

[image: Cover image]




 

 
   
LIZE SPIT

THE MELTING

Translated from the Dutch by Kristen Gehrman

 

 

 

 

 

 

[image: image]




Contents

9:00 a.m.

July 4, 2002

Four Shadows

9:30 a.m.

July 6, 2002

Three Musketeers

10:00 a.m.

July 8, 2002

Windows 95

10:15 a.m.

July 11, 2002

Clam

10:30 a.m.

July 12, 2002

Elisa

11:00 a.m.

July 15, 2002

The Air Salesmen

11:15 a.m.

July 17, 2002

Conscience

12:30 p.m.

July 18, 2002

Camping

12:45 p.m.

July 19, 2002

Millennium Bug

1:00 p.m.

July 21, 2002

Swallow

1:45 p.m.

July 22, 2002

The Treatment

2:00 p.m.

July 24, 2002

Encarta 97

2:15 p.m.

July 31, 2002

Confirmed

3:00 p.m.

August 1, 2002

The Club Quiz

4:30 p.m.

August 2, 2002

Two-Chair Restaurant

5:00 p.m.

August 5, 2002

Lying Fallow

5:45 p.m.

August 7, 2002

The Gnawed-off Foot

6:30 p.m.

August 10, 2002

Slurry Pit

7:00 p.m.

August 10, 2002 (2)

Pasta Tongs

7:30 p.m.

August 10, 2002 (3)

Damages

8:00 p.m.

Translator’s note




For Tilde, Jornt & Saar




9:00 a.m.

THE INVITATION ARRIVED three weeks ago with way too many stamps on it. The weight of the stamps must have required even more postage, which made me hopeful at first: apparently there are still things that perpetuate their own existence.

I found the envelope lying on top of the rest of the mail, which consisted of a dozen or so letters and flyers stacked in two equal piles in front of my door. Clearly my neighbor’s work; one stack for each favor that would have to be returned. Under the overly stamped envelope was a special offer for a French psychic and a toy-store ad intended for the upstairs neighbors—my mailbox often serves as a vanishing pit for the kind of mail that makes children whine. Other than that, there were bills and four brochures from a discount supermarket advertising skimpily stuffed turkeys, mocha logs, cheap wine. Come to think of it, I still didn’t have any plans for New Year’s Eve.

I gathered up the attempted barricade and went inside. I made the usual rounds, mail in hand, opening every door in the apartment, not knowing which was worse: actually catching an intruder one day or always finding empty rooms.

I hung up my coat and mittens and started making dinner. I peeled a potato and snipped off the long antlers that had sprouted in the sun. I filled the electric kettle to the brim and lit the gas under an empty pan on the stove so the kettle would know it needed to hurry.

While waiting, I examined the letter.

My name and address were written in black pen in a handwriting that I recognized but couldn’t quite place. I tore it open along the edge with the tip of the potato peeler. Inside was a white card, a baby photo and a name. I didn’t have to look at the face, name or date to know that it was a picture of Jan and that this was not a birth announcement. This year, on December 30th, he would have been thirty years old.

I looked at my address again, the street name. The scribbles had been pressed deep into the paper; the loops sprang just out of the lines. It was Pim’s handwriting all right. I sat next to him in school for years and saw how he filled in the answers on tests. I never understood why he pressed down so hard with his pen. It wasn’t going to make his answers any more right.

Pim must have looked up my address. He had written it perfectly, letter by letter. The invitation itself was pre-printed. On the inside was a bit of text.

“Dear . . .” My name had been written in on the dotted line.

“As you know, Jan would have been thirty this month, and we’re also celebrating the inauguration of our almost fully automatic dairy farm. Let’s get together and raise a glass in honor of this special occasion.”

I took off my shoes so I could feel the smooth parquet floor under my feet. Jan’s posthumous party was being used as a marketing stunt, an attempt to get as many people together as possible to launch a new business.

I didn’t read any further. I threw the card into the trash along with the potato peels and the rest of the mail. I turned on the tap, thrust my wrists under the cold water and splashed some in my face.

The empty cast-iron pot crackled, begging for water. Even though the kettle had just started to boil, I turned off the gas. I wasn’t hungry anymore.

Of course, even before I was drying my cheeks on the kitchen towel, I knew I couldn’t just leave it at that.

I pulled the card out of the trash.

Jan’s photo had been smeared by the potato starch. There was a black smudge that started at his mouth, stretching his lips out past his forehead. I tried to dab the smile back into place with the corner of the towel.

“3:00: stall doors open. 3:15: short milking machine demonstration and party to follow. P.S. Be sure to wear warm clothes. Please no flowers, but feel free to share a photo or a good memory of my brother. These can be emailed to info@dairyfarmvisit.be or posted on Jan’s Facebook page. See opposite side for directions.”

On the other side of the card, under a rudimentary road map, was a sappy quote. I read it aloud a few times, as Pim would’ve intended. But no matter how I read the sentences, they were still trying too hard.

Now it’s a little after nine. I’ve just driven past Vilvoorde. The clock in my car flickers every few seconds and runs a few minutes ahead of my cell phone. Maybe it’s because of the cold. As I drive down the highway, Jan’s expressionless face gazes up at me from the passenger seat.

I didn’t bring the card with me for the photo. Nor do I need to it to check the exact times or directions again.

All I need is the thick layer of postage stamps on the envelope. Those stamps are proof that Pim really wanted this invitation to reach me. I realize that it’s not addressed to the person I am now, but to who I was back when we were still speaking, to the Eva from before the summer of 2002. Which is why I am going to do exactly what I would have done back then: show up even though I don’t want to.

   


July 4, 2002

THE NEWSCASTER’S VOICE is coming from the yard. It’s Thursday. There are so many traffic jams they’d be better off giving a summary of where the traffic is moving. The next few days are going to be hot, the voice warns. After the weather, “The Ketchup Song” comes on. The music is drowned out by the sound of flapping birds taking flight.

