before he jerks himself out of the policeman’s grasp and runs out across the road.

A car heading in the opposite direction flashes its brights and swerves just in time; the boy takes a nimble hurdler’s jump over the barrier at the edge of the road.

She looks at Em. She wonders what he sees out there. What he’s searching for. What’s searching for him.






Gold

In the pictures he’s chasing soap bubbles and cutting and pasting colored paper, and I want to believe I saved him when I left. That it ends with me. But I don’t know. He’s sitting on his mom’s shoulders in Bobbejaanland with a plastic foam cowboy hat.

I can see the unhappiness in his eyes.
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Monster Manual

The first night without Mom. Em wakes in his grandad’s much-too-big bed. Coarse, starched sheets. Smells he’s not accustomed to. He lies there for a long time, staring out into the darkness. Every time he falls asleep he dreams, and in the dream there’s a man in the room. The man who used to look through the windows at him, at home in the house on the beach.

Now he’s awake and there’s no one there. He looks carefully. He’s alone. Grandad is out in the living room, watching TV. The crack under the door flickers.

Mom’s on a trip, she’ll be home in three nights. He turns away from the dangerous corner. He falls asleep again.

The man is wearing a dirty jacket that smells of rotten cigarettes—Em can smell the scent again. He peeps out from under the covers and whispers:

“Why don’t you answer when I ask? Are you my dad or not?”


Night over Twenty-Seventy and over Twenty-Twenty; over the parks and Art Nouveau façades of Sint-Andries; over the hulking, blind buildings of the local authority offices and over the concrete towers and brick façade of the synagogue.

A man is awoken by a sound he can’t place—a dreamlike ringing. Like a wind chime. Dripping water. He props himself up in bed.

The girl’s phone lights up in the pocket of a pair of black pants that lie discarded on the floor—a rectangle under the black fabric.

She is fast asleep.

Simone has been trying to get her to have a conversation with him for almost a year. She rents a spot in the same coworking space as him, sits there with her headphones, her eyes shut for hours, and has barely graced him with a look, even if they’ve occasionally exchanged pleasantries. But then yesterday evening, when he was smoking outside the door as usual, she asked if he wanted to get a coffee. They ended up here, in his bed, without even passing a café. Sleepily, he fishes the phone out of her pants pocket and turns off the alarm. Sits on the side of the bed and rubs her shoulder. She’s got an early flight to catch.

“Ruth?”

Even though he knows the name is pronounced with Flemish intonation, it makes him think of a film he saw as a child, in which a man said:

“That’s the truth, Ruth.” A phrase tossed out by a Black American with an East Coast accent, which they 
translated to Flemish as something old-fashioned and tone-deaf. That’s right, knight—something along those lines.

“Ruth.”

It takes a while to bring her back to life. When she finally does wake up, she does so with a sharp jerk. She stares at him in shock, presumably still half in a dream.

“It’s half past two. You want coffee?”

She sits up, rubs her eyes.

“Where’s Em?”

“Em? I don’t know who that is.”

She blinks a few times, says, “You can go back to sleep. Sorry. Go back to sleep.”

“I’m awake, I’ll put some coffee on.” She puts a hand on his thigh, dazed, and shakes her head.

“I need a taxi. What’s the address?”

“I’ll get you one. When do you have to leave?”

She grabs her watch and squints at it in the darkness of the bedroom.

“Twenty minutes.” She collapses onto the bed again. A pained sigh. “Half an hour.” She lies with her arms sort of folded over her head, as though deflecting a bright light. Stubble in her armpits. Strong shoulders, like a gymnast. “You never told me where you were going.”

“I’m going to meet my Danish publisher.”

“You’re an author?”

“A poet.”

He has no trouble believing that, actually—her inscrutable, dark clothing and earnest, severe demeanor 
had led him to belief she was a philosophy post-grad or something, and from there, the step to poet is not particularly far. But it surprises him that she has a public-facing profession, since he found out her last name and got zero hits when he combed the internet. No social media accounts. Not in any professional networks. She’s a void. Poet.

“Is it possible to read anything you’ve written?”

Her eyes half-closed—clouded strips of silver in the darkness.

“If you know the pen name I use,” she says hoarsely, dismissively. He shrugs, gets out his vape pen. Presses a button to light it, sucks on the mouthpiece. She says:

“Sorry, it’s just—I’m always afraid it’s going to stop me from writing properly if the person I am here tonight, in the world, knows that other people can read her poems. I’m afraid of losing something. A way of seeing. It’s dumb. It’s my process. Sorry. Come.” She kisses his neck, sits behind him with her chin on his shoulder, puts one leg around him. Her skin looks blue in the gloom. She says:

“Incompleteness.”

He can’t recall them talking about his work last night, which must mean she remembers the term from a prior conversation. A sudden sense of richness.

“Do you know Gödel?”

“That’s a name?”

“Kurt Gödel. My research is about whether mathematics is a construction of human consciousness, a language we invent in roughly the same way as when we 
decide that a telephone will be called a telephone.”

“Or?”

“Or whether mathematics actually exists outside of us, independent of us. If we discover it, rather than creating it.”

He runs his hand over her bent knee, down over her calf, cups her toes—the sketch of a foot massage. She’s so athletic. Must be the constant cycling.

“And what are your conclusions?”

“You can’t really make any. The debate has been going on for almost a hundred years now. I’m looking at the potential implications for theories of consciousness.”

He accidentally tickles her as he’s massaging her, she laughs and hides the sole of her foot against his thigh.

“What do you write about? Can you talk about it?”

She is quiet for a long time, her leg in a sort of ballerina position, and when he turns his head to study her expression, she seems to be looking at nothing, at the blinds, the wall. A peculiar sorrow around her jaws.

“About my upbringing. What one inherits from one’s parents.”

She stretches her leg, cat-like, in the darkness.

“To be specific, I guess I’m trying to escape this kind of invisible symbolism I suspect sneaks into all storytelling. Even right now, in what I’m saying.”

“I definitely appreciate you talking to me like I’m some kind of multi-talented genius, but—”

She laughs—he made her laugh. “Think of it like this,” she says. “The world is absolutely full of occurrences. Two buses drive alongside one another for a 
while, the passengers look at each other, and then are parted forever. People compose symphonies. There are trees, love, books. Books within books. Details swarming all the way down to single atoms, electrons. What comes next?”

“Quarks. Gluons.”

“The world is unfathomable and beautiful and terrifying and overflowing all the way down to the gluons. But if I tell you I grew up in a gray building, the shade of gray takes on meaning, because I made the decision to name it, rather than naming…I don’t know what.”

“That you lived on the second floor.”

“The third. But yeah. So I write a second line, about some other gray thing, in order to negate or to destabilize the gray. The grayness. Does that sound crazy? I suppose it’s somewhere on the edge of what’s called systematic poetry.”

“In other words, you wear black not because you’re a widow, but because you want to change the meaning of the color black.” A novel, insightful line, he thinks to himself, but this time she doesn’t laugh. “Did I say something stupid?”

She shakes her head, kisses him lightly on the collar bone, wriggles into her pants.

“Were you going to order a taxi, or was I?”

Unpredictable. He kneads his eyelids with his fingers, stands at the window, books a taxi with an app. Sucks the vape pen. In the meantime she puts on her socks and shirt and comes to stand behind him. She puts an arm around his waist. Seems to be inhaling his 
scent. Does that mean she wants to retain something of him? That she wishes she could stay? Some division inside her. She works her other arm around his front, and for a heartbeat he thinks she’s going to touch him, that she’s going to stay, forget about going to meet her publisher, that she’s going to be like she was last night, lost to the world around them, hungry for some kind of annihilation. That he’s gotten there, at last—but she opens the blind.

Sint-Andries is silent and blue out there. Somewhere in the distance someone calls out, the sound flattened by squares and alleyways around the moss-covered angel faces of the statues.

“Are you from here?”

“From Antwerp? Born and raised.” He blows water vapor at the ceiling. “You?”

“Ixelles,” she says, looking out for the taxi.

“How do you become a poet?”

“If I knew I would have taken a pass,” she mumbles, and he had a premonition this was how she’d be going forward. Sardonic and standoffish. But she’s got her arms around him. She says:

“Maybe we’re not making it up when we say that telephone is called telephone. Have you thought about that? That perhaps the word exists outside us too?”

Now the taxi can be seen coming along the street—the green light floats through the mist and stops.

He watches from the window as she throws her expensive, utilitarian luggage into the taxi—black bags with a 
paramilitary feel.

Ixelles. Must be the child of diplomats then.

His reflection hangs there in the window: the white patches over his throat and chest that he pretended in his childhood were a map of the distant archipelago he really came from. The comforting game of a child who is different. But the body’s secret is something else.

The body’s secret belongs not to the realm of maps and literature, but to the night.

The body belongs to death and so to God.

That’s the truth, Ruth.

That’s how it is, Liz.

It’s still night. The rules of the night are still in force, the night’s plusses and minuses; don’t forget to keep track of how many torches are left, which creatures can see in the dark.

Dawn: a thin strip of light behind the synagogue. What was hidden slowly emerges, and the traces of the concealment fade away. The traces of the night.

It’s not until he lies down to go back to sleep that he notices Ruth has left her necklace on the bedside table. The necklace that glimmered in the blue room when they were together. He picks it up, surprised by how light it is in his hand. Just brass or plastic. Just a toy.






Ruth

The drone of the rotor blades is not so much a sound as a deafening vibration, a shuddering wave that rises and falls through the body.

The helicopter’s interior has creamy white leather seats and a little fridge filled with tins of Sevruga caviar and glass bottles of carbonated Arctic mineral water. Opposite Ruth sits a Nigerian woman. Complicated braids in her hair. So slender her beauty appears to reside in her bone structure more than in her face.

“Why did she call you ‘Lady’?”

“The woman who checked my passport?” The Nigerian woman’s lips move first, and her voice crackles in Ruth’s unwieldy headphones with a slight delay, almost perceptible on a molecular level. “What you’re actually asking is why she didn’t call you ‘Lady’?” The Nigerian smiles archly.

“Yes, I suppose that is what I’m asking,” says Ruth, who’s in the rather puerile mood that exists somewhere beyond tiredness—she’d hoped to be able to sleep on the plane that took her to the private terminal in Tromsø, 
Norway, where the helicopter picked her up, but the thing with Simone, whatever it was, has made her much too alert. “Why are you a Lady, when I’m not?”

“I bought a British aristocratic title several years ago. More precisely, an art gallery bought the title for me. So it turns up in my documents sometimes. Countess of Suffolk.”

“How did you get them to do that? I only ask because I’m interested myself.” They’re speaking English to one another, in the casual way of Black people: “It sounded so nice. Lady.”

“I told them it was an exploration of how different currencies are traded right now. Money, passports, followers on social media.”

“Three hundred years ago,” says Ruth, “you’d go to a moneylender and say you were the Countess of this or that, and you’d get the money. Today—” Ruth completes the thought with a flourish—today someone buys a title as a work of art, an irreverent play on an obsolete system.

The woman is Ruth’s age or a little younger, both are wearing the fur-lined arctic expedition jackets that were distributed at the private terminal in Tromsø. They’re on their way to the facility where Ruth is to meet Lucien in order to network with a number of potential clients—how did Lucien describe the place again? Billionaires doing a relaxing bit of stargazing, far from all the light pollution? Something like that. As far as Ruth knows, the woman opposite her is one of them; she watches her open a tin of Sevruga caviar, put a teaspoonful of the platinum-gray grains on her hand, and lick it up. It 
looks sensual, like a kiss, but it’s because—Ruth learned somewhere or other—human skin tastes more neutral than a metal spoon.

Outside the round window vents, the snow spreads in a world where the sun doesn’t reach over the horizon even in the middle of the day—the bottle-green glow in the east makes Ruth think of the light on the edges of a black hole.

Countess of Suffolk. Studied in New York, lives somewhere else, unclear where. Same category of person as Lucien.

“Are you here for work?”

“For work?” The woman laughs with her blinding white teeth, as though the very idea of traveling somewhere for work is outmoded, either because people no longer have jobs, or because everything is part of the job—the job of living, longing, talking.

Snow-smoke blows across a plunging ridge and disappears.

“I’m going to meet my mother. She pretty much lives here half the year. Spends the other half at a similar facility on the southern coast of Argentina. Her pastor tells her that in places like this, you can still see the face of God.”

Simone. She mouths the name. As though for the last time.

They circle around the facility: a compact, intricate structure along the edge of the Arctic Ocean, condensed, 
imploded; black surfaces packed in tight and lit sparingly—not even the helipad is marked by more than a couple of solitary, soft-red torches.

A burned-out fortification, a labyrinth at the end of the universe.

The rotor blades come to a standstill with their characteristic fwapfwapfwap fwap fwap.

The restaurant’s white linen napkins are folded into bishop’s hats. The client she and Lucien are meeting works with something Ruth can’t quite grasp, either in the finance world, or in European politics, or in the growing intersection where these worlds become indistinct from one another. Panoramic windows overlooking cliffs and night. Ruth is struck by the fact that the exclusive feel of the place actually resides in the thick rubber seals around the windows—intended to keep in the facility’s heat—and a couple of scarlet fire axes and fire extinguishers hanging discreetly in the corners: hyper-functionality as luxury consumption. Lucien says, “You already know why you need the agency.”

They’re halfway through the tasting menu—a smoky shellfish risotto served in blue mussel shells. On a terracotta dish between them are few slow-burning pine twigs, the smoke winds toward the ceiling: “experience.”

Ruth splits a segmented carapace with her fork. She would like to go to her room and sleep for a while.

“Tell me anyway.” The client adjusts his jacket and leans back. His strawberry-blond beard gives him a slightly wild look. A man well acquainted with 
continental philosophy and mammoth hunting.

“Ruth,” Lucien glances in her direction. He is normally the one who lays out the overall visions. She gathers her thoughts, puts down her cutlery.

“Think of the stories you loved as a child,” she says. “The fairytales your mother read you.”

“I’m thinking of them.”

“They functioned as conveyors of meaning—why?”

“Because my mother was reading them.”

“Yes, quite right. And not unimportant. But it was also important that they were part of a bigger story about how the world worked, correct? We have to stand up to injustice, the surface can be misleading, and so on.”

“Envy leads to ruin,” the client says, stroking his bushy beard and saying, a little dismissively, as though the thought is too simple—which it is: “We have a shared understanding of right and wrong.”

“Let’s say instead that we once shared a framework that helped us determine what was true.”

“Ruth was a poet when I found her,” Lucien adds. The client nods, as though he, on a formal level—but only on a formal level—acknowledges the value in this. A waiter arrives and takes their plates, as silent and imperceptible as the turning of the tide. Out in the kitchen the next course is being prepared, with a pleasant clinking.

“The age of the grand narrative is over,” the client says—it seems he himself is planning to tell them why he’s intending to hire the agency. “Blame the destructive 
power of capital. Globalization, we called it when I used to throw stones at the police as a kid. These days, a school class reads one of those stories you mentioned, and every student fishes their own truth out of the narrative.”

“Their own symbolism, so to speak,” Ruth interjects. Her voice sounds tinny and false to her, but it’s just the tiredness.

Simone. His long, bony limbs. His scent. Nicotine oil, discreet cologne.

The client says, “The first student sees the violence of the feudal system, the other sees the colonial gaze of the storyteller.”

“And here I was,” says Lucien, “thinking the jealous older sibling was the hero.”

All three laugh. The client is the first to compose himself—he smooths his shirt and leans forward across the table again. Waves away a little of the smoke from the glowing pine twigs. Lucien says, “You’d think they’d avoid having open fires, given all the fire extinguishers.”

“The fire extinguishers are there because of the radiators,” the client says, locking eyes with Ruth in the way of the very rich.

“Good. No one agrees with anyone else.”

“It’s more than that,” Ruth says. “Today, the notion of truth itself is one of something very private. Something internal.”

“We’re talking about your truth and my truth.”

“Only one place, one final place, blends the subjective with something that concerns us all: when a victim 
of society’s violence bears witness. We find a shard of something we thought was universal when a person says: you can never understand or measure the loss I have suffered, but you are implicated in bringing about that loss.”

The client nods and tries to look thoughtful, but Ruth thinks he looks credulous. She lets her gaze drift out into the night—the lighting in the restaurant has a violet shade that is barely reflected by the windowpanes—there’s a feeling of being exposed to the stars.

All the clients belong to a section of society that still owns its wealth, but is in the process of losing what that wealth should give them access to: influence is the wrong word, because this is about something that anticipates influence, something Ruth almost thinks of as opinion. The feeling of reposing in one’s own story.

“This is no longer your time, however much you try to pretend otherwise,” she says—an unplanned directness that makes Lucien stare at her with a whole new facial expression.

The client laughs again, apparently interpreting it as yet another amusing remark between peers.

She wanders around, trying to get a signal on her phone. The low light in the corridors is intended to preserve the eye’s natural adjustment to the dark, so that guest will be able to see the stars through the large, oblique windows that appear here and there in the ceiling, but together with the thick rugs that absorb the sound of her footsteps, the darkness gives her a feeling of unreality, 
as though there’s some kind of narcotic gas flowing through the ventilation system.

She still hasn’t slept. She steps out onto an observation platform, wraps her jacket around her, does up the zipper. It seems both strange and self-evident that the world’s financial elite would seek out places like this: inaccessible outposts from which to view something other than the society they have created.

She waves her phone in the air, like her mother does with a TV antenna in one of her very first memories—she realizes she misses the comforting crackle between the channels.

She’d like to get hold of her dad and talk to Em for a bit. Hear his voice. She’d like to speak to Harsha too—her absence in Ruth’s life the last few months has been so complete it’s starting to drive out the feeling of loss, the memory, leaving in its place a great disorder in her life—blind spots and mistakes.

Who was she there, in Simone’s bedroom? Who is she now?

Suddenly, she senses Lucien as a shapeless presence beside her—she didn’t notice him opening the door because there is a kind of airlock to pass through before stepping out onto the platform, a room with black walls that prevents light from spilling out and destroying the night vision of those who are already out here—a lightlock—a word made for the luxury holidays of this new age.

They stand beside each other in silence for a long time, until Lucien says:


“This whole place makes me think of Paleolithic burial chambers.”

“Undeniably.”

“During the summer solstice, a single ray of light finds its way through five stone doorways to fall right on the face of the dead chief.”

She smiles at the image, wondering if it’s a long-winded attempt at bringing the conversation around to what happened with the client. Her unexpected meanness at the end of their conversation. She has no desire to talk about it.

“Are the jackets here a loan or a gift?”

“I thought of you as soon as I saw the people here,” Lucien chuckles. “Precisely your kind of anti-fashion.”

Still no phone reception—when she puts it away, a negative image of the screen lingers on her field of vision—a flickering black rectangle. She says:

“I read the article on individual responsibility and parenting.”

“I honestly don’t know what you mean.”

“You gave my story to someone else at the agency.”

Only early afternoon, but the stars are innumerable above them.

Lucien is silent again. Something is different about him here, on this trip. Why did he want her to come? He didn’t need her to chat up new clients, he’s better than her at that. He says, “People who are involved in pornography often have very strict rules about their own love lives.”

“Are you speaking from experience?”


“You want to erect a defense around yourself. You don’t use Mio in your work. The story of the two of you is unquantifiable. Unique. You want to think your life is true and real in a way the fictional characters you create are not. And the simplest way to do that, to preserve that belief, is to pretend that other people want to get at what you’re hiding, that you have to preserve it.”

Ruth thinks of the enthusiasm with which the kids wrapped their electronic gadgets in foil during the protest—of all the mental images that should come.

“You’ve always thought I wanted to force you to use your life in your work. But I’m completely uninterested in where you come from. Your painful little experiences have no more value to me than the fairytales you were talking to the client about.”

She doesn’t totally believe him. After all, he’s used her past several times to sell her to clients. But perhaps there it’s not her authenticity that’s the bait, but the fact she has a wound, something the clients can get a fishhook into and pull on in order to feel less abject in their meetings.

She can see his breath in the starlight. “The agency is going to open a branch in London,” he says. “Come with me. Give your son a real opportunity to leave behind all the things you’ve convinced yourself you come from.”

“He comes from there too.”

Lucien lets out a laugh that is half sigh.

“Don’t you get it? Not even you’re from there. No one comes from anywhere.”


It’s through the repetitive act of care for her own body that she is sometimes struck by the full scope of loneliness: like now, here, on the edge of this bed that is not her own, where she is sitting, cutting her toenails. Fragments of sharp little crescent moon-shaped clippings. The tears are a heavy, black sack inside her.

Being true.

“You’re tired of interacting with clients. It humiliates you to have to sink to their level,” says Lucien.

“And in London I would do something different?”

“You’d be coordinating. Strategizing, possibly doing hands-on work with a few bigger projects.”

They’re out on a platform again, it must be the middle of the night by this point, or early morning—she’s slept, woken, tried to call her dad and Em without success. She and Lucien have spoken to two more potential clients. He says, “There are already fantastic projects on the horizon, Ruth. Projects that will aim to change opinions over decades, several decades. Internationally.”

“Em doesn’t speak English.”

“He speaks English.” Lucien puts up the fur-lined hood of his coat. “Ruth. What we do is…a symptom. We are in the middle of a shake-up of historic proportions. You know this. We are pioneers. We have the chance to be like Rollerblades, like Twitter. People will have to refer to us when they talk about this phenomenon. They won’t be able to talk about the coming era without mentioning the agency.”


Night. A sinking feeling—that the whole facility and the snow-covered cliffs, everything—that it’s slowly slipping downward.

“It makes me think of the saltwater pools where CIA agents float in the dark. Seeking out Soviet submarine harbors with telepathy.” A satellite or a plane heading west, from Finland or Siberia, passes in front of the stars. “Not telepathy.”

“Telesthesia.”

“Telesthesia.”

“Clairvoyance.”

She thinks she can hear the underside of his voice, here in the darkness—something that comes up to the surface to breathe. It’s not the agency that needs her in London, it’s him. Perhaps these two quantities are inseparable. She finds herself wondering if he’s capable of love. Perhaps he can wish, like in fairytales. A person who is somehow perfectly adjusted to this new time he speaks of.

She realizes the agency has to become global, because only on that kind of scale will there be sufficient long-term demand for the service they offer—in Belgium she can already detect a backlash, a resistance to the order in which they are navigating. People like Golob.

London—working with Indian and Chinese investments in Africa, probably. North American politics. She thinks she can see the rotation of the heavens with the naked eye. The movement of the planets, and then larger arcs out into the night. The order of circles within circles.


“Do you know what just occurred to me?” she says. “That there are people who envy us, simply because we have something upon which to hang life’s impossibility.”

“You and I can say that our lives are impossible because we’re the children of immigrants.”

She feels frost creeping in her eyelashes.

“Em is lying to me.”

“All children do.”

“Not like him. It’s as though his lies are a way to try and speak to me. Like he’s building a cell around himself just so he can tap out a message to the world through the walls.” She feels so opaque to herself. London. Give Em a new start. At what price? Isn’t he already paying the price? “What did you mean when you said no one comes from anywhere?”

“We read a book and start crying.”

“Do we? You and I?”

“Other people do. Ordinary people. And it’s not because the people in the book are real, but because so much of ourselves is fiction.”

Her dad is sleeping in a half-seated position in front of a TV show. The history of jazz, via the American civil rights movement. Just as she’s stepping in through the front door, Black people are being rinsed away by water cannons. If you didn’t know the context, the blurred, soundless videos would be reminiscent of slapstick.

“Dad?” He doesn’t react. She strokes his cheek. It’s dry and rough. “Mathijs?”

He comes to life, hauls himself up into a sitting 
position. Seems not only confused as to what Ruth is doing in his living room, but what it even means to exist, to be a being with aching joints, hopes, memories—he rubs his eyes with his bony fingers—the cerebral hemorrhage-like awakening of the old.

“Where’s Em?”

“Ruth?”

Someone is playing the trumpet on the TV. Not Miles or Freddie Hubbard or one of the famous players of the age. Cut to archive pictures of a police dog lunging at a girl, tearing at her arm—a teenager who’s probably still alive somewhere, on the other side of the ocean—but the picture is as antiquated as two painted warriors crossing spears on a shard of antique pottery.

“Where’s Em? Is he sleeping?”

Her dad nods, points a fumbling hand toward his bedroom.

She finds Em asleep, curled up in a corner of the bed. She’d hoped he’d be awake so they could go home that night. She sits next to him. This boy she can’t provide with a past. A feather in the tangled covers. So he hasn’t thrown them all away. That makes her glad, wherever they come from. Yet another feather, black as a crow’s primary feather, stuck to his sweaty shoulder.






Monster Manual

The veil of night sweeps over the world. Consuming the landscape’s level simplicity in its billowing folds. Birds sleep, huddled under the eaves. Their dreams are simple: since they can fly they dream of the songs of that day. Repeating.

The night: the odd number, the place where the granular braille of things emerges.

Red light leaks in around the door frame in the room where Tuonetar is sleeping. The clatter of mopeds out in the city. Slow lizards on the walls.

Fahad, his big brother, is on the other side of the planet, lying in his cell in Hasselt. Closing his eyes and drifting in and out of this awful defenselessness.

In dreams they are together, and their mother is there, on the edge of consciousness, a shadow of memories and wishes.

Brother.

My brother.


Euro, rupee, baht.

Lucien is dreaming between dark blue silk sheets in his first-class seat. Frost crystals on the round window of the plane.

The origin of money can be found in the earliest agricultural societies, when the farmer needed seeds to sow but had nothing to give in return. The money was a promissory note, a hope for harvest. Money: utopian matter.

Lucien’s head is lying sideways, stretching the tendon that connects his collar bone and his ear. The white noise of the cabin finds its way into his dream, becomes the buffeting of wind in the apartment where his father sits with his calloused hands on a table.

Since the gold standard was abandoned in 1971, money is no longer exchangeable for gold, and is instead a pretense among pretenses, one agreement among many. And every promise, every tale, has in turn taken on something of the inertia and solidity of gold.

Lucien turns over, groans wordlessly, as from some grinding pain.

His father looks at him and says, “Gwafa.”

His name from the desert, from the occupied expanses of sand.






Mio

Mio and Nouredine stood shoulder to shoulder in the elevator and tried to look normal in the mirror’s foggy aluminum rectangle.

“You forgot the chain.”

Nouredine’s jaw dropped and it was clear the idiot was picturing himself carrying the invisible chains of slavery or some shit, like that was his history too, so Mio pointed to the very real chain around his neck—Nouredine wore a pretty fat gold chain and it would be better if the old man didn’t catch sight of it—Nouredine tucked it inside his shirt, ran his hands through his hair, and shot a moody selfie in the mirror with his cheeks sucked in.

Mio got the urge to hug him. Like when they were little and afraid of the dark, and Nouredine had climbed into his bed. As a joke, he elbowed him in the shoulder, Thai boxing-style, sending him stumbling into the side of the elevator.

“You should save money. For the future.”

“Man, this is the future,” Nouredine said, letting 
out a stoned giggle—the line came from a movie he and Tuonetar had watched where all of Manhattan had been turned into a prison—mutants in tunnels and an air bubble that was slowly making its way toward the hero’s heart.

Nouredine laughed, shook his head at the ridiculousness of something, slapped himself on the cheek, like: Sort it out.

Mio pressed a button, made the elevator stop, opened the door with his foot, and waited. He wished he too could get that stoner laugh. Like when Fahad had given him his first toke. Nowadays he got more…no idea. He started thinking about the river that turned black. Black with lost words. What had been written in those books? About him?

Stuff like that.

Nouredine was still laughing.

“You can buy these really sick feathers online.”

“Feathers? What shit you talking?” Nouredine giggled one last time, fell silent, then immediately burst out laughing again, hiding his face in his hands.

“Bird feathers, fam.” Mio saw his mouth moving in the mirror. “People sell them online. Feathers from birds of paradise and everything. Falcons. Toucans.”

The old man said his real name. Nouredine vanished into their room—before closing the door on him, he made a gang sign he and Tuonetar had made up and taught to the kids in the neighborhood—two, zero, seven, zero, with their fingers—it was unclear whether 
he did it to mock Mio, or as moral support.

Idiot.

Tonight the old man didn’t seem angry exactly. He patted the space beside him on the leather sofa. Mio took a seat.

“No one’s ever told me how to do this. How to be a dad.”

“It’s OK,” mumbled Mio. He felt like his own voice was muted. Just stoned. “It’s fine.”

Even though the old man didn’t seem angry, Mio kept a certain distance, because you never knew—one time, in the middle of what had seemed like a friendly conversation, the old man had thrown a cooking pot right at Nouredine. Given him an ugly scar that was visible whenever he shaved his head. The old man said:

“If I could start again I would—you know?”

“Yeah.”

Mio realized he was clenching his teeth really hard. He tried to relax his jaw muscles. The old man could at least have looked at him if he was serious about this apology, or whatever it was meant to represent.

“Your mom’s family have never liked me. You might have noticed that?”

Mio shrugged.

“They’ve always looked down on me,” the old man said. Sighed, almost contentedly, as though he were glad to have finally said it. Then he said, “So if her oldest son has a baby with a Black girl, a girl who’s probably slept with half the guys in the neighborhood, and who, even…” he interrupted himself, closed his eyes and did 
a little performance where he tried to control himself, to stop his anger from showing. And then he said, “Can you help me?”

Mio had kept Ruth secret from his family, that was standard, everyone did. But someone had told them. The old man continued, “Can you help me show your mom’s family that they are wrong about me? About us?”

Mio got an odd feeling that everything around him was secondhand, that the apartment and the block, and even the sky out there—that everything was made of some old material, like damp paper one finds somewhere, washed out by the rain and the days.

He awoke in her bed, among her threadbare old stuffed animals. She was sitting at the window. Ruth—he mouthed the name under his breath so she wouldn’t know he was awake. Ruth touched the glass with her finger, cautiously, writing something—it looked like when someone wrote in steamed-up glass in the winter.

No.

A moth thudded against the inside of the window—she opened it a crack to let it out.

They were up on the roof until late in the autumn. The gusts of wind raged between the buildings and made windowsills and rusty TV antennae shake and rattle.

“You gonna read some poems on Thursday?” He couldn’t figure out how she had the guts to perform her poetry like that. She didn’t respond. They had less time 
together now that school had started.

She said, “You think we’ll be together when we’re older?”

“Course.”

“Seriously?”

“Walla,” he said, and she said it too, walla, she swore to God.

He would say it soon. Say he wanted her to come with him when he took off. It was just that he needed money again. He’d wasted the last of what he’d saved on buying feathers, without knowing why. Just this thing he had to do.

Stole a car, skidded around on the square making Twenty-Seventy signs at the little kiddies, who signed back.

Stood at the window, saw people streaming into the basement mosque across from them, lifting their white dresses with their hands every time they stepped over a puddle.

Nouredine sat on the mattress on the floor. Playing a new beat on his phone. Nodded along to the harsh, hissing drums, and rapped the same line again and again, with only minor variations:

“Diamond will be gone soon too. We are sea, caught in drops of blue. Diamond. Gone soon too. Are we drops of blue?” He glanced at Mio, quickly, then carried on: “Diamond, soon gone too. Drops of blue.”


They took off their shoes and socks, let the ice-green surf wash over their feet.

In the year twenty-seventy a spaceship came to take away the chosen ones.

The cold crept up through their shins, up into their knees, all the way to their stomachs.

In the year twenty-seventy the neutron bombs were dropped, emptying the city of all organic life.

Feelings without name. He’d been bad at selling, had thrown away the whole summer with Ruth, and Fahad said he owed them money. A lot. Maybe he could borrow from someone else and pay up.

When the old man hit you it was like you fused together with him in one fleshy being, a tangle of arms and legs that crawled across the rug, with four hands that gripped leather so hard it left bruises, and one head that slammed against furniture and walls, another head screaming, hair tangled around fingers.

Family.

He was standing at the window. His lip was swollen and he’d sprained his finger trying to defend himself. They’d been eating, and it had been the usual crap about “you’re bringing shame upon us.” And the old lady with her petrified stone face. She showed up in the doorway now, her smile full of sorrow over how big, how enormous love was in comparison with reality. She moistened her thumb with her tongue and was about to rub the blood 
from his top lip, but he jerked his head away stubbornly, and they stood there wordlessly at the window, sad and small with love.

There were some sick feathers. He ordered them online and kept them in a locked metal box in a vent in a bin store.

He didn’t believe Denis was a bird. But Denis had definitely sent out birds somehow, from the land of the dead.

Poetic thoughts.

Nouredine zigzagged the moped between two barriers, revved, and reared up onto the back wheel. The blue jogging pants fluttered around his thin legs. Mio and Ruth were behind, Ruth with her arms tight round Mio’s waist and she laughed out loud, right in his ear. He felt her stomach clench. He wanted to give her everything. Everything he didn’t have.

Blue lights flashing, casting their shadows across the asphalt and the walls. Ruth laughed louder, high and shrill.

He turned off the road; they lurched over a speed bump and cut across a courtyard. A woman with a string of prayer beads in her hand flinched back into a doorway and called something that faded away. They hugged the corners tightly, the graffiti-covered walls of the underpass closed around them in electric ghost light.






Ruth

Harsha’s voice crackles on the phone, an audible word or two, then she disappears again:

“Can’t really—really—really.”

The dry reeds flex in the wind. Ruth has gone out to the rear of the house so Em won’t hear what she has to ask. They’re speaking via an app Harsha sent and asked her to install on her phone, because the phone network in the village where her parents grew up is so bad.

She sounds different in the cut-up fragments of voice that make it through:

“But—no—good here. But—it is you know?”

“Yeah,” says Ruth. Thinks Harsha sounds like she’s been crying.

On the golden disc the voice says the Nothingness Section is in a “digital shadow,” and that it’s only possible to communicate with the place via satellite technology. That means nothing. Mio’s dead. He wouldn’t leave her. Never. Swore to God.

“Harsha?”

“I can hear you.”


Atmospheric murmuring. Sand being cast against a thin sheet of metal.