Maybe it’s because I’ve finally got a good night’s sleep or because the hand movements go so well with the song, but for the first time since winter, it feels like I’ve woken up in the right place. There’s still an untouched summer before me. The church bells will guard the duration of each hour. No one can speed up or slow down the hands of the clock, not even Laurens and Pim. For the first time since Jan’s funeral, the thought of it is calming. All I have to do is keep the set pace, and everything will be fine.

I sit up in my lofted bed. Only now do I notice Tessie standing beside hers. Her short, spiky hair is plastered against her sweaty head. She’s inspecting her bedsheet, checking to make sure the flaps are exactly the same length on either side.

“Did you sleep okay?” I ask.

She nods.

It’s a perfect day for jawbreakers.

On my way out to my bike, I run into Dad. He smokes a cigarette as he listens with pride to the eleven o’clock news blasting loud and clear from the radio he’s just hung in the top of the cherry tree to scare away the crows. He leans against the shed, which we all call “the workshop”, though no one ever does any work in there.

The traffic towards the coast is still backed up due to two major accidents on the E40; in the meantime, I shove a 50-cent coin into each of my socks. With every step, they slide down a little bit further.

Dad smokes the cigarette down to the filter, takes the butt from his lips, stomps it out with his slipper and picks it back up again.

He’s got his black jeans on. There was a time when these were the pants he wore to work, but they’ve long since lost their shape. There are two bulges in the fabric just above the knees, an impression left behind by all his squatting next to the beer crate. 

“Eva,” he says.

He turns around and motions for me to follow him. When he says my name, it sometimes sounds like a command, sometimes like a question, but rarely like anything that’s mine.

I follow him into the workshop. The coins slip down my ankles and under my feet.

It was Mom who came up with the term “workshop”, back when they first bought this house, when every empty room could be anything if they repeated it enough. Dad had big plans for the place. He was going to fix up the garden, trim the hedges, make a compost pile, renovate the bathroom. The latter was used by the previous owners as a children’s bedroom and came covered in teddy bear wallpaper. In the middle of the room, Dad had built a half wall out of hollow bricks and planned to install a sink. The sides would be tiled as soon as there was enough money for it. Jolan discovered that the holes in the bricks made excellent toothbrush holders.

“So handy in the meantime,” Mom declared. But Jolan had already figured it out—there’s no time in meantime.

The workshop is littered with empty beer cans and other junk. The interior walls are sprouting with mushrooms. Most of them grow sideways on their stems so they can peek out from under their little caps and see for themselves what actually goes on in here all those hours.

Dad drops his cigarette butt into a can with a slosh left in the bottom.

“Otherwise, that woman’ll complain.” He motions towards the door leading into the kitchen.

His shoulders have a dent in the top as if his armpits are too heavy. We stand there for a moment looking at each other, in the middle of the workshop, surrounded by all kinds of freebies that Peter’s Liquor Store gives away with crates of Maes Pils—blue hats, blue inflatable beer trays, blue beach balls.

Does Dad see what I see? That this place has become a warehouse full of potential raffle prizes?

My eyes land on the drill. It isn’t hanging from the ceiling with the other tools but lying on a rack that has been recently screwed together and anchored into the wall. It’s the only time the machine has ever been used, and it’s hard to say which enabled which: the drill the rack or the rack the drill.

All these tools didn’t end up here by chance. We live close to Aldi—it’s just a little too far away to walk to, but well within biking distance. Every year, they’ve got some new gadget that fathers don’t have yet. On the bridge over the highway separating our village from the next, it’s not unusual to see mothers trying to balance jigsaws, Medion massagers, hedge clippers and barbecue tongs on their handlebars.

We gave Dad this drill a year ago as a present. He seemed to like it best when it was still in the box sitting on the sideboard. After he unwrapped it, he left it on top of a pile of ironed dishtowels, where it remained until the preparations for his next birthday couldn’t be put off any longer.

“The average drill will be only used for about eleven minutes in its entire lifetime,” Dad says.

“That’s not very long,” I say.

I check whether there’s still a price tag on the box so I can calculate the price per second. This is something I can tell Pim and Laurens later. They might find it interesting.

“Look, Evie. I wanted to show you this.”

He points up to a loop hanging from the center beam at the peak of the roof, next to the hedge clippers.

“You can’t tell by looking at it how hard it is to hang something like that, now can you?”

I reply with a shrug. People shrug their shoulders when they don’t care, but also when they care a lot but can’t find the words. Surely another body part could be chosen, or even another gesture. The anatomy of the shoulders, unlike the eyebrows, offers little room for nuance.

“Not just anybody can tie a knot like this,” he said, “it’s got to hang at just the right height.”

“I can see that,” I say. “So, what’s the right height then?”

But my question goes unheard.

“With the wrong knot, you’d suffer. You don’t want me to suffer, do you?”

I look at the noose again and shake my head.

“If you don’t fall from high enough, your neck won’t break. Then it takes a long time. But if you fall from too high, your neck will snap. And you wouldn’t want to do that to the people who are going to find you, now would you?”

“No, I wouldn’t,” I say.

Dad is wearing a baseball cap on his head. The sweat of the past few days has soaked up into the fabric and dried, leaving behind white, wavy lines of salt across his forehead. The hotter the day, the higher the streak.

He looks at me in silence, takes off the cap and checks to see if there is anything unusual about it. He doesn’t see it. It lands back on top of his head, backwards this time.

I can’t help but think: this man is my father. He is older than most dads because it took him so long to find someone who wanted to have children with him. He works for a bank, where he does things that he never goes into detail about, and no one ever asks questions because they just assume that as long as no one brings it up, there’s nothing to tell. To get to his job, he has to bike—rain or shine—to a bus stop and then sit on a bus for half an hour. During the week, he earns just enough to feed his family, no questions asked, and to pay for the roof over their heads from which he can hang the presents they buy for him with his money that he didn’t want in the first place.

I am this man’s oldest daughter, so really, I shouldn’t just nod or reply without knowing exactly what he’s up to.

I force a look onto my face. Not a smile. Not pity. Understanding perhaps, although I don’t really know how that looks in grimace-form.

“You think—just like your mother—that this old prick doesn’t mean a word he says. That this old prick doesn’t have the guts to go through with it?”