“Harsha? I wanted to talk to you about the guys who threatened Mio and Nouredine? The guys who are supposed to have sunk Nouredine’s body in the concrete under the bus station. You know who they are, right? You can find out through work?”

Harsha takes so long to reply that Ruth thinks the connection’s gone down.

Would Harsha tell her if she’d found the Nothingness Section? Or even been looking for it? Ruth doesn’t know. She knows Harsha looks at her life, at all the worthlessness, and sees riches. Would Mio see? If he came to get her? Would he see the poverty? A solitary word crackles out of the mobile, a creepy echo from her own subconscious: “Nothing.”

“Harsha?”

“I hear you.”

“It’s not about me. It’s about Em. I have to know if his dad is alive. If Mio’s out there, trying to take Em away from me. And if I get the chance to look one of those guys in the eye, I’ll know.”

Anna Afellay takes a seat in the shade, wrapped in a gold-embroidered scarf. She puts down her phone on the café table. A waiter takes their order.

“I read your poem,” Ruth says. “The one based on interviews with people in Twenty-Seventy.”

Anna nods and peers at Ruth through her glasses. Grainy turquoise eyeshadow. She’s awaiting a judgment, 
but Ruth doesn’t know what to say. A woman who wants literature to comply with the world.

“I spent a lot of time thinking about how to avoid using the voices of others like a ventriloquist,” Anna says. “About letting them appear unfiltered, with all their awkwardness and contradictions.”

Ruth nods, thinking the only thing that appeared unfiltered was you. Of course.

It had been Anna who’d wanted to meet. Ruth went along with it in the hope of getting something she could use in the author’s intervention.

They’re sitting at a café in Eilandje, near the museum, whose cubist tower rears up over the avenues—the copper panels of the façade shimmer like the sunshade of some gigantic satellite. Their coffee arrives and Anna stirs sugar into hers.

“How’s everything going?”

“I actually think we’re going to be able to stop the demolition,” Anna says. “After all, half of the project relies on people wanting to move into the new houses, and the petitions and protests are creating a fair amount of negative publicity.”

“Yeah.”

“But…I was going to ask about something else altogether. You don’t need to answer.”

Ruth is uneasy with the servile role Anna has assumed ever since they met—she supposes it’s actually some kind of complicated power move, an internal stratagem the woman is engaged in.

“Be my guest.”


“Perhaps you know I’ve been teaching young people to write poetry out there?”

Ruth hums her assent. Notes Anna’s use of the term “out there,” and realizes that she herself thinks of Twenty-Seventy as the very center—the hot, glowing innards of her life. She attributes no value to it either way, says, “I think Ellen Bakhuizen mentioned it.”

A certain discomfort creeps into Anna’s body language when Ruth mentions the woman Anna accused of being a racist, even if she did so in the veiled, academic terms used by people like them.

As they drink they lift the saucers under the little espresso cups so the napkins clamped in between won’t blow away.

“Yeah,” says Anna. “And I’ve noticed a tendency that becomes particularly evident when we arrange readings and there’s a local audience there. It’s like all the poems are either calling out the police for hassling the local guys, or accusing the teachers of looking down on young people who speak another language at home, or attacking someone else. You know what I mean?”

“You put us up against the wall and call us animals,” Ruth says. “But my people had a culture when you still lived like cannibals.”

Anna’s painted eyes form two lines as she laughs at Ruth’s improvised rhyme. She seems relieved that Ruth gets what she’s going for. Ruth is struck by an unpleasant dreamlike sensation—that she could have been Anna. She thinks about what happened with Simone. Who, it happens, has sent a few messages, asking why 
she’s no longer coming to the coworking space.

Anna says, “I wonder if you have any idea how to make them write to one another instead?”

“I don’t know. You know more about this stuff than me.”

“I doubt it.” Anna leans in confidentially. The fabric of the parasol filters the light over the table, Jupiter purple. “You know, sometimes it’s almost surreal when they step up one after another and address the very kind of person who’s always absent.”

“And everyone whistles and applauds.”

“It’s as though they’re conjuring up a…voodoo doll.”

“Though not to torment it, but to explain to it that they too are human.” Ruth drains her coffee and sets down the empty, rattling cup.






Gold

I’m talking about fighter planes painted radar-absorbing colors. Algorithms that see everything you do. I’m talking about human rights.

The system.

The system has taken over our countries. Turned them into poisoned mines that melt your skin. Slums where piss runs through the living rooms.

The system shapes our dreams. You see pictures of people setting police cars on fire and looting banks. They’re bringing down the system. But the pictures belong to the system. It’s a music video, the news, entertainment.

Nothing exists outside the system.

When you’ve been here a while, you record your story onto one of these golden discs. Because there’s a point outside every system.

A grain smaller than the head of a needle. Like a black hole, so small it can’t be measured, so small it can swallow everything, extinguish the Milky Way.


Your mother asks what you’re doing when you go out and what do you say before you slam the door?

Nothing.

She asks what you have in your little shoulder bag.

Nothing.

And it’s true.

Why did we walk five abreast when we met people in the Century Center? Why did we yell at buses and steal when we didn’t need to? We wanted something to happen, for nothing to stop happening. And what could people say? That we were bringing shame upon ourselves? Bringing shame upon our parents?

We’ve been searching our whole lives for something to lose.

But we have nothing.

And nothing exists outside the system.






Ruth

Black-capped birds over the cliffs today.

Harsha called via the app. Ruth is standing on the terrace, crouched against one wall to be out of the wind so she can talk. Harsha gives her the name of a man who was suspected of Mio’s murder and was also questioned at the time of Nouredine’s disappearance. She recognizes it, vaguely. One of the older guys who supplied Fahad and Tuonetar with drugs toward the end. Got out of Hasselt prison the last year Mio was alive.

Kabar.

Just as Harsha says the name, all those black-capped birds turn—a sound like applause out over the waves.
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Ruth

In their chunky gloves and helmets, the men crash into the metal mesh of the cage, which buckles with a worrying jangle.

According to the teenager at reception, Kabar is the shorter of the two.

Ruth is standing amid the sweat stench of a cafeteria that has a couple of simple tables, a fridge with protein and energy drinks, and a microwave you can use to heat food. A number of men and boys are sparring at the club, groaning and kicking each other. Music coming from a speaker somewhere.

When Mio and Nouredine and the other guys stood around in a circle, laughing to themselves, the suggestion of violence was always there, latent in their voices and gestures: who could knock out whose teeth, who could ruin the other, take his dignity from him.

She realizes, there in the basement of a barbeque restaurant, that she was actually grateful Em won that fight in the schoolyard. Because she knows the status quo won’t protect the ones she loves.


The only people who can delude themselves that anything but a cage like that exists at the core of each encounter between people, are those who have spent their entire lives allowing others to enact violence on their behalf. Those who rely so completely on security guards, police, and the military that they don’t see their violence as violence but as order, as the world.

The men in the cage get back on their feet. Kabar throws a couple of punches at the other guy’s head.

The voice on the golden disc says it’s possible for a place to exist outside the violence. Maybe that lie is harder for her to swallow than the story about Mio dodging his own death.

A bell rings, the men in the cage collapse into one another in a kind of embrace. They pat each other—Kabar takes hold of his opponent’s helmet, pulling his head toward his own and saying something to him. Tenderly. They sit awhile, catching their breath against the mesh walls, chatting, tearing open the Velcro fastenings of their pads.

During the time Ruth and Mio were together, Kabar was working on a construction site in Twenty-Seventy. According to Harsha he had contacts in a criminal network that had come into conflict with Fahad; Mio might potentially have gotten drawn into it via Tuonetar, who Mio was living with toward the end, when he was no longer welcome anywhere else. When her dad had thrown him out, after what happened.

The violence.

She is sitting at a table, studying the man’s powerful 
shoulders and stubbly throat, wondering if he was the one who drove a knife into Mio. Punctured his lung and stomach, slashed his aorta, left him on the asphalt. He was interrogated several times after Nouredine disappeared, apparently on suspicion of involvement in both murders. Now he goes into what must be a changing room. She stays where she is and waits. Wants to look him in the eye.

The bell rings, sparring starts up again here and there around the club.

She thinks of Mio’s body, of the knots in his shoulders, the cartilage in his joints. He used to be able to make his elbows and fingers click. Sometimes he’d jump when you touched him, or he’d twist and turn, sounding like he was crying in his sleep.

The boy inside him.

Kabar comes out of the changing room. The close-fitting head protection has left red marks on his broad face.

“Kabar?” The name comes as an exhalation. “Kabar? Excuse me, I’d like to talk to you about Mio.”

He looks her up and down as he ties the laces on a pair of expensive running shoes, and then makes a noise—smothered laughter or a surprised snort.

“You’re his girl, right?”

“Yeah.” She feels the tears inside. Those endless tears. Because of that phrase. His girl. Its music.

“Walk to the car with me. I’ve got to pick up my kid.” He tosses his sports bag over his shoulder, and she follows him down into the parking lot without thinking 
what she’s doing.

She doesn’t think of Mio’s sliced-up body. Doesn’t think of van der Aart’s warnings.

Kabar walks up to a car with huge bullbars and a kind of tactical profile—a car suited to nightclub parking lots and zombie apocalypse. He gets out the key and the car chirrups melodically.

“It was like this. Mio’s buddy—what was his name, the guy Mio hung around with?”

“Denis.”

“Denis. He stole this girl from my cousin.” Kabar puts his thumb against his nostril and blows a lump of snot out onto the cement floor. “So when Denis got shot people thought me and my cousin were involved. But that was wrong. Totally wrong.”

Now she has the opportunity, Ruth can’t meet the man’s gaze. She looks down at the floor of the parking garage. The lump of snot is streaked with blood from his nose. She gets scared then, when she sees it, and it makes it somehow real to her that this man has a body, and that she has a body. But she stands her ground.

A car starts at the other end of the garage, the roar of the engine echoes through the underground space, then dies away. Kabar says, “I’ve left that life behind.” He’s the one who seeks eye contact—crouches down a little, peers at her to try and figure something out. “You need a ride into town? I can drop you off?”

Empty streets.

Kabar attaches his phone to the dashboard as he 
drives. Strings pour out of the car stereo.

“Shostakovich.”

“You and I must be the only two Twenty-Seventy kids who’ve ever known the name of this song,” Kabar says. Ruth doesn’t say that Shostakovitch is not the name of the song but of the composer—it’s a late twelve-tone quartet, with atonal strings, the notes high, sawing, slicing their way upward. Twenty-Seventy kids.

Kabar with his hand on the steering wheel, as in a trance. Stops at a traffic light. Did time for drug offenses and attempted murder. Got out. Did another year or so after Mio died. Came out. Went back in again.

Ruth is trying to protect Em from people like Kabar. It’s led to Em being helpless in any situation. Who is it that’s been giving Em the feathers? Mio? Is the thought so impossible? That Mio would betray her? Hasn’t she betrayed herself?

The traffic lights change, but Kabar doesn’t drive on for a long time; instead he sits there, staring out at the city, listening to the surging, slicing notes.






Gold

One morning there’s ice on the puddles. Thick, dirty ice. You kick it in with your heel.

That’s how it felt to begin with. Walla, you’d be sitting there pretending to cry for three months, for sure. Like back in the toilet, at home, when you saw your own blood whirling down into the sink, and you held back the tears even though there were none.

The imam we used to go to so we could learn those holy songs said something about crying. That when God gathered all the people before everything, and talked to us there in the darkness, it was more in the form of music than of words. It was like a symphony we heard not only with our ears but with our whole selves. With our lives.

He said that our way of responding was to cry. He said that was the light getting into us.

But I don’t know. There are still nights I don’t cry. But I can say one thing: every single child from Twenty-Seventy should have the chance to sit on a roof here once in their lives, and hear their brothers crying.






Mio

The padded envelope contained a smaller envelope. In the smaller envelope was a piece of paper folded in two. He carefully unfolded it.

The old man was at work, Mom was visiting some friend.

Inside the folded paper was a primary feather, black with a blue spot at the very end—it was the spot that had made him buy it, from a collector in California.

He held it up to the light. As though the bird had flown so high the tip of its wing had been dipped in the sky. He shouldn’t be spending so much money on this, should be saving instead, but it felt meaningless to do that when he didn’t know how he’d get more money in Barcelona or Thailand. And then he’d see a certain feather, and it’d speak to him.

His mom rattled the door, came out onto the balcony, wrapped her cardigan around her. She plucked the feather from his hand, as though he was five years old and had brought in some trash he’d found on the street. She stood holding it, fascinated by its luster.

“It’s from a blue macaw.” he said the English name 
from the website, since he knew the name neither in Flemish nor Arabic.

“You shouldn’t play with this kind of thing. You could get sick.” His mom gave him back the feather. Stroked him on the neck. “You’re like your father,” she said, adding: “Full of secrets.”

Nouredine and little Muhammed, Umar’s kid, tore past on a stolen moped down in the courtyard; Mom leaned out and asked Mio if that had been Nouredine. Mio said Tuonetar had borrowed Nouredine’s jacket the week before.

Lying about everything. To his mom as well. He lied about the vape oil and the pills she sometimes found, and what it said in the emails from school that he duped her into signing on his phone, and when she started reading the documents herself he lied and said the government would take her children away if she didn’t confirm that he’d been sick the days he’d been absent. When he came home stoned, he said he just had a cold. He said trust me, Mom.

He lied to create a diamond shield around himself, to show that he was untouchable. He folded the feather carefully back into the paper and said, “Dad thinks you’d be angry if I got married to a girl from Africa.”

His mom waves her hand—something about his dad’s unpredictability, the impermeability of him, his obsession with the distant future.

“I mean, I think she’s interested in Islam,” he said. “I’m going to marry her.”

He and Ruth and had never talked about it. But 
still. His mom was silent. She looked younger in the twilight, girlish for a moment, and Mio imagined she was thinking about how she and the old man met, in Germany, when he’d been smoking by his taxi and heard her speaking Arabic on the phone. The dialect of their home village.

“Your dad doesn’t care who you marry,” she said, laughing. Mio didn’t understand. Didn’t want to understand. His mom continued, “He goes on and on about his ancestors, his family name, but he’s never understood what’s important about all that.” She stroked Mio on the neck again, a soft, irritating tickle, “Our families can’t mix with people like them.”

“What do you mean, people like them?”

She used the Arabic word for slaves. But she meant Black people. People from Africa.

He packed a few clothes in a bag and waited until everyone was asleep before tiptoeing out—it gave the act an innocent sheen that made it possible to go through with—as though it was the continuation of his childhood revenge fantasies.

He lived with Ruth and her dad for a bit. Mathijs. The old guy put up a collapsible bed from his work, which Mio was supposed to sleep on, and Mio pretended to, out of politeness—he put a sheet and duvet there and made sure to mess it up a little now and then.

Some nights they stood out on the balcony, talking, when Mathijs had come back from a late shift and Ruth 
was sleeping, and Mio really tried to ingratiate himself, because he was afraid that Mathijs didn’t really like him, that he thought all Ruth’s problems in school that year had been Mio’s fault—blame it all on Mio.

Fahad and three other guys tried to rob a shop in the Indian part of the diamond district. They’d gotten the idea the Indians didn’t have the same security as the Jews and Armenians. Got put away for a couple of years.

Tuonetar lived on his own in their apartment. Sat there with his vulture’s neck making weirder and weirder beats among empty cigarette packs and takeout cartons from the Vietnamese, and if you asked how his brother was doing at Hasselt he said that Belgian prisons were hotels compared with back home, though how he knew that was anyone’s guess.

Ruth searched through the trash that had been left on the roof over the years, kicking at sun-bleached kites and moldy jackets.

“What do you think time is?”

“The only thing I know,” he said, licking a joint together, “is that God says we shouldn’t curse time. In Islam. Because God is time.”

That made her think for a long while.

Diagonal rain in the light toward the northwest. Like pencil lines drawn over the sea.

“Is God time?”


She read her poems at the library. Poems about him, though she didn’t mention him by name.

“Girls no one loves get revenge on the world by loving.”

He sat at the back of the audience and wondered exactly what that meant.

She leaned toward the microphone and said:

“Time is God.”

One night she won a competition. Mathijs was there, taking pictures and being ostentatiously proud the way dads are when they have a poor relationship with their child. She snuck off with Mio without even saying hello to the old guy, and they were out all night, on the roofs, taking pills she’d bought from his stock with her winnings. Because he and Nouredine were still selling, of course, though on a smaller scale, via Kabar, who turned up with the supply once a week—Mio’s debt had shifted to Kabar, but he would work it off.

Kabar did groundwork, concrete laying, and jogged around the area with a hammer and a knife in the afternoons—a sly way around house arrest. People said he’d used bolt cutters to cut off the fingers of a guy who owed him money.

Nouredine was getting taller than Mio, but without putting on an ounce of weight—when he came walking across the square it looked as though someone had stuffed a bundle of long sticks into an empty sack. The kind of guy who plays music on his phone so loud that the whole block can hear, in his case mostly his own 
tracks with him rapping on them—and he was going to do what? Cut your fingers off—he walked across the courtyard, hissing and spitting and kind of turning Flemish inside out in his attempt to make it sound like the French rappers from Brussels and Paris he looked up to, or slang from London, or just anything other than Flemish, and Mio looked at him and knew everyone thought it was his fault his brother was the way he was.

He hit him over the head sometimes, told him to stop stealing stuff from Umar’s shop, stop rapping about stuff Kabar told them when they were sitting in the car getting the pills, stop smoking when Mom could see.

It rained and it was Mio’s fault.






Mathijs

Miles was said to have told his musicians to play not what was on the sheet music, but what wasn’t there. To play the silences and the spaces. That’s the accepted interpretation of the myth. In fact, Miles was talking about not playing the obvious, the expected way. Don’t play the idea that’s there, play the next idea.

Mathijs was standing outside the laundromat, waiting for the machine to finish.

Mio drove by on a moped—a new model every week. One might get suspicious over less. And Ruth on the back. He called after them, waved. Mio turned around, stopped, placed an improbable running shoe on the edge of the sidewalk—enormous air cushions, almost a high heel. Neon lines and neon laces. Ruth stayed there on the saddle behind him, her feet on the footrest.

“Mom’s worried about you.”

“Mom’s worried about you.”

“Ruth.”

“Ruth.”


“Where did you sleep last night?”

“At Mom’s.”

“Ruth.”

“Ruth.”

People came and went with their plastic laundry baskets.

“You didn’t sleep at home, and Mom says you didn’t sleep there either. Mom says—”

That made Ruth laugh crudely, as though suddenly struck by how astonishing it was that Mathijs even had the nerve to address her. He tilted his head with a conciliatory expression.

“I’m your dad.”

Instead of replying, she turned to Mio.

“You see what I mean?”

The boy nodded briefly, apparently not particularly keen to get caught up in the argument. A boy with a certain mental verve.

“They think it’s words that mean things,” she said—that was directed at Mathijs, of course, but she said it with her mouth right by Mio’s ear, in an intimate giggle, to let Mathijs know they discussed him as they lay with nothing but a wall separating them. That they talked about his failures as a father and a husband.

Mio still had the moped running, an older, gas-driven model; it puttered away, idling. His hat was angled the way all the guys in Twenty-Seventy wore them, as though challenging every adult to grab the peak and adjust it a little, which would of course lead to the guy in question exploding with incomprehensible violence: 
brothers and cousins would turn up, you’d get kicked in the head when you were down, third cousins would come running out of every building with axes, hand grenades, gold-plated machine guns—that was what the hat meant.

“You got a cigarette?” said Ruth, yet another transgression, this time to show Mathijs that he could be anyone at all, just a guy outside the laundromat. May as well give the girl a cigarette. You have to play a long time to learn how to play like yourself.

She pulled out two from the pack, gave one to Mio.

“Ruth.”

“Ruth.”

“I love you, Ruth. That’s what it means to be a dad.”

Mio lit his cigarette and then hers from the end of his—a provocative intimacy, perhaps. The girl blew out smoke.

“Love, love, love.” In an affected voice, his own—so uncanny to hear someone else speak with your own accent and intonation, perfectly imitated—like when he was forced to listen to himself speak German in school, on the blaring tape player the schoolmaster had put on the desk.

“Don’t say that.” Mathijs knew he should let it go, but he grabbed the sleeve of the girl’s shirt. “Right, time to go home.”

“Let go.” She tried to extricate herself, and for some reason, Mio got it into his head to rev the moped right at that moment and drive off, little Mio—who always stood out on the balcony with him, talking about why 
God had created humans, and the invisible beings, as he put it, the djinns—Mio revved the gas and the girl was about to fall off, since Mathijs hadn’t yet gotten the message to his hand to let go of his child, and she screamed, and the moped swung around, and before Mathijs could grasp what was happening, the moped reared up toward him and tipped, and he saw something darken in Mio’s eyes—the sound of sneaker soles on gravel coming toward him fast.

Darkness.

Mute, ringing pain around the bone in his nose.

He was crouching with one knee on the ground. Made a blind gesture with one hand. In the darkness he heard the girl give a nervous titter intended to protect her from what had just happened, to transform it into just another of the crazy things that happen on afternoons in Twenty-Seventy—the moped started, and he was left there, arm raised: don’t knock me down, I’m old: a gesture into which time streamed.

A couple of days later the doorbell rang so persistently he thought it was the police coming to tell him Ruth had been arrested, but when he opened the door, still with an ugly blue bruise across the bridge of his nose, she stepped in as though nothing in particular had happened, and he supposed it was better just to let it go, but that evening, when they were watching TV, she said, “It’s OK if Mio stays over tonight, right?”

“Ruth,” he said. Touched his throbbing nose, unconsciously to begin with, then consciously, and why 
not—why not let her know what Mio had done, how humiliating it had been for him, how injured he still was. “Ruth, I have to draw a line somewhere.”

“But Dad, he has nowhere else to go. And you’ve already spoken to Mom, and told her he’s violent and I don’t know what else, so she’s not going to want him at her place.”

And that was perfectly true, strictly speaking.

A legend is an old man with a cane, known for what he used to do. I’m still doing it.






Ruth

Ruth and Em had been visiting her mom and have stopped under the projecting roof—waiting for the rain to let up.

A man with an umbrella in his hand comes along, jumping between the puddles in the courtyard—the imam Harsha was speaking to back in the winter. He stops in front of them and passes Em his umbrella, formally but without asking, and then unbuttons his coat, jacket, and the top button of his jalabiya. He turns his face to the sky and lets the rain fall on his bare chest.

Soon all these blocks will be gone. Everything that happened here homeless.

Em holds the umbrella and watches the man, who now steps in under the roof, runs his hand over his face, through his beard, wiping away the rain, and with one of his polite gestures, asks for the umbrella back. He shakes the rain out.

“Have you been visiting your grandmother?”

Em gives Ruth a cautious look, and when she nods that he can answer, he then nods to the imam, who 
smiles before turning to dial an apartment number on the intercom. An analog signal crackles, then another. Em says:

“Did you know my dad?”

The imam exchanges a look with Ruth, also seeking her approval, then says, “I can imagine people say you look like him.”

Em doesn’t respond. He splashes with his shoe a little in a puddle. As far as Ruth knows, no one aside from her talks to him about Mio, and she’s never said that to him.

Someone answers on the intercom, a man speaking Arabic. The lock clicks, the imam opens the door a crack. Stands for a moment.

The rain hasn’t let up, but Ruth says, “Should we go, Em?”

The imam offers them the umbrella as a loan, but she shakes her head and he opens the door wider, to go in.

“Why did you do that?” Em says then. “Why did you open your coat?”

“The one I walk behind did so.”

Em turns, looks in confusion across the courtyard, and then up at the man again. He didn’t understand the rather awkward formulation, which presumably sounds better in Arabic.

“But you weren’t walking behind anyone.”

“I mean—the one I follow through time. My prophet. He taught people that the rain comes straight from God. That we shouldn’t be fooled by—what’s the word? That which is like—” he gestures at the intercom’s 
buttons and little screen—by all worldly things. “That we shouldn’t be fooled by the space in between.”

Em squints up at him, suspiciously, possibly a little confused. The imam is still standing with the door ajar, unsure of what to do. He nods politely, bids farewell once again.

“You knew my dad, right?”

The imam glances again at Ruth. Fiddles a little with the umbrella.

“This is how it is, Em—your name is Em?”

“Yeah.”

“I want to be like my prophet.” That short phrase in Arabic again, a blessing or prayer. “And rain falls because it wants to be the sea.”

“The rain doesn’t want anything,” Em laughs, pretty sure he’s being had, and the imam looks as though he’s considering something, and then says, with his eyebrows raised in jest, “How do you know that?”

Em pursed his lips, thinking. The imam says, “Everything wants to be something else. Something more than it is.” He shakes the rain from the umbrella definitively. Fastens it. Looks at the boy and says, with great tenderness: “So did your dad.”

The gently charred ant is positioned with its front legs raised toward the actor. He pokes doubtfully with his dessert fork at the cube of Japanese crown melon that forms a kind of plinth for the ant, grimacing.

“I’ve added a few rhetorical flourishes,” Ruth says, pushing the folder across the table.


They’re sitting in a newly opened restaurant. Aluminum ventilation pipes on the ceiling. Only two tables. Ruth had been waiting for the dessert to arrive before mentioning the assignment, keeping the conversation open. The intervention is just three days away, and she mostly wanted to meet the actor to ensure that his appearance and mannerisms sit well, even when he’s relaxed and thinking about something else. And he really has grown into the role of the lanky, sarcastic intellectual. Right now, however, he seems much more preoccupied with the small plate in front of him than with the folder—he leaves the latter on the table between them. He spears the cube of melon with the fork.

“Just remember what the waiter said,” Ruth grins. “We eat insects every day.”

“Ground into chocolate and peanut butter. Not like this.”

“Exactly. This is an ethical as much as a culinary experience.”

The actor twirls the fork in front of him, “Yesterday I saw a girl playing as I was out on the balcony, letting the locals see me. Per your orders. A very simple game. She was arranging smooth stones and pieces of green glass and other small things she’d dug out of the sandpit in a row. A five-year-old.”

“A five-year-old making an inventory of her treasures. Come on, eat the ant. I want to know how it tastes.”

“Objects in a row: one, two, three. That was it. But I thought: that’s writing.”


Ruth smiles absently.

The actor closes his eyes, putting both the fruit and the ant in his mouth. Chews thoughtfully.

“It really does taste of cinnamon.”

Ruth’s phone rings. A local number, landline. She picks up.

“We’re calling from Sint Vincentius.”

“Yes?”

“Am I speaking to Muhammed’s aunt?”

It takes her a moment to recall that she really did give the hospital her phone number.

“Yes, that’s me.” She gets up, gestures apologetically, walks toward the exit. “Has something happened?”

“Good news. Muhammed woke up last night.”






Control

“Roll two ten-sided dice.”

The parent is only half-listening to what’s being said while watching the two teenagers jumping in the waves.

“Muhammed! Not too far out!”

The game master repeats: “Roll two dice.”

The parent apologizes. Rolls the dice in the box. The game master compares the number to the character sheet and the story continues, “You get to the village without any more mishaps. Do you want to ask the villagers if they’ve seen the man you’re looking for? The man you fought alongside in the war?”

“He was the one who took the other half of the power diamond, right?”

“Yeah.”

“He works as a blacksmith in the village here?”

“That’s the rumor you heard. What’s your score for Persuasion?”

“Only a basic chance.”

“Alright, roll two dice and compare the result with 
that number,” says the game master, but the truth is he doesn’t need to know what’s on the dice. This time he already knows what’s going to happen. He’s made a plan:

“The man you’re looking for is dead.”

“He’s dead?”

“He was murdered by some evil beings. But his son is still alive. He joins you on your quest.”
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Lucien

Government contracts.

The car drifts through the dappled light of the avenues with a cozily designed hum of lithium batteries and sustainability.

In a few hours the intervention will be over. The petitions, the whole campaign to protect the place Ruth comes from—everything will sink without a trace and the demolitions will begin.

She looks nauseous, sitting in the passenger seat beside him and nervously rearranging her clothing: a thin, dark gray bomber jacket, black T-shirt with asymmetrical seams. Clothes that slip beneath the radar on both local squares and board rooms. Clothes beyond financial markers.

“The boy in a coma woke up the day before yesterday.”

A little piece of information that might explain the state she’s in. He says, “Are we talking about the boy who has the recording of someone pretending to be Mio? What’s he saying?”


“I haven’t had the opportunity to see him yet. But he woke up. Completely unexpectedly.”

“Are there other ways to wake up from a coma?”

“Presumably.”

“Pieces of music from your earliest childhood.”

“Electric shocks.”

They drive into Twenty-Seventy, passing shops, people clustered around benches.

“Remind me to cross you off my list of people to get in touch with if I’m ever in an accident.”

“A shot of adrenaline to the heart.”

Lucien laughs. He feels an anticipation so strong it’s almost erotic. If the day goes as planned, which Ruth’s interventions always do, many things will change. Government contracts: Lucien is already in contact with civil servants and politicians who, like him, see an opportunity to turn Belgium into a center for the nameless new sector the agency was leading. Belgium could become the virtual equivalent of Panama, Gibraltar, the Marshall Islands, and other countries that sell their flags to foreign shipping companies: a country populated by fictional people.

They drive between the tall blocks around the square. Lucien has only seen them in 3D models and photographs supplied by the client’s contact person. An interesting feeling as he drives past them at full scale. He parks behind the local supermarket. He and Ruth sit in silence, watching the people passing by. Many look as though they’re heading to the meeting, which is taking place at a secondary school a few streets to the east; the 
poet Anna Afellay hurries past, jewelry clinking, with a laptop bag and those black-framed glasses that make her look uncompromising in a wonderfully hammerhead-shark-like fashion.

He looks at his watch. Glances at Ruth. There’s so much unfinished business within Ruth, but the agency needs her because she doesn’t speak to the shadows in people, to the guilt and the burdens, but to that other thing. The thing she had the author call the soul. She’s central to the transformation the world is currently undergoing, but she can’t see it. Blinded by her own concerns, like everyone.

“Perhaps the town square, in the true sense—as a public space—has never really existed.” He takes the key out of the ignition. “A physical place that’s open to all, where everyone meets and interacts. The town square has always had conditions attached. It’s banal to point it out.”

“But you will anyway.”

“When I say we’re advocates, I don’t mean that our job is to be our clients’ spokespeople. It’s more than that.”

“Did I say something?”

“I created the agency to bring people together, free of the identities they’re presumed to have. Free of scars. We allow the state of the world to be debated in a way that even those who’ve been crushed by the violence of history can hear. That’s how we heal the world. That’s the only way to do it, unless we believe it’s possible to achieve by returning to…I don’t know. Chauvinism 
dressed up as universalism.”

Ruth sits with her elbow against the side window, in a tormented, hunched position.

To the extent he’s been able to, he’s encouraged her to believe that it really is Mio speaking on the golden disc, simply because that will liberate her from believing it, and yet he still tries: “Assuming this golden disc is full of lies, assuming it’s just someone pretending to be Mio in order to get to this boy, it’s not unlike the agency’s work. Right?”

Ruth just looks at him suspiciously. Says nothing. He smiles and says, “All right, maybe that doesn’t help.”

She nods to indicate that they should get out of the car. Out in the warm afternoon he says the last thing he’s been planning to say, at least half in earnest: “We are the heralds of the new town square.”

The gym is filled beyond capacity. They sit far back, near the bleachers, where a group of children are climbing and messing around. A woman is speaking. Piles of crumpled paper on the table in front of her. It seems they are lacking the last few hundred signatures they’d need to bring about a local referendum, but they are counting on getting them over the next few weeks. There’s a feeling in the air of victory within reach. The people here don’t know what’s coming. What they’re dealing with.

Ruth wipes the sweat from her palms and checks her phone for the first time since getting out of the car. Probably waiting for an update from Sint Vincentius. 
Something about the boy’s status.

Lucien sees the author’s neatly groomed head. According to Ruth, he’s been living here the last few months. Crossing the square, standing on the balcony.

Next item. Media strategy. Any other business.

The author clears his throat. Gets to his feet.

“May I say a few words?”

Whispers here and there around the gym—that’s the guy who wrote in the paper, an author—an appreciative murmur. Lucien wonders if Ruth chose that vocation because the area has something old-fashioned about it, a lost-world atmosphere in the midst of the futuristic, blueish concrete architecture: greengrocers and uncles clicking prayer beads in the courtyards, women waddling through doorways with laundry baskets—it’s still possible, here, to believe that an author has conquered something, has access to something others lack.

The man turns to the left and the right.

“I came here long ago. Over the seas. The sea.” He seems to lose his thread here, as though the word carries a surprising weight that he has to parry internally—the sea. The man blinks a few times. “Let me begin by speaking to you who might identify with me. You who left your parents, or their graves, and the trees in whose sighs you could still hear their voices. You who in many ways abandoned yourselves too. Did you find what you were looking for? I’m not talking about the buildings. There’s nothing wrong with the houses, I’ve lived here all these years. Many of you know me.”

Lucien smiles at this ingeniously constructed lie: 
everyone thinks it’s someone other than them who knows the man—a lie that could only be uttered in a crowd.

Ruth’s nausea appears to be back. She looks almost green. This must be an enormous change for her. Her lips white and pressed tight together. Soon this place will no longer exist.

“I’m not talking about the buildings,” the author repeats. “You know what I’m talking about. I know you know.”

A portion of the audience seems to have tired of his roundabout, metaphorical way of talking—a young girl in hijab says, “Get to the point, walla.”

The author just smiles at this, and Lucien sees that even this is part of Ruth’s orchestration—the actor who provokes the audience a little, and then smiles because what he has come here to do is too important for him to get distracted by such outbursts—he ignores the young woman and goes on talking to the parents, to those who came here loaded with dreams that are now floundering and lashing out at the watery entrails of life:

“You see it happen. You see the schools and the buildings crumbling. Even our accent, the way we speak here, is what they call a stigma. A scar. And you see your children drifting around down on the square, moving, with every summer, farther and farther from you.” He pauses, letting them fill in with private disappointments and adversities, and when the silence has thickened and taken on the right shade of dazed sorrow, he says, “And with every winter, the light in their eyes grows weaker.”