Dad always says “your mother”, and Mom does the same when she talks about him, “your father”. This isn’t really fair. It’s a way of letting themselves off the hook by acting like I’m the one who chose them.

“You want me to show you how it works?”

He unfolds a rickety ladder right under the noose and climbs up. On the third step, the ladder starts to wobble dangerously. I come closer to it and position myself on the side for support. The coins sink down even lower until they are under the soles of my feet. The eleven o’clock news is over, and the radio switches to commercials.

“Why pay more? If you find the same appliance for less, we’ll refund the difference!”

Dad reaches the top of the ladder. He balances both feet on the top step so he’s standing right below the loop. He bumps the rope to the side, and it swings around and hits him in the back of the head, almost knocking him off balance. I grip the ladder and hold it steady. All I can do is keep him from falling. There’s nothing I can do to stop him from jumping. I feel the coins burning under my feet. King Albert II’s head will be engraved into my soles for the rest of my life.

Dad gives the noose a little tug—it’s strong enough. He slips it around his neck and gazes out over his blue empire. He nods, looking satisfied.

“People who hang themselves often end up clawing the skin off their neck. That’s regret. You should have no regrets,” he says.

I nod.

“Did you hear me, Eva?”

I nod again.

“What did I say?”

“You should have no regrets,” I say.

“I can’t hear you.”

“No regrets,” I repeat, louder.

Only now does he look down and see me standing there holding the ladder.

For a moment, he falls silent.

Then he says, “You’ve got to do something about your hair, Eva. It doesn’t do anything for you.”

If you ask me my hair is just the right length: short enough to wear down when it’s cold and long enough to pull back into a ponytail when it’s hot. Dad will just have to get used to it. Last week, I trimmed off a few centimeters myself because the ends were splitting. I did it in our moldy bathroom in front of the mirror, over the old-fashioned washstand, with a pair of scissors my mom sometimes uses to cut fabric.

“Thanks for holding the ladder, Eva,” Dad says. He’s removed the noose and already taken two steps down. “You’re the only one who knows about this. Not even your mother knows. Let’s keep it that way.” 

He reaches into his pocket, leans his lower back against the middle of the ladder and lights up another cigarette. “The fact that I even let you see it is probably a good sign.”

He sucks his cheeks into his jaws and carefully climbs down the remaining steps. Back on the ground, he punches me so hard against the shoulder that I lose my balance, the kind of punch that fathers are supposed to give their sons.

“Smoking’s bad for you,” I say.

In the window of the Corner Store are a few Raider bars displayed on plastic grass. Actually, they’re not called Raiders anymore—now they’re Twixes—but no one dares to tell Agnes. She’s been running the place for longer than anyone can remember.

The deep, narrow house has pretty much anything that you’d find in a grocery store. Though most people only come here for products that can’t expire, shrivel or dry out. Once, Laurens’s cousin had the nerve to bring back a pack of noodles that were past their sell-by date.

“That’s not the expiration date, kid,” Agnes barked. “It’s the date the product was made.” After a short debate, the pasta was exchanged for a pack of permanent markers. A few hours later her sign outside read: FOR ALL YOUR DRY GOODS that still have to be made. Agnes never tried to wash it off. On the contrary. She’s become a specialist in manipulating expiration dates. With a fine-tip pen, she transforms threes into eights and nines; all it takes is a little horizontal line to turn January into July. She knows the locals will keep coming anyway: anyone who wants to be picky can drive ten minutes to the next town for a pack of flour. Principles always have their limits. Even Laurens’s cousin would still come back again for noodles.

I go in. This day got off to a good start. I still owe it some jawbreakers. A bell rings as I walk in; it’s not the same one as in the butcher shop. This one sounds more like a shriek.

The shutters are almost completely rolled down, casting a dusky light over the store. A musty coolness lingers among the shelves, like a morning kept too long. I wait, keeping an eye on the office at the back of the shop. That’s where Agnes hides out doing photocopies of crossword puzzles. Maybe she’s got a table and chair in there, a kitchen too. No one can confirm this.

I keep waiting; Agnes doesn’t like customers nosing around when she’s not there. I untie my shoelaces and fish the coins out of my socks. I didn’t really need to hide the money this morning. Mom didn’t see me leave.

“Hi, Eva,” a voice says. I finish tying my shoes and stand back up.

Agnes hurries to the counter; she walks with a slight hunch. Her back has grown crooked, like a side table. Laurens once made a joke about how many beers she could carry on her shoulder blades without spilling. Today I count eight. I have to remember this, maybe I can tell him later.

I follow Agnes between the gray shelves laden with sponges, toothpicks, sanitary pads and plastic flowers. She knows what I’m here for. The candy is in the centermost aisle.

“Where are the other two musketeers—the butcher’s boy and the farmer’s boy?” she asks. I shrug.

Ever since her husband ran off with another man, ever since the new slogan appeared on her sign, she’s stopped letting customers scoop their own candy, including me.

I politely ask for twenty satellite wafers, five sour belts and two packs of jawbreakers. She drops the candy into the cone-shaped paper bag.

“Are you hanging out with Jan’s brother today? You going to share this with him?” she asks.

I nod convincingly, though I’m not sure.

She gives me a little extra of everything.

I pedal through town with the bag swinging from my handlebars. I scan the empty streets, hoping that if I look long enough, Laurens and Pim will emerge from the collages of old memories. After an hour, the candy is gone. My mouth burns from the sourness. My stomach feels heavy. I should have stayed home. Maybe they tried to call me.

I bike past the butcher shop.

Laurens’s bike isn’t leaning against the front of the house. Maybe he’s got new friends or hobbies he hasn’t told me about, maybe he’s not home. Maybe his bike is just in the garage today or he’d rather watch TV in this heat than hang out with me.

I peer in through the big shop window. Inside, the priest is picking out cold cuts. He points to the ring bologna. Laurens’s mother swings the log onto the meat slicer. Through the open door, I can hear the slow movement of the blade. Slicing meat doesn’t make a chopping sound, it’s more like unravelling.