That gets the religious mothers in the audience mumbling in tentative agreement. They straighten their hijabs and nod, a few of them wiping tears from their eyes.

Lucien senses the shift in mood in this echoing gym: people want to hear constructive words, they want to hear that although the place they live in may have its issues, it’s still their home and they intend to stay here forever. They don’t want an author, apparently moderately famous but to them unknown, to stand there talking about “stigma”—even the children climbing on the bleachers have grown listless and grumpy.

“I’m going to tell you something you already know.” The man strokes his well-groomed beard, allowing the linguistic finesse to sink in: you know this but I’m going to tell you. And Lucien understands Ruth’s handiwork well enough that he can hear from the rhythm and the tone that it’s coming. The decisive moment.






Ruth

The grey-green plastic flooring of the gym is covered with a tangle of colored lines—indoor soccer, handball, basketball. Scratches and stuck-on chewing gum.

Ruth is staring down between her feet, nodding in the pauses, occasionally mouthing a word—the man is playing his role perfectly:

“Our children blame us for ending up here, even if they would never say it. How could a child say to their mother: Why did you stay here?”

Army boots today. French army standard model. Sixteen-hole. She gags again, holds it back. The author who has stepped out of her soul, or out of the world, says:

“Do you know how they articulate their blame? They tell us how proud of us they are. They say: My dad’s a fighter. That’s what people say here, right? My mom’s a fighter, walla.” The author laughs. Ruth twists her ring, its matte facets glimmer.

Pause, two beats.

“You think kids in other neighborhoods talk like 
that? One child says my mom is a hero, another says my mom never stops nagging, she’s clueless. Which of them is confident, secure?”

He is still for a moment, once again pretending to be captivated by a memory, by the masked sorrow that Ruth wrote into the author when she saw it in the actor—everyone’s eyes magnetically attracted to the muscles around his eyes, the half-open, trembling mouth—Ruth doesn’t need to look up to know it’s happening. She can feel it in the loaded silence.

“My two daughters used to tell anyone who’d listen that their dad was a famous writer. They said it to strangers on the bus, to the woman behind the counter at the bank: My dad’s a big author in the country we come from.” Short laugh. “Our children blame us. They blame us and the worst thing is they don’t even know it.”

Ruth looks around at last, and sees that people are totally deflated. The author’s speech has exposed the whole business with the petitions and referendums as compensation for something else, for lives gone awry.

Ruth knows how surprised people are that this well-spoken man has lived alongside them all these years without them really seeing him—but he’s very clearly seen them. He knows people well, it’s obvious, and that’s probably why he’s kept to himself: the logic of self-hatred. It occurs to her for the first time that her mom or dad might have come to this last meeting. She surveys the crowd but doesn’t spot them. She does spot Kaddi, though, leaning against a wall toward the front, gray-haired and sullen. Now he continues:


“They will give us new places to live, and I know—” he gets these last words in quickly, I know, cutting off any objections, not impolite but the opposite, intimate, as when a mother comforts her child: I know it hurts—“…we thought we’d come home. We journeyed across the seas and put down our bags and we were home. Home.”

Lucien nudges her with his elbow and leans toward her ear:

“Say the word three times, like in a fairytale.”

His warm, panting breath on her cheek. Ruth smiles absently. The actor says, “I’m going to tell you something you already know.” Of course, the repetition is intentional: the first time he used this formulation he seemed smart, now he comes across instead like a scatter-brained senior who’s always telling the same story—this makes him more real—doesn’t every migrant family have an old uncle who’s learned a pleasing turn of phrase in the new language and uses it a little too much? And now, in full color, he puts into words what every parent in the area fears yet simultaneously, in an awful way, hopes for: “You thought you were home. But your children will not stay here.”

The gym is so silent the traffic from the other side of the square is audible. Children laughing in a distant play park.

Ruth and Mio. They ran across a courtyard where thistles will grow. People will gaze out of a car window on their way to somewhere else, see the motorway 
barriers and the viaducts.

Soon everything will be over. Perhaps then she’ll cry. Or throw up.

She thinks about the phone call she got, that night eleven years ago. It was Harsha, who’d heard it from someone else.

Mio’s dead.

He was stabbed in an underpass.

There’s already a bunch of people there, putting flowers down.

He’s dead, Ruth.

Mom will be forced to move. Harsha and her family, and Amina with her blurry memories of brothers fighting for her sake—they’ll all be spread to the wind. They’ll disappear. Like Mio disappeared.

“To the young people here,” says the author. “I know you’re trying to turn this neighborhood into something more than it is. To a currency only you can possess. You sign the postcode with your fingers.”

Scattered laughter from the teenagers at the back, and from their parents who’ve seen this unintelligible thing—their kid sitting on the sofa practicing how to bend their fingers into a two, zero, seven, zero, and they’re about to ask what that means when they recognize the numbers from their bills and junk mail.

“You stand around, guarding your square like it’s a castle. I know it’s about who gets to sell their stuff out there. It’s a money thing. You don’t need to talk to me about money. But it’s not only that, is it? It’s something else. A bunch of kids come over from Evergem to play 
a soccer game, and what do you do? You chase them off with stones and shout that they’re not welcome. You know why?”

“Because they’re skanks,” a boy’s voice shouts from the back section of the hall, and the teenagers laugh, but not all of them—far from all. The author keeps it together; the interruption only serves to illustrate his theory.

“You do it because you know that no one would come here if they didn’t have to. You do it because you’re ashamed.”

Ruth holds her breath.

“Am I wrong? You see how scared other children are of you, and you’re ashamed.”

She turns around. The kids are fidgeting awkwardly. It’s like when a teacher tells someone off and they know what they’re saying is true. Some of the young men have put their hoods up. One of them is wearing a mask. The grinning skull. He’s holding a half-empty can of Jupiter in his hand. Is he going to throw it? Ruth has factored in a certain amount of chaos at the end of the intervention. The actor turns to him now too, smiling and saying, “And what’s worse than being someone others are scared of? Yes, being someone others are scared of for no reason. For nothing.”

The silence is so taut it’s almost creaking. But no violence.

The author is done, but he stays where he is a while longer, gathering the attention in the room around him. Letting the emotions fall into place.


Then he sits down.

It’s over.

The chairwoman clears her throat and says with a dry mouth, “That was a little unexpected.”

Dust swirls in front of the windows up by the ceiling, forming plankton-like veils in the light, around the basketball hoops and the goals with their turquoise netting.

“So, we’re hoping to get the last few signatures this coming week.”

People are going to get up and leave en masse, even though the meeting’s not over.

It should be happening now.

Why isn’t it happening?

Ruth is worried something’s wrong: instead of the meeting ending, the chair reels off a couple more items from the agenda, uncertain at first, but with growing confidence: people decide who is going to collect signatures in the square over the coming days, someone says they’ll contact journalists.

Lucien turns to her with a questioning look, and she shakes her head stiffly as if to confirm his suspicions—no, people staying here is not part of the intervention.

Anna Afellay speaks, beginning with a short digression relating to the author’s comments, gracefully acknowledging the fact that the man lives in the area, that he is speaking from his pain, but then turning to the young people and saying that it’s always possible to fight, that nothing is set in stone—a cliche that meets 
with scattered applause, though from the older people rather than the teenagers.

The meeting continues.

In the parking lot behind Proxy Delhaize, several young people speed past Ruth and Lucien on electric scooters. She recognizes one of them: the guy who told her about the golden disc while she was looking at Mio’s mural. If he recognizes her, he doesn’t let on.

Lucien says nothing about the intervention, but seems slightly agitated. Breathing hard through his nose. Putting the key in the ignition, backing out.

Ruth is—surprised? Relieved? Some feeling she has no name for. Over the years she has created voices that have convinced politicians about investments and changes to the law, voices that have made the art market latch onto new stars, and she’s always found the right tone. But when she turned to what she thought was most her own, the place in the world she thought she knew better than any other, she failed.

They didn’t listen to her.

Lucien regains composure, is once again his cool, smiling self.

“You remember what I told you about my mother?” he says. “Her lies about being a singer and god knows what else. A marine biologist!”

“You thought she was a flight attendant.”

He actually laughs at that.

“It seemed more feasible than the rest of it.” The evening light glides slowly across his high, chiseled 
cheekbones, his distinctive nose. In another life Ruth might have been able to accompany him, to London or some other place. Fam. He says, “In some ways I knew her better than I knew my father. Precisely because I lived with my father. Saw his life as it was, limited by the sluggishness of the world. I knew nothing more about my mother than who she wanted to be. Who she pretended to be.”

“You knew who she should have been. If she’d been free.”

Proxy is eating a cheese and cucumber sandwich, the IV drip still taped to one hand. He’s half-sitting in the bed, reclining against a big cushion.

The room is different now that he’s awake: the feeling of unreality that lay over the murmuring machines and ugly curtains—as though one somehow found oneself inside the unconscious body’s dream—is gone.

“You can hear that it’s his voice though, right?” Proxy picks a slimy piece of cucumber off the sandwich, peels it from his finger with an exaggerated expression of disgust. Ruth says, “But you haven’t met him. Have you?”

Slow, cautious jaw movements. As though his teeth are aching.

“He’s coming to get me. When my class graduates.” She doesn’t answer. “I won’t get any diploma, but the whole school wants me to graduate with them anyway. They think I’m some, like, hero, because of what happened at the library.”


Ruth wonders why they haven’t cut his hair properly—the unkempt tufts sprouting from his head make him look institutionalized. He snorts an anxious, sighing laugh and says:

“I don’t remember it.”

“Haven’t you seen the video?”

A drowsy shrug.

“It doesn’t feel like that’s me.”

“And you haven’t seen Mio? Right?”

“No.”

“The CD was just in your backpack one day?”

“The CD and the CD player,” he mumbles between chews.

Ruth had hoped to find out more than this. She’d hoped for clarity. Nothing is over, it’s all continuing.

“You should come along when he comes to get me,” Proxy says. “You should come to the Nothingness Section.”

Em has rolled up his pant legs and is stumbling about in the surf searching for smooth stones that he bounces across the sea. Ruth is up on the rocks above him.

“Would you like to go away this summer?”

“To London?” Em makes the name sound like an accusation, and while Ruth is still fumbling for an answer he says, “I know you’re looking for an apartment there. And a school for me. I saw it on your computer.”

The sea is calm today. The waves an inhalation that rises around Em’s shins. Recedes. “Are we moving there?”


“I don’t know. No.”

It’s two weeks since the intervention, and Ruth still can’t understand why it didn’t work, whether it was as Lucien hinted, that she was speaking to something much too true and heavy within people, or whether it was something else. That she was never one of them. Perhaps it shouldn’t have been an author who spoke.

The petition, which has now closed, will temporarily put a stop to the demolition plans, and the whole thing will probably end in some kind of compromise all parties are dissatisfied with.

Em takes a stilted step out. Casts a stone so that it jumps toward the horizon with rings spreading behind it.

“OK, not London,” he says. “Where should we go then?”

To the end of the world, Em.

“Here and there,” she says, smiling at something she perceives only as a shadow.

Twenty-Seventy kids.

Em’s stick-thin legs disappearing down into the sea make him look like a wading bird.

“Do you miss him?” he says.

“Do I miss who?”

“Dad.” His voice is so heartrendingly tentative when he says the word. He’s never had the opportunity to say it to someone who would answer to it.

A cry from above. Dad.

He faces out to sea.

She runs her thumb and index finger over her eyes, 
wiping away a few tears. Rubs her palm over her cheek. Em says, “The man who gave me the feathers said he knew my dad.”

The sighing of her pulse. It’s happening now. That’s how it always is in life: you plan and plan for the big upheaval, the transformation, and then one day, it just comes along.

You’re at a library, waiting for your mom to come back from the Vietnamese, and a boy in a black suit comes along wanting help to borrow some books.

You’re woken in the middle of the night by a phone call, and the same boy is out of your life, and you’re left alone.

Em looks over his shoulder at her. Is Mio alive?

“He said it was Dad who collected the feathers for me. He said Dad’s alive.”

“Where did you meet him?”

Em doesn’t answer. Feels like he’s betraying something. Someone.

“He waited for me after school, in all these different cars, and then we’d drive around.”

“Different cars.”

“I think he stole them, because he never had a key. The last time, we drove out to the sea. Just a little bit further up the coast, by the border. I got this feeling that he was going to tell me who he was. That he was my dad. But instead he said sorry.”

“Sorry for what? For leaving you?”

“No. He just said the word. Sorry, sorry, sorry.” Em swishes his foot through the water, studying the small 
whirls it causes. “Ten times, I swear. Then he gave me the rest of the feathers. All at once. And when he dropped me off at our stop he said he couldn’t stay in Antwerp anymore. That his assignment was over. That was the last time I saw him. It was about a month ago.”

“Do you think he was your dad?”

Em tilts his head, thinking.

“How would I know that?”

A piano piece dedicated to her. A rumbling, dramatic sequence. Her mom’s fingers moving across the keyboard.

Em is playing with a couple of younger boys on the swings down in the courtyard, they yank and tear at each others’ jackets. The chains swing. Her mom stops playing. She’s seen something in Ruth’s eyes.

“Do you know why I left your dad?”

“No. You left each other all the time.”

The electric piano’s speakers hum quietly.

“I didn’t want to keep backing away over time. But I wanted him to be able to.”

“Away from what?”

“Away from what has been. Away from how things were.” She smiles. Touches a key. The tone rings out through the apartment. Ruth looks at the burns on her arms. The skin that has puckered and gone shiny. So strange that it never heals. That anything can have any permanence on this ever-changing, fleeting surface. She stands up and goes over to the window. Now someone is throwing sand at Em, but he kicks out at the boy.

Ruth walks over to her mom and kisses her 
forehead. Her mom lights up. As though she’s doubted her daughter’s love all these years.

“Keep playing, Mom,” Ruth says, and she does, she plays the piece she has written for Ruth, over the years—dawdling, thoughtful chords that are now unfolding, tone by solitary tone.

Ruth thinks about the intervention again. She thinks about Mio. If he’s alive, who is he, then? Who was he then, when he promised her he’d stay forever?

Down in the yard, Em jumps off the swing, pulls down another boy, and starts wrestling with him in the sand. They laugh.

Boys.

Voodoo dolls sealed with bruises.

“Lucien?”

He slams the slim book shut, marking his page with a finger.

“You could have taken a couple more days off,” he says, swinging back on his chair. When she doesn’t say anything, standing motionless in the doorway, he waves dismissively, “Let it go, Ruth. We’ll find other ways to get that government contract.”

Trash blows around outside in the kind of directionless, anxious wind that blows through Antwerp just before the spring rains. The painting by Hurvin Anderson on the wall. Palm leaves and white lines of the tennis court under the sky.

“You asked me why I stopped writing. Do you remember that?”


“We were looking at the stars.”

“I said it was because Mio died. That I couldn’t write about it.”

“We seldom know why we do things. We think—”

She interrupts him with a shake of her head, then searches, in silence, for something to say.

“No, perhaps we don’t. But you know—I never stopped writing, did I? I started working here. And what I’ve done here for almost ten years is to write about things that can’t be written about. I’ve emptied the words, scraped them out, like when you…scrape the ashes from a stove.”

He spins on the office chair, from side to side, looking at her from the corner of his eye.

“Has the author been in touch with you?”

“In relation to what?”

“Apparently he’s going to keep on being the author.”

“Instead of himself?”

“A question of definition, I assume. But yeah, instead of being the person he was when we found him. A lunch monitor.”

“A janitor.”

“He’s writing a book of his own.”

The rain comes. Small splashes on the windowpane. Ruth wishes there was something true to say about who Lucien has been for her. She wishes she knew. Lucien goes back to leafing through the slim book. He says:

“The Arabs never would have understood the Quran had it not come to them in a time obsessed with poetry. Say the historians.”


“Homer makes Plato possible.”

“Myths precede laws.”

“I have to…”

“The assignment in Twenty-Seventy came too close. No one understands their mother. No one understands—I don’t know. Come with me to London. We’re creating the world with what we’re doing at the agency. I don’t know how you can’t see it.”

Someone is out in the stairwell outside the agency’s frosted glass door, banging against the elevator.

“It’s not reality you’ll find deep inside a civilization, but fiction.”

“I forgot to lock the Orbea. See you.”

The sound of a piano mechanism without the music. The creaking and whispering of pedals and keys. Jess Rowland. Contemporary sound art.

Ruth bikes through the summer.

No notes. Rasping, haunted sounds of taut strings and wood, oiled hinges. The slam of the lid closing.

The last class comes out on the steps. Arms around each other and spotty faces. Blinking, blue graduation cloaks and square caps.

Ruth was pregnant with Em when her class graduated high school, half a year after Mio disappeared. She didn’t bother with the ceremony on the steps, the parties, the clothes, all that. But now, as she stands in the schoolyard surrounded by waiting family members, moms and dads and siblings and cousins, it seems to 
her as though it’s all built on longing. As though everything wants to be something else, something more. Fiction. She recognizes a few of the guys who hang around the library, their caps seem either too big or too small, borrowed or handed down, and a couple of them have the flags of their home countries draped over their shoulders. Proxy-Muhammed’s seriousness makes him stand out from the others—he cranes his skinny neck and looks out over the crowd. Probably looking for Mio. Mio, who has promised to come and get him, just as he promised Ruth he’d always be there.