Laurens was right. “A cow is made up of a million threads,” he once said during lunch at school as he rolled the spongy center of his bread into little balls, divided his meat into strips and laid each strip on a separate bread ball. “Once you know this, you don’t mind cutting it up anymore.” This didn’t sound like something he thought up himself, but still, I was impressed by the fact that he’d remembered it.

Watching Laurens’s mom has a calming effect on me. I can tell by the way she’s moving her hands that she’s talking about the weather. Then she stacks cool, loose slices of salami on the scale.

Here, watching the priest nod approvingly and pay for his meat, I’m overwhelmed by a gloomy feeling that’s left me alone for a little while, a feeling that I had thought, I had hoped, was maybe gone for good.

I now know that nothing can protect me from this feeling, even when I’m in my seat in the right class on time, wearing an outfit that everyone is used to seeing me in, even when I’m looking at meat, even when I’m not looking at meat. Suddenly, it’s as if something, everything, is missing inside me, as if I used to be more whole and a part of me still remembers how that felt.

The feeling also strikes me when I’m standing in the bathtub, washing. Suddenly, I’ll feel something on my skin. It closes me in, tightens around me, reminding me that I’m in the wrong place.

Maybe, I thought recently, it’s because I was born shortly after twins, from a womb that was all stretched out. Maybe Mom was just too loose around me in those first nine months.

Before Laurens’s mom sees me standing there watching her, I slip out of sight.

The storm hits before I make it home. The first raindrops are lukewarm. I guess it was inevitable, even the cold taps have been running hot these past few days. I look for a tree to take shelter under and end up under a pine at the edge of our yard. I watch the storm rage around me. Gusts of wind whip through the pouring rain.

We never should have given Dad tools as gifts, and definitely not hedge clippers. That thing has been hanging from the roof with its two handles towards the ground for two years now. Whenever the wind blows, it starts to sway. Maybe that’s where he got his ideas.

At first, the tree’s branches are able to keep out the rain, but after a few minutes, thick, irregular drops start leaking through. I’m getting wet, but it doesn’t matter.

   


Four Shadows

WE WERE THREE, but we had four shadows. Jolan, my oldest brother, would have had a healthy twin sister had his umbilical cord not been wrapped around her neck.

They were born four weeks early in ’85, and there are endless photos of their birth, all of which have been stuck into an album with double-sided tape. Under each one is a date, exact time, names of unknown uncles, notes about big dreams—attainable because they would only ever have to be partially achieved.

JOLAN DE WOLF and TES DE WOLF. There was a little cross next to the second name on the birth announcement, which saved the cost of a death announcement.

As soon as Jolan was out of the incubator—as my dad liked to exaggerate—I was born.

That was somewhere in the middle of ’88, at midnight. I was a girl. My name was Eva. I too arrived alone. Dad had just stepped out for a smoke.

Compared to Jolan, who was small and slow to develop, I was stronger from the start. Of my first year of life, there are fifty photos at most. None of them have a time written under them; no unknown uncles and aunts came to visit.

“Elephant feet”, Dad wrote under a picture of me using the potty for the first time. The other captions must have been written in hindsight because they all describe something temporary and include an evaluation of the situation. “Eva, still a little towhead.” Or: “January, when she could still smile.”

Three years later, in ’91, Tessie was born. Dad only took a handful of photos of her, none of which landed in an album. From a young age, Tessie was smaller and more fragile than we were. She had thin, veiny skin and fine blond hair.

“What did you expect? After two kids there just wasn’t enough material left over,” Dad joked after she was born, or that’s how my mom would tell it. Maybe he was proud, maybe he was overcome with emotion. But to the nurses, it must have sounded like an apology, the kind of apology women make when a recipe doesn’t turn out quite right.

“That’s something my own goddamn father would have said. And you have four kids, by the way, not three,” Mom replied. I could tell by the way she would bring it up from time to time, the way she always included that “goddamn”, that this was where it all started. This was her ultimate grievance.

The choice of a name led to a long debate: Mom wanted Tessie, Dad wanted some other name, preferably Charlotte—Lottie, if necessary. But maybe, in an effort to make amends, he finally gave in and agreed to my mom’s choice. Tessie became an homage.

By the time she was two years old, they’d started calling her “the little runt”. In the household my mom grew up in, where she was the oldest child of a tyrannical father, Little Runt was the nickname for the youngest in a family. There was something tragic to the name—it reminded me of a guinea pig that shits on one side of its cage and sleeps on the other. We were pretty sure the nickname wasn’t given out of nostalgia, but out of regret for the name Tessie, a regret that Mom didn’t want to admit to Dad. Either way, it stuck. Language was the one thing from Mom’s childhood that she still talked about with pride.

Tessie’s arrival made me the middle child. This meant that whenever sides were being taken, I got to pick which one I wanted to be on, depending on whether I wanted to form a coalition or an opposition.

Before Jolan was born, Mom and Dad moved from a larger town nearby to the three-bedroom house in Bovenmeer.

Bovenmeer was the type of place where, in order to keep the balance between supply and demand, there had to be either one or none of everything: one store, one hair salon, one bakery, one butcher, no bike shop, one library (whose entire collection could be read in a single sitting) and one primary school.

For years, we would refer to every place in town as the something, as if it all belonged to us, as if we could pinch it between our thumb and forefinger. It was if, after a long war with the big cities and surrounding towns, we had won the prototypes of a store and a butcher shop and firmly anchored them around the church and parish hall, within walking distance of pretty much everything and in reach of everyone.

The shop owners took advantage of this; whether it was out of laziness or arrogance, they didn’t bother to come up with more original names for their businesses than “the Corner Store” or “the Butcher Shop”, except for a few cases where the owner’s last name was tagged on like a kind of subtitle.

Bovenmeer had a few exceptions, though. There were two bars, for example. Men were known to stumble out of the Night, steady themselves against the doorframe, and head over to the Welcome, where they served beer until the early hours of the morning.

Certain names were given over and over again: Tim, Jan, Ann. Both Pim and Laurens had a brother named Jan, but from the winter of 2001 onwards, they each had one in a different way. Laurens still had a brother; Pim used to have one.

There was also an empty henhouse between the Welcome and the parish hall called Kosovo. An Albanian refugee family had lived in it for months, and after they were deported, various local clubs started using it to store their junk.

I had no idea what Mom and Dad had hoped to find in Bovenmeer. Whether they had ever thought about how they would survive in a town with an annual parish festival, where no one thinks it’s strange to send someone to Kosovo for a pack of napkins.

   


9:30 a.m.

SIX DAYS AGO, two weeks after the invitation arrived, I took a plastic Curver tub over to my neighbor’s and asked if I could fill it up with water and stick it in his freezer. He lives one floor below me, so I guess he’s more of a downstairs neighbor than a neighbor-neighbor. He’s twelve years older than I am. We both happen to be teachers: he teaches geography and biology at a French-speaking middle school, and I teach art at a Dutch-speaking one.

We lived in the same building for four years without ever saying a word to each other. The first time we spoke was about a year ago; he was carrying a clear plastic bag full of large hunks of raw meat—a heart, a sirloin steak, tenderloin, tongue, spareribs, beef tips. I was carrying a few collages left behind by my students. I’d given them a bunch of old atlases to cut up and told them to use the pieces to assemble their ideal world. The razor blades and Styrofoam were barely touched; most of the students were content with ripping up the atlases and slapping a few scraps on a sheet of paper. Most of them hadn’t even bothered to pick up their work at the end of the school year.

The neighbor felt the need to address me about this. He said I’d be better off teaching my students to value facts and respect history.

I pretended not to understand French. The smell coming from his bag was making me nauseous.

Since it would have taken him far too much effort to reprimand me in Dutch, he started explaining how he acquired such a large amount of raw flesh: every year, his mother had an entire cow butchered at an organic farm and shared the meat with her three sons. They could each pick out the pieces they wanted. This was the only time the family got together all year.

As I turned towards the stairs, he said that my heels made a lot of noise on the wood floor in my apartment, but he didn’t mind because I seemed like the type of person who knew what she wanted.

This led me to two conclusions: this guy has a very large freezer and very little understanding of people, especially women.

Half a year later, he wanted me to indulge him in more than just small talk. I wouldn’t say I considered this a plus, but it didn’t bother me as long as he washed up beforehand and let me keep my clothes on.

After I received the invitation, I cooked us a piece of organic beef from his freezer every night for two weeks. Once there was enough room, I brought over the empty Curver and filled it up with water from the sink. It just barely fit in the freezer.

The neighbor allowed it and didn’t ask any questions. He just cleaned his dick with the water sprayer, using his thumb and forefinger, as if screwing off a lid. After I’d sucked him off—he with his bare butt on the corner of the tub, me with my knees on the bathmat—we sat in silence, sipping fresh mint tea. I put a lot of sugar in mine, as usual.

An hour ago he helped me carry the heavy block of ice from his freezer to my car. It was still dark out. Just as we were about to load it into the trunk, he paused and asked in broken Dutch where I was planning to go. He ran his eyes over my legs, which looked more bronzed and attractive than they actually were in the pantyhose I was wearing, over my hair that I’d tied back in a bun, over the mascara on my lashes. I could sense that he found me prettier than usual but had no idea if that was because I’d done my best or because I was about to drive away with a big block of ice in my trunk without specifying where I was going.

“To my parents,” I said.

“Your parents,” he repeated, as if it had just dawned on him that I wasn’t born in a cabbage patch.

“How long do you think a block of ice like this’ll last?” I asked.

“Depends which is the temperature of the car and for what you need it,” he said.

I let the grammar errors slide so as to avoid discussing the matter any further.

“Will you come over again tonight for tea?” he asked, as he heaved the block of ice into the trunk in one swift motion.

“Sure,” I said.

I watched him walk back to the building, his skinny legs, his back. I stood there watching until long after he was gone.

Before I started the car, I called Tessie but hung up before the call went through so it wouldn’t show up on her phone. I double-checked the event’s Facebook page. Pim had set it up a few days after the invitation arrived—a sure sign that he, and not his parents, was behind the whole thing. The information on Facebook was different than that on the card: the event description said that we were welcome any time from three o’clock onwards, but the card said the party started at three o’clock. That was typical Pim. By encouraging people not to show up on time, he was already creating an excuse for the empty chip bowls.

The cover photo was the same baby picture as on the invitation. Most people marked themselves “Going” right away. After a few days, I changed my status to “Maybe.”

At first, there was a surge of activity on the page. Friends posted all kinds of anecdotes and photos. I followed every post. Jan had never had a Facebook profile himself—he was dead before he ever had a place to make himself look better than he was. So now other people were doing it for him. Only attractive, happy photos of Jan appeared on the page—photos I didn’t even know existed.

I think everyone turned off the notifications early on. Once the event was off the ground, the page died out within a few days. All the good photos had been shared.

“Hello, my name is Karin Peters. I’m 39 years old and from Belgium. The reason I’m telling you all this is that I have a product I think you might be intristed in. Just the thing you need!!!! Pay now. Send me your contact info and I’ll send pics!!” That was the last post—right there at the top of the page. Last night, I thought about flagging it as offensive, but in the end I didn’t because I wasn’t sure what was so bad about it.

I’m now halfway to my destination. The traffic is slowly easing up. I keep checking on the block of ice in the rear-view mirror. The frozen mass has lowered the temperature in the car considerably. I don’t drive too fast and keep the heating off so as not to speed up the melting process.

The Facebook page is still open on my phone. Forty-five people are going. Jolan was invited, Tessie too, but neither has said they’re coming.

I’m still the only “Maybe”.

   


July 6, 2002

I CHECK UNDER the covers to see if they’re still there. My two breasts could have just packed up and left in the middle of the night while no one was watching and gone off in search of a better, more credible body. My tank top got twisted up in my sleep, and now my nipples are peeping out of the armpit holes.

These breasts make me think of Uncle Raf, my dad’s brother, who, whenever he arrives somewhere, always remains standing, even after someone has pulled up a chair for him. When he finally does sit down, he never rests his weight on the back of the chair. That way he can disappear halfway through the family gathering without saying goodbye.