Proxy’s mom stands a little to the side with a bunch of lilies, and waves to him. He ignores her. Someone behind Ruth says:

“Why do people always have those photos of themselves as kids on their signs?”

She turns, quickly, careful not to take her eyes off Proxy.

Harsha.

Harsha is standing behind her.

“When did you get back?”

“Day before yesterday.” She looks sandblasted. Tanned almost black, her eyebrows chestnut-pale. She’s wearing a light-colored jacket rather than her work clothes. No flowers. Squinting as though she’s suppressing some grinding pain deep inside. Is she here to see if Mio turns up too? Is that why she’s back in Belgium? Because the man on the golden disc said he’d turn up today?

No, that’s not it; Harsha waves at an old client who’s 
graduated, gestures to indicate she’s just going to finish talking to Ruth. She lays a hand on Ruth’s arm, tenderly.

“I’ve missed you.”

Ruth embraces her, long and hard. There’s so much she can’t say to Harsha. Because they share a past and that’s worth something to her. She wants to keep it, that which once was.

“Who are you waiting for?”

When Ruth doesn’t answer, Harsha looks at her in surprise, but it doesn’t slip into the usual, predictable sympathy. It’s something else. Harsha looks up at the steps.

“How was your trip?” Ruth says. Harsha smiles, but something else creeps into her expression—a kind of distance.

“Violent,” she says. “Violent and beautiful. Vital.”

Ruth thinks that Harsha’s trip was about the stories she’s been hearing all these years from her parents, about the struggle, and about the books she read, the manifesto for a society of the future and the event that would change everything. About how that promise was not fulfilled. How a kind of collective loss rendered all of it a lie: the quote about the world cut in two and the mystical, healing power of violence; the patches and the demonstrations—in hindsight it must seem as though it was all just about Harsha as an individual, that she was changing, as you do in your teens if you’re a certain kind of talented, thoughtful girl in Twenty-Seventy. Her dreams of revolution allowed her to believe the change was not a betrayal, that it didn’t mean she was 
leaving Twenty-Seventy behind, to pretend that her own change prefigured that of the world.

The rain doesn’t want anything.

The rain wants to become the sea.

Ruth doesn’t know.

She takes her eyes off Proxy and looks around. Two parents are holding a sign with an enlarged photo of a three- or four-year-old, who she suddenly recognizes as one of the guys from the library. The kid with the skull mask who threatened Bakhuizen and taunted Golob, and she thinks about Harsha’s question, about people believing there’s still time, about that being the reason they bring photos of students as little kids to the schoolyard: they want to believe they are still at the start of the story. That they can laugh at what time has done to their children.

Proxy-Muhammed’s class is done on the steps. Someone throws confetti over them from a high-up school window. They disperse in the sunshine, hug their families, kiss cousins and siblings on the cheek.

Proxy hangs back. Shades his eyes with his hand.

The confetti winks above him.

His mom waves with lilies lifted toward him, but he pretends not to see her—instead he turns and trots off into the shadows of the school building, with his tufts of black hair sticking out from under the blue student’s cap.






Gold

These guys who smashed up your dad’s knee. Whoever they were. They’re the ones you’re imitating when you steal mopeds and humiliate those smaller than you. Just as your old man does.

You’ve become like them.

That’s the violence.
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Control

“I miss my friends.”

“Em. We can’t just turn around and drive home whenever.”

“What about school? School’s started again.”

From the back seat, Muhammed mumbles:

“Some things are more important than school.”






Mio

The soldier moved, hunched against the whining snowstorm, across the metal grating of the Arctic oil platform. When he reached the left side of the computer screen, which showed only violet and green strips of pixels, and an alarm sounded, Mio pressed down hard on all the keys simultaneously—volleys of shots and screams rang out—Allahu akbar and death rattles.

Nouredine came in through the front door with a balled-up T-shirt pressed over his nose and mouth.

“What happened to you?”

Nouredine sat on the sofa and carefully removed the bundle from his face. A blow to his nose. He’d crashed the moped, smashed his head into a wall.

There was dried blood under his nose, and instead of responding to Mio’s question he first said, in a nasal, slurred voice, “Bro, you still stuck in the Arctic?” He threw the bloody shirt on the table. “Umar just punched me.”

“Why?”

“No reason.”


There was blood running from Nouredine’s nose, brighter than the dried stuff—when he noticed it, he tipped his head back and stared up at the ceiling with his half-swollen-shut eyes.

“No reason?”

“I’m handling it.”

Mio watched Ruth as she slept. She looked older when she was sleeping. A woman, blueish and strange in the girlish room. Her old man was working nights, so Mio could be there until six or seven in the morning. He pulled on his pants and shirt and sauntered out onto the balcony. Gray sky over the courtyard. God, if you really exist…he didn’t know what to wish for.

Change everything without changing anything.

She came out with his tracksuit top fluttering like a dress above her naked, goose-pimpled legs.

“I woke up because you weren’t there.”

He wanted to tell her what he and Nouredine were going to do the next day. But he didn’t. But she had her secrets too, things she wrote about him in her poems. That he was a guy who would either die or end up in prison. Assuming they were about him.

“Nouredine used to love that slide when we first came here,” he said. “He’d slide down it a thousand times in a single afternoon.”

Ruth put her hands in the pockets of the tracksuit top.

“What’s this?”

He wouldn’t ordinarily leave the feathers around, but 
everything with Nouredine and Umar…he shrugged, and she imitated him, exaggerating the movement so it looked stupid and awkward: What do you mean, dunno? But he didn’t know. He just liked them, or something. Looked imploringly at her. Like, why are you with me. She’d been momentarily enchanted by the feather, the primary of a North American falcon, striped brown and white. Majestic, somehow. Money he really should have given to Kabar.

“I’ve been, like, collecting them. Since Denis died,” he said. “Maybe I’m turning into a bird.”

Nouredine snapped out the telescopic baton and drew it along a shelf of pickled vegetables that fell to the floor—a wave of vinegar and broken glass washed over the floor tiles toward Mio’s shoes, as he stood guard at the door. Pieces of cauliflower, cucumber, carrot—he stepped backward so as not to get his shoes dirty.

He had an ax in his hand, black, with a metal head and shaft. One of those little hand axes you could pick up here and there. A Senegalese lady who’d been in the shop came past him, just shuffling past, unhurried. Even gave him an irritated shove. Out of the way. Africans, walla.

Behind the counter Umar had his hands up over his head, and Nouredine was standing in front of him, pointing the baton at his chest. He pushed, sending Umar stumbling backward to sit on the table behind him—Umar mumbled a long obscenity in Arabic, a curse of which Mio could make out only a few words, 
something about their home, their offspring, and Nouredine hit him with the baton then, once and then several times—Umar shielded himself with flailing movements, sweeping phone cards and ten-packs of Puffbarz onto the floor, until one blow hit his temple and he collapsed among the merchandise.

Mio clutched the metal shaft of the ax. Adrenalin rush. He concentrated on breathing steadily, keeping his pulse down. Like this was any old break-in or fight. The world narrowed to a shaky, incandescent strip of film.

Nouredine stepped in behind the counter, and of course he pulled his balaclava up onto his forehead, even though they’d agreed not to show their faces. He opened the cash register and grabbed a bunch of scratch cards, of all things. Thank god he couldn’t be seen from outside.

Mio peered out into the afternoon. A group of kids had gathered on the other side of the square. Little Muhammed, Umar’s son, was trying to escape from a grown woman’s grip, jerking and pulling and crying.

Mom.

Mom with a shopping bag spilled over her feet.

Mio swore.

Sure, the plan had been to go in and smash the place up and say something about this being revenge for Umar hitting Nouredine, but Umar was meant to think they were someone else, gang members, cousins from Europark.

The masks they were wearing were meant to make them feel less alone.


But of course Nouredine had to let Umar know who they were.

For a couple of horrifying minutes, Mom stared right at Mio, who forgot he was still wearing the balaclava.

Little Muhammed was struggling and writhing in her grip.

Sometimes she’d stood at the door, her eyes completely void of emotion while the old man threw Mio and Nouredine against the walls and furniture, whipped them with his belt, fastened it around their necks like a leash. Not crying, not trying to stop him.

Time swelled and flattened like a supersonic bang over the square’s concrete paving. Pigeons landed on balcony railings and streetlights. Wings fluttering, dizzy. Hard to get air under the thick woolen sheath.

He realized he actually was wearing a mask, but was sure his mom still knew. He turned. Umar had grabbed the baton, which Nouredine must have put down.

Mio screamed his little brother’s name. Stopped guarding the door—the ring of a bell as it closed behind him.

Umar struck little Nouredine in the back of the skull, and he fell right into the cash register. Hit his forehead, making his head recoil, and the thin strip of consciousness inside Mio converged in a single trembling focal point: he moved through the store, quickly, and then it wasn’t him anymore, but someone else—he was sitting up on top of one of the blocks, afterward, with Ruth, laughing.


The other, this stranger, came up to Umar, who lifted the baton to hit Nouredine again, and a third time.

He sank the ax into his knee. Not to kill.

A crunch. The sound of a rope snapping. Umar didn’t cry out—not when he fell and not after—he lay there silently, hugging his leg, sort of scratching at his knee, his breathing ragged, in a pool of blood and vinegar, smashed glass jars and pale vegetables.






Bakhuizen

There’s a poem where the poet says they are employed by a great memory. A line that could probably only be written in one of the post-war welfare states, like an expression of the great demands it places: in a bureaucracy that regulates people’s free time and their dreams, childhood and sex lives, one can also imagine a memory that employs people.

Ellen Bakhuizen walks around the library, turning off the lights, and finds abandoned scraps of information, private and public—lines from poems that have meant something, thoughts never quite formulated or expressed. The fluorescent lights flicker and are extinguished over section after section: Flemish fiction, French fiction, political theory. Her beloved little poetry section.

She stops by one of her wreaths. Every flower a memory. A boy.

A man she was in love with told her and the other disciples that it was thanks to flowers that people had eyes and fingertips, dreams and teeth. That was before 
her training in Liège, before her courses in sociology and her runs along the lines of poplars on the Rue Reynier in pouring rain and sun, before the discipline that must have seemed precocious to her course-mates—it was when she traveled, searching for another way of being, one that would match the intense glow inside her—novel drafts and half-finished poems, overwritten essays about Maeterlinck and Yourcenar—those years when she sometimes believed her eyes would spontaneously combust from all the riches of the world.

She lived for a few weeks with a collective in Thailand led by a Brit who’d come into contact with a number of masters, as he called them—spiritual masters. Charismatic in a long-haired way, and gauntly attractive in the way people become when they can lift their own body weight two hundred times without a break. He said that when the life force—he used a name in Sanskrit that she must have chanted at least a hundred thousand times there amid the hash smoke and the sun’s haze, but she can no longer recall it—he said that when this genderless, swirling power gave rise to the cosmos, at the beginning it could only create very violent phenomena—black holes and giant chunks of rock that tumbled through the night, and that the flowers were its way of softening its majesty through beauty, in some way she’d never quite understood, but thought sounded true as they sat there with what else but flowers in their hair, conscious of every breath.

She locks up and sets the alarm. The doctors say the new medicine will ameliorate the shivers she feels. Out 
on the square, girls in sequined headscarves jump along a pattern chalked on the asphalt, while a phone flashing on a bench plays clattering music, and she knows, in her tired joints, that what she’s seeing is the last happy time.

Proxy-Muhammed hasn’t been back to the library since he woke up, and she relives that moment one last time: he looks at her pleadingly, asks her to tell the guards he’s innocent. And she averts her eyes.

She’s just tired.

Pain right into her bone marrow, shooting pains through the tops of her femurs, her fingers—the electric agony that fills the bowl of her pelvis.

Payment for living in this time and seeing and remembering.

She stops in front of the mural. Some nights she regrets initiating the project. Why should a criminal be up there, looking down on mothers dragging home food from Proxy Delhaize and pensioners who once built this country, and all the kids who actually stick to the straight and narrow, who do their homework and go to their football practice? Ninety-nine percent do conduct themselves properly.

A man she’s often seen in the library over the past year is walking from the bus station. A gray-haired, well-dressed gent who could be mistaken for an ex-foreign minister of some third-world country—a phrase to discard, “third world.” He’s an author, though up to now he’s only written in Arabic and been published in the country he comes from. Now he seems to be working on something in Flemish, one final work, about how it is to 
work here in Belgium, for two decades or more—sitting in an apartment in Twenty-Seventy and writing one’s books in a foreign language and feeling guilt over the fact one has survived, and the joy of having gotten away, and seen society change, the society he’s never written for, since he’s written for a foreign country—he tends to load up all his scrap paper and notebooks onto one of the library’s tables, and sit there, as though shipwrecked, swaying in the groundswell of another age, with his pens and his White-Out and the reference books she sometimes helps him find.

“What’s the connection between murals and poverty?” He stops beside her. “The children of the rich die too.”

She likes the fact he uses these old-fashioned words. Propertied. He says, “In wealthy areas of town, you don’t see pictures of dead children painted on the wall. No one writes their names under bridges and on phone booths.”

She shudders and looks up at Mio. Those once-sparkling, happy eyes. The artist got that much right, at least. “How’s the book going?”

“Backward. It’s in-growing, like a toenail.”

He always makes her laugh.

Laugh at the illness and the inhuman diagnostics and cycles of treatment, with poisons on drips and insects, apparently, sniffing her blood in laboratories.

Nausea and loose teeth.

An electric scooter whirs by. It’s the girls, riding together, three girls wrapped around each other in an 
embrace so as not to fall off. She rubs her arms to warm herself.

“I’ve always thought it comes down to the fact that some people’s sorrow is not acknowledged.”

“Because our humanity is not acknowledged,” says the author—complicating the whole conversation with that little word: our.

“Yeah. Well, I’m not sure it’s that simple.”

She wonders about the golden discs. She’s found them over the years: in backpacks that have been left behind, or tossed in through doorways. Mostly the same story is on all of them: someone claiming to be Mio and addressing Proxy. But sometimes there are variations in the form or content. On some of the discs, the person seems to be addressing someone else—a specific individual or other youths in general.

On one of the first recordings she heard—actually, it must have been several years ago now—the person speaking said it was important to apply yourself at school, because only those who had good grades could get to the place they were headed, but on the recordings addressed specifically to Proxy, the message is that none of that is important, that on the contrary, it’s those who’ve been judged most harshly that are the most valued. They “have nothing”—capitalism generates its own gravediggers. She says:

“Every time a boy gets killed around here, journalists show up, wanting to interview family and friends. Speeches are made in the city hall. Speeches are made in Brussels, saying that what has happened is unacceptable. 
Children shouldn’t die in Belgium.”

The author strokes his chin. Apparently he made something of a scene at a meeting back in the summer. Got up and made a speech that said, in effect, that it would be just as well if they knocked down the buildings here.

“But all that is just flowers people leave on the street afterward, isn’t it?” he says, and that’s true, of course it is. The truth about Mio couldn’t be spoken while he was lying there, growing cold in a mortuary, with the flowers still on the ground in the underpass. The truth could be spoken only on an evening like this, one week into the autumn semester, with the temperature average and the sun reflected in flame-colored spots across the apartment blocks, when the newscasters are gushing about sports and trade agreements. But on an evening like this, no one wants to hear about boys like Mio. Not a word about Nouredine or Denis or…what were the others named? All the flowers and bouquets. On a night without blood on the ground, no one talks about them; about the boys who die after having beaten, robbed, assaulted. And the truth is, it’s clear even in the photos the family digs out afterward that these boys have lived with violence, that they’ve chosen it, been fascinated by it, because when the papers ask for photos to print, although the occasional mother may try to find one where her son looks relatively innocent, they are all, almost without exception, grinning and making Twenty-Seventy signs with their fingers, like fifteen-year-old mafia bosses.


She shoves her hands into the pockets of her overcoat.

Proletarian outlaws with nothing to sell but their time.

Medicines that make you cold and medicines to warm you up again.

“We lock every door in front of them when they’re ten years old,” she says, “so when they die we don’t have to mourn them, because we’re sure they could never be anything but what they were. Which was probably the reason they were running around with knives and guns in the first place. Perhaps we should be mourning the fact we’ve made a generation of children impossible to mourn.” A little koan, almost.

A single hand, clapping.

“All this around the square here is going to be torn down, did you hear that?” she says. “Making way for a highway up to Bergen op Zoom.”

Of course, the author knows more about the twists and turns of the transport redevelopment than she does, but doesn’t seem interested in talking about it. He makes a humming sound. She says, “What did you write today?”

He smiles—at the switch to a more pleasant line of conversation, or at something internal: the mysteries of his craft, inaccessible to her now.

“A man cuts across a playground,” he says. “He catches sight of himself in a window and stops, surprised that the face looking back has wrinkles and white hair.”


“A familiar situation.”