My breasts aren’t round and heavy like the other girls’. They’re pointy and stick out straight. How can I let them know they’re welcome to stay?

I wrangle the tank top back into place and lie in bed until ten-thirty. I hear lawnmowers, church bells, the neighbors coming home from shopping, an airplane, a scrap-metal collector so wrapped up in roaring unintelligible announcements into an overpowered megaphone that he doesn’t even notice the riches flying overhead.

As I glance over at Tessie’s bed, at her thin bedsheet folded symmetrically in the shape of an open envelope, I feel indecisive and shapeless.

Before I walk into the kitchen, I can already tell Dad’s in there. The smell of tobacco follows him wherever he goes.

Recently, I read that the amount of money a smoker spends on cigarettes each year is enough to pay for an entire vacation. No one had researched whether some people smoke so as not to have to take the family on vacation.

The remnants of breakfast are still on the table. Bread, chocolate spread, syrup.

“Your mother went to the Farmers’ Union to get dog food. Jolan left early to go bird-watching,” Dad says without looking up. He’s sitting at the table reading the newspaper with a ballpoint pen. There’s nothing worth underlining today.

I can choose not to have breakfast, but it won’t make any difference; Dad won’t mention what happened the other day, he’s not one to bring up the past the next morning. He always needs a little push.

I pull up a chair. He doesn’t even look up. Beside him on the table is a neon-green lice comb and an open tissue covered in brownish red spots—little squished bodies and a couple of wiry hairs with nits on them.

“Where’s Tessie?” I ask.

Dad clicks his dentures in and out of his mouth. “Somewhere,” he mutters, but without his front teeth, it sounds more like “nowhere”. I take a slice of bread and slather it with syrup. Still, Dad doesn’t ask what I’m having: “Bread with syrup or syrup with bread?”

He stops fiddling with his teeth and looks at my hair and neck. I lay down my knife and pick up the bread; the soft center sags under the weight of the syrup. His eyes sink down lower and rest on my arms. The longer he looks, the heavier they get.

Even on the hottest days, I still wear long sleeves. The only people who never say anything about it are Laurens and Pim. I haven’t worn short sleeves in three years. The last time I did, I didn’t feel light and free—I just felt naked.

Dad’s eyes sink even lower, to my midsection, then climb back up to his newspaper. He takes a sip of lukewarm tea.

“That sweater shows off those little titties you’re getting,” he says.

I fold the bread in half. The next bite sticks to the top of my mouth. It doesn’t taste like pear syrup anymore. I don’t dare to swallow it until the phone rings.

I can tell by the three-second delay that it’s Pim. Those three seconds have always been there, giving me just enough time to feel ashamed of everything I’ve ever told him about myself. Three seconds is long enough to remember anything you want. Though it’s probably just the amount of time it takes for the sound to travel through the long, thin telephone cables connecting our houses.

“Hi, Pim,” I say, before he can get a word out.

“Me and Laurens are going to go check out the old school today,” he says. His voice sounds hoarse. I don’t know if that’s because it’s changing or because there’s a lump in his throat. “It was Laurens’s idea, but you can come if you want.”

“When?” I ask.

“Right now,” he says.

“Want me to stop by your house on the way?” I ask. “Oh and Laurens said you got a Honda? Is that true?”

Pim doesn’t answer for a moment.

“The Honda’s not running,” he says finally. “Come by if you want, whatever.”

I head to the primary school, following the same route I used to take two years ago, with the little detour along the farm. Pim lives on the edge of town like me, but on the other side. If you were to draw a line between our houses, you’d see that it actually runs perpendicular to the axis between Laurens’s butcher shop and the school, but I don’t mind the detour. It makes more sense for me than it does for Pim.

When I was younger, I had to fill up a whole water bottle just to bike these two kilometers. Now that I have to pedal twenty-four kilometers a day to and from my new high school, our town seems laughably small and the primary school ridiculously close by.

As I’m leaving the Bulksteeg, I pass a sign Dad made that reads NO PUBLIC URINATION PROHIBITED.

Of course, they know it’s not right, that the NO cancels out the PROHIBITED. They aren’t stupid, I know that, but every time I bike by it, I hope that the neighbors will give them the same benefit of the doubt.

When my parents bought this house, the Bulksteeg was nothing but a dirt road along the edge of three backyards that also happened to connect the highway exit to the town. The path runs right between our hedged garden and the neighbors’ field. Not long ago, when they were repaving the main roads, the city workers started dumping the leftover tar here. Meter by meter, the path became hard and permanent, good enough for cut-through traffic. Even though there are three perfectly good backyards along the road, people still prefer to piss in our hedge.

Once I’ve reached the end of the Bulksteeg, I have to bike down the busiest road in town. The speed limit is seventy kilometers an hour, but hardly anyone sticks to it. By now I can guess how fast the cars are going from my bed. When school’s out, people tend to drive slower.

Beside me, on the surface of the road, is my shadow, a ghost that never leaves my side and is slowly taking on a different shape. I already started noticing it last school year. Certain clothes were getting too tight, my tops didn’t fit anymore, pants were getting harder and harder to button. For a while, my nipples were red and hot. Hard disks emerged beneath them. Eventually they let go of my ribs to make room for something to grow in between, something softer. I could feel things changing from one day to the next and didn’t know what order it was happening in: was it that they suddenly showed up or that I was suddenly aware of them? Now, thanks to Dad’s comment, they’re not just mine anymore; they symbolize a major, lasting change.

I’ve almost reached Pim’s house. The farm is set back from the street. The driveway is about twenty meters long and leads to the main barn, which is big enough for the heavy machinery, combines, horse carts, and herds of cows.

Nearly lost in the wide strip of asphalt is a doormat. The word “Welcome” is almost completely worn away. Maybe I can still read it because this house used to be like a second home to me.

I’ve barely spoken to Pim since Jan’s funeral. He hasn’t come to any of the parish parties, and no one has birthday parties anymore. I’ve walked past the farm a few times with our dog, but I never dared to ring the doorbell. I’d always end up walking away, telling myself that the silence between us didn’t have to mean anything. We couldn’t talk about an end until at least the summer was over. 

I gaze down the long driveway looking for a sign of life.

For the first time, the path doesn’t bridge a distance but an emptiness. Pim isn’t waiting with his bike in the front yard like he used to, when I’d come get him for school. I don’t dare to just walk up to the back door, so I follow the stone path to the front door, which, until last summer, I’d always assumed was purely ornamental, a door that was never meant to be opened and had thus been installed without hinges. The front yard is overgrown with those purplish white flowers that smell like pee. I could already smell them three houses away. The paving stones from the street to the front door were laid so haphazardly that the path might as well have been created by nature itself.

Just as I ring the doorbell, Pim appears in the driveway. First his front wheel, then his head.

“The doorbell doesn’t work,” he shouts. “You should know that by now.”

He stands up on his pedals and bikes slowly until I’m back on my bike. Before I can catch up with him, he puts all his weight into the pedals and shoots off ahead of me onto the street.

The distance is exactly one kilometer. We knew that because one of our primary school teachers, Miss Ria, had demonstrated it once in a geography lesson. She marched us all out to the playground with a meterstick, and, after a thousand spins of the stick, we ended up at the farm. This left a deep impression on me. After that, for every distance I travelled, I’d count how many meterstick spins would fit into it, and after every kilometer I thought, I could have been at the farm by now.

Bike rides are always faster with Pim. He stays right in front of me, and whenever I try to catch up, he pulls ahead again.

His thick blond curls flutter in the wind. Pim has the kind of hair that everyone wants. Whether that’s because people always want someone else’s hair or because it’s actually handsome is hard to say.

Pim isn’t carrying a backpack. Neither am I. He’s the type of person who makes sure that other people bring whatever he needs. He was already like that in primary school, always asking me for sheets of graph paper and borrowing Laurens’s markers. I watch his wiry ankles crank up and down on either side of his chain guard. Suddenly, I notice he’s wearing his socks inside out; the print is an indiscernible tangle of threads. It’s possible he’s been wearing them for a few days now, that he’s turned them inside out to avoid having to wash them.

The back of Pim’s head doesn’t betray his thoughts or feelings. He just keeps pedaling. Perhaps with a bit too much determination for someone who just lost his brother six months ago.

After a few minutes, I stop trying to keep up with him.

It would take a while to catch up anyway. Maybe it doesn’t matter. We’ve still got the whole summer ahead of us. Off in the distance, I see Laurens, the savior and spoilsport. He’s waiting in the butcher shop parking lot with his bike next to a sign that says, “Summer deal—all BBQ meat buy 2 get 1 free!”

Laurens is easy to spot from afar: broad shoulders, big nose, a prime filet. He moves clumsily. There’s a certain sloppiness about him, like a kid stuck with a tedious chore who tries to do it as badly as possible in the hope that his mother will eventually just take over.

“Hey guys,” he says. He’s wearing socks with the days of the week embroidered on the cuffs. On the right foot it’s only Monday, and on the left foot it’s already Friday. He shifts his gears, searching for the slowest, heaviest gear possible.

Pim doesn’t slow down, so Laurens pedals at top speed until he catches up to us. In the meantime, I’ve caught up to Pim as well, but when Laurens gets there our formation changes. We no longer fit on the narrow bike path with all the low-hanging branches. We’re an odd number, so somebody’s got to fall back. Pim doesn’t care who he bikes with, he’d rather bike alone. We can see that—he was that way before too, which is why he’d always end up in the middle, as long as the road was wide enough. He accelerates once again so he can pass us. Laurens chases after him. I follow behind.

On the left, Pim pedals in the lowest gear; on the right, Laurens, in the highest. It’s almost as if they’re communicating, even without words.

Every time Laurens turns his head to look at Pim, I can see the cut under his nose where the bungee cord around the rear rack of his bike smacked him in the face the day I left him behind at school last week. It seems to be healing up nicely. The scab has come off on one side. It’s almost perpendicular on his face, like a misplaced wing.

Pim slaloms out ahead of us across the playground; the loose paving stones clatter under his tires. He tries not to touch the lines on the hopscotch grids. I maneuver around the sewer that used to serve as a two-dimensional jail.

Pim manages to stop without hitting the brakes by running his front wheel into the red brick wall under the awning.

Without any kids, the school is nothing more than a building. One of the wings is home to two nuns, who, as the school’s original founders, are allowed to keep living on the premises. Other than watering the purple flowers on the playground, they don’t serve much purpose anymore.

Back when we went to school here, there was a third, over-zealous nun living on the property. She used to make sandwiches for the kids who forgot their lunch, so we would all forget our lunch on purpose just to keep her busy—even Laurens, who was extremely attached to the bag lunches his mother prepared for him. His mom always packed cookies in threes, probably thinking that Laurens would share them with me and Pim, but he never did.

Laurens and I do more or less the same tricks as Pim and then pull up on either side of him on our bikes, right in front of the big front window. Through the frosted glass we can make out our empty sixth-grade classroom.

The furniture has been sorted: desks pushed to the left, chairs stacked on the right. I recognize my old desk, with its battered top, a little lighter than the other ones, safely tucked away beside Miss Emma’s dark, heavy teacher’s desk, leg to leg.

The classroom looks just like it did on our last day of school. Someone had tried their best to transform it into a dance floor. It pains me to see it because I can’t help but think of how Miss Emma presented the goodbye party to us—“a one-time privilege for three musketeers she was really going to miss”—and how I subsequently managed to ruin her life.

Pim quickly discovers that the gym door is unlocked, which isn’t that unusual—in Bovenmeer burglars are scared off with hospitality. We walk right into the building, without sneaking through any windows, without scaling any walls, without really knowing what we’re doing here.

Laurens skips sideways around the room, pulling his knees up one after the other in sharp movements, like we used to do in Mr. Joris’s gym class. Mr. Joris was this demanding old man in a tracksuit who no one believed could actually do the exercises he assigned, so we never bothered to perform them to the expected level of perfection.