“A man with a felt hat and a stick. He lifts a hand, touches his cheek, as though feeling for something sharp in the darkness. But the one observing the man is not like us, they are a creature who forever sees people as the children they once were. No scars, no traces.”

“Is it an assignment? He’s been commissioned?”

“Perhaps. Why not. It’s an assignment. The angel of the playground is sitting invisible on the climbing frame, watching people, commissioned by God. Sometimes following them into their apartments, watching them take off their coats and collapsing exhausted before their apparatus.”

“Their comforting new stories of war and misery.”

“For example, an old dear comes shuffling along with a scarf over her hair and a walker she pushes along in front of her with great effort, but to the angel her face is that of a child, a young girl, and the hands gripping the frame are smooth little child’s hands.”

“And it’s not some kind of dress-up? Not a game?”

“On the contrary. The children inhabit their lives with the growing despondency of the elderly.”

“The buses and taxis are driven by tired, sunken-eyed children. Both the doctor and the patient are terrified children.”

“The day’s harvest.”






Mio

A whistling in the wind, a note like a siren—already gone.

Mio pinched a little bread from the loaf and threw it out, out over the edge of the roof, down to the street.

She touched his hand, as though to quiet his thoughts, make him present here, with her. She rested her forehead against his.

“I like you, Mio,” she said, and he said:

“The book about a person’s life should say things the person doesn’t know about themselves, right?”

“Maybe.”

“For sure.” He nodded—he’d thought a lot about his. “that’s why no one can find the book about themselves. Because the book about me would be your book too.”

Family.

He thought that’s what she was. His family. The birds came. He’d fed them so often that now they always came, in flocks—gulls, crows, and pigeons, and those black birds with paler undersides—the dinosaur-like 
gliders he’d only seen here, over the metal grates and concrete steps of Twenty-Seventy—they dived and snapped up the bread, with plaintive cries—sometimes he still suspected they were the souls of dead boys, caught forever in the skies above a neighborhood.

The whistling noise came back, rising and sinking in the wind, from somewhere very far away.

“Have you heard about the angel who has a trumpet?” He and Nouredine were back at the sea; they’d crept through the rusty hole in the fence and made their way down to the waves. Mio pulled out a bag of assorted pills and half a block of hash from his bag. The sea swelled into a cement-heavy surge against the rocks on the shoreline. He threw out the block of hash. Nouredine was standing behind him and didn’t see what he was doing.

“The one who blows the trumpet when it’s all over?” said Mio, opening the bag and pouring out the pills, which the wind spread over the waves, and then Nouredine realized what was going on, and slipped, swearing, to him and wrenched the bag from his hands—its empty flutter a taunt.

“Abdourahman said he’s as big as the whole cosmos,” said Mio.

“Who?”

“That imam you used to go and sing with.”

“He’s as big as the cosmos? What’re you on?”

Mio shook out his backpack. Trash and bits of pills. He didn’t know what would happen when Kabar 
wanted the money. Something horrible. But horrible things happened all the time.

“The angel,” he said. “The angel of the breath. He has already put the trumpet to his lips, and now he’s looking at God’s throne and all he’s waiting for is the order to blow.” The thing he was trying to explain was connected to the feeling he’d had at Denis’s funeral, the feeling that time was coming to an end, but Nouredine wasn’t following—he was just standing open-mouthed with the plastic bag snapping in the wind. Mio raised his voice so his little brother would really hear and understand, “I’ve tried to be like the old man all my life. But he’s not a real man, you know?”

“It’s cool.” Nouredine looked down at the cliffs. Maybe he got it. Sorry and all. Nouredine said, “You know when we came out here when we were little? When the old man told us how he should really have worked at a library? You know what I wondered when he said that? What should I have been? If the Mongols hadn’t come, and the old man had been the top librarian or whatever it’s called, and you’d inherited that job—what would I have been?”

Something in this line of thinking made Mio laugh—the bitterness and unpredictability were so typically Nouredine.

Nouredine smiled, shyly, happy to have made his brother laugh like that. “Would I still have been myself? That was what I didn’t understand, you know?”

Mio laughed more, felt liberated. He said, “From now on we’re going to do something different.”


“What do you mean, different?”

“Whatever. We can travel. Go away.”

“Travel? Where will we get the money from?”

“We can work.”

Nouredine suddenly seemed to get that he was still holding the bag—he threw it out into the wind, hard, like a stone, but of course it just fluttered and opened out like a parachute—the contrary material serving him yet another little jibe.

“Bro,” said Nouredine. “Bro, I can’t be calling people, selling them electricity service.”

Lavish functions. Cheap roses from the corner shop. Flowers by the stem.

Wildflowers picked along a rusty wire fence. By the road.

On the way home from the bus stop, Nouredine said, “You’ve taken the money, haven’t you?” His voice was shrill and lifeless in the echoing space of the underpass. “Money that should have been ours. You’re going to use it when you leave. You and Ruth.”

“I don’t have any money.”

“That why you’ve got that secret cash box in the trash area?”

Mio turned and hit Nouredine. He regretted it immediately, but no one was allowed to talk about the box. No one was allowed to look in the box. One of the lights in the tunnel was broken. It flickered and buzzed. They 
stared at one another. When Nouredine hit back, Mio was startled, because it was the first time ever, or since their childhood. They stared at one another again. Mio punched. Nouredine grabbed the sleeve of his jacket. They started to wrestle.

No one was allowed to open the box and see that it didn’t hold any money.

They rolled around, and Mio ended up on top, sitting across his little brother, and he pressed his nails into Nouredine’s face. Nouredine bit his thumb, so instead Mio grabbed his throat with one hand and started punching with the other—Nouredine flailed and kicked out, and Mio’s fist hit an elbow—pain flashed up through his knuckles, through the thin bones of his hand. The pain made him lash out again.

Nouredine let out little puppyish barks, half-turned on his side, and Mio knew suddenly—an insight that flared up in his consciousness—that he’d always hit him because he couldn’t protect him. He was raging at Nouredine because Nouredine was weak and because he was weak, too—and that was why the old man had hit them. They hit each other because they were too weak to protect each other. He threw another punch, but this time it was only a half-movement—his arm stayed in the air, sank down, the weakness of dreams.

The weakness of the night.

There was a hot tightness in his side, around his ribs.

A disintegrating sensation—like cheap glue coming unstuck.


I’ll change.

Nouredine was lying beneath him, his eyes wide, terror-struck, but wait, you’re the one getting a beating, why—

Wait.

He tumbled off Nouredine. Drew breath. A gurgle. Like in the game, when the enemy dies.

Ruth—wait for me—he had an image of her running toward him, and of her being the one calling, with his voice—wait for me.

Nouredine scrambled against the ground with his feet, got himself into a sitting position, and Mio tried to grab ahold of him, pull him down, but everything was disintegrating.

And he thought of the flowers, that they were always left on the ground, until the petals withered in the sun. And one day, the wind comes and takes away the fragile, forsaken stuff—he thought he could see it now, the remains of old flowers in the wind, shimmering like the salt that had stuck to his skin last summer.

There had been days by the sea.

Sometimes they found sea urchins on the flat rocks, and on the outside they were spiky and tough as the inner tubes of a car tire, but if you pried them off the rock and turned them over, they were soft and almost luminescent. Pink. Violet. And he and Ruth were like that too, as he laid a hand on her belly now, under her 
T-shirt, here on the beach—the bath towel’s fluttering tent of laughter and light.

Devotion.

He lay on his back and tried, the whole time, to draw breath, but Nouredine had put a heavy cloth of clay over him, and it was pressing on his ribcage.

Devotion—someone was dragging him through the underpass. Was he floating? Domed, graffiti-covered lights passed. Reverence—that’s what the feeling was called. And he thought he felt someone lifting his head, that his head was resting in someone’s lap.

“Muhammed.”

But so chillingly alone. From the very start.

Ruth.

Ruth, did you know there’s a bird called a peregrine falcon? With long, narrow, speckled primaries. In Flemish they call it a slechtfalk, a “bad falcon.” But it’s protected. And its Latin name is Falco peregrinus—the journeying falcon. Before it dives, it flies high, high up. Its true name, peregrine, means Pilgrim.
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Ruth

Ixelles. She thinks once more about the lie. She’s always told herself it was about protecting Em, but she doesn’t know anymore. She’s back in the courtyards. Amina sits beside her on the bench, pushing one of the earrings through her lobe.

“So like, I won’t sell them or anything. That’s not why I asked what they cost.”

Ruth smiles, dismisses the subject with a hand gesture. A gift. The children are back at school after the summer break, they come sauntering home in groups of two or three, brothers and sisters and friends who vanish through the doors.

“Have you decided what you’re going to do? This fall?”

Amina shrugs. She’s still examining the other earring.

The black ceramic material has been taken from the heat insulation on a decommissioned space shuttle, cut into facets and polished to look like opaque black diamonds. It’s strange, but many years ago Ruth bought 
a piece of meteoric iron to wear on a silver chain, often trying to conjure a sense of vertigo around this object, melted inside some sun billions of years ago, but she never succeeded—she gave it to Em, who lost it within a week. But looking at the earrings, she always gets the feeling she sought in that heavy gray metal pendant: her gut clenching when she thinks about the distances through which the space shuttle sailed weightlessly. Beyond the blue. In the continuation.

“Muhammed’s going to come on vacation with me and Em.”

“Proxy?”

“Apparently he doesn’t want to be called that.”

“Doesn’t Em have school?”

“I’ve arranged for him to have a couple of weeks off.”

Amina puts on the other earring, gets out her phone, and studies herself with the help of the camera.

“Come with us.”

“Where are you going?”

“Here and there.”

Ruth gets out of the car. The pull of the leaden sea. A beach umbrella rolls in the wind. It’s the third week of the trip. She sneaks the door closed behind her, but Muhammed still wakes up with a groaning yawn in the back seat, among changes of clothes and sleeping bags and a host of other things they’ve gathered—shampoo and sunscreen in a plastic bag, shells and a toy plane with foam wings, a few of Em’s game manuals that don’t 
fit in his backpack—they sometimes play now, in quiet moments. One of his conditions for coming on the trip.

The signs on the parking lot face the land, as though everything in this windy, sleepy resort by the Adriatic Sea was struggling not to be sucked into eternity. Muhammed comes to stand beside her, swathed in a shiny silver foil blanket he bought in a shop selling specialist hiking and climbing equipment that they visited at the beginning of the trip; that too is a piece of old space technology.

“Ruth, can I ask you something?”

“Yeah.”

“Were you disappointed when Mio didn’t come for me?”

“In some ways. Were you?”

He has a downy mustache and thoughtful eyes. Sweats and a T-shirt. He doesn’t respond, but says instead:

“My dad hated Mio and Nouredine, you know? He had this idea they were worse than everyone else in the neighborhood. I think that was why I followed them around all the time. Because Dad got the way he did. After the robbery?” Muhammed laughs. “I became, like, friends with the two guys he hated most in the world, just to get revenge on him. Because he stopped loving me or something.”

“He didn’t stop loving you.”

The sun is setting behind them, coloring the cliffs and the buildings on the other side of the bay peach. Ruth recalls a line of poetry she once wrote: that girls 
take revenge through who they choose to love; or, girls hate the world with their love. Something like that. She looks at Muhammed, who wraps the glimmering space blanket tighter around himself. Maybe it’s the same for boys. He says:

“In some ways, he has come for me. Mio.” He looks back, toward the car, where Amina and Em are still sleeping. He fiddles with the edge of the blanket; it crackles and catches the light. “I did things to kids who were younger. Stole their jackets and stuff? Humiliated them. Everyone around me tried to get me to change. Mom and Dad. School, and that Harsha woman, you know? The social worker?”

“Yeah.”

Ruth doesn’t tell him what she thinks: that it’s not Mio speaking on the golden disc, but one of his friends, or perhaps, as van der Aart implied, the murderer.

It doesn’t have to mean that the Nothingness Section doesn’t exist. That that place is impossible. She wants it to exist, even if not for her sake. She has something. She and Em.

“You know,” Muhammed says. “Everyone was trying to threaten and scare me. Reward me. Control me. But none of it worked. Then I heard on that gold CD that I didn’t need to change anything at all, because there was a place where they wanted me anyway.” He wraps the blanket tighter again. “And that’s what I wanted to give myself to.”






Mother

Mio was lying on his back, wrapped in two pieces of white cloth. The shaft of light swept slowly across his chest, up over his chin, lips, his closed eyes. Everything was very still inside the box, even though it was tumbling through the night. There was no weight, no center, nothing to fall toward or away from.

Mio’s mother stood on the balcony. Her hands climbed the fabric of her dress. Gathered it up, released it. The coarse, black fabric of her mourning dress.

The shaft of light moved through the box, because the box was passing stars, and there was a gap between the box and its lid.

It would keep going forever. There was no way of catching it. Her son—her little boy, whom she’d borne, with her body—

Her hands screwed the cloth into sweaty little balls, then released.


Mio—the boys ran out on the square, and the square gave them different names. But a square is no mother.

Her son was in the box. She screamed, but fell silent just as the sound crossed her lips.

Her hands gathered the dress. Her legs gave way, and she screamed again, not caring now if the neighbors heard—such an inhuman, cracked sound.






Nouredine

Nouredine stood the box on end on the floor of the trash. The kind of metal box you keep money in—he’d seen Mio sneaking around with it over the last six months, and occasionally he too had come here and taken it out. Shaken it, feeling the number of notes increasing. He put the screwdriver in the lock and hit it with the hammer.

My brother passed on, I’ll take his money and run—if you laid down a rhyme like that, simple and raw, on the right beat, maybe with no drums at all—just sorrowful piano to signal that this was for real, something that had really happened in your life—then it could work.

Tuonetar had wanted to do formal experiments like that.

He brought down the hammer again and swore in Arabic when he hit his own thumb—may God turn you into a dog, may God make your roof collapse on top of you—the old folks’ curses from back home. But who were the curses aimed at?


He sat motionless for a moment, listening to the sounds of his body.

Walla, around here people kill their brothers for cash.

The killer shook the box of notes. What rhymes with cash?

Balash—free in Arabic. Only death is balash—such a simple rhyme, but all the truer for it. Stories from the street. First we take Flemish rap, then Europe—why not?

He sobbed. Nothing came.

His mom. His mom had looked like she knew, at the funeral today. Did it show? She’d had a bowl of henna—some psychosis that had to do with the weddings back home, the henna party where the bride gets her hands painted before she meets the guy. Mom had made all the women at the funeral dip their fingertips in the dark paste and whispered that now her Muhammed was marrying the night.

The night and nothingness.






Harsha

Ruth stood at the window of her room in one of Mio’s gray hoodies. She returned Harsha’s hug stiffly, absentmindedly. The empty swings down in the courtyard, swaying in the wind.

“I just don’t get how I could be so stupid.”

The apartment smelled of burned butter, cheese, black pepper—Dutch and Danish food that Ruth’s dad had learned to cook when he was at sea.

Harsha had gone home to shower and change after the funeral, and when Ruth hadn’t answered her phone, she’d gotten nervous and come over.

“You’re not stupid,” Harsha said. But she knew what Ruth meant. All Mio’s promises to change, all the lies about how he wasn’t dealing anymore, wasn’t into that anymore—and she’d just believed it. Never given him an ultimatum. Never left him.

Someone screamed outside—hoarse and broken—Harsha had heard the sound as she was crossing the yard too, it sounded like a bark. Some junkie on a bad trip.


Twenty-Seventy, walla.

“So what am I then? If not stupid?”

Harsha held her and thought: you’re not stupid. You knew. She swallowed hard. Imperialism leaves particles of death in its wake, not just in the colonized countries, but in us too.

Ruth looked at her hand, twisted it before her. Her palm still black.






Nouredine

Tuonetar opened the door in his boxers.

“Thought it was the pigs, bro, way you’re knocking.”

“Can I come in? Resupply.”

“Come in, come in.”

Nouredine sank down on the sofa. Tuonetar grabbed a shirt from the floor, put it on, then threw a bag of a hundred blues over to Nouredine. He opened it, took out two, let them melt under his tongue.

“You missed the funeral.”

“I know. I was doing this instead.” said Tuonetar, pulling up his sleeve. He had a new tattoo on his left forearm. “You see what it says?” The see-through plastic bandage was still on it, but Nouredine saw: La ilaha ilallah. The first half of the profession of faith, in Latin American gangster lettering.

“For your brother, you get me?”

The murderer was sitting on a moped, in the shadow of the big trees outside the schoolyard, watching his old 
classmates coming out. He’d quit at some point. Am I gonna go and get humiliated? Sucking on his vape, waiting for a guy who owed him money. Suddenly thought he saw Mio walking along with Harsha—Mio in his hoodie, back from the dead.

What if he wasn’t dead?

But it’s Mio’s girlfriend, Ruth.

People said she was pregnant.

I didn’t even have a childhood.

The weekend. The murderer roamed around, meeting people outside parties, exchanging little baggies of blue pills for money.

A world of ice.

“Resupply.”

“Shout a little louder so the people upstairs can hear you too,” said Tuonetar, letting him in. Nouredine took the bags, put them in his backpack, leaned back on the sofa.

“Can I stay for a bit?”