Pim breaks into a run and hurls himself into the thick mats propped up sideways against the wall. They fall to the floor with a loud smack, first the soft middle, then the edges with a few seconds’ delay, like the corners of a mouth after flashing a fake smile.

We set up a game using the most dangerous equipment we can find, the stuff Mr. Joris never let us use. We run and jump on the springboard, over the leather pommel horse, onto one trampoline, onto another trampoline, finishing with a flip onto the soft, thick mat.

“Cool, an obstacle course,” I say.

“No, this is way cooler than an obstacle course,” Pim says.

All of a sudden, the bell rings. Long and shrill, scaring us to death. If this were a school day, this would be the start of a fifteen-minute recess. Today we could hang out in the halls forever; no one, not even a nun, would catch us.

Pim flops onto the mat and stays there. I launch a failed cartwheel and land next to him. He plucks his sweaty T-shirt with his thumb and forefinger, releasing a breeze as the cotton falls to his chest. I love the sour smell of his sweat. This is what Jan’s must have smelled like too.

I lie on my back, my T-shirt clinging to my body as well. I see Pim eyeing the bulges under my shirt, which doesn’t really bother me, but then I remember how Dad described them this morning—as “titties” not “breasts”—and in Pim’s eyes, I suddenly realize what he meant: I don’t actually have breasts yet. These are just half-breasts, putting me somewhere between having and not having.

“What do you guys wanna do?” I ask. I glance at Laurens, but I’m not hoping for an answer from him.

“I gotta go home,” Pim says. “I’m going to Lier.”

“What are you going do in Lier?” Laurens asks.

“Visit my mom at my aunt’s.”

“How is your mom?” I ask.

“Bad.”

Even Laurens shuts up after that.

Pim gets up without a word and heads outside to his bike. He speeds off across the playground. Laurens and I watch him until he reaches the old monastery and the back of his head shrinks to a dot and disappears.

“You can’t tell by looking at him,” Laurens says.

“No,” I reply. “What did you expect to see?”

“Just . . . you know.”

The set-up in the gym that had seemed so dangerous a half-hour ago now looks like a pile of junk.

For a split second, but just long enough, I’m able to get a good look at the cut on Laurens’s face. From a certain angle, I can see what’s under the scab. I take a quick, cautious look, like when you’re somewhere you’re not supposed to be.

The healed skin is pink and shiny.

We push the pommel horse against the wall and put all the other stuff back where it belongs.

“I’m gonna head home too,” Laurens says.

I lean against a wooden bench propped up on the wall bars like a slide and watch him shuffle across the playground, throw his leg over his bike, and pedal away. I stay there until he too has shrunk to a dot—only because I’d feel bad if he somehow found out that I’d watched Pim and not him.

After Laurens is finally gone, I wander around the room. Everything has been returned to its place, as if this afternoon never happened. The sky above the playground drifts by angrily. The clock on the wall in the gym ticks tirelessly on. The bell rings again. I don’t know whether it’s announcing the beginning or the end of something.

   


Three Musketeers

IN THE SUMMER of 1993, right before Laurens, Pim and I finished pre-school and started kindergarten, a letter was sent around to all of the teachers at the primary school and our six parents: a meeting had been planned, and their presence was required.

In the meeting, Beatrice, the school principal, got right to the point: How was it possible that only three babies were born in 1988? Was it the cold winter, the hot summer, the black Monday the previous October that made couples take it easy in the bedroom for a while? Why were so few children born that year? Her school was the smallest in the region, with an average class size of ten (one of its greatest assets in her opinion), but—and perhaps she pushed her glasses up her nose to show there was no point fighting it—no one was going to lift a finger for so few children.

The only solution was “a side class”: three extra desks in the back of the classroom. The teachers would simply adapt the day’s lessons for the three additional students, making them easier or harder depending on the level of the rest of the class.

“Your father didn’t put up much of a fight, and Laurens’s and Pim’s parents didn’t have any better ideas,” Mom told me six years later. I was eleven at the time. We were doing the dishes. The hot water on her hands always made her open up, but most of the time she just complained about all the things she’d missed out on in life, and all I could do was listen.

I could tell by the way she said “better ideas”, proud and uncertain at the same time, that she’d been intimidated by the imposing presence of Laurens’s mom and decided out of self-preservation not to get along with her.

Maybe it was something her own mother had whispered to her with her hands in the dishwater: the people you get along with are the same ones who will stab you in the back.

As for me, Pim, Laurens, we all thought the side class was a great idea. It was either that or be sent to another school and have to bike a lot farther every morning.

The lessons we got were easier than those designed for our age group. We’d hear the older kids whining about all their homework and tests, which made us feel like we’d been spared something.

Since the other kids started calling us “the three parasites”, Pim came up with the name “the three musketeers” in second grade. We didn’t know exactly what the name was supposed to mean, but the motto “all for one and one for all” that he chanted loudly as we walked onto the playground had a positive effect. We started using the name all the time—as we charged for a goal, when we got good grades, when we got bad grades, every time we popped a bottle of Kidibul sparkling grape juice—until we believed that there’d never be anything more important than our friendship. We thought the history books were based on us, not the other way around.

Together, we played soccer against the boys from the other classes, and even they didn’t seem to mind as long as I stayed in the goal and didn’t accidentally score for the wrong team: winning because your opponent scored an own goal was pretty much the same thing as losing, but not nearly as bad as losing to a girl.

It wasn’t my dribbling that set me apart from the average girl, but my competitiveness and my clothes. From first to fifth grade, I wore dark blue jeans and either Jolan’s old soccer jersey or a green Mickey Mouse sweater.

After tackling a boy who called me a cheater for being offside, I wasn’t invited to Laurens’s and Pim’s birthday parties anymore, but I did get invited to the other boys’. I kept showing up at every party until they were surprised I didn’t pee standing up with them too.

I wasn’t so easily accepted among the girls. It was always up to me to let them know I wanted to be included. Then they’d form a wall and ask me for the password, which was constantly changing. I never guessed it right, so they’d make me answer
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