Tuonetar took a seat by the computer, where the flickering light made him look undead.

“Idiot, walla.” Tuonetar was cockier now that Mio was no longer there to back up Nouredine, who let a blue melt under his tongue, and then another. Tuonetar said, “Come with me to the pool.”

“I don’t need to go to the pool to see a girl with no clothes on.”

Gross. Gross little whore.


“I looked up your name online.”

“And it’s a goddess,” said Tuonetar, “it’s a girl”—he imitated how ludicrous Nouredine would sound if he even tried to make a big deal out of it. Nouredine made a dismissive face. If you knew what I’ve done.

“She’s the queen of the land of the dead, bro,” said Tuonetar, “and when you die, she gives you a bowl of black beer with snakes and frogs in it. When you drink it you forget who you are. What your name is. Everything. What you’ve done.” Tuonetar pinched the plastic cover on the tattoo a little, grabbed a knife that he stuck underneath it to scratch a little. “But I’m not going to call myself that anymore. It’s haram. False gods and stuff. Shirk, fam.”

The last thing Nouredine wanted right now was to talk religion. He snapped a third blue in two, took half, nodded toward the computer.

“What you watching?”

Tuonetar hit the space bar to start the video. Images of the bombing of Baghdad a long time ago, and newer sequences from other wars, drones flying up in blue snowy landscapes, clips from rap videos, film and music awards, all of it set to dramatic music, and a low, gravelly voice, going on about conspiracy theories and occult rituals of the rich and famous—Tuonetar paused the video again, turned to Nouredine and pointed to a symbol that was apparently found in both the emblem of an American government surveillance body and in old cartoons.

“You see that? How sick is that? You see it, right?”


The murderer nodded, sick—the absolute control of the system.

He took the box with the rattling lock up to the roof. He didn’t get it. Feathers. You killed him for a few feathers?

I thought he had money.

People will do anything for money, walla. He held up a feather against the gray clouds.






Ruth

Em gets out his dice and his manuals and lays them out on the billowing blanket.

“Mom. Are you ready?”

Muhammed dozes with the CD player’s headphones in his ears. He still listens to the golden disc at times. Amina has walked a long way though the surf. Ruth says:

“Do you like Dad’s sister?”

Em shrugs. Ruth had asked the two teenagers not to say too much about Mio, and it seems it’s made it hard for them to establish a relationship with Em. Just a few more days, then she’ll talk to him as an adult. When they come home again, and he starts school, and she decides what she’s going to do with it all, with the agency and her life. With Simone.

Em gets out an adventure manual. He opens it to a map where he’s marked how far her character has come on their journey.

“What was the last thing you did?”

“Me and the orphan boy who’s become my 
companion,” says Ruth, stroking Em’s long, curly hair, “have just heard from some villagers that it’s the magician Telach who’s sucking the joy out of the landscape.” She digs her toes into the sun-warmed sand. She feels like she’s way out into the whirl of longing again, where everything moves quickly. Em says:

“Then let’s start the game.”






Abdourahman

Washing a young man who was gunned down in Europark, crumbling camphor and dried leaves in plastic buckets, stirring the lukewarm water.

The father and uncle of the dead man are waiting for him to finish, in the cool, tiled underworld of the mortuary, and a younger cousin, in sweats and a tight shirt, who can’t be more than fourteen, is standing there staring. Abdourahman guesses that the family have forced him to come here in the hope that the experience will shake him up, wake him up.

The dead man is nineteen. Gunshot wounds to his abdomen and throat. Poorly sewn-up autopsy scars across his chest.

Thursday. Boys in a circle, in football jerseys with strangers’ names in peeling gold on their backs. They sing about the night. Their breaking teenage voices struggling. About the birth of the prophet, the comets streaking across the midnight-blue sky, the walls in the emperor’s palace crumbling—gusto as the chorus comes:


“God our protector, send blessings, over your beloved, the best of creations.”

Bored gazes are drawn to the lowered blinds, toward the square and the street—even the fact that the boys turn up here once a week is for most of them no more than a concession to their parents.

In one day he weds a young couple and washes a twenty-one-year-old, an Algerian who died in a car crash in Ghent, sticking a latex-clad finger into the dead man’s mouth and rubbing his teeth, whispering:

“Lead him on the tracks walked by those who came before, and wash him with rain and hail.”

The dead man’s brother stands, petrified with horror, holding his dripping wet sponge.

“Tzimtzum.” The rabbi sets the plate of sweets between them. “An idea that in the beginning, God went away to make space for the world. That the first act of creation was an act of negation.”

“There’s an aphorism by Ibn Ata’Illah, a mystic.”

“Alexandria?”

The rabbi is older. Tall and furrowed. He’s put his broad-brimmed hat down on an empty chair. They meet once a month, at cafés on the outskirts of the diamond district, discussing theology and eating rose-flavored cubes of honey and starch, cookies full of poppy seeds, dusted donuts, sugary knots of solace.

“Ata’Illah says that one of the expressions of God’s majesty is the fact that he can hide behind that which 
his very existence obscures.”

“My mother likes to say,” the rabbi pours coffee for both of them, “that when God hides behind the world, it’s like a raging fire concealed in a paper lantern.”

They are talking, in their roundabout way, about the young men. Beneath his chin, Abdourahman runs his fingers like a comb through his beard—a gesture that goes back to the prophet, like so much else—the way his father turned up his palm when something surprised him.

Make the world whole.

“I remember when the first television set came to our block.”

Abdourahman laughs.

“Are we really that old?”

“It wasn’t that long ago. But it was back when time still went at different speeds in different places,” says the rabbi. “There was a rose bush growing on the outside of the building, and we climbed it, one after the other, and looked in through the window. But when it was my turn, I didn’t understand what I was seeing. I recognized the things that were taking place—cars, men shooting each other, a wedding, but I didn’t understand what was being communicated, since the world those images came from was unknown to me. The kisses were not like the kisses I had seen.” He laughs at this last comment. “Isn’t that what you’re talking about? That this is the way it is for the boys who come to you?”

Piles of running shoes inside the door. Abdourahman sits cross-legged, swaying slowly from side to side, singing:


“His name could bring withered shards of bone to life—Muhammed.”

Back home, the old folk had hundred-year-old prayer beads of camel bone, and faces like wrinkled masks of gold, and he crept around serving sweet coffee with cardamom and clove, and afterward they went out into the night, and everyone looked up at the new moon, and he heard them say, one after the other:

“Moon, your Lord and my Lord is God.” He himself said it, of course, a boy in plastic sandals and a jalabiya with holes in the knees, and that was the universe, all-encompassing, populated by men who spoke to the moon.

An excavator is rumbling out on the square. The vibrations are transmitted through the building, making the gilded-edged coffeepot and mug in front of him rattle. Ideally, one of the boys would have set out the coffee service for him, in the old way, but nowadays he does it himself, because he’s concerned that the boy serving might find it humiliating and stop coming—it’s already happened with two of them.

The moon is no longer the moon.

On occasion, he senses that something has concealed itself inside people in order to turn around and catch sight of itself.

He sits in the laundromat, amid the noise, humming quietly, waiting for a machine to finish—the clothes tumble over one another.






Tzimtzum.

He walks home from Proxy Delhaize reciting the Quran, and meets a woman doing the same. He hears her low, hoarse voice as they pass each other in the fog. He recognizes her—her two boys were murdered ten years ago. They each nod briefly, carrying on in their respective directions. He decides to take a detour via the library, stopping on one side of a security barrier to look up at the mural of the boy. Muhammed. Mio.

Today the machines are working here. Their yellow warning lights rotate in the fog. An excavator bucket is driven into the wall beneath the mural, tearing loose a bundle of cables and wires. A lethargic, jolting movement, seemingly blinded by its own power.

The mural trembles.

Once, Mio asked Abdourahman about the dead. If they could come back in dreams. And on a couple of Tuesday evenings, his little brother turned up and tried to learn the songs. Nouredine—a name that means the light of religion. Shy and intelligent, hunting for someone who would tell him he was worth something. One of the ones Abdourahman tried to honor by asking him to set out the coffee things, but who took offense instead. Disappeared out onto the streets.

Honor is not honor.

No funeral for Nouredine, but Abdourahman was there to clean Mio’s body, with camphor and perfumes and leaves from the last tree. Ugly knife wounds to his stomach and over his arms. He looks so sorrowful 
in the painting, like the young people here always do. Everything spreads and grows cold. That first light falls. The machine swings its long arm round, yet another chunk of wall collapses, and old bookshelves nobody could be bothered to claim slither out under the sky.

The rubble and construction materials make him think of the standalone letters. Alif, Lam, Mim. They begin certain surahs. His father said they taught humans that even what they do not understand is full of meaning. That meaning reaches all the way down to individual sounds.

Ya, Sin. Electrons and quarks and what comes next? Every vanishingly small detail, every part of the whole—nothingness means nothingness.

Mio, who fed the birds and had conversations with his dead friend in his dreams.

Maybe it’s enough to give a boy a quark. A gluon of the unknown.

The machine swings its bucket again, in a wide arc, and hits the wall. A crack runs across the face.






Nouredine

He saw his own reflection in the windows of cars and the dark laundromat after closing, his way of always drawing up his shoulders, as though protecting himself from some punishment.

But the punishment never came.

Ruth and Harsha were on the swings, and Ruth always looked at him as though she wished he was the one who’d died and not Mio, so he hurried past them, toward the entrance to his building.

“Nouredine,” Ruth called. She had a belly now; it was as big as a football beneath the hoodie. She looked at him a long time, then she got up, waddling slowly, and he was sure she was going to slap him, hit him in the face, but instead she cupped her hand to his cheek, and said:

“You’re so alike.”

Tried to steal a moped, but the guy caught him. He stabbed him with the screwdriver and ran—when he looked back the guy was standing there in complete 
shock with the screwdriver sticking out of his body like a plastic handle.

“Proxy?”

“Don’t call me that.” Proxy was sitting next to him on the bench.

Nouredine broke a blue tablet in half, letting it melt under his tongue. He said his own last name, but pronounced it completely wrong, intentionally, slaughtering it, walla—an old joke about all the people who pronounce your name wrong when they read it on your ID card or on a class list—people make your name sound like they’re coughing up hairballs.

Proxy laughed and said his own bastardization of the name.

Wait a moment—Nouredine stopped laughing and mouthed his own name a few times. Wait.

“How do you say it?”

“How do you say what?”

His eyes flitted about.

“How do you say my name?”

Then Proxy said the name, confused, suddenly unsure if he’d missed some aspect of the joke and was going to get in trouble—Nouredine imitated the sound but it seemed wrong.

“You’re joking, right? You don’t say it like that? Say it how you say it.”

He rubbed the sleeve of his windbreaker over the stone. Wiped the rain from the laughing child’s face frozen 
inside it.

“I wasn’t like you,” he said to the grave. “Did you know that? No. Because you needed someone to keep watch while you were dealing.”

Mom had put make-up on Mio in the picture, because their old man had hit him, leaving a bruise on his face, and it had been his birthday party.

It was forbidden to have pictures on gravestones. Mom had said she’d die if she didn’t get what she wanted, and a few other Muslim graves also had portraits of the dead—one had Spirou, the comic book character.

Proxy’s dad was sitting on the opposite side of the pool. The scar from the operation ran from his knee up over the hairy thigh. For some reason he hadn’t told his son that it was Mio who’d smashed his knee, or that the whole thing was Nouredine’s fault. Maybe he was ashamed. Beaten up by little brats. A couple of ice blue gulls circled on the swimming pool’s big windows.

Tuonetar came out of the changing room and nudged him with his foot. Nodded to a girl who was walking past. Nouredine looked up and felt the usual pounding ache in his stomach, like hunger or longing, or whatever it was, the thing that had plagued him all his life, the sucking nothingness, and he thought about how even when people were in swimsuits you could tell who was from Twenty-Seventy and who lived in houses with gardens where the children ran under sprinklers. The body remembers.

Tuonetar went cautiously over to the diving tower, 
slipping on the wet tiles. He climbed up to the highest board and peered down. Shook his hands in childish fear. His knees were huge. Like an animal’s. He steeled himself and ran at full speed, hurled himself out—before he hit the water, he wrapped his arms around his chest. As though embracing himself.






Gold

They kiss our foreheads when we get here.

They let us lie with our heads in their arms, carry us on their shoulders.

Everything that’s happened, everything you’ve done and gotten caught up in becomes something else. It changes, even though it’s already happened. Because it led you home.






Ruth

Muhammed is whispering to Amina outside a tobacco shop down the street. They’re sharing a bag of sunflower seeds, spitting the husks on the ground. He’s bought a hat with a gold plate stamped with some designer logo and is wearing it backward, the gold winking in the glow of the streetlight. He’d asked her if it was a good brand. If it was known. A man trying to find himself in the shimmering material. To give himself some value.

Ruth and Em are sitting outside the glass doors of the hotel entrance, on the steps. Em rolls transparent dice over the cracked marble flags, picks them up, rolls them again. The hotel is cheap and run down, in a district where packaging and torn boxes cascade out of warehouses. Emaciated people—not the locals but migrants from the Indian subcontinent and south of the Sahara—move around on the docks under flickering fluorescent lights. They seem to be repackaging pirated or stolen electronics.

“Roll a twenty-sided dice and add all your destiny score,” Em says. Ruth does as she’s told, rolling the 
polygon, which looks almost like a jewel, an amethyst, against a step. She adds her destiny points and reports the total to Em, who considers something and flicks through the manual she’s forbidden to look in.

She has sand on her arms, sand in her pockets, since that day’s visit to the beach. Em says, “The boy who’s joined you on your quest asks you to tell him something about his dad.”

She brushes sand and salt from her forearms. There’s so much disintegrating polystyrene and packaging along the walls and edges of the sidewalk that it looks like the area’s been hit by a snowstorm.

“I grew up in Twenty-Seventy. You know that, right?” She picks up a piece of polystyrene formed like the space around some object or other—a soft bowl shape scooped out of a white block. Ixelles. Wanting to be someone else. To escape having to see her past in Em’s eyes when he looks at her.

“Amina told me.”

“Yeah.” She laughs. “I tricked him into thinking it costs money to borrow books from the library. Twenty euros.”

Em purses his lips in a thoughtful smile.

“He didn’t know how to borrow books?”

Ruth waves her hand. Closes her eyes.

“Why did you love him?”

Tears inside.

“Because once he spent a whole day trying to construct a kite from a Proxy Delhaize shopping bag. Because he had a father who beat him, but he was still so 
full of tenderness—you know what that word means?”

“Yeah.”

“Yeah,” she says. “Maybe that’s why. And also not. Because of something else too.” Crumbling the squeaking polystyrene block to have something to do with her hands.

“Because of what?”

Love’s central question.

Em waits. He’s been waiting all his life. She lays her head on his shoulder. He strokes her hair, and the knowledge is suddenly there, clarified. He’s dead. Mio. Gone. He would never leave her.

“Was he a bad person?”

“I think he was angry at everything that could have been, because it wasn’t. Does that sound weird?”

“Did he hit other people?”

“Sometimes. He stole stuff. Sold drugs. You know what drugs are?”

“Mom, I’m not seven years old.”

The odd moped passes in the night, someone calls and whistles at Amina—a boy who vanishes down the street, into the violet gloom, zigzagging. Muhammed looks after him for a while, then says something that makes Amina laugh.

“Why didn’t you want to tell me about him?”

“I wanted to give you time to become your own person,” she says and looks up at Em from the corner of her eye. Thinks that Mio loved her with something of this peculiar boy inside him. This stranger. That Em’s senses, which are scoping out the heat and the greatness 
that still lies ahead of him, are in some way also aspects of Mio’s longing.

“He named the birds in Twenty-Seventy—he used to point at them and say: he’s named Hugo; that one over there is Pelerin.”

“Really?”

“Really.”

Em rolls a die on the marble again and whispers:

“I wish he hadn’t had to die.”

“Yeah.”

Out on the edge now. Strands of each other’s hair in their mouths. Ruth and Mio. The music of names. And somewhere amid everything they’re trying to keep away from themselves for a little longer, someone begins to cry, and says to a boy with Mio’s eyes:

“I wanted you to see another way the world could be.”
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-After discovering a golden CD

~ with a voice on it claiming to
‘be her dead boyfriend Mio,

~Ruth feels her past return like
the rising tide, mysterious
and inevitable. The voice says
he’s somewhere called the
Nothingness Section. But is
Mio really on an island “slowly
sinking into the sea,” as the
voice claims? Or is this just
another fiction in a world
made of them?

“Anyuru has a talent for showing the
seams in society’s sewing. Often, Ixelles
reads like faint transmissions from
 uneasy, adjacent universes. There is
something of Borges that runs through
the novel—a child’s compendium of
‘monsters from a role-playing game;
past lives that refuse to die; the gravity
of a library, that desperate wanting
to be consumed by a story, by many
stories at once; belonging as a matter
of narrative ownership. It occurs to
me that, just as so many of Borges’
~ characters might be said to share his
fear of dying in a language they can’t
understand, Anyuru’s characters often
navigate the world as though sripped
f dying in a culture that'
stand them.” :
th mtroductmn by
~° Omar El Akkad
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